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Indifference is the essence of inhumanity.
    George Bernard Shaw

The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.
The opposite of art is not ugliness, it’s indifference.
The opposite of faith is not heresy, it’s indifference.
And the opposite of life is not death, it’s indifference.
      Elie Wiesel

The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for 
good men to do nothing.   
      Edmund Burke

The hottest places in Hell are reserved for those who 
remain neutral in times of great moral crisis.
    Dante
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Chapter One

It all began with the alphabet and baseball. 
I met Vickie in Mr. Roth’s sixth-grade homeroom, and we would stay 

together in every homeroom until we graduated from high school. The 
alphabet brought us together – his last name was Vickers, mine was Wall. 

In our sixth-grade homeroom, Vickie sat directly in front of me in the 
row of desks nearest the wall of windows that opened to the seasons of 
the year. They were large, heavy, double hung windows like every old 
school in America used to have. Below the windows, running their full 
length, were loud rattling and whizzing gray-green ventilators framed 
by wooden bookshelves full of outdated dusty books. We all knew the 
books were never to be read again, nor was that any longer their purpose 
– they were just there to collect dust and look intimidating. 

We lived in a small Pennsylvania valley town, a rural town of no great 
distinction or fame. New kids like Vickie were few and far between, 
making them an instant object of interest, and suspicion. The kid in front 
of me that morning in homeroom was definitely a “new boy,” and my 
first impression was that he appeared to be a rather remarkable new boy 
if one were to judge by appearance alone. Still, the new-boy investiga-
tion would have to wait until lunch, when we would gather all the boys 
to formally extend a most cordial and heartfelt welcome.

My immediate concern, as homeroom was about to begin, was to fo-
cus on Mr. Roth, who would not only be my homeroom teacher this 
year, but also my math teacher. While new to me as a teacher, he was not 
new to my family; the fact was he had been my Mom’s teacher, which 
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was weird enough, but to one-up weird, he had lived only three houses 
away from us for as long as I could remember. I had long ago sized him 
up as a neighbor, (he got passing grades in that department, but barely, 
because he dressed like a teacher even while doing his yard work) but as 
my teacher, well, here we were entering uncharted waters.  

As he carefully called out our names with the precision of a Marine ser-
geant on parade, Mr. Roth passed his first test with flying colors. The key 
to quieting the ventilators – as all kids knew and most teachers had forgot-
ten – was to park yourself on top of the venting, lean against one of the 
windows and begin teaching. Since every school in America had this type 
of heating, I always envisioned that on any given school day successful 
teachers attempted to teach their little wards perched atop the ventilators 
of education. Or, if they were very creative, they piled the ventilators high 
with some weighty old books to quiet the rattling, and thereby gained 
freedom of movement to wander the classroom. Later in the day during 
math it was from such a position that Mr. Roth launched us into the math 
world of sixth grade and soon of fractions and percentages.

For the next seven years Vickie and I would be in the same home-
rooms together as well as all the other end-of-the-alphabet named kids. 
Homerooms that were different, yet still all eerily the same, stretched out 
before us, and in all of those years, Vickie and I were never more than 
two seats apart, in spirit even closer.

While the alphabet brought us together, baseball united us. Mr. Roth 
introduced us to baseball, actually to math and percentages, but I wasn’t 
smart enough to figure that out at first. I just thought he was trying to 
teach us about the game. 

School began just after Labor Day, toward the end of the baseball 
season, when all the pennant races were just heating up. Each morning 
before Mr. Roth began homeroom several of the students would update 
the baseball standings from the night before. We would recalculate with 
paper and pencil the winning percentages of each team, the standings, 
and the statistics for the top ten players in each league. Mr. Roth had the 
blackboard along the side of the classroom away from the windows set 
aside just for baseball, and each morning a few of us would begin by 
erasing and washing the blackboard clear of yesterday’s standings and 
stat leaders and post the new updated standings and stats. I can remem-
ber thinking that this early morning “home work” was a bit unfair and 
bordered on the edge of child abuse, but soon the lure of baseball began 
to quietly work its magic on me. 

When we finished our morning work, Mr. Roth in his twice-starched 
shirt would crisply march his buffed wing tips over to the board to check 
out our efforts. He would carefully scan the board and if all was not 
correct would tell us, “Boys, this won’t do, do it again, get it right.” He 
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would turn and walk away more with a look of sadness than anger or 
disgust, as if we had failed, but failed at what, I wasn’t sure. It was no 
use asking him where the errors were. That was our job – to find them 
and correct them before homeroom began.

 Even as young boys we were beginning to understand the rhythm 
of the game Mr. Roth was playing with us. It was not many days before 
we were error free, and Mr. Roth could turn away from his morning ex-
amination of our work with a “hmmmm,” and his signature tug of the 
ear and march back with military-like precision to his desk of neatly ar-
ranged papers. While he became absorbed in his preparations for home-
room, we became absorbed in the stats of baseball.

This was our introduction to baseball, and to the practical world of 
math. In the opening days of sixth grade both Vickie and I fell in love 
with the beauty of the game, and in love with the meaning of numbers 
that gave substance to the game. Numbers weren’t just numbers, but 
numbers were links to a team or a player; soon we would find out they 
were the keys to the past – to the past of baseball. Even more important 
was the realization that all these thousands of players with their millions 
of statistics had set the standard for the future of the game. Mr. Roth was 
pretty smart. 

At the same time I was discovering my love of baseball I found a 
friend in Vickie. Boys don’t describe other boys. It’s not just that we 
don’t want to – it is genetically contrary to our molecular structure. I 
remember one time being required in some English class to read one of 
those women’s novels, maybe by Austen, I think Emily Austen, but it 
doesn’t really matter, you know the kind of book I mean. She went on 
forever describing this woman’s hair, her hair color, other facial hairs, 
color of eyes, cheek bones, forehead, neck, and hands, her dainty ankles, 
and after about two pages I still didn’t know if she was built or not. So let 
me get this out of the way as quickly and painlessly as possible – Vickie 
was small, thin, and ugly of face. 

If I can try to be Austenesque-like for only a moment, I do remember 
that sitting right behind him that first day of school I was aware that 
his hair was a lot longer than I would be allowed to have, or that any of 
my friends could get away with. I remember thinking that all that hair 
might offer us the opportunity for a little tête-à-tête. I could briefly take 
one further moment to comment on his clothes, or, as I assumed, the 
clothes his mother bought for him. They were bright and very colorful. 
Too colorful by half for the likes of our school – not a lot of the guys did 
yellows, oranges, and greens. That is it, though – that’s the outside limit 
of my observations; I retire exhausted. 

He was not Vickie until lunch break during the first day of school 
when we agreed as a group (Vickie was naturally excluded from this 
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group discussion) that his real name, Neal, was most unfortunate and 
that from lunch forward, he would be Vickie. The motion was voted on 
and passed without objection. We all agreed that it was in his best in-
terest. No one should be required to walk around central Pennsylvania 
being a Neal.

Selecting Vickie’s name was only one small part of our lunchtime duty. 
The guys met as an ad hoc committee to further our investigation of the 
new kid in town. What we needed to determine was exactly who this kid 
was and could he make it – in short was he friend or foe? Our initial im-
pressions did not bode well for this alien – for an alien he was, on this 
there was total agreement. He fit the classical definition of  “alien.” That is, 
he was not born in Mill Gate and it was likely that he came from more than 
fifty miles away. We began by immediately convening after lunch under 
the trees that fronted the school, large oaks that had historically provided 
us both shelter and things to throw. Unlike congressional hearings, our 
questions were direct, pointed, and to the mark. “Who are you?” “Where 
are you from?”  “Why are you here?” Corollary questions followed about 
what he liked to do, his parents, and were there any brothers and sisters 
lurking in the bushes – particularly big brothers.

By the time the school bell rang for classes to resume we had our an-
swers. To our relief there were no big brothers, but there was a matching 
set of two-year-old twin sisters – the latter offered no interest and we 
quickly dismissed them as immaterial.  We took great pride in tricking 
him to admit that he moved to Mill Gate from Baltimore – this would 
prove to be one of the two most amazing pieces of information that we 
were to gather from our investigation. First, it was not enough that he 
was from Baltimore and that his parents were with the college, but when 
B.O. asked, “What do you like to do?” his response was like a punch to 
our collective gut. Even a lifetime away, I can still remember him saying, 
without embarrassment, I might add, “Well, I like to read – and write of 
course.” You could have tied every one of us to a tree for a month – no, 
longer – before we would ever have come up with that answer. In fact, 
I don’t believe we would ever have come up with such an answer. To 
like to read and write was not, to our collective understanding, one of 
life’s choices. As we went back to class we had answers, but we also had 
doubts. For the time being it was agreed that we would keep him on a 
trial basis.

 This stuff about liking to read and write presented to all the guys an 
obvious area of concern. It didn’t seem like this kid was getting off to the 
best start. In brief – could he make it? In my own assessment, there were 
a number of pluses and minuses. 

The minuses first – there were those nagging issues of reading and 
writing. Big hurdle. Then there was that issue of coming from faraway 
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Baltimore. Then there was the major mistake that moms of new kids in 
town often make – that is, sending their little tykes – little boy tykes – to 
school in pretty clothes. Bad idea! If Vickie were to gain membership 
in our select patched-flannel gang, he would definitely have to shape-
down. To be blunt, we do not do fashion in Mill Gate.  I was certain that 
we would have to work with him on this issue, but, in time, we were all 
convinced that he could become messy. 

On the plus side – he was shorter than I. The boys you grow up with 
can be any size they want to be, they are what they are. But – and this is 
a very big “but” – the new kid in town should plan to arrive short. It is 
in everyone’s best interest.  

Over the next days we somehow forgot that Vickie was an alien. He 
was so easy to know and he knew so much without being some prissy 
wise-ass. It was soon understood, without ever saying it, that if you need-
ed to know something, well, Vickie was the one to go see. Why ask an 
adult and get a lecture, when you could go to Vickie and get an answer? 
His answers were never put-downs. Nor were they ever show-offish. 

Most kids tread lightly through the day because there is always some 
adult lurking around the next bend with one of the world’s great back-
hands to your ear and to your pride. We were starting to appreciate this 
kid from Baltimore. He was becoming our life shield. Those sudden 
backhands were becoming fewer and fewer. And, after all, that’s the real 
test, isn’t it? Any kid who can make a teacher a little less certain, a little 
more hesitant, is definitely worth having on your side. Vickie was in-
deed a keeper. Welcome to the club.

Kids from Mill Gate knew Baltimore only as a place name on a fifth 
grade geography test, and then probably only half got it right. We were 
not travelers. If Baltimore had a ring to it, it was because of football or 
baseball, but those were teams and not really a city. I don’t think most of 
the guys I knew had been more than one or two states away from home, 
and B.O. had never been beyond the county line.  The kids in Mill Gate 
were free of the worrisome responsibility of deciding where to go for 
vacation. I do not mean to imply that we were wanting in adventures 
– far from it; we had the state parks for camping, and in season there 
was hunting and fishing, and of course, the Grange Fair in August. In 
my world, summertime was the busy season for Mom at Brodie’s Dairy 
Soft, so vacations were few and far between. I could count my trips from 
home on one hand and still have a finger left for picking. Certainly none 
of us had lived in a city. So in the area of being an experienced traveler 
Vickie also had things to tell us. 

At school, math was difficult for me – but not “baseball math.” Base-
ball math was important, made sense, and was easy, especially since my 
newfound friend was a whiz kid with numbers. I needed to know how 
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to figure out that the Yankees were playing at a .572 clip and that Boston 
was challenging right behind at .540, and that the Orioles were only four 
games back in the loss column, and then be ready tomorrow morning for 
all new numbers to appear on the sports page. When school was over for 
the day we would meet in the cafeteria and go over all the averages we 
had from last week – who was up, who was down; who was hot, who 
was not. At first, when I got the numbers wrong, Vickie would show me 
my mistake by giving me a player’s name, like Johnny Bench, and say, 
“Now look, if Bench went 3 for 5 yesterday and 1 for 4 Monday, what 
would his two-day average be?” In no time at all I could figure out how 
to determine batting averages, standings, and any other numbers having 
to do with baseball. Listening to the incoming scores at night over the 
radio and with yesterday’s stats in hand we could determine all the new 
numbers over breakfast. 

Off to school and the blackboard. Look, Mom, I can fly! I was living 
math, and too dumb to know it. It looked like Rod Carew would win 
the batting crown in the American League and that Steve Carlton’s ERA 
would hold up to be the best in the National League. We poured over 
numbers and possibilities as if they were the air we needed for life. Until 
my first days in Mr. Roth’s class, baseball had been only a game for me, 
but with Mr. Roth and Vickie it became something new and important – 
only after a lifetime would I fully understand the importance of baseball 
and sixth grade in shaping my life.

By late September and into early October, the season had ended and 
the World Series was over; the blackboard was cleaned, and suddenly 
strangely empty. The World Series was won by the A’s defeating the 
Reds in seven games. It was the first time I had really watched the Se-
ries; oh sure, I had seen them, but never really watched them. Vickie 
and I watched, kept score cards, and together we listened to the games 
on radio and TV, and on those glorious fall weekends when the world 
seemed to be all about baseball, we had all the joy in life that one could 
wish for. 

Then the last pitch of the last game was thrown and the last out re-
corded. The next day in school Vickie and I were knocked down. How 
could baseball end when school was just beginning? It was simply an-
other example to the young that life and school are a little bit short on 
fairness.

“Well, Tommy,” he said, after seeing that the blackboard was clean 
and that Mr. Roth was finished with baseball, “why don’t we keep our 
own stats and our own records.”

“What do you mean, Vickie? It’s over. No games till next season.”                                                                                                                                     
“Yeah, this year’s over, but we can go back to the records of other 
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years and compare teams and players. Remember that old book that Mr. 
Roth has behind his desk?”

“Sure, his old blue bible.”
“Everything’s in there. That book is all we need.” 
“What’s in….”
“Don’t you see? If we had that book – gosh, every team, every player.….”
 “So what!”
I will be the first to admit that I didn’t get it. He had to run it by me 

a few more times. Then the light came on – I got it. Bingo! The nub of 
his thesis was that baseball was alive in the book, all day, all year, all the 
time, and that all we had to do was open the book to play ball. The light 
got brighter as we walked the halls between classes, and brighter still by 
lunch as we talked about how we could play baseball all year long. By 
the end of the day the light became a beacon. Vickie was smart and I was 
his disciple. Off we went to spread the word. The book was the answer; 
with the book we could do anything. We could make up our own all-star 
team from 1925 and compare it to the all-star team of 1948, or any other 
year; we could create the best team made up of players whose last names 
began with “B,” or the best left-handed team, or the best funny-named 
team, or the best whatever – it was endless, and it was fantastic.  With 
that book we could do anything. The baseball season would never have 
to end. Homerun!   

We got to homeroom early the next day to talk to Mr. Roth; actually, 
Vickie did the talking, and asked Mr. Roth if we could borrow “the book.” 
“Which book boys?” he asked. Vickie said, as brave as only a new kid in 
town could, that we wanted to borrow “the baseball book, the old blue 
book.” And to sink his hook in a little deeper Vickie looked up, like that 
angel near the altar in church, and said, “You see, Mr. Roth, we love the 
game.” I thought he had overplayed his hand, but there we were. It was 
too late now to bring in a relief pitcher. Mr. Roth looked at us for a long 
time – as if we had asked for the keys to his car, then he slowly turned, 
walked to the windows, and looked out toward the distant mountains. 
What do we do now, I thought, stay, sit down, or leave? What? 

It’s funny how sometimes a moment in time, coming without warn-
ing or fanfare in childhood, remains with you forever. Why that mo-
ment? Was it defining? I remember Mr. Roth slowly turning from the 
window and walking to his desk. He picked up the book and opened it. 
“Do you know who Lou Gehrig is?” I’m not sure what we said, I’m not 
even sure we said anything. “Lou Gehrig!” he repeated. I don’t know 
why, but I knew that that moment was important to Mr. Roth, and to 
Vickie and to me.  He closed the book and handed it to us on the condi-
tion that we guard it with our lives. In fact, he made us understand that 
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if there was ever any question of saving either ourselves or the book we 
were not to hesitate, not to blink, but to calmly, rationally save the book. 
For Mr. Roth that was as close as he would ever get to humor. The mo-
ment was over. “Get out of here,” he said, “you shouldn’t even be in here 
for another ten minutes. Off!”

 Around the school and in the halls Mr. Roth had a well-earned repu-
tation as a wing-tipped, spit and polish type of guy, a no-nonsense type 
of guy. In other words, on the combined warm and friendly scale of one 
to ten, with one being ‘icy cold,’ he consistently registered a three. He 
was the kind of adult whom you could not possibly imagine ever hav-
ing been a kid – a kid who laughed, sneaked about innocently, farted in 
crowded rooms, or proudly earned school detentions. No, that would 
not have been our Mr. Roth. Our collective image of Mr. Roth was that 
he had been born into the world a math teacher at the age of forty-five, 
a small, pencil-thin man, and so remained. Further accenting the theme 
of thinness were his thin lips topped with a paper-thin mustache. We 
could, with very little effort, make his thin lips disappear into the thin-
ness of his face with one or two wrong answers, and the gang took more 
pleasure than is polite in making his lips disappear on a regular basis. 
But for that brief moment before homeroom when he gave us the blue 
book he was no longer Mr. Roth. He wasn’t a teacher. He wasn’t even a 
neighbor. For one brief moment he was one of us. For one brief moment, 
we were three companions in baseball. And that one brief moment last-
ed forever, for in that brief moment began a friendship that would grow 
and grow to last a lifetime.

On our way home from school, with the book safely tucked in Vick-
ie’s backpack, I began to look at him with newfound respect. I remember 
thinking to myself, “This kid’s not half bad.” Still, I made a mental note 
that I needed to work with him on dipping it out a little too thick. So, 
as we got close to home, I said, “Where did you ever get that ‘love of 
the game’ stuff?” He looked at me the way a grown up looks at a kid 
who has just asked the obvious. “But Tommy,” he said. “We do love the 
game.”

“OK, Vickie, OK, but you got to be careful with that ‘love stuff.’ We 
don’t do a lot of that love stuff around here. It’s a little creepy if you must 
know. Suppose some of the guys heard us talkin’ about that kind of stuff. 
I’d have to move out of town and take you with me.”

“Results, Tommy, results,” he said with a smile on his face. “We’ve 
got the book, and a new baseball season is about to begin.”

“The book,” a dark blue, serious-colored book, was the official book of 
baseball, containing the names and statistics of every player and pitcher, 
with the averages of all who had ever played the game. Every team, with 
their standings. The World Series scores and All-Star stats. Everything 



15

about the history of baseball was in the book – all were neatly contained 
and arranged in this old thumb-licked blue book of Mr. Roth’s. Who won 
the batting title in the National League in 1908? In the book. Who stole 
the most bases in 1922? In the book. What was Ty Cobb’s nickname? In 
the book.

It was a book of more than two thousand pages of fine print contain-
ing little more than column after column, page after page of statistics. 
No opinions, no lies, no prejudices: the Book was packed from begin-
ning to end with honest achievement. There were no failures in the Book 
because to make it to the major leagues was the achievement. Even the 
worst player to ever play was in the book, and to be in the book was all 
the joy in life that the worst player would ever need to hold his head 
high. Mr. Roth had handed Vickie the book without fear or hesitation 
and Vickie, as in some ritual rite of passage, had carefully placed it in his 
guarded backpack. 

In that moment of transfer, Mr. Roth had looked like he wanted to be 
us – young and discovering baseball for the first time; like he wanted to 
go with us and sit in some far off corner and rediscover his love. In that  
moment he had not been old or a teacher, but just a baseball fan. Years 
later Vickie recalled the moment, saying it had been like Mr. Roth knew 
that he was passing on the future of baseball to us – and that the future 
was safe.

Baseball, thanks to Vickie, wasn’t over in October; it could now run 
the entire year – and a year in sixth grade was forever.

I can now admit to myself that I was correctly placed in sixth grade. 
In fact, I believe my teachers would have argued the point that sixth 
grade was a bit of a stretch for me. Not for Vickie. I recognized early 
on that Vickie was actually a closet ninth-grader. No more proof was 
needed than the quickness with which he extended our baseball season. 

I have tried to recall what it must have felt like to “read” the book 
for the first time. It must have been numbingly nonsensical, the way 
the stock market pages still are to me today. The book at first glance ap-
peared to be overwhelming – an incomprehensible maze of meaningless 
numbers that promised only failure to all who opened its pages. My own 
defense was that I was only in sixth grade and what could anyone expect 
from a kid. Faced with such an obstacle I could have rapidly lost interest 
in this winter baseball thing and, also, might have lost confidence in the 
“wunderkind.” 

Vickie, however, quickly came to the rescue. He showed me that the 
wonder of the book was that there was no need to begin at the begin-
ning – or for that matter to end at the last page. Baseball was alive in the 
book, all we had to do was open it. It was one great book! Its magic was 
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that it was a book that didn’t have to be read. As a matter of fact, it was a 
book that shouldn’t be read at all. That fact alone, to any sixth-grade boy 
worth his salt, made it special.

The book even made school tolerable. The book didn’t even have very 
many sentences, let alone dangling participles, or split infinitives. This 
wasn’t one of those English novel types that demanded starting on page 
one and tortuously plodding your way to the end, but rather a most 
magical book that encouraged you to discover the mysteries found on 
any of its pages, or even any single line on any page. 

There was page 1155 where I met Mel Ott.  Ott ushered in all the won-
ders at the top of page 1155 and Mickey Owen anchored the bottom of 
the page. This was the beginning, later we would discover that while Ott 
was a hero to New York, Owen was the goat of goats – go ahead, check 
it out for yourself if you don’t believe me. And once you discovered Ott 
and Owen, then you could proceed directly to page 682 and meet one of 
the real giants of baseball – Ernie Banks. Look at his numbers: 512 home 
runs – for a shortstop and almost 3000 hits; Banks was a ballplayer, one 
of the best to ever play the game.  They appeared to me as the kind of 
numbers that those guys on Mount Olympus would have had if they 
played a little ball. Every ballplayer gets a line in the book for every year 
they play, but the truly great players like Banks or Stan Musial, get line 
after line earned year by year. And what lines they were. That one line of 
one year told you everything – at bats, runs, hits, singles, and home runs, 
everything the player did that year. Unless you were a pitcher, then the 
book listed your wins and losses, and all the other stuff like strikeouts 
and walks. 

There were names and more names – endless names. Sometimes they 
were strange names, sometimes humorous like “Puddin’ Head Jones,” 
or “Daffy Dean,” but always they were names that called out to Vickie 
and me, saying, “Hey kid! Here I am. What do you think?” Names we 
did not know, but names like Phil Rizzuto, Robin Roberts, and Bob Feller 
who became our gods of baseball. They were all there on a page, all 
wanting to be remembered. How could you not love a book like that? 
We read the book, we studied the book, and bits and pieces of a name 
or a line became burned into our memory to the point that a lifetime 
later they would still be there. Baseball was not over with the last out of 
the World Series. Baseball continued all winter long in the basement of 
Vickie’s house.

Let me go back for a minute to talk about Vickie being a closet ninth-
grader. Basically, being smart and a boy in sixth grade is not a good thing. 
I believe that most thoughtful people know that to be true. I’m sure there 
are some categories of people who may not think so, but they can gener-
ally be dismissed as inconsequential and non-participants. Real people, 
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sensible people, people well grounded in getting along in this world, 
know it is not smart for a boy to be smart. Then along came Vickie. 

Almost from day one everything we were doing in our classes seemed 
to be not only effortless for Vickie, but also enjoyable. He seemed to re-
ally like school. He was thumbing his nose at the conventional wisdom 
that our gang lived by – that being smart and enjoying it is of little sig-
nificance in a girl, but in a boy is most troubling. At least to the other 
guys in school. I’ll put it to you – how would you feel about a guy who 
could go to the blackboard and diagram a sentence? Correctly! On pur-
pose! How would you feel about a guy who knew what “pluperfect” 
meant? That seemed to be the classic telltale sign of a boy who was about 
to have a falling out with his peers. So there we were faced with the task 
of sizing-up the new kid. He was new – strike one. He was smart – strike 
two. He liked school – a swinging strike three. “You’re out!”

Still, somehow it worked for Vickie. Day one, we changed his name; 
we gave him a girl’s name, and he loved it. Day two, he was helping me 
with fractions and percentages without a trace of smugness. Day three, 
he – well you get the idea. He wore being smart as comfortably as an old 
shirt. And this next bit of oddness was really strange. Somehow Vickie 
got away with refusing to do our homework for us or giving us his, but 
never would he refuse to help us do our homework. Vickie would stay 
after school to help the guys, or go over after dinner to one of our houses. 
He had the potential to be too helpful, too good. In short, he was the 
kind of kid who could easily be disliked.  That was not a good formula 
for success, yet the new kid in town pulled it off.

The new kid in town moved into a new house with a new lawn on a 
new street in the only new development the town had ever experienced. 
Before this construction boom of a half dozen new streets and about fifty 
or so houses our town’s last growth spurt had been some time in the 
1920s.  We were basically an anti-growth town that found comfort in the 
sameness and predictability life offered. The people in Mill Gate did not 
embrace change in either a revolutionary or an evolutionary package 
and would probably have found their ideal town in some small medi-
eval Bavarian village with a market day on Tuesday. I’m not sure how 
much the people of Mill Gate understood the impact the new develop-
ment, Olson Estates, would have upon their lives, but later, years later, 
we would all come to realize that the development was the first chipping 
away of who we were in Mill Gate. My Mom was different. She knew 
right away. She could smell it. She knew the development would destroy 
our town. As usual she was right, but only time would validate her fears.

Vickie’s house was only a short bike ride away from mine in what 
had been the old Olson farm and was now Olson Estates, and it was 
from there that we set out to master baseball. The basement was per-
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fect – large, damp, empty, and unfinished. It was a great place for us to 
play, and a place to be avoided by any sensible adult. It was a place that 
enabled us to learn to slide into bases (actually old pillows) like Maury 
Wills of the Dodgers or to throw a ball against the wall to a chalk drawn 
first baseman. To practice our swing we attached a tennis ball to a rope 
suspended from the ceiling and swung at the ball with the bat till our 
hands were blistered. Now, years later, it seems in my mind that it was 
in Vickie’s basement I spent my next three winters, only coming out in 
springtime like a bear from his den. 

For us, the basement became everything – an indoor ballpark, club 
house, game room, and library, and the Vickers stocked it with all the 
things life required – TV, a fridge loaded with a seemingly endless sup-
ply of soda and junk food, and off to one side, a Ping-Pong table. Mr. 
Vickers was one of those rare adults who had the knack of beginning a 
conversation with a kid with, “Would you guys like a….” This ability 
kids view as a true blessing, and in our particular situation it enabled 
us to redesign the basement to meet our baseball needs. To maintain the 
sanity of those upstairs Mr. Vickers loaded the basement ceiling with lots 
of sound deadening insulation, and a sign on the door leading down to 
our world that read: BALLPLAYERS ONLY BEYOND THIS POINT! 

“The book,” Mr. Roth’s book, always on the Ping-Pong table, was not 
only old and dog-eared, but outdated as well. It only went up to 1965. 
But we never saw its imperfections; we only felt its power to draw us 
into another world, a world of the past. If our two-man club had a CEO 
it was Vickie. His mind was always working on the next plan; he was an 
un-kid like kid. On weekends we would go to garage sales searching for 
old signed gloves, bats, and baseball cards. Once found and price negoti-
ated, we would tote our newly found treasures back to Vickie’s to check 
everything out in the book. What we found as kids are all now part of 
a valuable collection that I still “play with.” We kept records of the Yan-
kees and the Mets and soon the Pirates and the Phillies. We would look 
at the same pictures over and over again – pictures of Johnny Sain as he 
started his wind up or of Monte Irvin as he stood in the batter’s box or 
pictures of Willie Mays as he slid into second base. Vickie was the inven-
tor of our games and those games filled our childhood.
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Chapter Two

Not only was Vickie’s house new, but so were his parents, at least when 
compared to mine. My folks had married when they were young, both in 
their early twenties and had wanted, so I’m told, to have a large family; 
but my mother was unable to have children. They went to doctors, took 
stress-free vacations, tried special food diets, and watched for the waning 
phases of the moon. Mom even had Dad join her in yoga classes. I’m sure 
yoga must have been the last concession for Dad, for if there was ever any-
one more unreceptive to the mental and physical subtleties of the myster-
ies of the East than Dad, well, I would like to meet them. Name two other 
people who attended yoga classes in a NASCAR jacket – how about one. 

So they lived their life together just the two of them. They were in 
love, happy, but without children. They had resigned themselves to be 
childless until, while in South Carolina at a race, my mother announced 
to Dad that she was pregnant. She was thirty-eight; he was forty-one; 
and I was a miracle.

I have always wished that I could have been there when Mom an-
nounced my pending arrival. I don’t think Joseph could have been more 
amazed. I have asked Mom time and again to tell the story of how Dad 
reacted to the news of his approaching fatherhood. To this day, it remains 
my favorite non-baseball story. You need to know that Dad was always 
slow to respond to life’s surprises (Mom’s words: Dad preferred to see 
himself as deliberate and thoughtful). Even with the phone or doorbell, 
there was significant lapsed time between the moment Dad heard the 
ring and the early phases of initial movement toward the door. Mom still 
insists that her news did not elicit a response until hours after the races 
were over; and they were in the car heading home. 
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According to Mom the ride home was filled with an endless round 
of “are you sures”, “I’ll be damns”, and “wows”, all accompanied by 
a shaking head and a lead foot. Mom thought him so traumatized by 
the blessed coming that from that moment on she almost completely 
stopped telling Dad about any event too far in the future, or too momen-
tous. She felt, and rightly so, that he was at his best when not planning 
more than three meals out.

 I fulfilled the dreams of their youth; I’m not so sure I fulfilled the 
dreams of their middle age. There were times when I now recall Dad, 
then in his fifties, looking at his little cherub in a most puzzled and quiz-
zical manner. When he looked at me in that special way, he often seemed 
to have the look that comes to one when they gaze upon one of the mys-
teries of life – a mystery for which there did not appear to be a satisfac-
tory answer. Later in life, one of Dad’s frequent queries to the gods was, 
“Oh, where is the justice?” Mom always credited my birth with sparking 
a more religious fervor in Dad, and I think that was true. 

And I, in turn, thought of times like back-to-school nights, when gaz-
ing at my parents, I was surprised to see how different my folks looked 
from the other kids’ parents. This was particularly true of my father who 
did not seem to be wearing well. I suspected my friends also noticed that 
about my father and were just too sensitive to make comments. 

The album of their wedding showed two young people that I would 
never know. Dad was Dad, and as a kid you don’t really think too much 
about who God has you sharing the TV room with, or why he seems 
to be always so out of breath. But one day when my parents were with 
other parents of my friends it became clear to me. The obvious had a 
name – my parents were old. They didn’t just look old, they were old. 
Mom could hide it pretty well; she was tall, slender, carried herself with 
grace, and moved with a crisp let’s-go-get-it-done walk. Mom worked 
at the dairy store, worked at home, and was of the new breed of women 
that worked out. But Dad – well – he could hide nothing. He had sur-
rendered to life unflinchingly and without shame at the first signs of 
approaching age. With his surrender his face and body took on the look 
and texture of a punched pillow. But he was a punched pillow that was 
both cozy and welcoming. He was not one to run away from the aging 
process. He sat down, got comfortable, and welcomed it. There would be 
no health club in his future.

 Over the years Mom had decorated the house with the growing re-
alization that there would be no children, and then came their vacation 
in the Carolinas. Later, to make concessions, Mom slowly evolved the 
house into two entities – one part of the house for mature, responsible 
people, and the other part of the house for Dad and me. The mature part 
of the house had neat slender furnishings with living room chairs that 
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forbade sleep, and a pale pinkish sofa that dared you to try to stretch out; 
the dining room, perhaps the most formidable room in the house was 
furnished for dining – or as Mom preferred to say, “fine dining.” 

Like all parts of Mom’s half of the house the motif was high-end arts 
and craft, with walls always freshly papered with flowers and painted 
to a shine. Mom’s part of the house featured pinkish hues. Mom liked 
pinkish hues. Mom liked saying pinkish hues. In our part of the house 
we did not do hues, but rather sought out things covered in rich stain 
proof vinyl. 

  As a rule, Dad and I did not do dining well; we both majored in 
eating. Each dining room chair demanded a sit up straight attitude, sup-
ported by a table that all but yelled, “Hey, Barbarians! Elbows off the 
table!” And when we found the table prettily dressed we knew Mom 
had us lined up for a long night that would require us to lift each thinly 
stemmed glass with skill – and even more skill for the salad off to our 
left. Salads, by nature, are a little tricky and require small motor skills 
attuned to moving a dripping fork loaded with mixed textures about 
two feet to the right. The skill in all this seems to be in mastering a fluid 
motion across the body with the fork in the right hand. Therein lies the 
rub. If left handed forking was not so socially frowned upon, then it is 
my contention that the salad would not be nearly as daunting. Dad and 
I always felt, with some justification, that so many of the world’s prob-
lems could have been solved by just “moving the bloody salad over to 
the right.” His appeals, however, were lost in the winds. All in all, the 
entire dining room experience was fraught with endless pitfalls.

 These adult rooms, and the dining room in particular, were generally 
off limits to those without an invitation, and for that Dad and I took com-
fort and not offense. For social events, birthdays (not Dad’s), and other 
special events, when Dad was required to enter and sit in the “grown-
ups” part of the house, it was always a bad fit. In that domain there could 
be no place for Dad to slouch and no place to hide from conversation, 
which seldom included cars or football, but, perhaps most importantly, 
began nowhere and ended nowhere.  

In our half of the house, however, Dad had very strong opinions 
about how best to create the good life. I suspect Dad, like most men 
throughout this great land, was an expert on what did and did not con-
stitute the characteristics of a well-designed chair. Over the years Dad 
had meticulously identified several universal features common to the 
perfect manly chair. This is not to put too fine an edge on Dad’s chair 
requirement. Just let it be said that the basic requirements of a good chair 
should include being covered in gobs of a leather-like substance, provid-
ing lots of pockets and hiding places, and having at least three forward 
gears. Needless to say, Mom’s chairs failed to meet any of Dad’s criteria 
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for the perfect chair. Chairs in Mom’s adult world did not call out to you 
to come over and collapse, put your feet up, and get comfy. To the con-
trary, they yelled, “Attention!”  

Dad, in a good year, might be exposed to this hostile and alien world 
of Mom’s for only a handful of days, and in that there was a blessing. 
My exclusion from most of these events was guaranteed by their be-
ing defined by Mom as “adult nights.” Dad at first tried to seek exemp-
tion by definition from these “adult nights,” but Mom just shook off his 
protestations, cleaned him up as best she could, marched him out, and 
hoped for the best.

 Playing our cards right, Dad and I could pretty much move about 
the house without entering Mom’s area or even making her aware that 
we were about. Unless she was in the kitchen. Then our worlds collided. 

We could plow our way from the back door to the kitchen, to the fam-
ily room, to the bath, and to the stairs that took us either upstairs or to 
the basement. This part of the house, what Mom called the “other part 
of the house,” what we called our part of the house, had overstuffed, 
tacky, bulletproof furniture with the biggest TV and latest technology 
available. It was certainly user friendly. Need I add that the house was 
not evenly divided? I have referred to Mom’s half and our half, but that 
was only a figure of speech – reality had it closer to an 80:20 split with 
the men on the short end of the divide. Most of the house was not kid – 
or Dad – friendly, but in our part we reigned supreme. 

Dad used our shared space for watching his shows – that is, to sleep. 
By 8:30 on winter nights, as Dad began to doze off, the turf was mine. If 
we did have a slight problem in our father-son relationship it centered 
on “our” part of the house. It was the classic territorial dispute. As an 
only child the idea of sharing was naturally totally foreign to me. For my 
father, I now realize the fact that after all those years of being the only 
child in the house, and now having to share his space – well, it was, at 
best, disconcerting. In fact, Dad’s fundamental position on the question 
of sharing was based on the premise of “first come, first served,” and 
with all the logic behind his case he argued that he had been there first. 
He further argued that his position could be traced all the way back to 
First Corinthians, or at least to several of the spiritual hymns of yore. 
Even armed with the might of Biblical justice he knew in his heart of 
hearts that the battle for space was a battle that had slowly seen the tide 
turn against him. Dad took some solace in still being in full possession of 
his chair. Fortunately for me he was of a nature that sought compromise, 
and I was of a nature to wait things out.

Vickie’s house was different. It was new, large – actually, huge – and 
could have been designed by a ten-year-old kid. It had lots of rooms to 
play in and things to play with, and the thing to play with most often 
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was the twins. They were usually camped out in a stadium-sized play-
pen placed between the kitchen and the family room; at the time “family 
room” was a new concept for me, and I suspect for most of Mill Gate.

 Then there was the yard. The yards in Mill Gate were all useful yards 
with vegetable gardens and a few pots lying about filled with flowers. 
The people of Mill Gate filled in the remaining few empty inches of un-
claimed space in their yards with collectibles that acted as obstacles to 
prevent a kid from getting up a good run without either breaking this or 
stepping on that. Our yards were to stroll in, and work in, and eventu-
ally to sit in. Not Vickie’s. The Vickers’ was a yard built for a kid with 
a pony. It was huge, an almost endless expanse of emptiness that faded 
away into the cornfields and the mountains beyond. Look as you might 
there was nothing in the yard for a kid to break, except for the occasional 
oak tree, which offered its own defense.

The Vickers’ house was one of the houses that Mom had taken an im-
mediate dislike to when it was still in the early stages of springing up out 
of the earth. To her it sent all the wrong messages – not just the Vickers’ 
house, but all the houses that scarred what had once been the old Olson 
farm. By the end of August the Vickers’ house and many of the others 
were in the final stages of being finished. Soon families began to move 
in. To Mom, the new houses with their massive front yards, long wind-
ing drives, and walls of windows weren’t really houses the way we had 
always used the word, they were mansions, and it was that very word, 
“mansions,” that gave Mom an uneasy feeling. In a word, those houses 
were threatening Mom’s world. To me, on the other hand, they looked 
awesome – they looked as if they had been designed for some Holly-
wood star with oodles of money, and they yelled for attention. 

Vickie’s parents were also of a design that a kid could appreciate. 
Compared to mine they were young and silly – silly with each other and 
silly with us. In an age when it was no longer proper to describe a wom-
an as first being beautiful, and then as something else, with Mrs. Vickers 
it simply could not be avoided. She was beautiful. Mr. Vickers was not, 
but was saved from being ugly by his laughing face perched atop a long 
thin frame and a shock of red hair that seemed to have a will of its own. 

  Soon, nothing they did surprised me, but that had not always been 
the case. The first time that I saw Mr. Vickers he was in full gallop across 
their back yard in pursuit of a much faster Mrs. Vickers, her ponytail 
a-bobbing. She was screaming and yelling in a way that had not been 
heard in our town since the famous Indian raid of ’06. In his hand he 
seemed to be carrying, as he ran by me – not stopping for introductions, I 
might add – a cooking pan filled with water. As Mrs. Vickers approached 
the edge of the yard you could tell that she was contemplating taking 
the race into the cornfield and beyond – but she didn’t. She stopped and 



24

bravely faced her adversary, all the while screaming and laughing to 
near tears.  “You wouldn’t dare, you wouldn’t dare,” she yelled with 
a stern voice, but a stern voice that was betrayed by twinkling eyes. 
She was in the middle of another one of those “you wouldn’t dares” 
when Mr. Vickers did dare, and his aim was commendable. He nailed 
her with such precision and pride that even the most casual observer 
would be forced to conclude that his accuracy had to be the result of 
years of practice.  They both paused, and then continued the race, 
only now Mrs. Vickers was doing the chasing. But you could tell that 
Mr. Vickers was moving without a plan and with little confidence and 
that the battle would soon be over. In half a jiffy Mrs. Vickers had her 
man on the ground, and it was easy to tell that she was one that did 
not favor taking prisoners. As she knocked Mr. Vickers about their 
laughter and screams filled the yard and echoed through the corn-
fields. Only then did they appear to notice that there was a witness 
at hand – if this domestic dispute were to end up in the courts – and 
Mrs. Vickers, with barely a slow down to the blows on the back of Mr. 
Vickers, said, “Oh, you must be Tommy. Go on in. Neal’s waiting for 
you. Now if you will excuse me for a minute, I’m not quite done.” I 
remember thinking that it would be best if I just ignored Mr. Vickers’s 
cries for help; it somehow didn’t seem prudent at the time to choose 
sides. 

As I walked to the house I can still remember thinking that there 
was no way that I could describe at dinner tonight what I had just wit-
nessed. How could I possibly do justice describing such a scene of car-
nage and bloody mayhem having taken place today on the very edge 
of Mill Gate? To Mom’s evening dinnertime questions about what I had 
learned at school today, I knew the “War of the Water” would have to 
wait until more evidence could be gathered, and that I would simply 
have to fall back on the classic “Nothing. Pass the potatoes, please.” 
Upon going into the Vickers’ kitchen I found my evidence and my din-
ner-time conversation. Vickie was on the floor cleaning up water from 
the counter tops and over much of the floor. As a side piece of evidence 
the sink hose was still dangling over the counter. The twins were in 
their playpen jumping up and down and it was obvious that they had 
not been spared from the waterworks. It would not take a Sherlock 
Holmes to solve this case. 

I was standing in the middle of a crime scene. Here was where the 
dastardly deed had been perpetrated. But who was the guilty one? Who 
was the victim? The twins, Jenny and Melissa, were certainly not the 
guilty ones, nor did they appear to be the victims, for there were no looks 
of fear or terror in their collective laughing eyes. If their expressions had 
conveyed to the bystander any readings of the recently witnessed crime, 
it would most likely have been: “another day at the office.” 
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Before I could assemble all the evidence and arrange it before me, Mr. 
Vickers came bounding up onto the deck, threw open the sliding doors 
to the kitchen and said to me with a twinkle in his eyes, “I don’t suppose 
you would fill this….” but Mrs. Vickers arrived in time to restore law 
and order and to oversee the cleanup. As part of the general plan for the 
clean up detail, Mr. Vickers was sent to his room. That in itself I found 
interesting, because until that moment I had never realized that adults 
had rooms they could be sent to. The case started to come into better 
focus when Vickie said in the midst of the clean up, “Yeah, he sometimes 
takes it over the edge.” Case solved. 

I do not mean to imply that this type of behavior was part of a daily 
routine at the Vickers; still, it would be less than honest to deny that Mr. 
Vickers gained, from time to time, a degree of immeasurable pleasure in 
being sent to his room. Once I got to know Mr. Vickers I came to realize 
that whereas some are driven by the search for victories, he sought ful-
fillment in attention. 

First impressions are sometimes misleading but, even when they’re 
totally wrong, are often difficult to change. At least that’s how it has al-
ways been with me. Certainly with the Vickers I would frequently have 
to go back to the drawing board to redefine who they were. 

Slowly, over time, I began to discover that Mr. Vickers, Mr. Frank 
Vickers, actually Dr. Frank Vickers, was a famous person. He was not 
People-Magazine famous, but famous nevertheless. Perhaps it would be 
more accurate to say that Dr. Vickers was an important person. He had 
written a number of books about rockets and jet fuels, and governments 
around the world sought out his opinions. This was difficult for me to 
bring into some sense of balance for I always saw Mr. Vickers in full 
stride with a pan of water focused on his prey. 

Mrs. Vickers was the same thing. I mean, she was also a doctor – Dr. 
Jessica Buelowe Vickers. The Vickers would soon become, at our house, 
a suitable and frequent subject for dinnertime conversation. Mrs. Vickers 
had been a translator with the United Nations and had translated books 
into other languages. With this and other pieces of information daily be-
ing fed to Mom, I began to feel like a mole planted by the FBI. I reported 
back to Agent Mom, who in turn reported to all the neighbors.

Now before I go on, we need to pause for a second to put a value on 
what Mr. Vickers did for a living. Throw a rock in any direction from 
my house and it was highly unlikely that you would hit anyone who in 
living memory had read a book – my neighbors hunted deer, drank Iron 
City, and jacked up their trucks to change their own oil. They were good 
people, good friends, living in a good community that respected hard 
work and the rules of life. Writing books in Mill Gate was beyond the 
Pale. As for Mrs. Vickers, translating from this language to that language 
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hardly needs a comment. Permit me just to say that in Mill Gate we had 
our hands full with basic English. 

Not to put too fine a point to all of this, but there was the question of 
my own learning curve. One might say that I tended to learn in spurts 
and that the spurts were not as frequent as one could wish. There was no 
truth to the old lie that you learn something all at once, at least that had 
not been my experience. For example, I, of course, knew what a doctor 
was. A working definition of a doctor, I believed, was someone who was 
legally and ethically permitted to say to you, “Open your mouth and 
say ahhhhhhh.” Now with the arrival of the Vickers I was learning that 
it was possible, and even likely, that there could be someone who was a 
doctor of French, or math, or farming, or food, or – I was boggled. But 
were they “real” doctors? It certainly was intriguing and something that 
would require further investigating. 

Mom developed a rather curious interest in my new friend, and his 
parents, and their house. The first thing Mom wanted to know about 
was the Vickers’ house. I described it with the eight word in depth analy-
sis typical of most sixth-grade boys. Mom was not thrilled with my effort 
and soon took matters into her own hands. By careful cross-examina-
tion, and a second piece of her wonderful cinnamon apple pie, Mom 
was able to squeeze out of me that the house had a lot of books and win-
dows – and fireplaces. Beyond that, my powers of observation seemed 
to offer only further confirmation that the genetic bond between father 
and son was alive and well.  My observations were more layered and 
detailed when I started to describe the basement, but in that area Mom 
showed little interest. I could tell that Mom was never going to be satis-
fied with “Tommy, Private Investigator,” and that I was soon going to be 
taken off the case. I could almost see the wheels turning in Mom’s pretty 
head – “Why send a boy to do a woman’s errand?” I knew she would 
be in the house by the end of the week, and I knew she also knew that. 
I don’t think she had yet figured out how that was to be accomplished, 
but for the moment she had probably filed it away under, “to be further 
developed.”   

Vickie and I met the next morning on our way to school at our usual 
spot on the corner of Jefferson and Elm, and for once I was the early 
bird. Vickie was no sooner in shouting range than I started to pelt him 
with a barrage of questions about his parents, all the while knowing that 
I was breaking the first commandment of kiddom: “Thou shalt not cast 
aspersions at ones friends’ parents.” Since my experiences of yesterday, 
however, it seemed only reasonable, that for this morning, at least, that 
commandment might, with some justification, be suspended.

“Vickie ... your ... your ... ah ... parents, they’re….”
“I know they’re a little ... different.”
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“Different….”
“OK, a lot different.”
“Gosh, I’m glad you said that. Vickie – they’re not real. 
What I saw doesn’t happen around here.”
 “Oh, they’re real all right. What did you see?”
“But Vickie – I can’t go around knowing what I know without tell-

ing someone – without telling all the guys. I’ve got to tell them what I 
know.”

“What?”
“Hey, how can you ask, ‘What?’ I know I saw your father chasing 

your mother, then in an instant your mother pounding your father – 
that’s what I know. Also, I know that I’ve been waiting all night for to-
day’s lunch break to tell the guys.”

“Go ahead, tell!”
“Are you pullin’ my leg? This is great!  You sure you don’t mind? 

Let’s get going.”
“Did you get your geography....”
“Wait a second; I don’t care about school right now. I’m still on your 

folks. Do they chase and throw water a lot?”
Vickie thought for a bit then said, “No, I wouldn’t say a lot, water 

fights are pretty rare. But you must admit, it was a warm day. Now that 
you mention it, they often play, but.….”

That was the word that put it all together. “Play.” The Vickers played, 
not just with the kids but with each other. Wow! And here was Vickie 
telling me that what I saw hardly warranted a second thought. That was 
wild. In Mill Gate parents did not play unless it was highly organized, 
had a time limit, and was confined to the mid hours of a summer Sun-
day – and play was always followed by food and drink. Spontaneous, 
unstructured, uninhibited play by two or more consenting adults was 
generally frowned upon and would always have been the topic for over 
the fence chatter – and a Sunday sermon.

 That morning after lunch, under the old trees, I gathered the guys 
together for story time. I was the master; Mom would have been proud 
of her fledgling. I held them all in the palm of my hand as I soared to 
new heights of rhetorical grandeur. I used adjectives mixed in between 
two or three analogies.  It was as close as I’ve ever seen the boys come to 
a standing ovation. For afternoon classes, I was satisfied but exhausted. 
I promised myself not to speak for a week.
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Chapter Three

The epicenter of our valley was Old Main, the beautifully massive 
cut stone building around which Penn State University casts its long 
shadow. It was from the university that all life and culture radiated out 
to the hinterlands, and like the stone tossed into the pond, the waves 
of energy rippled out with lessening energy until with barely a ripple 
they reached the small towns like ours. People came to Penn State and 
the surrounding town of State College from all over America and from 
across the world. They came to study and teach at the college. To Mill 
Gate few people came, although many left – well, at least the young left. 
The college was filled with the energy of young people looking toward 
tomorrow; Mill Gate, like most towns surrounding the college, looked 
only at today, but longed for yesterday. Mill Gate and its people were, 
in brief, a relic from the early 1900s. There had been a time when our 
schools, shops, and houses were all full of promise, and our factories 
were humming, but at this time the houses and stores were showing 
their age and the factories were closed.

State College and Mill Gate were at different points on the compass. 
Each felt they were different. To us the people of State College were most-
ly Doctor this and Doctor that; to them we were Joe this and Barbara that. 
We came together only when they needed their houses painted and their 
plumbing repaired, or when they needed underpaid secretaries to staff 
their offices. Socially, we did not know each other, although we each had 
our suspicions and prejudices about what the other’s world was like. 
This in no way implied that there was a tension or levels of hostilities be-
tween us, only that we were different, and that, while we may have only 
been separated by some few miles in distance, in language, values, and 
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interests, we truly lived in different worlds. In our day-to-day life, we 
very seldom thought about the college, except during football season, 
and even then, as many of my friends were Penn State fans as were fans 
of State’s opponent-of-the-day. If we seldom thought of those up at the 
college, I am sure they thought even less often of us. So there we were: 
one valley, two worlds.

I guess my town would have been similar to many other small towns 
away from the college. It was an old town, a German town, with a same-
ness of streets and alleys. Each street was lined with houses on postage 
stamp lots. They were the kind of lots that probably dot many of the 
small towns of rural Pennsylvania. The grid-like streets and alleys were 
wide, straight, and edged by old trees, and built with a precision that 
would have brought pride to any Prussian general. The trees on either 
side of the street were large trees arching over, touching, and creating 
their own coolness in the harsh hot days of summer; they were friendly 
trees on friendly streets with fragrances that perfumed the nights.  The 
trees – oak, walnut, elm, and locust – would not only provide us with 
summer shade and fall color, but also names for some of our streets. 
Tree named streets followed the grid lines of our town from east to west, 
ending without fanfare in fields of corn. The presidents loaned their 
names to the streets running north to south, and by the time we got to 
Van Buren our town fathers must have decided that Mill Gate was big 
enough for there we stopped. For those who are history buffs – yes! We 
did have two streets named Adams – but we worked it out by having 
an Upper Adams and a Lower Adams. The one exception to the order of 
the town, other than the two different Adams streets, was that Mill Gate 
creek followed its own path, turning direction twice before deciding to 
leave town close to where it had entered. Where the creek passed near 
the bank and the high school, it had been thoughtfully stonewalled by 
men of the “CCC” during the Great Depression, and edged on each side 
by a small park with an Americana band pavilion. Frozen in winter, the 
creek was a skater’s paradise and, with the park, formed the centerpiece 
for our two-night winter carnival. In early spring, when the dogwoods 
were in blossom, the creek was lined with fishermen eager to step into its 
cold running waters to continue an age old rite of passage that brought 
food to the table and joy to the heart. It was to this park that every fifth-
grade class came on a “field trip,” a field trip of perhaps two hundred 
yards from the school, to study the history of the Great Depression and 
to find out what the “CCC” on the carved stone monument at the bridge 
really meant.

In Mill Gate, the stores and churches downtown were never more 
than a few streets from any home. All the stores and buildings of the 
town were of an age, with many, if not most, showing their age. Neon 
signs were not needed to flash your way to the shops. The shops were 
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what they were. The bank looked like a bank, and the hardware store 
looked the way a hardware store should look. And, anyway, why have 
bright garish neon lights when they would have served no meaningful 
purpose? No one shopped in Mill Gate because of a bright shiny sign. 
No one would even have said they were going to the hardware store – 
they were going to Titcomb’s or Brodie’s or some other store known only 
by the name of the owner. The town folks had what they needed from 
the shops, and if the shops didn’t have it, well, they didn’t really need 
it after all, did they? It was a philosophy that worked – at least until the 
coming of the mall, and highways.

If the stores were showing their age, the churches were not, at least, 
not if measured in terms of satisfied customers. Business in the shops 
was definitely on the decline, and at times a bit ragged, but business in 
the churches of Mill Gate was alive and well. If we had parking problems 
in town, it was Sunday morning or during a game at the high school. 
While attendance at church (and the school games) was not mandatory, 
it was expected.

There was character to towns like Mill Gate that was sometimes dif-
ficult to find when you’re passing through on your way to someplace 
else, but we tended not to be going anywhere else. We not only saw the 
character, but we were the character – or actually we were the characters. 

Mom loved the town. She loved the alleyways and the gardens that 
had been, over generations, created by careful hands and critical eyes. 
She loved the lack of sameness and uniformity in the houses and gar-
dens, while at the same time drew comfort from the sameness and uni-
formity of the town. And if she didn’t love, she at least understood the 
pride with which our neighbors would adorn their front yards with six 
windmills and seven lighthouses or with flowerpots of dubious origins. 
Even when the lighthouses were lit up at night she was proud of the 
fact that landscape architects had never been permitted to wreak their 
banality on our town. I think what Mom loved most about the town 
was a quiet feeling of communal ownership, an ownership of space and 
purpose that all shared.    

At first glance what defined our town, other than the orderliness of 
the layout, was the front porch that was common to all but a few of the 
houses. The porches were not only large and covered but, also, not an af-
terthought of design. They were meant not just to be used but to be lived 
on. Our own porch, with its eclectic collection of chairs and tables, some 
hand-me-down wicker, others painted metal rockers in need of painting 
again said, “Come on up neighbor, sit down and relax awhile.” They 
were like rooms, furnished to be lived in from April to October – longer, 
in a good year. In brief, the porches were not only an integral part of the 
gingerbread houses that dotted our streets, but also an integral part of 
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community life. They were put out front so that you could see the world 
and the world could see you. They were meant to be the entrances to 
hospitality. The porches were a place to rock and say hello to your pass-
ing neighbor or to just sit, rock, and gather your thoughts at the end of 
the day. If Dad was on the porch and it was summer, well, that combi-
nation meant that a slice of homemade pie was readily available to all 
who dropped by for a chat. The porches were social connectors from one 
house to the next. They were not meant to guarantee privacy. Just the 
opposite – the porches guaranteed that there would be no privacy. That 
was their charm and their importance. 

Sitting in your chair on the porch – and everyone had “their chair” 
– it would have been easy, for even the most casual observer, to notice 
that our town did not have a town planner – at least, not since the 1880s. 
Curbs were here, there, or missing. Sidewalks were a beautiful hodge-
podge combination of uneven, cracked concrete, large uneven cracked 
flagstones, or uneven cracked bricks. Along all the sidewalks were old 
cast iron lampposts that fought for their space among the high arching 
trees, not so much providing light for passersby as an occasional break 
from the darkness of night. 

So you rocked and thought, “Not so bad, not so bad.”  It was on the 
porch that you said welcome to spring and summer and your slow, re-
luctant farewells to autumn, with a promise to return next season. Even 
to this day a house without a front porch looks to me to be a sorry sight.

Then came the new houses. Unique to our town, the new houses of 
Olson Estates all had monster back yards that ran into distant cornfields 
toward distant mountains, whereas the older houses in town had been 
carefully placed on postage stamp yards. The new houses, dripping size 
and money, visually looked strange, if not downright garish and out of 
place, to the town natives. The new houses were set back from winding 
streets connected by long winding driveways and all came with cute 
sounding names. In town, the streets were called streets and named for 
trees or presidents, until the builders of Olson Estates introduced us to 
lanes, crescents, and cul de sacs.  Almost daily, as the houses were near-
ing completion, our visual sense of composition was being assaulted 
right before our eyes. One day the yards were just dirt and mud, the 
next they were laid with lush green carpeted sod; one day the houses 
were treeless, the next they were dotted with sticks that a lifetime from 
now promised to be trees. But most strange of all, the new houses were 
built without a front porch and in its place, tucked in the rear, each had a 
secluded redwood stained deck bolted on to stilts and shoved up against 
the back of the house. Architectural harmony be damned! A clever de-
sign if your intent was to avoid your neighbor, but not a good design for 
saying “Hello.” 
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The above opinions generally were Mom’s and were expressed a 
number of times – to be more accurate, countless times – around the 
dinner table as the Olson Estates rose out of the stubbled cornfields. 
She watched, hawk-eyed, the building of the new estates. She and Alice 
McKean would take their evening strolls to assess and report back to the 
neighbors about the day’s progress. Their critiques soon moved from 
comments on the two and three-acre lots and plywood frames to the fake 
stone fronts and then on to more philosophical issues touching on the 
nature of modern society.

Several years earlier the Olson’s had reluctantly sold their farm and 
moved into town for their retirement years. The Olson children, one after 
another, had said no to the idea of continuing the tradition of the family 
farm with its backbreaking seven-days-a-week life commitment. They 
had all married or gone up to the college and then away from Mill Gate 
for the “attractions of life in the fast lanes.” It had been especially dif-
ficult for Luke Olson to see his children leave the farm and move away. 
He and Ina, his bride of fifty-four years, had held on to the farm as long 
as possible, and longer than they should have. The farm had been in the 
family since before the settlement of the town, with a deed dating back 
to the Penn family when the farm touched the edges of the frontier. The 
farm and the family had survived wars and the tears of lean years but 
could no longer survive the sound of the last son closing the door and 
moving to the city. So it was sold.

Luke and Ina had always prided themselves on the fact that they had 
never missed a day of work in over fifty years – and as far as vacations 
went, “Hell!” he would say, “Milking is our vacation.” Luke had always 
been wiry from a life of work, but now in town, having little to do, well, his 
friends thought that might all change. It likely would have changed, if Mr. 
Matt Nichols of Nichols’ Athletics hadn’t called Luke to come over to the 
store one day to settle an argument about Ralph Kiner and the Pirates. Nich-
ols’ Athletics masqueraded as the local sports store, built around a candy jar 
and a few chairs, but everyone, including Mrs. Nichols, knew that in fact it 
was nothing more than the local boys’ club – for boys over sixty. 

Luke had but one luxury in life – baseball. At the end of a long day 
working the fields, Luke loved to listen to the Pirates on his old portable 
radio. Most nights, he could pick up a half decent signal – it was just 
a matter of finding where the signal was strongest. Luke would move 
his folding chair around the front yard until he picked up the crackling 
sounds of baseball. So, when Matt called for some expert advice, Luke 
took the bait.  He was hooked without knowing it and quickly became 
one of the regular old boys. He showed up at Fat Matt’s every morning 
when the store opened in time for the next story or argument to begin 
and stayed until Mrs. Nichols kicked them all out.
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The town had known for a long time that a developer – a State Col-
lege developer – had purchased the farm and would one day begin to 
build. The trouble with the folks in town was, both individually and 
communally, they thought small. 

Over the fences and on the porches, the people tried to figure out how 
many houses would be built. Slowly the town finally agreed that there 
might be five or six houses. Of course there were a few who thought 
there might be ten or twelve, but those were generally dismissed as voic-
es of Armageddon. So the town agreed there would be five or six new 
houses. The town consensus was that it would be impossible to imagine 
a builder finding ten families that would want to move out to Mill Gate. 
So the town turned off the lights and went to sleep.

 Then lot and street lines were marked off and people became wor-
ried at the number of proposed lots and streets. Then the first signs of 
spring brought the sounds of heavy trucks and bulldozers, and within 
weeks several hundred acres of prime farmland were forever lost to 
progress.

Mom and her friends weren’t the only ones who began to make fre-
quent forays into the ripped up farm to see what was happening. 
What they saw they didn’t much care for: out-buildings being torn 
down, stone walls scraped away by the bulldozer, old fruit trees 
ripped up, all in the name of progress. Mom always had a tough 
time with that word “progress.” In her thinking, “progress” usually 
translated into “money.” Money for someone who already had more 
money than they knew what to do with. Somehow progress was too 
much money and too much money was greed and greed was progress 
– and there you go. It sure would have been fun to see that old guy 
Socrates take on Mom. I suspect he would have taken that hemlock 
with a sense of relief.

“What’s this, Joan?” Alice would ask as they tiptoed through one of 
the framed-out houses.

“I would like to think it’s the living room, but ... I think ... yeah ... it 
must be the entrance and look ... the stairway ... see how it curves up to 
the second floor?”

“Guess that’s where the Queen comes down,” Alice would say with a 
slight smile and more than a touch of sarcasm.

“Let’s go up.”
“OK, but be careful. There’s no rail.”
“Now what the hell is this?”
“Looks like it’sgoing to be a bedroom.”
“Bedroom?”
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“No, you’re right, it can’t be. Look at the pipes coming up – and 
plumbing over there”

“This is the bath! It’s huge! Must be a master bath.”
“I would sell my soul for this.”
“Admit it, Joan, you would sell any part of your body for a bathroom 

like this.”
“Do you know, Alice, what this bath is? It’s privacy. If this owner is a 

bachelor, I will be in divorce court tomorrow.”
“This house must have four bathrooms.”
“Stop it! You’re killing me! Let’s see.”
“Look over here. What do you think this is?”
“Well, I’m not sure but it could be.... No wait do you know what this 

is going to be?”
“No, what?”
“If I tell you, do you promise not to kill yourself – I mean really prom-

ise?”
“What?”
“I think this is a connecting walk-in closet from the Master bedroom 

right on through to the bath.”
“Damn, I withdraw my promise. I don’t even have a walk-in bed-

room!”
“I’m out of here!”
“Right, time to go home and light the burners.”
“Oh yeah, just what I need – to go home to an unflushed john.”
“You talking about your bowl or your hubby, Alice?”
By dinner we would have the full scoop on the day’s building prog-

ress and Mom’s blow-by-blow critique of the new houses. 
Mom had an uneasy feeling about the new development that she 

could not yet give a name to.  Families have traditions, and for Mom 
it was the walk after work with some of her girl friends. That was her 
special time, her girl time. Now, time and time again, her walks were 
not just for exercise but were mainly fact gathering forays. There was an 
increasing and growing uneasiness about the new houses that we could 
see in her face. 

The walks frequently formed the starting point for our dinnertime 
conversations. At first light, Mom’s comments almost smacked of jeal-
ousy, or even worse, a dissatisfaction with her own house, her own life. 
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Even Dad picked up on this and began to get a little uneasy with the con-
versation about “big yards” and “big houses” and would try his best to 
steer the conversation in a different direction. Steering a conversation was 
not one of Dad’s strong suits, but he tried. He was determined, he was 
persistent, but all to no avail. When Mom had something in her jaws she 
just ran with it until she was exhausted, took a breath, and moved to the 
next bit of news for the night. But lately, for Mom, every other topic lacked 
the fire and passion that was aroused by the new houses of Olson Estates. 

The housing development was certainly a big “to do” in town, but it 
was unlike Mom to become so unsettled. One night, before dessert hit 
the table, Mom was at it again.

“Alice and I went into the red brick house, the one with the columns, 
the one at the very end, where the orchard used to be.”

“Which one?” Dad replied, as he eyed the apple pie that Mom was 
putting in front of him.

“You know, the red brick with the....”
“You mean the one with the three car-garage.”
“Yeah, that one.”
“That’s going to be a hell of a place. A real mansion. Bob said there’s 

going to be some kind of electric fence around the whole place.”
“A fence!”
“That’s what he heard. Supposedly it’s going to be a black wrought 

iron one, with electric gates at the driveway. Maybe just a gate, but he 
seemed pretty sure it was going to be a fence. Don’t really know. The 
Hartley’s truck was over there last week though. They must have been 
taking some measurements or something. Good pie, Jo, that’s a blue rib-
bon....”

“An electric fence! Who do they think we are? Are we going to rob 
them?”

“Whoa, back that pony up, Buns – it’s just a fence.”
“No, Jackie! I don’t think it is just a fence!” Mom said in a real low 

voice, “No, not just a fence, not just a fence.”
After dinner Mom and I usually would do the dishes, while Dad made 

his way to the TV. Mom saw cleanup time as our bonding time. I think 
it was in a way, but she also would use this as “let’s talk about school 
time.” Tonight, however, would be different. Dad lingered in the kitch-
en, then said, “Tommy, I’ll take over tonight. You go paint the fence.” 
That was always my cue to get lost. From the look on Dad’s face, I knew 
right away they were going into executive session, and the sooner I got 
out of the way, the better for all.
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“OK, Buns, what’s up?”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know much – but I do know my Jo. You’ve been coming back 

from your walks – at least, when you head over to the development – 
well, as if you’re all tied up or....”

“It’s nothing really. I think I’m just tired.”
“Oh sure, you walk to one end of town and come bouncing in here 

ready for dinner – and then walk the other way the next night, over to 
the Olson farm, and come back tight as a drum. What’s going on?”

“Jackie, I have a funny feeling about the new houses. I can’t put it into 
words. I’m not sure what I feel or why.”

“It’s not about our house is it, Buns? Don’t you still like this old boat?”
“Jackie – Jackie, of course I love our house. It’s just – I’m not sure, 

Jackie, what I’m feeling, but I know I don’t like the feeling. I don’t under-
stand it, and I can’t put it in words, not now at least.”

One night a few weeks later, out on the porch, after Mom had gone 
off the deep end during dinner, Dad felt he had to get to the bottom of all 
this stuff about the new houses.  Mom and Alice had discovered on their 
walk that day a couple of the new houses were going to have swimming 
pools. There were swimming pools in the back yards of several houses 
near us, but those were the kind you got out of the Sears catalogue, put 
up yourself, always leaked, and were designed for splashing not swim-
ming. The ones Mom was talking about were in ground, and, at least in 
Mom’s telling, were “fit for the Olympics.”

Out on the porch, Dad waited a few minutes after dinner for the dust 
of the “swimming pools” to settle, and for Mom to phase out of her fran-
tic rocking-chair mode into her more “good evening, neighbor” rocking 
mode before he dared toss his two cents into the pot. Dad had picked the 
perfect fall evening. A harvest moon shone through the trees, and gentle 
breezes rolled down off the mountains, making for a sweater-cool eve-
ning; the sounds of country night, from crickets to neighbors, all blended 
together to engulf both the house and Mom as she rocked away in her 
favorite chair. More than anything Dad could say or do, the porch would 
come to his aid.  

“Jo, this is so unlike you – has anyone over at Olson’s said anything 
to you? Has anyone done any....”

“Oh, Jackie, of course not, what....”
“I need to know ... cause if anyone.….”
“Hon, it’s nothing like that! My God what are you thinking? What are 

you going to do? You gonna’ shoot someone?”
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“I don’t know what I’m thinking. That’s just the problem – I don’t 
know.”

“I’ve got to cut down on your TV time. Too many cop shows. First 
solution is always to pop someone. You know, some day I’m going to 
encourage you a little bit – just to see what you would really do.” 

“You’re so good at changing the topic.”
“What topic?  I didn’t know we had a topic.”
“Buns, you’re losing your touch. If that was your best shot, I may 

have a chance in this marriage after all.”
“Poop on you!”
“That’s my girl. Rule # 2 has always been to talk things out. If it’s no 

one – are you sure?”
“Don’t be a ninny!” 
 “Then what is it? You’ve got a bee in your bonnet – and it’s affect-

ing you. Tommy sure is aware of it ... and ... and it’s driving me crazy. It 
has something to do with the development over on the Olson farm, and 
that’s for sure.”

Mom said, “Jackie, don’t keep calling it the Olson farm. It’s no longer 
the Olson farm.”

She was quiet for awhile and then said, “Yeah, I know you’re right – 
I’ve got a bee. I’m not sure this feeling can be put into words.”

 “Now, Jo, I’m going into the kitchen to make us a pot of tea, and 
I’ll bring out a plate of those oatmeal cookies you made yesterday. 
When I come back, we’re going to stay out on the porch and rock 
until you pass out from exhaustion or else give a name to this bee. 
One way or the other, we both will know this problem before you 
lay your head down tonight. I’ll get the tea and cookies. Right 
back.”

I guess they rocked on for a long time. Dad went back into the kitchen 
to freshen the teapot and replenish the cookies. Half way into the new 
pot, Mom began to have a name for her bee – it was fear. Mom didn’t 
admit easily to fear, she saw it as a weakness, a weakness that she could 
not – would not tolerate in herself.  The kind of fear she described to 
Dad that night on the porch, was unique to her. It was not personal. The 
fear she felt was not within her or within the walls of her house. It was 
something out there beyond her control. She was afraid for the town – 
her town. She knew something terrible was happening to the town. She 
could not be either soothed or pacified by calling what was taking place 
on the edge of town “progress.” Slowly, awkwardly at first, she began to 
find the words to express her fear. 
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At times like this, Dad was always at his best. He was a good listener. 
His comforting eyes, his gentle face, his hands touching Mom’s hands 
would slowly extract from her, almost like an exorcist, a sense of calm 
that enabled her to express her fears.

“Jackie – Hon,” Mom said, “we’ve been here our whole life, here in 
this town. Tommy was born here. I – I was born here. You and I – we 
met at – we met at – the Grange, remember? Tommy walks to school – I 
walk to the shop. Do you understand what I’m – do you understand, 
Jackie? Everyone in the town is the same; we don’t have rich people 
or even poor people. No, damn it, I don’t mean that. Let me try again. 
I don’t know one person in this town that we couldn’t invite over for 
some chicken on the grill or a game of cards. We are so much all the 
same. Just about everyone goes downtown to church or to the fire hall 
for pancakes or to the school events. Think what the gym is like for bas-
ketball and wrestling. Friday night football – almost the whole town 
shows up. The people in the new houses are going to be different, and 
what’s worse, they’re going to make us feel different. Jackie – they’re 
all going to be from the college. Jackie, this is just the beginning of an 
overflow from the college. These people don’t belong here and they 
will soon make us feel that we don’t belong here. They won’t sit on 
front porches. No, not them, they’re going to sit on those damn decks 
and just show us their backs.”

