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Chapter 1


It was cold and gray outside. My girlfriend of the last three years was leaving for Arizona. She said we had no problems, but her mother was ill, and she needed to visit. I wondered if she would return. We’d had no real issues or arguments, but Marilyn had always been a mystery. She had always kept some things carefully inside.

I carried her bags to the car, placing three of them in the trunk and a small one on the backseat floor. I hung her garment bag from the hook above the rear door. I placed the cat carrier in the front seat, securing the seatbelt through its handle with a click. I watched the cat as she crouched into the corner of her carrier, looking worried. I was sad to see her go.

Marilyn went back into the house for a final check of things. Coming back down the front porch steps, she looked attractive and comfortable in her workout suit with stripes on the legs. She had never said how old she was. Of course, I had never asked, but I would have guessed mid-sixties. A few years younger than me. Although, her petite frame, long brown hair, and contemporary wardrobe helped her look ten years younger. 

I waited by her car door, not knowing how we would part and sensing she felt the same because she approached me with a bit of caution. We shook hands. After three years of living together, we shook hands upon saying goodbye. 

“Drive safely” were the only words I could find as I closed her door. I pressed my palm against the window. She matched it from the inside the glass with hers, then turned the key and drove away. I kept my hand up until the car was out of sight. I didn’t know if she saw that in the mirror.

Three years had ended with a handshake and a wave. She was going to stop and visit an old friend in Pennsylvania. She didn’t say whether it was a male or female friend, and I hesitated to ask.

I sat on the step for a while after she left, thinking about us. I wasn’t sure how long. Finally, I went inside, and the emptiness closed around me with a thud. It felt like I was living in a hollow log. 

I turned on all the lights, the TV, and the kitchen radio; closed my eyes and imagined a gathering of people. 

I put the kettle on for tea. “So, what now?” I asked no one in particular as my water boiled. I repeated, louder this time, “What now?” That felt better, but I still had no answer.

I sat at the kitchen table with a cup of peppermint tea, trying to think positively. Grabbing a notepad from the counter, I started to scribble a to-do list: Breakfast, followed by Wash Dishes. Then, I abandoned that idea, balled up the paper, and tried a hook shot to the wastebasket. And missed. 

During the past few months, I had occasionally thought about writing. I’d long planned on fiction writing, perhaps even a novel. It wasn’t that crazy of an idea. With a degree in English Literature, I had produced a few short stories and the occasional poem that appeared in the “Poet’s Corner” of the local newspaper. No big deal, they would publish pages torn out of the phone book. 

My original plan had been to become a teacher. However, that plan was sidetracked when I enlisted in the Army following the Vietnam War. My military career was cut short when I fell off a truck during training. My foot was run over, resulting in a medical discharge and a permanent limp.

The faculty rosters had been filled while I was away. Still, I landed a temporary position teaching 7th grade English and helping coach the basketball team at Midland Junior High. My contract ended when the regular teacher returned from maternity leave, so I went to work with my father. 

Dad owned a hardware store, Phillips & Son, which was established in 1911 by his father. Dad took over the store in 1951. When Dad suffered a stroke, it became my turn to take over. Without my efforts, the store would have closed. 

Tools, nails, seeds, and wheelbarrows consumed my time. To be honest, I probably could have done some writing, too, because we weren’t always that busy. But my attempts were half-hearted, and the store took over my life when Dad died. Eventually, I sold the store to a large grocery chain that wanted the property to expand its parking lot. I had a lot of free time and no more excuses not to write, so I decided I should try writing my first novel.

When Mother died, I moved into the house she left me. As I was sorting through her things, I found an old Nunn-Bush shoebox filled with photographs. Some were in good condition, but many were yellowed and curled; pictures of our family from the early twentieth century until perhaps ten years ago. Many were of people I didn’t know, but there were plenty of the family as I remembered us: Mom, Dad, me, and a dog named Bucky. My intention was to use these photos to frame a narrative for my novel. I hoped it would work. 