Dad remained quiet and continued to slowly rock back and forth. He 
reached out to hold her hand. They rocked as one.

 He understood Jo’s feelings – her fears. They were not silly, nor could 
he make light of them. They were real and went to the very core of who 
she was. Now her fears had become his. She felt, and was likely right (she 
usually was), that the new houses in Olson Estates were a planned attack 
against her planned life and planned dreams. Her life in her family, in 
her community, had a rhythm, had a pace that had always wrapped her 
in joy. Would Olson Estates destroy this life? He knew that was her fear, 
and he knew it was real. Instinctively he knew it, but maybe not instinc-
tively – perhaps it was just a matter of having lived in love together for a 
lifetime that had slowly taught them what was needed and how to do it.

He knew now was the time to say nothing. Now were needed only 
the sounds of the night and the gentle sounds of two people in love 
rocking in harmony with the sounds of the town. They had always been 
a team and would somehow work it out together. Still, sometimes life 
presents you with a crisis that lessens only as it becomes the hard fact of 
reality, and that becomes the solution. Unwanted, unintended, but ines-
capable change – was that what they were facing?

 The next morning when I came down for breakfast, they were purr-
ing around the kitchen. It had been one of those nights. The ship of state 
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was again righted and sailing on calm waters. The fear Mom felt was no 
less real, but now it was out in the open and could be talked about. It 
was no longer her fear alone, but rather a family concern that could be 
openly discussed in the kitchen and on the porch. The porch had again 
worked its magic.
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Chapter Four

The front porches in Mill Gate were beautiful, and sometimes even 
magical, but the back alleys were fantastic – at least for fathers and sons. 
The alleys were, since time immemorial, designed for fathers and sons, 
and certainly a few alleys of our own in this life is not too much to ask. 

The alleys were dotted with barns that remained barns and barns that 
had become stables and carriage houses, and finally, over many years, 
barns that had evolved into garages. While garages in name, their char-
acter and appearance still proudly shouted barn, and so barns they were 
called by one and all. Likely at one time, the barns had all been painted a 
bright red, but over the years only a few had remained true to their color, 
most now were faded shades of green or white. 

In the name of fairness and symmetry, each street in town possessed 
its own companion alley. To provide territorial equilibrium it was here 
that Dad got back a little of his own. Sure, Mom had won most of the 
house, all of the garden, and the vote count was still out on the front 
porch, but ownership of the barn, was uncontested. The barn, if not a 
kingdom, at least had become a fortified fiefdom, in symbol if not in fact. 
Here, the flag of Dad was proudly unfurled. It flew high and free. Here 
alone Dad had achieved check and checkmate. Long live the lord!

The barns were magical windows into a distant age that was readily 
penetrated by the men of the town, both very young and very old. The 
young with their imaginations could create a make-believe world; the 
old with polished memories could attach themselves to a past that they 
were rapidly becoming. You entered into the world of our two-storied 
barn through a set of huge window-paneled doors that opened out onto 
the alley. These doors, by their nature, defied the wizardry of the elec-
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tric door opener; they were doors that had been painted countless times 
with countless colors, and with varying levels of artistry; doors with all 
the creaks and groans of age, some with windows that had been prom-
ised never to be cleaned or replaced, others with windows painted over 
with light denied; doors that opened accordion-like, or opened out to the 
sides on metal tracks, or, like ours, a large set of swinging doors hung on 
giant hinges. The doors to Dad’s barn were huge and heavy with three-
paneled windows across their tops. The doors had to be held open by 
old iron hooks attached to stone anchors or else they would suddenly 
close with a mind of their own. 

 On entering this world, it would not take a visitor long to measure 
Dad’s lifetime dreams and aspirations. They were all there before you as 
your eye quickly surveyed the contents of his domain. Some, the larger 
objects, almost came out to grab you as you entered, and required almost 
no imagination at all to hear their mournful cries: “Here I am! Over here!  
Hurry up, work on me, I’m rusting!” That plea could have come from 
his ’37 Chevy coupe with missing teeth or the half-missing body of the 
’51 Ford with a yawning hood. Just off to the side occupying the prized 
space by the windows was an old, parts-missing, World War I Indian 
motorcycle still dressed in its army green and showing with every ding 
and dent the suspected glories of battles past. 

Yes, it wasn’t difficult even to the casual stranger to size Dad up. Dad, 
in brief, was a man who was perpetually in the first stages of planning 
to get ready to soon begin a project. Upon closer inspection of the barn 
one discovered these were but three examples of the larger enterprises 
to be completed. Pull off a tarp, open the boxes on the side work-bench, 
then look up in amazement to the ceiling to see gaping-holed canoes 
to be attended, and a propeller seeking a plane; and then you would 
begin to understand the universality of Dad’s interests. Dad’s T-shirt in 
life would say, “So much to do, so little time to get started.” Toward the 
rear of the barn, close to the pot-bellied stove, the stairs leading up to 
the attic contained still more wonders, but wonders of the second rank 
that did not deserve the privilege of earning space on the ground floor 
showroom. Up there in the attic, the future projects all understood that 
their future would not be in the immediate here and now, even though 
they individually knew Dad thought of them with affection. But among 
themselves – the old clocks, radios, and broken chairs – there was a gen-
eral consensus that they would not soon see the light of day.

 As a young man, I believe Dad had had the potential to move 
toward the moment when a project was approaching its start-up date, 
but that assuredly was before my time. Now when he contemplated 
his potential list of projects, there was a quiet resignation in his eyes, 
and a firm conviction that today was not the day to begin. If there was 
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something that kept him from being defeated by his projects, it was the 
total confidence that he was still “a few tools shy,” and that once those 
few missing tools could be identified, located, and acquired, he would be 
on his way to whipping off one car, motorcycle, and plane after another. 

At this point, we begin to grasp Dad’s philosophy of life. In essence, 
when he contemplated the mysteries of the universe, it was not to an-
swer the age-old question about angels and pins but the much more 
practical question of: “How many hammers are enough?” If we then 
sought out his true-life purpose, we would discover it was the quest 
to acquire those few missing tools. The operative word was “acquire,” 
not “purchase.” Dad took great pride in the fact that if you placed all 
the things in the barn that he had actually purchased with hard cold 
cash, well, they might just comfortably fit in that small box on top of the 
old donated fridge that claimed a corner behind the Ford.  With this in 
mind, we can now begin to fill in the empty spaces in the barn. On top 
of the boxes of projects were boxes of tools, and tools on the tables, and 
barrels of tools under the workbenches; and more tools and boxes scat-
tered along the floor separated by machines and parts of machines. And 
remember the attic, we have not yet braved the attic beyond saying a 
quick “good day” – yes, more boxes of tools up there, lost or forgotten, 
but not unloved. 

Shelves along the walls held paints and shellacs, old Miss-Somebody 
calendars, and rows of vintage license plates nailed to the walls as re-
minders of past years. Many of the musty “wall hangings” had been 
left by earlier owners, since added to by Dad, all with their own iden-
tifying smells blending, like in a cheese shop, into one glorious manly 
aroma. The aromas were not to be dismissed lightly, for they embraced 
you not for the moment, but remained your companions long after you 
had said goodbye to Dad and the barn. Near the wood burner was a 
sundry collection of chairs of various sizes gathered for guy conferenc-
ing on the important issues of the world. Here Dad would periodically 
call a conclave of his most trusted advisers to decide how best to proceed 
on the project at hand. Seldom could they reach a consensus except to 
say that he needed to get a different kind of drill or a new sander, but 
certainly they all felt he was not yet ready to begin, convinced that he 
was still a few tools shy. Armed with the support and encouragement of 
his friends, Dad would doggedly journey out to the next garage sale in 
search of those few missing tools. 

If the barn had a centerpiece it was the pot-bellied stove. In summer 
months it was silent and covered, but with the first nip in the air it roared 
to life. It was there, along with the old beer-stocked Hotpoint fridge, 
where the men of the neighborhood gathered in their hunting hats and 
jackets to talk about the Nittany Lions, the Steelers, and the upcoming 
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hunting season. In sessions like that, truth was not a welcome compan-
ion. In fact, it generally got in the way of passion and a good story. 

The art of acquiring tools and future possible projects is not one that is 
easily mastered. Dad had several things going for him – first, he looked 
and dressed like the kind of person that would be given things; second, 
his vehicle of choice was a truck, a rather old truck, a rather dented, 
rusted old truck that elicited sympathy for its owner, and for anyone sad 
enough to be a passenger; and finally, in ways that I could not ever fully 
understand, he was able to maintain the truck and his marriage to Mom 
at the same time. The final component of the “acquiring art” was his 
timing to always arrive near the end of auctions. All of this art together 
helped him fill the barn.
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Chapter Five

It was not long before Mom found a way to get into the Vickers’ 
house, not due to some clever plan, but simply by invitation. The invita-
tion came because Vickie and I were always together – I mean, always. 
We walked or rode our bikes to school. In school we were moving as a 
duo through the hall. And in the classes we functioned as one. Before 
long I was even starting the day at Vickie’s house for breakfast. Parents 
being parents, it was only natural that they would start to get together 
to compare notes, and so an invitation was extended from the Vickers 
to the Walls. From what I was beginning to discover about the Vick-
ers, the invitation would be a relaxed and non-threatening situation; for 
the Walls, it was a major event that required a considerable amount of 
preparation and pre-event practice. 

By this, I mean that Mom would have to expend an inordinate amount 
of time and patience bringing Dad up to scratch before he could make 
his first social appearance in Olson Estates. For his part, Dad was im-
mune to social pressures. What pressures there might have been lasted 
only the briefest of seconds until he heard the words “hamburgers” and 
“grill,” then he knew he was home free and could focus on the oppor-
tunity of a free meal. Grill or not, Mom knew there was still work to do.

To my relief, I was dismissed quickly by Mom as being of little con-
sequence in the scheme of her pre-visit planning. Her pre-dinner work 
schedule focused on two immediate areas of concern:

1. How to make Dad look presentable.
2. How to make herself look much more than presentable.
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Working with a limited amount of time, Mom allotted ten percent of 
her time and effort to getting Dad ready. In other words, she was basi-
cally writing him off. With ninety percent of her time still in hand she 
began to prepare her image for dining in Olson Estates. It was turning 
out to be the social event of her calendar year. After a period of thought-
ful self-examination and consultation with her girlfriends she decided to 
strive for the “smart casual” look. 

Mom certainly would have frowned at any attempt on my part either 
to describe or evaluate her preparations for the big event – or even to sug-
gest that her preparations were unusual or excessive. We can let events 
speak for themselves, free of social commentary.  She had her hair done 
on Tuesday and then again on Thursday. No comment. Thursday night 
at dinner she called her hairdresser everything but short. Also, Thursday 
night, Dad mentioned at cleanup that there had been no dessert. That in 
itself was the truest indicator of the pressure Mom was operating under. 
Dad had always considered dessert one of the five basic food groups. No 
comment.  Finally, she brought home to try on everything – and I mean 
everything – in the “smart casual” style within a fifty-mile radius of Mill 
Gate. No comment.

Final results: I was me, Dad was the best that could be hoped for, and 
Mom looked great. 

The night arrived for us to go over to the Vickers’ for hamburgers. 
Dinner was to be served on the back deck. It was to be their first deck 
party.

 I’m sure Mom felt that Dad at least had a fighting chance. Getting 
ready that night, I could sense that Mom was more concerned about her-
self than Dad; Dad could also sense that and drew great satisfaction from 
her edginess. Mom, in turn, could sense that Dad could sense her anxiet-
ies and gained no satisfaction from that fact, or from his unappreciated 
snide remarks as she put on the final touches. However, there was no 
time to bring him up before the bar. She would file his comments away 
until later that night or even the next morning, when he would have a 
feeling of having gotten away with it – and then she would let him have 
it full blast. I much admired Mom. 

The week before the big event, I had tried to describe to Mom what 
the inside of the Vickers’ house was like. I was not so much actually vol-
unteering my observations as I was being drilled and cross-examined by 
a determined and dedicated Mom. I felt pretty confident about describ-
ing their dining room. It was something like the dining room over at the 
Elks – only fancier. Mom pushed for more. She wanted to know about 
furniture and drapes and all that other stuff that adults find necessary to 
put in a room, but, at that level, she tapped out my powers of observa-
tion. I did, however, go a long way in redeeming myself by saying that 



47

they had a book room just like a library. And then I hit her with what 
I was sure would be a knockout punch. “Mom, you know what they 
have?” Mom took the bait. I waited, she guessed and guessed again; sat-
isfied with her effort, I chipped in with, “Mom, they have a harp – a real 
harp!” I backed up, puffed out my chest, and waited for Mom to take it 
in. The effect upon Mom made me proud to be me: she was staggered 
and looked at me in disbelief, and could only utter, “A harp?” I had 
shocked Mom a couple of times with one or two happenings at school, 
but basically I believed Mom to be immune to shock. The harp got her 
good. It was the first time I had ever seen a harp. Sure I had seen them 
in the movies, but never in a house. Mom was as impressed as I was. 
As far as I knew the Vickers were the first family in Mill Gate to have a 
harp – maybe the first in Pennsylvania. I was pretty sure we could have 
rounded up a good number of harmonicas in town, but a harp? Not in 
the realm of possibilities. This news of the harp would be all over town 
by tomorrow at noon. Without a local daily newspaper, or even a town 
crier, Mom took it as her civic duty to keep the community informed 
about such things. I was certain the town gossip would center on two 
major points. First, why would anyone want a harp? And secondly, how 
much do they cost? 

The big event arrived and after the first moments of “hellos”, “wel-
comes”, and “how are yous”, we were through the house and gathering 
out on the deck. I’m sure Mom was ushered to the deck faster then she 
would have liked. I’m equally sure that in those few seconds between 
the front door and the back deck she mentally photographed at least 
four rooms and a hallway, from the chandeliers to the smallest nick-
knack tucked behind the most obscure table lamp. The result of this in-
take, I knew, would soon be revealed in full detail when Mom held court 
with her friends the next day. 

Dad could hold his own around a gas grill – in fact, this was an area in 
which Dad had considerable expertise – but in the Vickers’ dining room 
Dad would definitely have been out of his comfort zone. Out on the 
deck next to the grill, Dad was relaxed, and even ready to carry on his 
fair share of the conversation. To say that Dad was impressed would re-
ally have been an understatement of the first rank. He appreciated adult 
toys and admired men who had them, and the Vickers’ six-burner grill 
by anyone’s definition was an adult toy. The deck also was high-tech, 
with lights and outside speakers. Frank Vickers immediately went up a 
few pegs when he invited Dad to try out the grill. We kept our grill in 
the backyard to help prop up the barn, and when it was not in use it was 
covered by an old army tarp. Dad’s philosophy about outdoor cooking 
was that grills should never be cleaned, because every time you used 
one all the dirt and grime would be burned off anyway – and, besides, 
dirt just added to the flavor of the cooking.
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Adult conversation followed, which meant that Vickie and I tuned 
out, faded out, and marched out – at least until the hamburgers were 
ready. Vickie and I were assigned the task by Mrs. Vickers of looking 
after JaM. We took the twins out into the back yard to play on the swings 
while the final touches were made to the table. 

It was impossible for me to tell one from the other or for anyone 
outside of the family to say which one was Jennifer and which was 
Melissa. That’s why they decided to call them JaM. It sure made it a 
lot easier. 

 When the burgers were ready we were all called back to the table 
and thrust back into the adult world of mind-bending topics. For ex-
ample, why do adults talk about the weather? Within a few minutes 
they had covered our early springtime in the valley, the long, hot, and 
dusty summers, (and the requisite detour to its impact on peaches, 
tomatoes, and corn) to the abnormally cold fall. As the conversation 
was unfolding, it was an easy and obvious forecast to realize that 
there would soon be two or three theories put forward about the 
fast approaching winter. Once the weather topic was checked off the 
adult “must-talk-about” list the conversation then glided into Bar-B-
Q sauces, school, children, and…. It was a long night – at least for two 
sixth-graders. 

A couple of times over the sandwiches and ice cream my ears flapped 
as I caught real news – playground news, lunchroom news, world shak-
ing news that made me want to have the school day start in five minutes. 
I was picking up stuff that had to be shared with the guys.  Mrs. Vickers 
was talking to Mom about when they lived in Paris. The twins had been 
born there, she said, but soon after they had been born, both Jenny and 
Melissa had both been diagnosed with heart problems, so they returned 
to the States. The twins needed a series of operations to repair the dam-
age. That’s why they had had to leave Paris and move to Baltimore. Mrs. 
Vickers told Mom that they needed to be close to a particular team of 
doctors. I looked over at Vickie to catch his reactions – nothing; he was 
just reaching over into the pen to play with JaM. Mrs. Vickers went on 
to say that when the need to be in Baltimore no longer existed and the 
twins were doing well, they moved here to Mill Gate – well, not really 
Mill Gate, but to Penn State, where they took on faculty positions at the 
college. 

I drifted out of the conversations trying to take in what I had just dis-
covered about Vickie. Vickie had told me about JaM early. I knew they 
had had a basket full of operations – heart operations – and that their 
young lives had hung more than once by a thread. Jenny in particular 
had struggled. But now that all seemed to be in the past.  He loved them 
to pieces. Just couldn’t let them be for a minute. I must admit that it had 
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become contagious and, when I popped over to the Vickers’, almost the 
first thing I did was a stop-and-play with the twins.

 For me, this was a monumental shift in my life-pattern. My history un-
til that moment had been unblemished. I did not like little girls, big girls, 
or any girls in between. JaM soon changed my temperament toward girls. 
The twins won me over. To look at them playing on the deck and eating 
with the skill and finesse of two year olds, you would never suspect that 
they had been so sick. The only thing Vickie had said was that JaM had 
been sick and that the doctors in Baltimore had worked miracles.

But about Paris he never mumbled a word. In all these weeks, he had 
never once mentioned Paris or France or anything that even hinted at 
wild adventure. I would have pounced on that piece of news. I would 
have pounced big time. I kept my eyes on him as his mother continued 
to talk about Paris to see if he would somehow slip up and cover himself 
with guilt.

 I don’t know about you, but whenever I am found out – either from 
an omission or co-mission or any other mission you name – all sorts 
of things happen to me and within me. I ooze body fluids, stutter and 
stammer, my face passes through various shades of crimson, and I 
simultaneously take on a look of guilt and embarrassment that has no 
end. In short, I am uncovered. Not Vickie. As everyone was saying their 
“goodnights,” “great meals,” and “let’s do this agains,” Vickie just said, 
“See you tomorrow, Tommy.”

 The next day before homeroom, I passed on the news to the guys 
that Vickie had not only been to Paris but had lived in Paris. I also 
hinted at the possibility that he may even speak French, although I 
must admit this seemed highly improbable. It was agreed that a special 
council needed to be called into session during lunch. We all agreed, 
we needed to get to the bottom of this mess. Again we gathered under 
the oaks to examine Vickie, this time more carefully. We were on guard. 
Yes, in little more than a month Vickie was already becoming my best 
friend – but what kind of friend would hold back living in Paris? I 
began to have doubts. We all had doubts as we settled around the tree 
to begin our court of inquisition.

 Being Vickie’s closet friend and also being present last night when 
the shoe dropped – so to speak – about Paris, I had earned the right to 
begin the examination.

“So you lived in Paris?” I said as we all circled around Vickie. I wanted 
the opening question to be a bold frontal attack that would both unnerve 
and set the trap for my next thrust. 

“Oh yeah!” he replied without hesitation.
“Paris, France?” I shot back.
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“Yeah.”
To underline the thrust of the interrogation, I added, “You mean 

France, the France next to Europe? Is that the France you mean?”
“Well, actually, France is in Europe.” Vickie said.  “Europe is a conti-

nent. France is....”
“Wait a minute!” I said, fearing that this interrogation was beginning 

to unravel and that we were all headed at some break-neck speed in 
the direction of a most unwelcome geography lesson. I deftly brought 
the questioning back on track. Again, with the skill of an experienced 
attorney before the bar, I returned to my original theme and boldly said, 
“You lived in France?”  

That was my set up question to be followed by a fatal stab to the 
heart with, “Then you must have gone to school in France and must 
speak French!” There I had him – he was dead in the water. With the 
confidence of victory at hand, I folded my arms in triumph and basked 
in the adulation of my peers.

“Oh sure,” Vickie replied with a smile. 
I was briefly taken aback by uncertainties that I felt after Vickie’s 

response. Victory, I felt, was slipping through my fingers. Still the boys 
rallied to my side.

   At this point the guys, to a man, chimed in their support for my 
questioning with their own responses to Vickie’s last “Oh sure.” They 
let him have it with their own “Oh sures,” a snicker or two, and a 
resounding “that’s a crock of shit.” The last thrust, of course, was the 
ultimate slam-dunk. Country boys have a wonderful way of expressing 
disbelief – “that’s a crock of shit.” It’s brief, to the point, and earthy. Most 
of all, it is unambiguous. I proudly waited for Vickie to wave the white 
flag of capitulation. 

 I didn’t think he had yet realized the trap he was in, so I let him have 
it again, only this time more slowly and with emphasis. 

“You ... mean ... to tell ... us ... that you speak ... French ... French?”
“Oui, mon ami, je parle francais,” Vickie modestly responded.
A chorus of, “what the hells” and “I’ll be damns” and a lonely, 

less confident “that’s a crock of shit” followed. As for me, I also lost 
confidence in my line of questioning, but I quickly attempted to regain 
the offense by being more aggressive in my tone. I knew I had received 
a blow to the midsection, but did not at that moment believe the blow 
to be fatal. So I continued the attack. 

I said more rapidly, and with a sixth-grade growl in my voice, “Say 
that again!” and “What does it mean?” 
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Smiling, Vickie said it again, and told us what it meant. Howie Nobs 
quickly recessed the council by his definitive, “Yeah, that sounds about 
right.” Of course what Howie Nobs knew about French was a topic for 
another day. But with Howie’s imprimatur, Vickie seemed to have car-
ried the day. Besides, lunch was over and classes were about to begin 
again. Without time for review or summation, we headed back to class 
burdened with a sense of shock, disbelief, and just a pinch of awe. We 
stumbled back to class confused, disoriented, and less certain of our 
world. This was all too much for us to take in. We had attacked, and we 
had suffered a mighty defeat. What did it all mean?

   To a man we returned to class in disarray. Still, news and gossip be-
ing the warp and weft of life, we all raced back to be the first to spread 
the word of a “Frenchy” in the school.

 I can say without fear of contradiction that within the next ten 
minutes everyone in the school knew there was one amongst us who 
had not only been to Paris, but could speak French. By the time the last 
dessert plate was removed from the last table that night, it was certain 
that everyone in town not only knew the story but had each added their 
own embellishments. The news of Paris would in a moment get layered 
on top of the harp in the book room and the two BMWs in the garage. 
The Vickers of Olson Estates had become a major object of interest in 
the town. Not being satisfied with speculation about who these Vickers 
were, there was also growing interest, and concern, I might add, about 
who those other people in Olson Estates might be. 

 For me, the rest of the day was totally focused on this new and very 
strange friend. The moment the end-of-day bell rang, the troops reas-
sembled, and I was on him like “who tied the pup?”

“Vickie, why didn’t you tell us about being in Paris? That’s dynamite! 
That’s unreal!”

“Come on. What’s the big deal?”
“That’s just it, Vickie ... it is ... it’s huge. Why didn’t you tell me? I bet 

if I lived in Paris, I would have told everyone I knew.”
“It’s not like I went to Paris on my own. My parents worked there – 

and also in Vienna.”
“You lived in Venice?”
“No, not Venice, Vienna – Austria, but I have been to Venice.”
“Wait a minute,” my head was reeling, my doubts returning. “Just 

how did you get to Paris?”
“By plane.”
“You mean you flew from here to Paris?”
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“No, Tommy, not from here, from New York.”
“You’re killing me. Which one has the canals?”
“Venice, and gondolas – but it stinks, and there are rats all over the 

place. But the ice cream is the best. It’s called gelato.”
      “Gallo? What’s gallo?”
“No, gelato; it’s a kind of ice cream – not the crap we have here, but 

real ice cream with every flavor you can think of, and then some.”
“OK, forget the ice cream. So you’re telling me that you, Vickie Vick-

ers went to school in Paris? Everyone in school spoke French? Wait a 
minute; you must have been in first or second grade. You mean even 
the little kids spoke French? Why didn’t you tell me that you were in a 
plane? How big was it?”

“Slow down, one question at a time.” Vickie said, while laughing at 
my questions, but likely more at the amazement stamped across my face.

As we walked back to Vickie’s house, Pied Piper-like, he told us the 
whole story about Paris. It was as if we had turned on a faucet. We all 
had more questions but couldn’t squeeze them in. Had we known what 
Vickie was like on that first day of school, we would have named him 
Gabby or Flapper or something – but not Vickie. 

First of all, we were all converts; all believers. Even Short-Arm 
Schumann withdrew his “that’s a crock of shit” and became a follower. 
There was no doubt about what Vickie was telling us. It was true. There 
was no way you could put that much manure in a barn. It all had to be 
real. If there was one thing that I had discovered about Vickie, it was that 
he could put a sentence together, but until that moment I had not fully 
grasped the extent of his sentence-making powers. He could string them 
together in paragraphs and pages. He wowed us with his adventures, 
just like Huck must have done going down the Mississippi. Here we 
were a bunch of kids in the middle of central Pennsylvania listening to 
someone who had climbed in and around castles, sailed down canals, 
and saw things that to us only existed in the movies.

As the guys slowly drifted off to go their own way home, it ended up 
being just Vickie and me heading to his house to play in the basement. 
By this time I had been numbed into silence, only once in a while look-
ing over and stealing a glance at Vickie, Boy Wonder and Spinner of Tall 
Tales. I believed, yet disbelieved, if that makes sense. All of a sudden I 
stopped and yelled:

“Stop right here,” I said. “Is there anything more that is going to blow 
me away? Is there anything else you’re hiding?” He smiled and started 
to continue on, but I said, “No! No you don’t – we’re not going to move 
off this spot until you promise there aren’t any more....”
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“Hey! Tommy, I’m not hiding anything! You make me laugh.”
“Well, I want to make sure. I don’t want to find out next week in 

Hoffer’s that you’ve been to ... say ... England or....”
“Well, yeah, we went to England....”
“Hell’s fire!” I grabbed him by the arm and just looked at him in dis-

belief. He was putting me on – no, he wasn’t, he was laughing, but at me. 
He started to run, but I pounced on him right there on the spot and had 
him down on the leaves.

“England! No way!”
“It was just a vacation, last year, after JaM got sick.”
Believing I finally caught him in a slip up, I said, “You said you came 

here from Baltimore!
“Yeah, after moving from Baltimore we took a trip to England for a 

couple of weeks, then came here.”
Still not letting him up, I demanded the final, once and for all, com-

plete list of places he’d been.
“Now let me have the countries,” I said.
“Do you count Canada?” he asked.
“Hell!  I’d count Ohio!”
With Canada, I think for the very first time, I began to realize that my 

friend Vickie was very deep, very deep, and that I needed to prepare 
myself to no longer be caught off guard. In the future, when Vickie ex-
ploded new bombs – and bombs there would be – I would just say in a 
most casual manner, “Oh, you don’t say,” or “Oh, that’s interesting.” But 
shock – never. 

That night I tried to hold court over dinner and repeat all that 
Vickie told us. I never felt more inadequate in my life. Mom and Dad 
were great. They encouraged my attempted breakthrough in descrip-
tive language. They tried to let me go without interrupting or filling 
in all the pauses with the words that I was groping for, but soon the 
shear agony of the struggle was too much for all concerned.  Through 
the process of osmosis, we reached a consensus that I needed help. 
With their help I was able to almost wow them with Vickie’s story, 
the way he had wowed us on the way home from school. Let me say 
that when I went to bed that night, I was pretty pleased with myself. I 
had held Mom and Dad in the palm of my hand through dessert and 
through clean up. I had talked so much that I could go past Christmas 
without saying four more words and still be a dozen or so over my 
limit.
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The Vickers had gone to Paris when Vickie was in first grade and 
stayed until after JaM were born. Mr. Vickers worked with rockets and 
Mrs. Vickers was a translator for the United Nations. Vickie checked 
off the languages she spoke, but I couldn’t remember them all. I know 
French, German, and Italian, and I thought Spanish although I wasn’t 
sure about that. You can see why I was holding their interest. Mom was 
starting to hit her stride and even Dad was locked in. Seldom did Dad 
ask a question unless the question concerned what he was expected to 
do and when he should do it, but tonight he was arms on the table, head 
forward, and more than ready to raise his hand. In fact, with the men-
tion of rockets, I had him. More, he wanted more: “What’s this you say, 
rockets! Damn, I’m eating hamburgers with a rocket scientist. Damn! 
He never mentioned that.” Mom and Dad, like TV detectives, tried to 
reconstruct dinnertime conversation at the Vickers’ the night before and 
amongst the three of us, we filled in a lot of the blanks.

One of Mom’s main deductions was that if Jessica lived in Paris, then 
she probably – well, no probably about it –  bought her clothes in Paris; 
maybe even what she had worn last night came from Paris. For Mom 
this was a heavy blow to her pride. Mom always prided herself on how 
she looked and on what she wore, but this was too much to swallow. 
Mom shopped at the House of Joann in Bellefonte; Jessica shopped in 
Paris – or Vienna – or even Rome. In Mom’s eye, I knew she was al-
ready a ship leaking off the port bow and sinking fast. I could see in her 
face that she was going over what she wore to the Vickers’ with an even 
more critical eye. She gave herself away, later, when she put a pox on the 
House of Joann.

The more we talked about the Vickers the more Mom’s old fear of 
the new houses resurfaced. Dad, on the other hand, thought he wanted 
to get Frank over to the barn to look at his Chevy as soon as possible, 
hoping that Frank could find a little more juice in the old engine. At 
least he thought he thought that until Mom said such a gathering would 
only take place over her dead body. Frank Vickers was not to be invited 
inside the barn until Mom had done much more research into the Vick-
ers. Because Dad did not do well with innuendos, Mom made clear her 
objection: “No Frank! No barn!” Dad picked up Mom’s theme.

Mom knew she was holding a winning hand. She was the first of the 
townies to penetrate the yet unexplored mysteries of Olson Estates. It 
was now just a matter of figuring out her next move. Was the word to go 
out over the phone, on her evening walks, or around the table with tea 
and cookies?

As we were putting away the dishes the next night, I said to Mom 
that I had a question about Vickie. “You know Mom, Vickie doesn’t go 
to church.”
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“Don’t use that, Honey....”
“Mom! Come on – Mom!” I had been trying to wean her away from 

calling me “Honey,” so far with only sporadic success.
She smiled and said, “Sorry, Thomas.”
“Mom!”
“Get a clean towel and hand me the frying pan. Be careful. The grease 

could still be hot.”
“Mom – Vickie doesn’t go to church.” She hesitated for a second. 

I could tell Mom was thinking about what her answer would be or 
should be.

“Well, you know, Honey – oops – sorry, Tommy – that really was a 
slip – they’re new to town and all the moving and everything. It takes a 
while to settle in. Finding a church is a big decision for a new....”

“No, Mom – I mean Vickie never goes to church. He went inside 
churches in Paris, but he said they were all empty museums. Over at 
Vickie’s this morning at breakfast, I asked him if he wanted to come to 
Sunday school, that we met in the gym, it was fun, and that there were 
tons of cookies – that Matt and Charlie would be there and everything – 
but he just shook his head, no. Mrs. Vickers said they don’t go to church. 
She said, ‘We believe in other things.’”

“I see,” she said and turned away.
In front of kids, adults tend to defend adults, and as an outsider to 

this adult world that is one of the first things that kids pick up. Still, I 
could sense that Mom was not too pleased with this “believing other 
things” answer, although she rallied as best she could with some under 
the breath comment about Boston and Paris. Knowing when to shut up 
and move on, I turned back to drying the dishes. Still, I knew “Paris” 
was a shot and suspected that “Boston” was also not too flattering, so 
decided to wait to start this over again tomorrow with Vickie.

  
  





57

Chapter Six

As boys at the ball field day after day and through one summer into 
the next we were not very verbal. Our days tended to be a world of ac-
tion; in our world, talking was optional. The core of our summer days 
at the ball field revolved around running, throwing, and hitting base-
balls, and – between games – hitting and chasing each other. Seldom 
did we ask each other how we felt or what we thought or what others 
felt or thought; nor did we phone to see what time the gang would 
be arriving at the field. It just happened. Every summer day, soon af-
ter breakfast, we would slowly start to come together at the four-step 
bleachers that ran along first baseline, and wait for a quorum to arrive.  
If one of the guys was a no-show, it was naturally assumed that he was 
sick. Very sick. We didn’t have to ask each other where Nicky was. 
It was obvious: it was summer, Nicky’s not here, therefore he’s sick. 
There were no other possibilities. We were not a traveling, vacationing, 
“the world is ours to explore” bunch of guys. The ball field was our 
world. Our parents worked in the summer, so if one or two of the guys 
were able to get away for a trip, it was usually up into the mountains 
and only for a few days. Anyway, we had baseball, and you don’t need 
a vacation from baseball.

 Our school was an old-fashioned, two-story, post-World War I, red-
brick box in need of attention, but the field needed no attention – it was 
perfect. The green, weed-covered field with its reddish clay-colored 
infield was situated toward the town side of the school. Across and 
behind the school, beyond the field, were the porched houses of our 
town. We were not yet much of a yellow school bus town but still a 
town of walkers – most still went home for lunch. 
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The school was just a school, but the baseball field was where we 
went to work our magic. In my mind, it was a large field, at least large 
enough to contain my world. Near the epicenter of that world was the 
backstop. It was the typical three-sided, high, rusting, chain-link fence, 
with a protective overhang of the same material to prevent foul balls go-
ing back over and onto the street. Behind the third baseline, separated 
by a row of yews and rhododendrons, was the school, and beyond that 
the pavilion where the girls played, but what they played escaped both 
my attention and interest. Behind the bleachers, along the first baseline, 
was the street that led to town, which was only about a five-minute walk 
away. The outfield was edged with poplar trees, too deep from home 
plate for us to reach – at least, too deep until we began to fill out. 

I can still remember the first kid, B.O. Brown, who hit a ball on the fly 
into the poplars. That night he must have slept with his eyes open and 
even now what memories that day must still have for him. There is nev-
er a reunion that B.O. is not asked to retell the story of his famous home 
run into the trees. I think it was the only memorable thing that B.O. ever 
did, but then, one memorable thing just might be enough in a lifetime. 

Without adult supervision our days at the ball field were marvelously 
free of anxiety or tension. At that point in our lives, we defined tension 
as having to take a bath every night, but there was also the hope in our 
hearts that our parents, on any given night, might be preoccupied with 
some adult thing, in which case the 24-hour anxiety thing might get 
pushed back to the next night.

We gathered at the bleachers, picked teams by age and talent, played 
until the scores got lop-sided, or we were hungry, or so ticked off that we 
simply stopped and had a Mill Gate donnybrook. Then we started over, 
all over again. The other benchmarks of our day, of our summer, would 
be a break for lunch and another for dinner, and finally a tired, “See you 
tomorrow, Crap-Face” or some similar term of friendship, and then the 
slow walk home.

At least in my case, it was definitely not true that I learned everything 
I needed to know in kindergarten. I learned what I needed to know on 
the ball field, like fairness and honesty and trust and friendship, and 
then also some nice tidbits of daily living that helped me get through life 
without scraping my knees. For example, if you play baseball as a kid – 
every day – then judging distances is easy, as is gauging the direction of 
the wind, and whether or not it is likely to rain, or figuring out the dif-
ference between two-thirds and three-fourths. If you play baseball, all of 
that stuff and a thousand other things just come naturally. 

Then, on those blistering hot days between games, we would tuck 
ourselves under the pine trees and ponder the more tricky issues of life. 
Like how we could make a couple of dollars or about fixing our bikes or 
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dirty jokes. A new dirty joke was a treat that lasted the whole day – and 
sometimes longer. Often this led to the topic of girls, so that when Mrs. 
Bushong, Bushy to her wards, started us on the road to sex education in 
seventh grade, we could accurately say, “Been there; done it!” Imagine 
trying to teach sex education in the classroom, when we had our pine 
trees.

Adults are a long way from grass. Adults walk over it on their way 
to some adult-like place; they walk by it on endless pavements or more 
likely drive by it with their windows up and the air-conditioner turned 
on to arctic. If they do feel grass, it more likely will be while sneezing 
behind the mower. Even a gardener seldom meets an ant eye to eye. 
Boys at the ballpark are different. We sat on it or played on it or we rolled 
on it all day long. We often saw it at eye level, felt it, and tasted it, and 
made the baby spring grass whistle for us between our lips.  It was on 
the grass, morning-fresh damp grass, that we had our meetings that de-
cided the fate of our day, for it was then in the early mornings of our day 
that teams were chosen. We ate the grass, pulled it out by the roots, cut it 
with our knives, and took the grass carefully blended with the red dirt of 
the infield home in our clothes. Late in the summer it was the dusty dry 
parched grass of August that reminded us that summer was coming to 
an end and school was about to begin, and that made us sad.

Once in awhile someone showed up with a new bat or a new ball, 
but only once in awhile. A new ball was like a holy relic. It was to be 
held carefully, reverently, to be held with clean hands and a pure heart. 
When a new ball did appear it was not to be used – at least, not for a few 
days and not until we had all the guys assembled, and we had decided 
who would be the first to hit the new ball, and who would be the first to 
pitch the new ball. All in all, it had the ritual of first communion. If new 
balls were few and far between, new bats appeared once in a blue moon. 
Bats were thick handled compared to bats today, and they lasted from 
year to year, because in Mill Gate the bats were still made of wood – as 
bats should be. Back then bats never splintered, they just cracked, and a 
cracked bat just required a screw or two and some black tape to make it 
as good as new.

Then there were the ugly, slap-in-the-face days, when the teachers 
began to arrive to ready their rooms – ready the rooms for us, or so they 
said. Didn’t they know that we didn’t want the rooms ready for us? 
Their arrival with smiling faces shattered our reality of time. Until their 
arrival, summertime was endless and it was ours. Now that empty, dor-
mant building began to stir itself to life with reminders of what it was – a 
school. There began in each of us the unspoken sad realization that each 
day and each game was now precious. “Play fast and hard” became our 
driving force.
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We sometimes could see older men stop for a moment on their way to 
some place important and stand near the backstop and watch us hit the 
ball or make a play in the field. They seemed to look at us with distant 
memories, as if they wanted to return to the field of grass of their youth, 
to smell it – to taste it – to be reminded for a brief moment of a time long 
past. Perhaps it was not the past that caused them to stop. Perhaps it was 
just the sights and sounds of the game, and, for that brief instant, they 
were again able to enter a shared common world of baseball.

School and baseball summers passed quickly. By ninth grade Vickie 
and I had already made some of our most important life decisions. We 
put away our “toy” gloves and with great care and deliberation were 
in the process of selecting the gloves that would determine our future. 
There was no doubt about it – we were going to be ballplayers. 

The fates smiled on us. Our town had an old sports store owned by 
an even older man, Mr. Nichols. Mr. Nichols, to our great joy, loved base-
ball and kids who loved baseball. He skillfully hid his passions behind 
a grumpy face and grumpier voice, and would have stridently denied 
with his last breath of life that he liked any kind of kid. It took Vickie and 
me a few stops into the store before we discovered this “great joy” hid-
den deep within a face that had been sculpted as if for no other purpose 
than to frighten little boys. 

I’m sure we would have gone to the new mall to get our gloves had 
it not been for Mom insisting that we go back and talk to Mr. Nichols. 
She said to tell Mr. Nichols that we needed good gloves and that we 
wanted to be ballplayers. “Go on,” she said. “He’s just an old pussy cat.” 
We failed to see the “pussy cat” in the old man – still, trusting Mom, we 
went back several times before we could begin to see anything that even 
remotely resembled a cat, unless it was perhaps a hungry lion looking at 
a potential meal.

 Soon it seemed like we went every day after school to talk gloves and 
to be introduced to players that we had only read about in the old blue 
baseball book of Mr. Roth. It began to sink in, first with Vickie, and then 
more slowly with me, that the act of buying gloves could not be com-
pleted in days, or even weeks – at least, not when Mr. Nichols was the 
salesman. There was no standing around in the store. All business had to 
be conducted while seated surrounded by a gang of old granddad type 
“assistants.” His assistants were a collection of the old town characters 
that wandered in every day to discuss the perplexing issues of the world 
and stayed until Mrs. Nichols came to throw them out at closing. 

Mr. Nichols openly admitted to few weaknesses in his character, but 
one great weakness was his inability to close the store on time and send 
the guys packing. This task fell every evening to Mrs. Nichols, a wee 
mite of a lady, who, in the midst of making dinner, came over from her 
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house across the street to close the store. It did not take her very long to 
broom the gang out onto the street and have her Matt in tow behind her. 
Mr. Nichols’ benchmark of life was not to discriminate against anyone, 
but to growl equally to all who entered the store. The exception was Mrs. 
N. To her it was always, “Yes, Ma’am,” and “No, Ma’am,” and always 
as polite as you please. He probably outweighed her three pounds to 
one, so to see her work her will on him brought joy to all, including, we 
suspected, to Mr. Nichols.

For Vickie and me, there was an unbounded joy and satisfaction in 
watching Mrs. Nichols tie into Mr. Nichols on a regular daily basis. With 
Vickie’s analytical eye, we were beginning to fathom the intricate dy-
namics of the working relationship between men and women. We were 
still years away from the realization that, at least for a man, it would 
be forever impossible to make sense of the relationship between a man 
and a woman. For now, as puppies, we only glimpsed the truth that the 
difference in size between the sexes was of no apparent consequence. 
The only concrete evidence we had to draw upon with any degree of 
confidence centered on our sets of parents and the Nichols. Vickie and I 
agreed that as men-to-be this did not seem to bode well for our futures. 
We would wait to hold judgment on our own destiny, although it did 
not seem particularly hopeful. Still, we could not help but be impressed, 
even awed, with the magic of Mrs. Nichols and her effortless victories 
over a hulking Mr. Nichols.

We would be entering ninth grade in a few months, but it wasn’t Sep-
tember that held our attention. No – it was February, when Vickie and I 
would be trying out for the freshman team. That was our target date. We 
had to go to Mr. Nichols, select a glove, buy a glove, and then go home. 
Well, it wasn’t that simple with Mr. Nichols. First he had a few questions 
for us to answer. Like the question about different types of gloves and 
different positions, all of his questions were followed by inadequate an-
swers on our part, followed by endless hours of instruction on what our 
answers should have been. It was not just Mr. Nichols firing questions at 
us; no, it was a team effort that included all the old flannel gang each tak-
ing his turn to highlight our utter and profound stupidity about baseball 
in general and gloves in particular.

As stupid as we may have been, it did not take us, or at least Vickie, 
long to figure out that the questions about why we wanted a first base-
man’s glove, or a catcher’s glove, were just pretexts for one of the old 
boys to launch into a story. Then one story led to another, followed by 
first rate in-your-face arguments, which eventually brought them all 
back to Vickie and me and our hopelessness. It was about that time that 
Mr. Nichols would pop one of us on the head and growl, “Fudge! See 
what you started! Get out of here! Go home! You’re not worth the time 
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of day.” Mom had, by this time, taught us to look at his eyes and not 
to listen to his voice, because his eyes, she said, would always reveal a 
twinkling laugh. We never had the nerve to turn and look as we took 
flight out of the store – but there was no doubt that the gang had used 
us again for their day’s entertainment. But that was OK by us because 
we had picked up a couple more stories about Dizzy Dean or the Gas 
House Gang or Babe Ruth. Mr. Nichols and the old boys filled Vickie 
and me with baseball stories, legends, and the myths that made the cold 
numbers of the game come alive. 

Mr. Nichols’ store was just down the street from the school and with a 
little luck we could even get there during lunch time, and almost always 
after school on the way home to Vickie’s we would at least stop in to get 
yelled at. As kids we thought it was a sports store, but years later, long 
after Mr. Nichols and the store were gone, we figured out that it really 
wasn’t a store at all, but a baseball museum. 

It was at Mr. Nichols’ that we first heard about all of the great players 
like Ty Cobb and Tris Speaker and Walter Johnson. It was there we learned 
of the past. In fact, with Mr. Nichols as our guide through the vale that 
separates today from yesterday, the teams of Ted Williams and Bob Feller 
seemed more real to Vickie and me than what we watched on TV.  

“How about this one” he said in his gruff voice and held up a Willie 
Mays model.

“Wow!” Vickie said and pounded his fist into the glove.
“Yeah, that’s for me” I said.
“Or this” putting down the Mays and picking a Yastrezemski glove 

off the shelf. “Try this.” 
Weeks went by; decisions were reached, and then abandoned, only to 

begin again. To pick a glove was to pick a position – perhaps for life. To 
pick a glove was to pick a hero – perhaps for life. Was I destined to be a 
first baseman, a shortstop, or was Yaz calling me into the outfield? Mr. 
Nichols huffed and puffed at us, “Fudged” at our lack of decision mak-
ing, mocked us and boxed us on the ears, and at the end of each frustrat-
ing day, when still no decision had been reached, pushed us out the door 
and growled, “And don’t come back!”  

“Well, what are you today?” became the greeting on our return the 
next day as we raced back to the store to continue the ordeal of purchas-
ing our gloves. We wanted to pick our gloves, and when we showed him 
our choices you would have thought that he had caught us stealing. He 
could not believe that we were that dumb and could still walk. We were 
too slow and our ears too available. Once again we became unwilling 
participants in Mr. Nichols’ school of hard knocks, where our ears did 
battle with his hands. 
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For a moment, when we entered the store, we wanted to be catchers 
like Berra, Campanella, or Bench, but Mr. Nichols would hear nothing of 
catching. With nods of agreement from the gang he would say that any 
block of cheese could be a catcher. He granted us the fact that they were 
great catchers, but athletes – there he had some serious reservations. He 
asked us, “Boys, have you ever seen pictures of those three? Blocks of 
cheese, I tell you. Slow boys, they were slow, couldn’t run to first base if 
they had all of Tuesday.”

And so it went. Between his real customers, who were few and far be-
tween, we sat and talked, or really just listened, to tales of baseball past. 
The store was situated so that it caught the day’s sun, and the windows 
were not the large plate glass windows that all normal stores had, no, 
that would not have done for Mr. Nichols. No, the windows were the 
kind that any well designed sun room would have, so that in the heat of 
summer Mr. Nichols could sit next to the open windows and catch what-
ever breeze there was, coming down the street. Mrs. Nichols presented 
the argument that the real purpose of the windows was undoubtedly to 
let out all the hot air from the endless stories. 

Off to one side of the store were a few old wired-together wooden 
chairs, from which he daily held court. The chairs were arranged (al-
though “arranged” might be too orderly a word) in a semicircle, just 
inside and to the right of the doorway. The area where you would nor-
mally expect to find the window displays of any normal, respectable 
shop was reserved for customers – or closer to the truth for anyone who 
would come in to spend some time. The rack of old men who occupied 
the chairs, like Mr. Nichols himself, were characters right out of a Rock-
well drawing. The one exception, and even this was simply a matter of 
degrees, was Father Michael, who frequented the round circle as parish 
duties permitted, with or without collar. And in the middle of the gath-
ering on an old pine table, occupying the place of honor, was a large, 
never empty jug of chocolate candies. 

It was not long before whenever Vickie and I went into the store, we 
were invariably greeted with, “Sit down and be quiet,” and a, “Yeah! 
Maybe you pups can finally learn something.” Our seats were the bro-
ken-backed chairs outside the inner circle and outside the reach of the 
jug of chocolates. The men were always in the middle of a story that 
seemed to have no beginning or end, and would beg no interruption 
from the likes of us. 

To get himself through the trials of life, Mr. Nichols had learned to 
limit himself to only a few choice words, relying instead on grunts, 
scowls, and his large square hands to communicate his state of mind. 
In his chair, surrounded by his friends, talking baseball, he quickly 
transformed himself into someone totally different. In his chair, in the 
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circle of chairs, in the charged, low chant-like voice of the mystic, he 
became a master storyteller. He leaned back in his chair, got comfortable, 
and slowly, with a Navajo rhythm, painted pictures of Ty Cobb with 
sharpened spikes or Joe DiMaggio roaming the canyons of center field 
in Yankee Stadium. Then he would pause for a second as if waiting for 
an appreciative nod, the next storyteller would step up to the plate – and 
be every bit as magical. We would only, jarringly, come back to earth 
when one of the old men felt his “hero” or his “story” had been in some 
way slighted. At that point the gentle poetic storytelling would be over 
and the fighting would begin. Vickie and I loved the storytelling, but the 
fighting was epic. 

Leave them wanting more, or so they say, and for Vickie and me there 
was seldom a time when we wanted to leave the store, because there 
was sure to be another story or another fight ready to break out at any 
minute. Mr. Nichols made that decision for us with a daily, “Out of here 
boys – scoot.” Leaving the store on our way home, we often tried to 
recreate the battles we had just seen, but we would be laughing so hard 
that we could not capture the intensity of those flannelled bodies flailing 
away. Vickie concluded that we were just not mature enough to wear 
color-faded flannel and fight. What days!

We learned of the great Robin Roberts, of Ralph Kiner, of Satchel 
Paige, and of Yogi. We tried on gloves, listened to stories, and ate 
chocolate kept secretly behind the counter for the likes of Vickie and me 
who did not deserve to take from the sacred jug. What a school, what a 
way to learn – to simply sit on the outer edge of a circle and absorb like 
a sponge. Vickie was a bigger sponge, but I was never better. The men 
talked baseball, but also history and everything else that could be put 
under the title of “life.” 

Mr. Fusspot – well that wasn’t really his name, but the men were 
always calling him “Fusspot,” so I put two and two together, got five, 
and said, “Mr. Fusspot, were you…?” Well, the place broke up. When 
order was restored and Mr. Shinnick was forevermore “Mr. Fusspot” to 
the gang, I asked him if he had really fought in World War II.

When we knew Mr. Shinnick, he was a thin frail man of sharp angles 
with a birdlike voice that chirped out his stories. His body, wrapped 
in old denim overalls and the flannel of the week, did not prepare you 
for the stories that would flow with such ease. How he ever got in the 
army was beyond our imaginations, in his prime, I doubt if he was much 
over five-three or four, but his stories of the landings of Iwo Jima and 
of Okinawa were the stories of a giant. In the days that followed, in the 
circle, one after another, one old man after another shed his years and told 
stories that no Hollywood director could ever capture. In those stories 
there was never any one-upmanship as there always was in the baseball 
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stories. In those stories of heroism long ago on battlefields far away, their 
own acts of bravery were minimized in a mood of quiet reverence and all 
we heard were the moments of bravery of young, young soldiers. They 
probably had heard and told the stories of Normandy and the invasion 
of Sicily a hundred times, but now Vickie and I felt the stories were being 
told for the very first time for us and us alone. At times like that, no 
one pulled our ears or told us we were too stupid to walk and talk; no, 
during those times we could ask any question without fear of reprisal, 
and ask we did. We could even edge ourselves in toward the circle as an 
equal, close to the jug of chocolates. These were the only times they ever 
called us Vickie or Tommy, or even acted like we had names. Here, every 
question about life on a troop transport or being afraid or even what was 
in their backpack was answered. The stories and the way they were told 
made history come alive, made it real in ways that Mrs. Hoffer, reading 
from chapter eleven in our social studies book, never could.

One day at closing time, after a particularly graphic story about a bat-
tle against the Germans in the Ardennes forest, Mr. Nichols asked Vickie 
and me to stay for a moment and help clean up. When the old men had 
gone home, Mr. Nichols asked us what we knew about the statue in the 
park. These were always safe questions, and we never had to worry about 
not knowing or of saying something foolish. I said I thought the statue 
was of a soldier. I would soon discover that that was the right answer, 
but a very incomplete answer. He said, “Yes – but Tommy, I want you 
and Vickie, on your way home, to go and find out more about that statue 
and tell me tomorrow what you found out.” That sounded uncomfort-
ably like a homework assignment, but a quick glance at the backs of the 
old men as they were walking down the street, men who were already 
becoming heroes to me, told me this was way beyond homework. What 
it was we didn’t know, but upon leaving the store we went right away to 
the park to check out the statue. The statue stood in a place of honor in 
the center of the park near the bridge.

We understood the nature of the challenge. Mr. Nichols wasn’t about 
to have us search for the obvious. We quickly discovered that the statue 
was of a soldier from the Civil War with plaques of names on the base 
from the First and Second World Wars. We went over the statue with a 
fine-tooth comb, looking for the clue that Mr. Nichols wanted us to find. 
We were both sure it had something to do with the uniform, but Vickie 
kept looking at the face as if it was somehow familiar to us.

“We know this face, Tommy – look….”
“I don’t see anything. What?”
“Look again – Tommy, he looks a little like Nichols.”
“Holy cow, he does look a little like him. Vickie, I think you got it.”
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“I think so, but what does that mean?”
“Well, Vickie, maybe he modeled for….”
“No – I don’t think so, maybe….” 
“Well, maybe it’s his father.”
“No, I’ll tell you what we’re looking at! Tommy this is a statue of 

Nichols’ grandfather. Tommy that’s what he wanted us to find – his 
grandfather must have been a war hero – a Civil War hero. We got it!”

“But what about the uniform?” 
“The uniform doesn’t mean anything, Tommy – it’s the face.”
It was one of those Holmes and Watson kinds of moments, where 

we took turns congratulating each other on our sleuthing skills. Case 
solved, we retired home to dinner.  

It was close to eight o’clock in the evening, the dishes were all fin-
ished, and I was just preparing to seize control of the TV from Dad. He 
was sliding into phase two of his “sleep-like-the-dead” mode when the 
phone rang. It was Vickie. That was most unusual.

“Tommy, bring a flashlight and meet me at the statue. We’ve got it all 
wrong.”

“What?”
“The statue – Tommy, that’s not Mr. Nichols grandfather.”
“Who is it?”
“I don’t know, but that doesn’t matter – that’s not the clue. Just meet 

me in the park in about ten minutes. I’ll explain then. See you in ten 
minutes.”

Well, I can tell you it didn’t take me ten minutes to get to the park. 
Vickie came up on his bike, yelling, “Tommy! We’re so stupid. We missed 
it completely.”

“But the face looks like Mr. Nichols.”
“I don’t think so. We got carried away – we just wanted it to look like 

Nichols. Tommy, if there is one thing we’ve learned about Fat Matt, it’s 
he’s terribly proud. He would never send us on a search for a clue that 
would toot his own horn. That’s not the way he operates. The face is the 
face of someone else.”

“But who is it?”
“Let’s look again; I think it may be connected with one of the other 

guys.”
We were back on the case. I remained unconvinced; I still thought 

it was Nichols. We needed a system but didn’t have one, so with our 
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flashlights we started to go over the statue from top to bottom to find the 
clue. The more we looked the more the statue started to take on the face 
of everyone in the store. We stayed with it until finally Vickie said that it 
was a waste of time and we had better call it quits for the night.

The next morning on the way to school, I walked in to find Vickie 
seated at the kitchen table with a cheesy grin on his face.

“What?”
“Hey, don’t ‘What?’ me.” 
“What’s so funny?”
“Say hello to JaM.”
“In a minute; first of all, what’s with the grin?”
“I got it Tommy. I got it for sure. One hundred percent sure. The stat-

ue is a piece of cake.”
“Good morning, Tommy.”
“Good morning, Mrs. V. Did Vickie tell you about the statue?”
“Say good morning to....”
“Good morning, JaM – now out with it or I’ll pull a Mr. Nichols on 

you.”
“No way! First finish breakfast, then we’ll go to the statue – before we 

head to school. You’ll have to be there to get it.”
Mrs. V. had a sheepish grin on her face as if she was in on it, but she 

just hummed around the twins, ignoring us – or at least she pretended 
to ignore us. Even JaM looked like they were in the know, as they tried 
getting up on my lap for their morning hugs and kisses. Two can play 
at that game I thought and rushed us through our cereal and milk, and 
grabbing a couple of doughnuts I pushed Vickie out the door. On the 
way to the statue I couldn’t get a thing out of him other than that stupid 
grin – that was beginning to bug me, almost as much as his overbearing 
sense of satisfaction. 

“OK, no more of this piss-ass crap – out with it. Who is the soldier? Is 
it one of the guys?”

“Tommy – the soldier has nothing to do with it. That’s not what Mr. 
Nichols wanted us to find. It’s the plaques.”

“The plaques? What about the plaques?”
“Look at ’em, Tommy. What do you see?
“I don’t see nothin’ – just names.”
“That’s it! Look at the names. Go ahead – look.” 



68

“Wait, there’s Shinnick.”
“Yes, Tommy, Arthur Shinnick.”
“But our guy is Amos, Amos Shinnick.”
“Look at some of the other names, who else is there?”
The code was broken. I quickly found the names Joseph Pinckney and 

Robert Westerberg and began to understand what Vickie was getting at, 
then he pointed out another name I had missed – two names actually, 
Matthew Radbourne and Andrew Radbourne. 

“Vickie, that’s it. I’m sure of it.  But what does it mean?”
“Tommy, my mother brought me back here last night – after you and 

I split. I was in the kitchen having some milk and cake, trying to figure 
out the statue and what it meant. Well, you know how mothers are. She 
saw I was thinking about something and figuring it had something to do 
with you and the flashlight, she asked if there was anything wrong. With 
some more milk and cake, the whole story just came out – about Mr. 
Nichols, about the statue, everything. Well, Tommy, it wasn’t a minute 
before we hopped in the car and were all in front of the statue. Father 
came too – and of course we bundled up JaM and there we were look-
ing for clues. Only Father insisted that this was my riddle and that they 
would pretty much stay out of it – outside of some moral support here 
and there.”

“That’s cool. Your folks really went to the statue. Wow! Did you guys 
take flashlights?”

“Sure, and we used the car lights too.”
“Tommy, do you get it now? Do you see what Mr. Nichols wanted us 

to find?”
“Yeah – I – think so.”
“Tommy those old men in the store, they were young once, and 

they’re telling us about their stories, their lives. But those men on the 
plaques – on the base of the statue – Tommy – I think those names are the 
names of the brothers of our guys.” That’s what we were to find.

The next day after school, we did not go to the store but waited until 
Mrs. Nichols drove the men out and closed the store. After dinner we 
went over to the Nichols’ house and rang the doorbell. This was the first 
time we had ever gone to his house, the first time we had ever had the 
nerve to go. Mrs. Nichols came to the door and told us that she had been 
half expecting us to show up. 

“Did you boys figure it out?” she asked as she stepped out on to the 
porch to greet us. She told us to pull up some chairs while she went to 
get “the boss.” “So you’ve got it?”
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“Yes, Ma’am, I think we do.” I said with more than a little satisfaction. 
She looked at us in a motherly way and said, “Yes, boys, I believe you 

do, I do indeed.”
“Matt – Matt – get yourself out here. Matt, chop-chop.”
“You boys wait here, I’ll go fetch him – he doesn’t chop-chop like he 

once did. I don’t suppose you’d say no to some ice cream with a bit of 
topping now would you boys?” 

With that she left us on the porch while she went in to get the ice 
cream and to send out a more impressive call: “Matt – where are you?”

In a few minutes out came Mr. and Mrs. Nichols, each carrying big 
bowls of ice cream. With one final command she looked at Mr. Nichols 
with a look that immediately caught his full attention. “Now remember 
you, these young gentlemen are your guests. You be good – hear! I’m 
going to leave you boys. Matt, remember we have more ice cream, be 
generous for once.”

Mr. Nichols pulled up an old wicker table to his chair and said, “Boys, 
God never intended for man to talk while eating a bowl of ice cream, it’s 
just not natural. Eat up. We’ll talk later.” After a second bowl he pushed 
the table away, leaned back in his chair, and folded his arms on his chest. 
Trying unsuccessfully to recapture a grumpy old attitude, he said, “So, 
boys, what is it?” It was all Vickie and I could do not to look at each 
other and laugh. It was a turning point in our collective lives. We now 
knew – Mr. Nichols was a fake, a phony, a little old Teddy bear. He tried, 
but failed, to give us his terrorizing stare. You cannot eat ice cream, espe-
cially with chocolate ringing your lips, and then pretend to be a grumpy 
person. He tried again, “Well, what brings you here?”

“We know about the statue.” Vickie said. “We know what you want-
ed us to find.”

“Yes sir, we know.” I seconded. “We figured it out. Vickie did most of 
the figurin’, but I was a big help too.” 

Mr. Nichols listened, without interrupting, as Vickie told him what 
we discovered about the statue. Vickie told it like a story, a story in the 
way the old men related their stories to us. I could tell Mr. Nichols was 
impressed with Vickie. When Vickie was finished, Mr. Nichols just sat 
there for the longest time, not saying anything, just looking off across 
the street.

Finally he said, “Why did you come here tonight? Why didn’t you 
boys go to the store?”

“Suppose we had been wrong?” Vickie said. “If we were wrong we 
were afraid we might be hurting someone’s feelings. Suppose those 
weren’t the brothers?”
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“Boys, you did well. I’m proud of you. You were right to come here. 
Do your parents know you’re here tonight?”

“No sir, we came over on our own.”
“I thought as much,” he said. “Boys, a lot of tears have fallen around 

that statue, not so many now, that’s for certain, but there was a day – 
there was a day this little town wept. A day when we had our hearts 
broken – that now seems so long ago.”

 As he began to weave his story, I caught a glimpse of Mrs. Nichols 
standing behind the curtain in the living room, watching him. Somehow 
she was looking at him differently, then she was gone from my sight but 
I sensed she was still there behind the curtain listening. Then he stopped 
as if he was no longer certain that he wanted to continue, but finally said, 
“Boys ... boys, it still hurts.”

Mr. Nichols quietly moved his chair close to us, and reached out with 
his massive paws, and gently patted each of us on the knee. For a long 
moment he did not look at us, but looked down toward the floor as if he 
were studying his shoes, finally he said, “Boys, you earned this story; it’s 
really your story anyway. You were right about the names. Except boys, 
the names you found on the statue were not the names of the brothers of 
those old poops you see every day in the store. No boys, not the brothers. 
Those men, my friends, lost their sons. Those were the names of their 
sons. They were only boys themselves, not much older than you, just 
out of high school. Off they went, joined up together, just days after they 
graduated. That must have been in May or early June of ’43. They all left 
from the courthouse in Bellefonte. A bus was there to take them to camp; 
they were so young – trying hard to be brave – and they were brave. The 
town had a big to do for them in the old gym over at St. Mary’s the night 
before they left. I think there were twelve of them that night. All full of 
themselves, they were. They sounded so confident; it was an adventure 
to grab ahold of. I can still remember the older folks trying to be as brave, 
trying to be part of the celebration, but their joy rang hollow.” 

“It was the second week in June, 1944, in Normandy – four of the 
boys, and that same week, that very week didn’t we learn that seven of 
our lads died on some small little island in the Pacific. Boys, I don’t think 
Mill Gate ever was the same again. Eleven young men from one little 
town. We made the newsreel. I don’t think I’ve ever forgiven God – but 
that’s not for you to hear boys.”

Just as he was finishing Mrs. Nichols came back onto the porch with 
a tray for cleanup and with a kind and gentle voice said, “My Matt, it’s 
time for me to put you to bed. Now say goodnight to the boys and let 
them be on their way. Boys, was he on his best behavior?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” we both replied.
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“Off you go boys. G’night,” Mr. Nichols said.
“But, Mr. Nichols….”
“No more boys. Go home now.”
“But….”
“No more….”
“Matthew, you let them boys ask a question or two.” Mrs. Nichols 

said. “You just let them ask, or it will be one cold night for you. Go 
ahead, boys.”

“But Mr. Nichols,” Vickie said, “I don’t understand – Mr. Shinnick 
and Mr. Westerberg told us all those stories about the war. About the 
battles….”

“No boys ... none of them ... none of them went to battle, to war. No 
boys, the stories are all true, but….”

“Go ahead now, Matt. Go ahead.” whispered Mrs. Nichols as she gen-
tly placed her hand on his shoulder.

“Boys, I guess over the years, when the stories of those days are told 
the men speak as if they are reliving the last letters home. Do you un-
derstand? Those stories are the stories of young men, soldiers, really just 
boys, from here – from Mill Gate – of boys who never came home. So 
the stories they shared with you are very special. They are tales of heroic 
deeds, of brave young men. They are the stories of Mill Gate, of their 
sons.”

“Tommy, Vickie,” Mrs. Nichols said to us. “Tomorrow, when you go 
to the store, mind you look at those old dodgers – and treat them the 
same way. Hear?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Vickie quietly uttered. “We promise.”
As we were walking off the front porch, Mr. Nichols gently took my 

arm and said, “boys, I’m going to say one more thing about those young 
men. Tomorrow, when you go to school, you ask Coach Terry about 
those eleven young men. You ask him.”         

We were two quiet boys on the way home. We separated to go our 
own way at the statue with little more than a “see you tomorrow.” I 
was pretty sure we wouldn’t talk about it for awhile, certainly I knew I 
wouldn’t tell my folks – maybe Vickie could tell some of the guys, but 
then maybe not; not just yet. I knew I would never have the words to 
tell the story myself, and I also knew I could never ever attempt to tell 
the story of all those young men dying, all in a week, all from Mill Gate.  

As I was getting ready for bed, the story of those horrific days in June 
came back to me, not in my own words, but in the words of Mr. Nichols. 
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Letter after letter was hand delivered to one house, to one family, one 
after another. Vickie had found the names, but he had only recognized 
a few, just those men from the store, our old men, who shared a name 
with one on the plaque. But there were others. In one brief moment, in 
one small town in central Pennsylvania, eleven letters changed the lives 
of eleven families and the town in which they lived. It was that story that 
Mr. Nichols wanted us to discover from the statue. It was that story he 
shared with us on his front porch.
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Chapter Seven

The next morning we didn’t meet for breakfast, but met early at school 
to try to see Coach Terry before the homeroom bell. We knew where he 
would be. He would be in the boiler room having a smoke with the jani-
tors; and that’s where he was. Vickie quietly asked him about the statue. 
Vickie asked Coach Terry about the names on the statue and about the 
soldiers who died. He told Coach Terry about talking to Mr. Nichols last 
night on the front porch and eating ice cream. I could tell Vickie had care-
fully thought out the questions he was going to ask. I felt rather proud to 
be on Vickie’s team, but the effect was not what either of us expected.

Coach Terry put out his cigarette in an old butt-filled coffee can and 
looked up at Vickie and said, “Hell, boys, where did this come from?” 
I could sense that he had been caught by surprise. He got up from the 
chair and started to walk toward the stairs leading out from the boiler 
room, but stopped for a moment, then continued up, pausing at the top 
to turn around to look at us. At first he didn’t say anything, just looking 
straight ahead. Finally, he gave a sigh and said, “I want to see you boys 
in the gym after school. I’ll talk to you then.”

By design, school days last forever. That day was a tad longer. When 
the last bell had almost finished ringing we were out of our seats, and 
out of the room and on our way to the gym. Coach Terry was waiting for 
us on the bleachers. He was a small man, with small black dots for eyes, 
who long ago had forgotten why he ever became a coach. He did not like 
teaching and did not like the students with whom he was required to 
spend his days, and in return was disliked by all the kids who were re-
quired to spend time with him. As we sat down beside him he appeared 
more animated, as if some long lost memory had rekindled a fire in his 
belly. He said, “You did it, boys, you sure did.”
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“Did what?” I said.
“You caught me by surprise. I’ve always said that no snot-nosed kid 

could ever surprise me again. Hell, I’ve heard it all a thousand times. But 
that was some surprise this morning. You take the cake. Yes you do boys, 
you sure take the cake.”

“Last night, Mr. Nichols told us about the statue, and all of that, but 
said we were to ask you about the rest,” Vickie said.

I could see Coach thinking about that, and then he said, smiling, “You 
went over to Matt’s house and lived to tell about it. You boys are full of 
surprises. Well if you went to Matt’s, you’ve earned the story. Now, tell 
me what you know about the statue.”

Vickie filled him in with all that we knew about the statue, and when 
Vickie was finished I could tell Coach had been moved. His face was 
flushed. He dropped his head and stared at the floor for several seconds. 
I think he was moved more by the way Vickie told the story than the 
story itself. I remember Coach slowly raising his head, and looking at 
Vickie as if he were seeing him for the first time. Coach stood up and 
walked slowly across the gym and took his keys and locked the gym 
doors. As he turned and walked back his eyes stayed focused on the 
floor until he stood in front of us.

“Move over boys,” he said as he sat down between us.
Coach opened up an old book that he had been carefully cradling in 

his arms. It was an old yearbook from Mill Gate High and not like any 
yearbook I had ever seen. It was a soft paper covered book, yellowing 
and decaying, and as he carefully opened its pages, the pictures were not 
in color, but rather faded black and white snap shots appearing to have 
been taken by different people all with different skills. It was hardly a 
book at all, but rather a ragged collection of a few pages that had quickly 
been thrown together. Still, Coach turned the greasy worn pages careful-
ly, thoughtfully, as if each page was his life. He stopped at the few pages 
that contained pictures of the sports teams. He had us look first at the 
football team. We smiled at the uniforms and the way the players looked 
but we laughed more at the record and the scores. They were one and 
nine – and Coach said they only won that game because the other team 
had the flu and had to forfeit. Then he had us look at the names. There 
they were – all of the soldiers on the statue were there. To our amaze-
ment, so was Coach Terry. Then he showed us the wrestling team and 
the basketball team – and there they were again, the same names. The re-
sults were about the same, as Coach acknowledged with almost a sense 
of pride, “We weren’t very good, boys. We took our lumps.” Then he 
turned the page over to where the baseball team was boldly displayed 
across two pages. We looked closely at the pictures and the names. One 
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after another, we found the picture and name of our eleven fallen heroes. 
“Look at that boys,” he said as he pointed to the record, “29 and 0, not 
bad for a bunch of farm boys, 29 and 0. We were ballplayers, every damn 
one of us. We were the best team in the state. The best high school team 
ever. And I’ll willingly march to hell if that’s not true.” 

There was not an ounce of boastfulness or a hint of arrogance in his 
voice. He spoke with pride and reverence for what they had accom-
plished when they were boys. He had a different voice and a different 
look on his face. This wasn’t our coach, this wasn’t the man we saw 
sneaking a smoke in the boiler room. A moment ago he had been sitting 
on the bleachers, hunch-shouldered, defeated by a life in the classroom, 
and scarred with the cynicism of age and a voice that trebled with indif-
ference. Now, for a moment, he was reclaiming his past.  He was trans-
ferring it to us. I’ve often wondered how some people can flat out tell a 
story, and others, like me – well – we can’t. It’s that simple. Coach Terry 
had us in the palm of his hand until the gym got dark and our dinner 
would be cold. He told us of victories, of being champions, of a parade 
downtown, of home runs and no-hitters and major league barnstormers 
who came to town to play our boys. Major Leaguers – in Mill Gate!

“Now you take that boy right there,” he said as he pointed to a tall 
gangly looking kid in the back row – “That’s Westerberg, Rob Wester-
berg. Look at him. He had the face of an angel. Put him on the mound 
with a ball in his hands and he was pure meanness. So help me St. Mi-
chael, but if our own Lord Himself came to the plate with a bat in His 
hand, Rob would knock Him down. He pitched four no-hitters that year. 
And if he didn’t put his fastball between a hitter’s third and fourth ribs 
three times a game, he thought he had let the team down. You came to 
the plate meekly when Rob was on the mound. And if someone dared 
get a hit off of him, well, the next time up, that boy knew he would soon 
need a change of pants. And look at those two boys seated up front. 
Those boys were the Radbourne twins, Matt and Andy, never could 
tell them apart, but man could they play ball. Now boys,” he said as he 
looked over at Vickie and me with a touch of mischief in his eye, “the 
important thing about telling a good story is that sometimes you must 
lie passionately and with conviction to make the story hold together. 
Well, what I’m telling you now is God’s truth – may He strike me down 
if there is even a hint of the fib in this next tale. Those Radbourne boys 
could’ve gone from Mill Gate right to the Majors. They were that good. 
And as God is my witness, boys, there’s not even a pinch of bullshit in 
that statement. They played short and second, and when the barnstorm-
ers came to the valley to play us, even the pros said they were good 
enough to play in the Major Leagues, and the twins were just eighteen. 
You couldn’t hit the ball past ’em. You see, boys, we were ballplayers. 
That’s why I begged the town not to put up that statue of a soldier in the 
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park. Those goddamned boys weren’t soldiers. The statue should have 
been of a ballplayer. And that’s for sure. That’s what they were, you 
know, they were ballplayers.”

Coach spun tales of the games as if they had been played yesterday. 
“I’m going to tell you one more story before I kick you out of here. See 
that boy in the center, that there was Hans Klobedanz, the tall skinny 
one, he played left field. His paws were so large that we had trouble 
finding a glove that would fit his hand. But he could hit the baseball. I 
remember one time….”
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Chapter Eight

 Mr. Nichols did not buy the old saw that the customer was 
always right, he generally saw them as a nuisance – as the cause for 
interrupting a good story. His was not a plastic store cleaned every 
night at closing; there were no clerks in referee black and whites, no 
baseball or football fields marked on the floor, no scoreboards and 
dumb stuff like that. Rather, it was a store seldom cleaned and never 
organized. It was his pride and joy. If the Harvard business school 
could list the ten things that a successful businessman should not do, 
I’m sure that Mr. Nichols did them all, all the time, and with a deep 
sense of abiding satisfaction. How he stayed in business baffled most 
of the townies, but the favorite explanation was that Mrs. Nichols had 
brought to the marriage a “little something” that enabled Mr. Nichols 
to be a businessman – or at least to play at being a businessman. She 
always said that the store was the safest place to put him during 
the day, and, besides, she was fond of saying in his presence, “who 
would hire him?” There was little real harm that he could do in the 
store, and left on his own, he certainly would have been a nuisance 
to the rest of the town, so, all in all, she felt the store was a very good 
place to keep him.

Mr. Nichols was a tall man, probably six feet or more with a barrel-
like chest that was in the process of gradually being transferred to his 
belt line. His face was marked with youthful freckles that had refused to 
leave with age, and ears that suggested the potential for flight. He was in 
his sixties and his hair also had migrated south to his face leaving both 
his head and face a field of gray stubble that huffed and puffed itself 
about the store. In his youth he must have been a bear of a man. His huge 
shoulders, however, were now hidden under too many meals featuring 
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gravy over meat and potatoes. But his past was still revealed in his large 
hands of steel and his blue eyes that flashed fire with every emotion. 

You had to watch his eyes, because they signaled the early warning of 
an explosion that came the moment he heard a wrong answer. We learned 
in time to read his eyes and to avoid his vice-like hands. Wrong answers 
meant he would “crush” our hands, or box our ears until they shone a 
very pretty shade of red. He loved wrong answers, so we came to be very 
careful when the gang tossed, what seemed to us in all our simplicity, a 
friendly question that might set us up for the next round of red ears. 

Finally, one day in Vickie’s basement we reached a major life altering 
decision. We decided on the gloves we wanted, and the positions we 
wanted to play. We were ready to go to the store and tell Mr. Nichols 
about our important decisions. For me, that decision was much more 
difficult than it would be years later when I had to select a wedding ring. 
In fact, I don’t really remember much about buying the wedding ring.

“Well, you little pups, are you sure? No time for a mistake, these 
gloves cost a lot of money.”

“We’re sure,” I said.
“For sure,” Vickie followed, “I want to play first base just like Gehrig 

or Ott or maybe like Kranepool.”
Wrong answer. Mr. Nichols pounced like a grizzly protecting her cubs 

and grabbed Vickie in a headlock that forced Vickie’s ears to nearly cov-
er his eyes. At one point, Father Michael did voice a concern that he was 
afraid the ears were about to touch, but by and large most of the gath-
ered wanted to see how this would all play out. Mr. Nichols held him 
for what must have seemed to Vickie to be a long time past politeness, 
all the while lecturing Vickie and me on the utter stupidity of including 
Gehrig, Ott, and that other guy in the same sentence. From that day on I 
always thought Vickie’s head had a bit more of a pear shape to it.  To the 
delight of all present, save Vickie and me, he kicked us out of the store, 
threatening to lock us out of the store tomorrow, if we continued to be-
have as unenlightened barbarians. 

His parting words to us were: “No, you can’t buy them now. Fudge! 
Come back next week when you’re both less stupid. By then you will 
have changed your minds ten times.” All in attendance, save two, ro-
bustly applauded the above play in one act.

We returned the next week. We hadn’t changed our minds but had 
only become more certain. Now to pay for them was to be our next trial 
by fire.

 “I’ll tell you one thing for certain, Tommy ... we ... are you listening?”
“Yeah, but wait, I got an idea....”



79

“No, wait. OK, go ahead, Tommy. What?”
“Why don’t we go in with our folks and show them the gloves we 

want for Christmas. What’s he going to do then? Nothing. He couldn’t 
do nothing.”

“Tommy, if we go in with our parents, we will never ...  I mean ...  
never ... hear the end of it. They will run us out of town. You know what 
Westerberg’s like ... he’s worse than Nichols.

“OK. Dumb idea. What’s our plan?”
“OK, Tommy, this is it. They’re always yapping about how kids have 

too much money, and ‘things aren’t like they were in the old days,’ and 
how we’re just a bunch of spoiled brats.”

“Yeah, and we’re ‘all going to hell, one kid at a time’ – so what?  What 
does that get us?”

“Tommy ... that’s going to get us our gloves.” 
So next week we walked in with a plan. 
After we entered the store and had waited around for awhile for per-

mission to speak, Vickie said, “Mr. Nichols, we were wondering if we 
could put two dollars down and pay a little each week until the start of 
the season.”

“Watch out!” I said to Vickie, but too late, Mr. Nichols had him in 
his headlock #4, which was one of his most famous moves, and was 
dragging Vickie around the store. Vickie ended up in the corner by the 
seldom-visited tennis rackets. Vickie was seeking an escape route, but 
Mr. Nichols knew his store. It was checkmate.

Mr. Nichols physically wrapped Vickie up to the delight of the others 
and brought him back to center stage to continue the inquisition. Vickie 
looked to the men around the candy jar for support or at least some 
small degree of sympathy but found only faces that were wondering 
how this Greek-like tragedy would end. Although Father Michael was 
touched by the spirit to ask, “Are you still with us boy?” 

“What the Fudge do you think this is, some darn fly-by-night dis-
count barn? You expect me to keep your gloves all winter? Not very 
likely boys, not very likely.” And for emphasis Mr. Nichols sat on top of 
Vickie’s chest while I was mentally scrambling through my bag of tricks, 
trying to find a suitable plan B.

Vickie was breathing, but barely; Mr. Nichols was huffing, but all in all 
was obviously quite pleased with his athleticism. Cheers came from the 
area of the flannels. Mr. Pinckney, for his part, was very impressed with 
Mr. Nichols moves and said, “Damn, Matt, I think you could still catch 
a fart.” And for me it was time to negotiate. I pulled out my saving idea.



80

“Wait, let’s start over!”
“Okay, pup,” he huffed at me as he got up off Vickie, “give it your 

best shot.”
“What do you want us to do?” I said.
Mr. Nichols looked at me as if I was about to become his next cushion, 

but only said, “Pitiful.”
Vickie was of no help. He looked like he was about to come out of the 

intensive care unit, and he was still too weak to come to my aid. He just 
sat on the floor more concerned with his immediate need for air than the 
procurement of gloves. Without Vickie’s further input, the weakness of 
“Plan B” collapsed, so taking my wounded with me, I fell back in retreat 
to regroup and fight another day. 

Once outside the store, we assessed our position. It did not look bright. 
For his part, as he started to regain his former shape, Vickie commented 
that he was pleasantly pleased with both the quantity and quality of the 
air, and looked about him to see a beautiful day. We both agreed that re-
treat is not defeat and that we would return again tomorrow with a plan, 
a plan that would see us victorious in our quest for gloves.

Like everything with Mr. Nichols, this would take time and could 
only be done between bewildered customers and with the advice and 
consent of the old boys. Finally, after many days of tough negotiations, 
and endless go-a-rounds with Mr. Nichols, we finally agreed to take the 
gloves home with us and keep them until baseball season began. Also, 
after difficult rounds of conferencing, it was agreed that we would each 
pay two dollars down and the rest when we could. He insisted on in-
cluding two cans of saddle soap and leather cowhide straps and a base-
ball for each glove all at no extra charge. As we parlayed, he showed us 
how to soap the gloves and wrap them around a ball with the leather 
straps when we were not using the gloves.  Further, he refused to reduce 
the price by more than 50%, insisting that that was his final offer, “take it 
or leave it.”  He was a tough negotiator, but we stuck with it, and a deal 
was finalized. We had our first and last real baseball gloves. And our first 
victory over Mr. Nichols.
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Chapter Nine

Gathered around the candy jar, Mr. Nichols and the old gentleman 
taught us baseball, and baseball made us honest. Baseball was life played 
fairly within the lines. As we grew up, it would never have occurred to 
us that we needed umpires or adults hanging around to decide when a 
ball was fair or foul. If it was foul then it was foul, no arguments, no fudg-
ing, and no waiting for someone’s Dad to render a decision. Our youth 
was molded within those lines. The game demanded honesty, and it was 
natural to comply. We played with two on a side, or with nine, within the 
lines fights rarely occurred – and when fights did happen, it was because 
someone really did see the ball land fair and someone else really did see 
the ball hit foul. To cheat was not a question, simply because cheating was 
not an idea that made any sense to the game or our day.

As we grew, decisions were made and talents developed. Few de-
cisions in our young lives were as important as the selection of our 
gloves. Vickie wanted to play first base, and strategically it was a good 
decision because no matter how many players we had, we always 
needed a first baseman, and someone playing first with a first base-
man’s mitt always made our games look a tad more professional. For 
me, I selected a fielder’s glove and moved back and forth from the 
infield to the outfield.

For someone like myself who grew up living baseball, it is just about 
impossible to believe that two dancers or two trumpet players or two of 
anybody could have formed as deep and meaningful a relationship as 
that developed between two ballplayers. What could they really expect 
from each other? But two ballplayers could expect and receive a total 
commitment.



82

Vickie’s talents peaked on the ball field while mine seemed to soar to 
new heights. We both tried out for the freshman team and were given 
our first uniforms. Until that moment baseball uniforms had always 
been jeans, shirts, and sneakers. Now we belonged to a team – a real 
team with uniforms and a name across the front of the jerseys.  As we 
put on the pants and the white sweat socks and stirrups for the first time 
it was as awkward as unhooking our first bra and much more embar-
rassing. I was sitting on the bench in front of the locker trying not to act 
like a rookie when I looked up at Vickie who was trying not to laugh. 
My first uniform was red pinstripes; our school colors were the same as 
the Phillies. 

I believe that the first day of practice on our first organized team was 
when I first saw Vickie as a ballplayer. I mean – when I first really looked 
at him. Perhaps it was because he was in a uniform and looked different, 
unnatural even. Seldom in the last four years had we not been together; 
in school or after school and during vacations we were together at the 
playground or at Vickie’s house. Yet there he was walking just in front 
of me in his uniform as we left the locker room. Was that really Vickie? I 
knew he was tall, but he seemed too tall in the uniform, and too thin. I re-
member watching him as we got on the bus for the ride over to the field 
and sitting next to him wondering, “is this really Vickie?” I had seen 
pictures of a young DiMaggio and was thinking that if Vickie had Yan-
kee blue on instead of Phillies red they could be twins separated only by 
time. DiMaggio became better looking with age, perhaps Vickie would 
also, but it seemed to me, at that moment, to be asking for something 
this side of a miracle. If you can accept the fact that he had a body like 
DiMaggio then all you have to do to see Vickie is to enlarge the hands, 
feet, and neck with a head one full hat size too small and reduce the run-
ning speed and eye-hand coordination by half and you have him. Vickie, 
that is – not DiMaggio. 

Vickie being tall had for some time been a problem for me. It was one 
of those demons that one wrestles with, like when a not so neighborly 
neighbor wins the lottery and you go over to congratulate him on his 
good fortune – with a smile that’s too tight by half. He in turn gloats in 
the smile and thanks you, while at the same time showing you a bro-
chure of the sailings of the Queen Mary. When Vickie and I first met in 
Mr. Roth’s sixth grade class, Vickie was much shorter than I was. This, 
in my mind, seemed both fair and appropriate. The new kid in town 
by definition should not be taller than you. Then came ninth grade and 
the son-of-a-gun shot up like an ugly weed. His race to tallness seemed 
to be happening every third day. I was waiting, praying for my turn. 
It didn’t happen. It was not fair. I was the first to claim being tall. Our 
relationship was, at least in part, based upon the premise that I would 
be the tall one, and Vickie would be the “brains of the organization.” By 
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the time he put on the vertical red striped uniform, he was well over six 
feet tall with no apparent end in sight. Where was the justice, I asked, 
in Vickie being both tall and smart? Where was the justice? I never for a 
moment begrudged him being smart – in fact, I found it generally to be 
most helpful, but his growing by the day and whizzing by me at night I 
found to be most unhelpful to our friendship. But all friendships have a 
few bumps in the road; that’s why they’re friendships. Still, his height, I 
felt, was pushing our friendship to the edge.

I stepped off the bus as a ballplayer, not as a high-school freshman, 
but as a ballplayer. The first days of practice were pure heaven. We bat-
ted and shagged flies, did our sprints, practiced bunting, base running, 
and were amazed that the coach wanted to knock off so early. At the 
time, we didn’t realize that no one got cut from the freshmen squad, and 
so we felt great pressure in trying to make the team. Vickie and I were 
pleasantly surprised when we found out that we both made the team. In 
fact, that everyone made the team. 

Vickie had made the right choice of gloves. Only one other boy had 
a first baseman’s mitt, so when the coaches started to divide us into po-
sitions, Vickie got a lot of playing time. At least, he did in practice and 
early in the season, but too many errors and too few hits took him to the 
bench. I was devastated. Vickie was not. We started to stay after prac-
tice, so I could hit Vickie some extra ground balls. He could feel it in 
his bones, he could catch the ball in his mind, he could catch the ball in 
practice, but during the game, playing against other teams, he tightened 
up. He knew what he had to do, but the hard, fast ground balls to either 
side would still get past. It was not like it had been in our pickup games. 
Vickie had never been the first to be picked, but, then, he wasn’t the last 
to be picked either, but now on the team he would tighten up. We had 
coaches now with whistles watching our every move, and they were 
always there to critique us after every play. 

My conclusion was that we just needed to work harder, but Vickie 
knew that it wasn’t just a matter of more practice. Only much later in 
the year could Vickie tell me about the moment when he knew that he 
would never be a very good ballplayer. I always thought that wanting 
something and hard work was enough to make it happen. I could fool 
myself, I could avoid reality; Vickie could not or would not fool himself. 
Vickie was cut from a different pattern.  It wasn’t that he was a realist, 
(whatever that means) or a quitter, but that he was just plain flat out hon-
est. It took me many years to understand and appreciate that about him. 

After a home game in which Vickie had missed two easy grounders 
and made a wild throw to home to let in the winning run he just turned 
and slowly walked away from first base and toward the bus. We all tried 
to rally around him. Had it been me, I would have been wrapped in guilt 
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and pity. I would have been angry and armed with excuses. Vickie was 
not. At Mr. Nichols’ the next day he calmly sat in the chair opposite the 
jug of chocolate and talked about the game.

“You know, Tommy, I could see those balls hit right at me. I thought I 
had them. They were so easy.”

“Ahh, that’s a rough infield. They didn’t come up for you.” 
“No, they came up all right, I just missed them.” 
“Yeah, but.….”
“No buts about it, I missed them, and that throw home was crazy. I 

threw that ball to the plate like a girl, a spastic girl.”
“Vickie, just forget – that’s the key – coach is always telling us to play 

the next ball not the last one. We can work on grounders this weekend.”
“You know, Tommy, I’ll never be any good at baseball.”
“What the hell are you talking about? You’re good and next season 

we’ll both be better! Practice will make us a hundred times better. We 
need to spend more time fielding.” 

“No, Tommy, I can practice forever.  Do you understand, Tommy – I 
can practice forever, but I can’t do it. I get nervous.”

“That’s bullshit – we never give up; you know that.”
“Look how I played this year.” he said, “It has nothing to do with giv-

ing up. You saw how I played. Who made more errors than me? Who?” 
What did I bat? One fifty! Damn, Tommy, I was the worst kid on the 
team.”

 “But it’s just the little things we have to work on.”
  “No, it’s not the little things, Tommy. I’m not like you. I get nervous. 

I pray the ball won’t be hit to me. You always want the ball to be hit to 
you, so you can make a great play.” 

“The hell you do! I’ve hit a thousand balls to you and you begged for 
more.”

“Yeah, but it was just the two of us or just the guys. There were no 
coaches, no uniforms, no teams. Now it’s different. Tommy, I can’t do it 
the way you can.”

That night I remember thinking that Vickie was betraying me; that he 
was not just letting me down, but that he was giving up on our dream 
to play ball. I was angered in a way that made me question whether he 
was still my friend.  Years later, I realize that I had failed him. It was our 
first real test, and I had failed. As a kid he saw the truth, faced it, moved 
on, and still loved the game as much as before. I didn’t understand, or I 
refused to understand. We built everything that we had on baseball, on 
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being players. It was inconceivable to me at the time that our friendship 
could make it without baseball. It was equally inconceivable that you 
could really like the game and not be a player.

The next morning I went over to Vickie’s for breakfast. Over cereal 
and toast, we talked, but the dream was gone. At least for Vickie it was 
gone. There was no future to our talk, no talking about playing in the big 
leagues. 

I was a ballplayer. Everything was easy and natural. It wasn’t like 
German or math. There was no doubt, no hesitation. I played the game 
fast and with confidence, but saw it in slow motion. I lived for baseball 
and the school day was simply a bump on the road to the game. By the 
end of the year I was traveling with the varsity squad and then getting 
more and more playing time. For me everything was perfect, except for 
my disappointment about Vickie.

 By the end of the season, Vickie seldom played. He practiced just as 
much, helped others, kept the scorebook, sat next to the coach on the 
bench and in many ways became a coach, but he seldom played. He still 
loved the game; perhaps he loved the beauty of the game even more. As 
the season rolled along he enjoyed, if that is the word, not getting into 
the game. He sat on the bench or coached at third, and rooted for the 
team, cheering every run we scored and every hit we made. Vickie’s joy 
for us as individuals and for the team was genuine. He was a one-man 
rooting section.

Even on close-knit teams there is often a sense of superiority by those 
who play and play well, over those who struggle and play less well. It 
is an unspoken sense of superiority that mocks the pretense of equality. 
It comes out in hard humor, in subtle ridicule, and in a hundred not so 
subtle looks and tones. The less talented athlete, the victim, knows and 
feels the weight of this, not just from his own team mates, but with a 
hammer-like force from those on the other team. I do not believe that 
Vickie was ever subjected to that from his teammates or from the guys 
in the other dugout. Vickie had a way with people that I have never 
possessed. At a primeval level you can sense the person who is the fake. 
Such a person you can smell; they have an odor about them. Vickie had 
no such odor. The fact that Vickie seldom got to play did not change his 
love of practice. He even came early and stayed late to work with the 
other guys to make them better.

Then one day I realized that there really was a difference between 
us. Not because I was a better ballplayer – that didn’t make a difference 
at all – but because Vickie was smart – not just that closet ninth grade 
smartness that I had known about since the beginning, but the kind of 
smart that a person, like myself, really never understands. There it was 
for all the world to see; no mistaking it – Vickie was speaking German. 
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Since the first day we met, I knew that Vickie was smart, but it was at a 
level that was simply very impressive. I always had in the back of my 
mind the thought that, if I would just knuckle down a little bit, I would 
also be smart – or I could be. 

Then slowly – no, not so slowly – suddenly ... yes, suddenly, I realized 
that there was some basic fundamental difference between red birds and 
blue birds. I was shocked; I could not be a blue bird. I had been lied to.

The full impact of this enlightenment entered high school with me. 
Vickie and I sat next to each other in Porter’s tenth-grade, first-year 
German class when, to my utter disbelief, he was saying something to 
Mrs. Porter in German before the start of class, and she was laughing 
and saying something back to him, and he understood what she said. I 
truly think if the class had not been so noisy that they would have heard 
my jaw land with a bang on the desktop.

Sure, I knew some words and phrases. Sure, I knew my ‘der, die, 
das’s’, and ‘ich fahre und sie fährt’, but beyond that German was Greek 
to me. Vickie, to my amazement, was making sense of all that stuff. The 
change seemed to occur overnight. By tenth grade he was in one math 
class and I was in another. He also was in different science and English 
classes and his books had fewer pictures and bigger words. My books 
just had bigger print. It probably was years before I realized that his 
math was different from mine and that what he read in English class 
was not what I read. During the school day, we mostly went our separate 
ways to meet again on the ball field and around the sport pages. Here 
our math was the same; it was the math of batting averages and games 
behind in the standings. I knew we were different birds, however. I just 
didn’t know how far down the bird chain I was.
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Chapter Ten

On game day Mr. Nichols would close the store around noon, al-
though the game seldom started before three o’clock, and head up to 
the field to see if the coach needed him to work the game. He sometimes 
kept the box scores or handled the PA system, announcing the lineups, 
the batters, and changes during the game. A broadcaster he was not. He 
would mumble, mispronounce any name that had more than two syl-
lables, or sometimes just bark into the microphone, “Now coming to bat 
for Clearfield, number 7.” More often he would sit along left field line in 
a lawn chair with a few of the old timers. When we were on the bench or 
in the batting circle, we would look over at him, but he never appeared 
to be watching, just holding court and eating candy; but the next day in 
the store he dissected the game for us pitch by pitch.  

One day following a big game, we walked into the store with our 
heads in the clouds. We had hit everything thrown near the plate. Vickie 
played and had two hits and I had three and a walk. We were prepared 
to give autographs and to be recognized by our fans.  Knowing Mr. 
Nichols as we did, we knew he would take a few minutes of tearing our 
game apart before he would acknowledge that we had had a pretty good 
game. We waited – nothing, and then he finally came over to us and fell 
into his chair, where he sat with arms folded across his chest. “Boys, you 
come sit here,” he said. We waited for a moment, then sensing that we 
were in some kind of trouble took a couple of chairs near the door. “No, 
not by the door, here next to me. Sit here.”  We had never been invited 
to sit next to him, nor would we ever have wanted to sit next to Mr. 
Nichols. We had learned a long time ago that it was best to keep some 
distance, at least an arms length away, from him. Vickie and I looked at 
each other and cautiously took the two chairs next to Mr. Nichols. We 
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could almost see the storm clouds in his eyes. The other old men stopped 
their fighting in mid-sentence, and all grew silent. We looked at each 
other wondering what the other had done. Still nothing, then slowly he 
reached for the shelf behind his chair and picked up two leather bound 
books.

Minutes went by and still he said nothing, he just looked back and 
forth from us to the books. Everyone waited; no one said a word. We 
were getting past uneasy, all the way to scared, but still there was only 
silence. This was not like him. Our experience with Mr. Nichols was that 
he generally solved problems by sitting on them. Slowly he leaned to-
ward us and with his free hand indicated that we should come closer. 
I wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but our options at the time seemed 
very limited, so we leaned forward, all the while expecting all hell was 
about to break loose.

 “You boys swear too much,” he said in a very soft and low voice that 
we did not recognize.

“What?”
“You swear too much.” he said without a hint of anger, but with a 

voice that came out of the depths of sadness.
“We didn’t say anything!” I piped in with a tone that I immediately 

knew was too sharp for his ears.
No response, no anger, no grabbing my ears to have them touch. 

Nothing.
He moved his chair closer, looked into our eyes and in a whisper said, 

“No boys, not here, not at the store ... yesterday ... at the game. Take 
these.”

He handed us each small red leather bound dictionaries and again 
silence swept across the store. Finally, with his face close to ours he whis-
pered with a voice as gentle as I had ever heard come out of that big 
body, 

“Boys, do you know why you swear?” And before we could answer 
or think of an answer, he answered his own question.

 “Boys, you swear because you’re stupid. You’re too dumb to use the 
beautiful rich language that God has given you. Language is a treasure – 
now you don’t realize that yet – and that’s ...  OK for now. You’re young 
and you don’t know better. Boys, when you talk the way you did at 
the game yesterday, you tell everyone who hears you that you are not 
smart enough to use the proper words. You’re not being grownup ... 
or ... or cool ... you’re just flat out stupid.  Now, boys, a stupid person 
knows they’re stupid, but it’s not to their advantage to let the entire 
world know. Yesterday, you boys were letting the entire world know 
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that you’re stupid. Now take these dictionaries home with you and learn 
the beautiful language called English. When you know all the words in 
that book – then you can swear. Because then you’re swearing will have 
purpose and meaning. Now go home. I don’t want you here.”

Out the door and around the corner, I finally said, “Who the hell is he 
to talk to us like that?  He’s not our father!”

Now, it was Vickie’s turn to be silent; finally, he said, “You know, 
Tommy, I think he’s right, I really do. I’m not going to swear any more!” 

And he didn’t.
For me, it wasn’t that easy. I was just beginning to get good at it. If I 

were to give it up now, it seemed to me to be such an incredible waste 
of a newly found talent. Swearing for me had not come easily. It was 
something I had been putting a great deal of time and effort into and I 
was just beginning to see the fruits of my labor. Seventh grade had been 
a breakout year. “Shits” and “damns” had come without friction. But 
I would be the first to admit that I had great difficulty getting, “God-
damned, son-of-a-bitch” to flow smoothly into my general conversation. 
Now,  “bastard” had a nice hard sound to it and I felt that it would great-
ly speed up my journey into manhood, so I “bastarded” this and “bas-
tarded” that through a good portion of my day, reining in only around 
the adult crowds. When Mr. Nichols confronted us in the store that day, 
I had been, as a matter of fact, contemplating making that ultimate leap 
to the mother lode of all words. Here, I was preparing to cross the Ru-
bicon of language, when along comes Mr. Nichols, attempting to stunt 
my growth.

 And what did he mean “stupid”?  Swearing seemed to be one of the 
few really cool things that adults got to do. So I remained unconvinced, 
but during our next home game when Mr. Nichols sat in his favorite 
chair holding court and seemingly paying no attention to the game I 
found myself unable to yell out even the mild occasional – “damn”, 
“hell”, or “shit”. Robbed of speech, what’s a kid to do?  

I guess I bought half of what Mr. Nichols was selling, but it was a 
hard sell. I swore less often; certainly within a fifty-mile radius of his 
territory my language was more muffled. Not enriched, just muffled to 
the point that I developed the art of mumbling that has stood me in good 
stead as I’ve plowed my way through life. Now Vickie was different. 
Games, when he didn’t play, he could be seen sitting in the dugout keep-
ing the game stats, and stealing a few moments to check out a word or 
two in his dictionary. 

Vickie had found a new love, words. Along with the dictionary Vickie 
started to carry a notebook in his backpack. He set a goal that each day 
he would list five new words that he would learn and try to work them 
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into his conversation or his homework. He tried to get me to do the same, 
but I had neither the interest in words, nor the use for an expanded vo-
cabulary. My talents were closer to trying not to forget the few words I 
already had at my command. 

Vickie kept Nichols’ red dictionary in his backpack beyond the week, 
in fact, for as long as I can remember he carried it with him. He took 
Mr. Nichols’ words to heart, so when I would eat breakfast at his house 
before school or when we would normally go over the box scores of yes-
terday’s game, I would find him checking out a new word in the diction-
ary. Vickie totally bought what Mr. Nichols had to sell. It was then that I 
realized that Vickie was beginning to divide between his love of baseball 
and his newfound love – language. I thought that I had better keep an 
eye on him before this word stuff got out of control.

I never understood school the way Vickie did; I didn’t understand 
it the way I understood baseball. I did what I was told to do – never 
more, often less, but always as a mysterious chore. I never connected 
school with practice, school with a purpose other than one of denying 
the young of America their youth. School for me never led anywhere 
– except to the ball field.  Vickie began to win awards in school, joined 
clubs, and became a school leader. He graduated with prizes; I graduated 
with letters on my jacket.

Today, I am amazed at how little I must have learned in high school, 
and how little must have been expected from me. I remember reading 
a few books in school, but not what they were about. And I can’t recall 
why we were to read those books. Why was I to know about chloroform, 
and some lines from Hamlet? No one told me why, and I didn’t ask, and 
the dots of learning remained unconnected. 

Still, we all seemed to graduate and to move across the auditorium 
stage together, waving diplomas and throwing funny hats into the air. 
High school had been fun, simple. How could it have been otherwise? It 
was all baseball and friends.
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Chapter Eleven

“Tom – Tom!” Barb yelled, repeating herself, this time in her more 
resounding voice of command that could move through several rooms 
and across the yard. “Thomas!”

“Yeah! What?”
“Pick up the phone!”
“Have them call me back.”
“It’s Vickie!’
“Who?”
By this time she had narrowed down the search, “Ah, here you are. 

Pick up the phone, you big oaf – it’s Vickie.”
“Hold on a minute, I’ll take it in the office.”
“Where the Fudge are you? Baltimore! What are you doing in Balti-

more? I thought you were out in the land of fruits and nuts. What are 
you doing in Baltimore? ”

His voice sounded strange and far away, not a distance far away 
but another kind of far away, an unfamiliar far away. It gave me 
pause, an unnatural feeling that continued as we talked of old times 
and planned our next road trip. Only the road trip was not to be in the 
distant future; it was to be now, tomorrow. After I hung up the feel-
ing of uneasiness intensified. Vickie had seemed hurried, as if there 
was no time to talk about Dee or his work or even the casual banter 
about our families that usually prefaced the more serious planning of 
our next adventure. Every fiber in my being sent out signals of alarm. 
His answers to even the most mundane questions had been short, 
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crisp and evasive – that was not Vickie; his voice had lost the sound of 
laughter.

It wasn’t long before Barb came in from the kitchen.
“Want some coffee?”
“Sure. That was Vickie.”
“Yes, I know,” Barb smiled as if she knew what was coming next. “Let 

me guess what he wanted – road trip, right?”
“Yeah, but I don’t think that’s why he called. Barb, it didn’t sound like 

Vickie; his voice was different – shaky – no, not shaky, more like there 
was a cough he was trying to suppress. I asked him if he had a cold and 
he said no. I can’t put my finger on it, but I didn’t like the sound of his 
voice, or the cough.”

“Is it Dee? Is she OK?”
“Yeah, he said she was fine. I’ll find out tomorrow. I told him I would 

meet him in Baltimore at Doby’s for lunch.”
“Tomorrow! We’re having dinner with the Robinsons. It’s their 

anniversary. We’ve got to go. Too late to cancel now.” 
“Sam will understand. Tell him it’s Vickie. Barb – you know I have 

to go.”
Barb knew it, but she didn’t have to like it. She turned and quickly 

left the room with her tail feathers bushed up, but I was less concerned 
about her feathers than I was about meeting Vickie the next day in 
Baltimore.  I would have to deal with her feathers later. For now, I 
wanted to concentrate on Vickie. I got up from my desk chair and 
moved over to the old leather chair by the windows. The chair, worn 
by years of daily use was, like me, showing its age. The chair had 
always been my sanctuary in moments when I needed to be alone with 
a problem.

In spite of my fears about Vickie, I could not help but smile at the 
thought of another road trip, another baseball get away. Perhaps it was 
nothing. Perhaps, it was just me and my imagination. No, it wasn’t just 
my imagination. There was something going on, something that I didn’t 
think I would like very much. He never called like this, on the spur of 
the moment; we always planned our trips months in advance to give 
us plenty of time to get “psyched up.” Our baseball road trips required 
more planning and detailing than the Normandy Invasion. It always 
took us a long time to select a location, and to narrow down to the games 
and teams we wanted to see, and then Vickie always needed time to oil 
his old mitt with the eternal hope of catching a foul ball. He never did 
catch one. Still....
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Slowly, I settled deep into the arms of the chair, as if being embraced 
by the past, my mind wandering back to a childhood long ago, and to 
youthful dreams unfulfilled. 

Vickie and I were friends who went our separate ways after high 
school. We went our separate ways but were never really separate, for we 
always were there for each other – always friends. Close friends. Brothers. 
Vickie went to college in Chicago, to become something. I went to college 
to play ball. He became something – a world traveler, a writer, but most of 
all a husband to the wonderful and delightful Dee O’Brian, art historian, 
singer, and maker of magic. That last was how Vickie described her, when 
he acknowledged her faults. When he was awash in love, his gushing was 
unbearable. She became to Vickie the statement of his life. 

For me, life took a different path. I stumbled into love and marriage 
under the guidance and will of Barbara Nash, without too much fore-
thought or planning – at least, there was not much forethought and plan-
ning on my part. My contention has always been, and remains so today, 
that I did not knowingly or willingly ever offer nor intend to offer a 
proposal of marriage to one Ms. Barbara Nash. Thus, I can still say, with-
out fear of contradiction, that my wedding day was conducted without 
advice or consent, and that I was only required to make a cameo appear-
ance at the front of the alter.

Barb, the only daughter of a local businessman, let me chase her until 
she caught me. I will be the first to admit that I was not much of a catch. 
I had only just returned from my brief tour of college and was working 
at Brodie’s Dairy, and other odd jobs, when Barb and I met at a concert at 
Penn State. She was a student; I was in my “Blue Period,” and wallowing 
around looking for pity. I was still in recovery mode from my less than 
brilliant life at college and my failed dreams of becoming a ballplayer 
when Barb claimed me. 

Dad and Mom must have had one of their famous conferences around 
the teapot to work out what they thought the length of my recovery pe-
riod should be, because in a few months they both agreed that enough 
was enough. Dad said to me one evening after dinner that he couldn’t 
love me more if I were his son (always a bit of denial since the Carolina 
trip), but I needed to get a job, a real job, and needed to get it right away.

For Vickie and Dee their home became the world, living for long 
stretches of time in different countries in Europe and Africa. They lived a 
life without children, but enriched with a joy of each other – they became 
life companions. 

For Barb and me, our world became business, home, and family, 
contained within about a hundred-mile radius of State College. 

Vickie and I didn’t get a chance to see each other very often. Once a 
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year we would try to meet at a ballpark for a game or three, but usually it 
turned out to be just every couple of years. This was the first time Vickie 
had ever called to fast track a trip, and especially a trip that featured the 
last place Tigers. Until now we had always built our trips around seeing 
certain pitchers, or a team that was making some noise, but the Tigers 
had no one worth seeing, and the only noise they were making was the 
sound of hitting rock bottom. 

My life unfolded with turns and detours that I could not have imag-
ined as a young man. First, baseball was not to be. I often wondered how 
many thousands of kids said “yes” to the gods of baseball only to have 
the gods say “no.” 

It is a lie that dreams end slowly, quietly; they do not, they end with a 
sudden violent thundering blow to the heart. It is only the very blessed 
that are able to recover to discover another dream.

 An infection in my left eye (not good news for a right-handed hitter) 
caused degeneration in my vision to the point that it became impossible 
to pick up the ball out of the pitcher’s hand. I was striking out, hitting at 
the Mendoza line, and when I did get a hit it was chance not skill. A high 
school hotshot soon became a seldom-used confused player in college. It 
was too late to become a student-athlete. I didn’t know how to be a stu-
dent, which had never been my reason for going to school. My second 
detour was much more predictable. I had only one reason for going to 
college, and when that reason no longer existed my days at college were 
numbered, so one day after practice I packed my bags for home and Mill 
Gate.  

Coming back to Mill Gate was one of the most difficult things I ever 
had to do. How could I come home after less than a year in college, but 
come home I did. I was a failure – but not to my family, not to my friends, 
not to Mill Gate. At my lowest point, everyone was there to pick me up 
– and most of all, there was Vickie. When I dropped out of college there 
was nothing to fall back to, there was no fall back position. For months, I 
wandered from meaningless paycheck to meaningless paycheck playing 
the role of the carefree spirit to others and the fool to myself. The jobs I 
had were not the “real jobs” my folks expected from me, but the kinds 
of jobs that are dead-end nickel and dime jobs that make you hang your 
head.

I fooled most; I did not fool Mr. Nichols or the old men. I went over to 
the store a few times to sit and talk with the old men, but the store had 
lost its magic for me. I didn’t belong any longer; the stories were not for 
me – until old Mr. Westerberg made me the story.

One warm spring day we were all seated around the candy jug 
talking about nothing in particular when Mr. Westerberg leaned over 



95

to Father Michael and said, “Father Michael, tell me now, have you ever 
seen a more pitiful specimen of humanity than that there boy in front of 
you? Yes, I mean that one with his hand in the candy jar!” The dam had 
broken for then everyone took his best shot at defining pitiful. There 
was a rare moment of unanimity among the old men: I was pitiful. As I 
tried to defend myself I only aroused greater ridicule from the old men. 
What I did learn that day was that there existed a number of synonyms 
for pitiful such as: lazy, shiftless, shameless, and the oft repeated ne’er-
do-well. They all agreed that my working twenty hours a week was not 
working, and living at home was not living, and that my future had no 
future. I have always marked that day as the beginning of my getting-up-
and-getting-on-with-my-life day. Mr. Nichols as usual had the last word. 
“Well boy – you always wanted to be a one hundred percent ballplayer; 
so be a one hundred percent something else.” And so I did. 

As Barb entered the room, I was suddenly brought back from my 
memories to Barb and today. “Your bag is packed – and it’s OK with the 
Robinsons,” she said. “You lucked out, I got a hold of Sam; I would not 
have been so understanding – and I’m not so sure Lynn will be all that 
thrilled to see you any time soon.”

“Thanks for fixing it up.”
“Dinner’s almost ready. Get cleaned up – about half an hour.” As she 

turned to leave I stole a quick glance at her tail feathers – they were 
definitely ruffled. I knew there would be a price to pay, but I also knew 
I would not have to pay the price until after I got back from Baltimore. 
Barb was good at waiting until I was totally relaxed and thinking every-
thing was just top drawer with the world, and then taking that moment 
to pounce. She had that special skill of waiting. I envied her that skill.

I followed her to the door and with a smile on my face asked, “Is 
Daisy here yet? Is she eating here tonight?”

“Yes,” she said, without a smile, “she will be over right after work. In 
fact, I think I just heard Daisy’s car come up when I was in the kitchen. 
Do you want to see her before dinner or can it wait?”

“No, I think I had better see her now.”
“I’ll send her in.”
As I was thinking about Daisy, she burst through the door singing, 

“Poppers, Poppers, you’re so cute. Give me a hug, you old poop!” She 
flung herself into my lap and we became one with the chair.

“Daisy, how come you’re always so moody?” I said, laughing as I 
returned her hug.

“Mom said Vickie called. Let me guess....”
“Don’t be a wise guy.”
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“When?”
“Tomorrow, I’m driving down to Baltimore for a couple of days. Go-

ing to see the Tigers.”
“Pop, the Tigers are terrible, but ... tomorrow. The timing stinks.”
“I know! But Daze, I have to go. I have this weird feeling Vickie is in 

some kind of trouble. He sounded....”
She laughed and kissed my cheek as she purred, “Right, Pop, Vickie’s 

in trouble. What you guys won’t do to sneak away for a couple of games. 
Vickie’s never even had a parking ticket. What is it this time – the CIA 
or the FBI? Is he a Russian spy? If you want to pull this off with Mom, 
you’d better come up with something better than ‘trouble.’”

As she pulled back laughing she must have seen something in my 
face. When she stood up, she must have understood more of my fears 
about Vickie than I could have put into words or could have expressed 
to myself.

“OK – I understand. Pop, we better go over what’s on tap for tomor-
row?”

“Thanks Daze. Can you stay for awhile after dinner?”
After dinner, Daisy and I went back into the office to work out the 

details for the next couple of days. As we began to settle into the paper 
work I marveled at this woman before me – my little girl, who only days 
before seemed to be swimming and running and breaking hearts. Now 
she was bent over the table looking at blueprints, working out the details 
of the paving that was to begin tomorrow around the sales lot.

“Pop, are you sure I can do this?” she said, but before I could reply 
she went on planning where to store the cars.

“OK. We have to take all the new cars off the lot and move them to the 
field behind the used car lot – maybe – why not move them all over….”

I might as well already have been in Baltimore. She wasn’t asking me 
how to do what needed to be done. She was talking out loud to herself 
about how she was going to do this or that. I just sat back in my chair and 
smiled. All in all, I was rather pleased with myself, although why I gave 
myself any credit for this wonderful creature was beyond imagination. 
She would shuffle papers about, looking perplexed, and then her face 
would light up and she would say, “Pop, we could….” and then be back 
to talking to herself.

“…About these contracts ... I can’t legally sign them. You have to be 
at Mr. Robinson’s tomorrow.”  

“That’s OK, Daze. I’ll sign them all tonight, but you will have to take 
them over. Check my planner. I think it’s two pm – but make sure. Now, 
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there are two lines in the rental leases that I’ve marked that Sam might 
have to reword. If Sam says they are OK, then just go with it.” 

“Yes, I see. If needed, I’ll have that changed, but it really looks OK.”
“Daisy when you leave tonight, why not take the blueprints and con-

tracts with you – look them over before you go to bed. Phone or e-mail 
me in Baltimore, if you have any questions.” As I cleaned up some busi-
ness at my desk, I promised myself that I needed to stop thinking of 
Daisy as my little girl. When she stopped being my little girl was a mys-
tery to me, but one thing was certain, the person that just walked out of 
my office with the contracts tucked under her arm was nobody’s little 
girl. I thought to myself that it was about time I stopped calling her my 
little girl – at least in public – but that was going to be a very difficult 
habit to break. 

The next morning at first light I left for Baltimore. The four-hour drive 
was mostly empty highway, at least empty for the first hundred miles, 
and would give me plenty of time to get my thoughts in order. The more 
I went back over in my mind what Vickie had said, the more unnatural 
and unsettling last night’s conversation with Vickie seemed to become.  I 
was sure I was missing something in Vickie’s call last night and the drive 
would be free time just to think.  The mind, at least mine, doesn’t always 
cooperate. As I drove through the green-treed mountains on my way 
to the sea, I could not stay focused on the problems hidden in Vickie’s 
voice. Every turn in the road was a turn in my mind that took me farther 
and farther into the past. I was worried – every fiber in my body con-
firmed that something was wrong. I thought about it being cancer, and 
again wandered around, thinking that cancer is probably the first thing 
people think of when they imagine that someone is sick. “What? Don’t 
be an old fool! What was it?” Again, I heard my voice saying, “Fudge!” 
every time I wandered. Finally I just gave up, let the cruise control take 
me to Baltimore and my mind into the past, but even my flashbacks were 
uneven, disjointed, and came without rhyme or reason. If there was one 
recurring theme it was the pact to become baseball players, a pact signed 
and sealed in Vickie’s basement.  Then failure, sweet for Vickie for he 
found new loves first in writing, then in Dee; bittersweet for me, because 
I married and had a great family, became small town rich, but still there 
was always that nagging question about baseball, about having failed 
at a promise to myself when only a boy, a youthful promise that should 
have been put to rest years ago. Still it remained hidden deep in my 
subconscious by the events of day-to-day living; then on days like today, 
it surfaced to cast its shadow. “Fudge!” I said out loud to myself. “Silly 
old poop.” And then I put on some music and followed it to Baltimore. 

My plan was to arrive at the hotel before Vickie checked in and then 
walk over to the restaurant to wait for my friend. Since arriving in Balti-
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more, my uneasiness had done nothing but increase to a new and more 
disquieting level of anxiety. These feelings were so against my nature 
that I almost had to stifle a chuckle. I was becoming an old fool – a wor-
rywart.  Still, worrywart or not, I reached the restaurant and purposely 
selected a booth near the window that gave me a full view of the street. 

It was only a short walk from the hotel to Doby’s, a walk that Vickie 
and I had done a number of times on other trips to other games. Doby’s 
was a small corner eatery that featured everything cooked in grease 
with walls, tables, and staff lightly coated in grease to further add to the 
ambiance.  Doby’s had always been a perfect place to begin a baseball 
trip in Baltimore. Doby’s featured very large portions of marvelously 
bad food. Our trips, besides featuring baseball, featured artery-clogging 
food that began with our first breakfast and ended with fine dining at the 
ballpark, and repeated again the next day. Today, however, I immediately 
knew the restaurant was the wrong choice – it was loud, crowded, and 
pulsating with something masquerading as music. “Fudge!” I mumbled 
to myself. Too late now; this is it, I thought. So I waited.  I wanted to gain 
a good long look at Vickie before we met, and I found myself becoming 
more and more nervous, as I searched from my vantage point for my 
friend to appear from around the corner. A slow steady rain began, then 
it gradually picked up in intensity. The warm rain was accompanied by 
a gentle wind that moved people along the street, seeking shelter. As I 
expected, he was early. One of his habits of character that over the years 
I came to expect, yet still always found somewhat amusing, was his 
philosophy that being early was being on time. 

As he crossed the street, I immediately sensed that something was 
terribly wrong. He had always been thin, but the lean thin of a runner – of 
an athlete, an athlete who walked with a quickness of step that marked 
a man of confidence. As I watched Vickie walk toward the restaurant his 
walk was hesitant, slow, his face was drawn and downcast, as if he was 
measuring every step, and unlike the people around him he was not hur-
rying along. In fact, I could sense that he was savoring the cleansing rain.  
Even his clothes (and he was a clothes man, Dee had seen to that) hung on 
him like a caricature drawn by a Midway artist, and the rain only added 
to the look of despair. The one constant in his appearance was his small 
backpack that he carried with him everywhere. Mentally, I panicked. How 
was I to look when we first would meet? What should I say? Should I ig-
nore the obvious and pretend that nothing was wrong? I never was good 
at that. Vickie and I never played games. A spade was a spade.

As he entered the restaurant, I waved and caught his eye. He smiled 
and walked over and before I could get up to shake his hand or say 
anything he laughed and said in a cough filled voice, “I know. I look like 
hell!”
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The ice was broken, and I managed to get out, “Vickie, that’s the first 
time since Mr. Nichols kicked us out of the store for swearing that I have 
heard you even say “hell.” I guess that’s some kind of progress. How’re 
you doin’?” 

“OK. Well, actually, I’ve been better,” he said, removing his back-
pack and sinking into the booth. A moment of uncomfortable silence 
was shattered by some bouncy enthusiastic waitress telling us her perky 
little name and that she was to be our waitperson, continuing with her 
well-rehearsed, gum-chewing monologue of lunch specials. She was a 
gift from heaven. When she left, we fell quickly into talking about the 
“good old days.” 

Without words, we both understood that any talk of worries was 
now off the table. Vickie needed first to go back to another time, another 
world that was less threatening – and to that world we went. The press-
ing reality of the day was suspended; equally agreed without words, 
was the understanding that the reality of today would consume our to-
morrow. The surrounding noise and the crowds of the restaurant faded 
out and our world momentarily became the booth, eggs, waffles, and 
other specialties of the house – and, of course, old stories. We settled into 
the old-boys’ tribal ritual of half memories, half lies, pure bull, and refills 
on all the cholesterol that Cindi could find in the kitchen. 

As we talked I wondered if I could continue to pull it off – was I in 
fact, “pulling it off” or was Vickie just letting me pretend to get away 
with it. How could I not ask, “Vickie, what’s happened?” Somehow, we 
worked our memories through lunch, asking the banal questions about 
families, work, and the plight of the world. 

Leaving the restaurant, he was several steps in front and with only his 
back to me, when my mask began to fall. I knew if he had turned quickly, 
he would have seen his old friend fighting back the tears of knowing. I 
also knew I could not permit myself to fail Vickie. Wandering aimlessly 
down the street toward the harbor, I said, “Vickie – baseball and junk 
food – let’s go for it all. I’ve got the tickets. Let’s do Ruth’s house and the 
old ships – and the aquarium.”  We spent the rest of the day seeing the 
sights of Inner Harbor until mid afternoon and then decided to go back 
to the hotel to clean up and get ready for the game. We arranged to meet 
about five in the lobby and then to walk over to the Yard.

“I suppose you’re going to bring that old glove?”
“Sure thing.”
 “Why do you always take that glove? You couldn’t catch….”
“Just this one more time Tommy. One more time.” Vickie said, 

haltingly.
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God! That was as low as I think I have ever been in my life. What 
made me say, that? Fudge! In my saying “always,” and in his answer, 
we both stumbled into the frightening realization that there would be no 
more “always;” these would be our last games.

We both quickly regained our wits in order to continue playing out 
our day of make-believe. 

After the game, when we had returned to our hotel, we soon said our 
goodnights and headed to our rooms, agreeing to meet early tomorrow 
in the lobby and then to go over to Doby’s for a repeat of breakfast. In 
my room that night, for the first time, I could let down my guard and 
escape from the day of pretending and grab hold of – of something real.  
I collapsed into the room’s only chair and turned on the TV, while all the 
time trying to make sense out of what had become a nightmarish twelve 
hours. I had never remembered being so exhausted. I had been around 
death enough to know the sounds it made, but never before had I pre-
tended so hard not to hear those sounds. What had I learned – nothing – 
no, that wasn’t true, actually, I learned a great deal. I learned, to my sur-
prise, that Dee was also staying at the hotel, waiting for Vickie to return 
from the game. I also learned that they had over the last few days been 
on a round of hospital visits, and they were on their way back to Califor-
nia when Vickie asked for time to call me for one more game. What else? 
What else had I learned? Perhaps my most over-riding impression was 
of a man once strong, active, and dynamic, moving zombie-like through 
the day. All day I had seen a man who tried to conceal with every move-
ment of his body the pain and suffering he was feeling. I saw a man, my 
friend, who was sick – who was dying – no, I didn’t know that; I only 
knew that he was sick, and tomorrow we would all find out what to 
do about it. By the time we had parted at the elevator, it was only 
too obvious that the day had finally taken its toll on his strength. He 
had worked to cover it up, but over the last few hours the weight of 
fatigue had borne down on his bending frame and etched his face in 
pain. My last turn-around at the elevator showed a man at the end of 
his rope.

 The game that night had taken place in a surrealistic world beyond 
our awareness. Sitting high up in the “cheap seats”, creating our own 
private cocoon in the sparse crowd, we watched the game but never saw 
it. We tried to fall into our normal routine that had me eating whatever 
any vendor had to sell and Vickie scoring every play with running com-
mentary, but on both counts, we fell far short of our norm. I promised 
myself tomorrow would be different. Tomorrow there would be no run-
ning away from reality. We knew each other well enough to realize that 
the pretense of the day was over, and that tomorrow we would hit the 
floor running. Honest questions. Honest answers. Tomorrow was a day 
to solve a problem.  



101

The next morning Dee was already in the lobby when I got out of 
the elevator. She was smartly dressed in hot pink pants, sneakers, and a 
white blouse that belied the look of sadness in her eyes, a look that I’m 
sure she never showed to Vickie. It was one of those lobbies of one of 
those hotels built to reflect good taste with its potted plants and polished 
brass, but instead reflected boredom. It was obvious that she had been 
crying and was about to begin again. At first she was unaware of me as 
I moved across the lobby, but then, raising her head, our eyes met. She 
tried, and failed, to force a smile as she stood up with arms outstretched 
to greet me. We hugged and hung on to each other for support in order 
to regain our composure. I could feel her trembling with every fiber of 
her body. I could only mutter, “Dee.” 

“Vickie’s sick, Tommy.” 
“Yes. I know. Where is he?”
She whispered, “No, you don’t know. I’m going to lose him. He’s dy-

ing, Tommy.”
“Dee! Where is he? Is Vickie in your room?”
“No.”
She fell into my arms from panic, her arms and legs went limp with 

eyes that flashed wild-animal fear. Together we were able to find a cou-
ple of chairs tucked away between lobby palms, and surrounded our-
selves with a moment of privacy. I was afraid that Vickie would, at any 
moment, come into the lobby and see us wrapped in our common grief, 
so before I could deal with Dee, I felt I first needed to know where Vickie 
was. I needed to find out if we were going to have time together to regain 
our equilibrium, or if Vickie was about to get off the elevator and join us 
at any moment.

“Tommy, I don’t know what to do. I’m afraid. Help – help him, 
Tommy”.

“Dee – is Vickie coming down? Is Vickie coming down to the lobby?”
She just stared at me with big brown eyes, eyes devoid of understand-

ing, as if she were hearing me from far away and through the sounds of 
a strange language. Through the void of panic, she blankly said, “No, 
Vickie’s not here, Tommy. He went out early this morning for a walk. He 
said he had to walk. I don’t know where he is.”

Sensing that this moment in this god-awful hotel lobby might be our 
only private time together, I had to get some straight answers to tough 
questions. I expected to see Vickie walking into the hotel at any time, 
and before he did, I wanted answers. I asked questions and was able to 
get out of Dee that Vickie did in fact have what I feared – cancer, and 
that it was first discovered only weeks ago in a routine checkup. Since 



102

then they had been making the rounds from doctor to doctor in order to 
determine what kind of treatment to pursue, but the cancer had aggres-
sively spread until, by the time they had the appointment yesterday at 
Johns Hopkins, they were told that there was no treatment. Dee said that 
the day before Vickie called me, they had received another diagnosis that 
the cancer was now in such an advanced stage that it was inoperable. 

I had been fully expecting to have Dee tell me that Vickie had cancer. I 
think I expected that even when he first called and asked me to meet him 
in Baltimore. Every minute of our day together yesterday only added to 
my certainty that Vickie had cancer. Last night in our avoidance of real-
ity, in the re-living of our memories, in the tons of ballpark junk food, in 
our ‘good nights’ in the lobby – over it all hung, with weighty presence, 
the unspoken word – cancer. But never had the thought of the word “in-
operable” entered my mind. I thought I was prepared to hear what Dee 
had to say. I was not. Her look, as she softly spoke the word “inoperable” 
was one of crushing violent hopelessness, conveying not action but sur-
render to death.     

Later in the day, I remembered those brief moments in the lobby for 
what seemed to be an eternity. We were rudderless, each trying to help 
the other; each needing more help ourselves than could be mustered 
from within. There was no strength of character within me that would 
let me regain control of myself – or of the situation. What Vickie and 
Dee must have been wrestling with over days or weeks, I was trying to 
come to grips with in a moment, and I was failing them both by having 
no answers or comfort to offer. Without a compass of resolution, every-
thing within that tight circle was spinning out of control. The only ex-
ception was the space we were in – the hotel. The hotel lobby, for some 
strange reason, remained in my mind, frozen in time, while at the same 
time Dee and I seemed to be falling away from its center. What we said 
to each other to settle our fears was lost, though all that was around 
me remained sharp and clear – images and sounds of business suits at-
tached to cell phones, men bent over complimentary breakfast trays, and 
a beautiful young woman dressed in black sounding her way across the 
lobby in tap-heeled shoes. And everything was in green – walls, floors, 
and plants all blending shades of green, blending into a finality of noth-
ingness. And in that green nothingness, I saw myself, offering nothing.

In the distance, outside of our consciousness, a phone rang some-
where, jarring into our space.  I’m not sure how long it continued to ring 
before it broke through our shield, but I remember seeing Dee fumbling 
in her purse for the phone. As it continued to ring, she held on to it as if 
afraid to respond. I took the phone from her, and answered the call.

“Yes. Hello. Vickie, is that you? Yes, I’m with her now. We’re in the 
lobby.”
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“Of course. She’s fine. Where are you? Where? What the blazes are 
you doing there? Wait, I’m going to tell Dee.”

“OK, I’ll be there in an hour. Are you OK?”
“Right! Yeah, you’re full of surprises. See you soon – yes – in front of 

the visitors center – one hour.”  
I filled Dee in on the conversation with Vickie. He had gone for a 

walk along the harbor front and taken one of the boat ferries over to Fort 
McHenry, and called from there when he realized how late it was. I told 
her that he knew that she would be worried and that he was sorry. He 
said the time just got away from him. 

Somehow we made it through the lobby and up to their room. Before 
I left her to meet Vickie I ordered room service for a breakfast table and 
tried to make her comfortable. I recalled thinking I needed to say some-
thing that she could cling to; I couldn’t leave her as she was. She had 
always been Vickie’s rock, his strength, but at that moment, seated at the 
table trying to eat, she seemed so small, and frail. I tried to find some-
thing to say but my mind failed me. She looked up as if she understood 
and told me that it was all right, and that she would be OK and that I had 
better get to Vickie. As I was leaving she reached out to hold my hand, 
and said, “You know, Tommy, we came here more to see you than to see 
the doctors. The doctors at Johns Hopkins didn’t tell us anything more 
than those at home. Tommy, Vickie is going to ask you to pinch-hit. We 
came to Baltimore knowing that Vickie was dying. Tommy, you’re now 
his only hope. Promise me Tommy, you’ll do this for him.”

“Dee – what are you saying? How can I pinch-hit for Vickie? I don’t 
understand.”

“Promise me,” she said with eyes that penetrated to my very being, 
“Promise me.”

As I left the room, I wrapped her in a promise of trust and comfort 
that I would pinch-hit for Vickie. I told her that we would be back as 
soon as possible, but once again she reached out for me, and begged that 
I must not rush Vickie back to the hotel until he had time to tell me what 
he wanted me to do.

“Tommy, to talk with you was the real reason for us flying back east. 
We already knew that going to Johns Hopkins was nothing more than a 
formality. You’re the reason we’re here. So for God’s sake listen to him, 
help him. Don’t rush him.”

As I left the hotel to meet Vickie, the fresh harbor air of the water-
front was instant therapy to a mind saturated with grief and confusion. I 
promised Dee – but what did I promise? On my way to the ferry to meet 
Vickie, my mind began to regain its focus, and my thoughts to organize 
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into a plan of action. A quick phone call to Barb was essential to bring her 
up to speed on the events of the last twenty-four hours. As we talked it 
was obvious that Barb, even before I left for Baltimore, had already put 
two and two together, and very likely before I had even gotten off the 
phone with Vickie the day we had set up our meeting. She intuitively 
knew that I would not be coming home tonight and agreed to call Daisy 
and have her e-mail me about the contracts at the hotel. Barb, being Barb, 
filled me in on the happenings around the house and around town. It all 
sounded so wonderful and mundane. All was right with the world – at 
least, our world. When Barb was finished with all the news and we said 
our good-byes, I could not help but feel blessed. But that brief moment 
was quickly shattered – there would be no blessings this day.

While I waited for the boat to arrive I phoned Daisy to see how every-
thing was going at the shop. But to be perfectly honest, I had to admit 
that my call was really more in the line of therapy, because no one could 
bring a smile to my face like that little girl. Even the thought of her as my 
little girl broke the tension of what I was feeling about Dee and Vickie. I 
could hear her in my mind, saying, “Popper, you old twit, I’m not a little 
girl.” 

When she answered the phone the first thing she said was, “Hey Pop-
pers! I sold the dealership, the apartments, and everything else, spent 
the money, and now you’re as poor as a church mouse. What are you 
going to do about it?”

“Do! Fudge! Mom and I – Granny – did you hear that? – and your 
Granny Wall – are going to move in with you tomorrow. Now what are 
you going to do?”

“Oh no! Not Granny. That’s not fair, Poppers. Nightmare time.”
“OK, wise guy – how is everything going? Be serious.”
“The contracts were fine as they were. Sam didn’t change a thing and 

the paving....” 
As I reached the ferry and said goodbye to Daisy, my thoughts turned 

to a promise made. I was to pinch-hit. But how?
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 Chapter Twelve

From a distance I could see Vickie waiting as the ferry approached the 
landing. He was wearing khaki pants with a long sleeved linen shirt and 
a large brimmed safari-type hat pulled down low in front, shielding his 
eyes from the glare of the morning sun. On another day, I would have 
yelled out to him something about “Sahib” or tossed out a little “Bwana” 
or two, but this would not be the day for that kind of banter. For our 
summer trips, we always wore shorts and old polo shirts, with baseball 
caps as our uniform of choice. We had, through many years of trial and 
error, found that old clothes were more stain resistant, and yellow or red 
shirts, most of all, tended to best ward off the condiment of the night. 
Now, how different he looked. 

The morning was already showing the promise of another one of 
those hot and humid, punishing days of July for which Baltimore is not-
ed. For a few brief seconds, as we docked, the wind coming off the wa-
terway offered both a sense of relief and the smell of the not too distant 
ocean. One final look from the deck of the ferry showed me my friend 
of a lifetime, my dying friend, waiting to greet me with a smile and a 
hand. I was visibly shaking when I got off the boat at Fort McHenry, and 
realized that in another minute I would have to get myself together to 
meet Vickie. I knew I must not let myself be surprised by what he would 
say. I said to myself that whatever he said, I would be prepared to hear; 
whatever he asked, I would be prepared to do. It was game time and I 
needed my game face; honest, always honest had been our standard, 
and nothing less would do today. 

As we met, I quickly preempted Vickie speaking first and said, 
“Vickie, Dee’s back at the hotel and she’s OK. She told me I’m going 
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to pinch-hit for you. Now what’s going on?” I attempted to say this 
in a rather matter-of-fact way that would belie my nervousness. Was I 
successful? I didn’t know. 

We soon found a picnic table overlooking the harbor – a harbor with 
decaying grain elevators and empty factories that stretched their way 
toward the horizon. As we sat down facing each other I could hardly 
help but notice how exhausted and frail Vickie looked. The change in 
his appearance, even from yesterday, was shocking. I was drawn to his 
hands – gray hands, trembling hands, hands that seemed no longer to 
belong to my friend, but to an old man, to a stranger.  I thought he must 
have been crying before I arrived for his eyes were red, and his lips 
tightly set. If, in fact, he had been crying, I didn’t doubt the reason for 
a moment. It would not be like Vickie to dwell on his illness or his own 
approaching death. No, it would be because of what his dying would 
mean to Dee. 

As we began to talk – as we began to try to talk, all pretense of yes-
terday was gone. 

“Tommy, did Dee tell you? Did she tell you I have cancer?”
“Yeah, but I know we can beat it. We can....”
“Listen, Tommy, I need to get through this one more day; my strength 

is just about gone. I’m not going to be able to sit here wasting time talk-
ing about what can’t be. Tommy, I’m not giving up, but I know what is 
real – I’m dying. Remember when we were kids and I kept making all 
those errors and couldn’t hit the ball worth a nickel? Remember how 
mad you were at me for saying that I wasn’t going to be a ballplayer? I 
knew I didn’t have the stuff to ever be a ballplayer. I had to face the fact 
that I was a klutz – that didn’t mean I didn’t love baseball; I was just no 
good at it. 

“Well, that was true then and this is true now. I cannot waste time 
– we cannot waste time pretending that the doctors can get rid of the 
cancer. Tommy, I’m not giving up. I’m fighting like hell and I need your 
help.”

I had never seen him look so intense. As he talked, the strength in his 
voice returned as of old. He was Vickie again. I tried to resist his accep-
tance of death, but he brushed away all my attempts. I tried to bring our 
conversation around to doctors, hospitals, solutions, treatments, until 
finally Vickie said, “Enough of this, Tommy. You’re not listening. I have 
about four to six months – if I’m lucky. That’s real. Dee and I are in an-
guish. That’s real. About my dying, about my inconsolable sadness for 
Dee and our love, you can do nothing. That’s real. About my life’s work 
you can do something. You can pinch-hit for me. And, Tommy, that is 
real.” 
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“Tell me what I can do.”
We looked into each other’s eyes and for the briefest of moments said 

nothing, then Vickie said, “That’s it, Tommy, let’s get to work.”
The park and the picnic tables around the park became our office for 

the day. Vickie called Dee at the hotel to tell her that he was feeling fine, 
that he had his strength, and we were going to take our time talking 
about pinch-hitting. As he talked to Dee his voice recaptured the energy 
and vitality that had always been his signature, and that must have gone 
a long way in reassuring Dee that he was feeling much better. Vickie 
turned the phone over to me saying that Dee wanted to talk to me. As 
we talked, Vickie, sensing what Dee was saying, gave me a wink to ac-
knowledge by my answers that he did indeed know the conversation. 
After I said goodbye, Vickie said, “Now let me guess – you’re to get me 
back early, not to tire me out too much, and make sure I’m not walking 
too long in the sun – is that about it?” He had it all, except that I was to 
make sure he took his medicine on time.

We found a pleasant place to sit in the shade that caught a slight 
breeze from the sea, and away from the crowds of tourists who came to 
see the birthplace of our national anthem. Like most July days in Balti-
more, the heat and humidity, even in the early morning hours, sapped 
your energy and made you long for the cooler days of autumn. The last 
thing Dee had said to me as I left her at breakfast was that I would need 
to mind the heat with Vickie. 

Facing into the sea, I sat waiting for Vickie to find the right moment to 
begin. He was in no hurry. In all our years together we never had awkward 
moments of silence. In fact, silence was something of a specialty with us. 
So I gave him time to prepare his thoughts. I remember one time Vickie 
told me one of the things that he loved most about Dee was that they were 
able to enjoy conversations of silence. That was something I had difficulty 
comprehending since a life with Barb had never afforded me the opportu-
nity to have much first-hand experience with the concept of silence. 

I used that time, that precious time of silence, to try to anticipate what 
kind of pinch-hitting Vickie might have in mind. I guessed that it was 
about Dee – maybe she might need financial help, or maybe she – no – 
what had he said? Pinch-hit for “his life’s work.” That’s what he’d said. I 
wondered what he meant by that, but I could come up with no plausible 
explanation. 

Finally, Vickie slowly stood up and walked toward the sea wall. With 
his back to the sea he leaned on the wall and looked at me as if he were 
having doubts about what to say or whether to say anything at all. He 
seemed ready to begin, then hesitated, and again turned away from me, 
to search out into the sea for the answer.
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“Let’s walk for a while – no, that won’t do, I need to just get on with 
it. Tommy, you know what I do. More than twenty years I’ve earned 
my living as a free-lance writer. In many ways it hasn’t been as much 
of a living as a tumbleweed existence, moving from country to country. 
Still, it has enabled Dee and me to see the world first hand – but I don’t 
have time to get into that now. Now I have to get you ready to pinch-hit. 
Tommy, stand here next to me, look out into the harbor and tell me what 
you see.”

“Well, Vickie, I’ll tell you right up front, you know I was never really 
very good at these guessing games. You want me to see something – 
something that you see – but I probably won’t. Is that right?”

“Yes, probably you’re right, but try. Humor me.”
“Well, I see the visitors center, the flag flying from the mast, I see the 

park ranger….”
“What do you see in the harbor?”
“So I didn’t get it right,” I said as I gave Vickie one of my patent 

know-it-all smiles, “It’s in the harbor – what I’m to see. OK, let me try 
again. Let’s see, I see ships, ferries, skyline…. Fudge, Vickie, you know 
I’m no good at this stuff. What am I supposed to see? What do you want 
me to see?”

“Did you say, ‘Fudge’? Mr. Nichols got to you, too, didn’t he?” We 
couldn’t help but laugh at the memory of the day in Mr. Nichols’ store 
when he chewed us out, and then turned around to give each of us that 
little red dictionary.

“You know, Tommy – I think that dictionary was, without a doubt, 
the most important thing that anyone ever gave me. I think that’s where 
my love of words and writing really began.”

Vickie started to fall back into the past, but quickly regained his focus 
and said, “No, Tommy, we had yesterday for memories. Today is here, out 
in the harbor, and out there is part of the problem that America is facing.

“Let me tell you, Tommy, what I see when I look out into the harbor. I 
see ships – but they’re all foreign ships, carrying foreign goods from for-
eign factories manned by foreign workers. Look out at the skyline where 
our factories – where American factories used to be. Only factory shells 
remain, shells now turned into specialty boutiques selling only what 
Americans have not produced. Look around you here in this national 
park dedicated to one of our American symbols, the flag, and what I see 
are very few people interested in being American or even knowing what 
it means to be an American. Look at them – they’re good people, Tommy, 
hard working, trying to get on with their lives, but something’s happen-
ing to America, to working America, and they don’t know it. And those 
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that do know, those who do understand, feel trapped in a political sys-
tem that is no longer responsive to the needs of the people.”