When Marilyn first came to live with me, she brought her laptop computer. She had taken a night course at North Shore Tech and was quite adept at using it. She taught me the basics; we didn’t have computers when I was in college, so I had never learned to type correctly. I used an old Hermes portable for my assignments, but I preferred a yellow legal pad and felt-tipped pen for creative writing. I loved the connection, the tactility from my fingers through the pen as it lightly rasped the thoughts and words I had imagined in blue ink. But I had to admit; typing was much quicker. Marilyn ended up buying me my very own Dell laptop that Christmas. 

 To get serious about writing, I needed to create an encouraging writing environment. The den was the perfect room; the desk faced a picture window that overlooked the backyard. The only thing I needed was a proper chair.

I drove my commercial van to the Meadowlands strip mall, which had a Staples store. It was incredible, a collection of stuff ranging from candy to computers. And, of course, a lot of chairs.

“Can I help you find something?”

I turned from the chairs to see a young woman wearing a red Staples sweatshirt. A name tag told me her name was Emma.

“I’m looking for a new desk chair,” I said, smiling. 

“For your office?” she replied, smiling back more brightly than me. “Or something as a casual chair for reading or TV?”

“I didn’t realize people did that,” I replied. “I need something to use while writing.”

“Are you a writer?” she asked eagerly, leaning toward me.

“Not yet, but I want to be. Will be!” I emphasized my intentions.

“This model would be perfect.” She lifted a tag attached to the chair arm to show me that it was rated for 5-8 hours of butt occupancy.

I chuckled and asked, “What happens after that? Does it eject you?” We both laughed at my joke.

“Here’s a really great feature,” she said as she folded down the arms. “You can recline in this with your laptop on your lap.” She was back in sales mode.

“I’ll take it, Emma.”

Before we got to the check-out, she said, “How are you fixed for paper and ink cartridges?”

 I didn’t even have a printer, but not wanting to appear too out of touch, I said, “I’ve been thinking about getting a new printer. What would you suggest?”

“Of course, you want a wireless.”

“Absolutely.” We crossed the store to the printer display, and I agreed to buy her suggestion without a thought.

“Paper?”

“I probably should get more while I’m here.”

The paper selections were overwhelming.

“What have you been using?” She smiled at the question, looking back at me.

I pointed and said, “That one,” hoping it was appropriate.

“Good choice, one or two?”

“Two, I plan to be very busy.”

“What kind of stuff do you write?”

“Mostly fiction; I’m starting a new book now.”

“Alright, what’s it about?” she was eager for an answer.

“It’s a crime novel.”

“Wow!”

At the checkout, she asked, “Do you have a Rewards Card?” 

My puzzled expression told her no. “I can set you up with one right now. What’s your name… address… phone… email address?” 

As I answered her questions, I spotted the candy display behind me. I picked up two boxes of Malted Milk Balls (Marilyn’s favorite).

“Will that be all, Mr. Phillips?”

“That’ll do it. Thanks, Emma.” I pushed one of the candy boxes to her before she could bag it. She looked puzzled. “That’s a reward for your excellent service.”

“I can’t….”

“Why not?”

She looked around and said, “Okay, why not,” thanking me with a beautiful smile and crinkly eyes.

I left the store feeling good. Roger from the storeroom was outside with my new chair on a rolling cart. We loaded it in the van's side door, and I gave him five bucks. 

On the way home, I stopped at a Subway for a meatball sub and a bag of chips. Then I went into the packy next door for beer.

***

When I got home, I lifted the chair box from the van and managed to get it up the stairs without too much trouble. It wasn’t that heavy, even for an old guy like me. When I stripped the cardboard box, I realized that assembly was required. Why had I thought it would emerge whole, like a child from the womb?

To continue the infant metaphor, putting it together was child’s play. I was pleased that I was beginning to think in literary terms. When it was complete, I wheeled it to the desk, took a seat and positioned my hands on the keyboard. It felt a little low. I lifted the lever, and the seat rose adequately. Next, I folded the chair arms, as Emma had suggested, and placed the laptop on my lap. Just as I pressed the power button, the doorbell rang.

As I approached the front room, I saw a small silhouette behind the curtain. When I opened the door, she was facing the street. 

“Emma… Hi.” The surprise was evident in my voice.

She turned and reached out with a manila envelope. “Hi, Mr. Phillips, your warranty for your chair. I forgot to give it to you at the store and figured I’d bring it on my way home. I only worked a half day today and live near here.”