He paused and turned away as if to walk along the promenade, then 
suddenly stopped and said, “This isn’t working, Tommy. I can’t think 
straight; I’m tired.” Again he took a seat on one of the benches and 
stared, first into the harbor, and then at his hands. 

I stood up and started to move toward Vickie, to sit next to him on 
the bench, but something seemed to be pulling me away, as if intuitive-
ly I knew he needed to be alone. I was afraid he was about to break. I 
waited, and then slowly moved away in order to give him time to collect 
his thoughts and his energies. In the meantime, I tried to find, without 
success, something meaningful to focus upon, but ended up in random 
thoughts. 

My thoughts went back to JaM, to his folks breaking up, about Dad 
and his last years. These were the thoughts of death and sadness that I 
had carefully filed away and kept out of mind. Now here on this bench, 
looking out to the factories that Vickie was talking about, these memo-
ries, long locked away, were again there in front of me as if harbingers 
to the day.  

I was startled when he came up from behind me and gently placed his 
arm around my shoulder and said with a smile that told me that he was 
again in control, that he was ready to try again.

“I’m OK now. Tommy, I’ve been going over in my mind for days what 
I wanted to say to you, and I thought I was prepared, but being here 
and seeing you I couldn’t get it to come out right. I’m not thinking very 
clearly, Tommy. My mind just seems to wander in and out, like I’m out of 
focus. Anyway, here goes. I need to get this over with. Hang on to your 
hat, Tommy – are you ready to pinch-hit?”

Before I could respond he started to tell me what he had been writing 
and researching for the last several years. He confessed that for years 
he had been writing just to make money, and that much of his work 
had been mindless dribble on travel and sentimental popular articles 
that made him choke, but those kinds of articles gave him time for seri-
ous research articles like his work on Africa and the Middle East. Lately, 
he had been doing some research and writing for the CDPR.  He said 
the CDPR (Council for Democratic Policy Reform) was a small, but well 
funded, think tank in the hills outside of San Francisco that focused on 
current issues that impacted on America. They had seen a few of his 
earlier essays, liked what they saw, and asked him to join the team as 
a Research Fellow. As he continued to talk about the CDPR he became 
more and more animated about his research and how the research was 
being used by the CDPR to advance their political agenda. 
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“Tommy,” he said, “I am convinced that what the CDPR is doing is 
– what I have been helping them do – is tearing America apart. Tommy, 
they are well-intentioned people, who are as good as gold, but they are 
wrong. They are bright, articulate, and energized people, dedicated to a 
cause – but they are wrong. Tommy, they are dead wrong! I know you 
are not a very political person, Tommy, but….”

He reached over and opened up his backpack, and removed a couple 
of small CD cases, handed them to me, and said, “Take these, Tommy – 
and don’t look at me like that, they’re not stolen.  I’m not with the CIA 
– and you’re not James Bond,” he said with a smile.

As I started to open them up I asked, “What’s on the CDs?”
“Mostly, what you’ll find are my research notes and the articles I 

wrote as a result of my time at ‘The House’; that’s what we called the 
CDPR, ‘The House’, and nothing in those files is classified or owned by 
the House – everything I’m giving you is mine. Tommy, Dee also has 
a copy of my work, and she also has most of my notes and writings in 
print. She knows I’m giving these to you, and she agrees with me that 
you are the only person that can do something with them.”

“What is it that you want me to do with your material? I don’t under-
stand – is this my pinch-hit?”

“Believe me, Tommy, it is not my intention to be mysterious, but what 
I want you to do – well – let me get to that later, for now, I’m just going to 
keep it simple, and basic. Later, when you have time, you will find what 
I’m going to say this morning in much more detail and, Tommy, it’s all 
documented in the notes and articles. Today, before I become too tired, I 
need you to just listen. It will take me a moment to lay the groundwork.

 “In the way of a preface let me add one brief note before we get 
started. I didn’t set out to study America. Even my serious research was 
very limited in scope. It wasn’t until I started at the House that I began 
to focus on America and to read the histories of civilizations. It was at 
the House that I first started to see the big picture. My concerns for the 
future of America all began when I happened upon a poem, The Second 
Coming, by Yeats. Yeats wasn’t writing about America, but, Tommy, it 
is the most important and insightful critique on America, on America 
today, that I have ever read. But I’ll save that for later.

“Let me give you three examples of some achievements of ancient, 
powerful, and creative empires that ceased to exist. First, the pyramids 
of ancient Egypt built more than five thousand years ago; second, the 
Great Wall of China, built more than two thousand years ago; third, the 
Roman coliseum, not as old, but still almost two thousand years old. 
Each was built in a different place, in a different time, by different civili-
zations, and for different purposes. Still, each structure had at least one 
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thing in common –  healthy, thriving, and robust civilizations built them. 
The leaders of these different civilizations could never in their wild-
est imaginations have believed for a second, that a time would come 
when their worlds would collapse. Tommy, I’m only giving you three 
brief examples from just three civilizations – I could give you examples 
from many other civilizations. Each example would show you a civili-
zation that was confident in its future. They built great cities, produced 
important works of art, composed music and published books. Their 
ships carried trade and commerce, and also their laws and armies. Each 
civilization was built to last throughout the ages – for eternity – to defy 
time itself. Yet, the seed of destruction was growing, for each civilization 
became untrue to itself, and each civilization prepared the way for their 
own demise, for their own destruction. 

“It’s the same with America. Americans can’t imagine that one day 
the Washington monument and the Lincoln memorial will slowly be left 
to the ravages of neglect, and that the White House, the very symbol of 
our nationhood, will be abandoned. It will be abandoned as the govern-
ment of the United States in its last days moves its capital for security 
reasons to some place like Iowa City or Topeka. I know this sounds far 
fetched and Hollywoodish, but a scenario like this not only might hap-
pen, but probably will happen, and sooner rather than later unless we 
respond to the challenges that face us as a nation. Tommy, the great em-
pires of Egypt, China, and Rome all moved their capitals as they slowly 
began their decline into chaos and finally disintegration. Sometimes they 
transferred more than once as their worlds began to crumble. 

“Civilizations die just like every living thing. Tommy, it may be that 
civilizations go through a life cycle just like we do. Man is born, grows 
and matures, and eventually dies. Some die at birth, or soon after. Some, 
like the young boys whose names we saw on the plaque that Mr. Nichols 
had us look at in the park, die tragic deaths long before their time; died 
when they were mere boys. Still others live out a biblical life and longer. 
It is the same way with civilizations Tommy. The civilizations I told you 
about all lived into their ‘old age,’ often living thousands of years. But, 
Tommy, they all died.”

“It has already begun here in America. We attempt to mask our de-
cline in ways similar to what has been done in Baltimore – in the area 
of the inner harbor. Look around this place again Tommy and tell me 
what you see – you see new theme restaurants and shopping malls built 
to amuse the rich, hotels to shelter the rich while they are entertained 
at a new ballpark or a new aquarium, or distracted by street hawkers 
telling them to buy, buy, buy, and be happy; but just a couple of blocks 
away is another reality, an ugly reality – a reality of decay. All the real 
poverty and hopelessness of a decaying and dying nation lie all around 
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us. Decay has been pushed away, out of sight and out of mind, by new 
highways that rush the rich through the blighted parts of the city to all 
that is new and shiny, and out of view of all that is an ugly reminder of 
failure. This is the case not just with Baltimore, Tommy, but also for most 
cities in America. You will find the same in Cleveland, Detroit, Philadel-
phia, and dozens of other cities across America. Over the wretchedness 
of poverty and abandonment, the greedy and well-intended work hand-
in-hand to delude the people into thinking all is well, when in fact things 
are falling apart.

“Tommy, of all the civilizations that I have examined, not one, Tom-
my, not one ceased to exist or died because it was attacked or invaded by 
outsiders. Tommy, every civilization in the history of the world declined 
and died from within, from internal causes. I mean that every civiliza-
tion, ancient China, the Mayan, ancient Greece – even the great British 
Empire in our own times – they all died, or in the case of the British are 
about to die, because they lost or abandoned their core beliefs. The de-
cline of the British Empire is emblematic of what is happening to West-
ern Civilization as a whole. 

“Tommy, do you understand what I’m saying? Civilizations or na-
tions fall because they abandon their core values, their center, and not 
because of some foreign invader or foreign influence. A culture starts 
down the road to oblivion when it rejects its value base, but today the 
very word ‘values’ has degenerated into such a meaningless code word 
for political action groups that it is difficult to actually use the word val-
ues in any historical sense. But values is what I mean – values that define 
a people, values that define a dream, values that are lost because the 
valueless seek only instant pleasures.”

Vickie went on for what seemed like forever. We would sit awhile, 
then get up and walk through the park until we found another bench, 
and finally we ended up at the ferry pier, all without a break in the con-
versation. Well, it really wasn’t a conversation at all now, was it? It was 
a monologue, or perhaps a lecture by an impassioned professor to a re-
luctant and bewildered student. Vickie spoke rapidly, excitedly, his body 
animated by waving arms and his fist pounding into his palm to empha-
size his points. And all the time he used references to Persia, or Peter the 
Great, or some other obscure empire or king – all of which was lost on a 
car salesman from rural Pennsylvania.    

“Vickie, I surrender! I give up! What the Fudge are you talking about?“
“Tommy, I’m talking about America.”
“Well, you’re going to have to back that train into the station, Vickie 

– ‘cause I’ve got to tell you, I’m not on board. You went right past me. I 
thought I was hanging tough until you got on that wall of China thing, 
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but after that I got a little lost. Then when you started on that Keats fel-
low....”

“No, Tommy, not Keats, Yeats, William Butler Yeats. He was a won-
derful poet, Irish poet – he’s a very important part of what I want you 
to understand. Tommy, I want you to get a hold of him and his Second 
Coming, and shake it all out.”

“Get a hold of him,” I said. I asked, “Where does he live? California?”
Vickie stopped in his tracks and looked at me, just as he did when 

we were kids, after I had once again astounded him with something I 
had said. For the first time on this trip, he laughed. It was a laugh deep 
down and long. I knowingly smiled back at Vickie, realizing that I must 
have said something incredibly dumb. His laughing always caused 
me to laugh, which in turned caused us both to forget what we were 
laughing about, and laugh all the more. Vickie’s laugh usually was just 
a short rumbling and mumbling. That was it – no big deal and certainly 
nothing noteworthy or memorable. Then, there was his laughter, like at 
the ferry as we prepared to leave Fort McHenry, a laughter that began 
without fanfare but progressed through several rapidly moving stages 
that would end in uncontrollable high-pitched, red-eared giggling, with 
a twist of guffawing and just a touch of chirping. On the other hand, my 
laughter, so I have been told, lacks substance. 

My laughter generally begins and ends with a slight smile, perhaps, 
but not always coupled to a slight inaudible sound of “aaahhhh.” Not 
so when I was with Vickie. When he began his ascent from laughing 
to chirping, I wantonly set aside my conventional smile and plunged 
full speed into my silent, open-mouthed, red-faced, hand-slapping, foot-
stomping impersonation of an idiot. That then was the condition the 
world found us in as we prepared to board the ferry. I gathered that it all 
had something to do with that fellow Yeats. We sat at opposite ends of 
the boat to try to get away from each other, but not so far that he couldn’t 
see me, or I hear him, as he turned to me and chirpingly said, “Damn, 
Tommy, I’m dying – and you’re trying to kill me.”

Well that did it. We looked at each other and started all over again. 
The trip back to the mainland took only a few minutes, long enough 
to separate the passengers into those who seemed to be sane and us, 
but in our defense it had to be admitted that upon leaving the ferry, 
more people were laughing than when we had departed from the is-
land.  Just as we began to get control of ourselves, Vickie came over to 
where I had found sanctuary near some street singers and said, smil-
ing, “About Yeats – he’s been dead about a hundred years. I meant get 
a hold of him figuratively – not literally. You break me up.” We started 
all over again. 
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Vickie finally said, “Tommy, I’ve got to get away from you for a while. 
I’m going over there to eat.” He pointed to one of the trendy little res-
taurants that dotted the harbor front and said, “You need to find another 
place. I’ll meet you right back here in an hour. Right here, OK? By the 
way, thanks, Tommy.”

Dee had told me that he would probably find some pretext for going 
off on his own. Dee said that Vickie, being Vickie, would be sensitive 
about me seeing him take his fist-full of pills, and that he would also 
probably need some down time. When Dee and I had parted, she said, 
“Just be prepared when it comes. Let him get away for awhile, Tommy.”

After lunch, we walked back to the hotel to get Dee, and then as a 
group decision agreed to spend the rest of the afternoon lazing around 
the roof-top pool until game time. Dee went off by herself to swim and 
gave us some more time to talk. Vickie picked up exactly where he left 
off earlier in the day.  I tried to cooperate and stay focused, but it was all 
starting to sound like a history lesson, and I found my mind wandering. 
I could not link what Vickie was telling me and pinch-hitting, or even 
the overall reason for Vickie wasting our valuable time together talking 
about America. If Vickie was pitching this “big picture” thing, then I was 
darn sure I wasn’t catching it. 

While talking about what he had been writing over the last sever-
al years one name kept coming up time and again. The name was of 
someone that I had never heard of before, an Englishman named Arnold 
Toynbee. This fellow apparently wrote a number of books on the histo-
ries of various civilizations, and from what I could gather from Vickie 
they had something to do with a series of challenges and responses that 
each civilization faced at one time or another. 

As my mind came back to what Vickie was talking about I heard him 
say, “…and the point I’ve been trying to make all day Tommy, is that 
America is in that very stage Toynbee was referencing. America is at 
that point in time when it’s all beginning to fall apart. The reason for 
this collapse is that we are being confronted with a series of exceptional 
challenges – and so far we, as a nation, have failed to correctly identify 
the challenges and, therefore, are on a course unable to offer any plau-
sible responses. I gave you a couple of the challenges, Tommy – the most 
pressing issues, but....”

“Vickie, look at your watch. What time is it? How long have we been 
up here?”

“Wow! I didn’t realize how late it is. Guess I just got wound up.”
“Tommy, we probably won’t have another shot at this. I know I’ve 

made a mess of it today. If you don’t understand – that’s OK – you will 
– then – you’ll know what to do. Tommy, you’ll know.” 
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I yelled over to Dee, she had remained just far enough away from us 
to give us our space, but not too far to be out of range to take in what 
Vickie was telling me. “Dee, get over here. Help! Please!” 

I walked into my room and sat down on the edge of the bed. Look-
ing into the mirror I saw a face looking back at me that did not instill 
confidence. 

I said to the mirror, “What was all of that about?”
The mirror was silent.
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Chapter Thirteen
  
I looked up to see Barb standing in the doorway, poised as if ready 

to pounce. She yelled in a voice that I had never heard before, “How 
old is Daisy?”

“What?”
“Don’t you dare go givin’ me any of your goddamned ‘Whats!’ How 

old is Daisy!”
“She’s….”
“She’s twenty-three! She’s twenty-three! Sweet Jesus! She’s twenty-

three!” Barb yelled out again. “Ever since we came home from the funeral, 
you haven’t done a damn thing but sit in this room and look out the win-
dow, and read that stupid crap Vickie dumped on you. Day after day you 
keep going over that same crap. And you’ve dumped everything on Daisy. 
She’s running everything! Shit! She’s twenty-three, and you have her run-
ning everything. She’s a kid, and she’s writing payroll. Tom, I’ve been walk-
ing on eggshells around here for the last four weeks, but by God I’m telling 
you – it’s got to stop. We bloody well can’t go on like this. Stop it! Stop it!”

Barb slammed the door behind her as she came into the room. She 
walked over near the old worn leather sofa, where I had been dozing 
on and off for much of the morning and just stared fire-eyed at me. She 
started to touch my arm, but changed her mind and quickly pulled her 
hand away from mine. I tried to reach out to touch her, but she with-
drew, and walked over to the windows. She stood with her back to me 
looking out across the yard toward the mountains. I could see she was 
shaking, fighting back more than anger, but what more I could not guess. 
Slowly she turned to me, her voice softened, but not her eyes, her eyes 
seemed to take on the look of a trapped animal seeking escape.
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 “Tommy, I’m scared. What’s happening? What’s happening to us? 
This can’t go on.”

“I know, Babes, I know.”
“But that’s just it, Tom – you don’t know; you say you do but you 

don’t. Nothing changes. You just stay in this room, day after day, and do 
nothing.  When is this going to end? Tommy – Vickie’s dead. I’m sorry, 
I’m really sorry, but there is nothing you or anybody else can do about 
it.”

“No!  That’s not true!” I said with more than a touch of desperation 
in my voice. “It can’t be true. I can do something about it. That’s just the 
thing I can do something – but what? What?”

“That’s what’s so scary, Tom. Stop saying that! What is it that you 
think you can do? You can’t bring him back to life – he’s dead, Tommy, 
and the sooner you face up to that, the better for you; and the better for 
us. Will you see Father Quinn? I can get Father Steven to come over after 
dinner.  See him for my sake, if not for yours. Please.”

“I’m not crazy, Barb. But maybe a good prayer or two might help,” I 
said with an attempt at failed humor.

“But you’re driving us crazy. Even Daisy would be worried – if she 
had time – but she’s working round the clock. She’s working her butt 
off. And your mom wants me to try whacking you along side your thick 
head and knocking some sense into you. You know what your mom 
thinks about all of this. She thinks you’re having a breakdown or some-
thing worse.” Finally, with a touch of a smile on her face, she was able 
to say, “And, Tommy, those aren’t her words – I’ve sort of softened them 
a little bit.”

“I’ll keep my eye on her.”
“Granny Wall would love to come over and give you a piece of her mind.”
We looked at each other and laughed. It was probably the first time 

in weeks, since the funeral, that I had really looked at Barb and we had 
shared a moment together. Certainly it was the first time I had had a 
laugh that was clean and fresh and not tainted by some other emotion. 
The thought of Granny Wall worrying – worrying about anything – 
broke the ice.

Barb bounced over beside me on the couch and nestled in as if to seize 
the moment. 

“Yes, everybody’s worried about you, you old fart.”
“Now you’ve gone too far.”
“Too far? Too far – not by half. You’re selling us all short; let us help.”
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“I wish I could sell you – the lot of you. What do you think I could 
get for this famdamly, today – on the open market, that is? Someone, 
anyone, make an offer.”

“Stop it. We’re worried Tommy. Really. Granny Wall just thinks you’ve 
gone a little squirrelly.” And with a smile on her face, a real smile, she 
burst out with, “I’m not going to even begin to say what your mother 
thinks I should do. Let’s just say it shouldn’t happen to the ugliest bull 
in the field. If you don’t snap out of this funk soon she even offered to 
give me the knife. ”

“Ouch! Age hasn’t mellowed that woman one little bit.”
With that I cozied over closer and put my arm over Barb’s shoulder. 

We pecked, sat quietly, and let the moment carry us beyond today, but 
we could not escape the mood of depression that hung over us like a 
gray cloud.

Later, in the kitchen, she made a pot of hot chocolate, and once again I 
tried to put into words the down low feelings that had been slowly con-
suming me since Baltimore. I tried to tell her that I had long ago come to 
terms with Vickie’s death. His death was all the things that writers say 
about death in their novels, but those were just words, empty words, 
selected letter by letter off some mindless keyboard. I had no words. It 
was all bottled up inside me.

“Barb, you know me, you know I’m not very good about talking. I’m 
like Dad – one or two sentences at a time and then a nap. But that’s not 
working now. I’ve got something bottled up inside me and I can’t get it 
out. I’ve tried to talk about it. I simply don’t have the words.”

“Tommy, you can talk to me.”
“Oh, Babes – I know I can, I know I can. I love you Babes, you know 

that, but this isn’t about you, it isn’t about the family, or about us. It’s 
about me not knowing what it’s about. I just don’t have a name for it. I 
don’t know what to call it. I think it’s guilt....”

“Guilt!  About what?”
“I don’t know. Maybe guilt is the wrong word. I don’t know. We’ve 

been over and over this. It just doesn’t get us anywhere. It’s always the 
same. I told Vickie – no – I promised Vickie I would pinch-hit for him, 
but how? What did he want me to do? Why did we meet in Baltimore? 
He gave me all these discs – which are hundreds of pages, probably 
thousands. Some of the stuff I’ve read – or at least tried to read.  But 
it just doesn’t make sense. At least it doesn’t make sense to me. I don’t 
know where to begin.”

“That’s it!  Tom, it doesn’t make sense. Forget it. Go back to work and 
in a few days you’ll be your old self again. Go back to work.”
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“It’s not that easy. I can’t do that. I can’t just walk away from a prom-
ise – a promise to Vickie.”

“But you’ve made a promise to me – to the family. What about those 
promises?”

“That’s garbage! And you know it. Don’t take me there. I don’t need 
that. Barb, I’ve got to get out of here. I’m going for a walk.”

“Do you want me to come along?”
“No. But thanks anyway. The day you want to take a walk into the 

mountains is the day I know how worried you really are,” I said with a 
grin.  “I’m just going to get some fresh air. Won’t be long.”

Barb took my hand and calmly said, “Tom, it can’t go on like this. I 
need to have you back. Can I call Father Steven? Will you just talk with 
him?”

“OK, but light on the prayers and all the holding hands stuff. Tell him 
he can stay for two whiskeys – but that’s it.”  

I hadn’t been gone from the house much longer than an hour or so 
when I could feel the tensions of the last weeks being shed away. My 
walks in life had long been reduced to a pattern of two. One, to walk 
out from the back yard and turn left, a lazy meandering walk of three 
or four miles along the valley back roads toward town. The other, to 
turn right and head up into mountains for what Daisy called “my heart-
attack walk.” 

Today I knew it would definitely be the mountains. Within a mile 
from the house my path became a long abandoned logging road that had 
been used to supply the first railroads with timber that chugged along 
the valley floor – railroads from another century and another age. The 
forest I passed through had reproduced from the clear cuttings of the 
loggers. Old photographs in my office showed different mountains from 
my mountains today. The trains with their insatiable appetite for wood 
had stripped the mountains of all the great trees and left only scarred 
earth. Then soon the rape of the mountains stopped, and the trains 
turned to coal and satisfied their cravings with coal pick-axed below the 
surface, and left my mountain to grow and recover in peace. Over the 
last hundred years a new beautiful green forest had grown up to hide the 
wanton attack of industrialism upon the land.

 As I climbed toward the top of the ridge my breathing became more 
labored and my pace, which usually fell off to a series of slow stops and 
starts in the name of taking in all of God’s splendor, quickened, as if I 
were walking with some sense of purpose. I could begin to feel the sweat 
on my neck and back, and my thoughts were on nothing but the act of 
following the trail to the summit. The sun was still high in the sky and 
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was filtered through the trees, making cool shade my only companion. 
Not until I reached the crest that ran along the ridge would I feel the full 
warmth of the day. I had walked these mountains for so many years that 
I knew where my stops would be, where the vistas were most stunning, 
and where to take shelter if I had misjudged the weather. In the area of 
shelter, a flat smooth rock, ages old, almost like the bill of a baseball cap, 
offered protection from rain. It was to this spot that I had often brought 
Daisy to see and interpret Indian cave etchings – but that was another 
time.

The first colors of fall in the mountains of central Pennsylvania sug-
gested the promise of a beautiful autumn. My spirits were being re-
vived. The weight of my unfulfilled promise was forgotten as I soaked 
in the beauty of my mountains. I got almost to the crest of the ridge and 
followed an age-old Indian trail to my favorite spot, a bed of smooth 
weatherworn boulders that capped the mountain and offered a pan-
oramic view of my world. I always had this silly fear upon approaching 
the boulders that I would find someone there, someone claiming ‘my 
spot’ – an invader – but I never did. And when I finally approached the 
crest there was invariably a sense, a childlike satisfaction, that it was still 
and always would be mine and mine alone. The low mountains from 
atop the ridge seemed to move toward me from the edge of the distant 
horizon with a rhythm that tempered the pace of time, a pace that my 
body embraced to bring its calming touch. 

I have never been very good at introspection. I do not analyze things 
well. I seldom see shades of meaning or the subtle differences in lan-
guage and interpretation that cause friends to argue and nations to go 
to war. A spade is a spade and that’s all there is to it. Take life apart. Ex-
amine it and try to make sense of its parts and then put it back together. 
That is not my way. I simply take the cards life deals and play them. 

Barb and I are different in that way. She loves to talk and wallow waist 
deep in two or three problems a day. It gives her great occupation and 
makes the phone a daily tool of life. A problem to Barb is the very bread 
of life. My inability to fully participate in this ritual of life has caused no 
little friction in our marriage. She solemnly brings to the dinner table 
important news of someone’s latest illness or mishap, the divorce of the 
day, and the tragedy that Good Morning America has found in the trash 
bin. It is not that she takes pleasure in someone’s misfortune – that is not 
Barb’s way. It’s just that each new crisis gives her life purpose, gives her 
a chance to extend a helping hand and to become involved in the calam-
ity du jour. Perhaps this inability to mull over and dissect problems is 
what kept me from getting a grasp on my promise to Vickie. 

For example, Vickie’s funeral made no sense to me at all. It was a 
Mass – a Mass celebrated by a priest – and then the next day we came 
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home. I wanted Dee to explain, but Barb in her wisdom said that it was 
not the time. So there never was time, and Vickie was a Catholic, and I 
never knew. How could that be? When did he join the Church? Why? So 
one more time I failed to get to the bottom of a riddle and just let it go.

 “Well that’s me.” 
“Then again maybe this is me on top of the mountain trying too hard 

to think.”
“And this is me starting to talk to myself.”
“This can’t be good.”
 Thinking and the rarefied air of the mountains was not my best com-

bination. I had always been a person, at least as an adult, to shoot from 
the hip. I functioned in a world that was reduced to the basics: buy it, sell 
it, and take my ten percent. Now Vickie was asking me to stretch beyond 
my world of ten percent into…. That was the problem! Into what? 

“Fudge!” 
 I’m not sure how long I was busy working at thinking, but I was sud-

denly brought back to the moment by the sound of a dog barking along 
the trail. 

“Fudge – people – even here,” I said to the trees. 
It wasn’t long before I recognized the bark as belonging to Mutt.  

Soon, coming up over the ridge, I began to see Daisy and Mutt. Mutt 
was Daisy’s purebred mutt that she had found injured and abused sev-
eral years ago. With her great care and my unlimited bank account, she 
was able to nurse him back to uselessness. Mutt had limited horizons, 
wanting nothing more than to love everybody and soak up all the love 
that was tendered in return. I carefully watched them as they reached 
the crest where I had settled myself on a cluster of large tabletop stone 
outcroppings. Mutt was randomly finding his way to the crest, as he 
seemed to be running in all directions in search of outlaws. Mutt loved 
to search for outlaws. 

Daisy’s movements were light and graceful; sure of her footing, she 
seemed to be almost playfully dancing with that old dog, as she moved 
up to where she knew I would be. I had reached the stage in life that I 
always carefully took one thoughtful step at a time, knowing that inju-
ries come fast and heal slowly. Daisy was not at that stage of life, for her 
accidents didn’t happen and slow wasn’t a word that made sense. 

“Hey, Pop.”
“Let me guess. You’re just passing by on your way to Ohio.”
“Oh my – Ohio, I must have made a wrong turn somewhere. Ohio! 

Who in the world would want to go to Ohio?”
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“Did your mother send you up here?”
“Well, what do you want – the truth or a clever one liner?”
“Please, spare me the truth. Your mother has filled my jug to the brim 

with truth.”
Well, Pop, you’d better get a new jug ready, because it’s my turn. I’m 

here on a mission.”
“Wow! First your mother, now you – and I think Father Quinn’s wait-

ing in the bushes to nab me when I get home. There’s no chance Granny 
Wall is coming up the mountain behind you, is there?”

“You never know about her, Poppers. It’s beautiful up here, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, Daze, always is. Do you remember the first time we came up 

here? We sat right here.”
“Lots of times, Poppers – lots of times.”
“Well, not now – you didn’t hike that dumb ol’ dog up here to remi-

nisce, now, did you? So go ahead, let me have it. Give it your best shot. 
You’re next in line.”

“First things first, Poppers – that’s what you always say. Let’s just 
soak this up for a while.”

“Sure, Daze, let’s soak it up,” I said, settling back on the sun-warmed 
rocks.

We drifted off into our own thoughts. What she was thinking I could 
not imagine, nor did I try. My thoughts were probably very predictable 
to her, because they had been so very predictable of late anyway. My fear 
was that they were moving from mere predictability to obsession. Still, 
that fear had a rough edge of humor, because up until the death of Vickie 
I had lived a life free of obsessions. I would of course defend baseball as a 
love affair and not an obsession. My life thoughts had generally formed 
a pattern that was very ordinary and very routine. I had slept my nights 
free of tossing and turning over the complexities of global warming and 
Third World hunger. I sold cars and rented apartments. Now Vickie had 
me thinking about I didn’t know what. Crazy! 

I reached over to hold her hand but still kept the silence that the 
mountains held over us.

Over the last few weeks my promise to Vickie had made me face my-
self in ways I never had to before, and I wasn’t all that pleased with what 
I was discovering. My last big failure, perhaps the only one – at least the 
only one that I’d boldly had to face – was my failure to live my dream of 
becoming a ballplayer. But that failure was easy to deal with. My dream 
of being a big league player was shattered, not by a lack of character, or 
a lack of will, but simply a lack of physical ability. In short, poor eyes 
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closed the door on baseball – actually, one poor eye. This problem with 
Vickie was different. I was beginning to feel it was all about character, 
or rather, lack of character. That would be real failure; that would be 
tough to live with.

If there was one wish I could wish for everyone, it would be to have 
a friend like Vickie, a friend who was always there for you, who placed 
no limits on friendship and no built-in expectations. Vickie made me a 
better person. He trusted me. 

“I wonder if a person can explode from thinking?”
“What did you say, Poppers?”
“Just mumbling, I guess.”
I was an average guy. But average is painted with a very wide brush. 

I knew average covered everyone from the rich to the poor. The excep-
tional – the truly gifted – who were they? I was certain that I had never 
met one. Was Vickie asking me to do the impossible? Was he asking me 
to do more than I was capable of doing? I didn’t think he would do that. 
No! I was certain about that; he would never set me up to fail.

I let go of Daisy’s hand and stood up. I walked closer to the ridgeline 
to gain some time to think. No, I thought to myself, What Vickie has 
given me to do, I can do!  Now what the Fudge is it?

“OK, Daisy, it’s game time; you’re up to bat. Give it your best shot.”  
“I don’t have a best shot. But you have to admit in the last few weeks 

you’ve thrown us some wicked curve balls. Me, for example.”
“I know, Daze. I’ve not been fair with you, little girl. How are you 

doing with all this?”
“Pop, that’s the first time since you went to Baltimore to meet Vickie 

that you’ve asked me.”
“Sorry. Sorry, Daze.”
“Pop – I don’t know what to tell you. Tomorrow I’m ordering the new 

fleet of cars for the next two months. Ted is making most of the recom-
mendations, but I’m placing the order. I’ve tweaked a few things in the 
order that better reflect customer preferences. It goes into the pipeline on 
Tuesday. I’m making…. No, I don’t want this to be a bitch-fest. But why 
are you having me do all this? I feel like I’m flying blind. Last week I had 
to let go – I had to fire Ted Ennis. He came to work drunk and got in an 
argument with a customer. I had to fire a man; a man with a family. One 
day I’m just some cute little girl working in the parts department, and 
the next day, I’m Queen Daisy, and “off with their heads!” It sometimes 
feels almost like I’m being tested – or even punished. Why aren’t you 
helping me?! Why?!”
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“Sorry baby, sorry. Oh God in mercy! What have I done to you?”
I sat down next to Daisy. I felt like my head was going to explode and 

my heart was about to break. 
“Oh, Daze, I love you more than life itself. I have been so wrapped 

up in my own problems, I didn’t think. I just thought – well – you know 
– that you could do anything. I just – I’ve screwed up big time, haven’t 
I? Big time.”

“No, Pop, but just tell me what you’re doing – and what I’m to do. 
That’s all. Just explain what’s happening.”

“Before you and Mutt got up here, I felt like for the first time it was 
starting to make sense. Maybe the mountains were working their magic 
or something.  For the first time, I’m beginning to think I might know 
what to do. But I can tell you this – I’m not crazy. Not yet – although 
Granny Wall is passing the word around town that I’ve gone squirrelly.”

“If you think that’s bad, you should hear the scuttlebutt from the 
guys in the shop.” 

“I can imagine.”
“Oh, no you can’t. Not by half.”
“Yeah – you’re probably right.”
“Pop, I know it’s about Uncle Vickie and your pinch-hitting thing. 

This is all about a promise that you made to Uncle Vickie. A promise to 
do something – that’s right – isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”
“What do you think you have to do?”
“I’m not ready yet to tell – not even you.”
“No, Pop, that won’t do. Do you mean to tell me that you know what 

Uncle Vickie wanted you to do? Out with it, Poppers.”
I could feel it swelling up in me to tell Daisy that I was going to 

write a book about Vickie, about his work. That was what he had want-
ed, that’s what he had been asking me to do. That’s what Dee meant 
when she said he had to meet me in Baltimore and talk with me about 
his work. My pinch-hit was to be a book about his writings. I started 
to spill the beans, but my own doubts held me back. Could this be it? 
If I told her, and I was wrong, everyone would think that I really was 
crazy. This whole thinking business was going too fast for me. I had 
to slow this down. I thought this could be one of those times when I 
spilled my guts and lived to regret it.  I was about to put a lid on the 
book writing idea, at least until I had a little more time to think, but 
Daisy attacked.



126

“Let’s go, Pop. Out with it! Cough up that hairball.”
I slowly stood up and moved over to the rim-edge of the ridge to 

distance myself, more from my thoughts than from Daisy. The distant 
mountains gently rolled out before me like green ocean waves. They 
were my mountains, my comfort, and with only a few exceptions they 
had formed the boundaries of my world. There was not a mountaintop 
that I had not walked and walked again. Was it here I was to find my 
answer? Was the answer up here in my mountains waiting to be spo-
ken? Was it a book I was to write? Was that what I was to do? I could 
sense Daisy waiting – waiting for me to break out. Still, saying to myself 
that I was going to write a book was easy and safe but to say it out loud 
seemed impossible; it seemed foolhardy. Could I really write a book?

I could sense Daisy behind me, waiting patiently, but with a resolu-
tion that seemed to be willing me to commit – commit to something. I 
felt like I could feel her eyes burning into my back, demanding answers. 
But I would not or could not commit. I held tightly to my vision of the 
mountains. I must not speak until I was sure. I wondered why all the ev-
ergreens were on this side of the mountain, and the other side was filled 
with those other kind of trees. Fudge, what were they called? Those trees 
that changed color and dropped their leaves? Never mind – back to busi-
ness.    

I had so far lived my life without very many philosophical guide-
posts. Oh, sure, I stayed pretty close to the teachings of the church, but I 
couldn’t find anything from the Good Book that could readily apply to 
my pinch-hitting. The only thing that I could latch onto was what Mom 
used to say to Dad when he needed to make a decision: “Well, John, you 
better shit or get off the pot.” Many of my biggest business decisions 
rested on that very sound advice. And it seemed to apply to this as well. 
OK, I’m going to shit, I said to myself.

“Come on over, Daisy.” I put my arm over her shoulder and started 
to speak, but again stopped for a moment as my thoughts drifted away. 
Finally I said, “Daisy, you’ve heard your Uncle Vickie and me spin a lot 
of good ol’ yarns over the years. Most of them had at least some truth to 
them – maybe ten or fifteen percent truth – maybe sometimes a bit less. 
But they were all real to us, or at least in time they became real. Stories 
about school and baseball….”

“And Fat Matt and the sports store in Mill Gate.”
“Yes – and Fat Matt. Well, I remember....”
“No, Pop, you’re drifting. Tell me what you have to do, and when 

you’re coming back to work.”
I hesitated for a moment, partly because I was not sure this was the 

right time, but mostly because I still wondered if this was the right idea. 
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Was this book thing what Vickie wanted me to do? I knew my hesita-
tion was rooted in fear – fear of a new step in a new direction when my 
entire life had always been straight ahead, and always slowly straight 
ahead. This idea of a book was not a straight-ahead idea, and I doubted 
it would be slow. Fear of the unknown, fear of rashness, fear of ridicule 
had always frozen me from action – at least action into the unknown. 
Risks in business were different, that was the very nature of a success-
ful businessman, but personal risks – aaahh, that was another story. In 
my mind, I sensed I was starting to backpedal. I was, in fact, bailing out. 
Then it just all came out – I spilled my guts. No going back now, I was 
staying on the pot and shitting.

“Right. OK – I’m going to write a book. There it is. Yes, I’m going to 
write a book about Vickie and about his work. What do you think about 
them apples?”

Daisy’s a sharp kid. I never really figured out how Barb and I pro-
duced such a girl. Barb’s pretty quick and I’m not a total dummy, but 
Daisy left us behind in the dust a long time ago. She was an excellent 
student, an athlete, a musician; in short she was good at everything ex-
cept one little tiny thing –  controlling her face. It always revealed every 
emotion; she could hide nothing. For instance, when I first told her I was 
going to write a book. Only that time her face flashed, not emotion, but a 
series of seismic shock waves from ear to ear. The range of emotion came 
quickly. Only a father could have so quickly read and interpreted her 
facial transitions – from shock to disbelief, to fear, to amusement. It was 
only the latter that I found unsettling.

“Sure, Pop – you’re going to write a book,” she said, recovering her 
composure. “And I’m going to be the next pope – or would that be pope-
ette? Now be serious, what are you going to do? You had me going there 
for a minute – a second! Only a second! You’re good,” she said with a 
laugh and a poke to my mid-section. Daisy attacking her old man was, 
for some inexplicable reason, Mutt’s cue to join in the attack, and so he 
did, forcing me to joyfully surrender to Daisy and her buddy, as they 
both settled atop me the way I had settled atop the rock. Daisy was 
laughing and pounding me, but Mutt seemed to take a particular sense 
of satisfaction in alternating between a licking and chewing strategy on 
my face.

When the attackers retreated, and I had time to recover, I looked at her 
and said, “No, Daisy, I’m serious. At least I think I am. I know how strange 
it sounds; it sounds strange to me too. But I think that’s what Vickie had in 
mind. I think he wanted me to write a book. Strange, isn’t it?”

“Strange doesn’t cut it, Poppers. Your clothes are strange. Your favor-
ite foods are strange – this is way beyond strange. Pop, I’ve got to tell 
you – this makes weird sound normal.
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“You can say that again.”
“Does Mom know?”
“Fudge, no – and don’t you say a word. I need to figure this whole 

thing out first. Already I’m having doubts. It sounds so stupid. Give me 
a couple of days before you tell your mother or before you post it on the 
shop bulletin board. Not a word, hear. Let’s head back down. Just saying 
it makes my head spin, but yeah. I think that’s what I’m going to do. I’m 
going to write a book.”

“OK, Pop, but you’ll have to buy some paper,” she said with a twinkle 
in her eye. Then she started to run down the path with Mutt leading the 
way, she stopped and laughing yelled back, “Hey, Poppers, you better 
get down before I tell Mom!” and took off laughing as she ran down the 
mountain. 
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Chapter Fourteen
 
“Pop, it’s been killing me, but I haven’t breathed a word about the 

book thing. I’m still waiting for the go-ahead,” Daisy said, as she came 
bolting into the office from the kitchen. She was still dressed for work.  
She was wearing a sharp, black pinstriped suit with a black turtleneck 
adorned with a simple gold necklace. This was her new professional 
look with her hair somehow tightly pulled back into a neat little bun and 
topped by sunglasses. The look worked and, furthermore, I felt, by the 
way she moved, that she knew it worked. If the total package had a flaw, 
and I think it did, it might have been the glass of milk and the plate of 
cookies she held before her.

“Your time is about up.”
“Thanks. I needed time. Come in, and for God’s sake close that door 

before your mom charges in. You look very nice, very professional; ex-
cept for the cookies,” I said.

“I should. With you rarely coming into the showroom, I gave my-
self a rather nice pay increase. My wardrobe has never been better. But 
anyway, it’s been almost two weeks and you haven’t mentioned the ‘B’ 
word again, so I....” 

“Well, what do you think? Do you think I’m crazy?”
“I think by next month that if I continue to stock my closet, I will have 

totally run your companies into bankruptcy. That’s what I think. Well, 
actually, that’s not true. I have been just now looking over the monthly 
reports for August and the first two weeks of September, and sales in 
both months are up – in fact as high as they have ever been. And occu-
pancy rates in the apartments this term are almost full. The only vacan-
cies are in Trigate. Should I repeat that?”
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 “Get that smile off your face, young lady.”
“I know,” she said as she puffed out her chest. “Not bad for a rookie. 

I guess now you really can head out to pasture.”
“Don’t get me started,” I said, with more than a pinch of pride in my 

voice.
“Now about this book thing, Pop.”
“What about it? Am I crazy?”
“Do you want my two cents about this? If not, I leave here and go 

directly into the kitchen without passing go and spill the beans to Mom. 
So, do you want my two cents or not?”

“Sure, that would give me a grand total of three cents.”
“Here goes – ”
“Is this going to be brutal?”
“As a matter of fact, Pop, it might be fatal.” 
“Fatal to me, you, or us?”
“Never to us, Poppers, never to us.”
“Yeah, Daze, I know that. OK, take your gloves off and have a go.”
“I can’t imagine what I must have looked like up there on the ridge-

line, when you told me you were going to write a book about Vickie.”
“Did....”
     “No, don’t say anything until I get it all out. I’m not going to tell 

you all that set-up crap about how much I love you and how much, I 
know, you and Mom love me. And I respect you more than anybody, 
but, Pop, this book idea is the dumbest idea you have ever come up 
with. This makes that drive-in movie business seem like a Fortune Five 
Hundred deal. Pop – how can you write a book? I’ve never even seen 
you read a book. Look at our house. It’s a book-free zone. What have 
you read in the last year? Except your golf magazines, what do you ever 
read?  And, Pop, I’m sorry to tell you this, but that doesn’t count as a 
book. What do you read? Nothing!  You don’t even read the newspaper, 
except to look at the sports pages or at your ads. And, Pop, remember 
how much trouble you had writing even a paragraph for the ad in the 
newspaper? After one week you turned all your ads over to Jake. Pop, 
what is the difference between a comma and a semicolon? Who is your 
favorite author? And, Pop – if someone asks you whether you’ve read 
the latest book, you always chip in with something about waiting for the 
movie to come out.”

“How can you talk that fast without stopping to catch your breath? 
You are a child wonder.”
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“No, Pop, that strategy won’t work here. I’m on a roll, so just sit back 
and take it in. Now, where was I? Right – got it. Pop, you said you are 
going to write a book.  Right?”

“Yes.”
“What kind of a book, Pop? A novel? Are you going to write fiction? 

Is that what you’re going to do? Are you going to have some hot sex, 
a little adultery, maybe two gays from Mississippi? What? How about 
writing a spy novel? I can see you doing some Russians in a sub. What 
would be the plot line? Or are you going to write a biography? Perhaps 
a history book – how about that?”

“Young lady ... ”
“Not yet, Poppers. I still have two or three more bullets.”
“But I’m bleeding, Daisy! Show some mercy – please!”
“In a minute. It won’t be long now, and besides, this is my favorite. 

Pop, one of the first things you learn in writing class is to be concise – a 
sentence or a paragraph needs to be tight.”

“That’s dumb. If I bought a book, the more words the better. I would 
rather get my money’s worth – more words equals a better buy. That 
only makes sense. Come on now, Daisy, you’ve got to give me that.” I felt 
for a moment that I might have turned the tide with my Economics 101 
economy of scale argument, until Daisy kissed me on the head and said:

“Pop! No book! No book!” The shaking of the head was more em-
phatic than the exclamation points in her voice.

“But….”
  “No book, Poppers. I know this sounds mean, but Uncle Vickie knew 

you, Pop. When he asked you to pinch-hit it was because he did know 
you –  knew your strengths and your weaknesses. Do you really think 
he wanted you to write a book? I don’t think so, Pop – no way! That’s 
not who you are.”

As a matter of fact, she really was on a roll. She had all her put-downs 
and my stupid ideas lined up and let me have them one by one. She 
was taking no prisoners; she closed all doors to doubt. For the first few 
minutes I was pissed to the gills and was about to put her in her place, 
which, for a moment, I thought was over my knee. Then “pissed” slowly 
turned to “not bad for a kid,” and finally to “she’s something else.” I sat 
there taking it all in, but becoming more and more pleased with myself. 
I was beginning to think of myself as a sort of Henry Higgins. As I lis-
tened to this woman in front of me, I was sure her mother was wrong. 
There’s no way she was only twenty-three. She saved her best punch for 
last, nailed me on the chin with it, and said, “I hope I wasn’t too hard on 
you, Poppers.”
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“No, no, not at all. Now – let me see if I got this right. You seem to 
have some minor reservations about my writing a book. Is that right? Is 
that the slant of your argument?”

Daisy smiled and came over to the sofa, plopped down on my lap, 
and gave me a hug, “I was afraid I might have been too subtle with you, 
Poppers.”

I laughed and said, “Well, I must confess, I was beginning to have 
doubts myself about that book writing stuff. But that puts me right back 
to where I was – without an idea about what I should do.”

“I’ve been thinking about that too, Pop. I think I’m onto something. I 
think there is a better strategy for handling your pinch-hitting dilemma 
than the book thing. I think there’s a way out of this box.”

“Baby, I sure hope so. I’ve been fighting shadows ever since Vickie 
died. I thought, when I went back to work last week, that I would finally 
get back into harness, but it was even worse than being at home. I didn’t 
do Fudge at work.  See, Daze, I’ve got to pinch-hit. I know that for sure, 
but I can’t find a way to get started. This is the biggest problem of all, 
Daisy – if I don’t get started soon, I don’t think I’ll ever get started.”

“I think I have the answer; and by the way what you did last week 
does not count as “going back to work.” Good thing you don’t work for 
me because, based on last week’s performance, I would have fired you,” 
she said as she got up from the sofa.

Daisy pulled up a chair in front of the old leather sofa and leaned over 
where I was nestled. “Pop,” she said, “when you pinch-hit for someone 
it just means that you’re taking someone’s place in the batting order. It 
means you’re going to try to get a hit, but, Pop, you may make an out or 
you might even strike out. Pinch-hitting comes with no guarantees. You 
just try your best. You take your cuts.”

“But I haven’t taken my cuts.”
“Well, Pop, here is what I think is your best cut. Ready?”
“Ready!”
“Pop, people come from all over the valley to have you rebuild their 

transmissions, for new brakes, or for a thousand other car-related prob-
lems. They come because they trust you. They come to you to buy their 
new cars. Or they come to have you paint their apartment, or to put in a 
new furnace, or to fix the plumbing. Pop – you have no clue how to do 
any of that stuff. You have no talent in any of those areas, you….”

“Whoa, Nelly, just you back that horse up a bit!”
“No, Pop – now, be honest – you really can’t repair much of anything. 

So, what was Uncle Vickie looking for? I’m sure he knew your strength. I 
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know your strength. You’re a problem solver. You don’t know how to fix 
a transmission, but you do know how to find and hire the best mechanic 
– the best plumber. Pop, you are a problem solver. That’s your business. 
That’s what Uncle Vickie wanted. The problem he gave you was a busi-
ness problem. Play to your strength, Pop.” 
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Chapter Fifteen

Actually, I don’t think I was ready for all Daisy had to say. She went 
on for the good part of an hour, which happened to exceed my attention 
span by half, so there were significant gaps between what she said, what 
I heard, and what I remembered. I think life programmed me to expect 
and need a commercial break every ten minutes or so.  I was able to get 
the major thrust of her argument because Daisy knew I was wandering 
and brought me back with a combination of pauses and periodic looks 
of disapproval. In summary, what she was highlighting was that I was 
a fairly rich man with very limited abilities. People came to me from all 
over to fix their transmissions, to rebuild their engines or to replaster 
their walls and my response was always the same, “Sure, I can do that,” 
and then I would go out and hire the skilled men necessary to do a first 
rate job.

That night I began to reflect on what Daisy had said. For the first time 
in weeks I began to see the light at the end of the tunnel. As usual, she 
had hit the nail on the head. “You’re a businessman, Pop – and a damn 
good businessman. Play to your strength.”  I had to start treating my 
promise to Vickie as a business problem. It was as simple as that, and 
forget about all that writing nonsense. I had to clearly identify and at-
tack the problem. Vickie probably had a hundred writer friends to call 
upon if writing had been what he needed. If that was what he needed he 
would have given his notes to them, not to me. Vickie entrusted me with 
his life’s work. How would a businessman solve this problem? Almost 
the last thing she said as we said our goodnights was, “Remember, Pop-
pers, Vickie knew your strengths. He knew you, and he knew you could 
solve the problem. Lov’ ya.”  
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Chapter Sixteen

Ryan Waddell was leaning back in his chair with a puzzled look on 
his face, as if he was about to speak, but he hesitated, perhaps uncertain 
about what he would say. He was a tall, golden-haired kid, the kind who 
is the poster child for what a college kid looks like. You know the sort 
I mean – someone who dresses in front of a mirror and is very pleased 
with what he sees. I had the feeling he prided himself on being a walking 
Abercrombie and Fitch ad. I had just finished my final presentation, sort 
of a rah-rah sales pitch to the group, and was about to make an offer of 
employment to my four young finalists. Ryan leaned forward, put both 
hands on the table – a long conference table in one of the small meeting 
rooms at Pattee Library – and said:

“Mr. Wall, I’ve got to tell you that I was intrigued by the job posting, 
but I was really just going through the process of applying for the prac-
tice. I never really expected to be hired. I just did it for a lark. I’m not sure 
I really want this gig.”

I stole a quick look at the others to gauge their reaction to Ryan’s 
announcement. They stared ahead or had their eyes fixed on the table, 
waiting for I knew not what. I turned back to Ryan, he seemed to be 
rather pleased, too pleased to suit me, with his comments, and smiled to 
the others for confirmation. The ball was in my court. I thought to myself 
that this just wouldn’t do. This was not the start I had in mind. I thought 
Daisy and I had this project all worked out with all the i’s dotted and the 
t’s crossed. Fudge! 

 With the help of three professors at the college, we had decided that 
the best way to proceed was to hire several recent graduates to help de-
cipher Vickie’s work. We sought out graduates with a background in 
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literature and history, and possessing the needed skills to read and in-
terpret Vickie’s work. Positions for research assistants in a private non-
university company were posted at the surrounding universities and 
initial interviews were conducted with twelve possible candidates in the 
job pool. Their essays had been written in a testing environment and 
evaluated by the professors – and here I was with the finalists ready to 
get started.  I hadn’t been prepared for Ryan’s comments. 

The professors had been hired to help structure the interviews, and 
rank the essays of each candidate. One of the few things that stood out 
in my mind about what Vickie had been trying to tell me those last days 
in Baltimore was something about his work having to do with a crisis in 
America. For that reason, the professors built the essay around the topic 
of America. All of that had been done. The essays had been checked and 
doubled checked, and I had now been prepared to offer the four finalists 
jobs as research assistants. Then all of a sudden Ryan threw me a curve. 
I had not been prepared. I flinched.

“You see, Mr. Wall,” Ryan continued, “I’m still not sure what it is you 
want us to do.”

“How about the rest of you? Do you feel the same way?” I waited for 
someone to speak up, and getting exasperated with the lack of response 
finally said to Brian Hatfield, “Brian how about you? Are you interested 
in the job or not?”

Brian was a small bowling ball kind of a kid out of Juniata College 
with a degree in medieval literature. Had I been able to steal a quick peek 
under the table I think I would have found that his feet did not touch 
the floor. Nothing in his looks during our initial interview had instilled 
confidence in me. His head was too large for his body, his voice was 
too thin for his body, and everything about him seemed to be wrapped 
together in a package of too much flesh. Still, the examiners said his es-
say was insightful, polished, and indicated a razor sharp intellect. I had 
some trouble seeing anything about him as being “razor sharp,” but was 
persuaded to include him in the group in spite of my early impressions. 
In the first set of interviews my initial impressions had been further con-
firmed, because Brian had come across as a mumbler and fumbler. It 
took him forever to stammer out an answer, or even something half close 
to an opinion.  Still, here he was, and about to confirm my worst fears.

“Well, Brian?”
“I’m – cool,” he said without much emotion as he looked around the 

room, but not at me. 
I hated that expression. What the Fudge did that mean? I was about 

to attack that “I’m cool” answer, when Sarah Zimmer came to his rescue. 
Brian heaved a loud sigh and examined his tie.
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“Mr. Wall, I think we all need some help. You have to admit that this 
job offer, if it is indeed a job offer, is most unusual. I think we all half 
expected to see the door open and someone say that it was all a joke, or 
that this was some kind of a gag TV show, where the punch line is, ‘Got 
ya!’ I can’t speak for the others, but before I can proceed further I have 
some more questions about this job.”

Sarah, a tall, athletic girl with long auburn hair, came across as the 
most sophisticated of the candidates. Her resume showed a list of 
awards and honors a mile long dotted with summer employment and 
travel that was, for me, a little intimidating. She appeared to be the kind 
of young woman who would know which of the three forks to use first, 
and whether it was Mozart or Bach she was listening to. I sensed from 
day one, she would be the take-charge person in the group. Somehow 
this hiring process was getting a little too complicated to suit my taste.  

Over the past twenty some years, I had probably hired more than a 
hundred people, from mechanics to plumbers to secretaries and it was 
always pretty simple: here’s the job, here’s the pay, and can you start 
tomorrow? And the answer I expected and always got was, “Yes, sir.” 
Now here I was offering these kids work, although I had never really 
considered this research stuff work, and I was the one being interviewed. 
Maybe this brilliant idea of hiring college kids was not so brilliant after 
all – but I seemed to be into it now. 

“Nut Fudge.”
“What?”
“Nothing. Fire away, Sarah. What do you need to know? I thought I 

had outlined the job description during our interviews, but go ahead.”
“Right. I understand Dr. Vickers was a friend of yours and you want 

to hire us to analyze his work. But here’s what I’m having trouble with: 
first, you seem to be spending a ton of money to have us tell you what he 
wrote when you can just pull up a chair and read it yourself; second, was 
he some wacko, some terrorist or worse? I mean, what do you expect 
us to find? You’re not hiring us for one year to have us tell you what he 
thought of mountain climbing in the Alps. What are you looking for? It 
seems to me you’re having us search for a needle in a haystack. You see, 
Mr. Wall, I think you know the needle is in the haystack, and I suspect 
that you know where it is. Why are you doing this?”

“And what - are you - going to - do with it once you’ve found - it?” 
added Brian.

“Last question first. Actually, Brian, I’m hoping you kids will be able 
to tell me what we should do with the needle. Well, first of all, I’m no 
Donald Trump and this isn’t ‘The Apprentice.’ Dr. Vickers, to me and to 
everyone who knew him, was just ‘Vickie.’ And as for being wacko or 
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some kind of a terrorist – well – that’s crazy. In fact, he was the sanest, 
kindest person I’ve ever met. I guess you’re on my dollar, so to speak, so 
sit back and let me try to answer your questions.”

If indeed it was my dollar, then I got my money’s worth. I told them 
about our dreams to be ballplayers; of the times we would pinch-hit for 
each other starting when I broke my leg, and for six weeks he did my 
paper route – and gave me all the money; of the moment when he knew, 
and I refused to know, that he wasn’t cut out to be a ballplayer; and about 
the many other times we pulled each other up with a helping hand. “Let 
me tell you a couple of short stories,” I said to the kids.

“This is Vickie, OK. We tried out for the freshman high school team 
and almost right away, I was moved up to varsity and Vickie was moved 
to the bench. That was not the way we dreamed it would be. Our plan 
since we met in sixth grade was to be major league ballplayers. How 
did he react? He started helping the other guys – no disappointment, 
no sulking around, no bad-mouthing the coach. That wasn’t his way. 
He didn’t take his glove and go home. He didn’t quit.  That’s what I 
would have done – and did in college. But not Vickie. Within weeks he 
was coaching the infielders, showing them how to turn a double play, 
or hit the cut-off man. Almost right away Coach Robinson knew he had 
something in Vickie and asked him to help out on the varsity to work 
with the infielders. Now, what are the odds of a junior or senior know-
it-all high school star player taking advice from a snot-nosed freshman 
who couldn’t make the team? I’ll tell you the odds are zero, zip, nah-nah. 
They would have kicked the living Fudge out of him – right? Wrong! 
He had a way. It was pure Vickie. He knew the game and could teach 
it without a pinch of ego. Let me tell you about the time when Vickie 
stopped swearing cold turkey and when he fell in love with language. 
Let’s see now, the swearing....” I rambled on from story to story trying 
to give definition to the friend I once had, trying to portray to the kids 
the quality of character that had been Vickie, until Sarah finally broke in.

”I’m beginning to understand about your friendship, but how does 
that get us to the needle in the haystack and your proposal to spend all 
this money? If you were the government, I could understand. Even if 
you were some private foundation. That might make sense. But this is 
out of your pocket. My parents don’t see much of a tax write off coming 
out of this, and they don’t think the IRS will either. Governments always 
waste money. But you? Somehow I don’t see that.”

“Yeah – they’re always fun-d-ding stupid pro-j-jects. But this is your own 
money.” Brian stuttered out with a little more enthusiasm, “I – don’t get it.”

“To tell the truth, I only wish my wife and family had been as under-
standing as you kids. Let me try to explain in another way – just before 
Vickie died, we met for one last time in Baltimore. Our final baseball 
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trip. He told me about what he was writing and that he needed me to 
step up for him. That’s where you kids come in. And that’s it. Here I am 
stepping up, but I need your help. I believe that he thought he was onto 
something – something big. That’s the needle. Was Vickie onto some-
thing? I don’t have the skills to do this on my own. See, you’re wrong 
Sarah – I can’t just sit down and read what he wrote. I tried, but I didn’t 
get it. That’s where you kids come in. I need your talents to pull this off.”

Brian said, “But Mr. Wall – I’ve still g-got this little burr stuck – in my 
paw. As you know, th-this – will be my first real – job. 

“Yes, go on.”
“You see my aunt – she thinks you won’t – well – well pay me – I – 

mean. Sounds to her – well – sounds to me too – that this is going to cost 
you lots of money – for – nothing – so to speak.”

“I can see this money issue isn’t going to go away. Let me see if I can 
nail it once and for all. Brian you can tell your aunt that I don’t intend to 
have this project cost me a single dollar. In fact, if I’m right, I think it will 
end up putting money in my pocket. Kids, here it is in a nutshell, pure 
and simple. I don’t spend money; I make money! Do you read me? Let 
me say that again. I don’t spend money; I make money. Every day, since 
I left college, since I dropped out of college, I have worked, and each day 
I’ve had more money than I did the day before. That is not a boast. This 
is your issue, and I want to put it to rest once and for all.”

I could tell that this money thing was their real hang-up. If you 
thought it out from their perspective, I guess it made sense. They were 
young, without business experience and could not connect the dots. My 
daughter, Daisy, set me on the right path about Vickie. She made a brief 
list of the four hundred things that I can’t do, or can’t do very well, then 
she made another list of the three things that I’m pretty good at. One of 
the three things was that I was somehow really good at making money. 
She reminded me that Vickie had lots of friends to go to, but that he came 
to me for help with his concern. I’m a businessman, and that was what 
he needed from me. Daisy said the pinch-hitting was important – but it 
would also have value. 

“So kids, later today, when you sign your contracts – if you sign your 
contracts – you will see that you are being employed by DVW and As-
sociates of Mill Gate. I am the W; Vickie is the V; and Mrs. Dee Vickers, 
Vickie’s wife is the D. 

“And we are the Associates,” Sarah said with much satisfaction and 
amusement.

“Yes,” I said. “Well Brian, how is that? Because when we are all fin-
ished, I believe the needle will make us all some money. Will that satisfy 
your aunt?”
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“I don’t know – but – sure makes – me – h-happy.”
“Since we’re on this, you will see stated clearly in the contract that the 

D and V get seventy percent of profits, the W gets twenty percent, and 
you split ten. That of course is above your salary, and depends on the 
project making some money.”  

 “One more question,” Sarah said more softly, “I understand that we 
are to work as a team and present a series of reports on our findings, but 
what exactly do you mean by a team?”

“That’s easy,” I said, “at least it is in my mind. You are to support each 
other. How is that for an answer? Plain and simple – support each other 
on this project. You are very likely to have differing opinions – that’s ex-
pected, but not different goals. I don’t need the team to be one of person-
alities, egos, or an ‘I win, you lose’ mentality. I don’t like confrontation; 
never have liked it. I’ve always believed confrontation to be the batter-
ing ram of a very shallow person, and I won’t have it on the team. You 
all row together or you’re out of the boat. Is that clear?”

There seemed for the first time since the meeting began a sense of 
coming together. I was about to again go over the terms of employment 
and work schedule, when Sarah said with a sheepish smile: “Actually, I 
have one more question. At least one more question for now. Mr. Wall, 
it’s about the needle. I believe you know there’s a needle. Now, what I 
want to know is – do you know what the needle is? You had us all write 
an essay about America, so I’m guessing the needle is about America. I 
assume you wanted to gauge our opinions or beliefs on that theme. Has 
the needle something to do with America? In other words, do you know 
what the needle is?”

 “Yes, kids, I think I do, but it’s so far out of my league that even to 
give it a name makes me sound foolish. America is a big topic, a big 
theme; it’s way more then I can chew. So let’s just leave it for now. But 
Sarah, don’t try to guess, let Vickie’s work come to you. You go find 
the needle. Tell me if Vickie was right. So, if you’re ready, let’s start our 
engines. About the topic, I’m afraid that if I say anything on your essay 
theme it might mislead you, or take you down the wrong path. It was 
just a topic suggested by one of the professors.”

“Mr. Wall,” Ryan said as he was flipping through the handouts, “it 
says here that we will meet every Monday and Tuesday at your office to 
review the week’s work, and then also some Fridays, as needed.”

“Yes, that’s right.”
“What about Spring break? We’re off for the break, aren’t we? And 

Christmas – how long for Christmas?”
“Ryan, let’s talk about that later.” 
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I turned to Jason Lake, a young man from Bucknell (a very good – 
and a very expensive – private college in central Pennsylvania) who so 
far had not said a word. Jason, seated next to Brian, seemed like a bad 
joke, perhaps even a cruel joke, for Jason was long and lean, and arrived 
dressed for a job interview, whereas Brian was dressed as best he could 
be for a dollar. Why was Jason so quiet? That had not been his record 
from our first interview. In fact, it was just the opposite. During the inter-
view, he was the kind of kid that Mom always called a “motor mouth.” 
We had trouble getting questions to him because his answers seemed to 
lead to other answers, and those to still other answers. But here today 
I was not able to even get a peep out of him. I had started to see him as 
my nerd in residence. Being myself a man of few words, and those few 
words proving historically too often to be the wrong few words, I had 
an inclination not to like people who rattled on. Still, Jason seemed to 
handle it better than most. He talked in his interview about history and 
politics, and little of himself or his own opinions. At the end of the inter-
view he was the one I was most sold on. Yet today, not a word.

“Jason, you’ve been very quiet today. What are you thinking?”
“Sorry sir, but I really don’t have any questions about the procedure. I 

accept – if in fact I’m being offered the job. The terms and conditions are 
fine with me. I love a mystery, and this seems to be a perfect fit for me. 
And also, I would certainly like to accept the housing offer as part of the 
arrangement.”

“Now that you mention the housing – I have a question myself. It’s 
rather awkward. But when I said that you all could live in a rental that 
I own near the campus, rent free, I had in mind that you would all be 
boys. I mean, men. Now, well, here we are with a young woman in the 
mix. What do I do? See, dinosaurs aren’t really extinct after all. You’re 
looking at one. So Sarah, I can offer you a small apartment by yourself 
if that’s….”

“Mr. Wall, we already worked this out before the meeting. I don’t 
mind at all. The guys feel the same way. There’s lots of room. I’m going 
to take the front bedroom. So it’s great. We’ll all live together – and work 
together.”

“Well, there we are. In my own defense you need to know that I’m 
not dead. My own daughter recently graduated from Penn State, so I 
do have an occasional glimpse at the world. It’s just that I could not 
presume.”

As we wrapped things up, I told them that there were fifteen cartons 
of papers and a number of discs with the writings of Mr. Vickers that 
I would have delivered to their house tomorrow, and that they would 
need to fill out their contracts and agreements of employment before 
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they took possession of the writings. I had had my secretary attempt to 
number the cartons chronologically beginning with what appeared to be 
Vickie’s earliest writings, and it was my opinion that they should begin 
searching for the needle in the last carton, number fifteen.

“Now, if you will bear with me for one more minute, while I go into 
my pregame pep talk there is another thing that needs to be said. A 
month before Vickie died he asked me to pinch-hit for him. I believe 
there is something very important that you are about to discover. Some-
thing that Vickie had discovered. It is about America. Find it.”

As they were leaving, I asked Mr. Waddell to remain behind for a 
moment. 

“Mr. Waddell, I found your questions today most unsatisfactory. They 
were all….”

“Sorry, Mr. Wall, I was just talking. I want the job, I really do. It sounds 
like a blast.”

“Well, it’s not a blast. And I’m certain you would not like working 
with me, and what’s more to the point I’m certain I wouldn’t like work-
ing with you. You said that you went through this for a lark. It has not 
been a lark for me and that was strike one. Then you said that you just 
wanted practice interviewing. Well, son, you got your practice time at 
my expense. Strike two. Then you wanted to know about vacation times 
before you worked a day. Strike three, you’re out. So all in all I hope you 
take something away from this process, because you won’t be taking 
away a job.”

When he had gone, I sat for a moment trying to collect my thoughts 
and to figure out what had happened. I didn’t feel in control, and I didn’t 
like that feeling. So what did happen? First of all, there was no doubt 
in my mind that I had done young Ryan Waddell a big favor. Second, I 
had definitely gotten off the pot. And lastly, if this didn’t work out, there 
would be no end to this fiasco at home. I knew Barb and Mom were 
ready to go squirrel hunting.

But most disturbing, there were only three kids left. I had calculated 
that one would probably drop out, but not on the first day, later on in the 
year perhaps, but not day one. In my mind Brian was the weak link, he 
was the one that I expected would not make the grade. If I was right and 
Brian did not make the grade, then what? Was the project already at risk? 
Did I really know what I was doing? Then I remembered what Daisy had 
said, about pinch-hitting meaning to try, that there were no guarantees. 
Vickie wanted me to try, and I believed this to be my best swing. I had to 
trust the kids. A knock on the door brought me back from my musings. 

“Yes. Come in. What is it, Sarah? Brian, Jason, come in.”
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“Well, we just had our first team meeting, so to speak. And....”
“And what?”
“I think – we think – that it is a big mistake to begin at the end of Mr. 

Vickers’ writings. I’m sure you’re right that that is where we are likely 
to find the needle, but we will never know its worth until we know Mr. 
Vickers. The needle’s credibility will be found in Mr. Vickers credibility. 
We must begin at the beginning.”

“I don’t agree. It is a waste of time reading what he wrote as a young 
man. Start with the last carton.”

“Why did you give us all the material, if we are only to use the last 
cartons?” Jason said in his trial lawyer voice.

“Mr. Wall, you hired us because you tested us in a number of ways 
and because you thought we could do the job. You must trust our judg-
ment. All of us feel strongly about this point.”

I didn’t like this one little bit. This so-called team meeting of theirs 
took place within the few minutes from the time I had dismissed Ryan to 
the signing of their contracts. And now, here they stood before me telling 
me that they had independently decided to scrap my first set of instruc-
tions, and had thrown them out the window, because they thought them 
stupid or something worse. I thought to myself that I needed to go do 
something rewarding, like hire a couple of plumbers or a mechanic or 
two, when Sarah said, “And, Mr. Wall, we can’t possibly be ready to 
meet with you this coming week. Monday is only three days away. We 
need some time to get ourselves up and running, and by Monday.....”

“Yes,” Brian said, “Mon-Monday is – too – soon.”
“Well, then,” I said. “When?”
“I’m not sure,” she said, “but I would think that we couldn’t possible 

be ready to report until the middle of October.”
“October! That’s almost a month from now. What are you going to 

do for a month? I suppose that next you’re going to tell me is that you’ll 
need three weeks for Christmas. Fudge! When are you going to get start-
ed?” 

Sarah was starting to get red in the face and pulled herself up quickly 
to attention.

“Look,” she said with more than a little animation, “Mr. Wall, I guar-
antee you that we will begin working today and every day until we get 
control of this topic. Speaking for myself, I am not a goof-off. And I don’t 
think the other guys are either.”

“Mr. Wall,” Jason said, “You hired us to do a job – let us do it and do 
it the right way.”
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“That’s right,” replied Sarah, “You either have confidence in us to do 
this job or you don’t. And if you don’t, I think we had better find that 
out right now.”

“Well kids you’re pushing the wrong button. I can tell you right up 
front that I don’t take to bullying too well. If you think that kind of….”

Sarah interrupted me in mid-sentence coming back with, “No sir! 
This has nothing to do with bullying, and we’re not being confronta-
tional either, we only need more time. This is only about getting off on 
the right foot and not wasting time or money. Let us start to go over the 
material that is waiting for us at the apartment. If we can meet before 
October, we will; meeting Monday, however, is just a waste of time – 
yours and ours.”

“OK, we’ll leave it at that. This is your job. And by the way, my con-
fidence has gone up quite a bit in the last few minutes. Now off you go. 
Keep in touch.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I think we will be talking with you al-
most every day. Bye,” and Sarah turned to leave, taking her troops with 
her.

As they were leaving Brian turned to Sarah and mumbled something 
about “Wonder Woman,” and then followed her puppy-like out the door.  
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Chapter Seventeen

“Who the hell drank my milk?”
“Brian, forget the milk – finish this article.”
“No, no, no! Where’s my milk? I left enough in the fridge for break-

fast. You shits are always eating my food. That crap cost money you 
know.”

“Suck this, Brian – get a life,” Jason shouted as he was finishing his 
cereal. “Remember what Wall said about that one for all and all for one 
crap.”

“Really now! Living with the two of you makes me feel like I’m back 
in kindergarten. Every day’s the same with you guys. All you think 
about is food and farting.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You just live off coffee and Mountain 
Dew,” Brian fired back at Sarah. “You can’t even burn rope with that 
crap.”

“Hey, Sarah. Have you noticed that Brian never stutters around us? 
Hey, Brian. How come you don’t stutter around us?”

“Eat shit, asshole.”
“See – that’s what I mean,” Jason said. “Clear as a bell.”
“Kiss ass, pretty boy,” Brian said with a greater sense of camaraderie 

than anger.
And thus their mornings began. Over the last weeks they had turned 

their living room into a kind of makeshift command central. Their com-
puters and printers lined up on garage sale tables with piles of papers 
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and empty bottles with a cloud-like odor of stale beer, coffee, and nachos 
hanging over all. Taped to the walls were pin-up posters and calendars 
of tasks to do with missed target dates crossed out and new dates select-
ed. They all knew that they were hanging by a very thin and weakening 
thread. They had promised some results in a month after they had taken 
control of Vickie’s papers, and here they were fighting over milk and 
food with the month having come and gone. Now, the next target date 
loomed just a few days in front of them.  

It was developing into a morning ritual of fighting over stolen food, 
dirty dishes, and piled up trash – and part of the ritual centered on Sarah 
getting them out of the kitchen and back to work.

As they gathered around an old library table salvaged from a past 
when library tables where meant to last from century to century, they 
started to review what they had to report. Jason, the self-professed Sher-
lock Holmes of the group, attempted to outline what they had so far dis-
covered about Vickie. He had taken most of Brian’s detailed notes and 
reduced them to a series of theme charts, updated two or three times a 
week, and had all their work organized and bound in blue folders These 
reviews could then be shifted around to hopefully identify some kind of 
order and meaning, not only to their work, but eventually to Vickie’s. 

Every few days the kids e-mailed me the latest set of outlines, and, 
with phone calls from Jason, I had a feel for what they were doing, but 
it was still in a skeletal form and provided only a shadowy glimpse into 
their work.  The only thing that they could readily agree upon was that 
there was no needle to be found in what Vickie had written. There were 
no themes to Vickie’s writings, or his notes, everything just seemed to 
reflect randomness, or at best an eclectic range of interests. All in all, 
Vickie’s writings seemed to be about this, that, and everything, but noth-
ing of any importance. Most of the articles they were reading were just 
fluff, or at best middling articles for a variety of journals that all dead-
ended without connecting themes or purpose. To this point Sarah said 
that their findings did not warrant hiring three expensive researchers for 
a year. The lone exceptions were his writings on the Middle East, and 
even on those articles there was disagreement as to what they meant and 
how they were to be interpreted. 

The outlines on the articles about the Middle East were very general, 
and the kids said the articles on the Middle East were not very different 
from what could be found in any number of journals. If there was any 
originality, it was in the area of what Jason called the “connecting-the-
dots theory.”

Looking up from her work Sarah said, “Let’s face it. We don’t 
have shit.”
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“No, I don’t agree. We have exactly what we expected to have at this 
point. This past month hasn’t been wasted at all,” said Brian. “Just the 
opposite actually. Do we have what Wall wants? Of course not, but we’re 
on our way. Most important, we’re going about this the right way. I feel 
very positive about what we have done.”

“OK,” Jason said, “I agree. Now, how the hell could you have said all 
of that without stuttering?”

This time Brian said nothing in response to Jason’s jabs, only smiled 
as if he was indeed rather pleased with the sense that he was accepted 
as part of the group. He felt relaxed with them and the constant bicker-
ing and fighting had from the first taken on the tone of life at home – 
though his aunt seldom called him asshole. He was aware that the days 
and nights of reading and deciphering Vickie’s notes and articles were 
creating a strong bond between them, and his initial apprehensions had 
proven to be baseless.

What surprised Brian the most, however, was Sarah. In the meetings 
with Mr. Wall she came across as a no-nonsense, take-charge kind of 
person, and quick to verbally spar with the best of them. She was what 
Jason labeled as “a fast talker,” the kind of person that normally made 
Brian stutter and feel unsure of himself. Yet with Sarah, it was somehow 
different. Usually girls found him a handy target for ridicule that was 
both mean spirited and cruel. Sarah was different. Sarah ridiculed and 
harassed him unmercifully from morning to night, but her eyes said she 
liked him. 

When Brian looked at the team, he began to see their strengths, and 
what each was able to contribute to the effort. Jason was like a blood-
hound following a trail. Unlike him, Jason was tireless, and did not eas-
ily get discouraged when the latest trail proved to be a dead end. Jason 
could joke about wasted hours and days. He saw the big picture and 
setbacks as part of the thrill of the chase; in fact, joking about things was 
Jason’s standard defense mechanism to keep people from discovering 
how serious and focused he really was about his work.

Several times I was tempted to drop in at the house to see how they 
were doing, but always resisted the temptation; so I planted a mole. I 
asked Daisy to drop off some supplies and some chairs and to see if they 
needed anything. My mole was a reluctant mole and only whetted my 
appetite by providing me with smiles and little else; nevertheless, I de-
duced from her lack of news that things were moving along. If they had 
been goofing off Daisy would have reported that to me – to her mother 
– and to Granny Wall. 
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Chapter Eighteen

Sarah had been right about phoning me. She or Jason phoned about 
something in Vickie’s papers almost every night. Sometimes, about what 
they had found in Vickie’s papers, but more likely, with concerns about 
what they thought was missing. Brian never phoned. Sarah’s phone con-
versations, however, often began with a question or two from Brian, so 
I at least knew he was alive and well – and working. On the phone the 
two displayed distinct personalities that gave me an insight into what to 
expect when we had our meetings. Sarah was all business and without 
chitchat; a bottom-line kind of person. She said what she had to say, and 
made her point. She asked her questions in a crisp decisive voice that 
you seldom find in one so young – and then said goodbye. She seemed, 
at least over the phone, accustomed to being in control of situations, and 
I expected that she was quickly establishing the pecking order with Ja-
son and Brian.  Our near nightly phone conversations were invaluable to 
me because she had a way of sending her own confidence over the wires 
and was always able to restore my wavering confidence in the project 
by pinpointing precisely what it was they were finding significant in the 
readings. 

 Jason was just the opposite. He talked about everything before he 
ever got to the reason for the phone call. It was from Jason that I not only 
learned of their work, but also of their humor, food fights, and their daily 
routine. He always began by asking about me, the family, the weather, 
and then filling me in about what the other two were doing. Only then 
would he back door into the reason for the call, but when he finally did 
work his way to the purpose of the call, he, like Sarah, was all business. 
But with Jason it was always a slow drawn out path to business. You 
almost felt when listening to him talk that he was from some small back-
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water southern town lost in the 1940s. It was not that he had a southern 
accent, at least not exactly; it was just his manner of slow, friendly, and 
wandering conversation. Yes! I guess that’s what it was. He was polite 
– and that jumps out at you in our fast moving, fast-talking times. I won-
dered if he was polite to everyone or just to older people. I answered my 
own question thinking I could not see him being too polite to Brian, or 
to Sarah for that matter; being polite to Sarah, I concluded, would take 
too great a toll on his psychological well-being. One thing was certain; 
he was definitely not a bottom line type of guy. 

After about three or four weeks from the time they had started work-
ing, I received a late night call from Jason. I was at home in my office 
going over some sales figures that Daisy had put together for October. 
After his normal ten minutes of lead-ins, Jason said he was sure there 
had to be more discs or papers because they were finding too many gaps 
in Vickie’s work. He asked if they could contact Mrs. Vickers in Califor-
nia to check on the missing notes, and of course I agreed. I thought it 
would be a great idea for them to establish a link with Dee – good for the 
kids, but even better for Dee. I asked him if he thought they were onto 
something – more hoping than expecting, but he said no to my hopes. 

I thought it would make sense on two levels for them to call Dee – 
first to find out whether in fact there were missing papers, but most of all 
because I wanted them to establish a connection with Dee on a personal 
level. There were insights into Vickie’s work that only she could provide. 
I gave Jason Dee’s number, and he said that they would call the next 
night to see if there were indeed some missing papers. Jason’s call also 
was the prod that I needed to call Dee myself. Getting back into work 
and taking the load off Daisy had caused me to lose some contact with 
Dee. I knew Dee had purchased a condo in a small artsy town north of 
San Francisco and had taken a job in a local art gallery. She said it was at 
best temporary but felt that she could not stay where she had lived with 
Vickie. The new place she said was sterile, cold, but free of his shadow.      

So I turned my desk chair to the window and to the darkness of night 
beyond and placed a call to Dee.  I called California and waited for Dee 
to pick up. As I waited for the connection, I became aware that just out 
the window, the first snowstorm of winter was starting to roll into the 
valley. The storm promised to be one of the knock down varieties that 
come up the coast with its warm temperatures to meet our cold northern 
air. We still had most of the fall leaves on the trees, and with a heavy wet 
snow we were sure to lose some of our old trees. The line was busy and 
stayed busy over several more attempts. Good, I thought to myself, her 
line being busy was a comfort to me for it somehow convinced me that 
she was not alone. Somehow it made me feel less guilty about not having 
talked with her for a week or so. I tried one more time and this time I got 
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the answering machine. I looked at the clock on the desk, it was just past 
nine, an odd time to be going out I thought, then quickly realized that I 
was calling California and that there was a three hour time difference. 
“OK, dummy! Now let’s see if we can untie our shoes before we go to 
bed.” 

I was not too surprised when in a couple of days Dee phoned. It was 
a call that I was anxious to get, yet at the same time one that caused me 
to have some uneasy feelings. It had now been over four months since 
Vickie had died. I wondered how she was coping, for their world had 
been with each other, and now he was gone.  In the first weeks after 
Vickie’s death we phoned each other every few days, but now the calls 
were becoming less and less frequent. I could sense in her voice that she 
was slowly adjusting to a world without Vickie. The joy in her voice was 
missing, but I felt that she was getting on with her grieving. The healing 
process had begun.   

When Dee phoned she told me Jason had called and that they had 
had a nice long chat about the project. She said that his phone voice ap-
peared very pleasant and thoughtful and that he seemed most enthusi-
astic about his work. Dee said Jason talked to her about Vickie as if they 
were all old friends and asked if she were still playing the harp. “He’s 
the very charmer, isn’t he?” she said. I couldn’t help but agree with her 
about Jason but added that his charm and interest seemed to be genuine. 
I asked her how long they were on the phone together, and she said with 
a chuckle, “Long enough for my dinner to get cold. Tom, Jason didn’t 
mention a word about the sinking of the Titanic, but I swear to you that 
he covered every other topic under the sun.” After we had a few more 
laughs about Jason and his family, friends, and early childhood, she let 
me know that Jason had been right about missing papers. She said she 
already located various papers that had been tucked away along with 
some of their furniture in storage, and that it was already boxed and in 
the mail. She also said there were some more boxes that needed to be 
looked through and that if anything of importance were found it would 
be sent right away.

I told Dee that “Project Needle,” the name that the kids assigned to 
the job, would be having its first official meeting tomorrow at the college 
library; at least, that was the last word from Sarah. They had already 
canceled twice so maybe the third time would be the charm. Anyway, 
I promised to bring her up to date on what they had found in Vickie’s 
notes. I told her not to expect too much from these kids, at least not yet, 
that we were really just on the first step. I also said my plan was to give 
them a little rope tomorrow, but intended to yank the rope by the end of 
the session.  I felt it was essential to get their attention and to force them 
to run a little faster. A touch of criticism would do them a world of good.
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The next morning when I woke up, the valley had indeed been hit by 
a winter blizzard, and the forecast was calling for the storm not to pass 
gently through the valley anytime soon. During the night, I had heard 
the trees crackling and snapping from the weight of the wet snow on the 
leaf- covered branches. They had called for two feet of snow, or more, 
if the storm moved slowly, but since weather reporting had become en-
tertainment, I generally divided the projections by two and subtracted 
eight and found that strategy to work pretty well. Yet today my cynicism 
was unwarranted, for one quick look out the bedroom windows showed 
a valley covered in snow with the promise of more to come.

There was a time in my youth that the coming of a snowstorm sig-
naled a day off from school and all the joys that flowed from having a 
bonus day of play.  That was then and this was now. As a businessman a 
snowstorm was a pain in the butt and a rather expensive pain at that. For 
me, it meant cars moved around the lots, lots plowed, canceled service 
calls, and no customers in the show room. On top of that, the apartments 
had their own set of problems. So all in all, the beauty and wonder of 
snow was now generally lost upon me.

 So when Sarah called early that morning, I immediately expected her 
to cancel our meeting, but was pleasantly surprised to hear her say that 
they were indeed ready to meet and merely wanted to know whether I 
would be able to get to the library.  I told her that I thought I could be in 
town by noon and that we could meet as planned at the library. 

When I arrived they were already seated at the table with their lap-
tops, piles of notes, and folders, looking, all in all, rather professional, 
except for Brian, whose attempt at “dressing for the office” showed ef-
fort, but came across as if both he and his clothes had recently taken a 
tumble or two in the dryer. Brian was not a man of fashion. I can put it no 
more politely than that. Brian was all dressed up for the meeting, wear-
ing a plaid sport jacket at a time when no one north of Florida wore plaid 
and certainly no one north of Florida younger than seventy-two wore 
plaid. But there he sat bursting with a visible sense of self-satisfaction, 
ready to do battle. Still, overall, they looked like they were prepared to 
get down to business. Jason greeted me with a smile and a handshake, 
and an inquiry about my family, while Sarah looked up from her papers 
and gave me a nodding “Good afternoon.” I sensed that this meeting 
was probably much more important for them than it was for me. They 
were ready for “show and tell.” Was I?

As I prepared to join them at the table, a series of suddenly amusing 
thoughts flooded over me, not the least of which was what I was try-
ing to do, or better yet, pretending to do. Look at those kids, I thought 
to myself. They appeared so serious, even anxious – even terrified, in 
the case of Brian. I had hired them in the agony of the death of my best 
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friend, committed to a promise that consumed me in the weeks after his 
death to a task that now seemed to me, as I pulled up the chair to join 
them, a fool’s errand. A fool’s errand for all of us, that’s what this was, I 
thought to myself. It was bad enough that I was thinking Barb had been 
right all along, but that my mother was also right now struck me as the 
biggest laugh of all. She would get her miles out of this – at my expense. 
It would be a tab I would have to pay. But before I had time to dwell on 
my stupidity, Sarah placed a small blue book in front of me and said:

“I hope you didn’t have too much trouble driving into town today?”
“No, it was OK, but there must be hundreds of trees down in the 

valley; even here on campus the trees look like they’ve taken a beating. 
I brought the Jeep so I could get through without too much fuss, but ev-
erything’s been canceled – schools, banks downtown, everything. Looks 
like the weather forecast was right on target. I was able, thanks to Mrs. 
Wall, to pick up some doughnuts last night, and she made some coffee. 
Help yourself.” Their professionalism slipped a notch or two at the sight 
of the doughnuts. I wouldn’t want to accuse them of being over eager, 
but I made a mental note that I needed to find out if they were eating 
enough.

  “So what have we here?” I said as I looked down at the notes they 
had prepared for me. The notes were bound in a blue covered folder 
labeled: DVW and Associates.

I could tell right off that Sarah was going to do most of the talking 
because Jason and Brian instantly looked to her to respond to my ques-
tion. Sarah explained to me in very general terms what it was they had 
been working on the last few weeks and then said: “We thought this was 
the best way for us to get started, by going over our notes with you on 
what we have found out about Mr. Vickers. This is the end product of the 
e-mails we have been sending you.”

“Right!” Jason said, “But I think we should start by saying that of all 
the boxes of notes that you gave to us and then the ones Mrs. Vickers just 
sent us – well – so far we have only been through about thirty percent of 
the material. So we still have a long way to go.”

“Yes,” Sarah said, “but I don’t want to put too heavy an emphasis on 
the word ‘only,’ because I’m amazed at how much we have digested in 
a few weeks.”

“Sounds like we’re beginning with an apology, but we’re not!” Jason 
added with an exclamation point. 

I could sense they had rehearsed an opening, but somehow got off 
on the wrong foot and were wallowing around trying to get back on 
track. So I thought I had better help them find their way again. This was 
really their first step out of the world of college and into the world of 
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performance-based employment, and a little help now could reap re-
wards down the road. It was only natural that they might need some 
help getting started. I was about to toss them a softball to help when 
Sarah started to speak.

“Before we turn to our notes let us begin to describe what we have 
found out about your friend. Actually through his writings, he’s begin-
ning to become our friend also. So he is hardly any longer ‘Dr. Vickers’ 
to us. He is Vickie to us, as he was to you.”

For some reason I found that most touching, and could sense a change 
in my relationship with these kids. I was right about Sarah; I had been 
right since the very first day. She was the leader of the group, not only 
because she was sharp with a drill sergeant’s precision but perhaps most 
important, because of the way she swaggered – even while seated. Her 
comment about Vickie revealed a soft side that I had not before seen 
from her. Still, she did not dress “soft.” She dressed with class, not the 
way so many young women dress now, as if they can’t quite figure if 
they are dressing for the office or the prom. She had it figured out; she 
didn’t buy her clothes in State College. I wondered what she had said to 
Brian this morning about plaid. 

“First of all,” Sarah continued, “Vickie was a prolific writer. Brian did 
a brief graph that you’ll find on page four of our notes. The graph in-
dicates the number of months that he wrote beginning on the left, and 
the number of pages on the right. Now these months only cover his first 
years of writing. To this point Mr. Wall, we think we have read every-
thing that Vickie wrote, both in his rough notes, drafts, and his pub-
lished articles. Of course the material that Mrs. Vickers sent us we have 
only just opened, so we don’t really have a clue about what’s in there.  
Still, if Brian is correct, and we’re sure he is, Vickie averaged over that 
span on average just under nine pages a day.”

“Yes, Mr. Wall, that’s on average,” Jason said with a great deal of awe 
in his voice. “That’s a hell of a lot of work. He averaged nine pages a day. 
So there had to be days, and a lot of them, when he whipped off twenty 
or more pages. That’s why there are so many boxes.”

Sarah came back with, “and you have to factor in days for research, 
time with Dee, vacations, goof-off days, and a hundred other distrac-
tions of day-to-day life – and still he averaged nine pages a day. That’s 
unreal! It’s not like he was writing some stupid romance novels or some 
other kind of trash. Almost every thing he wrote was research-based.”

I could sense that the kids were getting up a full head of steam and 
were into their work. It’s easy to pretend enthusiasm, but it’s not so easy 
to pull it off unless it’s genuine. These kids were not faking. What about 
Brian, I wondered. He just sat there, saying nothing, although his body 



157

language and, in particular, his eyes, spoke for him. Yes! Even Brian was 
involved.

Sarah continued, “Now, about these nine pages. We certainly have 
not found the needle, nor did we expect to this early into the project. 
Still, what we are starting to find out about Vickie is most interesting. 
Did you know, for example, that Vickie played the harp?”

“Yeah, I knew as a kid that he messed around with it. I don’t think he 
really played it. It belonged to his mother. They had one in the house. 
Now you kids have probably never been to Mill Gate, but if you can 
imagine a small town and then imagine the excitement of the townies 
finding out the new kid in town, a boy-kid, played the harp…. But I di-
gress. Sorry. His mother was very good at playing the harp, but I never 
thought he really played. Did he write about it?”

“No, but we found the tape they made together. He and his wife.”
“They made a tape. When? With Dee?”
“Yes, we found a copy in with the notes,” Jason said, “I believe it was 

recorded just a couple of years after they were married, of course, have 
to confirm that with Mrs. Vickers. Now this isn’t just a homemade tape 
– this was done in a studio, by professionals, and released. We want to 
find out how many copies were sold and whether it was their only tape. 
I’m looking through the Internet, but so far nothing. I have only located 
a few copies floating around of one recording.”

In the back of my mind, I could hear Jason telling me about the tape, 
and the kind of music they played, but my mind had wandered back to 
the other times that Vickie floored me. Like when I first discovered that 
he had lived in Paris and that he spoke French. And then again, when I 
found out that he also spoke German, and when I learned he had a com-
puter, and now he was doing it to me again. He was a musician. I smiled 
to myself, as I came back to this world of Jason describing the songs, 
thinking Vickie had done it to me again.

“Well, there you go,” I said as I interrupted Jason. “That’s pure Vickie. 
He never was one to toot his own horn.”

“Or – in this-ss case – pluck – his own – s-strings.” Brian said with a 
laugh breaking out across his doughnut-sugared face.

As a group, I think we almost broke our collective necks as we sud-
denly bolted a look toward Brian. He seemed to be rather pleased with 
his contribution. It was a wonderful opportunity to sit back and enjoy the 
moment, and each other. Sarah quickly reached over to Brian and gave 
him a pinch, and he responded with a yelp that I took to be a rather nor-
mal exchange between the two of them. It was obvious to me that Sarah 
liked to pinch; it was equally obvious that Brian liked to be pinched; and 
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even more obvious was that their transition into adulthood was not yet 
complete. Sarah was done pinching. 

Sarah was a tough taskmaster and soon made certain that we got back 
to work by again returning to Vickie’s writings. “You know, Mr. Wall, 
while we haven’t found anything that would warrant what you are pay-
ing us….”

“At least to this point,” Jason quickly added.
“Yes, to this point,” Sarah continued, “we have found pretty much 

what we were expecting to find this early in our research. Except in one 
area.”

“And what is that?” I said.
“First, let me ask you this question – how much of Vickie did you read 

before we came on board? You said that you spent weeks after Vickie 
died with his material. How much did you read?”

“I can’t really say I read very much of anything. I looked over some 
of his articles, but no, I can’t really say I read very much. Just enough to 
know that it was a mountain I couldn’t climb. At least not on my own. 
But go ahead. You were about to tell me what you found.”

“The most interesting thing is that he wrote about everything. His 
interests were universal.”

“Precisely!” Jason interjected. I had a feeling that Jason often interrupt-
ed Sarah, a fact that I didn’t think she would find all too pleasing. “He 
wrote about Italian ice cream, hiking in the deserts of Arizona, living on 
canal barges in France, about the making of thatch for cottages in Ireland, 
ancient ruined temples in Mexico, and a thousand more topics. So far we 
have identified over twenty articles that we have labeled as “Environmen-
tal” and a dozen or more under our heading of “World Politics.”

“And – others – we listed as – ’Fun.’”
 “Yes, that’s right, but we’ll deal with those separately or maybe not at 

all. Mr. Wall, it’s the other ones, the more serious topics that demand our 
time.  Now back to our topic. When he wrote about Turkey they lived in 
Turkey and when he wrote about glacial erosion they lived in Greenland. 
He didn’t write from a desk in an office far removed from his subject; what 
we’re finding is that most of his writings came from in-depth, on-site re-
search. They must have lived out of a suitcase for years at a time.

“But remember, he wrote a number of years before he met Dee.”
“Of course, I forgot about that.”
“Also, Mr. Wall, he often went where he probably shouldn’t have 

gone – and not always, but often enough, Dee went with him.” Sarah 
added.
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“Give me some examples?”
“Sure, one example is their travel to Palestine. This was the exception 

I spoke about a moment ago. He and Dee spent a considerable amount of 
time in Palestine; how they did that, holding American passports, I don’t 
yet understand. They could have gone from Canada or from most other 
countries, but I think it would still show up on their passports when 
they got back into the US.  Not many Americans get approval to live in 
Palestine. But we’ll have to find out exactly how they did work out some 
of their travels.”

“Come to think of it there was some mention about Israel in one of 
your last e-mails.”

“Yes, this has been our latest area of research,” Sarah said. “So late 
that we almost canceled this meeting.” 

“I’m almost certain Dee was not with him, but we can check that out 
with her later.” Jason said.

“No – they were – in Palestine – together. Remember she worked in 
the hospital.”

“That’s right, I remember, of course.”
“The interesting point is that what he wrote while in Palestine, if mea-

sured on a political spectrum, would fall on the far left side of the spec-
trum, that is, he was very liberal.”

“Environmentally liberal also.” 
“Yes, of course. And also when he published his articles about life in 

Palestine he did not use his own name. He wrote under the name Gilbert 
Radbourne.”

“Gilbert Radbourne,” I said, as if that name was calling itself up from 
the past. “Gilbert Radbourne,” I repeated. “But go ahead with your sto-
ry. I’m sure that name’s kicking around in there somewhere; just can’t 
get it out right away.”

They went on to describe a young Vickie and Dee, soon after they 
were married, living and working in poor villages in Palestine. 

“For some months,” Jason said, “they lived in a small war-torn 
concrete shell of a house in Gaza with a young Palestinian family that 
took them not merely into their home, but also into their family. While 
Vickie spent his days writing about what it was like to live under Israeli 
occupation, Dee went off to volunteer in an understaffed and poorly 
equipped Palestinian hospital, a hospital that had a greater chance of 
being bombed by American-made Israeli airplanes than of healing the 
sick. People, Palestinian people, died in the hospitals where Dee worked. 
They died because of the lack of medicines and operating equipment 
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that were all readily obtainable in the Israeli hospitals just a few streets 
away; they died because they were Palestinians. They died because they 
were voiceless, because they were forgotten – at least by America.”

“Mr. Wall, they died because they could not get medicine, medicine 
that was readily available in Israeli hospitals just a few moments away. 
Medicines that Israelis, with American support, blocked from reaching 
the Palestinian hospitals.”

“Is that true, Jason?”
“Yes sir, that’s true. Not because Mr. Vickers reported it, or because 

that’s what his research supported, but because that is just a well-known 
fact. This is a fact that is played out in the lives of the Palestinians day 
after day. Americans may hear this, but they don’t take it in; we don’t 
realize that for every child in Palestine that dies for a lack of medicine, 
medicines we, by our foreign policies, deny to the Palestinians, a new 
and deadly seed of hate is planted to be harvested at our own peril. We 
need to understand that there is a direct correlation between our policies 
and terrorism. Those policies are not to our advantage. Mr. Wall, Ameri-
cans have died needlessly because Palestinians have died needlessly.” 

“You said you found it interesting that Vickie was a liberal, or wrote 
as a liberal – or something like that. Why would that be so interesting?”

“We had you pegged as some kind of conservative,” Jason said with 
a smile that was at least quizzical, if not damning.

“Yes, and assumed your friend would be also. But we may have 
jumped the gun on that.”

“No, you’re right, although I’m sure I couldn’t define either. As for 
Vickie, well I’m not so sure. Can you be both? On issues like these, does 
it really matter whether you are liberal or conservative?” I asked, but the 
questions died in the air.

As they told me about what Vickie wrote I had to frequently interrupt 
with a question or two. “Why did he use the name Radbourne and not 
Vickers?”

Sarah said that she was not sure, but it probably had to do with the 
fear of being blacklisted at home. That was one of the questions they had 
for Dee. They said that the pro-Israeli press is a nut-cruncher and that 
you will very seldom read articles favorable to the Palestinians, at least, 
in American papers or magazines. Not even in our scholarly journals. 
Reports are always written in the US press standing behind the Israeli 
tanks, not in front of them. Few reporters tell the story from the Pal-
estinian viewpoint. Sarah said that was especially true when American 
reporters photographed Palestinians. When we do photograph Palestin-
ians, it’s usually when they are throwing rocks, or burning the American 



161

flag in some demonstration. We seldom report about the bombs that fall 
on their houses, or that their schools have been closed, or about the times 
when they’re thrown in prison camps and disappear for years. And nev-
er do we ask why these stories are not reported. 

“Sorry, Mr. Wall, but the more we have been reading about this mad-
ness, the angrier we’ve become. Sorry.”

“Why sorry?”
“Because we promised ourselves, and you, that we would not inject 

our voice into the meeting and my anger was my voice, my emotion. 
Vickie did not write his stories with anger.”

“That’s right, Sarah. I never really thought about that. When he wrote 
about life in Palestine he wrote with....”

“Sadness,” Brian said in his own sad voice. 
“We have been reading about Palestine pretty much day and night for 

the last week or so, and I think we have OD’d on it to be perfectly blunt 
with you,” replied Jason. “You see, Mr. Wall, we – and I don’t mean just 
the three of us but Americans in general – are used to reading a ster-
ile and whitewashed account of events from that part of the world. We 
don’t get the full story, just the Israeli side, and it’s the horrors of life – 
and the tragedies of death that we have been reading, stories that don’t 
get reported or, at best, are under reported.” 

“What did you mean by, ‘the US press standing behind Israeli tanks’? 
I don’t understand.”

“Just this” Sarah continued, “American reporters go to Israel to write 
their stories; they stay in four star Israeli hotels, go to Israeli beaches and 
soak up the sun, and then at night dine al-fresco in beautiful Israeli res-
taurants while being treated like royalty. The following morning when 
the Israeli’s launch their next attack on the Palestinians, coming right 
behind the tanks are the US reporters filing their next story. They wear 
their fatigues and flak jackets for the cameras to send the images back 
home, but that story is always filed from the vantage point of the Israeli 
army – always behind the Israeli tanks. Seldom, if ever, do American 
reporters spend the night in Palestine or file the story while facing Israeli 
tanks. The media, especially the American media, ignores the struggles 
of every day life of the Palestinian people, and to understand the root 
causes of terrorism we need to have a better understanding of that life. 
No reporter wrote about the Palestinian children terrorized that day as 
the tanks, American-made tanks, destroyed their impoverished commu-
nities.”

“I don’t think there are hotels in Palestine.”
“Yeahhh, the Pal-es-tine Hil-ton.” 
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 I think I stepped on Brian’s little joke, but I wanted to get back to 
Vickie, and asked, “OK, but are you telling me that Vickie was living 
with terrorists? I don’t believe that,” I said after thinking about what 
they were saying. 

“No, not terrorists, just Palestinian families.”
“More than one family?”
“Yes, they lived with several over a number of months – probably 

four or five months. In fact, one of his articles touched on that very point. 
One was called – the name escapes me, but it’s in the notes. Give me a 
minute and I’ll find it,” Sarah mumbled as she looked through the notes. 
As she was looking, Brian said:

“Sarah, the – name of the article – was ‘I Love My Son.’ Our notes on 
– the – article are on – pages thirty-two to thirty-six.”

“That’s it! Thanks Brian,” Sarah said as she nodded to Brian.
“What was the article about?” I asked.
“Here, I’ve got our notes,” Jason said. “Give me a second. OK. I re-

member now. Help me out guys, but, Mr. Wall, the thrust of the article 
centered on the misperception about who a terrorist is.”

“Who’s a terrorist? Fudge! Well that seems a pretty easy call to make, 
at least for me. Any crazy Arab fanatic that puts a bomb around his 
waist, and then goes and gets on a bus and blows himself up – and fifty 
innocent women and children. That’s a terrorist. They don’t value life; a 
bunch of crazy fanatics is what they are. Well that seems to fit the bill for 
me. They’re all religious freaks!”

“That was exactly Vickie’s point, Mr. Wall, about terrorism.” Jason 
said. “Mr. Wall, your definition is classic. We have been taught to see 
that person as crazy, as an Arab, or a Muslim, and most certainly as a fa-
natic, and then we wrap it all up and call it Islam. Mr. Wall, before I read 
that article and Vickie’s other articles on the Middle East, I probably had 
the same definition of a terrorist that you just expressed. We have been 
taught – to our disadvantage – to see Palestinians as terrorists, when in 
fact they are just like us.”

“Me – too. I thought – the – sa-me way.” Brian added.
“I felt the same way,” echoed Sarah, “only, I’m still a little unsure, but 

I’m starting to be convinced by Vickie’s arguments. At least so far, I’m 
uncertain, but the more I keep an open mind, the more sense he is start-
ing to make. Still I have a long way to go on that one.”

“Fudge you say! They’re not like me or anyone I know. That’s for sure!”
“In, I Love My Son, Vickie interviewed over a hundred families in 

Palestine and Lebanon,” Jason continued.
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“And – also – in Syria.” Brian said.
“Yes, that’s right, in Syria also. We have all his written notes and his 

articles, but we don’t have many of his audiotapes. Dee is looking for 
them, but so far no luck.”

“You know, Mr. Wall, Vickie talked to people – mothers, whose sons 
were suicide bombers. He and Dee ate with them, lived in their houses, 
went to their weddings – and sometimes to their funerals. They were just 
people – people like you and your family.”

 I felt my blood start to boil and my blood pressure went up a notch or 
two. “No, I don’t buy that. They’re killers!” I said with more than a bit of 
fire in my voice. “What are you kids telling me – that Vickie was living 
with terrorists; supporting terrorists? That he was sympathetic to terror-
ism? I will never believe that. What are you trying to make Vickie out to 
be? You didn’t know him! He was not a crazy man! He was as solid as a 
rock. He would never think that stuff!”

Jason seemed as if he was about to respond when all of a sudden, 
Sarah stood up, moved around the room to face me from behind a tall 
wooden conference chair.  With her hands gripping the top-most rung of 
the chair as if to squeeze it into saw dust, she said, with a voice that was 
getting a little edgy, “First of all, Mr. Wall, we are not kids.  We are pro-
fessionals, doing a professional job, and doing it very well, I might add. 
On another point, we are telling you nothing. We are telling you nothing! 
It is critical for you to understand that when we started on this project 
the three of us agreed that we would never offer our opinions, either 
individually or collectively, unless we prefaced our comments by telling 
you that a particular point was our opinion. As much as possible, we 
wanted Vickie to speak for himself. What we have said so far is what we 
believe Vickie would have said to you, if he were here. As much as pos-
sible, in our notes and in our discussions with you, we have been most 
careful in speaking Vickie’s words. Of course, you’re right about us not 
knowing Vickie, at least not the way you knew him. Perhaps we’ll never 
know him like that, but also I think we’re finding a side of Mr. Vickers 
that few people knew. A side of Vickie that even you didn’t know.”

Jason broke in just as Sarah was getting up a full head of steam, say-
ing, “That’s the single most important reason for us canceling our first 
meetings. We couldn’t figure out how to keep our voice out of the pre-
sentation. We didn’t yet know Vickie well enough to meet with you. 
Now we think we do.”

Sarah had the ball again and looked at me with resolution and said, 
“And finally, Mr. Wall, you went off like a rocket. You got too far ahead 
of us, and jumped to a conclusion that we are at this time not able to 
support. But if you permit us to tell you about the rest of the articles on 
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Palestine, then I’m certain you will see a side to Vickie that might just 
not only be new, but also very exciting. Mr. Wall, we are ready to handle 
almost any question you can throw at us; but we are not prepared at this 
time to handle any judgments. Judgments and evaluations will have to 
come later. Much later!  So please, just keep an open mind; listen to what 
Vickie had to say.”

Brian shot out with a most demonstrative, “Nail it – Sarah!”
This made all of us break out in a series of laughs and broke the ten-

sion that had been building between us. I thought to myself that that was 
likely to be the best comment of the day and, stealing a quick look over 
at Brian, I could sense that he would agree with my assessment. 

“Mr. Wall, the stories of the Palestinians that Vickie wrote about were 
stories that he lived,” Sarah continued. “The families that the Vickers 
lived with suffered greatly. Not for a day, or a week, or even a year, but 
for a lifetime. For a lifetime, back almost sixty years. We still refer to 
those places where the Palestinians live as refugee camps. It’s almost in-
comprehensible what agony American foreign policy has caused in Pal-
estine.  A policy that likely is not known or understood by one American 
in a thousand, because the media doesn’t cover that story. Camps don’t 
last sixty years, Mr. Wall. Vickie stood beside them when armored bull-
dozers came rumbling down the streets one morning and leveled their 
homes. In one day, more than fifteen hundred people – men, women, 
and children, young and old, became homeless. Why? Because they were 
helpless. Because they were Palestinians. The bulldozers were made in 
America. The homes were the homes of the poor. The Palestinians didn’t 
live in them by choice, but of necessity until they could go back to their 
land, land that the Israeli’s have taken. Homes that they were driven out 
of a lifetime ago. There will not be peace in America until there is peace 
in Palestine. They did not leave their homes and villages willingly or 
peacefully but were driven out forcibly by Israeli soldiers. The Ameri-
can press refers to them as refugee camps, but they are slum towns and 
cities thrown up by people who are trying to survive – trying to get on 
with their wretched lives of enforced poverty. They are towns and cities 
– but towns without control of their own infrastructure, like water and 
schools and roads. And what’s more, every slum town is the direct result 
of failed American policies. They live in hell, but they dream of home – 
their home. Palestine.”

Sarah paused, and then began again, “They are accused of wanting 
to wipe Israel off the map. Look at today’s map – do you see Palestine? 
Where is it? It has been wiped off the map!” 

 As Sarah caught her breath, Jason picked up the theme and ran with 
it. “The mother of one family that the Vickers lived with, a refugee fam-
ily of three generations, living in a shell of a house across the Israeli 
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border in Lebanon, did have a son, who was – who became – what 
we call a suicide bomber, but she loved her son in anguish by another 
name. To her, he was a victim, a martyr, a hero. Her love for her son 
was a mother’s love. It was bountiful and joyous, and it had been 
born in hope – but he lived a life without hope, and she lived to see 
the dreams of her son crushed by Israeli brutality. All her life she had 
planned for her son to enter the university, to make something of 
himself, and to raise a family. Her son’s life however was crushed by 
dark repressions that crushed his dreams and his hopes of a life with 
dignity. The Israelis closed the universities to her son, denied him 
the dignity of work, and forced him, jobless, out onto the streets. Do 
you understand, Mr. Wall? There are no jobs for Palestinians – this 
mother described her son as proud, as a man who refused to live his 
life in a concentration camp. His life under Israeli occupation was 
a life of enforced poverty, poverty that was all consuming, that left 
him, and thousands like him, seeking explanations and justice – and 
if not justice, then revenge. We would not tolerate keeping animals 
in zoos the way we have kept Palestinians in camps – poverty by Is-
raeli design, supported by American might. Nothing grows in such a 
place except hatred and revenge. His was a life that offered no hope 
of the love of a woman, of children, of peace. His future was misery. 
He was trapped in his poverty. Mr. Wall, only action born of despera-
tion offered him the hope of revenge. He became a freedom fighter, 
a revolutionary, and eventually, a martyr. He blew himself up, and 
other people, whom we call innocent Israeli citizens, because those 
same innocent Israelis were systematically destroying his life and the 
lives of millions of innocent Palestinians.” 

“But to fight like a coward,” I said. “No man does that. I mean, to 
blow yourself up. That’s mad. And no mother permits it.”

“The Palestinians are being killed, exterminated, by the Israelis, slow-
ly but surely. If he was going to die, his mother said that he insisted on 
choosing the time and place. And the innocents that he killed were the 
same innocents that launched the jets and sent the tanks against his vil-
lage, that killed his younger sister.”

“There are – very few – innocents – in the Middle East.
“Mr. Wall, you say they fight like cowards, that their bombs are the 

weapons of cowards. Remember they are not permitted to have any kind 
of military protection, no guns, no tanks, no ships, or planes – nothing. 
America provides the means for Israel to defend itself, and refuses that 
same right to the Palestinians. So it’s hardly right to call them cowards. 
Actually, in much of the world, they are seen as heroes, fighting a heroic 
battle. Vickie said: ‘When life seemed to offer no hope for his friend, 
hope was born again in acts of desperation.’”
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 “I agree – to a point, Mr. Wall”, said Sarah. “I understand what you 
are saying and feeling, but listen to what Vickie asks of you in return. 
Just wipe the slate clean for a moment. Set aside all the hatred and bias 
that you and I – all of us – have been taught to hold against the Middle 
East. Look at the Palestinians, the way Vickie saw them. Remember, he 
lived with them. He lived with them for months, not just with one fam-
ily, but several families, all experiencing the same humiliation of occupa-
tion and betrayal. Mr. Vickers never saw them, the Palestinians, that is, 
as innocents. There is guilt and blame enough to go around. But we’ll get 
to all of that later. For now, just listen to what your friend had to say. And 
remember our hatred of the Palestinian people (or Muslims or Arabs or 
whatever name is now the current name of scorn) has been taught to us 
day by day, slowly, carefully, relentlessly, over many years and long be-
fore 9/11. The blame and the guilt rest not with the American people but 
with those who are teaching us to hate. Mr. Vickers drew time and again 
upon the nature of the American culture, upon the American people – 
and you know – hating doesn’t fit us very well. Mr. Wall, it’s not part 
of the American Dream. The times in our history when we have been 
taught to hate, we have all lived to regret it. It’s contrary to who we are.”

“OK, fair enough. I’ll shut up and just listen, but Israel is our ally. 
They’re a democratic country.”

“Wait a minute! What about those rockets? They have rockets don’t they?”
Sarah, as usual, being polite – or was it condescending – said, “Yes 

the Palestinians do have rockets, not very many, not very accurate, and 
not very intimidating, but that is really the point we want to make – our 
presidents, or Congress, yell to the media and the media picks it up and 
runs with the story that there can be no peace in the Middle East until the 
Palestinians are disarmed.”

“Do you get the irony in that, Mr. Wall? It’s a bad joke.”
“What is? I don’t get it. I’m sorry. I don’t see the joke.”
“We demand that the Palestinians disarm, when they have one thou-

sandth of the firepower of Israel. Israel can have all the weapons they 
want. They have over two hundred nuclear bombs – two hundred plus 
everything that we give them from our own weapon supplies. That’s the 
joke. The whole world weeps at our humor when we demand the Pales-
tinians disarm, and then we load up the Israeli military.”

“Then the punch line is that we argue that Israel has the right to de-
fend itself but never say that the Palestinians have the same right of self-
defense.”

“It’s important to remember, Mr. Wall, that we have been taught to 
hate by a press that has a vital interest in having us hate Palestinians. 
And Muslims in general.”
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“It is d-diffi-cult to un-learn an un-truth.”
“What?”
“What Brian is saying is critical, Mr. Wall. He’s saying that month 

after month, year after year through the media, we have been pounded 
over and over again with untruths.”

“You mean lies,” I whispered.
“If you prefer,” Jason responded.
“Give me one example.”
“OK, but before I do let me ask you a question, a very generic ques-

tion. Mr. Wall, do you generally believe what you read in the newspa-
pers or what you hear on TV to be accurate? To be truthful?”

“Sometimes, not always.”
“Is that a ‘Yes’ or a ‘No,’ Mr. Wall?”
“Sounds like a ‘No’ to me. I don’t imagine very many people do be-

lieve much of what comes out of the media.”
“Now for your example: Do you believe that Muslims hate Christians?”
“This is a trick question, isn’t it? This is a setup?”
“No, not at all.”
“OK. I think I do believe that Muslims hate Christians.”
“There’s your example of what Brian was saying. That’s an untruth.”
“Now you have to know a little bit about doughnut face over there,” 

Jason stated quite philosophically, as he looked at Brian. “You see, Brian 
puts ‘un’ in front of almost everything – like unnice, unpretty, unfunny 
– sorry. I got carried away.”

“Un – coool.”
“But Muslims do hate Christians,” I said. “That’s a fact that everyone 

knows. Right?”
 “Crazy people are everywhere. There are crazy Muslims, there are 

crazy Finns, there are crazy Nigerians, and crazies in Michigan. There’re 
no more crazy Arabs than crazy Americans. Now the numbers of crazies 
per culture is probably pretty much evenly distributed, but the number 
of desperate or angry or hopeless people, well, that’s a different story. 
Hate is a creation. Mr. Wall, hate is created, and in the case of the people 
that Vickie lived with, it’s created by intolerable and unjust conditions.”

“But they do hate us, Jason?”
“Wrong! That lie has killed tens of thousands in the last few years. It’s 

like telling a lie so often, that it becomes the truth. Of course Muslims 
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don’t hate Christians, but repeated again and again it becomes a truth 
that leads to another lie – that Christians hate Muslims.

“Lies deliberately repeated until they slowly seep into your very be-
ing. Who gains by such lies?”

“Are you asking me?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know.”
“Mr. Wall, your friend certainly knew that America does not gain by 

such lies. Vickie knew that many of America’s brave young soldiers die 
because of that lie.”

With that, we collectively leaned back in our chairs, as if scripted and 
sat silently staring at the truth. In my own moment of silence, locked in 
my own space, I became overwhelmed by my limitations. All my adult 
life, I had been comfortable with my limitations. I was not a big fish, but 
a good size fish in a very small pond – and knowing that, I was content-
ed. My vision of the world had never extended beyond my valley. What 
was Vickie saying? What was he asking?

Sarah began to sort through the notes, looking for a particular pas-
sage in one of Vickie’s articles. She asked the others for help finding the 
piece on “fair and balanced”. “Remember, the one that took the shot at 
Fox.” Brian thought it was in the article about the library in Ramala. 
Again, he was right on the mark and had us turn to page fifty-one.

Sarah found the page and led us through the point Vickie made in the 
article. 

“Look, Mr. Wall, Vickie is telling us that when we say we’re ‘fair and 
balanced,’ that doesn’t necessarily make it so. Fair and balanced is not giv-
ing five minutes to an Israeli spokesperson and then giving five minutes 
to a Palestinian. It doesn’t mean writing one story about Israel and one 
about Palestine. Vickie said the imbalance is not just in media coverage, 
although that is overwhelming; Vickie said the imbalance permeates all of 
our relationships with people and governments in the Middle East.” 

“Why don’t we ever see movies about the Middle East, about Pales-
tine or Iraq or Iran?”

“Maybe they don’t make movies,” I said.
“Oh, they make them. They just can’t get them shown – they get 

blocked in distribution. We can’t even show them on TV.”
“Is that true? You mean we don’t show their movies or we can’t?”
“Yes sir, that’s true. Now the answer to your second question, Mr. 

Wall, is we mean both don’t and can’t, but what is most important is that 
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we can’t show their movies. Can’t show them in your local theater, and 
most certainly you can’t see their movies on TV. That just won’t happen, 
period.”

Sarah looked up from the notes and said, “You know, Mr. Wall, Vick-
ie wrote that you can’t go to war against terrorism. That statement is so 
simplistic it almost sounds naïve, but it isn’t naïve – it’s powerful, and 
it’s true.  Terrorism is not contained within boundaries, nor is it found in 
any of the world’s great religions. Terrorism is rooted in desperation. You 
don’t go to war against terrorism. That just creates more terrorism, and 
certainly more terrorists, if in fact they are terrorists. In the last few years, 
we have not lessened the number of terrorists but have just created more 
and more. To eliminate terrorism you must first eliminate desperation.”    

“Yes, we have been taught to hate. On 9/11, we paid a costly price.”
“One of the points that Mr. Vickers makes time and again is that we 

need to learn to overcome the imbalance in news reporting. Out of a 
thousand articles, radio talk shows, and TV reporting on the Middle 
East, 98 percent or more are pro-Israeli, and therefore by definition are 
anti-Palestinian and anti-Muslim. Vickie was sure this imbalance was 
not only harmful for the Palestinians but also, even more important, 
harmful for America. American reporters go everywhere in the world to 
follow the story. Everywhere except to Palestine.”

Jason turned to me and said that he had a set up question that was 
not from Vickie, but that he was flying solo on this. I could tell that Sarah 
wasn’t too pleased, but he was into it now, so she let him go. He asked if 
I repaired cars, knowing full well that was part of what I did. Giving him 
his sought after “Yes,” he then made his point.

“Mr. Wall, could you operate your shop using just a pair of pliers? 
Could you repair the cars with just pliers?”  

“Of course not.”
“Of course not.” He reiterated. “You would need tens of thousands of 

dollars worth of equipment and skilled mechanics, and a steady stream 
of parts. But that is exactly what we are demanding the Palestinians do. 
America is demanding that the Palestinians build a stable and viable 
government, without resources, without boundaries, without money, 
without income – without anything to make success possible. The Pales-
tinians cannotcontrol borders, currency, health care, imports, sanitation, 
roads....”

“OK, Jason, he’s got the idea.”
 “Is that true? Is all that true about Palestine?” I questioned.
“Actually, Jason made an excellent point. I think Vickie would have 

found Jason to be right on the mark.”
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Sarah went on to say how American policies, over the last thirty years, 
had consistently blamed the Palestinian authorities for their failures to 
achieve stability, when the facts are, we have placed every conceivable 
obstacle in their way. We are forcing the Palestinians to play a game that 
they can’t win. She pointed out that Vickie had shown the link between 
our failed policies and terrorism.

“And remember our policies in the Middle East have failed America. 
Why do you think over two hundred Marines died in Lebanon? Not 
because they, whoever they happen to be, hated Americans, but because 
they hated what the Israeli’s have done to Lebanon with American-made 
planes and tanks. American weapons and policies have been very help-
ful to Israel – but disastrous to America.”

“The – tail that – waggggs the – dog.”  
“Mr. Wall, to this point in our research, and here we are offering an 

opinion, we have found no evidence that Mr. Vickers wrote these articles 
on Palestine because of some predisposition to, or love for, the Pales-
tinians; and it is equally important that you understand that there isn’t 
even an ounce of anti-Semitism in Mr. Vickers body. Mr. Wall, it is critical 
that you understand that point. On the other hand, there is mounting 
evidence that Mr. Vickers was a dyed-in-the-wool American patriot. We 
think a little seed called baseball planted that love, but we’ll hold off on 
that judgment for now. ”

“He – wrote poe-try a – bout Amer-ica.”
“Yes, Brian, but not now. We’ll save that for later.”
“He wrote poetry? You’re kidding.”
“No, Mr. Wall, we just came across it yesterday. We haven’t even had 

a chance to do anything more then take a quick peek at the poems. We 
don’t know where they fit into his work, so we can’t comment on it right 
now. 

Jason seemed like he was about to raise his hand, but then just hopped 
in, saying, “And not all the families were just in Gaza. The Vickers also 
lived with a family on the West Bank, another time, with a family in 
Lebanon.”

  “Now is it right,” Sarah argued, “that Israel attacks your family with 
rocket planes, helicopters, and tanks, and you, the Palestinians, are only 
permitted to have rocks and sticks? Have you ever seen a Palestinian 
tank? A Palestinian airplane? With what are they supposed to defend 
themselves? Nothing! They have been denied the dignity of self-defense. 
Once in awhile they are able to get outdated hand launched rockets, but 
basically they’re jokes. They have nothing to defend themselves with 
except rocks and stones.”
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“Except – their own – bodies,” said Brian, in a rather hushed voice.
“That’s right, we make them use their own bodies as their only weap-

on, and then we call them crazy,” said Sarah.
 “Gilbert Radbourne, Gilbert Radbourne, I know who he was. Fudge! 

That son-of-a-gun!”
“What?”
“Gilbert Radbourne” I said again, “I know who he was, and why 

Vickie took that name. He’s a name from out of our past that I haven’t 
thought about for half a lifetime. When we were kids together in Mill 
Gate, we used to go together to this old sport store in town that was a 
kind of meeting place for a bunch of the old crackers. One of the men 
was named Radbourne, a bony-thin wisp of a man. To make a long story 
short, the owner of the store, the town sage, Mr. Nichols sent Vickie and 
me on a search to solve a mystery. It had to do with a WWII statue in 
the center of town. On the statue was a plaque with all the names of the 
local boys that died in the war. I think Gilbert was the Christian name 
of the young boy, and not the name of the father. The young baseball-
soldiers died in battle. And I think Gilbert died at Normandy. On the 
beach. Vickie took the name of a baseball player.”

“Wow!” Brian said, “That’s some – story.”
“Sarah, I’m going to switch gears for a moment and go back to some-

thing that Mr. Wall said a while back, if that’s OK with you – it will just 
take a minute or two.”

“OK, Jason.”
Jason took us back to a statement that I had made about Israel being 

a democratic country. The kids knew so much more about history and 
world events, that I had purposely been cautious in not saying too much 
that would reveal how little I knew. This was a habit, or a trick, that I had 
used most of my life as a way of protecting myself from being exposed 
as being two or three points below average. It generally worked for me, 
but on Israel being a democratic country, a judgment I thought was very 
safe, I suspected that Jason might pull the rug out from under me.

Jason began easily enough, “Mr. Wall, Israel is a democratic country 
– if you’re Jewish; like South Africa was a democratic country if you 
happened to be white. Sure it has all the trappings of a democracy with 
elections and a parliament but to have it work for you, you had better 
be Jewish. It is basically a political-military Jewish state. It has nothing 
to do with a historical or Biblical Israel and is only minimally linked to 
the principles of democracy. Can someone from China move to Israel, or 
someone from Ireland, or someone from Nigeria, or someone from any 
one of the countries of the world? Yes, if you’re Jewish; no, if you’re not. 
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Democracies don’t work like that. What rights do you have if you were 
born in Israel but are not Jewish? You have the rights of a second-or-third 
class citizen. Democracies don’t work like that. So our media refers to 
Israel as a democracy, but it’s not an accurate label. It is a theocracy, or 
culture-ocracy.

“Some-thhhing like putting a M-mercedes badge on a Pontiac”
“Is that true?”
“Yes sir. Using Brian’s example, and it bugs the hell out of me to use it, 

but if you put a Mercedes badge on a Pontiac, people would question your 
motives, but with Israel, we don’t question, we just go with the flow.”

“But in the Old Testament, in Deuteronomy, it says....”
“Yes, but that’s just the point, this is not the Israel of Moses, this is not 

the promised land of the Bible, but only some European-Zionist creation 
of the 1940s. It is the last creation of European imperialism – and it is 
resulting in the death of thousands of Americans.”

“Right, but let’s get back to the point that we were making before we 
lose it,” Sarah continued. “The point is that Vickie presented three major 
points in his Palestinian articles. These were points that Mr. Vickers felt 
we in America had either misunderstood about the Arab-Israeli conflict, 
or else had based our positions on erroneous and misguided informa-
tion. These points were made time and again and form the core ideas of 
his Palestinian work. Now, Mr. Wall, if you will turn to page eighteen in 
our notes.”

“Sarah, before we go to our notes,” Jason interjected, “I think we 
should establish one or two ground rules about reading and interpreting 
the notes we made.”

“Right, I forgot. Go ahead, Jason. Lay them out.”
“Right. First, everything that we have found out about Vickie, to this 

point, indicates that he was a first-class experienced and meticulous re-
searcher. He let the facts in his story speak for themselves. He had no 
agenda, other than the story itself; and was independent almost to the 
point of being a loner.” 

“Get to – the – the – point, Egghead.”
Again, I thought Brian put the cherry on top. The kids were really 

starting to impress me with their own research and what they were find-
ing out about Vickie. Even more impressive, at least to me, was how 
organized they were in their presentation. I was beginning to wonder if 
this, after all, was really going to be the needle that we were all looking 
for, and maybe I wasn’t wasting tons of money on a fool’s errand. Before 
I could think about how important this might be to the project, Jason was 
shifting into second gear.
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“The second point, or ground rule, Mr. Wall, is really directed to you. 
If you open up your note folder you can quickly see that everything is 
color coded, and cross-referenced. Everything that we have taken direct-
ly from Vickie’s writings is in 18-point black type. All our summations 
of his major points, on the other hand, are in 18-point red type. And at 
the bottom of most pages, when needed, are our analyses and evalua-
tions. So, if it is written in black then it’s always Mr. Vickers speaking. 
If you look at our notes you will see that we rarely have him speak in 
one-liners, but rather in lengthy passages, so that he will generally not 
be presented to you out of context. The lone exception is when you read 
the 20-point green type bullets that you requested, then that is us con-
densing major themes or points that Vickie had made that we wanted 
you to focus upon.” 

“We know you wanted all our notes in bullets,” said Sarah, “but if 
we cut every thing down to just bullets we were afraid our notes would 
be, not only superficial, but misleading as well.” Sarah had stopped as if 
waiting for someone to respond.

“That’s fine,” I said, after finally realizing that I was the one they 
were waiting to either approve or disapprove of their notebook system. 
I was fumbling around for a moment, realizing that I was covering up 
the fact that my mind had been wandering while Jason had been talk-
ing.

“Actually,” I said, “the notes look great. The idea of arranging and 
color coding strikes me as a brilliant idea, and I know it will be really 
helpful to me in reviewing your work.”

“That was Brian’s idea. He’s really not as dumb as he looks,” Jason 
said with a smile that spread from one to the other and led me to think 
they probably lived on that kind of give and take. All in all, that was not 
a bad way for them to get started as young professionals. 

But Sarah was not going to give us any time for that kind of non-
sense, so she quickly turned the conversation back to Vickie and Pal-
estine. She had us again refocus on the notes, and on page twelve in 
particular.

“Mr. Wall,” she said, “a few moments ago we said that Vickie’s work 
in Palestine was constructed around three main points or themes. At the 
top of the page, you will see them listed as three green bullets; now….”

I opened my notes and turned to page twelve and tried to stay up 
with the kids as they went point by point over the Palestinian articles. 
The green bullet listed the three themes that resulted from Vickie’s re-
search on the Palestinians and the Middle East:

1. Since the late 1940s, American foreign policies toward the Middle East 
have been systematically injurious to America, and to Americans.
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a. There is nothing in American historical documents, in our historical 
policies, or in our actions that would cause the US to have a natural enemy 
anywhere in the Middle East. In fact, until the later part of the 20th century, 
the unfolding of our history had created in the world a propensity for other 
countries to admire America and Americans, even to model themselves after 
America and to borrow heavily from the American culture. 

b. Our current enemies in the Middle East are the result of failed US poli-
cies. If we have enemies in the Middle East, it is not because of who we are as 
a people or because of our beliefs or because of our aspirations; any enemies 
we have in the Middle East flow from our unreasonable and flawed policies.

2. Misguided politicians have methodically hampered the march to peace 
and prosperity in the Middle East. Israel is not our ally – they are our mas-
ters, insofar as they play a dominant role in shaping American policies to-
ward the Middle East, policies that benefit them and injure America.

3. Other countries intuitively understand and are frustrated by the above 
phenomenon of our one sided relationship toward Israel.

As we continued to analyze and discuss the notes on Vickie’s articles, 
the kids constantly referred me to these three themes. Vickie had con-
ducted hundreds of interviews with average every day Palestinians. He 
went into their homes. He talked with them in their coffeehouses and 
in their schools. Most often, though, he just engaged them as they were 
going about their daily lives in their markets and on the streets. What 
appeared to be the norm was that everyone he talked to understood the 
important relationship America had with Israel. What they did not un-
derstand, though, was why America pretended to be helping both sides 
equally to reach a peaceful settlement when, in fact, we helped only the 
Israelis. This point was seen over and over again in interview after in-
terview.

The kids referred to one discussion in particular between a gathering 
of young people and Vickie in Gaza City. They had collected near some 
tables in the middle of a sun-drenched, hot, open market. The conversa-
tion began, as they always seemed to, over cups of strong black coffee 
and even stronger cigarettes. They huddled close together and began 
to talk cautiously until they slowly accepted this strange American in 
their midst. Vickie wrote that these meetings almost always followed a 
similar pattern of resistance to him until he was able to overcome their 
suspicions. Sometimes the process only took a few minutes, sometimes 
the trust could only be established over days, but the longer he stayed, 
and the longer Dee worked at the hospital, the more the young students 
opened up. Once even the most rudimentary trust was established, the 
floodgates were open. Vickie, who wanted to listen to them, often found 
that he ended up the one being interviewed. With university-aged stu-
dents, the process to have open-ended, no-holds-barred dialogue took 
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days, not minutes, but those were days that Vickie cherished, because 
each day, each discussion, presented a clearer insight into the troubled 
lives of the Palestinian people.

Sarah said one of the differences I would soon observe in Vickie’s 
notes was that the discussion of politics by young university students in 
Palestine was mother’s milk to them. They were nurtured, as were their 
dreams, by world events. They sensed that they were living history, or 
more to the point, that they were being crushed by history. 

“Mr. Wall, turn to page twenty-eight for a minute,” Jason said. “Look 
over what Vickie wrote, and then we want to focus on what he was find-
ing in the discussions.”

As I started to read the tales of horror and anger by the young stu-
dents, I found myself not focusing on what was being said as much as 
the realization that my very best friend had been there with his bride, 
in Jenin, in Palestine, or in dozens of other half-ruined villages writing 
this story. How uneventful and staid my life had been when compared 
to his. Sarah quickly brought my wanderings back to the moment as she 
began to take apart what I had just read. She wanted to have us, really 
me, focus on several facts.

“First of all, look, or better yet, try to hear what was happening in the 
middle of this discussion. The setting – a dusty, trash-littered courtyard 
near the university in the heat of a summer day. The school had been 
closed for weeks by Israeli forces. The students were gathered around 
the ubiquitous plastic sun-bleached white tables and chairs common to 
every café and coffee house in the Middle East. The cast of characters 
centered on a small group of six or seven students, but when others real-
ized that someone in the group was an American, the numbers swelled 
very quickly to a fluid group of thirty or more.”

As I listened to Sarah tell Vickie’s story of these young students, I 
could almost hear the accented broken English the students used in tell-
ing Vickie about their lives. There was no talk about sports, or TV, or the 
latest movies. No, the stories were about who they were, their dreams, 
and about their lives under Israeli occupation. As one young woman 
was speaking, almost on cue, a series of Israeli jets swept down over the 
university launching a barrage of rockets into old yellowing apartments 
adjoining the university. The attack sent everyone scurrying for cover. 
The sirens of aged ambulances punctuated the cries of the wounded and 
dying. As Sarah was describing the attack and its aftermath, Jason broke 
into the story to focus on what he called the theater of the absurd.

“Mr. Wall, just think for a minute how this attack must have played out. 
How calculated, how swift. The entire attack, the actual bombing, lasted 
probably less than thirty seconds – maybe much less. The Israeli planes 
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must have launched from less than a hundred miles away, or very likely 
from even closer. So how do they launch fast moving jets from one place, 
get up to speed, establish wing formation, and identify their targets?”

“I don’t know Jason. How?”
“They fly out into the Mediterranean and attack from the sea. And 

remember those jets are American made.”
“As were the rockets.”
“In a mad moment people died. Buildings crumbled; chaos reigned. 

Old and young – children – all died. The planes were gone. The students 
walked away from Vickie, from the American. What was Vickie to say; 
what was he to do? The attack was swift, brutal, and mindless.” Sarah 
read from the article that Vickie wrote that night, the night after the at-
tack, that he had tried to stay to help attend to the wounded, but they 
sent him away in anger, but also for his own safety. A young Palestinian 
woman, seeing Vickie, ran up to him screaming, “Murderer! Murder!” 
and flung herself at him, pounding him about the face and chest until 
she was pulled away. Her family had lived in the set of apartments that 
had been destroyed. Sarah said how Vickie felt the hypocrite – an Ameri-
can – talking with people one moment, bombing the hell out of them the 
next, then wanting to help the wounded. Vickie saw only madness, Mr. 
Wall, only madness. He was never able to return to that place again.

“Stop right there kids. I need a few minutes to collect my thoughts. 
Fudge you say.”

I needed time to think about Vickie. I tried to imagine Vickie under 
attack – I could not. I tried to image Vickie under the noise of the attack 
– I could not. I had been able, with considerable effort, to imagine Vickie 
and Dee in Palestine – it was a stretch, but I could see it. But under at-
tack from rockets – never, never. I tried to find words, plain words, un-
ambiguous words to better define Vickie to the kids, so that they could 
understand and know my friend beyond what they had discovered in 
his notes. They knew him only from his writings, but at best that was 
one-dimensional. What could I say to them that I already had not said? 

They were missing it, in spite of their efforts; they still did not know 
him. “Kids let me just ramble around for a minute. This may not be too 
coherent, but let me tell you a little more about Vickie.  I simply cannot 
imagine Vickie being hit by a woman, then to be hit time and time again, 
by a woman in grief, in anger, in rage would have wounded him to his 
very soul. It would have nothing to do with sexism, or manliness, or 
pride – it’s just – Fudge! I don’t mean – he just hated violence, almost 
Quaker-like, he couldn’t take violence, or even noise – that’s essential 
for you to know. He loved a quiet life. Even when we went to the ball 
games, we would buy our tickets and then go find that part of the sta-
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dium where no one was sitting. We never went to the games that were 
sold out or even close to being sold out.” 

They listened, but did they hear? Did they understand? He wasn’t 
some hardened war correspondent looking for a prize. He was a gentle 
man in love with a gentle woman. Finally, I was worn down and stopped 
my wandering through the fields of memories. “Anyway I wanted you 
to know how painful that experience would have been for Vickie. It 
would have torn him apart.”

“We understand. Should we stop for now?”
“No, go on, Jason. No, wait another minute, there is something else, 

but I’m not sure how to put this feeling into words. It’s about the woman 
who hit Vickie.”

“Take your time, Mr. Wall.”
“God forgive me, but I hate that woman and what she did to Vickie. I 

know nothing about her, but I have an image in my mind, a terrible im-
age of a shrieking fanatic, a crazy woman. I don’t think I can do anything 
about that feeling. I don’t understand those people.”

Sarah reached out and put her hands on mine. Her look was one of 
compassion and understanding; then she said, “That’s OK, Mr. Wall – 
we understand what you are feeling; it’s natural to feel like that, but I’m 
sure that’s not what Vickie would want you to feel.”

“What do you mean?”
“Listen to what Vickie wrote that night.”
Jason took me, step by step, through what Vickie had written the 

night of the bombings. It was pure Vickie. There was no hate or wound-
ed pride in what he wrote, only understanding and compassion. He told 
the story of the day without embellishment, the story of people, young 
and old, going about their day, shopping in the market, kids playing 
soccer, cafes filled with chatter and the aroma of coffee, clothes, freshly 
washed, hanging from apartment windows – all torn apart in an instant 
by the sound of bursting rockets and the retreating whirl of jets, leaving 
only the swirl of smoke and flames. Vickie didn’t see them as “those peo-
ple,” just people; and as for the young woman, remember just moments 
ago she had been seated with Vickie, talking over coffee, when American 
bombs fell – and Vickie was an American. He wrote about how difficult 
it is to bridge the gap between cultures and how much more difficult it is 
amidst the holocaust of falling bombs. How do we evaluate actions gen-
erated from different cultures, when we do not always share the same 
sense of right and wrong, of justice, and of responsibility? The very tex-
tures of language make it almost impossible to speak and listen to each 
other over the sounds of madness. 
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“Mr. Wall, what would you do if the woman was in this room now? 
The young woman who had attacked your friend, what would you have 
done? What would you say to her?”

“I don’t know, Sarah. Get back at her.”
“That’s just what she wanted to do to Vickie,” said Brian. “And that’s 

what we wanted to do as a nation after 9/11. We wanted to strike out 
at someone, anyone – and so we did. Without thought, without under-
standing, without a plan, and at great sacrifice to the nation, we attacked 
Afghanistan and Iraq, then Lebanon, and the attacks continue. Looks like 
Iran is next. Or Pakistan. The results of our attacks immediately became 
obvious. We have destroyed the lives of millions, killed and wounded 
hundreds of thousands, lost the respect of most of the world, and cre-
ated economic chaos. And let’s not forget, we have filled the ranks of 
‘those people,’ whom we call terrorists. The way that girl wanted to at-
tack Vickie is the way we wanted to attack the Muslim world. To get her 
pound of flesh, she attacked Vickie, an innocent person; to get our pound 
of flesh, we attacked millions of innocents in countless villages across 
the Middle East. Gee, I wonder who else wanted the United States to at-
tack the Muslim world.”

“That last editorial was Brian, Mr. Wall – not Vickie. Vickie wasn’t too 
much into sarcasms. Now Brian is a horse of another weight. ”

“Color, a horse of a different color, fish lips.”
“OK, boys, OK!  See what I live with, Mr. Wall?”
“But Sarah, we really do need to go back and clean up a little of what 

Brian was saying; don’t you agree?”
Brian said, “Well, Jason, I agree with you – for a change, and I’m the 

one who put too much of me into those last remarks, so let me see if I 
can tidy them up. Mr. Wall, Jason was right about me being off base with 
that last comment. I was clearly blaming Israel for goading us into our 
policies of aggression in the region. Vickie would never have taken that 
position, and Jason was absolutely right in picking that up. Vickie’s ar-
gument placed the blame squarely on American politicians and the me-
dia for not having the ‘balls’ to act in the best interests of America. And, 
Jason, before you get all bent out of shape, yes, ‘balls’ was not Vickie 
speaking.”

“Did doughnut face mention ‘shape’? And what of the stuttering 
stuff?”

Sarah started to talk about a young man in another story who told 
of his family’s lives in Jenin. He said that as children this was not the 
way they were. They had the same dreams as any American kid. They 
wanted to be doctors or architects or musicians or, perhaps, teachers. 



179

They wanted to play soccer, to listen to music and dance – they wanted 
to live. They soon learned none of those options existed for them; not 
under Israeli occupation; not in a life that was controlled and shaped, 
not by their dreams, but by a hostile army occupying their land. There 
would be no jobs for them. Israeli tanks daily crushed their dreams. 

Sarah started to describe the towns, villages, and the houses where 
Vickie lived, and the actual families he lived with.

“Come on – Sarah, cut – to – the chase.”
“I’ll cut you to the chase, you little weed. You just wait until I get you 

back at the house.”
“But he’s right, Sarah; we need to stick to the task at hand. We agreed, 

Mr. Wall, to try, as much as possible, to leave the flowery descriptions 
out of our notes and just stick to the facts. Vickie however didn’t just 
stick to the facts when writing his articles about Palestine. So while he 
hits you hard with the facts, he also appeals to your sense of justice and 
good old-fashioned fair play. But it’s essential for us to give you only the 
essence of his work without the frills, otherwise, the facts will get lost in 
imagery and emotion.”

Sarah agreed, “OK, you twits are right. So let’s put out the essentials. 
And, Mr. Wall, when you need us to give more specifics, then just let us 
know. Now, where to begin?”

“Sarah – begin with num-ber of – bombings – before 9/11.”
“Good place to begin. Mr. Wall, how many days of raids did the US 

launch against Arab or Muslim nations or people before the 9/11 attacks 
on America? Let’s say just between 1980 and 2001? That’s really a rhe-
torical question. Sorry, just a little drama. Vickie didn’t offer the correct 
answer, because many of the sorties flown still remain classified. He was, 
however, able to confirm through military releases and media reports, 
over 350 days. That’s right, the US targeted Muslims, not for one day but 
for at least 350 different days, and, on many of those days, there were 
multiple runs. That’s immediately before 9/11. Few Americans realize 
even today that we attacked Muslim people at least 350 days prior to 
9/11.”