I was glad she had a lot to say because I was momentarily speechless, only managing a friendly, “Thank you. Would you like a cup of tea?”

She hesitated, then surprised me with, “Why not? I’ve got some free time.”

As she stepped inside, she noticed the chair in the den. “Wow! That looks great.”

“Go try it out. I’ll put a kettle on.” I went into the kitchen, somewhat confused. Did this warranty warrant a personal visit? I took two mugs from the cupboard and several boxes of herbal tea bags.

She entered the kitchen and sat on the edge of a chair, as if ready to bolt. “Take your pick.” I motioned toward the tea choices. “Would you like milk or sugar… or honey?” I didn’t know why I said that, and I doubted I could find any.

“Honey would be great.” Of course.

I went through the motions of checking the cupboards. “Looks like I’m all out. I’ll put that on my list.” I didn’t think there had been honey in the house since before Marilyn.

She chose Orange Mango, added two spoons of sugar, and dunked the bag repeatedly before letting it sink to the bottom. Finally, she wrapped the string around the handle.

I chuckled and said, “Well, this is a surprise. It’s amazing what a new chair will bring.” We had a short laugh over my comment.

“Is there a Mrs. Phillips?” she asked.

“No. There is a Marilyn, but she left earlier today, driving to Arizona; her mother is ill. She’s been here for three years. I’ve never been married. Have you?” My anxiety was apparent in my voice.

She snorted into the mug, wiped her face, and said, “Not hardly.” Then she asked, “Is Marilyn coming back?”

“Of course, we have plans for the holidays,” I lied.

We talked a little longer, mostly about the weather and other niceties. She finished her tea and left, just another moment’s diversion in my life now emptied of Marilyn. It had been a pleasant conversation. She was a lovely young woman, and I wished her well.

 




Chapter 2


After Emma left, I washed out the mugs, set them upside down in the drain rack, and returned to my “office,” as I now thought of it. This room now had a purpose. The chair was instantly comfortable as I sank into it. Too comfortable. I’d had little sleep last night before Marilyn’s departure hit me like the old ton of bricks. 

The door between our rooms was always closed, but never locked. Our personal sense of privacy was barrier enough. But last night, as I lay restlessly in my bed, I wished for the comfort of intimacy we sometimes had. She would emerge from her room in her cotton pajamas, a couple of buttons unfastened, smiling coyly as she approached my bed. But not last night. That dream died with the gray dawn.

I could have easily closed my eyes and dozed off in the chair, but I considered that the beginning of a bad habit. The chair was for work, the writing of a novel. I went upstairs to my bedroom for a short nap. As I passed Marilyn’s now-empty room, I spied one of her socks under the bed. I fished it out with a rolled-up magazine from the nightstand. It was pink and teal striped; one of her favorites. I thought about keeping it as a talisman, but that would have been creepy, more like a fetish. I’d mail it to her when she got to Arizona. That would help keep me fresh in her memory.

I intended to nap for a couple of hours, then get up and go through the “archives,” which is what I called my shoebox of photos. Unfortunately, putting on pajamas at 4:05 in the afternoon had not been proper planning. I woke up the following morning at 6:18, went downstairs to have breakfast, and realized the kitchen TV had been on all night. Oh well.

It was a lovely day, bright and sunny, nearly cloudless, and a comfortable temperature. I took my cereal out on the back deck and ate with the sun warming my face, planning my literary start. When I returned inside, the TV was showing Community Cares. Ms. Sheila Tennet, an administrator from the Waverly Senior Citizen Center, was explaining to the moderator how their old van was having problems. The motor had blown, and they couldn’t distribute food to many of their shut-in members. The moderator suggested a GoFundMe page. I had a better idea.

I showered, shaved, and dressed before I called Ms. Tennett. I would have felt uncomfortable calling in my pajamas, although I knew that was foolish.

She had a pleasant voice. “This is Sheila. How may I help you?”

“Hi, this is Dexter Phillips,” I said, and told her my plan.

She was silent for a moment, then said, “You aren’t kidding me, are you, Mr. Phillips?” 

“No, Ms. Tennett, I just need to go out and buy another car this morning, and then I’ll bring the van to you. If someone could drive me back to the dealer, that would be great.”