“Another fact, Israel has been in violation of UN human rights ac-
cords and international law agreements dozens and dozens of times. At 
least, they would have been in violation, if the UN resolutions condemn-
ing Israel had been passed out of the Security Council. The violations 
were blocked, that is vetoed, by the US more than 20 times. When the Is-
raelis violate the rights of Muslims, we always come to the defense of the 
Israelis. The people Vickie talked to kept coming back to the same point. 
They thought Americans valued fairness. Fairness in the good old-fash-
ioned meaning of the word – there’s that word ‘fairness’ again. And, 
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Mr. Wall, we were listening to you just now. We understand what the 
words fairness and honor meant to your friend – and what they mean 
to America.”

“You know, kids, that would be very difficult for Vickie to take. He 
was a stickler for fairness. And that goes back to baseball. When we were 
growing up baseball was really the defining experience in our lives. 
There could never be cheating. It was a game that only made sense if it 
was fair. We learned that together from Mr. Nichols, the old man at the 
sports store. Sorry, I just tend to go back to our past. I guess that means 
I’m getting old.”

The kids went on to detail some of the cases where Israel was in vio-
lation of international law, but most of the time they made it clear to 
me that the blame did not rest with Israel, at least not much; the blame 
rested with American politicians. American politicians, cowed by the 
powerful Israeli lobby in the US that continues to support Israeli aggres-
sion.  Sarah anticipated my discomfort by saying that I had to remember 
that this was Vickie speaking. These were his words, his research, and 
not theirs. Still, I was finding much of what they were saying almost 
repugnant. It smelled too much to me like something I would hear from 
some of those far-out anti-American Americans; not from Vickie.

They went back to Vickie’s interviews with the people in the Palestin-
ian refugee camps and villages. The people in the camps could not un-
derstand what they had done to cause Americans to turn against them. 
They saw themselves as a persecuted people, the type that Americans 
traditionally rallied around. The events of 9/11 they felt should not have 
come as a surprise. We should have expected some kind of retaliation for 
all the attacks that Americans had rained down upon Muslim villages 
year after year. The Muslim students whom Vickie interviewed all read-
ily admitted that the boldness and daring of the attack stunned every-
body, not least of all the Arab world. But they also felt a relief and sense 
of satisfaction that finally America was getting a little of its own back. 
At the same time rational, thinking people in Jenin, without exception, 
condemned the attack on New York as a mindless and brutal attack, as 
a savage attack. They simply wanted us to understand that the rage we 
felt on 9/11 is the same rage they have felt day in and day out for more 
than fifty years.

They kept putting out fact after fact, until I felt it was overwhelming. 
They were starting to beat a dead horse. 

“Here’re some quickies,” Jason chipped in. “Are you ready?” Before I 
could react, he started in:

“1. With American consent, the Israeli government has demolished 
dozens of Palestinian towns and neighborhoods.
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2. Golda Meir, the former leader of Israel, said, ‘There is no such thing 
as a Palestinian.’ And parenthetically notice she said ‘thing,’ not ‘person.’

3. Almost one and a half million Israeli citizens are denied their basic 
human rights. They’re treated as third class citizens in their own country. 
Palestinians, who are either Israeli citizens or under Israeli occupation, 
are frequently denied even the fundamentals of water and electricity; 
they are denied the basics of life.

4. Palestinians disappear into Israeli jails never to be heard of again.”      
I knew that I would soon have to come up for air. The kids were relent-

less. It was obvious that they were prepared and had taken the project 
to heart. Likewise, I could tell that they were pleased with themselves, 
and their performance. Furthermore, they acted like they had broken 
through any strained relationship in our different roles. I don’t think 
they were any longer seeing me just as an employer, but were slowly 
beginning to see me as a partner in this process. They obviously were 
used to long hours of this kind of work; I, however, was not. I was used 
to dealing with numbers, business problems, and being on the move, but 
not ideas – at least, not these kinds of ideas. I needed help and knew that 
I could stay with them only a few more minutes before I would have to 
call “time out” and get some fresh air. 

They went back and forth for a few more minutes before I told them 
I was fast approaching overload, in mind and kidneys, and needed a 
break. I looked at my watch. It had been almost five hours since we had 
started. My only hope had been that they had long ago finished off the 
doughnuts, and they would soon be running on empty. But no such 
luck. They looked to me like they were ready to shift out of first gear into 
second and wanted to keep going. I needed to get some fresh air.

“Time out! I surrender!” I finally called out. “I’m tossing in the towel!”
“Do you need to take fifteen?” Jason said, with a little too much satis-

faction in his voice to suit me.
“No, I don’t think fifteen minutes will do it. Let’s call it a day and start 

here tomorrow. I need to walk away from this for tonight and just think 
about what you have been saying. You know, Vickie never mentioned 
much about Palestine to me, at least not that I can remember. I’ve got 
to tell you kids, there is something about all of this terrorist stuff that I 
don’t much care for.”

“We understand.”
“What time do you want to start tomorrow?”
“Well kids, why don’t we get started earlier, then break for lunch, and 

see what happens. Let’s meet here at ten. Is that too early?”
“No, ten is great.” Sarah said.
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“Will you – be bring – ing some more doughnuts?”
“Yeah, Brian, I’ll bring some doughnuts – and then later we’ll go out 

for lunch.” I found myself starting to like that kid.
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Chapter Nineteen

I called Barb to let her know that I was on the way home. The 
storm was almost over and the sky again blue. The storm had 
done its work. Traffic inched along snow-narrowed streets that led 
slowly into the valley towns. Trees and power lines were down and 
many more would come down as the heavy snow lay balled in the 
drooping leaf-covered branches of bending trees.

For dinner, Barb had lovingly prepared my favorite spaghetti 
with hot Italian sausage. In case the session with the kids fell flat, 
she was at least going to make sure my evening didn’t fall flat.

As soon as I walked in, she sensed that I was all keyed-up. “Well, 
it went as well as all that.”

I smiled back and said, “Even better. The kids were dynamite! 
Barb, I’m as high as a kite. The kids are working. I mean really 
working.”

“Tommy, I’m so glad to hear that. I was real scared this morning. 
You know, I had my doubts. We all did, especially your mom.”

“Doubts, doubts, is that all you guys had?” I said with a smile. 
“We’re not out of the woods yet, Barb. This was just the first test. 
But they passed. They passed with flying colors.”

“What was it like? What did they tell you?”
“Barb, you know what I’m like, how I think. I’m just real slow. 

I can’t tell you what it was like or even what they told me. Not 
yet. Barb, they were so fast, so prepared, so energized that it was 
amazing – what they were telling me about Vickie.”
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“Come on now Tommy, you can’t just tease me. Toss me something.”
“OK. One, Vickie played the harp and recorded a tape or CD. Two, 

Vickie and Dee lived in Palestine.”
“I sure as hell hope you’re not telling me that you’re paying three 

kids a ton of money to find out Vickie played the harp,” she said, with 
a laugh. 

“That’s just it, Barb. I told you I’m not ready yet. And no – it wasn’t 
just about the harp. Cut me a break. But I can tell you this, I’m sure the 
money is well spent. Every penny, unless I miss my guess.”

“Well, Tommy, I suppose after dinner you’re goin’ out to play in the snow.”
She again read my mind. Clearing snow had never been a chore for 

me; rather, it was right up there on my list of favorite things to do – like 
walking in the mountains. 

Tonight, I thought it would be especially relaxing. I needed to think, 
and where better than in the clean driven snow of my valley? Pushing 
snow around would give me the perfect opportunity to think. I wanted 
to be careful in attempting to recreate the themes of the day and what 
it was that the kids had said in the meeting. Daisy always said I did my 
very best thinking with a shovel, and the storm provided me the oppor-
tunity to shovel and think to my heart’s content.

I realized at some gut-tugging level that I was uncomfortable with 
many of the things they had said. Did I trust them speaking for Vickie? 
No, at least not yet. Vickie was my life-long friend; they were still just 
strangers, or at most employees. Still, one point in their favor was the 
notebook. It was brilliant. In the notebook Vickie spoke to me, and they 
echoed his thoughts. Then, there was this whole thing about terrorism. 

That, I felt, was going to be impossible, impossible for me. I didn’t 
know where Vickie and the kids were taking me on this, but one thing 
for sure was that I had very little room to turn around on terrorism.  And 
where did Vickie come up with that stuff about bombing all those Ar-
abs? I never heard of that before. And Israelis spying on America. Where 
did that idea come from? And then they said that something like ninety 
percent of Congress always votes for Israeli interests. Why would some 
hack congressman be voting for Israeli interests? And against American 
interests? Why would anyone in Congress pretend that Israeli interests 
are American interests? That just didn’t make sense. Were the Israeli 
planes really American? And the bombs, and the tanks – were they also 
American? I needed more proof.

I knew tomorrow would have to be different. The kids were moving 
too fast. To the valley I said softly, “I’ve got to slow this process down. I 
need to ask some questions. I’m getting steamrolled.” 
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But now it was time to bend my back and play in the snow, so first I 
shoveled, and then retreated to the snow blower. Three hours later the 
drive and walks were cleared and I was exhausted, but it was the won-
derful exhaustion of effort. The men I hired to remove snow from the car 
lots and the apartment houses were not yet permitted to do my place. 
The time would come, but I would resist it as long as possible. Yes, some 
day I will be too old to play – but not now, not yet.

The next morning, rearmed with a fresh supply of doughnuts, I start-
ed the meeting with a question.

“Can one of you tell me what makes a person a terrorist? Or can you 
at least define the word terrorism?” That basically was the result of three 
hours of shoveling snow. I was rather pleased with the results of my 
labor, and sat back in my chair to await their answers – and to enjoy my 
chocolate-glazed.

Sarah never skipped a beat but simply closed her notes and said, “Mr. 
Wall, there is no definition, not, at least, an intellectually honest one, that 
we can offer. It’s something like beauty; it’s in the eye of the beholder. 
For example, people disguised as American Indians destroyed some-
one’s property. Dumped it in the Boston harbor. Were they terrorists or 
patriots?  In the same way, were the Minutemen at Concord national 
heroes, patriots, revolutionaries – or terrorists? Who was John Brown? 
Are all wars just extreme acts of state terrorism?”

“But that just seems to me to avoid the issue.  That seems to be the 
kind of thinking you folks up here at the college specialize in. I need 
something more concrete.”

“I think that is exactly what Vickie wanted to find. That’s why he 
lived with the Palestinians.”

“But what did he find, Sarah?”
“We don’t know the answer to that question, but here’s what we do 

know. To this point in our reading of Vickie’s work on the Middle East, 
we know he felt confident about several salient points.”

Unlike her usual rapid-fire, take-no-prisoners’ attitude, Sarah began 
to speak more slowly, deliberately, carefully selecting each word and 
each phrase. “People don’t set out in life to blow themselves up,” she 
said. “There is no terrorist gene. Nor is there anything imbedded in the 
cultures of civilizations that overridingly leads to self-destruction. Mus-
lims aren’t by nature, by culture, or by religion inherently terrorists. If, 
however, you are time and again beaten, degraded, pushed, and shoved 
into a corner that suggests no glimmer of hope to escape – you must 
fight.  There are no other options. To surrender to death for a healthy 
individual or for a dynamic culture is not an option; you must try to 
survive.”
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“Warsaw ghe-tto!” 
“Yes, like the Jews in the Warsaw Ghetto, who fought to the last man. 

They were brave. Why not the same standard for the Palestinians? Why 
not? But when they do fight for their dignity, for their lives, what does 
the world cry? ‘Terrorists!’ At least one part of the world cries terrorist. 
The other parts cry, ‘Hero!’”

She said that Vickie was convinced that the act of terrorism, at least 
what we call terrorism, was nothing more then a conditioned response. 
You breed a dog to be ferocious and he’ll be ferocious. You deny a man 
dignity – he’ll behave without dignity. Simple as that.

“There is no way you’re going to ever get me to see them as heroes. 
No way!” I said with passion.

“I understand, Mr. Wall. We all felt that way.”
“To a degree.”
“Yes,” said Jason, “We agree. But in one of his articles, Vickie devel-

oped the theme that if we don’t want any more tragedies like 9/11, we 
need to learn from the past and to learn quickly. Mr. Wall, it’s just as you 
asked a minute ago. It is critical to America that we understand how to 
protect our nation. And to do that, we must know why people become 
desperate. Notice I said desperate – and not a terrorist. By the way, that’s 
Vickie speaking.”

“Yeah,” says Brian, “w-w-we need to st – op bea – ting that dog.”
“So far our policies in the Middle East have been poorly thought out. 

We are not eliminating terrorism, but nurturing it.”
“Right, Sarah”
“Yeah, th-that’s for sure.” 
“Remember what Mr. Vickers said in his first theme statement about 

America having no natural enemies. Our failed policies have created our 
enemies; correct policies can at least lessen the tensions, and, perhaps 
even eradicate the problems. You can best eliminate your enemies by 
eliminating their rationale for being your enemy.”

“I don’t get that. Run that by me again.”
“Look at it this way. We are giving….”
“Sarah, let me stop you there for a minute. I think I know where 

you’re going with this, and I first want to take a shot at clearing up a 
mess that the media has dumped on us. The media oversimplifies the 
use of Muslim, Arab, and almost always misuses the word Islam. Brian, 
where are Vickie’s articles on that point?”

“Page six – ty-two.”
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“Right, check that out tonight, Mr. Wall. For now just think that about 
ninety plus percent of the people in the Middle East are Muslims, that 
is, people who follow and believe in the religion of Islam. Some of those 
Muslims are Arabs, but many are not.”

“Sounds something like a bit of homework for me.” 
“Good point, Jason. We needed to get that cleared up. Now, as I was 

saying, we are giving other cultures, Middle Eastern cultures in par-
ticular, too many needless opportunities to hate us. Remember Vickie’s 
research clearly supports the conclusion that there is nothing in our his-
tory, or in our culture, that causes or promotes hatred for America. There 
must be another reason. Mr. Wall, that point is critical. Vickie was cer-
tain, and the research supports it, that there is nothing in our history or 
our culture that would make the Muslim world despise America. Hang 
on to that.”

As she rolled on I couldn’t help but think what I was like at her age. 
My thoughts did me little credit. She moved from theme to theme with 
confidence in her abilities to open Vickie’s ideas and to explain them 
with clear, concise examples. All of them seemed to be working from 
the same page. Brian came in with his one-liners from time to time, and 
when Sarah needed to catch her breath then Jason took over. 

The three of them started to weave a pattern that highlighted why we 
were living under this post-9/11 cloud. They made frequent references 
to the negative impact that lobbying groups are having upon American 
foreign policy. I, like most Americans, was already aware of the corrupt-
ing influence of lobbyists on our government. I did not need convinc-
ing. In particular, the kids said that Vickie wrote about a lobbying group 
known as AIPAC, the American-Israeli Public Affairs Committee. AIPAC 
contributes tens of millions of dollars each year to members of Congress 
if the members will support Israeli positions. AIPAC then turns around 
and spends more millions to defeat members of Congress who are fool-
ish enough to vote American interests first. 

“But that’s illegal,” I protested.
“No, not at all. It’s all above board. AIPAC is registered as an Ameri-

can lobby. They operate within the law. In fact, many of the lobbying 
laws don’t even apply to AIPAC, because Congress has given AIPAC 
special lobbying privileges. They have every right to wine and dine 
members of Congress, and to contribute money to their coffers.”

“But they don’t operate in the best interests of America. They operate 
in the best interests of Israel.”

“This is one of those moments when I’m getting some really bad 
vibes. Are you saying that Vickie is anti-Jewish or something? Because 
if you are….”
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“No, no, not at all. We also thought for a while that that’s where he 
was going with the Palestinian articles, but no – that’s not the case at 
all.” 

“Give ‘im my – fav-orite fact”
“No, not now!”
“Yeah, nooow! Com’on.”
“OK,” said Sarah relenting to Brian’s plea. “This is Brian’s favorite. 

There are over 3,000 media editors and writers in the US who spout the 
Israeli cause and fewer than 100 who represent a Muslim or Arab per-
spective. There Brian, you got your fact in.”

“I love – tha’ one.”
“Now, while Brian glories in his ‘fact’ – and his doughnuts, let’s get 

back to your question – your concern,” Jason added. They all assured me 
that, unless something rather dramatic cropped up in Vickie’s later writ-
ings, there was not even a hint of anti-Semitism in any of his work and 
that, if they were forced to find a tendency this early on in Vickie’s work, 
it appears that he wasn’t much ‘anti’ anything. Rather, the distinguish-
ing characteristic of his writings was that he was a ‘pro’ type of person. 
Particularly pro-American.

“Wait a minute. I’ve got to have you go back up on that. How do I 
know that’s true?  I mean about the number of reporters. I don’t imag-
ine there are 3,000 reporters in the entire country, let alone 3,000 Israeli 
reporters.”

“Correction, Mr. Wall!  They’re not ‘Israeli reporters,’ but reporters 
who always favor Israel. And they’re not just reporters, but all sorts of 
people who are in a position to shape and influence American policy and 
attitudes.”

“Look at p-page forty-two.”
They wanted me to review what had been established. Point by point, 

they went over many of the facts a second and third time. They went 
over the facts, not in the order of their presentation but in the order of 
my concerns. Fact:

1. The Israeli government has acted properly. They have always acted 
in their own best interests. They should always act in their best interests 
– that’s what nation states do. If Israel can get the US to do its bidding, 
and do it within the letter of the law or even close to the letter of the law, 
then so much the better for Israel.

2. The Israeli government should try to influence both Congress and 
the Administration. That is in their interest. It is in our best interest not 
to be influenced.
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3. American Middle Eastern policy, in both Democratic and Repub-
lican administrations, has been a disaster – for the US – and a plus for 
Israel.

“Fact maybe, but where’s the proof?”
“We don’t want this to read like a shopping list, or a dry as dust tract, 

but neither do we want to bury the facts in prose. Vickie felt our subser-
vience to Israel was too important to be lost in imagery. We all agreed. 
We’re sure the best way to present this is to just tell you straight up.”

“Right,” Sarah said. “You’re paying us to help you keep a promise 
to your friend. It’s critical that we fully present the essence of his work, 
and, at the same time, we need to make sure we are interpreting his work 
correctly. Mr. Wall wants facts so let’s give him some facts.

1. We help build Israeli schools – and help close Palestinian schools.
2. We help build Israeli hospitals – and help close Palestinian hospi-

tals.
3. We help build houses for the Israelis – and help destroy houses for 

Palestinians.
4. We help build roads and water lines for the Israelis ….”
“OK I get the point.”
5. We help foster businesses and jobs for the Israelis – and stifle busi-

nesses and jobs for the Palestinians.”
6. We supply Israeli military with subs, planes, tanks, missiles, etc., 

and forbid Palestinians to have anything beyond a local police.
7. We provide Israel with....”
“OK, Sarah, I think we have it. Enough already.” said Jason, as he at-

tempted to break through the litany that she was piling up.
“No keeeep go – ing!”
“Right! We have turned off water to the Palestinians – in the desert – 

in the summer – permanently. How many terrorists do we create when 
we do that? Now, here’s a different set of facts. About the cost of oil.”

“Wait a minute, Sarah. Slow down. When you say ‘we’, do you mean 
Americans?”

“Yes sir – indirectly. It’s the case of the tail wagging the dog. And 
we’re the dog that the Israelis are wagging. The Israelis level town after 
town – but the bulldozers are American. The nights the Israeli’s destroy 
those Palestinian houses, how many young Palestinian kids wake up 
hating America? How many become freedom fighters? Oops, I forgot 
we don’t call them freedom fighters, no they’re terrorists. Mr. Wall, this 
is one of the main points that Vickie was making. When we do all of this 
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to the Palestinians or help the Israelis do this to the Palestinians, we cre-
ate hostility across the entire Middle East – against America as well as  
Israel. It’s paradoxical that our support of Israel weakens America and 
doubly so when you consider that American leadership understands 
that Israel is pulling America down. One example is oil. Here….”

“Let me do the oil gig, Sarah. I’ve been working on this topic for a 
couple of days. Vickie has written a lot about this.”

“OK, Jason, your turn.”
Jason went on to make me question all that I thought I knew about 

the causes for the recent price increase in oil. He started to lay out, in 
chapter and verse, the impact that our policies have had on the price of a 
gallon of oil. The first thing he said was that we needed to get beyond the 
spin. “Mr. Wall, the rising price of oil is not because of SUVs – although 
they’re wasteful, and it’s not because of the greed of oil companies....” 
Jason showed how Vickie had carefully demonstrated that if you elimi-
nated the wages and bonuses of the top five hundred – or top one thou-
sand – or the top two thousand executives from the major oil companies, 
the resulting drop in the price of a gallon of gas would be less than one 
cent per gallon. Less than one cent per gallon! So the big salaries are not 
the problem. We may not like their wages, but they’re not the problem. 
And when Congress put a windfall profit tax on the big oil companies 
to lower their profits what happened? Naturally, the price of oil went 
higher, and oil exploration went down. So oil company profits weren’t 
the problem. The price of oil was certainly tied, in a major way, to the 
workings of the market. The total supply of the world’s available crude 
increased very slowly – or sometimes there were periods where the sup-
ply dropped for weeks or months at a time. The causes for the drop in 
supplies were easy to pinpoint and generally centered around natural 
disasters or a crisis on the political stage. But it was the good old demand 
side of the equation that really caused the jump in oil prices.  Americans 
were for the first time competing with more and more countries for each 
and every gallon of oil.  The two standard examples, Jason said, were In-
dia and China, but he went on to add that these were only the two most 
obvious competitors. 

Waiting, as if for a drum roll, Jason concluded his bit on oil prices 
with a question – and an answer. “Why is Congress attempting to shift 
the blame for the oil crisis? Why? So we don’t find out the real problem. 
Congress always needs to blame someone, but who blames Congress? 
Why do they always get the free ride? Why do they always have the last 
word? Congress is always investigating someone. We need to investi-
gate Congress. Hold them accountable.”

The kids went on to point out the obvious. They demonstrated how 
the price of oil first shot up due to the consequences of the Six Day War 
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in 1967, and again with the invasion of Iraq. Vickie was confident after 
talking to the ‘Arab Street’, and also to various government officials in 
the Middle East that all the evidence points to the fact that the price of oil 
was directly linked to our desire to aid Israel, and to punish the Muslim/
Arab world. Dropping bombs all over the Middle East didn’t get us one 
more gallon of oil, and it certainly didn’t gain us any friends; in fact, our 
policies towards the Middle East were suicidal. 

Jason said, “Every bomb we drop on the Middle East not only does 
irreparable damage to us as a country, but puts stress on our poor and 
the middle class. We pay for those bombs at the pump.”

“But that is not the central issue,” said Sarah. She paused for a mo-
ment and said, “Mr. Wall, your friend made the case that the American 
involvement in the Middle East, over the last fifty or so years, has been 
devastating for our pocketbook, but that was not the central point. The 
point was that we are destroying the American dream. Because of what 
we are doing in the Middle East, things are falling apart. We are selling 
our history; we are selling our heritage to the highest bidder.”  

“Yes, Mr. Wall, that’s it. There is a direct link between our hostile 
actions toward the Muslim world and terrorism; and also, a direct link 
between our hostile actions against the Muslim world and the price 
of oil. Talk shows can spin that for a month of Sundays, but you and I 
know it’s true. Every working slob in America is paying high oil prices, 
because we have screwed up. How bright does Congress – or the me-
dia – have to be to figure out that when we act as we do in the Middle 
East, there is a price to pay, Our Middle East policies create a climate 
for the growth of terrorism putting our nation at risk. Secondly, our 
policies drive up the price of oil, putting our economy and our nation 
at risk.”

 “Beginning on page eighty-four is….”
“No, s-start on seven-ty-eight, Jason.”
“Seventy-eight? I thought – oh, I see. Right, seventy-eight it is. Thanks, 

Brian. I’ve got it now. Let’s start toward the bottom of the page with the 
green bullets. OK, after 9/11 we were momentarily stunned as a nation. 
We needed some explanation. Why would someone do this to us? What 
had we ever done to them – whoever ‘them’ was? We needed answers. 
And the answers had to be correct.”

“But we didn’t get the right answers,” Sarah said. “That was the real 
tragedy. We got the wrong answers. We went to war against the wrong 
countries, for all the wrong reasons. We got the wrong answers, because 
we asked the wrong questions. We never asked why 9/11 happened.  
We had to ask why it happened – and we didn’t. It was natural that we 
wanted to hit out at the terrorists. But, Mr. Wall, we needed to know who 
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they were and why they attacked us. We got the ‘who’ right, but we got 
the ‘why’ wrong.”

“What Vickie discovered in the coffee houses in Gaza, or on the West 
Bank – wherever – was that American policies, ill-conceived and horri-
bly flawed, created an environment that enabled terrorism to grow and 
thrive. Remember, just a few minutes ago we talked about real injuries 
American policies have caused in the Middle East. We must face that 
reality.”

“The average guy out on the streets of Anytown, USA, does not know 
we bomb Palestinian villages almost every day or that we bombed Iraq 
hundreds of times before 9/11.”

“Why do you insist on saying that America bombs Palestine? That’s 
not fair. Israel bombs them.”

“It doesn’t work like that. I wish it did but it doesn’t. You see – you 
see – the world, especially the Muslim world, can’t make the distinction. 
If your house is blown up and your daughter is killed by an Israeli pilot 
flying an American plane, launching American rockets…. Who do you 
blame? Who is your enemy?”

 And with that we were consumed by silence, an uneasy silence, a 
silence that demanded our attention.  

Finally, I spoke, “Perhaps you’re right. I don’t know. But is Vickie 
right? Suppose he got it all wrong?”

“But he didn’t get it wrong.” Sarah said. “That’s the beauty of his 
work on the Middle East. He’s not out there creating wild stories or 
writing fiction. Mr. Wall, Vickie’s work is really not very original. 
He’s not even very confrontational with his writings. He’s just telling 
America that we need to get this right. He’s saying that we need to 
be acting in our own best interest, instead of the best interest of some 
other government. So far, we have found nothing in Vickie’s writings 
that could not be found, with some good hard research, in a dozen 
other quality resources. On this issue we all wish we could say to 
you that Mr. Vickers was breaking new ground, and that his work on 
the Middle East was original, but the fact remains that there was no 
Pulitzer Prize article to be found. It’s good, it’s accurate, but it’s not 
original.”

“But if his research is not actually suppressed in this country, it 
certainly has been quietly tucked away beneath some obscure rock.”

“That’s all about to change,” Jason barked out. “That is all about 
to change. We don’t need NBC or CBS any longer. The people have 
the Internet. Everything that has been hidden is now out in the open. 
There are hundreds of websites telling us, for the first time really, 



193

what is actually happening in the Middle East. Pictures, personal sto-
ries – it’s all out there. The cat is out of the bag. I just hope it’s not too 
late.” 

“That’s – for – sure! You soo-und li-ke  a revol-utionary. ”
“Yes, Mr. Wall, I agree with Sarah. That’s what Mr. Vickers is saying. 

Americans are dying and our people are suffering because, as a country, 
we have never figured out the why of terrorism. We thought we had, but 
we were given the wrong reasons.” 

As they worked their way through their notes, what Vickie was say-
ing to us became more and more obvious. I had been convinced, taught 
really, that Americans were hated because of blue jeans, or rock, or Burg-
er King; or because we were rich and drove fancy cars and lived in big 
houses; or because American women could drive a car; or because we 
were free and lived in a democracy. I believed that we were hated be-
cause of all of these things and more. But to each of my beliefs, Vickie 
was saying – No! No! No! He was trying to tell me I had it wrong. He 
was saying to me, “Tommy, listen. Just listen.” Most of what I thought 
explained the causes of terrorism or anti-Americanism could be ex-
plained away in his notes.

“You see, Mr. Wall, terrorism has nothing to do with blue jeans or rock 
or any of that. It certainly doesn’t have to do with democracy.”

“It’s absurd to believe that the Muslims are setting off bombs because 
they are afraid that Muslim women will be walking to the market in blue 
jeans or listening to our music or driving a car.”

“And it’s not about making Muslim women become Western.”
“Wait a minute! Slow down, you kids; sorry, Sarah, but you kids are 

coming at me too fast. I thought one of the main reasons for the terrorist 
attacks was because we were Christian. That’s true, isn’t it?”

“Mr. Wall, that’s a horrendous lie! We have been hit over the head 
with that lie day after day until it almost sounds true; nevertheless, it’s a 
lie. The lie is repeated a thousand times by the media until it seeps into 
our pores and permeates our very being. And you can take that to the 
bank. But a lie that remains a spoken lie long enough becomes the truth. 
We can’t live with that.” 

“But why the media? Why would the media act this way?”
“There are two things you need to know about the media, Mr. Wall. 

First, the media are not free and independent – they’re bought and sold, 
like any other commodity, by interest groups that have their own narrow 
agendas.”

“And the second thing?”
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“They’re mediocre – and that is a great shame. The media will spend 
hours and hours of prime time and endless pages of print devoted to 
nonsense stories, but little time or effort on issues of national impor-
tance. We don’t do news – we do entertainment.”

“The traditional media are out of the news business.” 
“So what you are saying is that I can’t or won’t find the causes of ter-

rorism by turning on the TV or reading the paper. Is that right?”
“Yes sir, that’s about it.”
“Here, Mr. Wall, read these pages by Vickie.”
Jason had me go to the very last few pages of their notes to read what 

Vickie had to say on the topic. As I read over the pages, the topic came 
alive.

 “Then what the Fudge is….”
 Brian spoke with clarity and passion, as if he had been transformed, 

“We are crushing them. We are crushing them. They are striking out at 
us, because we are crushing them each and every day. Crushing them 
with our power! With our brute force! That’s the cause of terrorism!”

“You breed a dog to be ferocious, he’ll be ferocious.”
“The world knows this to be true. We do not. We need to stop cre-

ating terrorists.” Brian said slowly, thoughtfully, with conviction. “We 
destroyed Palestine, and for the last twenty years, we have destabilized 
Lebanon, and now Iraq. And now our leaders are destroying Afghani-
stan. Before 9/11, we had no understanding of the root causes of terror-
ism, because we were too blind to see. We acted like the 19th century 
British Empire and went to war. And sadly, Mr. Wall, we are laying the 
foundation in the news every day to prepare Americans to now go to 
war against Iran.”

“War is the least effective, least creative way to solve the problems 
in the Middle East. Going to war indicates a near total lack of political 
insight. In the Middle East, the US has never been part of the solution, 
only part of the problem.”

Sarah looked at me and said, “Now, Mr. Wall, who do you think might 
encourage America to go to war with Iran?”

We turned to Brian. For once he wasn’t smiling.
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Chapter Twenty

I couldn’t sleep that night. What was I getting myself into? I 
tossed and turned trying to figure out what was going on until I 
tossed once too often.

“OK, Tommy, lets go downstairs and get something to eat. Look, 
what time is it?”

“That’s OK, Barb. Sorry. You go back to sleep. I’m going down to 
the office. I’ve got a bee in my bonnet. I’ve got to call the kids.”

“What time is it? Hand me my glasses.”
“Go back to sleep. It’s almost five.”
“Five! You’re going to call them at five? I hope you don’t get 

Sarah. Wait until they’re up.”
“Can’t wait. Got this bee. Anyway, they’re going to be up once 

the phone rings.” 
“You’re wacko, Tommy Wall.”
While the phone was ringing I tried to figure out exactly what I 

wanted to ask them. It all seemed so logical when I had been tossing 
and turning, but somewhere between my final turn and the ringing 
of the phone I lost my thoughts. 

At first I didn’t think they were going to pick up. I tried to use 
that time to think about what I wanted to say to them, but I just 
thought about the ringing. Finally, a voice answered that I didn’t 
recognize.

“Who’s this?”
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“Don’t give me that ‘Who’s this’ shit!” came a throaty voice, “Who’s 
this?”

“Who’s this?” I tried again.
It sounded like, “Kiss ass, frog!” Then the line was dead.
I called right back. Nothing. Then I tried Jason’s cell. “Jason, Tom 

Wall.”
“Who?”
“Mr. Wall.”
“Mr. Wall?”
“Yeah.”
“What time is it?”
“Almost five.”
“In the morning? 5 am?”
“Right, hey, Jason, get the kids moving and come on over for break-

fast. Park out back. I’ll make some waffles and eggs – and put on some 
bacon and sausage. See you in an hour. OK?”

“You want me to wake up, Sarah? Now?”
“Yeah, anyway, I have a feeling she’s already up. Remember, park out 

back. Watch the roads. Still may be some ice – and there’re always deer 
around, so drive carefully.”

I was operating in my normal quiet efficient way in the kitchen, gen-
tly taking out the pots and pans, when Barb standing by the doorway 
startled me. She made some comment about coming downstairs to see 
the end of the world. Over her rather sarcastic comment about death and 
destruction, I informed her that I was in the midst of preparing one of 
my specialties for the kids. And, no, she didn’t have any fresh strawber-
ries.

“The kids will be here in a few minutes.”
“What? You really called those poor souls?”
“Can’t stand around and chat. Got to set the table. You want some 

waffles?”
“What?”
“You know, Barb, a lot of people this morning have been asking me 

a ton of ‘Who?,’ ‘What?,’ and Now?’ types of questions. Anyway, make 
yourself useful. Put on the coffee.”

As they drove up the driveway, Barb went out to meet them and of-
fered her condolences. With heads bowed she ushered them into the 



197

kitchen. As they entered the kitchen they appeared lost, wavering, some-
where between shock and bewilderment, and I was struck by their lack 
of eye contact.

“Great timing, kids. Who’s coffee? Who’s tea – or do you want milk?” 
I said, trying to bring a bit of sunshine into my voice, but sensing an 
ever so slight look of resistance, and a dark-clouded Sarah mumbling 
something about wanting a gun. I concluded that Sarah might not be a 
morning person. I had hoped that the drive out might have instilled a bit 
more of the good old bonne homme spirit of one for all and all for one 
but, as yet, that had not bubbled to the surface. Still, sometimes appear-
ances can be misleading. One can always hope.

Once we had progressed through a series of grumblings and a back-
ground growl or two, Barb and I got them seated and prepared for what 
I hoped would be good-hearted fellowship.

“He’s like that, kids,” Barb said as she passed around the sausages. 
“For some strange reason, he has always operated under the impression 
that if he’s up, the world’s up.”

“Well, why don’t we get started?” I said with a lilt to my voice.
I told them about a bee that had been buzzing around in my head 

all night. I needed to know if Israel was the needle. Is that what Vickie 
wanted me to know? And if that was it – what the fudge was I supposed 
to do about something like that?

“Why do – you – say f-f-fudge?”
“What?”
“Brian asked why you say ‘fudge.’”
“Yes, I heard. My ‘what?’ was just a buying-time strategy until I 

could figure out some kind of an answer, Brian. So, Brian,” I said smil-
ing as memories of a day in Mr. Nichols’ store came rushing back, “you 
want to know why I say fudge, do you? Do you want the long or short 
version?”

“Sh-sh-short,” Brian said with a grin.
 I took a sip of tea and leaned back, “Well, here’s the short version. As 

a young man, I had started to devote a considerable amount of time and 
effort to developing my swearing skills, adding new and fun words at a 
regular clip, when along came this old man from town, from Mill Gate. 
He owned the sports store where Vickie and I used to hang out. He had 
recently entered my life, he was one of the old boys in Mill Gate and in 
one day, actually, in one minute, he ruined swearing for me forever. He 
gently took Vickie and me off to the side of his store and said we swore 
because we were too stupid to know any better. Vickie got it right away 
but for me it took a little longer. But before long, whenever I said a swear 
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word, I always heard in my mind ‘stupid.’ And I just got tired of con-
stantly hearing the word ‘stupid’ bouncing around inside my head.”

“Cooool.”
“The long version is better. Are you sure you wouldn’t care for the 

long version?”
Sarah said with a tone of finality in her voice that she was quite cer-

tain that the long version would not be necessary. I made a mental note 
that it could be confirmed that Sarah was not a morning person.

“Anyway, getting back to my bee. I’m a flea on a dog! What am I to do 
with Israel? Was Vickie really asking me to tackle Israel?”

Barb, being Barb, got up from the table and came over to me, and put 
her arms around me. She gave me a great big hug and said, “Oh Tommy, 
don’t be so easy on yourself. Even on your best days, you’re not a flea 
on a dog.” And with that she smiled at the kids and left the room. Sarah 
perked up.

Once order was restored, and they had returned from their second go 
at the breakfast buffet, we talked about bees.

Jason started off with, “Coming over, Brian said it was going to be 
about the needle.”

“Well, is it the needle?”
“Good, Mr. Wall….”
“Let’s put it like this,” Sarah said, interrupting Jason. “It’s way too 

early to tell, but if you’re asking our opinion….”
“Yes! That’s exactly what I’m doing!”
“Then we say no. We think – no, let me start that over – we are certain 

that Vickie felt, and all the evidence supports his research, that Israel 
does influence our foreign policy much too much. Everyone knows that 
but it’s not something that can be talked about. To speak out against Is-
rael is to be labeled anti-Semitic. To be labeled anti-Semitic is to lose your 
job, your friends, and the love of your dog.”

“And your subscription to the New York Times,” added Jason.
“To the point that our blind obedience to Israel has resulted in the 

death of thousands of Americans, cost us trillions of dollars, and has 
done and continues to do untold damage to our position in the world. It 
is an unspoken truth.”

“We all agree on that,” Jason said emphatically. “That’s an easy call.”
“It’s impossible to disagree with that assessment and remain cred-

ible,” Brian added with a new and different voice. Something had hap-
pened half way through yesterday’s meeting. He now spoke with a 



199

voice that no longer wavered or lacked confidence. Yesterday was the 
first time that I could recall his establishing eye contact with me rather 
than focusing on some speck of dust on the table. He held my eye and 
said, “What has Israel ever done that has been in the best interest of 
America? Diddly-squat!”

“Again, Mr. Wall, it’s just way too early for us to even take a guess. 
The only reason we’re saying it’s not about Israel, it’s about….”

“Wait a minute, Sarah! Let’s back off and give us some room to move. 
What we’re saying is only this – that right now we know the Middle 
East issue was very critical to Vickie, and Vickie thought it was critical 
to America but, and this is a major ‘but,’ we all think there is something 
coming that is even more critical. To this point, we don’t have a clue 
what it is. Is that a fair statement?”

“But the biggest reason we are sure we haven’t found the needle is 
that what Vickie wrote about is not all that new. Look at his writings 
point by point. Everyone knows the US does Israel’s bidding in the UN 
and on the world stage. Everyone knows the US politicians and report-
ers won’t criticize Israel in the press. Or, if they do criticize, it’s nothing 
but a slight slap on the wrist, and I mean a very slight slap on the wrist, 
and then the very next day, all is forgiven and forgotten. We all know 
this. We just haven’t, as a nation, connected the dots.”  

“What dots?” I said.
“The dots showing that American Middle Eastern policies have been 

central to creating the problem of terrorism.”  
They looked at each other in agreement. OK, I thought to myself, 

where does that leave me? First of all, it didn’t leave me fighting Stephen 
Spielberg. That had to be a plus. Still, racing through my mind was the 
likelihood that at some point I would have to face a challenge – a chal-
lenge that appeared beyond my limits. As I was listening to the kids talk, 
I told myself that I must never again promise to pinch-hit for someone. I 
have always been best sitting on the bench.

“So where does this leave us?” I said.
“Well, it leaves us owing you an apology.”
“Why’s that Sarah?”
“We’ve been pulling your chain. Actually, to be perfectly honest, 

we’ve been yanking the hell out of it.”
“I’m not going to like this, am I? What’s up?”
“No, I don’t think you will like this, but I think Mrs. Wall might find 

some humor in it.” Brian said, as he licked the last of the maple syrup 
between his ears.



200

“Let me have it.” And they did.
“Let us preface this for a moment. We set you up because we were 

sure it would help you better understand what Mr. Vickers wrote. We 
wanted to create in you the reality of Palestine. Mr. Wall, Palestine ex-
isted as a place, and Palestinians as a people – then came the 1940s, and 
Palestine ceased to exist. But not the people.”

They took turns telling me that Vickie never went to Palestine – be-
cause there is no Palestine to go to. Not now, at least. Once Palestine ex-
isted, but not now. Palestine had been on the maps of the world for more 
than two thousand years. It had recognizable boundaries, sometimes 
within larger empires like the Roman or the Persian empires. The Pal-
estinians had been a people. Once, Palestine had been a state – a prov-
ince within the Ottoman Empire. The cities of Jerusalem, Bethlehem, 
and dozens of other towns and villages in the region were peopled with 
Palestinians – with Palestinians they emphasized. Some of the Palestin-
ians were Jews, some were Christians, some were Muslims – most were 
Muslims – but they were all Palestinians. 

Then the West in the 1940s, in its final act of imperialism, gave the 
land of the Palestinians to a fleeing persecuted people escaping the hor-
rors of Nazi Germany. The land the West gave was not their land to give, 
nor did the West have any claim to it. The land they gave away was 
Palestine. They gave Palestine to the Jews to share with the Palestinian 
people. And in that land, the West created Israel. And in that state, cre-
ated by the West, without consultation, began the crisis we call the Arab-
Israeli conflict.

“Palestine was cut away from the world map.”
“But why did you kids keep calling it Palestine? Why did you keep 

telling me Vickie was in Palestine?”
“Because that’s the point Mr. Vickers wanted to make.”
“That’s the irony. We won’t recognize the Palestinians until they rec-

ognize the right of Israel to exist. The Palestinians, who seemingly have 
no right to exist, must recognize the right of Israel to exist. What a cruel 
hoax. 

“No country has the ‘right to exist,’ it is simply something that a 
country does or does not do. Countries exist because they are able to 
protect their interests, maintain their boundaries, project power, and for 
hundreds of other reasons. Countries can claim no ‘right to exist.’ When 
countries fail to maintain their viability they cease to exist, and that’s 
the long and the short of it. For a country to exist comes much closer to 
Darwin then to some divine blessing. The USSR had no ‘right to exist’ 
nor did the Roman Empire or the Ottoman Empire or Yugoslavia or the 
Iroquois nation or the Aztecs or any one of hundreds of other examples. 
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In short, a nation continues to exist only as long as it conducts itself in 
a way to ensure its survival. The existence of Israel is not necessarily a 
function of what the Palestinian people do or do not do, nor is it neces-
sarily a function of what the Israeli people do or do not do, but a function 
of multiple variables that come into play at a certain time in a certain 
place. See, Mr. Wall, that’s what Mr. Vickers was trying to say.” 

“It’s the Israelis and the American politicians who have denied the 
Palestinians the right to exist.”

“Vickie wrote about Palestine because it exists in the hearts of a peo-
ple long denied a voice. Palestine exists in the heart,” Brian said.

“I’ve got to think about this. You kids know this stuff, but to me it’s all 
new. Just stop for a minute. I need to get this together.”

As the kids were finishing breakfast, Daisy came bounding into the 
kitchen. She was on her way to the showroom and was hoping to worm 
another free breakfast out of us. Several times, she had taken various 
household goods over to the house where the kids were living and had 
met them there and at the office, so introductions were not needed, only 
some simple hellos and good mornings.  

“You guys go about your business.  Why the early morning start?”
“Don’t ask,” Brian said, with a smile directed at Daisy.
“What’s left to eat Poppers?”
“Look around, Daisy. Don’t be shy.”
It was perfect timing. Round three of breakfast had started. Brian got 

up and helped himself to more of everything and Daisy took the left-
overs. She pulled up a chair and said, “Don’t let me stop you.” 

“That’s OK, Daisy, we were wrapping it up any way.”
“Anyone need a ride back to town later?”
“Sure, Brian and I could use a lift.”
“OK.”
Daisy offering a ride seemed strange, but for now I just brushed it 

aside. I still had my bees to deal with, they were still buzzing around in-
side my brain. I don’t like conspiracy theories. They go against my grain. 
What was Vickie saying? What did he discover? I didn’t understand. 
That was it, I just didn’t understand. I needed to have the kids answer a 
few more questions before we finished. But which questions?

 I felt the pressure of Daisy watching me. I could almost hear her 
thinking: “OK, Poppers, do your thing.”

“The bees are still buzzing kids. If I ask a few questions, can you keep 
your answers brief and to the point?”
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“Sure, fire away.”
“Here goes. First, are you saying there is some Israeli plot or con-

spiracy against the US?”
“My turn first,” said Sarah. “The answer to that question is easy. Ab-

solutely not. There is no plot, no conspiracy, and there’s no Zionist cabal. 
And we say that to you in great big capital letters – and underlined.

 “Everything the Israeli government does, it does openly and above 
board.”

“Except the force of unrelenting pressure they exert on our politicians 
– but even that we recognize. It’s only our politicians who refuse to ad-
mit the obvious, at least in public.”

“And that doesn’t surprise or anger you?”
“It doesn’t surprise us, but of course it angers us, Mr. Wall. It pisses us 

off that they are willing to sell American interests and security for their 
own seat in Congress. But don’t blame Israel.”  

“OK, next question. Is there really some kind of Jewish lobby that 
tries to buy American politicians?”

“Is it still your turn, Sarah?”
“Yes, Brian, as a matter of fact it is. Yes, Mr. Wall, only they won’t say 

‘buy,’ they would say that their job at AIPAC is simply to represent the 
best interests of Israel to the Congress; and to the President; and to the 
media. They wouldn’t much care for the word ‘buy.’ Buy doesn’t have a 
very nice ring to it.”

“So those people in Congress have to vote however this AIPAC group 
wants? My senators?”

“Yes, both of them – if they want to remain in Congress.”
“Is that fact or fiction?”
“A fact!”
“Mr. Wall, that’s what any lobby worth its salt does.”
“You mean they buy votes?”
“There’s that word ‘buy’ again. Every member of Congress would 

deny that to their last breath.”
“If it’s not ‘buy,’ then what the fudge is it?”
 “I imagine that they would say in their own defense, APAIC simply 

helps to inform them, so they can make independent judgments.”
“The wonder of that is that those guys can do that with a straight 

face.”
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“And gals too, Sarah, don’t forget the gals in Congress.” Jason added. 
“You refer to these articles Vickie wrote about Palestine. OK, what 

magazines were these articles in?”
“None that you would likely recognize, Mr. Wall.” Jason jumped in. 

“All the articles were published in Europe – in Germany, France, and the 
UK. They were all rejected by American publishing houses. If American 
publishers tried to print Vickie’s work they would lose advertising dol-
lars, big dollars. All his published work is listed in our notes.”

“But that’s blackmail!” I argued. 
“No, not at all,” Sarah replied. “That’s business. That’s just playing 

hardball, to take a phrase out of baseball. That’s what the tobacco lobby 
does, or the pharmaceutical lobby, or the lobby for the teacher’s union. 
They are all in Washington to influence Congress, or, as you say, to buy 
Congress.”

“And they’re really good at what they do.”
“Now, my last question, this morning or yesterday, I’m not sure when, 

one of you said that Israel has over ten thousand reporters in the US. Is 
that right? Did I get that right?”

“No, Mr. Wall, that’s not correct.” Sarah said, “That’s not what we 
said. We said there were about five or six….”

“Sarah, we said there were three thousand media editors and writ-
ers….”

“Thanks, Brian. That’s right, there are about three thousand media 
editors and writers in the US who always follow the Israeli position. 
Brian was saying to us the other day that it would be easy for him to 
make some kind of a chart for you to keep score of this fact. You can eas-
ily check the numbers for yourself.” 

“How would I do that?”
“Just get a few copies of Time, Newsweek, US News and World Report.  

We know that would be a small sample to draw from, but it would be 
representative and provide a field of study that would be manageable. 
You can find them downstairs in Pattee in level three stacks. It wouldn’t 
take long to check it out. Pick any of those magazines and any issue. The 
editorials – will they be for or against Israel? Do you find any articles in 
those magazines written by a Muslim or an Arab? Do the same with the 
New York Times. What do you find? Check the editorials. Are they writ-
ten by friends of Israel?  Who do you think writes most of the articles on 
the Middle East, Mr. Wall? Vickie did his homework.”

“Wait a minute – that wasn’t my last question after all.”
“Fire away.”
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“You kids said something about ‘we,’ and I guess you mean Ameri-
cans take away their exports or boundaries – or something like that. Ex-
plain that again. How do we do that?”

“Let me try this one, Sarah.” Jason thought for a moment then finally 
said that he had a couple of examples. He asked me to keep in mind 
that when Vickie said America injured the Palestinian people, he really 
meant Israel, but that Israel could never do what it does without Ameri-
can backing.

Jason told me to think about a Palestinian in Gaza City. He is a shoe-
maker by trade, a family man with several children. They live in a small 
apartment behind their shop. He needs to buy leather hides to make and 
repair the shoes. The Israelis (that is Americans) refuse him the right 
to import hides. They (we) refuse him the right to import parts for his 
sewing machines. He’s not permitted to buy glues, or anything else he 
needs. And the list goes on – year after year, it’s always the same. His 
store is closed by forced Israeli curfews, closed so often that his shop is 
seldom open more than a few days at a time. What does he tell his wife 
when there is no money to buy food? At what point does he become 
angry? What follows anger? 

Jason then told me about a farm family with whom the Vickers lived 
on the West Bank near the Syrian border. They had a few acres of olive 
and fruit trees with a small vegetable garden. They had to painstakingly 
water most of the farm by hand. They scratched out an existence. The Is-
raelis cut off the water to the entire valley and diverted the water to new, 
illegal Israeli settlements. UN resolutions protested against Israeli ac-
tions. The US government vetoed the UN resolutions. The farmers were 
forced off their land.  One of the farmers said to Vickie, “When will the 
world hear us, when will they see us? We are dying.” The Palestinian 
farmers were angry. What follows anger?

 Jason continued to say that it was not only about a shoemaker or a 
baker or a teacher, it was about millions of people trying to get on with 
their lives. It was about doctors who reported to hospitals that had no 
medicines. It was about a mother who came away from the hospital with 
a sick child, unattended because she was told that the needed medicine 
was  waiting in warehouses controlled by Israeli soldiers.  At what point 
did these millions of people collectively become angered. What follows 
collective anger?”

“9/11!”
“Enough, enough, I need to think.” I said
“Precisely!” said Brian, as he looked at Daisy. 
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Chapter Twenty-One

As we were putting the final touches on cleaning up the kitchen, 
Sarah asked if it was possible to stay a little longer to discuss a private 
matter, and of course since it had been my early morning phone call 
that brought them out for breakfast, I readily agreed. Then Daisy, who 
volunteered to chauffeur the boys back to town, reminded me we were 
to have lunch with Sam at the Elks Club to review the new contracts, 
and that it was my treat so I shouldn’t be late. Why did that last piece 
of news not surprise me?

     Sarah and I took our coffee into the office and made ourselves 
comfortable. I opened up the drapes and turned our chairs to face the 
windows. We sat looking out across the snow-white yard that stretched 
all the way to the base of the mountains. The snow, covering the moun-
tains for as far as we could see, presented a cozy post-card image. 
While the view of the mountains was idyllic, the view in the office 
was something less. I sensed that something was wrong, and guessed 
it had to do with the boys. I thought it strange that the boys went back 
to town with Daisy, but put that out of my mind as I waited for Sarah 
to open up.

It was so unlike Sarah to sit and talk about this, that, and everything, 
except what was foremost on her mind – and so unlike me to imagine 
only the worst. My fear was that she was going to tell me she was quit-
ting, or else one of the boys was dropping out. A team of two meant the 
wheels would come off the entire project. I had learned several things 
over the last few days, but most of all I learned that what we were do-
ing was not as silly as I had first feared. In fact, I was beginning to think 
it might turn out to be important work. But a two-man team would 
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mean failure. Finally, Sarah gave a little cough and said, as she opened 
up her brief case and handed me some papers:

“Mr. Wall, I found these in Vickie’s papers last night. Usually when 
one of us starts a new box we make copies for the other two, but as I 
started to read them I thought that they might be too personal to share 
with the boys, and too personal for me to be reading. I read a couple of 
pages like I always do, looking for our needle, but the more I read, the 
more convinced I became that I should not be reading them.”

I quickly looked at what she handed me. A few lines were written on 
each page. The pages were hand written, not typed. They looked like 
lines of poetry.

“They’re poems, hand written poems. These are the only pages we’ve 
found of Vickie’s that are not typed. And notice the penmanship, it 
doesn’t look like the scribble of today, but resembles a style out of the 
eighteenth century. That’s so romantic. Moreover, you can tell by the 
blots he was using a real ink pen on high-grade paper. I’m guessing the 
paper is rare and very expensive. I have never seen paper like this, even 
in fine shops. It might be linen, or a foreign paper from Japan, or some 
such place.” 

 “Why poems? Why would Vickie be writing poetry?”
“They’re written to Mrs. Vickers, to Dee. Mr. Wall, I don’t think she 

has ever seen them. They’re not just poems, but love sonnets written 
as Shakespearean sonnets. I checked out on the Internet the style of the 
poems. They’re Shakespearean.”

“How the fudge can someone today do that? That Shakespeare guy 
must have lived a thousand years ago. I don’t get what you’re saying. 
Run that by me again.”

“OK.” Sarah said with a sense of frustration that until that moment I 
had seen her reserve only for Brian. “It’s like this – have you read much 
poetry?”

Her tone while asking the question indicated that she already knew 
the answer. To defend myself, I said that I had to confess that I generally 
didn’t read a lot of poetry, but thought I had the general idea. 

“Poems,” I said with as much authority in my voice as I could muster, 
“are short and have words that rhyme. Like – hickory dickory dock, the 
mouse ran up the clock; or like that Jack be nimble, Jack be quick poem.”

Rather than building on my examples, I sensed that Sarah seemed to 
shudder and sink further down in the chair. She might have been over-
whelmed by my examples, and the speed with which I was able to call 
them up from my past, because her delayed response was, ‘Wow.’”

“Excuse me, Mr. Wall, I shouldn’t have said ‘wow.’”
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“No, no, not at all; I thought it was most appropriate.”
“Anyway, getting back to Vickie’s poems, Shakespeare lived in the 

16th century, and the only thing Vickie did was use a style of writing a 
poem called a Shakespearean sonnet.”

 “What’s a sonnet like?”
“In this case, it’s a fourteen-line poem in which the last two lines offer 

a solution to a problem that was developed in the first twelve lines. At 
least that’s close enough for us.”

“Do the lines rhyme?”
“Yes, Mr. Wall, but it’s more complicated than just rhyming, but, yes, 

there’s rhyming.” She answered, although for some inexplicable reason, 
it appeared to me that she wanted to pat me on the head and was having 
a great deal of difficulty restraining the urge.

“My point is, Mr. Wall, I think we should not read these love poems, 
but mail them to Mrs. Vickers. I don’t believe they will help us in the 
project. I don’t want us invading her privacy. If she wants us to use 
them, she can always return them later. But having read three of the 
poems last night, there is one thing about the poems I thought you 
would want to know. It’s just one more piece of the puzzle about who 
your friend was.”

“Yes, please.”
“OK, I said he wrote sonnets, Shakespearean sonnets, but no one does 

that today. No one has done that in a hundred years. It’s a lost art. Mr. 
Wall, it is the most difficult style of writing in English literature. Ev-
eryone today, except for Hallmark, writes in free verse – that’s without 
rhyme – or any structure. Poetry today is dead because it’s trash. The 
most pathetic thing in the world today would be a room filled with Latin 
teachers or a room filled with poets. Vickie picked a style for his love 
poems that, almost by definition, made successful writing a near impos-
sibility. Only a handful of people in the history of the English language 
have ever mastered the love sonnet. Yet, Vickie believed only the sonnet 
was worthy of Dee.”

“Yeah, that sounds like Vickie. He really liked Dee.”
Sarah nodded, she understood.
“I understand. I think you’re right. Let’s send them back. Now before 

we leave this poetry stuff, I thought the boys said they had seen the 
poetry, but you said, or I thought you said, you found these last night.”

“Yes, that’s right, I found the love sonnets last night, and the boys 
haven’t seen them. What they were referring to were some other poems 
of a more general nature. So far we haven’t spent much time with them.” 
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“There was one other poem, but it didn’t really make sense to me. 
There was a poem called JaM that was with a capital J, a small….”

“Yes, I know. Vickie had twin sisters, Jennifer and Melissa. They were 
much younger, they died when they were almost thirteen.”

“So JaM, Jennifer and Melissa, I see. You mean they both died – at the 
same time?” 

It had been a long time since I had thought about JaM. I told Sarah 
about the twins being sick and needing several heart operations when 
they had been babies. Then they were well. The operations left two 
healthy noisy girls who grew to be the delight of the family. Then, one 
winter night, Jennifer suffered a massive heart attack while she was 
sleeping, and died in her bed. The family was devastated, and they be-
came paranoid in their worry about Melissa. They took her to doctors, 
specialists, throughout the country, to make sure Melissa’s heart was 
sound. Still they doubted, they trusted no one, and so went to more doc-
tors. I think Vickie was in his first year of college. Anyway, he was in 
Chicago when he got a phone call that Melissa had been taken to the 
hospital. They took her to the hospital here in town and then flew her, 
the same night, to somewhere else. I think they flew to Hershey. Melissa 
died during the flight. It all happened so quickly; Melissa died within 
two or three months of Jennifer.

The death of Melissa was too much for Vickie’s mother. She had never 
liked Mill Gate or Pennsylvania; she was not a small town girl. She was 
alone, with few friends. My mother tried to help but there was really 
nothing that she could do. Mrs. Vickers fought with her husband, began 
to drink, and ended up in a hospital. The Vickers left Mill Gate and went 
back to Paris, and from Paris Mrs. Vickers left her husband. Mr. Vickers 
stayed in Paris and, I believe, was still living there. He never remarried. 
Mrs. Vickers now lives in Boston with some kind of professor.

“Should I give that poem to Dee, or Vickie’s parents?”
“Hold off on that. Let me talk it over with Barb. That can wait. Those 

other poems – they’re not for us to read. Please send them to Dee, but 
before you do, I want to call Dee. I don’t want them to arrive in the mail 
as a surprise.”

“Of course, I understand. I’ll get them ready but won’t send them 
until I get the go ahead.”

“Right. Barb will know what to do. Sarah, you were right in not hav-
ing the boys read them, none of us should read Vickie’s poems.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two

The early snowstorm had been a trick. The next weeks offered only 
sunny cool days and cold clear starry skies at night. In days, the streets 
were cleared, and people soon returned to shopping. December unfold-
ed as excellent winter weather for selling cars. All was well with the 
Walls. The kids, as expected, kept pushing back our next meeting, but 
with each cancellation came the guarantee that they were working and 
progressing through Vickie’s papers. Unlike the concerns I had over ear-
lier cancellations, these were greeted with a near sense of relief – at least, 
by me. My plate was full. Besides being back in the saddle again, I had 
two problems – first, all that Israeli business that the kids left me with, 
and second, the problem of what to do about Daisy. Keeping in line with 
the rhythm of my life, and Barb’s directives, I decided to tackle the sec-
ond problem first.

I must confess that until informed by Barb that a problem existed, I 
had not been aware of Daisy being or having a problem. I had always 
assumed Daisy would one day simply take over the business. Barb said 
that was the problem. Barb suggested I might want to rethink that as-
sumption. Another assumption I operated under was that Daisy loved 
the valley as much as I did and would continue to live her life within the 
rhythms of the valley. Barb suggested I also might want to rethink that 
assumption. In my humble opinion, Barb, not Daisy, seemed to be the 
problem by muddying what had otherwise been clean flowing waters. 
Still, Barb’s track record in affairs of hearth and home was pretty solid.

It was only recently that I had been asked to have much input on 
issues concerning Daisy. Early on in our marriage, Barb and I, that is 
Barb, had carefully divided our personal areas of interest and concerns 
into two distinct, equal, but separate spheres of responsibilities. I was to 
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concern myself with world peace, politics both domestic and interna-
tional, all topics of general interest to the United Nations, and all sport-
ing events that did not require our attendance. That left Barb with family 
matters. Barb’s definition of family matters had a broad scope. It encom-
passed the family budget, the house, Daisy, me, and all events within 
a fifty-mile radius of the house. Barb was not a housewife – she was a 
district manager. If that Betty Somebody had accused Barb of “simply 
being a housewife,” well – Barb would have served her up as meatloaf, 
and that would have been the end of that movement. I suspect, but can-
not confirm, that this type of topic-specific delineation is the norm for 
most successful households in America that fly the flag of domestic bliss.

So I was surprised when Barb suggested, as we were taking down 
the Christmas lights, that I should have a little father-daughter talk with 
Daisy. Before I could ask why and what about she told me, and it all 
made sense. Daisy was coming over for dinner on Thursday, and Barb 
thought we could get together after desert, and, of course, as per our 
topic delineation, what Barb thought, I thought. When I saw Daisy in the 
shop the next morning, I had her pop into the office and said to her that 
Mom wanted us to have a father-daughter thing after dinner that eve-
ning. I told her to bring her boots and we’d take a walk. She smiled and 
asked if it had anything to do with safe sex. I kicked her out of the office. 
It’s not fair for a daughter to make a father blush. “Fudge!” 

All through dinner, Daisy had an infuriating smile on her face, in-
dicating to me she was looking forward with great delight to our little 
conclave. Worst of all, I was aware she knew I was not looking forward 
to it. Monks had it made, I thought to myself, as I mentally went over 
the things Barb had scripted for me to say. I had a sneaking suspicion, 
as I peeked over my desert to steal a glimpse at Barb, that she and Daisy 
already had had a mother-daughter talk, and I was about to become the 
fall guy in one of the devious Machiavellian plots that they had been 
crafting in dark mysterious rooms behind closed doors. 

After I had bundled up and was outside waiting for Daisy, my 
thoughts wandered over what was to be said. I still believed Barb had 
missed the boat on this call, but I was into this father-daughter thing 
now, so it was full steam ahead. I was sure Daisy loved it here, and also 
thought she would one day inherit the business. In the last year she had 
proven to be a natural in the show room. She was a people person – 
a leader who could manage the business and the employees, many of 
them more than twice her age. Sam told me more than once that Daisy 
was a whiz with the contracts, and if I would only stay away a little lon-
ger, he was sure Daisy would have the whole mess cleaned up before too 
long. I had made a mental note to take it up a notch the next time Sam 
and I played golf.
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It wasn’t long before Daisy found me down by the end of the drive. 
She had put on her old hiking boots that Uncle Vickie had brought back 
from one of his trips to Switzerland and had her navy blue toboggan 
pulled down tightly over her ears with a gray Penn State hooded sweat 
shirt, complete with matching gloves and muffler. She looked beautiful.

“I don’t suppose you’re going to say too much Poppers until we get a 
little walking in,” she began with a giggle.

 Not much of her face was showing between the muffler and the 
toboggan, but enough to let me know that if we had had some fresh 
snow, she would now be wiping it off that smug pretty little face of hers. 
“Don’t you start up with me, Fancy Pants. You’re not too old, yet, for me 
to put over my knee,” I shot back, trying to contain a smile. “No, not yet, 
you’re not.”

“Yeah, right Poppers! You’ve never put me over your knee. Never – it 
would have hurt you more than me. Isn’t that true?”

“Fudge!” and we began to walk, holding hands like we have always 
done, naturally and without thought.

I started to say, “Now, Fudge, Daze – if you know, help me out. Don’t 
string me along. I’ve got this little speech prepared, but if you already 
know what it’s about, shoot me now and put me out of my misery.” 

“Yes, I think I do. It’s about Brian, isn’t it?”
“Who?”
“Brian.”
“Who, Brian? Do you mean my Brian?”
“Yes, Poppers, but he’s hardly your Brian.” She said reaching up to 

peck me on the cheek.
“What the fudge are we talking about? What does Brian Hatfield 

have to do with anything?”
“Ok. Let’s start over. I guess I was wrong, so go ahead and give me 

your little speech. I’ll shut up.”
I no longer had a little speech or any size speech.  I was dumbstruck. 

We continued to walk along the valley floor, quietly picking our path 
across the now icy snow path, until we approached the footbridge. I had 
a sense Daisy was as mystified as I. Every time I was about to begin, my 
mind kept stumbling over Brian.

“Daze, why did you think this had something to do with Brian?”
“Well, we’ve gone out a couple of times. It’s nothing serious, just a 

couple of concerts on campus – and a hockey game. He’s really a very 
sweet guy, once you get to know him.”
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If the mountains had disappeared at that moment before my very 
eyes, I could not have been more amazed. I looked at Daze to see if she 
was having me on, but she simply continued to look straight ahead.

“You’re pulling my leg. That’s not funny.”
“No, I’m serious. He’s very nice.”
At the footbridge, I sat down on the green bench overlooking the icy-

blue frozen stream, and attempted to gather my thoughts. But what was 
I regrouping for, I wondered. I blurted out, “You gotta’ be kidding,” star-
tling me as much as Daisy. We looked at each other and together uttered 
a harmonious, “Fudge.” She pushed me off the bench and ran on as I 
reassembled my body and my thoughts. She came back to the bench and 
settled next to me with an apology that lacked both sincerity and feeling 
– in other words, she was very pleased with her behavior.

With my arm over her shoulder, we sat on the bench together while 
she told me about Brian. She asked me not to say a word about Brian 
until she was finished. And before I could answer, she said that “not 
a word” included grunts, groans, and any rolling of the eyes. I was in-
structed to simply sit still and be quiet. Before she got up a full head of 
steam, I had a brief moment to reflect upon the women in my life. It all 
seemed to be following a pattern that Vickie and I had first happened 
upon when we were mere puppies. Was this pattern universal, or purely 
my peculiar fate?

Daisy interrupted my reveries.
“He didn’t ask me out Poppers – I asked him. You promised. I saw 

your face prune up.”
“You never mentioned anything about the face.”
“Now, Poppers, be a sweet pea.”
“OK, I promise. Go on.”
“It really is nothing serious, but I have to admit that I like him a lot. 

He’s really different from most of the other guys I’ve dated. I’ve asked 
him to go out three times and may have to ask him a fourth. We have a 
great time together – he’s so easy to talk to, no games, just a nice guy to 
be with. Coming home from the last concert, I told him it would be OK 
for him to call me and ask me out, but I don’t think he’s up to that yet. 
He’s shy. He hasn’t really dated that much, you know.”

“That’s a surprise – Oops, sorry! That just slipped out.”
“You know, Poppers, you really are a piece of work.”
“Can I thank you for the compliment?”
“Yes. But it really wasn’t a compliment, Poppers.”
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When she was finished and I had been given permission to speak 
again, I was speechless. Finally, I rallied and asked if her mother knew 
about this, and surprisingly Daisy said no. I asked and was given per-
mission to ask one question. “Does he stutter when you guys go out,” I 
inquired, “like heeee – does in-n – our-r-r-r-r – me-e-e-e-tings?” Wrong 
question. Daisy got up in a huff and walked over the bridge, and turned 
around and said, “Not any more, he doesn’t.” I didn’t like her answer 
any more than she liked my question.

I quickly shouted, as I followed. “Hey! Daze! Pax!”
“OK, you old poop, pax,” she said as she turned back to meet me on 

the bridge, “I’ll go for pax, but you’ve got to promise – no short jokes – or 
robbing the cradle jokes – or no money jokes.” 

“I promise, but you’ve got to admit that doesn’t leave me much to 
work with except fashion.”

“And no fashion jokes either!”
I realized that this Brian thing was much more serious than either of 

us wanted to admit. All of Daisy’s boyfriends had been fair game. For 
my own part, I always took a considerable amount of pride and satisfac-
tion in pointing out to all assembled over dinners the foibles of Daisy’s 
latest dunderhead. I bordered at times on the very verge of brilliance, 
but was never able to reach the heights of satirical grandeur of Granny 
Wall. But with Brian, I thought, I had best wait quietly in the bushes.

The moon and stars continued to light our path home. The tempera-
ture on a clear night dropped, and we naturally huddled closer together 
on our walk. Finally Daisy stopped and put her arms around my neck 
and pulled me to her for a kiss on my forehead and said, “Thanks.”

When we entered the kitchen Barb gave me a stolen look of assess-
ment, and then walked over to the phone. I knew instantly that she knew 
the father – daughter discourse had never taken flight. There are few 
situations in life more annoying then those “I know she knows” mo-
ments that I suspect come along for most husbands on an all too regular 
basis. This was one of those moments. But this time I refused to be sub-
jugated and quickly took up the colors again, and turned to Daisy and 
said, “Daisy, I know it’s getting late, but let me have one more shot at it. 
Let’s go into the office.”

“OK, but the clock is running.”
Daisy plopped down on the sofa, and just as I was about to begin, she 

started up with a “tick, tock, tick, tock.”
“Darn you, Daisy. You’ve been nothing but a pain in my back side all 

night.”
“Hush now. You know, you love it.”
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“Listen, now! If I don’t get this all out tonight, then I’m going to be 
sleeping tonight on that there very sofa. So you hush. Here goes – and I 
will have none of those looks from you, young lady.”

“OK, I’ll be good.”
I gave her the Reader’s Digest version, only a little shorter. I just asked 

what she wanted to do with her life. I had always assumed that the busi-
nesses would be hers one day and that, though I had no intention of 
retiring soon, at least not for another ten or so years, that sooner or later 
it would all be hers. I told her that before too long, I saw her becoming a 
partner, and I thought these last few months put her in the Big Leagues 
long before I had ever imagined possible. Still, was this what she want-
ed? Was this where she wanted to settle down and raise a family?

“Well, Daisy, that’s it. Your mother and I just want you to be happy.”
“I know, Pop. I know.”
“Well?”
“Well, what?”
“What do you think?”
“You want an answer now? This very minute?”
“Well, yes. Sure would be helpful if I could tell your mother your 

answer tonight.”
“I can’t do that right now. I’ll need some time. You’ve got to admit, 

Poppers, that was some sneaking fastball that you just whizzed by me. 
I’ll have my people get back to your people on that one.”

And with that she got up, gave me a wink, and went out to raid the 
refrigerator before she went home. It seemed to me she walked off with 
enough food to last Brian about a week. 