“Mr. Phillips, you deliver that van, and I’ll carry you on my back if I have to.” 

We both laughed at that before ending the call.

***

I’d been thinking about buying a car for a while. I’d purchase the Dodge van three years ago while I still had the store; it had a purpose then, but I had no use for it now. So, I consulted Mr. Google and decided on a Ford Taurus SEL. It fit into what I considered my new persona — author. I transferred money into my checking account via the wonder of my computer (another cyber skill taught by Marilyn). Then drove to the Ford dealership on Morgan Blvd.

 I was quickly approached by a young man with his shirt sleeves rolled up, a loose tie, a big smile, and an extended hand. He offered me coffee and started chattering about the benefits of buying a Ford. I had been in retail for years and had not just fallen off the turnip truck. I accepted his hospitality coffee but already knew what I wanted, the dealer price, and the demands I could make. The only thing left was the choice of color. I decided on Tuxedo Black.

Of course, he had to get his manager’s approval. “I’ve got a guy out front ready to write a check for a Taurus. Here’s what he wants to pay.”

Salesman and Sales Manager approached me with broad smiles. “Mr. Phillips, Terry tells me you’ve made an offer on that Taurus (he turned and pointed to the lot). Excellent choice, but I’m afraid we can’t accept an offer that low, and…”

Before he said more, I said, “Okay.” I put the Styrofoam cup on the salesman’s desk and started to leave. 

After three steps toward the door, he called after me, “Wait, Mr. Phillips, let me try to rerun those numbers.”

I took out my checkbook and said, “Also, I want that Dodge van to be vacuumed, washed, and some tire polish painted on.” 

While they were getting the car ready and calling the bank to check on the check, I walked down the street to a Dunkin’, feeling good. I had noticed a framed photo of two young kids on the salesman’s desk, so I bought two gift cards in addition to my coffee and jelly stick.

***

I drove the van to the Waverly Center and was met by Ms. Tennett and several of the staff. I had to pose for pictures for their Facebook page. Sheila thanked me several times, shook my hand, and stepped closer. I thought she might kiss me, but she squeezed my hand again, said “thank you” for the tenth time, and asked a woman named Susan to drive me to the Ford Dealer.

With its high-performance engine, tinted windows, rear spoiler, and moon roof, the Taurus was ridiculously out of character for me. But it was a shitload of fun. So instead of going home, I went up into the hills, around tight curves and long straight roads at speeds far greater than I would have dared in the van. 

The instrument display was a mystery; I would need to study that. I imagined Marilyn would have it all figured out in minutes. When I got home and parked in the garage, the car looked lost in the space compared to what the van had gobbled up. There would be much more room for Marilyn’s car beside it. I laughed when I imagined what the neighbors would think of my new toy.

At the mailbox, I was delighted to find a postcard from Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.

Hi, 

The trip is going well. Cat only got car sick once. Lots of traffic on the Interstates. I will probably be in AZ by the end of next week.

M

Just… M. No miss you, how are you doing, see ya on the flip side… no fucking nothing. 

I sat in a porch chair, slumped forward, elbows on my knees, looking at the card. M, that was it. I thought about her trip and the “friend” she would visit in Pennsylvania. To be in Arizona by the end of next week sure left a lot of time for a visit to this friend. It was her life; I couldn’t intrude. I simply missed her a lot, and my life seemed so empty without her.

I went into the house to finally get started on the archives, but I was attracted to the mantle over the never-used fireplace. Five framed photos sat on it, the only ones we had in the house. One was of my parents on their honeymoon in the Poconos, looking young and free. One of Bucky playing with a ball, and one of Bucky shortly before he died, lying on the couch. I always thought he looked sad in that photo. 

There were two pictures of me. In the first one, I was playing basketball. In the next, I was in handcuffs. When Marilyn first came to the house, she was somewhat surprised by that photo. It was a picture taken at a Peace Rally in 1971 and I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I was the tallest person there so I figured that’s why the cops had chosen me. The photo was taken by a college classmate working for The Observer newspaper. He’d sent me a copy and written on the back with a black Magic Marker: Public enemy #1 was arrested after a fierce gun battle with the FBI. My mother was ashamed and didn’t like the photo. I thought it was hilarious and felt proud of what I stood for. 

I also liked the basketball picture, which was taken during a high school game. I was driving to the basket, ball in my extended right hand, and best I remembered, I made that shot. At least that’s how I wanted to remember it. I did well in high school basketball and earned 2nd team All-State in my junior and senior years. After that, I tried out in college but wasn’t good enough to make the university team.

I continued to play in various leagues for years and coached kids’ teams. Phillips & Son sponsored teams annually until we closed.

We had a backboard on the garage, and my dad had the driveway repaved and hired a guy to paint the keyhole and foul line. The rim was precisely ten feet, and the net was always intact. We would raise the double garage door in order not to crash into it when driving for a lay-up.

Marilyn was quite excited when I taught her how to shoot a basketball, and we spent hours practicing. Eventually, she had gotten pretty good at shooting from the line. One day, she said, “I can beat you.”

“I don’t think so,” I laughed back.

“What’s it worth to you?”

I suggested a sex act.

She stared at me with the ball under her arm and said, “I prefer not.”

I laughed and said, “You sound like Bartleby.”

“Who?”

“Bartleby, The Scrivener, a book by Herman Melville.”

“I thought he only wrote about a whale.” Before she retired, Marilyn had been an accountant.

I guessed I thought that was too funny, because I offended her with my laughter. She suddenly winged the ball at my crotch and stormed into the house. That was the type of thing I liked about her and missed so much.

I pulled myself out of my daydream and remembered my plan to work on sorting the photos in the archives. Right after dinner, I told myself, I would start. First, I needed to know how to flatten them; for that, I needed to consult Mr. Google again. Right after dinner.

***

Following my mother’s death, I gave most of her furniture to the Salvation Army, including the dining room pieces, which were quite nice and must have been expensive when they were first bought. By removing these, I had created my den-turned-office. That was good, except I had no flat space to sort the photos unless I used the floor. The problem with that was it had become increasingly difficult to get off the floor with my onset of arthritis. I thought there had been too many jump shots pounding my knees in the past. 

So, the next best thing came to mind — Marilyn’s bed. I took the box upstairs, along with a beer. The curled photos were not going to work for me.

Back downstairs, I asked Mr. Google: How to uncurl old photos. He replied in 0.61 seconds with 20,900 results. Far more information than I needed. It seemed relatively easy. I learned it was best done with a steam iron used cautiously with something like butcher paper laid over the photo. I didn’t have either, so this would have to wait until tomorrow.

 




Chapter 3


I awoke with a purpose, eager to get out and buy a steam iron and some butcher paper. Walmart would have the iron. I figured I could find the paper at the small bodega where I shopped for ingredients to put in my Mexican dishes. 

It may seem surprising that a sixty-nine-year-old confirmed bachelor could cook various meals, not just franks and beans, but it was easy to learn. I took home ec in high school because our basketball coach was dating the teacher, so we were assured a good grade. I also took a cooking class at North Shore Tech when I was sixty, thinking it would be an excellent place to get a date, but it turned out the women in class were much younger. When it came to cooking variety, I thought why not, and I began to watch culinary shows on satellite TV.

“Francisco, que pasa?” I always greeted my Latino grocer this way. “I need some butcher paper, maybe about five feet off the roll.”

“Muy loco, Dex, muy loco,” he said, while laughing and twirling a finger beside his head. “What for, you gonna butcher a chicken?”

Of course, he was kidding, so I responded, “A cow.”

I explained my intent, and he ripped off a five-foot piece, expertly tearing it on the thick blade. As he handed it to me, he spotted the car. “That yours?”

“Sí.”

“What’s an old fart like you doing with a hot little car like that?”

“Picking up hot little chicas,” I said as I put twenty bucks in a jar on the counter, contributing to the family of a sick kid.

Next stop, Walmart. Housewares, steam irons. The selection was a little overwhelming. None of the packaging said, Great for flattening curled photographs. So, I bought the cheapest one and got out of there as soon as possible. Walmart always depressed me. 

The website I chose for instruction had a YouTube video that showed me everything I needed to know in under four minutes. Including that Marilyn’s bed was not the proper surface to steam curled photos.