Brian was a new question with an entirely new set of assumptions, 
but for now that would have to play out off my radar screen. I could 
comfortably report back to Barb that she had put the right dog out on the 
trail. My only immediate dilemma was quickly resolved by deciding not 
to say a word about Brian tonight, but to wait until just after breakfast 
when standing at the door with car keys in hand and a song in my heart 
I would hum out my goodbyes and say: “Oh, by the way, Daisy is seeing 
Brian.” And leave with a cheery wave.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Work was good for me. Countless hours and short weekends – that 
also was good for me. And now the kids and the project were good for 
me. As the days passed, Daisy would drop one or two crumbs for her 
rumor-starved parents about the “Brian thing,” but only enough crumbs 
to have her mother scratch for more. More came, but never enough. 

For me, I was looking forward to the next meeting with the kids. Ja-
son called to set us up for the first Tuesday in January. The meeting was 
important, but I felt seeing Brian was, if not important, going to be more 
interesting.  It was not long before Daisy heard about the meeting and 
tracked me down on the showroom floor. She approached with a mis-
sion.

“I hear you’re meeting with the Needle Project. Tuesday, is that right?”
“Right, I’ll be out all day. I reserved a room over at the library again. 

We’re going to get an early start. Brian likes the doughnuts.”
“Pop!”
“No – honest that wasn’t a cheap shot. Honest!”
“OK, but I’ve got my eye on you. You be good.”
“But remember, Daisy – Tuesday, he’s my Brian. In fact, he is Brian 

Hatfield – employee. So there you go.” And with that I turned with a light 
foot and walked away. I’ll be the first to admit it’s a sin to get satisfaction 
in shooting down your own flesh and blood, but in this case I believed it 
was one of the good sins that God would treat with benevolence.

In one of our recent phone chats, Sarah and I agreed that I would start 
off the meeting with some comments and a few questions about our first 
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meetings. So early Tuesday morning we assembled in a small window-
less conference room crammed with illegal foods and drinks – illegal by 
library standards. They were now a different group of kids from those of 
our first meetings. They marched into the room full of confidence, at ease 
with themselves, with the project – and with me. You could see it in their 
faces and in their manners. There were no tensions, nothing to prove, but 
still they looked to be all business.  But, no, not all business, that wasn’t it 
at all. They were smug. Yes, that’s what it was, they were smug.

“You go first, Mr. Wall. You go first,” began Jason.
“OK. Back to Palestine or Israel or whatever it is. I took the form you 

gave me, Sarah, to keep track of the news reports on the Middle East. It 
was….”

“I can’t take credit for that, Mr. Wall. That was Brian’s creation. He 
knows how much you like baseball, so he put it together as a score sheet.”

“Box – score.”
“What – ever.”
“Anyway, it was very helpful. So here’s what I found out. For the 

last several weeks I have been using Brian’s system to track the media 
– at least track it at my level. I read copies of the major newspapers ev-
ery day, as well as the three weekly news magazines, to track stories 
about the Middle East. I found over two hundred articles and fifty-two 
pictures. My wife was actually quite impressed with my efforts; Daisy, 
however, saw me as an old poop in a lazy-boy rocker, pretending to be 
a scholar. That girl never cuts me any slack, but that’s another story for 
another time.” As I made the comment, I stole a quick look at Brian to 
see what his reaction might be on hearing Daisy’s name. He appeared 
for a moment as if he was about to say something, but settled instead for 
a knowing smile. I thought to myself, fudge, if that kid isn’t starting to 
grow on me, and that very instant, didn’t I see the handiwork of Daisy 
in Brian’s clothing? His clothes matched. No more clashing stripes and 
plaids from the Saint Vincent de Paul Thrift Shop. No, he was on the 
edge of being color coordinated. I must have been staring at Brian too 
long, because Sarah brought me back with a cough and a, “Well, Mr. 
Wall, you were about to tell us what you discovered.” 

I quickly recovered and went on to tell them about my research. I 
knew I was more pleased with my findings than they were, and was 
more pleased with my tossing out, from time to time, the word “re-
search” than I ought to have been. I was too old to be pleased by the 
word “research,” but I did rather like to say it, and I particularly liked 
saying it tucked away in the college library. 

Everything I found simply confirmed what the kids had already told 
me about Vickie’s work in the Middle East. Almost without exception, 
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article after article presented one side and one side only. None of the 
articles even indicated anything positive about the Muslim world or its 
culture. Muslims were consistently described as fanatical, mad, and al-
ways “anti” whatever we believed in, to the point that, as I read, more 
and more it became too blatantly one-sided – almost comical, but too 
scary to be comical. No one culture could be as bad as the Muslim world 
was portrayed in our media. When the Muslim culture was described, 
explained, or interpreted, it was done so by someone who wasn’t a Mus-
lim. Muslims had no opportunity in the media to tell America who they 
were or what they believed. A non-Muslim always spoke as interpreter 
to Muslim thought. Headlines were all different and yet at the same time 
remarkably the same. Headlines always seemed to say: IRAELIS RE-
SPOND TO TERRORIST ATTACK. The headlines never, not once said: 
PALESTINIANS RESPOND TO ISRAELI TERRORIST ATTACKS. 

On a slightly different track, I told them that I was impressed with the 
outline they gave me about the new developing worldwide media, and 
the changing image of what the world sees. I knew I was a little naïve, 
but I more or less assumed that what we saw on TV was what the rest of 
the world saw. That was true at one time but was not true today.

“May I interrupt you for a moment?” Jason asked.
Sarah hit him between the eyes with, “So what else is new. Sorry, Mr. 

Wall, but you better let him go or he’ll just sit and whine.”
“Go on, Jason,” I responded with more enthusiasm in my voice than 

Sarah probably cared for, for her look seemed to indicate that I really 
shouldn’t encourage his interruptions.

“It’s just this, Mr. Wall, you are totally right about what the world 
watches. CNN is what the world used to watch; at least for about twenty 
years; now it is almost irrelevant outside of our borders. If the world 
wants to find out what is happening in Iraq, American cable will be al-
most the last place to look. At one time we had a monopoly over the 
news, now there are other national broadcasts, and the internet provides 
pictures of events that we never show on TV; then toss in chat rooms, 
blogs, and countless websites, and all of a sudden our media are just 
that, they’re ours and no longer the world’s media.”

I confessed to the kids that I had never been much of a news person, 
and that if I watched the news at all it was late at night when I was tired 
and thinking about things closer to home. “You know, kids, when I do 
turn on the news my mind is already half turned off. I probably just turn 
it on to be entertained or to find out what stupid things stupid people are 
doing.” But the last few weeks had been different. I kept asking myself 
why people were called “terrorists” and why things were happening. If 
Muslims hated Christians, then why didn’t they hate Christians seven-
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ty-five years ago? If Muslims didn’t value life, then why did they have 
children? Why go to school and become a doctor? Why go to a party and 
sing and dance? There were a hundred whys that didn’t make sense. 
Was their humanity somehow different from mine? It would be stupid 
to see their humanity as somehow different from mine or that somehow 
their culture valued justice less, or beauty less; still, they were always 
presented in the media as a culture out of control. 

One thing I now knew for certain was the media would not answer my 
questions. I did not like knowing that. The media in the land of the free 
appeared to be becoming an engine of distortion. But even more than the 
articles, what most made me shudder were the pictures attached to the 
articles. The pictures in the articles and on the TV showed ugly people 
doing ugly, mad things. They were in-your-face pictures. The pictures 
revealed a Muslim culture, and an Islamic religion in particular, seeking 
the destruction of civilization, of our civilization. Where was the fair and 
balanced coverage of news that a free people needed? As I paused and 
looked up I caught Brian’s eye; we both held each other’s gazes, until we 
broke with a slight nod and a look of understanding.

“Yes, Mr. Wall, it’s a mess!”
“And on top of that, Brian, everything I tracked on the box score about 

American politicians only underlined the total lack of independence. Ev-
ery single politician in the news for these past few weeks spouted the 
Israeli position. Not one dissenting vote.”

“That’s just the point Vickie was making in his articles. Our politi-
cians are in the back pocket of the Israeli government. And that reality is 
killing Americans,” Jason said.

“How could we have gotten to this point?”
“We got there slowly. Things fall apart slowly,” Brian said.
The kids took back the lead and directed me to news articles that fur-

ther added to Vickie’s findings. They showed me a diagram about ter-
rorism that Vickie had created for an article in a Scottish magazine. It 
showed how the Israeli model for conflict resolution is circular and leads 
not to conflict resolution, but to an approach of crisis management; the 
model is designed to maneuver the crisis, to feed the crisis, but never 
to resolve the crisis. The endgame of this model is never to end the cri-
sis but simply, inextricably, to tear down the homes and villages of the 
Palestinians, brick by brick. The model offers no way to break out of the 
problems faced by the Israeli government over either the Palestinian is-
sue or the larger Arab issues.

“Mr. Wall,” Brian said, then hesitated for a moment before he began 
again, “Mr. Wall, keep in mind this is not the Biblical Israel that we are 
defending. This is not the Israel of the Old or the New Testament. This 
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is the Israel of a modern political agreement signed by the dying em-
pires of Europe. This is an Israel politically and militarily imposed on the 
Middle East following the Second World War. It is an Israel politically 
created for victims of the war, at the expense of a new class of victims – 
the Palestinians, in particular, and Muslim societies, in general.”

Silence followed, finally broken by Jason saying to Brian, “Well done, 
Hattie, well done.”

“Yes, Brian, that was right on the mark. Mr. Wall, Brian’s comments 
really put into a nutshell exactly what your friend believed.”

Sarah drew my attention to the two diagrams. “Now Mr. Wall, Ameri-
cans can’t dedicate the rest of our lives – and the lives of our children – 
trying to stop terrorism by killing terrorists. That strategy only continues 
the cycle. It’s madness. Worse than madness, Vickie believed it changes 
who we are as a people. It makes us a warrior culture. That was not 
the American Dream. Our national dreams were to be a free people, a 
beacon to the world, based upon the noble ideals of 1776, and rooted in 
Western civil liberties. That was and always has been our strength. There 
was nobility in our dream for America, a dream that made us strong; it 
was our shield. This is what Vickie wrote about, Mr. Wall.”

“Terrorism is a monumental problem, but we can never end it or even 
lessen the threat of terrorism until we eliminate the causes of terrorism. 
Vickie knew that, until we address the real causes, terrorism will con-
tinue to rear its ugly head.”

“It’s like that game at the arcade of s-smashing the groundhogs with a 
mallet e-every time they stick their heads up. It seems like fun, but after 
about ten minutes it’s s-stupid.”

Sarah looked at Brian, shook her head and said, “Your brain is simply 
amazing. It’s amazing. How did you ever get from terrorism to ground-
hogs?”

“Underground!”
“See what we live with!”
“Actually, that groundhog example works for me,” I said.
 “So my dilemma remains. What did Vickie want me to do? It seems 

to me he had the Middle East in mind, but for the life of me I can’t see it. 
You guys said it wasn’t about the problems in Palestine or Iraq or terror-
ism, but that’s what Vickie was writing about.” 

“Let me stop you right there, Mr. Wall. The solving of the imbalance 
in the American foreign policy is very important, and you’re right about 
the sloppiness of our media, but it is only one piece of a larger puzzle, 
and you’re 100% right about our politicians having rings through their 
noses. They would follow Israel over a cliff.”
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“Mr. Wall, why don’t we take a break for a few minutes – let’s say 
twenty minutes. Is that OK?”

“Why all of a sudden? Why break now?”
“We just need a few minutes. OK?”
“OK, if you need a break, sure, I can use some fresh air anyway. 

Fudge, you say!” I really didn’t need a break or want a break, but some-
thing in their looks told me that they were up to some mischief. As I left 
the room, I thought that if they were jerking me around or having some 
sport at my expense, then I would soon have their hides.

The campus was beautiful in the cold crisp days of winter. The low 
blue sky rested on the leafless trees that covered the snow-patched col-
lege grounds, grounds free from the sounds and activities of students 
still at home for the final few days of the Christmas break. Walking out 
from the library, I followed a path that would take me up to the Nittany 
Lion Inn, one of the old landmarks that offered every visitor a dreamy 
image of college life. 

I found that I was slowly getting better at walking and thinking. Al-
though I didn’t yet imagine Daisy had seen much improvement, I was 
sure progress was being made. Seldom did a day go by when I did not 
ask myself what it was that Vickie had asked me to do. By the time the 
kids had come on board, my search for clues as to what Vickie wanted 
had been frantic, even desperate. I never was into all that depression 
kind of stuff, but there were days following Vickie’s death that I was 
about as low as I had ever been. Lower even than when the doors of 
baseball closed to me.

The fresh air, the cold fresh air, picked me up the way the kids had 
picked me up after they came on board. Now, I still wondered what 
Vickie had in mind when he asked me to pinch-hit for him, but the 
panic had long disappeared. Barb still saw all of this as an adult toy, an 
expensive toy but, nevertheless, a toy. Granny Wall remained uncon-
verted. She would have had me locked up and thrown the key away 
if she had had the deciding vote. And then of course there was Daisy, 
whose conversion and support only emerged after Brian came on the 
scene. As I returned to the library, I said boldly, so boldly that it startled 
me, “Fudge – toy or crazy, it’s still the most fun I’ve had in many a 
moon.”

I walked back to the library. The kids were waiting outside the con-
ference room. It wasn’t too difficult to figure out they had something up 
their sleeves. Brian was hopping around like he had to go to the bath-
room, Jason bowed and ushered me to the door, and Sarah trumpeted 
me in. Subtle they were not. I felt I was about to be the guest of honor at 
a fourth-grade birthday party.
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“OK, what’s up?”
“Go on in.”
Inside the room I was hit with the strong smell of pine. The confer-

ence table had been cleared of all our notes and the boxes of doughnuts. 
The table was now covered with piles of pine needles, and topped with 
a large poster. Before I could say anything Jason yelled out, “Needles!”

“What?”
“Needles!” they all chimed in together, as if part of some Wagnerian 

chorale. “Needles!”
“Mr. Wall, we found the needle.  At least we’re pretty sure.” Sarah 

nodded, “Yes, we have it. We’ve been dying to tell you all morning.” 
Jason added, “This is why we needed you to get out for a few min-

utes. We had bags of needles we had to sneak into the library in our 
backpacks. Brian said if you can get the doughnuts and coffee in here, 
we can at least get a few bags of needles.”

On top of the needles, in the middle of the table was a colored poster 
with writing in some fancy script. 

“What’s that?” I asked.
“You might well ask,” said Sarah.
“It’s Brian being a Latin nerd. It’s the Needle,” said Jason, “only Brian 

being Brian had to write it in Latin. Now, does anyone outside some 
monastery on the mountaintops of Sicily read Latin?  It’s something we 
really doubt. Nevertheless you have to admit, it looks really neat.”

“But what does it say?”
“Mr. Wall, don’t pay any attention to nerd-face; I assure you we never 

do. It’s in our notes – in English.”
“Then you’ve done it? You’ve really done it! Don’t beat around the 

bush – let me have it. I’ve got to admit there was more than one day that 
I doubted what we were doing. I thought you kids looked awfully smug 
this morning, but I didn’t expect this. Fudge!”

“Wait a minute, Mr. Wall, we don’t want to burst your bubble, but 
the only thing we know, and we know this for sure, is what Mr. Vickers 
was worried about. Although worried is really not the right word, is it, 
Sarah?”

“No, Jason, worried isn’t the right word, but we can go with that for 
now. For now, Mr. Wall, we need to say to you in clean and unequivocal 
terms exactly what Mr. Vickers wanted us – you – to find.”

“Then you know what I’m to do! You know what my pinch-hitting is 
all about?”
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“No sir, not at all.”
“I don’t understand. First you say you have The Needle then you 

say you don’t. What’s going on?”
Sarah began very slowly and with a little too much deliberation but 

finally said, “We know the problem that concerned Vickie,” she stopped 
talking to me and said to Jason that “concerned” was no damned better 
than “worried,” then quickly shifted back to me to finish her thought. 
“Now, as I was saying, we definitely know the problem, all we have to 
do now is refine our understanding of the problem. But, Mr. Wall, we 
don’t know what you are to do.”

“You see, Mr. Wall, we will soon be able to detail the problem, but 
what you want to do about it is another issue. Our task is to tell you 
what the problem is – we may or may not be involved in working out 
the actual pinch-hitting. Isn’t that right, Sarah?”

“Yes, Jason, that’s right.”
Brian started to wave his arms as if to stop the direction of the con-

versation, “Mr. Wall, I can see in your face that you feel that we have 
taken you up the roller coaster only to rush you back down. That’s 
not the case. To use the language of baseball, we need to keep our eye 
on the ball. The ball is the problem; we see it; now, let’s hit it. In other 
words, the ball is the issue, we can work on the swing later. It may be 
a single, it may be a home run, but I guarantee you, Mr. Wall, we will 
not strike out.  You will not let your friend down – and you can take 
that to the bank.”

Sarah got up and gave Brian a hug and said, “He drives us crazy, 
but as Jason said, he’s smarter then he looks. Now, back to work. Let’s 
get this table cleaned up and put away that Latin stuff. Mr. Wall, let us 
have a moment, and we’ll put away our show and tell.”

As they started to clean the mess, I took a new look at my team. I 
thought to myself that they might never know how much I doubted 
them or myself as well, when we first started on this project. At the be-
ginning, there was scarcely an hour that went by that I didn’t question 
their abilities and my sanity. Now, here I was watching them clean up 
from their victory celebration, with a guarantee of success in my hand. 
And the guarantee was from Brian – from Brian.

Sarah organized the clean up and quickly got them seated. She told 
us to open up the new folder they had prepared for our second meet-
ing. “Let’s begin with the poem sans Latin. I think you will find it right 
at the beginning. Take a few minutes, Mr. Wall, to read over it; it’s a 
poem by W. B. Yeats called The Second Coming.”
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The Second Coming (1921)
by William Butler Yeats (1865 – 1939)

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand.
Surely the Second Coming is at hand.
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.
The darkness drops again; but now I know
That twenty centuries of stony sleep
Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,
And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?

I opened up the notebook and began to read. Immediately I real-
ized that this was either some kind of a bad joke or it was still in Latin, 
but whatever it was, I decided to reveal nothing in my voice or face 
that would indicate that the poem was as much Greek as Latin. I read 
the poem a second time hoping that one line, one word, or something, 
would make enough sense for me to toss back to the kids one or two 
semi-intelligent observations. Nothing! The only question became how 
much time I should take before saying, “I’m finished.” I settled on 
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five minutes. Finally, I leaned back in the chair and said, “That’s some 
poem.”

“Yes it is. It’s some poem. It’s one of the most important pieces and at 
the same time one of the most troubling pieces in Western literature. Mr. 
Wall, this poem is one of the keys to understanding what so distressed, 
even overwhelmed Vickie when he was at the CDPR. This is what he 
wanted to talk with you about in Baltimore. This is The Needle.”

Jason reached out to Sarah and said, “Let me take this in a different 
direction for a minute.”

“Sure, go ahead.”
“In a few minutes, we’re going to wrap this session up for the day, but 

before we do, we just want to make it clear that Vickie didn’t need you 
to go over the poem line by line and wrestle with its various interpreta-
tions. He only needed you to know that the poem has meaning in so far 
as it helps us understand what is happening in and to America. That’s 
what Vickie wants you to know. The first….”

Brian’s head banged down on the table as if he had been shot. He 
didn’t move. Then, slowly, he raised his head and just looked at me 
and said to Jason, “Wow! I’ve never heard such a bunch of convoluted 
bullshit! Sorry, Mr. Wall, I meant Fudge.”

“I liked you be-tter whe-e-e-n you stu – -ttered,” Jason shot back, at-
tempting to be angered. “You run with it, Hattie. I’ll just listen to see how 
far you get with Yeats before you fall on your face.”

“Listen and learn, pretty boy. Mr. Wall, let’s walk through the poem. 
Take the first two lines about the gyre, the falcon, and the falconer. Now, 
Jason, don’t say a word. Mr. Wall, imagine putting a baseball in a sock 
and tying the sock to the end of a long piece of rope – like a clothesline 
kind of a rope. Make sure the sock is secure. OK, so far?”

“Yes, I’m with you.”
“Now imagine, you are standing in the middle of a field, perhaps a 

baseball field, with the open end of the rope in one hand. Slowly, you 
begin to swing the sock end of the rope in ever enlarging circles over 
your head. At first, the radius of the circle might be only five or six feet, 
but you slowly let out more rope and spin it faster and faster. The circle 
becomes larger and larger and the ball tucked away in the sock moves 
further and further away from you. Let out more rope; expand the circle 
until the sock is almost out of sight.”

Jason sang out, “I get it Brian, that’s fantastic. You see, Mr. Wall. The 
baseball is the falcon, or man, and the ever widening circle is the gyre, 
and you’re standing in the middle of the field or the universe; well, 
you’re the falconer.”
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“And of course the falconer is God.” Sarah said.
“Now, what Yeats was saying, and what your friend found so reveal-

ing in those lines, was the realization that man is moving farther and 
farther away from God, man is spinning out of control, lost to God, be-
cause man chooses to be lost. God does not abandon man; man aban-
dons God.” 

“I got it, Brian, but let me just run through that in my own words. 
First of all, I need to delete all of that stuff about baseball. Man, that’s the 
falcon without the rope, is moving year by year further away from God. 
OK, then what?” 

“Now look at the next lines. What is Yeats saying now? He mentions 
‘things fall apart; the center can not hold.’ Then Yeats refers to ‘anarchy’ 
and ‘innocence,’ then, ‘the best lack all conviction,’ and finally, ‘the worst 
are full of passionate intensity.’ That’s very heady stuff, Mr. Wall. Now, 
what does it mean? First of all, we won’t need the socked baseball or the 
rope any longer. What Yeats saw as falling apart, of course, were our core 
values, the values that America was founded upon. The farther we move 
away from God and our values, the more the center, or our abandoned 
core values, cannot hold us together. It’s the abandonment of God and our 
values that brings about anarchy. Civilizations begin to decline when they 
start to lose sight of who they are. We become corrupted, and we lose our 
innocence, because even the very best of us are devoid of conviction.”

“Wait a minute, Brian, you’re starting to get too far ahead of me. 
When you say ‘best’ do you mean the best people, like the brightest? But 
the best wouldn’t be the best if they didn’t have convictions.”

“That’s just the problem, Mr. Wall. We have bred convictions out of 
people. Let me explain it this way – imagine I ask you to carry a small 
wooden bucket, but a bucket that doesn’t have a bottom.”

“Got it. But it sounds like a useless bucket.”
“ Then consider how in today’s world, we are carefully taught to have 

an open mind; we are taught not to hold any idea or belief as an absolute, 
or to even hold an idea or belief too strongly, but to be “open minded” to 
a thousand conflicting opinions, but believing in nothing. Mr. Wall, we 
are taught to believe in nothing but disbelief. Yeats is saying that an open 
mind is something like an old bucket with a hole in the bottom. You see, 
an open mind that believes nothing, that holds firmly to nothing, is as 
useless as that old bucket.”

Sarah chipped in, saying, “You’re on your game today, Brian. I see 
where this is leading. Yeats, and Vickie really, were saying that a person 
who has an open mind can’t hold convictions, because they have been 
indoctrinated with the idea that all competing ideas have merit. In such 
a world the defense of a shallow or weakly structured thought becomes 
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– ‘it’s my opinion and I have the right to hold it,’ and holding it makes 
it true.  But in this case all ideas pour through the bucket. Like trying to 
keep water in that old bucket – it just all runs out. To have an open mind 
is to believe in nothing, and to hold only opinions, never convictions. 
That condemns people not only to chaos, but to intellectual loneliness 
because we are left by ourselves naked to the world, stripped of all be-
liefs and values.”

“That’s it, Sarah” said Brian.
“It’s like the person who says with great passion that there are no 

absolutes, and someone else says, ‘Are you sure there are no absolutes?’ 
And he responds, ‘Of course! Absolutely!’”

Then Brian slowly took me through the next lines of the poem. 
He was good; he was really good. The poem a few minutes ago 
had been meaningless to me. I would never have been able to work 
through it on my own, but with Brian’s help I began to understand. 
As he talked about the poem, he was so sure of himself, so confident 
in what he was saying that we all were transfixed by his voice. His 
voice was slow and rhythmic like a storyteller. Yes, that’s it – he 
reminded me of one of the old men that used to gather around Mr. 
Nichols’ candy jug and tell stories of baseball and life. This was no 
longer the shy young stuttering and mumbling Brian, but a man 
with his own story to tell.

“Yeats now captures our attention with a jolt to our senses by 
signaling that the ‘Second Coming’ is at hand, that Christ’s return, 
according to prophesy, is imminent, then, just as suddenly, Yeats 
says, no, it’s not the coming of Christ that we are to expect but a new 
paganism rising again out of the desert. Yeats uses the sphinx as a 
symbol for this new paganism. The pagan spirit of the world – that’s 
what he meant by the Spiritus Mundi rising out of the desert – it is 
the sphinx. The sphinx represents the rise of paganism. Mr. Wall, 
this is a little tricky, but what Yeats was saying is that the modern 
world has lost its way. We worship the pagan gods of materialism, 
of individualism and flawed ideas that will never stand the test of 
time. We have entered the new age of paganism, where the lonely 
voice of faith is once again stoned and mocked from the market 
place of materialism.” 

“Kids, I would love to go on but my batteries are starting to run 
down. I really need to take a break. You’re going to have to begin to 
realize when my eyes start to get a little glassy. Give me five. I’ve got to 
come up for air.”

“Hang on, Mr. Wall. Hang on. I’m almost to the punch line. Yeats 
is of this world of rising paganism; just like his world, he too is being 
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shaped by paganism, by the paganism that has been dormant for the 
last two thousand years, dormant since the birth of Christ, but a new 
and virile pagan that is rising. That’s what Yeats meant by the coming 
beast. A beast set to destroy truth – to destroy a gentle Christ, a loving 
Christ, and, viewed through the narrow vision of the new paganism, a 
meek and mild Christ. And then the poem ends with a question, a ques-
tion of who will win.” Brian stopped for a moment, gathered the silence 
about him and slowly leaned toward us, as we leaned toward him and 
he whispered, “The battle of our age has been enjoined. Who will win – 
the pagan beast or the Bethlehem child?”

Brian had finished, but what did it mean? Was I to respond to the 
poem? Was I to be moved to action by a poem? I understood, or at least 
came slowly, reluctantly, to understand the danger that Vickie knew. 
Was part of the danger the fact that America was losing control of her 
own destiny? That was real, and that I was beginning to understand; but 
this, the poem, was a danger I did not understand.

Jason was about to say something, but I stopped him before he could 
begin. I didn’t need this to continue, I didn’t need or want anything more 
to think about. “Let’s stop now. I need to have time to let the dust settle. 
Give me a few minutes to think, then I’m sure to have a few questions, 
but now I just need time. OK?”

Sarah said, “Sure, take your time.”
They sat quietly around the table staring at the ceiling, twiddling 

their thumbs, and going through their notes; in general they were trying 
not to be a nuisance. I used the time to frame some questions, to retrace 
the ball in the sock, and all that pagan business. It was no use. I was get-
ting nowhere, while the kids fiddling around in their silence were more 
of a distraction than if they had gotten up and started to dance. Finally, I 
said, “Brian you did a great job with that poem. A great job, but if that is 
The Needle I don’t get it. The truth is….”

“Let me explain it this way, Mr. Wall....”
“No Jason, not today, no more, I’m done. I just have one question and 

then we’re going to wrap this up and then I’m going home to a nice long 
walk. I have one question and need one brief answer.”

“Right,” Sarah said. “Let it rip.”
“One hour ago this table was full of needles and there was more than 

a little sense of celebration in this room. I don’t feel that now. I feel lost. 
So here’s my question – can I celebrate tonight with a very good bottle 
of wine?”

I expected Jason to answer, so had more or less directed my ques-
tion his way, and was surprised when Brian said, “Mr. Wall, there is a 
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rumor circulating about that a certain distinguished lady by the name 
of Granny Wall has questioned your sanity these last few months. Well, 
along with the wine, why don’t you also serve up some crow for dinner.”

And with that I was content. In fact, it sounded like a very good 
plan to get a little of my own back. Granny Wall had been riding, actu-
ally everyone had been riding, roughshod over me for months, and the 
only thing I could do was lie there and take it. This sounded like a great 
plan, and so I said to Brian, “I’ll let you know the score tomorrow, but I 
wouldn’t be surprised if I throw a no-hitter.”  

“Are we on for tomorrow?”
“Sure, but how about you kids coming over to the house?”
“Great! I love that,” said Brian. “What time?”
“How about around ten o’clock? Is that too early?”
“You kids clean up here, and I’ll see you tomorrow. I think you’ve 

given me a headache. ”
“Tomorrow, Mr. Wall.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Selling cars and making money sure was easy! It was simply a matter 
of finding out what people wanted and how much they were willing to 
pay for it. Toss in a few smiles, good service, long hours, and your bank 
account grew. My simple small town business philosophy was about 
the only thing I could really focus on as I drove home from the college. 
Of course there was The Needle, and the theatrics of a table laden with 
pine needles that left us all with a nice warm glow of achievement, but 
still, compared with the gray-cell work of the last few months, making 
money was easy. The kids had solved the problem, at least they said they 
had solved the problem, and now it was simply a matter of understand-
ing what the deuce it all meant. As I pulled into the driveway I felt a 
celebration was in order tonight with some of our best wine offered as 
a toast to the kids, and as Brian said, nice big helpings of crow, enough 
crow to go around.

I parked in the driveway with the engine running and called Daisy 
to ask her to pop over for dinner, and to tell her to pick up Granny Wall. 
Before she said yes to dinner she put me through the hoops, berating 
me for assuming that someone as lovely and vivacious as she would be 
available for a last minute dinner, and saying that she would first need to 
consult her social calendar. She never ended these little tricks of hers un-
til she knew she had me either ticked off or wishing that I hadn’t phoned 
in the first place. Finally, I cut in with a “By the way, have you heard the 
latest Brian joke?” 

“OK, Poppers, I’ll be over at seven with Granny Wall – but I want you 
to know I’m going shopping tomorrow – on your card.” With that she 
hung up, and I went into the house with a song in my heart. 
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Seeing Barb in the kitchen I said, “Guess who’s coming to dinner?”
Probably because I was less sure of myself than I ought to have been, 

crow was not on the menu for dinner. I did, however, break out a couple 
of bottles of good wine and basked in the tempered blush of a half vic-
tory, by announcing to one and all how satisfied I was with the kids and 
the project. Finally, at the end of desert, and without the benefit of a 
drum roll, I said to my beloved family that the work the kids were doing 
was the best thing I had been involved with in twenty years, and that 
sooner rather than later crow would be served.

I said no more and quickly excused myself from the table. I heard 
their objections and catcalls with a sense of satisfaction as I retreated to 
my office to await their arrival – for I was certain they would soon be 
storming in demanding explanations. I was not disappointed. Before I 
could settle down on the sofa, the women in my life came marching in, 
in matriarchal progression.

Mom took the lead with, “Just what the hell did all that chest pound-
ing mean? Come on, Tommy, out with it. Spill your guts!” I had no inten-
tion of responding until they all had their say, so I just sat there enjoy-
ing my moment in the sun. Barb was next. She let fly with two or three 
pointed comments that strongly indicated that she had not retreated 
from her original position; a position that centered on my continuing to 
waste time and money on that damned pinch-hitting thing, or, to put it 
more succinctly, “that guy thing.” The women in my life were of a kind; 
their T-shirts in life could have read, “next to lovin’, I like fightin’ best,” 
especially when I was the object of the fight. I patiently waited for Barb 
to finish. 

So far both attacks had been steadfast in principle and predict-
able. I did not respond, but sat stone-faced on the sofa making men-
tal notes that soon, very soon in fact, extra portions of crow would 
have to be brought in from foreign lands. The first two ladies had not 
exhausted themselves, nor had they emptied their arsenal, but were 
simply being fair. It was Daisy’s turn. As if by design, they had saved 
their best for last. Always dramatic, even with a small audience, Dai-
sy pulled the old leather ottoman over to the sofa and parked herself 
in front of me. Her eyes were twinkling as she looked at me with her 
laughing face. 

The curtain was about to go up on the featured act. Daisy stole a quick 
glance at her mother and Granny Wall, as if to acknowledge their role in 
warming up the audience, and then turned back to me. Her mouth sud-
denly opened in preparation for her beginning number – the lights were 
on, the camera was rolling, our heroine was about to speak; then, noth-
ing, her mouth closed. Something was wrong. She had dropped her line. 
I tried to help, “Yes, Daisy, go on. You were about to say?” For an instant 
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she appeared to be less certain of her opening number, she looked at me 
with a more critical eye and said, “OK, Poppers, what’s up. I don’t like 
that look on your face. Mom, something’s going on here tonight.”

“That hurts me deeply, Daze. What do you mean, you don’t like the 
look on your old pater’s face?”

“Oh you devil! Mom, Pop’s jerking us around. He’s holding some-
thing back; something from today’s meeting. Mom, he’s too pleased 
with himself to suit me. He’s jerking us around! Mom, make him fess 
up.”

“You’re right dear – look at that old fart. And then there was all that 
good wine from Mr. Pennypincher. So, Tom, what’s up?”

“We’re not going to let you up until you spill your guts, Poppers.”
“I am accused falsely. I’m innocent.”
“You know, the last few nights, Brian has been acting the same way 

with the same cheesy grin, but I can’t get a thing out of him.”
With that she fumbled the ball, and I took my defensive team off the 

field and brought on the offense. “I’m sorry, Daisy, I’m afraid I didn’t 
quite get that. Your grandmother was dropping her teeth, and I must 
have been distracted by the sound. I must have missed something. You 
said something about the last few nights, and then Brian – if I’m not 
mistaken – and then did you say cheesy? Sorry, I missed some of that. 
Babes, perhaps you heard her? Did she say, ‘Brian?’ Did she say ‘night’”?

Needless to say, they were finished with me. Granny Wall was on the 
loose. “Daisy, you always bring your beaus over to see me; how come 
you haven’t brought this young man over?”

“No reason, really, I’ll bring him over sometime soon.”
“When?”
“Soon.” 
“When’s soon? Tomorrow?”
“No, not tomorrow, but soon.”
I intuitively sensed that the dialogue was becoming somewhat repeti-

tive and hoped someone would come to the rescue. I did not have long 
to wait. Barb took over, as Daisy started to squirm. Barb wanted facts; 
Mom wanted the whole story.

“Isn’t there a song about, ‘Brian – in – the – night?” I asked. “How 
does that go, Daisy?”

Daisy looked at me and said, “Poppers, you’re going to pay for this 
big time – and I mean big time.”
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“What do you mean little girl? Are you ladies finished with me?”
There is only so much pleasure you can get out of someone else’s dis-

comfort before, as in this case, it becomes child abuse. I felt I had reached 
that point, and wanted now to quickly switch from antagonist to knight 
in shinning armor. So I rode up on my white horse and said, “Well, la-
dies, while this has been most entertaining – even enlightening – Daisy 
has an early morning, and I have some research to finish before tomor-
row’s meeting with the kids. And by the way, Barb, the kids, and Brian 
in particular, want to meet here tomorrow. So, there you go.” 

A long time ago Daisy made a very brief list of the things that I was 
good at doing. I found the list offensively short and incomplete, but 
that’s another topic for another time. She should have listed that one of 
my strong suits was getting in the last word and then quickly departing. 
And perhaps the very best of all the last words uttered this side of Shake-
speare is, “So, there you go.” It’s a wonderful parting comment, opening 
up an endless range of possible meanings, while at the same time mean-
ing nothing. “So, there you go!” 

    The next morning as we were dressing, Barb told me that once I 
had made myself scarce, the senior ladies went to work on Daisy. After I 
went upstairs they gathered in the kitchen and made coffee and cooked 
up some late night brownies. In the Wall house, “late night brownies,” 
were code words for an extremely serious talk, the kind of talk that Co-
lumbus must have had with his men the night before they sailed.

 The topic had been Brian – Daisy’s Brian, not mine. Barb said that Dai-
sy finally started to open up and provided more than just a few crumbs for 
the rumor mill. Not trusting my attention span, Barb asked me if I was up 
for the full story or should she just hit the highlights. Less concerned with 
my own attention span, and more concerned with Barb’s ability to make 
a story of her last trip to the grocery store longer than Gone With the Wind, 
I quickly opted for the highlights, knowing that the highlights would last 
well past breakfast, and breakfast was still an hour away. 

I must confess, the highlights did not cause the Richter scale to move 
much above a 2.1. I also must confess the obvious – weeks ago, when 
Brian’s name was first mentioned by Daisy, I was amazed – no amazed 
doesn’t do it, I was flabbergasted – no, even flabbergasted falls short of 
the mark – I needed a word beyond amazed, beyond flabbergasted. I 
needed Vickie – he would have had the word. Flabbergasted would have 
to do. How could this have happened? Brian was on the team almost 
in spite of himself. There had been nothing in his appearance, in his in-
terview, nor in the first weeks of the project that even hinted – well, of 
anything – anything positive. When I had withdrawn the job offer to that 
young Ryan what’s-his-name, I had felt I was left with two major league 
players and a minor league bench warmer; Brian was the latter. 
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Since those early days on the project, I could admit to no one, at least 
not yet, that Brian had started to grow on me. As Jason kept saying, “He’s 
smarter than he looks,” And he was. Day by day, he had started to become 
an equal on the team. The kids basically lived together, and, at first, I think 
they just tolerated him, as I did, and they probably did not put much trust 
in his abilities. I certainly did not put much trust in his abilities, nor did I 
expect much out of him, but somehow over the months that had all started 
to change. Still, I could not imagine the names Brian and Daisy in the same 
sentence. I had tried to picture their first moments together – but it was 
impossible to bring that picture into focus. What would they have talked 
about? I could easily see Daisy rattling on about this, that, and everything 
in between, but could – did – Brian answer?

I asked Barb what she thought Daisy saw in Brian, and how in the world 
they ever decided to go out together. I could not picture the first five min-
utes of their first date – and was it a date? Asking Barb two or three ques-
tions is more then just priming the pump – it’s opening the floodgates. 

By the time we were in the kitchen, I had discovered that the day 
Daisy first took some household supplies over to the kids, just after they 
had moved into the house, Brian had been home alone, and they had 
spent the afternoon together, fixing up the house. Barb said as the two 
of them worked, they talked about their different jobs and about where 
they went to college and all matter of chitchat. In other words, I thought 
to myself, Daisy talked to Brian. Barb then said that Daisy asked Brian, 
after they had finished the clean up, if he would care to go over to the 
Corner Room for coffee and pie, and they had stayed until they were 
asked to leave. Barb continued to fill me in as we were getting breakfast 
on the table, but it didn’t seem like I was getting all that much, given the 
renowned power of brownies. A bolder man might have interjected at 
that point that a whole batch of brownies prepared by two indomitable 
women yielded few new insights, but I was never bold – prudent, yes. 
Never bold.

 Then we heard Daisy’s car roaring and tooting up the driveway as 
it came to rest with one final demonstrative toot in front of the kitchen 
windows. In an instant she appeared before us saying, “Fat chance you 
are going to have a post-brownies pow-wow without me. So where are 
you, Mom? Have you gotten to the juicy parts yet?”

“OK, ladies, I don’t want to hear any juicy parts. Let’s not go there. 
Just give me the PG version.”

“PG it is Pop. But first, feed me. I’m starved.”
We quickly scrambled up some eggs and toasted some muffins and 

settled down to hear from our only daughter about Brian. I promised 
myself I would not smile, but I think I did.
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“Poppers, you be good – real good. First of all let’s put all your jokes 
to rest. Yes, he’s shorter than me. Next, he’s not athletic, and he’s a little 
fluffy, and he doesn’t have a car and rides a bike, and I’m older than he 
is, and, oh, I’ve got to admit, I thought he was a wee bit tight with the 
dollar, but then I found out he doesn’t have a dollar, so I don’t really 
know if he’s tight or not, and, of course, he sometimes stutters – but only 
until you get to know him. After that, no stuttering at all; in fact, you can 
wind him up and he can go all day.”

“That’s a very impressive list. Now was that the positive list or the 
negative list?” Even at close range, muffins don’t really hurt – messy, 
yes, but the pain is quite acceptable; but her look did hurt. “Sorry, Daisy, 
I promise. I will never do that again.” In that look was all I ever had to 
know about Brian and her relationship to him. I looked at Barb to con-
firm what really happened, did happen. Barb confirmed in spades.

“Tommy, you really can be a turd.”
“Sorry, Barb! Sorry, Daisy! Sorry, world! I’m a turd.”
Daisy kicked me under the table and all was forgiven. She reminded 

me of my recent promise, and then talked while our breakfast got cold. 
As she spoke of Brian, she glowed and gushed in a way that she had 
never done with her other boyfriends. As always, she moved faster than 
I could follow. I was still adjusting to the fact that Brian – Brian Hatfield – 
was her boyfriend when I suddenly realized that we had moved past the 
boyfriend stage of the relationship and were heading some place else. I 
wanted to ask questions, but one look at Barb convinced me the prudent 
strategy was to sit very still and be very quiet. So I did.

“After we left the Corner Room, and as we were saying goodbye, I 
simply asked him if he wanted to go to a concert the next night. It just 
sort of popped out. I surprised myself, but I think I really scared him. I 
told Brian I had two free tickets – OK, they weren’t free, but anyway, we 
went to the concert and had a great time. I knew he wasn’t going to ask 
me out, at least not right away, so the next week, I called him up for a 
movie and after the movie, we went back to my place for some coffee. 
Then I drove him home. Mom, he’s very shy, very kind. I’m not sure, but 
– no, that’s not honest – I am sure – Mom – I’m the first date he’s had. 
The first real date.”

There was no doubt in my mind where this was headed, and, again, 
looking to Barb for some kind of sign, I knew from her eyes that I for 
once was keeping up with the flow of events. We both sat around the 
table unable to speak. We could only listen to Daisy describe Brian in 
ever more glowing terms. I had never been big on the love word, for 
some reason it always made me cough, but I had the feeling that word 
was just around the corner. 
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“I knew I had to go slow with him, Mom, or he’d get scared away; but 
I also felt that he might be very special. Mom, he is very special. The first 
time he asked me out was just before Christmas. We met at the Nittany 
Lion Inn and then walked across the street to the golf course. He had set 
up a picnic....”

“A picnic – in December – that’s pretty dumb; you must have been fro-
zen.”

“No, Poppers, it was romantic; he had a tent set up, with music and 
candles, and he had chili cooking on a Coleman stove. Homemade chili. 
He had the tent set up in those evergreens along the tenth fairway. Mom, 
it was fantastic. We sat in the tent and had our chili and some wine and 
listened to Tschaikovsky’s Nutcracker. It was beautiful. And, Mom, he 
had a hand written menu prepared, and it was in Latin – he reads Latin. 
That’s so cool.” 

“Tom, you could have taken some lessons from that young man.”
“They’re lucky they didn’t get arrested.”
“But we did!” Daisy said, with a laugh. “We did get arrested – but 

they let us go – it was Christmas.”
“Tell your father about the library.”
“Pop, the next date he asked me to go to the library.”
“And you said you’re still not sure if he’s tight with a dollar; well, let 

me tell you right here and now – I’m starting to see a pattern develop-
ing.”

“Pop – just wait. So we met at the library, in that big old room on the 
second floor, the room with all the long tables; anyway, guess what we 
did. I’ll tell you, because you couldn’t guess if you had a million years. 
We looked at books of stained glass windows. Is that awesome or what? 
Books of medieval stained glass. He knows all about that kind of stuff. 
Mom, he just wanted to show me something beautiful; he said they were 
pictures into the soul of the Church. Now, Pop, I’ve had a lot of dates 
with a lot of different guys, but I can tell you for sure, none of them ever 
wanted me to see into the soul of the Church. And that’s for sure. Mom, I 
can’t begin to tell you all he said, but he spoke with such love and rever-
ence for learning that I was just caught up with it all. For example, did 
you know the old churches – the medieval churches were built like a 
cross? That’s true, and that the top of the cross always faced east, and the 
north arm of the cross, away from the sun, was the Old Testament – and 
the New Testament arm faced south to capture the warmth of the sun? 
And the windows told stories, and each piece of glass was something 
but I forget, but I remember the blues were very special and they still 
don’t know how they made the blues. Brian said the windows were all 
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about light, and that each color was selected to catch and reflect light in 
a special way at certain times of the day. I’m rambling, sorry, but he was 
amazing. He must have gone on for two hours, but it seemed like a mo-
ment. Mom, it seemed like a moment.”

“Tell your father about the museum. I love that story. Tell him about 
staying overnight.”

“Well, Poppers, Brian called a couple of weeks later and asked if I 
would like to go to the Cloisters to see the unicorn tapestries. I said I 
would love to, not knowing of course what or where the Cloisters were, 
and, of course, I knew even less about those unicorns. He asked if I could 
drive – but that he would pick up the gas and lunch. Then he said, we 
would need to leave early Sunday; real early, 5 am, to be exact. So, Pop, 
still not wanting to tip my hand and let him know that I didn’t know 
what he was talking about, I just went along with everything. Well, as 
soon as he hung up, I got on the Internet to check these unicorns out, and 
guess what?”

“What?”
 “We were going to the Big Apple. The Cloisters is a museum. What 

a hoot!”
“Surprise!”
“I packed an overnight bag and picked him up at five sharp. I can see 

you’re starting to fade on me, Poppers, so I’m just going to say one tidbit 
and then give you the punch line. The unicorn tapestries are the most 
beautiful things I have ever seen – that’s the tidbit. Here’s the punch line. 
Ready? Brian didn’t have an overnight bag. It never dawned on him that 
we would stay overnight in New York. We came home that night. By the 
way – lunch was a street vendor.”

Barb was in the process of pleading for one more Brian-date story 
when I noticed the clock, and interrupted her saying that it was getting 
on toward the time that our principle subject and his cohorts were about 
to descend upon us clamoring for their own breakfast. And with that, 
Daisy was gone with the speed of St. Nick as he zips up the chimney. 

Barb and I were left to make sense of the Brian thing. Barb made sense 
of it very quickly and with few words.  She looked at me and said, “Tom, 
I think this is it!” Then she got ready for the kids. But for me it wasn’t that 
simple at all, and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how Barb could 
simply clear away the table and declare, “This is it.” What the Fudge did 
that mean? This wasn’t it at all. No, as far as I could see – far from it. I must 
have had one of my looks of bewilderment spread across my face, because 
Barb trumped me with a look of her own, a look followed by a pronounce-
ment that was pointed and definitive. “You know, Tommy, Daisy’s in love 
with that boy. Now, I’m sure he has no idea that he’s going to get married, 
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and I’m equally sure you don’t know it either, but it’s going to happen. 
And you will need a new tuxedo. So there you go!”

Ten sharp, the kids pulled into the driveway. I was not prepared. 
I had just moments ago been told about a wedding and about a new 
tuxedo and now was expected to deal with issues that rock the world. 
The only thing I could muster in response to the Fates was a, “Blasted, 
double-dark Fudge!”

Barb had in a few minutes worked miracles by cheerfully clear-
ing one breakfast and preparing a second, all to the sounds of mu-
sic, while I draped myself in black clouds. I was about to cancel the 
meeting when Barb read my thoughts. “Don’t even think about it, 
Tommy!” So I didn’t.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

With Sarah in charge there was never a problem of getting started, 
or getting started on time, but this morning I wanted to slow the process 
down. I believed it was essential to set and follow my own agenda, so I was 
ready to cut Sarah off at the pass – so to speak. It was ten o’clock and I was 
still without breakfast, but more to the point, I was still without knowledge 
of who those young people around my table were and what they wanted – 
to be, specifically – what they wanted to do with their lives. I was learning 
more and more about Vickie and about what he believed, but I knew next to 
nothing about these kids. What did they think about the project? What did 
they think about Vickie’s research and, more to the point, what did they be-
lieve? In other words, who were they? All in all, it seemed like a good morn-
ing to play the sage. I had been so focused on needles and pinch-hitting that 
I had forgotten to know the kids; it was time to correct that deficiency.

By the time everyone was seated around the table, breakfast appeared 
without any untoward mess, confusion, or clutter. Somehow Barb could 
do those little miracles without too much fuss or fanfare. By the middle 
of breakfast, Sarah had been gently nudged to the left of center stage as I 
tossed out my first query.

“Kids, last night I was wondering what your plans had been before 
you took this job. I got a hold of you just after you graduated. If I hadn’t 
been there with this project, what would you be doing now?”

I was fairly certain that Jason would be the first to pick up the bone 
and run with it, and as usual he did not disappoint. Jason was looking 
his usual dapper self and even Brian, well, looked presentable. In the 
case of Brian, I could feel the attention that Daisy paid to the smallest 
details at the shop had begun to transfer over to Brian. But Brian would 
have to wait, for now all eyes were focused on Jason. 
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“Mr. Wall, this project was a godsend. For the last couple of years, I 
have been staying one step ahead of my parents. They wanted – actually, 
they’re really pissed off at my degree in history, and insisted that I get 
into law school – like yesterday. If history is the first step to law school 
then my folks are jolly, but if history is history, then I’m burning my 
bridges – at least according to my folks. Both my parents are lawyers, 
so I know what I’m running away from, I just don’t know if I can make 
it as a historian. Every third cab driver in New York is a history major.”

“And the other two are from Russia.”
“You got that right, Hattie.”
“My parents have a rather narrow view of life. They think there 

are only three choices worthy of sustained human endeavor – doctor, 
lawyer, and Indian chief, and having biologically eliminated one of 
the three options, I feel they have me between a rock and a hard spot. 
Medicine only offered the charm of tax-sheltered condos in different 
vacation resorts. Besides, there is way too much oozing puss in doc-
toring, and law, well – I had had enough of that around the house. If I 
could have figured out a way to be a golf lawyer – then maybe – but to 
be a corporate lawyer on the sixth floor with a dream of being on the 
fortieth floor with a corner window really sucks. Then again, the fear 
of being hired as a lawyer for Charmin – or Lowes – makes me weak 
in the knees.”

“OK, motor mouth we got it – now what do you want to do?”
“That’s what we were talking about last week, Hattie. I’m still not 

sure. I’m not like you. You have it all figured out; I just know what I 
don’t want. I don’t want to be a bum; I want to work. I’m not some ‘60s 
flower child, seeking love, peace, and karma, but I can’t seem to find 
what it is that fits me. So, Mr. Wall, this job – well it’s not really a job, at 
least, not in the conventional sense of the word; it’s more like a puzzle, or 
a mystery. Well, I mean the project has been great for me. Now Sarah’s a 
little bossy, but we think we have her figured out, and living together in 
the house is great. And then there’s all that free food.”

“What free food?” I asked.
“Sorry, Hattie, that just slipped out.”
“What free food?”
“Jason always eats my food,” Brian added. “He’s a real jerk.”
I was certain there was more to this free food business, but thought 

I would just let it ride for now, and talk with Daisy about it later; it just 
might be the making of a great story. I also thought that was the right 
moment to switch gears and turned to Sarah, saying, “How about you, 
Sarah? What do you plan after you’re finished here?”
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 “That’s easy, Mr. Wall – law school, and then to the fortieth floor with 
that corner window.”

“You sound as if it’s a done deal.”
“I think it is. If hard work and talent are the key then, yes, I think it’s 

a done deal. You see, Mr. Wall, I’ve worked really hard in school – start-
ing in high school and all through college. I’m not ashamed to say I’ve 
worked my buns off. I’ve made an effort to build a résumé, a résumé that 
would attract attention; that’s really been my focus. I wouldn’t admit 
that to very many people, but I can tell you, and these clowns won’t re-
member it tomorrow anyway. Everything I’ve done has been part of the 
plan to build a résumé that will knock the socks off a potential employer. 
I want to make it so strong that they can’t say no.”

“How about fun?”
“Even my fun is part of the plan. I’ve traveled and been involved in a 

lot of fun things, but I’m telling you, Jason, even those things were part 
of the master plan.”

“And a husband?”
“Of course! When the time is ripe. But first things first.”
“Wonder Woman!” 
“I know that sounds like ice, but you need to know that my folks 

worked even harder, and with an even greater sense of purpose than I 
ever did. They’re blue collar, dirty blue collar, and when I went to Paris 
or Rome, they stayed home and worked so my brother and I had all 
sorts of opportunities. So my working hard was nothing; it was the least 
I could do. I don’t feel that I have to pay them back or anything like that, 
it’s just that they worked so hard – and Johnny, my brother,” Sarah said, 
laughing and tugging at Jason, “is going to be a doctor, and if I had an-
other brother, he might have gone for that Indian chief thing.”

I said, “What was the attraction to law, Sarah?”
“That’s easy – power and money. I wish I could say something like 

the search for truth or justice or to help my fellow man, but I can’t do that 
bit with you. I save that stuff for the essays I have to write.”

“You see what I mean? These guys know what they want to do. I’m 
not there yet; maybe I never will be. I have a degree in history but don’t 
really even have a passion for that. I’m just not sure yet. So, if I can 
squeeze two more years out of the folks for graduate school, that seems 
to be Plan A – at least for now.”

The two of them went back and forth, while Brian and I just listened. 
The person I naturally was most interested in seeing step up to the plate 
was Brian, but, so far, he had restricted himself to a couple of questions 
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and one or two quick put-downs. While they talked, I sat and listened 
and was reminded of their youth and energy, and heard about their 
struggles to carve out their pathways through life. Over the last several 
months I had forgotten, or perhaps had just been too involved to see 
them for what they were – bright, young people who were just begin-
ning their journeys. I also thought I might be taking too much satisfac-
tion, self-satisfaction, in their accomplishments. 

They had been at it for some time, when I decided enough was enough, 
and if Brian was not going to volunteer on his own, then I would have to 
give him a little nudge to get the ball rolling. A short time ago, Brian had 
been wrapped up in bows of love and ribbons of marriage and presented 
to me as my potential future son-in-law, and there he sat, doing his best 
to enjoy breakfast and saying next to nothing. 

That simply would not do. No, it would not do. I had learned about 
Jason’s summer jobs at the lake, his music, and his new car – and too 
much about his girlfriends; Sarah was the same. She told us what her 
parents did for a living, and how proud she was of her brother, and 
studying one summer at Oxford, and they both went on an on, but the 
only thing I found out about Brian was that he was a good listener and 
loved waffles. I was about to ask Brian a question when Sarah beat me to 
the punch and said, “Well, Mr. Wall, we have taken up too much of your 
valuable time with life stories. Perhaps we should clear the table and get 
back to work. What do you think?”

Fudge! I’m the boss and she’s bushwhacked me. Before I could think 
straight, I heard myself saying, “Sure, let’s get started.” Sarah probably 
will end up on the fortieth floor.

It was difficult for us to smoothly transition back to the project. We 
basically stopped and started a few times, then wandered around look-
ing for an opening topic, and finally sputtered and wheezed our way full 
circle to where we had begun. Their only real achievement was to put 
Barb back to work cooking more ham and another dozen or so waffles.

Finally, Brian stuttering over the last waffle said, “Why don’t we put 
our coats on and take a short walk; get away from each other for a mo-
ment and clear our minds.”

“Good idea Hattie – and if anyone knows how to take a short walk, 
it’s you.”

Everyone started to laugh, most of all Brian. I confined my laughter to 
the inside. On the outside I pretended not to have noticed the cheap shot. 
But the walk proved to be exactly what we needed.  The morning was 
blue-gray crisp, the kind of day you expect in January in the valley, but 
the sun was promising warmth with little wind, and a walk offered us all 
a time to re-gather our thoughts about the project. As we left the house, 



243

Jason and Sarah started to walk toward the barn, not together, and not 
at the same pace, while Brian walked down the lane toward the county 
road. Soon, they were out of sight. I thought I might also innocently 
stroll down toward the county road to see what I could find. I found 
Brian leaning over the stone wall that edged our property; he was busy 
looking out across the stubbled fields where summer corn had grown. I 
joined him at the wall, and in spirit embraced the valley that framed my 
life.  He was the first to speak, “It’s beautiful out here, Mr. Wall. How 
long have you been here?”

“Yes, it is. The valley has been home all of my life. Haven’t gone too 
far away, and when I did go I could hardly wait to get back home. Sorry, 
Brian, you asked about something else, but it’s gone. What did you ask?”

“How long have you lived here, in this house?”
“Ah, yes. This spring it will be fifteen years. We were going to tear 

down that old barn when we built the house, and use some of the beams 
for the office, but Granny Wall blew a gasket when she heard we were go-
ing to tear it down. Brian, you have a real treat in store for you. Just wait 
until she gets her hands on you. You’ll want to keep a close eye on that 
woman.” I could sense we were transitioning into a new relationship. It 
started to come naturally, more so than I could have expected when the 
morning started, but somehow Granny Wall proved to be the bridge that 
we both needed. We had something in common besides Daisy, and that 
was a real and present fear of the cutting tongue of Granny Wall.

“I got that feeling from Daisy.”
“She has sautéed more than one of Daisy’s boyfriends. Oops!”
“No, that’s OK. I’ll be ready,” he said with a smile.
“Yes, Brian, I’m sure you will. Now, you asked about this house. We 

bought the land for the view. We thought it would be a great place for 
Daisy to have a horse, but she didn’t have too much interest – to be per-
fectly honest she had no interest in horses. So the barn remained, and the 
old house was fixed up. We love the valley – and the mountains.”

“I understand, Sir.”
“How about you, Brian? Where’s home for you?”
“This will sound real crazy, Mr. Wall, but home for me isn’t a place, but 

a time. I feel at home in the Middle Ages. Crazy, isn’t it? I know it’s more 
than a thousand years ago, but it seems like home. I wouldn’t want to go 
back and live in that age, but I love to read and learn about the medieval 
world. As I said, I wouldn’t want to live without my music or without stuff 
like pizza or hot-wings or shampoo, and, of course, medicine sucked back 
then.  So, I think I could settle down in most places as long as I could live in 
another time. Mr. Wall, Daisy understood that right away. Funny, isn’t it?” 
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He went on about time – at least I think he did, because for a moment, 
I tripped over his saying Daisy’s name. Daisy rolled off his lips in a gen-
tle and very matter of fact way, there was nothing grating or shocking, 
just “Daisy.” When I heard him say Daisy again, it brought me back and 
I answered “Yes” to I know not what, but it didn’t seem to matter. He 
kept talking about time and then something about his aunt. At that point 
I caught up with the conversation as easy as you please. Daisy was right 
about him being a motor mouth. Sometimes I caught myself looking at 
him more than listening.

“You see, Mr. Wall, when I was just a little kid, my aunt, Aunt Mary, 
introduced me to castles, a book of castles to be more precise, and from 
that moment on I think I was hooked on the Middle Ages. She raised me. 
My mother never married my father, and then one day, she dropped me 
off at Aunt Mary’s and left. We never saw her again. I was three at the 
time; I don’t really blame her. That’s just the way she was, so Tiss, that’s 
Aunt Mary, brought me up as her son – and I am, Mr. Wall, I am her son. 
I couldn’t have had a better mother.”

“Then, I guess you’re a lucky young man.”
“Yes sir, I sure am.”
“Can you make a living in the Middle Ages?”
“Yes sir, I think I can. I won’t get rich, but I’m sure I can make a very 

good living.”
“May I ask you a very personal question; forgive me for asking, but….”
“No sir, not at all, fire away.”
“How is everyone – how are you doing with what you’re earning on 

the project? Making ends meet?”
“As far as I’m concerned, I’ve never had so much money. Remember, 

my aunt had some real doubts as to whether I would ever see a nickel 
out of this; then I showed her my first paycheck and she didn’t say too 
much, but when I showed her my second paycheck she acted like I had 
won the lottery – and in some ways, I think I have. Jason, I think, has 
always had some money in his pocket, so this is mostly easy money for 
him. Now, Sarah is more like me – but she’ll spend it.”

“And you don’t spend it?”
“I’ll just do different things with my money.”
Timing is everything. I was just about to ask Brian what he spent his 

money on when Sarah came running up to us, chasing Jason. “Are you 
guys ready to get back to work?” The friendly inquisition was over; Bri-
an was safe for another day. He had not struck out. In fact, I would have 
to say he might just have been a major league player. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six

There is something magical about the outdoors and the fresh brisk air 
of country living; it clears the mind of cobwebs. As we sat down around 
the table, the mountain air seemed to have transformed us. To a man 
– and woman – we were rosy cheeked and full of chatter and ready to 
get down to work. Barb brought in some mugs of hot chocolate and pre-
tended to leave, while keeping both eyes and ears focused on Brian. Poor 
Brian, I thought to myself, he has been under the microscope all day, but 
then that is the price of Daisy. It comes with the turf.

Sarah – as always – started the ball rolling. While at the barn she and 
Jason had apparently agreed on an opening strategy.

She opened with, “Mr. Wall, let’s back up a bit and review what we 
have found to this point; and what we have not found. First, there is no 
doubt that Vickie was in love with America. His love was very dated and 
simplistic. By that we mean….”

“Sarah, let me say one thing. Mr. Wall, what we’re telling you now is 
not Vickie talking, but, almost for the first time, this is us. OK, Sarah, go 
ahead.”

“That’s right. For the next few minutes we are just going to tell you 
what we have found out about your friend, and how we feel about what 
we have discovered about your friend. As I started to say, Vickie’s love 
affair with America was real, was positive – no love-it-or-leave-it stuff 
– and was steeped in time-tested patriotism. He saw America for what 
it was.  He saw America as a noble experiment in government, a gov-
ernment that minimized the powers of the government by maximizing 
the power of the people to be both free and responsible. Now, you and 
I could probably list ten negative, divisive, and even ugly traits that are 
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often attached to the word patriot. That tells you as much about our 
times as it does about the word. We didn’t find any of that negativism in 
Vickie. There was a sense of purity in the way he used and understood 
the word. Cynics might call that naïve, but that’s because they’re cynics. 
That is what I meant by saying his love of country was dated. His sense 
of nation was almost out of an earlier age. I always heard him speak of 
country the way Adams or Washington or Madison spoke of country.”

“Or Lincoln!”
 “Yes, or like Lincoln. We never heard him write in any of his work 

with a voice that is now often heard coming out of Congress today. In his 
love of country, there was nothing self-serving, nothing shrill or hateful. 
He wrote of his love for America, not of his hatred of another country or 
another people. What I at least found most refreshing was a voice free of 
mouthing a special interest.”

 “Even when we were reading his early articles, we knew there was 
something missing. We knew that the needle had not been found.”

Jason went on to say how he made a bet with Brian that the needle 
had to do with the environment and global warming. After reading a 
few of Vickie’s articles from Iceland and Greenland, and a fantastic ar-
ticle from the Sahara, Brian was positive he was on to it; but the articles 
led nowhere. It was a dead end street. I asked Jason why these articles 
had not come up in our discussions, and he said they had agreed that 
the articles would simply cloud the search for the real issues that were 
driving Vickie. Then, when they came upon the Palestinian articles, they 
thought they had hit the mother lode. “Mr. Wall, we were so sure that 
Palestine was the ‘Big Needle,’ after a few days we were so sure that 
Palestine was the needle that Brian offered to take us down town and 
stand us some beer.”

Sarah backed Jason up on the beer night with, “Now, Mr. Wall, I love 
that boy dearly, but my God he is close-fisted with his money. In fact, 
that was the first time that we had ever seen him open his wallet.”

A quick look at Brian did not discover a face that was offended or 
hurt. It almost seemed to me that he fluffed up his feathers in prepara-
tion for a little dance. Not defending himself, but simply to add weight 
and luster to the story he said, “My Aunt Mary always says that if I 
would open my wallet a moth would fly out.”

“See what we mean!”
“But Palestine wasn’t it either.”
“I shouldn’t have wasted my money on the beer. Well, live and learn.”
Brian looked at me as if he were about to say something more but said 

nothing. I did not want that moment to escape when Sarah or Jason filled 
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in the silence, so I quickly said to Brian, “What do you think, Brian?” 
I wasn’t sure he was going to respond; but neither were Jason or Sarah 

about to say anything as we let the silence of the moment fill the room. 
Finally, Brian began. “So far this is what I believe about Mr. Vickers and 
the project. First, about Mr. Vickers. I wish I had known him. I’m sure 
I would have liked him, no, more than liked him, I think I would have 
respected him as a man and as a scholar. Next, I liked his lifestyle – at 
least, the life he revealed in his writings.  Even more, I liked the life he 
had with Mrs. Vickers. Someday, I would like very much to meet Mrs. 
Vickers. Maybe someday she might just come….”

“Fudge! Double Fudge! How stupid can one person be? Brian, that’s a 
great idea. I should have thought of that months ago. I’ll call her tonight, 
I don’t know her schedule, but if she’s up to it, we’ll get her here as soon 
as possible. You’re right, Brian – you kids should meet her, but even 
more important, she should meet you. You will love her. Sorry, Brian, I 
interrupted you.”

“That’s OK. I was just going to say what we said a long time ago, 
and that is, as a scholar, Vickie was not very original. He was thorough 
and honest to his profession, but he didn’t really expand the debate. He 
set high standards for his writing and for himself, but again, he was 
not original. For example, everything that we have reported about his 
writings on the Middle East can be found repeatedly in other articles. 
We all know lobbies, not just the Israeli-backed lobbies but all lobbies, 
influence, even dictate, how Congress votes. We all know lobbies are a 
corrupting influence. That’s not new. He simply adds his voice to the 
choir. His strong suit was his ability to synthesize; that was his strength. 
You see, Mr. Wall, Mr. Vickers takes the facts and arranges them in an 
orderly way for us to better understand what is happening. But your 
pinch-hitting has little to do with the Middle East.”

“So, it’s the poem.”
“Yes sir, Yeats’ poem, The Second Coming, and, Mr. Wall, there is one 

other person that is going to pop up in the next couple of meetings, but 
none of us knows much about him, so we’re reluctant to mention his 
name at this point.”

“Let me guess – is it Arnold Toynbee?”
“Shit!” Sarah yelled. “Sorry, Mr. Wall,”   
Smiling, I said, “No, no, not at all. I got ya’ on that, didn’t I?” Barb was 

always giving me little snippets on one sermon or another, and from her 
arsenal of moral lessons she often hit me with the one about pride com-
ing before the fall. But leaping out with the name of that Toynbee guy 
felt good. It was the first time that I had been ahead of the curve with the 
kids and it felt great. And besides, I wasn’t all that sure about that busi-



248

ness of pride and the fall. I was a different person around these young 
people. I was not really sure when it had happened or why it had hap-
pened, but at some point I had stopped being the old poop businessman 
dealing just with numbers and profits. I was having fun, and to push it a 
little further, I was having fun learning. I was having fun learning about 
America. 

Barb was of course right when she had said I was like a kid with a 
new toy; she had also said that it was a very expensive new toy and 
would likely prove to be the only new toy that I would have for a very 
long time. That was OK, however, because I was having a wonderful 
time with my new toy, and I really didn’t think I needed another new 
toy for quite some time. So, there you go. I was about to wander deeper 
into the reveries of self-satisfaction when, from across the table, I was 
suddenly aware that Sarah was trying to get my attention.

“Sorry, Sarah, I think I was out wool gathering or something. What 
did you say?”

“I was only saying that I’m amazed – I think we all are – that you 
know about Toynbee.”

At that moment, I wisely reined in my pride, “I really don’t; it’s only 
that when I met Vickie in Baltimore, he mentioned his name, but that’s 
all I know. I think that fellow Toynbee had something to do with where 
Vickie worked in California.”

Sarah asked, “Do you mean the CDPR?”
“Yes, that sounds right.”
“No sir. He was not at the CDPR. He was an English historian.”
“Was?”
“Yes sir,” Brian added. “He died around the 1960s.”
“That’s where we are now,” Jason said. “For the last few days, we’ve 

been reading Mr. Vickers’ notes on his research projects for the CDPR.”
“He called it by another name, but I can’t....”
“Did he call it ‘The House’?”
“Yes, I think that was it.”
“That place bothered me. It smelled fishy; not like the kind of place 

Vickie would work. Then there was the 9/11 tragedy and fear of be-
ing attacked – well, I didn’t like that place, but I don’t know, I could be 
wrong. What do you think about it?”

“That’s exactly where we need to begin, Mr. Wall,” said Sarah. “We 
planned to begin with the CDPR tomorrow – with your approval.”

“Sure, you kids know best.”
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“That’s the problem, Mr. Wall, we don’t know best. What we mean is 
that, for the first time in weeks, we are flying blind.”

“I don’t understand. What do you mean?”
“What Sarah means, Mr. Wall, is that we are entering uncharted wa-

ters. To this point, almost everything we have read of Mr. Vickers was 
from his notes, notes that always took us to finished published articles 
– one thing led to the next. His notes, no matter how rough, always led 
to a finished product, a published paper, but now it seems to be differ-
ent, because what we are finding are notes – tons of notes – but nothing 
finished, nothing published.”

“Why?”
“We don’t know why.”
Then Brian said, “Here’s the ‘biggie.’  It’s not a problem dealing with 

his notes, it’s simply a matter of us not being very knowledgeable about 
his theme or even what the theme is.”

“Fudge! But I thought you said yesterday at the library, with the table 
piled high with needles, that you’d found it – whatever the Fudge ‘it’ is. 
I thought I could serve crow!”

“Yes sir, you will be able to serve crow, just not yet – soon, real soon, 
but not yet. We have more work to do before the crow gets passed 
around.”

“Brian’s right, Mr. Wall. Your friend is taking us into some deep wa-
ters. Right now, Brian and I bring very little to the project, Jason is a little 
better, but just a little. The problem is that we don’t have knowledge in 
the area of study that Vickie was researching. Toynbee, we think, is go-
ing to take us into the study of historical theories. None of us studied 
that – in fact, we didn’t even know such a field of study existed. We are 
fish out of water, and need to do our own research to get up to speed.”

“Sarah, you’re talking too fast. I have no idea what you just said. I 
thought we were rounding third and heading home.”

“That works for me,” Brian chuckled. He followed up on my theme 
saying, “We may be rounding third, but we still have ninety feet to go – 
and we’re starting to huff and puff a little bit. Actually, I think, Mr. Wall, 
that the third base coach had better hold us at third for now.”