 Fortunately, it was lunchtime. I made a sandwich, grabbed a beer, and ate on the back porch. After that, I shot baskets for about twenty minutes. I was on fire, sinking a bunch of shots from three-point land. I was sweaty from all that effort and decided to take a shower before handling the photos.

 Refreshed, I took the archives downstairs and laid out the first batch in three rows of four photos on a towel spread on the kitchen table. I covered them with butcher paper and began pressing them with the iron on a low-heat setting. It worked.

It took me one hour and two more beers to create several piles of lovely, flat photos. From the garage, I brought in a piece of plywood and a couple of five-pound barbell discs to place over the images for the night. Tomorrow, the plan would be to identify the people and time frames.

 




Chapter 4


The next day, it was raining hard. I was sitting in “command central.” That’s what I called my new chair. Looking out the back window, I noticed the garage door was up. I usually kept it closed this time of year, because raccoons were looking to set up a winter home. I had forgotten yesterday in my haste to flatten photos. No harm, no foul, and I had an excellent view of my new car.

The photo flattening had worked well, except for some of the timeworn photos that were now showing cracks. But these were pictures of people I didn’t know or care about anyway. 

The family had come here from England in the late nineteenth century following the Industrial Revolution, escaping the farm to emigrate for a “better life.” However, anecdotal family history showed it wasn’t that much better, because work in the textile and leather mills was challenging and dangerous. 

The family history said they struggled in poverty until Great-Grandfather “Willie” Phillips invented a tool used in textile roller printing. After that, life dramatically improved for the Phillips clan. Not too many years later, Phillips & Son Hardware was born. Of course, the Great Depression put a big dent in that, and by the time my father took over, we were down to one store. I had sold that one store on Brady St. for a lot of money several years ago.

I’d never thought much about money. We always seemed to have enough. And with no home mortgage and a hefty bank account, including some managed investment funds, why would I worry? For years following my military accident and medical discharge, I received monthly disability checks. Nothing huge, but several hundred dollars each month that I would stow away in my top desk drawer. Every year, I’d cash out and contribute to a Veteran’s cause or organization. It was the least I could do. 

Why was I thinking about this? I needed to focus on my book; getting sidetracked was incredibly easy. I decided I was going to make some oatmeal, have another cup of coffee, and get to it. I remembered I also needed to go grocery shopping. 

That was something we always did together, Marilyn and me. When she came to live with me, we didn’t set up any plan of who did what and when — it just evolved. As an accountant, she took over the finances, writing checks for monthly expenditures on a shared account or paying online with a shared password. She could cook, but she didn’t like to. However, she planned the menus. When we shopped on Thursdays, she knew exactly which aisle to go to and it expedited the process, whereas I took forever shopping on my own. She knew wine. I assumed she’d had an active social life, because she had good party instincts. I liked to cook and was good at it. We made a great team.

When I sold the store, I continued to sponsor the bowling team, and that’s how I met Marilyn. We rolled in the Wednesday Night Business League along with my three buds. We entered the finals in second place, with an excellent chance of victory.

Marilyn was on the bank team we were competing against. She was a good bowler and, with her handicap, she beat me by eleven pins. Close, but no cigar. That’s exactly what she’d said: “Close, but no cigar, Dex.” She put a hand on my arm and added, “C’mon, I’ll buy the loser a beer.” At the bar, we made a date for Saturday. That went well, and I picked her up again Sunday for a ride out to the cape in my van. She got over the initial surprise of the van and drove it on the way home. Two weeks later, she moved in with me.

***

I was accumulating a stash of flattened photos. At first, I thought I’d group them by size, but that didn’t make sense. So, I started with the subjects, places, and my best estimate of their age. That worked well for a while. I broke those groups into known and unknown people. I took them upstairs and spread them on Marilyn’s bed. I sat on her dressing table bench with a beer, trying to absorb the photographic history before me.

I thought of Marilyn sitting and brushing her hair every morning. I always thought that thing about one hundred strokes was a joke, but she did not. One morning, I interrupted her count to ask a question, and she got pretty pissed at me. I retaliated by saying, “Get a life.” That thought brought me a smile.
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