“That’s right, Brian,” Sarah said, “We do need to stop on third.”
“So what does that mean? Where does that leave us?”
 “Remember, Mr. Wall, it’s the poem and not just the poem, but the 

line that begins, ‘Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;’ that’s the key 
to everything, I’m sure of it.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

As the weeks went by the phone calls kept coming, but just not as 
regularly as in the past and not as informative. Nevertheless, Jason or 
Sarah called with the latest updates and, surprise of surprises, even Bri-
an started to phone. The best news was that Dee had freed up a long 
weekend and would be arriving in early March. She was now managing 
the gallery, so it was impossible for her to be away any longer than a few 
days. She said she was looking forward to meeting the kids, especially 
Jason, who now called her on a regular basis. When we arranged the 
flight, March seemed a long way off, but as I had gotten older everything 
connected with time seemed to have become condensed, days seemed to 
have fewer hours and weeks fewer days, and March soon arrived.

When the kids phoned, Vickie, of course, was always the central topic 
of conversation. For my benefit, they constantly made reference to third 
base and coming home. I think they must have agreed amongst the three 
of them that I needed a baseball anchor, but even without that anchor I 
was able to catch the excitement in their voices about what they were find-
ing in Vickie’s notes. The mysteries of Toynbee were being unlocked, as 
were the names of other historians. Vickie almost seemed more present in 
my life now than when he had been alive. When alive, he had been out of 
my thoughts for weeks at a time, unless it was time for a baseball trip or 
an isolated event brought back a memory of some youthful adventure or, 
more likely, some youthful blunder. Now, he was there every day. I re-read 
Yeats’ The Second Coming time after time, but always with Brian’s interpre-
tation of the poem close at hand, hoping, and finally beginning, to extract 
its coded meanings. Slowly, the veil of mystery started to lift and I was 
beginning to see the dangers that Vickie saw in America’s future. I still 
had a long row to hoe before I was done. During all our years in Mill Gate, 
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Vickie had always been lead pup. He knew things, and understood things 
that escaped me. What was it in this poem that he knew? Why didn’t the 
poem speak to me the way it must have spoken to him? 

I remembered a time one summer evening, when he was in college 
and I was working at Brodie’s, when he said to me, as we sat at one of the 
outside tables, that we would never find better friends. “We will always 
be the best of friends.” He was right; at least he was almost right, for he 
later found Dee. Vickie had greater depth. I admired that about him. He 
had always been able to see the complexities of life and to sort them out, 
separating what was important from what was not – separating what 
was true from what only appeared to be true. I knew he had understood 
the poem to be not only important, but also true. I was determined to 
stay with the poem to discover its full meaning and its importance for 
America. It would now be my turn to be lead pup. I needed to dig down 
deep. I needed to grow. I knew I was close to coming up to bat. 

There is something special about a lifetime friendship that begins in 
youth. When boys begin the lifetime journey of friendship, they begin in 
innocence, without art, without guile, without pretense; their friendship 
grows because they are both being assailed by a nonsensical world, vul-
nerable and afraid – and so it had been with Vickie and me. No man that 
I call friend today has ever seen me cry, has ever seen me afraid, or has 
ever seen me lonely – but Vickie had. He had seen me with all my weak-
nesses, and for that he was my friend. Now, I was about to fulfill my last 
promise to my friend. I was about to step up to the plate and pinch-hit 
without knowing exactly how. Now, because of the kids, I at least knew 
that I could. Brian put it on the line. He was unambiguous, and in his 
last couple of calls he let me know that they were indeed leaving third 
with a full head of steam. There would be no sliding into home, no play 
at the plate, and they were coming home with the winning run. I had to 
chuckle to myself as Brian worked his baseball themes for my benefit. 
So, there you go.

As part of my winter homework, the kids had given me two books to 
read, American history books of the near-textbook variety. Mother-hen 
Sarah plopped the books down in front of me one morning and said that 
if I was going to follow their next presentation, it was critical that I brush 
up on my American history. It seemed that during Vickie’s last years the 
study of American history had occupied most of his time, particularly 
his time at the CDPR. So I did my reading. I took the books to work and 
read in the show room, read at night, and soon added a couple of biogra-
phies, one of John Adams and one of Lincoln, and had my eye on a book 
about Roosevelt, the first Roosevelt. I discovered, to my surprise and 
to the utter amazement of the family, that I loved it. My motto became, 
“Feed me more American history!”
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I felt Daisy was a mole planted to check up on me, because somehow, 
what I read and the frequency of my reading worked its way back to the 
kids, and if Daisy was the mole, then Brian had to be the courier. 

Until recently, I had never read American history. That is a true state-
ment, an absolute statement. I felt cheated. School had failed me – I had 
not failed school – I now realized the awesomeness and totality of that 
failure. The old saw about leading a horse to water, but not being able 
to make it drink is garbage. My teachers could have made me thirsty. 
They should have made me thirsty. That was the failure of school. School 
never made me thirsty. 

Now I was thirsty. Here I was knowing nothing about my country 
or its history. The constitution to me was just a word, and not a docu-
ment that had been read and understood. As for our presidents, I knew 
less than nothing about who they were and what they stood for, and I 
knew even less about the giants like Webster, or Clay, or Calhoun. I knew 
more about Yogi Berra than any figure in American history. Everything 
I was now reading about American history was new, fresh, and exciting. 
Lately I had started to feel that work was interfering with life, whereas 
before life had been work. Now a window opened and the fresh air of 
learning, of the excitement of learning, filled my days. I was beginning 
to understand who we were as a people, and what we had been about on 
our journey of four hundred years.

 As I read American history – miracle of miracles – the Yeats poem 
began to open up, the fog to lift, and the power and depth of the words 
began to unfold their meanings. The more I read, the more I anticipated 
the next meeting with the kids. In fact, after reading about Lincoln and 
the Civil War, I anxiously called and spoke to Jason to find out if they 
were close to being ready for our next meeting. All I could get out of him 
was a vague date that seemed to me to be too far out in the future by half. 
So I went back to reading and contented myself with Reconstruction and 
those carpetbaggers.

Now, for Brian. New chapters in the life of Brian – no, that’s not accu-
rate. New chapters in the lives of Brian and Daisy were seemingly being 
added weekly, if not daily. The cat, so to speak, was out of the bag. Gran-
ny Wall and Barb were no longer passive spectators and, now, together 
with Daisy, formed a mighty triumvirate dedicated to the purpose of 
determining his eligibility. If they deemed him thus eligible, then they 
would have to work out the best strategy to bring the poor, unsuspecting 
boob into the corral. At this time there did not appear to be unanimity. 
Daisy felt he was “corralable,” but the two other votes were still not cast. 
Mutt thought him grand, and that counted for something. I for one did 
not have a vote. Yet, the more time I spent with Brian, the more I liked 
him. Daisy broke the ice and took him over to spend more time with 
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Granny Wall, and then over to our house for a few dinners. Seeing him 
around the house soon became, if not the norm, at least not unexpect-
ed. It was obvious that they were seeing a great deal of each other, and 
equally obvious that when we saw them together Daisy was both happy 
and in love. But what I wanted to know, was he in love with Daisy? Yes, 
I thought he was; yes, I was sure. Still, there was this image of Brian that 
I imagined most potential sons-in-law present to most potential fathers-
in-law about the ability to put bread on the table. If that was an archaic, 
and also, politically incorrect thought, then, so be it. Could he make a 
living in the Middle Ages or was he merely a young boy dreaming of 
knights and dragons?

 One day at the shop Daisy came in with a mystery solved. “OK, Pop-
pers, guess why Brian is always broke?” Like all of her questions, before 
I could answer or even think what her question meant, she gave me the 
answer. “Poppers, he’s broke because he doesn’t have any money.”

“And I’m going to leave this business to you. What the Fudge does 
that mean? Of course he’s broke if he doesn’t have any money. That’s 
like saying he’s short because….”

“Don’t you dare finish that sentence, or I’ll take this key and run it 
along every car in the showroom.”

And with that I closed my mouth and awaited further instructions.
“I already told Mom and Granny Wall the story this morning before I 

came to work, but right now I’m not so sure you’re going to be let in on 
the fast breaking news.”

“Come on Daze, give your old man a break. I was just teasing. You 
know, if he’s the right guy, you’re going to sooner or later have to stop 
protecting him. Sooner or later he’s going to be fair game in the Wall 
household.”

“You’re right, Pop. I know that. He can dish it out with the best of 
them. Granny Wall can’t get a word past him. I just love him so much, 
and I want you to like him to.”

“Well tell me about him being broke, and then I’ll tell you if I like him 
or not. I know you don’t even have to say it – you’re going to attack my 
credit card again aren’t you.”

“You got that right!”
“Now, why is he broke?”
“Poppers, he’s broke because he’s fantastic. Yesterday afternoon, we 

took Mutt and drove over toward Huntingdon. I thought he was just go-
ing to take me to some of his old haunts at Juniata, like the student union 
and stuff like that, but we drove right past the college, and ended up 
along one of the valley roads. As we got out of the car there was a snow 
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shower, like a five or ten minute blizzard, it was almost like he planned 
it. It was beautiful. He asked me to tell him what I saw – you know the 
way I ask you to see something that can’t be seen.”

“Serves you right.”
“Hush! Anyway, I fumbled around seeing this and that, knowing full 

well I was not seeing what I was supposed to be seeing, and all the while 
Brian was bursting with joy, giggling like a little boy. I begged him to tell 
me what it was I was to see, but he just smiled and started to walk up the 
lane. The lane soon became just an old railroad bed that led up alongside 
the mountain, and then just disappeared into the woods. We had walked 
a couple of hundred yards when we came to an old stone foundation 
and a small abandoned graveyard.  As we sat on the foundation for a 
few minutes he asked me again what I saw. Still nothing, so guess what 
I was to see, Poppers?”

“Oh, no you don’t. Out with it young lady.”
“I was looking at our mountain.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that when you hired Brian last fall it was the first real job, and 

the first real paycheck, he ever had. He had always promised himself 
that when he had a job, he would not waste the money but make it work 
for him. He told me he was used to living on a nickel, and that he was 
pretty good at it, so one more year of skimping wouldn’t really be that 
big of a deal. Even now, Poppers, he still doesn’t have a credit card.  Can 
you imagine me without a credit card? Then you chipped in with the 
house and free rent so he went for it.” 

“Went for what?”
“He went for the mountain. He bought the mountain along with the 

foundation to the old church and the graveyard.”
“He bought a graveyard?”
“Yes, he bought the graveyard and all – forty-two acres at fifteen hun-

dred dollars an acre. So, Pop, he’s not poor – he’s land rich. Is that a joke 
or what?”

“I can’t believe that. I can’t believe the kid I hired, in the plaid jacket, 
had the moxie to go to a realtor and a banker and negotiate a deal like 
that. Amazing!  Are you sure?”

“But he didn’t go to a realtor. He borrowed his aunt’s car and rode 
from farmer to farmer, until he found someone who would sell him 
some land, and not just any land, but land that he wanted. He said he 
was looking for about five acres, but the piece he found was so special 
he couldn’t pass it up. This spring we’re going out to the graveyard to fix 
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it up. Brian’s contacted one of his old middle school teachers, and he’s 
going to bring a class on a field trip to help. What do you think of Brian 
now? ”

“To be perfectly honest, I don’t believe it. I just don’t believe it. Are 
you telling me that Brian Hatfield, the Brian Hatfield that you have been 
raiding our pantry for these last few months, owns forty-two acres?”

“Forty-two acres and a graveyard. Yes, that Brian Hatfield.”
Guess what the dinnertime topic of conversation was at the Wall’s. 

Granny Wall was about ready to vote. Barb was ready, and I for one 
knew the voting process had been by-passed as far as I was concerned. 
When Daisy referred to the mountain as, “our mountain,” we were star-
ing at a done deal. The only major piece of the puzzle still missing was 
the time and place that Daisy would select to make her proposal official. 
And to think, this all began with me offering a job to a young man from 
Juniata College!

That night as we were getting ready for bed, Barb started to fill in for 
me some of the consequences that would flow from a marriage between 
Daisy and Brian, none of which would have been immediately apparent 
to me had she not graciously informed me of some problems. Barb be-
gan with a rather generic question about where does a medieval special-
ist live, and where does he work? Next, she rapidly moved to the pos-
sibility that he could earn little more than two or three dollars a week. 
We both ruled out a stay-at-home husband scenario, which according 
to Barb seemed to leave me with a new car salesman. My only thought 
was that Daisy’s young man, my Brian Hatfield, seemed to always out 
perform everyone’s expectations. 

I slept that night like a baby; I thought Barb seemed rather restless.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Dee arrived at the airport on schedule, but she arrived, to our sur-
prise, with her right leg in a candy-striped cast with a candy-striped bow 
around her ankle. As the gang piled into the car, she told us the story of 
the errant squirrel. A couple of days before coming east, she had been 
biking along the coast road, on her way to the gallery, when, trying to 
avoid a rather confused squirrel, she suddenly lost control of the bike. 
She said she would have preferred if the story line involved a runaway 
truck, or a fleeing bank robber, but it was a squirrel, a stupid red squirrel 
that darted in front of her, first to the left, then to the right, then a quick 
and dexterous about face back to the left. Dee was the first to admit that 
she had been too attentive to the athletic moves of the squirrel and much 
less attentive to the pretty stone wall that lined the pretty gardened yard 
along her path. The stonemason, she reasoned, must have taken great 
pride in his workmanship, because Dee was very impressed with its 
quality and felt quite certain that it would endure through the centuries. 
From the wall, it was just a short trip to the hospital, where both her leg 
and pride received proper attention. The story loses much in the writ-
ing, unless you are able to envision Dee, cramped in the backseat of an 
SUV, with her newly formed fan club, all but singing a song of woe.  For 
all of us, to have been there to hear Dee unravel her encounter with the 
dastardly squirrel was a prime-time comic routine that earned her an 
ovation by the assembled and rave reviews in the church bulletin. More 
important, it gave the kids an opportunity to see Dee in action.

That evening, everyone came over to the house for the first bar-
beque of spring, but the valley in March is still winter, so with the help 
of Jason and Brian, dressed in gloves and ski jackets, we sauced the 
spareribs and chops, sautéed the onions and peppers, and roasted the 
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potatoes.  In the most offhanded way Brian let me know, as we were 
putting the finishing touches on the ribs, that they were done. At first, 
I thought he meant the ribs, but one look at Brian told me otherwise. I 
waited for him to follow up, but he said nothing.

“You’re done?” I finally said, after a silence from Brian too long by half.
“Yes sir.”
It all seemed so anticlimactic. No shouting, no fanfare, no raised 

glasses, just a quiet, “We’re done.” Worst of all there was no time now 
to celebrate, if, in fact, a celebration was in order. Did it just slip out? 
Had Brian said this on his own, or had the kids planned to say it here, 
tonight? I continued, lost for words, to fill the plates as Jason and Brian 
took the dishes into the house. I felt like I had to say something to Brian, 
and was about to ask him to explain what he meant, when all of a sud-
den the girls came pouring out of the house to hurry us along. 

As we ate, the kids talked to Dee about Vickie and what they had 
discovered, and particularly what they had been working on the last 
several weeks. The evening’s conversations resembled a friendly game 
of slow-pitch softball, with the kids tossing one gentle lobbing question 
after another to Dee and she, in turn, taking a mighty swing and hitting 
each back to us in the form of a long story about her life with Vickie. As 
the kids tossed their questions, I sat back and watched and listened with 
something akin to parental pride. Their job, they said, had been clearly 
defined from the beginning, but the clarity didn’t make it any easier. 
Sarah started on a rehashing of Vickie’s work, especially his work after 
the CDPR.  Why did Mr. Vickers need a pinch hitter? What concern, or 
fears, did he have about America? What did Vickie want Mr. Wall to do? 
That, and more, Sarah said was their task. Back and forth they went, 
talking and eating, easy conversation, casual conversation, but slowly 
winding deeper and deeper into the critical and emotional themes found 
in Vickie’s work. I said nothing.

Barb came over behind my chair as Sarah asked one more question, 
and whispered into my ear:

“Be careful, Tommy. This is starting to get too emotional for Dee. 
She is close to tears. We need to lighten this up.”

Just as I was about to pick up on Barb’s hint for a recess Jason pulled 
the rug out from under my little plan. I’m not much into mysteries, es-
pecially the kind of write-it-in-a-day mysteries that people read while 
soaking up the rays on the beach, but the next thing out of Jason’s mouth 
was the kind of statement that usually comes right before someone says, 
“The butler did it.”

Jason looked at Dee and said, “We think you always knew the answer.”
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“What answer is that, Jason?” Dee asked. I quickly looked at Dee 
– she had a Mona Lisa smile, and I thought to myself that her eyes 
looked a little too playful. Something was up. Something was a tad 
bit fishy – and old fishy at that. 

“You know – about what Vickie wanted Mr. Wall to do.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I did. Sorry, Tommy, but I promised Vickie 

I would not say a word.”
I was in the process of preparing myself to leap up and swing from 

the chandelier, when I realized that the rest of the Walls were already 
up there doing that very thing, which left me with nothing but a be-
wildered, “Fudge, you say!”

The kids reacted with a general sense of snoop-dog satisfaction; I 
continued to rely, for my part, on the tried and true strategy of bewil-
derment. I do not recall the reactions of the remaining members of the 
Wall clan, but I suspect they were close on my heels.

Trying not to be too redundant but in need of one or two sensible 
statements out of someone, I rephrased my earlier remark and said, 
“What the Fudge is going on around here?”

“Let me explain, or at least try to explain” she said. “Tommy, when 
we were about to come to Baltimore for the ball game Vickie knew 
that he was going to ask you to do one last favor, one final pinch-hit, 
and he also knew that the meaning of the pinch-hit you would have 
to discover on your own. On the flight to Baltimore we continually 
talked about your pinch-hitting.  He knew he could not tell you in one 
day what had taken him a lifetime to discover. He knew you would 
need time. He also knew you could do it; not then, not there, but he 
never doubted. No one would have understood in such a brief and 
traumatic moment what his fears were for America. You see Tommy, 
you needed time. So, in the lobby of the hotel, I extracted a pledge 
from you, a pledge that you could only honor after you fully studied 
Vickie’s work. We didn’t know how you would do it. We never in our 
wildest dreams thought you would build a team to do the research, 
but Vickie was certain you would solve the problem he dumped on 
you in your own time and in your own way. His trust in you was com-
plete. He died at peace holding your trust. I don’t know how these 
young people figured out my involvement, but they did. Tommy, you 
hired three aces.” 

I felt bewildered, speechless. In short, normal. The spell was bro-
ken by Barb saying, “Close your jaw, Tom.”

“Mr. Wall, Brian told us a couple of weeks ago that he thought Mrs. 
Vickers knew what the needle was,” Sarah said.
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“It just made sense. Mr. Vickers shared his entire life with Mrs. 
Vickers. They were like the Brownings,” Brian said. 

Then Brian said, before I could ask, “Who the Fudge are the Brown-
ings?” to no one in particular, that it had to be the way it was. 

Brian went on to say that Mrs. Vickers was right about not saying any-
thing, because the needle was the needle, and had to be found and could 
not have simply been handed to me. Furthermore, he said that it had to 
be found laboriously and thoughtfully over time. In a few days I would 
come to realize that Brian was of course right, but then it all seemed out 
of whack, like I was again running way behind the curve. Then Daisy 
went over to Dee, put her arm around her, and said, “it seems like Pop is 
about to have all revealed,” and looked to Brian for confirmation.

“Yes, that’s where we are.”
Sarah seconded that and added, “You see, Mr. Wall, we have it all 

now. Mrs. Vickers….”
“Please call me Dee, Sarah.”
“Dee we understand what your husband was writing, but more than 

that, we know of his sadness and agony for America. We felt it in his 
writings. The team has really grown up in the last few weeks.”

Brian stood up and moved over to where Dee was seated and knelt 
down in front of her and said, “Mrs. Vickers, Dee, I would like to ask you 
two final questions, they’re personal; I was going to ask them when we 
were by ourselves, but I think it’s important for all the gang to hear. It 
will help us explain your husband’s work to Mr. Wall.”

“Of course Brian. What is it?”
“First, how often did your husband laugh? And the next question, 

did his moods change after working at the CDPR?”
Dee reached out to Brian and said, “What a curious young man you 

are.” She laughed, but with tears in her eyes, said nothing, but held his 
hands and looked into his eyes. Finally she said, “Brian, Vickie would 
have loved your questions. He – we – laughed all the time – even before 
our feet hit the floor in the morning. But you already knew that, didn’t 
you? How did you discover that about Vickie? About us?”

“Early on I read some love poems that Vickie wrote to you – just a 
couple – then I put them back and didn’t say a word to anyone about 
them. Last week I went back to get them, I wanted to give them to you 
when you arrived, but they seem to have disappeared. Did you hear that 
guys? The poems are missing, they were in the….”

“No Brian, they’re not missing, I have them, Sarah sent them to me a 
long time ago.”
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“Now, for your second question; you already know the answer to that 
question – don’t you? The answer is yes; in the last years of Vickie’s life, 
his research left him more and more saddened by the state of affairs in 
America, almost despondent, although that might be too strong a word. 
That sadness started to creep into our lives as it became more and more 
difficult for Vickie to keep work and play separate.”

Dee sat in the chair near the fire with her broken leg propped up on 
a cushion, no longer looking the woman of adventure whom she had 
always been with Vickie, but the woman that I had seen once before in 
a hotel lobby in Baltimore. We could sense that she had more to say and 
just needed some time to get her thoughts together. The only movement 
in the room came from Mutt, as he switched his attention from Daisy to 
Brian, causing me to momentarily chuckle to myself that Brian had even 
won over that stupid old dog. 

Dee sighed, and brought me back saying, “I hated having Vickie 
working at the House; it wasn’t for him. Everyone there was so cold, so 
methodical, so numbingly rational. Worst of all, they were so detached 
from people – real people, every day people – detached from the prob-
lems of real people. They were arrogant men and women; arrogant with-
out cause. They were all little people pretending to be important and 
pretending to do important things. They hired Vickie to be part of their 
team without really knowing Vickie at all. They hired him because he 
was brilliant, but they never knew that he cared about the problems that 
he wrote about, because each problem he wrote about was a problem 
that impacted the lives of people. That’s what the House didn’t get. They 
were too busy being clever.”

It was like a dam had broken, as if finally for the first time since Vick-
ie’s death she could say what had been left unsaid. She said, “That was 
around the time he started to attend different churches. As Tommy can 
tell you, Vickie was a straight up and down one hundred percent atheist, 
a 24/7 atheist. He came to it honestly. He was born into it. He had been 
taught that religion, any religion, all religions, were all mumbo-jumbo 
superstitions. If he ever went into a church, it was to study its architec-
ture or to get out of the rain. There was no faith, no prayer in him. Then 
he started working at the House. They were all far left, and naturally 
anti-religious to the point that they almost bubbled over with hatred for 
all religions, but hatred would not be politically correct, so they turned 
their hatred to scorn and ridicule. It all became too suffocating.”

“But what made him become Catholic?” I asked.
“To be perfectly honest I’m not sure, Tommy. Perhaps it began when 

he found out the limits of reason, and the meanness of human vanity 
that often gets all tied up with reason. I don’t think he was sure of the 
exact moment when he discovered the richness of faith, but one day he 
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said to me, that he was so sick and tired of the latest truth of the month. 
Truth was being packaged and sold like hamburger, all ground up with 
an expiration date. The teachings of Christ were not like hamburger; 
they had no expiration date. The more churches he went to, the more his 
enthusiasm for life was restored, the more beauty he found in the world 
around him, but I think most of all, the more time he spent in church, the 
closer he came to truth.”

“You know, Dee, that last day in Baltimore when Vickie was dropping 
all this pinch-hitting stuff on me, he said something about having one 
more big surprise to drop on me, but that this time he thought I would 
be pleased. He wouldn’t say what it was, but told me I would find out 
real soon. When I arrived out on the coast and discovered that the fu-
neral was at Holy Shepherd, I nearly flipped out.”

“He thought you would. One of his real delights had always been 
tipping over your tea.”

“Tipping my tea. Tipping my tea. Is that what he called it? That little 
Fudge eater! Well that’s true – and he was good at it. I guess he tipped 
my tea his whole life.” 

For some reason the kids took great delight in the idea of the tea tip-
ping. It frequently found its way into our conversation for the rest of the 
evening. In particular, Brian seemed to be about ready to add the tipping 
tea to his working vocabulary, unless Daisy intervened, and I somehow 
suspected she might just do that at any moment.

Jason rescued us by saying to Dee that he was almost certain where in 
the notes Vickie experienced his epiphany. Since he didn’t have Vickie’s 
notes with him, Jason thought he should wait, but the cat was out of the 
bag, so to speak, and we all urged him to take a stab at it. Dee especially 
wanted Jason to pinpoint Vickie’s moment of conversion.

“This is how I remember his notes. Mr. Vickers had been reading 
about a scientific article by an author who concluded that every class of 
human problems has a technical answer.” As he told us about Vickie’s 
notes, Jason stumbled around before he found his pace, then slowly he 
began to gather his recollections of Vickie’s response to the thesis pre-
sented by the scientist. At first, Jason said, Vickie wrote that he merely 
continued to read the article, but, time after time, he was drawn back to 
the thesis – it didn’t hold water; there were too many flaws, too many 
exceptions. Vickie said it was pure dribble to hold that every class of 
human problems had a technical solution. Eventually, Vickie felt he was 
being drawn away from the mesmerizing pull of the thesis. Scientists 
could build a better building, they could make it safe from earthquakes, 
they could make it fire resistant, put in safety glass, pipe in music, build 
a garden around the building to make it pleasing to the eye, and a thou-
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sand other scientific studies could be employed to make the building a 
“perfect” design. In that there was no argument, but let people live in it 
without a sense of truth or beauty, and without a sense of justice or with-
out the gift of the Sermon on the Mount, and then the best building in the 
world would be hell on earth. Without civility, without divine wisdom, 
the perfect building overflows with chaos and violence.  Scientists can’t 
feed the poor – sure they can increase crop production, but they can’t 
feed the poor. What will feed the poor is the recognition of the sanctity 
of life and the understanding of the dignity of man. Scientists can’t make 
the night safe, and new and better weapons won’t bring peace. 

As Jason continued I was drawn to the image of Dee, her leg propped 
up, looking at Jason, but hearing Vickie’s words, his thoughts. As Jason 
spoke of the wonders and miracles of justice and of truth, the cold, al-
most metallic sound of science brought a chill to my very soul. 

“You see, Mr. Vickers appreciated the power and the wonder of rea-
son – but he also discovered the limits of reason.”

Jason looked at Dee and said, “There was a line in Vickie’s notes that 
really brought me up short. It was about the twentieth century being the 
most rational, the most scientific, and at the same time the most violent 
century in the history of civilization. Vickie wondered if it had some-
thing to do with the fact that it also was the century when we had most 
distanced ourselves from God, a time when the falcon strayed from the 
falconer.”

That night when we were cleaning up, and everyone had long gone, 
Barb came over to me and gave me one of her patent bear hugs. “Well, 
you old poop, you were right. The kids are impressive, all of them, but 
Brian is a real sweetheart. We put you through hell these last months, but 
you were right. What happens next?”

“I’m not sure, Babes, but I suspect I will find out in the next few days. 
Brian said they’re all finished.” Just then the phone rang. It was Dee 
calling from somewhere in the skies over Chicago. The kids had said 
their goodbyes, and put her on her first of several flights home, but she 
wanted me to tell the kids that she was so high from the last days that 
she could have flown home without the plane. 

“Thank the kids for me.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

The next evening Brian dropped over to the showroom to pick up 
Daisy after work. While Daisy was finishing up with a customer, Brian 
knocked on the door of my office and asked if I had a free minute. He 
said he had a message from Sarah, and some news, personal news that 
he wanted to talk with me about. I waved him in, and he began with the 
message from Sarah. Getting right to the point, he said, “Sarah wants to 
know when you would be free for our next meeting. Do you have any 
time next week?”

“You mean our final meeting,” I said.
“No sir, I don’t think that’s correct. Sarah thinks we will need three or 

four more sessions to wrap it up. She knows you can’t do all those days 
in a row, but she thinks we should try to schedule them as close together 
as possible.”

“Three or four, I see. OK, I see. Let me move some things around on 
my calendar and figure out what I can do. We may need to do a week-
end. I have a friend, Sam Robinson, who has a fishing cabin along Spruce 
Creek. I’m sure he will let us have it for a few days.”

“That’s great. A cabin would be great. By the way sir….”
“Yes. What is it?”
“Well, I wanted to tell you before I said anything to Daisy, you see….”
“Do I need to sit down?”
He hesitated, looked bewildered, then turned the brightest shade of red, 

but a very nice red, a very becoming shade of red, particularly if you were a 
tropical bird. “Oh, no sir. Well, not exactly. Not yet, sir, no sir, not yet.”
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“I’m getting a lot of, ‘sirs’ this morning Brian.”
“Yes sir.”
“Well, what is it?”
“Daisy knows that I have been applying to grad schools, and this 

morning I received two letters of acceptance. Two! Two in the same day.”
“Congratulations, that’s great news. Your aunt must be very proud of 

you. What are you going to do?”
“I wanted you to know, before I talked to Daisy. I won’t respond for 

a couple of weeks while we talk it over, but I wanted you to know that 
both offers are dreams come true. In fact, not in my wildest dreams 
could I have believed I would be sitting here today with two such of-
fers.”

“When you said, ‘we’, would talk it over whom did you mean by 
‘we’? Did you mean you and me?”

“No, sir.”
“I thought not. Did you mean you and your aunt?”
“No, sir.”
“I thought not. Did you mean you and….”
“Yes, sir – Daisy.”
“Daisy Wall?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I see.” By this time, my sense of humor had moved far beyond toying 

with the poor little creature, to the point where I was rapidly approach-
ing the area of criminal torture. I could see Brian was starting to sweat; 
I generally keep the office a little on the cool side, so I was certain that 
the problem was not with the room temperature. It was time to cease 
and desist. But I justified it to myself with the fact that I only had one 
daughter and should be permitted to get my money’s worth. Besides, 
this had the potential to be a story to tell my future grandchildren – so I 
had no guilt. 

“Brian, lets go over to the Coffee Hut and get a coffee, and then you 
can tell me all about it. And, Brian, I promise not to be a bully.”

I sensed this was about to be the moment that fathers of daughters 
dread from the minute their little girls are born, and so the Coffee Hut 
seemed to be as good a place as any to get through the rite of passage 
that I thought now loomed in front of me. In hindsight it really wasn’t 
all that painful. Later, on the way home that night, I would recall think-
ing that Brian pretty much had his ducks lined up (although I was never 
really sure what that meant). Still, they were lined up. When he had first 
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mentioned the scholarships, I had naturally assumed that at least one 
was from Penn State; that was not the case. The first was from a school 
that I had never heard of before, some university in Germany called Re-
gensburg, or something like that, the other was Cambridge, England – 
both were a long way away. As Brian talked I got lost in the distance of 
the two schools. I heard only parts of what he was saying, because I kept 
tripping over Germany and England and distances that not only seemed 
threatening but, in fact, were threatening.

“Brian, I don’t understand. How long will you be in Germany – if 
that’s where you decide to go to school?” In my mind I was expecting to 
hear six months or a year. I was not expecting to hear three or four years, 
but that was exactly what he said. 

“Did you say three years?”
“Or longer.”
“Now, link this up for me with Daisy.”
“It’s like this, Mr. Wall – as you know, things move pretty quickly 

with Daisy – much more quickly than I ever, ever thought possible. I al-
ways wanted to have a girlfriend, a real girlfriend, but I thought I would 
first meet someone, and then, over months or years, date someone, and 
then fall in love, and then get engaged, and slowly plan our life together, 
and then, after a long engagement – after I had finished school and saved 
some money – then we would get married. I would have a job and we 
would buy a little a house. But then I met Daisy.”

“I hear you, Brian, I hear you.”
“You know, Mr. Wall, in some states I think she would be illegal.”
I hate choking on coffee, especially in a public place like the Coffee 

Hut, a place where I am known as a man of business and substance. 
Brian’s timing was impeccable. He timed perfectly the illegal imagery 
with my next gulp. As Brian was busy cleaning himself up, I made my 
apologies to one and all. 

“Sorry, Brian.”
“That’s OK, sir. Actually, she makes me act pretty much the same way.”
One of us had to speak next, and I decided that it would not be me. 

Brian must have decided the same thing because silence enveloped our 
booth for the next few minutes. I waited him out. Finally, Brian began to 
squirm around in his seat, and that caused me to have hope that he was 
getting ready to speak – and he did.

“You see, Mr. Wall, I love Daisy. I love her so much, it makes me ache. 
The trouble is I don’t have two nickels to rub together. In fact, I have 
some debt.”
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“I know about your debt and that’s a good debt, but how will you pay 
off your mortgage if you go back to school? Have you thought about that?”

“Yes sir. You see, Mr. Wall, at both schools, I have full scholarships, 
housing, travel, tuition, everything. Now, I won’t be living like a king, but 
I’ll be better off than I have ever been. I’ll even have spending money.”

“I see. Sounds like Daisy’s the fly in the ointment.”
“She’s one hell of a fly in the ointment, if you don’t mind my saying 

so, and more than I think you realize.”
“Explain that for me, Brian.”
“This is really the point that I most wanted to talk with you about. 

Now, I’m not going to pretend that I know Daisy the way you and Mrs. 
Wall know her – but – I know this. Any day now I’m pretty sure she is 
going to ask me to marry her. She is always a million miles ahead of me, 
and whatever we do always gets done before I even know it’s going to 
get done. She moves too fast for me. You see, Mr. Wall, I want to ask her 
– if that’s OK with you and Mrs. Wall – I want to ask Daisy to marry me. 
That’ll teach her! For once I would love to get the jump on her.”

“What’s the name of that university in Germany?”
“Regensburg.”
“Now, let me get this straight, you’re planning to go, let’s just say, to 

a place like Germany and take Daisy with you, and….”
“Oh, no sir. I’ll go, and then come back….”
“Hit the brakes! Well, you were right about one thing, and that is that 

I do know Daisy. And if you go to Germany, or England, or where ever 
you go – you’d better check your luggage, because I guarantee you she’ll 
be tucked away in the corner of the suitcase. And that I do know.”

“You mean….”
“I sure do. Don’t think for a moment that you’re going to leave Daisy 

anywhere.”
“But….”
“No, Brian, there are no buts about that. If she’ll have you, then she’ll 

have you and that’s all there will be to it. So, tell me Brian, when were 
you planning to pop the question? We had better put our heads together 
and cook up a plan of attack. Remember now, the ladies are in Daisy’s 
camp. It’s us against them. 

“Just as soon as you and Mrs. Wall give me your permission.”
“No, no – remember, Mrs. Wall is in cahoots with the enemy; she is 

deeply entrenched behind enemy lines – as is Granny Wall. I know for a 
fact they are all in it together, planning flowers and tuxedos. No, no – we 
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are without allies Brian.”
“Then what should we do, Mr. Wall?”
“I have no idea.”
“Oh.”
“But you had better get back to the showroom before Daisy smells a 

dead bird.”
“Right. Good plan.”
After he had gone I remained a little longer with a friendly piece of 

cheesecake. Alone with my thoughts, it seemed to me that Daisy had 
done very well for herself. Yes, it just might be fun not always being 
alone against those ladies. If things turned out the way I thought they 
would, that boy just might be a very good companion for me. I could do 
a lot worse. “Betty, how about one more piece of that cake of yours and 
another cup of coffee?”

In a few minutes I watched them drive off the lot with Daisy at the 
wheel and Brian lost in his thoughts. I wondered – could all this really be 
happening? Then, for the briefest moment, I had doubts, and then doubts 
flew to panic, and panic to peace. Few fathers-in-law ever got to see their 
future sons-in-law perform under stress, few got to test them, and even 
fewer, I suspected, ever get to see them grow. I had done all of that and 
more, but, most of all, I had seen Daisy grow and mature before my very 
eyes. I put that poor child’s feet to the fire and she came through like Won-
der Woman. I could not doubt her judgment. She had, over the years, 
brought home some real losers, but she had known they were losers, and 
then she had brought Brian, seeing in him what we had not seen.

After I paid the bill, I walked slowly back to the showroom and said 
to myself, “Fudge – and fudge again if that boy won’t just do fine.”

I didn’t stay at work very long. I wanted to go home and be with 
Barb. I wanted to be near her as I gloated. There is no satisfaction in 
gloating by yourself, you need to do it in the presence of the person you 
are gloating at – or is it gloating over – whatever – I needed to be near 
Barb. I alone, of all the Wall family, was armed with a wonderful piece 
of news – mouthwatering, knee buckling, rip-roaring news. News that 
could have been sold, to the right parties, for a small fortune. My plan 
was to reveal nothing other than a smile and a hardy, “Hello!” to all who 
passed my way. On the drive home, I worked on my smile. If Daisy was 
to get a husband out of all of this, then I might as well get a partner in 
crime, to even up the sides a little, and I was sure Brian could be just the 
person I needed.

On the way home, I received a call from Sarah wanting to set up a 
meeting. The “Big One,” as she indicated by her tone and voice inflec-
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tion. As Brian had indicated, she wanted this to run several days over 
the next couple of weeks if that was agreeable with me. I told her that I 
would get back to her tomorrow with some possible dates. The call started 
to break up so I just let it fade away, saying goodbye to static and dead air.

I found Barb in the garden cleaning up from the effects of winter. I 
was satisfied with my smile, and so, seemingly, was she.

“What are you smiling at?”
“Me, smiling?”
“So, it’s going to be one of those nights.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I then took my smile and 

went inside.
My strategy was working out very well. Over the next couple of days 

I developed the technique of smiling and leaving the room, akin to the 
method school of acting made legendary by Brando and Quinn. Barb, 
for one, did not seem to be much in favor of the method school of acting, 
but I dismissed that as just Barb being Barb, and not a condemnation 
of the styles of either Brando or Quinn. Brian and I kept our distance. 
We did not think it prudent to be seen with our heads together, so we 
restricted our communications to coded e-mails and encrypted notes on 
park benches. I was now certain Brian would do very well. 

I arranged with Sam to take the kids up to his cabin for the weekend. 
Barb and Daisy stocked the cabin with enough food to last twelve hearty 
souls a month, drowning out my logical protestation that we were only 
four. The cabin, of course, was not a cabin at all, but the luxury get-away 
lodge of a successful lawyer. The lodge was outfitted with all the toys 
that you might suspect from a man who loved toys, including two ATVs 
that would provide escape time for the kids. The cabin, of log design, 
and ringed on three sides by a large covered porch, was nestled on a 
rise facing onto Spruce Creek and surrounded by tall pines. Inside it 
appeared, and rightly so, that it had been furnished out of the L.L. Bean 
catalog – the Christmas catalog. 

When the kids drove up to the cabin and took a look around, it was 
obvious to me that any attempt on my part to put my hirelings to work 
would not only have been futile, but even dangerous. My recent read-
ings in American history had made me all too familiar with the fates 
of tyrannical monarchs who defied the local malcontents. My choices 
seemed to be simple. Either I insist on their marching in and getting 
down to work or I insist that they mount the ATVs and ride up into the 
mountains. King George was not to be my champion – so off they went.

They returned much later repentant, dirty, and ready to work, but 
first they wanted to be fed. I had a wonderful time. We played poker 
until three in the morning; then we went to bed.
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Chapter Thirty

The next morning, after a very late and a very hearty breakfast, Sarah 
called us to order around the kitchen table. Nimbly she seized the reins 
of power, and with the briefest of reviews hit the floor running. She had 
fire in her eyes.

“Mr. Wall….” Sarah said.
“Wait just a minute, Sarah. We need a team meeting. Mr. Wall, give us 

five minutes before we get started. Sarah, our opening is not right. I’m 
sure it’s a mistake,” Jason said.

“OK, but we agreed to….”
“I know – just hear me out.”
“OK, but this is bullshit. We have a plan!”
“You have a plan!”
“You kids take five. Work it out first. Let’s not start off like this.”
That was one of the few times I had seen them raise the tension level to 

red. They went outside for what they said would be a few minutes, and 
then, about an hour later, they marched back in with Brian at the head. 
Soon, Brian and I gathered around the fireplace comfortably stretching 
out in the two over-stuffed chairs, while Jason and Sarah fought for con-
trol of the sofa. It had long been obvious, even to the most casual ob-
server, that Sarah had control of the team, she bossed and bullied them 
something fierce, but, also, I was beginning to see their influence on her. 
There she was now giggling and fighting for her space on the sofa – and 
she was losing the fight, and taking delight in her defeat as Jason took 
command of nearly all the space. Whatever the problem had been it was 



272

certainly gone and out of mind. It was Brian who called them to order 
with, “Now, children, enough. Sarah, you may have to have a time out. 
Now behave.”

I thought Brian would have to work on his “smiling-while-stern” 
look. But then, most things about Brian indicated that he was still a work 
in progress. The stern-smile look lacked a little something, though it did 
still show some potential, but I felt I could work with him on developing 
“a look,” because he would definitely need that skill if he was about to 
get ready for a life with Daisy. 

After order was restored, Brian began, “Mr. Wall, Jason was right. We 
were about to get off on the wrong foot. Here’s how we start – first, when 
Mr. Vickers knew he was ill, when he knew he was going to die, he was 
afraid his latest work, work that he had been doing for the last few years, 
would die with him. We don’t think that it was his work that was all that 
important to him, but that what was important was the stark realization 
that America faced grave dangers. He understood those dangers.”

“We’re confident that’s why he sought you out in Baltimore.”
“Yes.”
“The second point is, he knew of no one he could count on except 

you – no one he could count on fully and without reservation. Dee 
could not have taken up the banner because she did not have the fi-
nancial resources at her command. His colleagues all had their own 
projects, so they had to be ruled out. That left you. Finally, we totally 
understand the meaning of his work. Over the next several days we are 
going to break all of this down into very small pieces, bite size pieces. 
Then we’ll put it all back together. But it is critical that we begin at step 
one. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”
“Let’s begin.”
Sarah handed me a single sheet of paper with a two-column list of 

names. The first column was headed: Specialist Historians, and con-
tained a list of names that I did not recognize. The second column was 
headed; Universal Historians, and again the names under that heading 
were new to me except for two names, Arnold Toynbee, the name I first 
heard with Vickie in Baltimore, and Karl Marx. I looked up from the list 
and said,

 “Toynbee.”
“Yes sir.”
“And Marx? I thought he was a communist.”
“Yes, to be brief, he was a communist. Is that OK for now?”
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With great confidence and a feigned level of certainty, I said, “Yes. I 
guess it is.”

Sarah continued, “You see, Mr. Wall, there are all sorts of ways to 
delineate between types of historians, liberal – conservative, national – 
international, literary – scientific – anyway, historians fall into lots of 
classifications.”

“Yes, but perhaps the most useful, most important classification of all 
is the way Vickie classified them.”

“Right, Jason,” Sarah echoed, “but we don’t want to give the impres-
sion that it was Vickie who hit upon this classification. It has been a rec-
ognized system of classification for centuries. He simply embraced it be-
cause it proved to be a useful tool in understanding what was happening 
in America.” 

“The theories of history, the work of the Universal Historians, were 
mostly new to us. It has taken us some time to get up to speed. There was 
no one on campus we could talk to about Toynbee, or any of the Univer-
sal Historians. We think all the professors have pretty much rejected the 
likes of Toynbee as outdated.”

“Let me put my two cents in. Mr. Wall, remember Yeats and what he 
said about, ‘Things fall apart; the center can not hold,’” Brian said.

“But that doesn’t fit here, Brian,” Sarah blurted out.
“I know, but it will soon – very soon, so just keep that poem in your 

mind as we move along.”
“Question.”
“What is it, Mr. Wall?”
“Jason, are we heading in a new direction?”
“Yes, we are.”
“But the poem by Yeats is still central?”
“Yes sir,” said Brian.
“Are we finished with the Middle East?”
“No – but it is secondary. We will get back to it later – but it’s not The 

Needle.”
“Good.”
Then Sarah punched Jason, claimed a bit more of the sofa, and started 

up again with her list of historians. “The first group,” she said, “those 
called the ‘specialists,’ are the most common today. In fact, they make up 
about 99.9% of all American historians, and we suspect most historians 
throughout the world are specialists. Now, what makes a historian a spe-
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cialist?” she asked in her most rhetorical intonation, so that even I knew 
she was not looking for an answer from me or anyone.

She proceeded quickly, with frequent interruptions from Jason, by 
describing the characteristics of a specialist in history. Her first example 
was a historian who specializes in 18th and 19th century Amish history, 
and only the Amish in Pennsylvania, and only in the Lancaster area, and 
then specializes in even greater detail by only concerning himself with 
the Amish architectural structures found in the area of Lancaster. Now, 
Jason said that was what they meant by a specialist. They are the kind of 
people that you want to avoid at all costs – unless you want to know a 
ton about Amish bridges. They are particularly deadly at parties. At par-
ties they want to get you isolated in some corner, far away from the on-
ion dip, and tell you all about Amish nails, or Amish planking, or Amish 
saw mills. The specialist will have no opinion on any other possible topic 
under the sun, and if you try to switch away to another topic, or slide 
your way to the dip, he adroitly blocks your flight. Try weather – he will 
immediately go to his prepared lecture on the advantages of the Amish 
covered bridge as an ideal place to seek shelter from storms; try football, 
and he is back at you with the little known fact that some 18th century 
Amish barns were so high that you could have kicked a football in them 
and not hit the beams.

Brian came to my rescue by telling Jason that we got the point, but 
Jason was not to be so easily deterred. Like the specialist he was describ-
ing, he was locked in. Jason said the historian who specializes in the 
Amish culture is just like the specialist that concentrates on the history of 
Spanish lace, or the specialist who’s forte is the first battle of Bull Run, or 
the specialist who has spent a lifetime analyzing the impact of Napoleon 
on the development of Italian nationalism, or the specialist who has read 
every tiny piece of paper about Andrew Jackson and any of the family 
and friends of Jackson, or thousands of other historians who dedicate 
their professional lives to the most narrow field of study imaginable. 

Putting a cap on the argument, Jason said, “You see, Mr. Wall, spe-
cialists certainly know a lot, but they know a lot about very little. Their 
argument is that all knowledge is useful and that we should know about 
how the Amish built their bridges in the 18th century, but they tend to 
take it to a life squeezed to death.”

 “After the specialists find ten other professors from ten other univer-
sities that are also studying the Amish they publish a journal on Amish 
bridges and convene a five day conference in Hawaii, and send the bill 
to their universities. They may be boring and useless, but they’re not 
dumb.”

“Mr. Wall,” Brian said, “we don’t mean to make light of their efforts. 
They are serious and dedicated to their disciplines. But it’s often a tragic 
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waste of their skills as they fritter away their efforts on the minutia of 
Amish nails or Amish bridges. They are professionally too timid, too 
meek; they never take the bold stand of looking outward to the various 
meanings and lessons of the human story that we call history. Specialists 
always see the world through the lens of a microscope, and never look 
up and view the majesty of the heavens through a telescope.”

“And Hattie did that off the top of his head, not bad for a toad,” Jason 
said as he applauded Brian.

In the process of blinking, I might have missed something, because I 
only caught the last moment of a most robust punch thrown by our Ms. 
Fortieth-Floor to the midsection of Mr. Jason Lake.

Sarah, as she straightened herself up, puffed out her chest and smiled 
at me, and without missing a beat got back in the saddle and said, “The 
point of all of this is that we have very little interest in what the special-
ists have to say – at least as far as Vickie’s thesis is concerned. The impor-
tant historians are all in the other column.”

“The universal historians. I see, but the specialists….”
“Off with their heads!” Sarah yelled, “Off with their heads!”
Jason leaned over and whispered, “Do you see what our life has been 

like with that woman.”
I winked but said nothing on that theme; instead I said, “So, it’s the 

universal historians that I need to know?”
“Yes sir, we need to deal only with the universal historians.”
“Professors on campus dismiss our guys as romantics, or idealists, or 

worse.” 
“So kids, if I went back up on campus, do you mean that all the his-

torians on campus teach about Amish nails and small stuff like that?”
“Sort of. We mean that they all have a very narrow field of study. I doubt 

that you would find a historian on campus who has a background in the 
American Civil War, and in czarist Russia, and in the Songhai Empire.”

“But you’re saying that the universal historian would have such a 
background.”

“Yes sir, they would have studied the civilizations of the world. The 
universal historians see the world as one giant buffet; they don’t just eat 
the broccoli, they munch their way through the whole thing.”

“OK, I’ll take the bait. Tell me about the universal historian.”
“We thought you would never ask,” Jason said with a cheesy grin.
“The universal historian leads a professional life dedicated to the ex-

ploration of the possible meanings of history. He begins with the first 
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awakenings of civilization in the disparate corners of the world – in Af-
rica, in the Indus valley, along the rivers of the Tigris and Euphrates, and 
the Nile, and to the Middle Kingdom. In short, the universal historian 
goes everywhere. Then….”

“There are only a handful of historians who fall into the category 
of universal historians. We need only touch on a couple of them, just 
enough so you see the pattern. Now, the single most important shared 
characteristic of the universal historians is….”

“Are you kids going to keep calling them universal historians?”  
“Yes sir!”
“I see what you mean,” said Sarah. Let’s just call them Universalists. 

How is that?”
“Or just, ‘the Big U.’”
“Or just, ‘the Big Cheeses.’”
“Yeah, we can call the specialists, ‘the Little Goudas’, and the univer-

sal guys, ‘the Sharp Cheddars,’” said Brian.
“See what you started, Mr. Wall,” she said, as if I were to blame for 

this momentary descent into chaos. “OK, time out! This is it. Universal 
historians are from now on the ‘Unies,’ and specialists are the ‘Spes.’”

“No, ‘Unies’ is OK, but ‘Spes’ sucks!”
“OK, then what?”
“They’re the ‘Amish Nails.’”
“No – the Spes!”
Trying to restore order, without destroying their fun, I called a time-

out and said, “Let’s do this. The universal guys are the Unies, and those 
other guys are the Spes, but every time you say Spes, I will think, ‘Amish 
Nails.’ Now let’s get started again.”

“Right.  These boys are exhausting, Mr. Wall. Now, the universal his-
torians, I mean the Unies, have one major common trait, and that is, they 
have all studied past civilizations in search of an overall pattern and 
meaning to history.” 

“We have listed only the most important and scholarly Unies, but 
there are also some real nuts out there.”

“Thanks Jason, that’s a good point.”
“The ones we have listed are first rate; they’re world renowned schol-

ars, and each of them has found a possible pattern to history, a pattern 
that might be recognizable, and a pattern that helps us understand the 
possible flow of history. And if we can determine what that pattern is, 
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then it makes history more understandable and more meaningful. And 
also history becomes more useful in guiding us in our studies. History 
then is no longer a mere collection of endless unconnected names, dates, 
and events.”

“Like that blasted text book you gave me to read.”
They looked at each other with that stunned look that I had come to 

know meant, “Blockhead’s got it.”
“Yes!” Sarah said, recovering. “Like the text book. The specialist 

makes it almost impossible to understand history. That’s why kids hate 
history. They never connect the dots.”

Jason butted in, “Chapter 14 is about one thing, chapter 15 is about 
something else, then chapter 16 is about the Civil War, and, and chap-
ter….”

“And chapter 17 is about the Industrial Revolution.”
And as a chorus, we all sang out, “But they never connected the dots!” 

It was not easy, but I rose to the occasion and restored order with a bold 
statement, “Can you give me an example of how a Unie connects the 
dots?”

“Yes sir,” Jason said, and then paused to gather his thoughts. “Let’s 
do it this way. Tell us the three areas of history that you are most familiar 
with – any three.”

“Do you mean like the American Revolution?”
“Right.”
“OK, the American Revolution, the Civil War, and – and – let’s see – 

and World War II.”
“Great! Look at the first name on the list.”
“Thomas Carlyle.”
“Correct. Now, to Thomas Carlyle, each of those three areas would 

have been a unit of study, but when Carlyle would have studied the 
American Revolution, and then the Civil War, and World War II, he 
would have begun to see a pattern that emerged, and in that pattern his-
tory would start to take on meaning; that is, to make sense. For example, 
Mr. Wall, why do you think the Americans won their revolution against 
England?”

“I don’t know. I guess the English didn’t know the land, and were too 
far away, or maybe they couldn’t get supplies. I don’t know, do I?”

“Actually that’s not bad. But, a Unie like Carlyle might have looked 
at that same event and said that the reason the Americans won was that 
they had people like Washington, and Jefferson, and John Adams, and 
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Franklin, and Madison, and of course Monroe, Sam Adams, Hamilton, 
and a hundred other great leaders – and the British had George III, 
Townshend, North, and Howe. In other words, the British had a bunch 
of third-rate personalities. To be blunt, they were crappy leaders. To a 
Unie, like Carlyle, who saw the pattern of history being determined by 
the appearance of great personalities, the Americans won because at a 
particular time in our history America was blessed with some of the 
most brilliant and courageous people who would ever assemble in one 
room. It wasn’t because the British were too far away – they controlled 
Boston, New York, and Philadelphia; and it wasn’t because they couldn’t 
get supplies. Who was starving at Valley Forge? Not the British. No, they 
had all the supplies they wanted. They had the better army, more re-
sources, and more money – and the greatest navy in the world. The Eng-
lish had everything – except leadership. This theory of Carlyle’s is called 
the Great Man Theory.”

“Yes, but if he wrote that today Mrs. Carlyle would have had him by 
the knockers – so to speak – she would have insisted he call it the Great 
Person Theory,” Sarah said with her best feminist voice and look.

“Let’s not go there, Sarah.”
“OK, Jason, but I couldn’t resist breaking into the little boys club.”
“Moving on – then Carlyle might study an event like the American Civil 

War and discover that the pattern of events that shaped the Civil War was 
that the North had Lincoln, and the South had Jefferson Davis. The outcome 
of the war had nothing or little to do with which side had the most men or 
the most weapons or money or railroads. No, it was determined by the will 
of one man, Lincoln. Do you think the Union would have stayed the course 
if their president had been Millard Fillmore, or James Buchanan, or Martin 
Van Buren? No, of course not, the North won because they had Lincoln. The 
North had a man who refused to lose, who refused to dissolve the Union. 
During those four years of civil war there were a hundred dark days when 
a lesser man would have thrown in the towel.” 

“You know, Mr. Wall, Jason is right. I bet we’ve had a dozen or more 
presidents who would have let the South go. Where would we be with-
out Lincoln?”

“The same is true with the Second World War. The Allies had Churchill 
and Roosevelt and that other guy – and the Axis powers had Hitler, Mus-
solini, and Tojo – or better known to the world as the three stooges.”

 “Let’s move this along.” 
“Anyway, that is one theory. Carlyle connected the dots. History 

makes sense. Now, what we have done is to take an interpretation of his-
tory by Carlyle, squeezed the hell out of it to make it fit on an index card, 
and labeled it the Great Man Theory.”
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Sarah said, “That was just one theory, one Unie, and historians like 
Karl Marx, your communist, Mr. Wall, developed another theory. Marx 
argued that the pattern of history was determined by the conflict be-
tween the rich and the poor, that is, by an economic struggle between 
classes. Still other Unies, like St Augustine, thought the pattern of his-
tory reflected the unfolding of a divine plan. St. Augustine believed his-
tory is all part of the infinite plan of God moving along a fixed path, and 
that man is simply playing out a part that has been predetermined since 
the beginning of time. There are many universal historians, with many 
interpretations to explain the possible patterns to history. The common 
thread to all of those historians is that they try to help the student of his-
tory to discover the possibility of a pattern to history – that is, to connect 
the dots – whereas the specialists don’t believe historical pattern exists.”

“Hold it right there for a minute,” I said. “Let me think about this for 
a second – for a moment. Fudge, you say. So, fudge – if I have this right, 
those Unie guys are something like a painter, a picture painter. They 
want to paint a big picture using all sorts of colors, and those Spes histo-
rians just want to paint one stroke, or have me look at one stroke. They’re 
not going to help me see the big picture. Is that it?”

Sarah looked around and said, “Yes sir. If that works for you, that’s 
it.”

In a fraction of a second I had a Titanic-like vision, of Barb on the 
phone to the state hospital, and Granny Wall packing my bag, and say-
ing something about I wouldn’t really need very much. From the decks 
of my own sinking ship I heard my voice, as if from a great distance say, 
“You mean that’s the Needle? So what’s the big deal? That doesn’t seem 
too earth shattering. You mean that’s what Vickie wanted me to find out? 
Fudge, when I see that boy up in….”

“Not so fast; that is only the first step. Let’s take it up a notch.”
“How can I take it up a notch?”
Brian, in a very calming voice, said, “It’s OK, Mr. Wall. Trust us. It’s OK.”
As Sarah started to take it up a notch, I had that overwhelming feel-

ing of – I think the technical term is – gray-cell overload. I had already 
passed by, without much fanfare, I might add, my thirty-minute at-
tention span, when I was jolted back by the magical name Toynbee. It 
came from Brian. I refocused. He no longer was the Brian I had hired a 
million years ago. Many things had changed, not the least of which had 
to do with Daisy, but now as he leaned back in the chair I saw a man, a 
young man but, nevertheless, a man, at ease with himself and his abili-
ties; the boy was gone, the man had arrived.

Brian began to speak in a casual and relaxed manner. As he leaned 
forward in his chair, the glow from the fireplace cast a magical aura over 
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his story. “Your friend was not a trained historian, nor did he ever claim 
to be, but he was a true historian in spirit, in part because he understood 
the craft of historical scholarship and the force of historical scholarship 
that searches for the meanings of history – meanings that can be un-
locked by someone like Carlyle or Marx or Toynbee. You see, Mr. Wall, 
to be proven wrong, as Marx has been, is not a condemnation of Marx, 
or of his work, but a tribute to his contribution to our understanding of 
human society. The theories of Marx are flawed, as are the theories of 
most of the universal historians, but in spite of the flaws their theories 
are the only real means of understanding history that we have. A lifetime 
of studying Amish nails or Amish barns won’t shed much light on the 
meaning of this human drama that we call history. We need great minds 
like Toynbee to point us forward.”

 “We need to get to the punch line kids.”
 “Fine,” Sarah said. 
“Now, where do we go?” I asked.
“We go back to Toynbee. And this is how we get there. ” Jason got up 

from the sofa, picked up the poker, and stirred the fire. I wasn’t sure if 
he was gathering his thoughts or pausing to create some theatrical mo-
ment, but then I realized that Jason never really was one to take the time 
to gather his thoughts. His reputation was of one who spoke first and 
then later, often much later, sorted out and rearranged what he had said.

As he turned his back to the fire, he said to me, “Mr. Wall, what are 
three major problems facing America – facing America right now?”

“Somehow, Jason, that reminds me of what Vickie asked me our last 
day in Baltimore. He asked me to look out into the harbor and tell him 
what I saw. I didn’t see very much, at least much important. I wasn’t 
good at that type of question then, and I’m probably still not very good 
at that kind of game.”

“That’s OK; give it a shot.”
Now it was my turn for the theatrical pause. I could sense my fear 

of looking the idiot in front of the kids. I had pretty much gotten over 
that, but still it lurked there in the back of my mind. Finally, I got up the 
nerve to say, “Oh fudge – I guess terrorism is one – and crime – and the 
national debt.” I was actually very pleased with my selection, but still 
waited for the knock down pitch that I was sure was coming. The ques-
tion was, who would throw it. If Brian knew what was good for him, he 
would take a pass on this. Jason threw it, but it wasn’t a knock down.

“Not bad, Mr. Wall. Now, here is how we think Mr. Vickers might 
have responded to your answer. He might say that all three are impor-
tant, but are they the really big decisive challenges that face our civiliza-
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tion? If they are the right challenges, then how do we respond and how 
long do we have as a country to come up with the correct response – not 
the wrong response, but the correct response?”

“What would be the wrong response?”
“Let me use your example. First of all, terrorism is not one of the ma-

jor challenges facing America. We’ll get to that later, but for now let’s say 
you’re right about terrorism. We – as a nation – could say our response 
will be to do nothing, and maybe they’ll just go away. That’s probably 
the wrong response; in fact, that would be both stupid and dangerous. 
Or we could say that early one morning, when everyone in the Middle 
East is fast asleep in their cozy little beds dreaming about the great oasis 
in the sky, we can all get up extra early and drop ten thousand nuclear 
bombs on their tents. Then we can come home and announce on one of 
our mindless TV talk shows that the problem of terrorism has all gone 
bye-bye, which lets the host get back to covering breast implants. That 
also would be stupid and dangerous.”

Sarah said, “While terrorism is real, it is at best a secondary challenge 
and one that we are likely to solve with some ease and in a rather brief 
period of time, but, like all serious problems, we can’t let it fester and 
develop a life of its own. Now, terrorism is a problem – it is solvable, but 
the clock is ticking. Lesser challenges are more fun for the media and 
for politicians, but they get in the way of focusing on the big issues, the 
important issues. Some of our so-called prime time ‘news’ shows have 
spent months talking about nothing – what a mindless waste of time. 
Those shows are just shows and not ‘news.’ They lull us into a stupor 
with a new crises-of-the-week – they are all just manufactured to keep 
our attention off the real issues and to keep their own ratings high.”

“All that stuff is just crap put on our plate – and we devour it.”
“So, Mr. Wall, we are going to leave Toynbee for a moment and focus 

on the major challenges,” said Jason. “That will give Sarah a chance to 
loosen her straps and catch her breath.”

“OK, but before you do, I need a brief timeout, and then a couple of 
questions before you kids get too far ahead of me.”

“Right, let’s take ten.”
“Or thirty!”
Then Sarah jumped Jason, her arms flying every which way of the 

clock. As I beat my retreat from the mayhem, there seemed to be intent 
on her part to do him bodily harm. I assumed Sarah’s religious tenden-
cies did not lean toward Quakerism.
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Chapter Thirty-One

“So that’s it.”
The kids were packing their bags.
After they had gone, I stood alone on the front porch. I locked the 

cabin and turned to leave.
“So, that’s it? Fudge.”
I turned and walked away.
“So that’s it! Fudge!”
I was numb. I had expected… What? 
I didn’t know what I had expected. No, that’s not true. I had expected 

some dreadful secret, some terrible twisted, metal-crunching collision, 
wrapped tightly in ugly machinations and hidden by deceptions and lies. 
I had expected the inexplicable, the incomprehensible, at the very least 
dirty tricks and wire taps à la Watergate. I expected to find that my friend 
had confronted evil – Biblical evil. I had expected to be shocked, shocked 
and horrified by a reality of ideas and events far beyond my comprehen-
sion. I had expected to see America – for the crisis that shook Vickie was 
certainly in America – hurling off into space to collide with the stars.

So, that’s it! Nothing!  A farce by a dying man. A three-penny opera 
played out by three kids and a fool.

What was the last thing Brian had said to me? Even that was a farce. 
Nothing made sense. What a waste. What had Brian said? It didn’t mat-
ter. I was a fool. There had been no collision in space, no evil, no conspir-
acies – just a silly whisper from a dying man lost in his own desperation, 
whispered incoherently to his foolish friend.
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I found myself alone. This won’t do, I thought to myself. The kids had 
left so fast, too fast, and they had left laughing as they piled into Jason’s 
car. Then they had just driven away.

 I pulled my jacket tight and tugged the collar close under my chin. 
The chill of the morning brought me back from where my thoughts had 
taken me. For the last year, I had believed – actually, for the last year, I 
had slowly prepared myself to believe that my life was about to change, 
that I was going to be asked to do something special, or at the very least 
to be part of something special, and that somehow my pledge to Vickie 
was meant to be useful – useful to my friend, but, more than that, use-
ful to my country. For the last year, I had believed a terrible truth was 
about to be revealed, a truth so awful that it would cause me to retreat 
in horror and fear. The truth revealed would cause me to retreat quietly, 
disheartened, and resigned by the knowledge that there would be little I 
could do. But nothing – nothing.

I should be grateful. No monster existed. My country was safe from 
some deadly predator. But I did not feel a sense of relief. Quite to the 
contrary, as I sat on an old pile of logs stacked by the tool shed I had a 
feeling, not of relief, but betrayal, even worse, of being set up to play the 
fool.  

And so I remained much of the morning, wallowing in self-pity and 
defeat. Countless hours, countless efforts, countless expectations, all for 
nothing. The dollars wasted were not countless. Barb and Granny Wall 
would have those dollars carefully calculated down to the penny. One 
thing was certain – few people in the middle of central Pennsylvania 
spend tens of thousands of dollars to look the fool. But I did, and would 
now have to carry that weight the rest of my life, and Barb would make 
certain my tombstone carried it beyond this life. She would do it with 
good humor and wit, but that would not make it less bitter. Those dol-
lars, along with my hide, would soon be nailed to the front door for the 
world to see.

Now, what the Fudge had Brian said?  I called Barb to let her know 
that I was going to stay over at the cabin for one more day; I told her I 
wanted to cut and stack some wood for Sam, and asked her to let Daisy 
know to meet me in the office tomorrow morning. What I did not tell 
Barb was that I dreaded coming home, because I would be coming 
home a failure, and worse than that, I would be coming home a fool. 
It’s one thing to play the fool; it’s another to be the fool. I had so much 
wanted to serve crow to the ladies. Instead, they would be serving me 
extra helpings of humble pie, and Granny Wall offered up the best pie 
in the county.

 “So that’s it, is it?” I walked back to the porch, and settled into Sam’s 
old rocker, feeling like Dad when he had sought solace on his porch; I 
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hunkered down to seek my own release from the problems of the day 
and slowly found the rhythm of the rocking moving through my body. I 
thought the kids had not felt defeated. No, I was sure of that. They had 
not felt defeated, but why would they? They did what they were asked 
to do and did it very well. No, the problem was not with the kids. The 
problem was with my expectations, and with me. I sought something – a 
mystery, a smoking gun, something – but found nothing. They had not 
walked away with their tails between their legs – just the opposite, in 
fact. Jason had said something about it being worse than he had imag-
ined. What the fudge had he meant by that? And Brian, the last thing 
he had said was, “What a crazy thing for a country to trip over. Crazy.” 
What did he mean? 

I had expected evil and in its place found a story of ordinary people 
living ordinary lives. Vickie never highlighted evil people. Time and 
time again, Vickie wrote about good people, caring people, thoughtful 
people, people just getting on with their lives. He described people, not 
unlike myself, planning vacations, going to work in schools and librar-
ies, in offices and factories. Still Brian had called them, “falcons one and 
all; and all lost to the falconer.” As the kids worked me through Vickie’s 
writings there were no villains. At least, there were no villains who beat 
the drums loudly.

The ax felt good in my hands, hands that at one time had been cal-
loused bone hard by swinging a baseball bat, but had, like everything 
about me, grown soft and fleshy with age. I chopped, not to work but 
to forget, but with each swing of the ax, everything from the past days 
seemed to be jarred to the forefront.

In the middle of a swing, with the ax raised high above my head, I 
stopped as if frozen in time, then quickly finished the swing with the ax 
sailing off into space. “Fool! Crazy fool!” I shouted to no one, and for the 
entire world to hear. What have I been thinking? Did I really think that 
Vickie would have set me up to fail? That he would have set me up to 
play the idiot? “I’ve got it wrong! I’ve got it wrong!” I yelled. “I’ve got 
it wrong.”

There was a monster! Now – to give it a name.
“Porch time! I need porch time. I need to think this stuff out.”
The strategy of the last days had been what Jason called the double-

barreled shotgun approach. They simply peppered me with fact after 
fact, without an arrangement, without organization, and without relief. 
There was no logical progression, no flow chart. Only facts. I began to 
understand and to realize the facts that the kids had bombarded me with 
were somehow all interconnected into an American motif of blurred vi-
sion. “I have to bring this stuff into focus.”



286

Now, what had I learned? I learned that one day, as mysteriously as 
the arrival of autumn fog, the concept of diversity fell across our land.

I don’t dance particularly well. Actually, I am the poster child for the 
Two-Left-Feet Dance Company, but I found myself doing a pretty good 
Irish jig right there on the porch. I got it – or, at least, I was getting it. 
My reading of American history was beginning to pay dividends. I now 
understood – perhaps for the first time – what Vickie had said that day 
in Baltimore as we looked out across the harbor. I now understood his 
fears for America.

 For centuries, Americans had been striving to follow a dream of 
unity. We had learned, often at great sacrifice, what it meant to be an 
American, to live up to the wisdom of our heritage, and that out of many 
would come one – one people – one nation united around a common 
shared set of beliefs. Precious blood had been spilled at hallowed places, 
like Lexington and Gettysburg, to forge our unity. E Pluribus Unum was 
not only stamped on our coins, but stamped as well on our national soul. 
It had not been the mere union of thirteen diverse colonies into one, 
but also of many diverse peoples into one. Our goal, our dream, had 
never been to celebrate our diversity – but rather to celebrate our unity. 
People came to America not to be Polish or Vietnamese or German. Peo-
ple didn’t remain here, after being forced from their homes in far away 
lands, to be Africans or to be Irish or to be Chinese. They came with a 
dream, or remained with a dream – a dream to become Americans and 
to be Americans without the hyphen. 

 I now heard what the kids had been saying, but more important, I 
was beginning to hear Vickie. At times, we did not do that E Pluribus 
Unum stuff very well; in fact, we had made mistakes in our past so hor-
rific that we had stood on the edge of tearing apart the very fabric of 
society. 

Brother faced brother in fields of battle, at factory gates, and at mine 
entrances; we fought on the steps of schools and at lunch counters and 
countless marches where we struggled in the name of dignity and jus-
tice. Still, we stayed focused on the dream that kept us together. Lincoln 
refused to see this union dissolved; he held us together with his faith in 
America when the worse lacked all convictions. It was also Reverend 
King’s dream echoing across America as he stood on the steps of the 
Lincoln Memorial. Now, to our shame, we were betraying those dreams; 
there had been more than one trail of tears in our history, but none as 
mindless and hurtful as the trail we now willingly and blindly marched 
along. The songs that touched us all were the songs of freedom, and lib-
erty, and of individualism, all bound up in the unity of one America. Our 
individualism had been meant to liberate us from the tyranny of the Old 
World; it had been intended to unite all Americans. 
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Now individualism spoke to us of license and nihilism – license to 
do what you wanted, when you wanted, and for whatever reason you 
wanted. Today’s individualism worshiped at the god-altar of the anti-
culture. There was no such thing as a nation of individuals; nor could 
there be a culture of individuals. Hideously, viciously, we had turned 
it all inside out with freedom now becoming freedom for the group, 
liberty for the group, and individualism twisted to refer to some mis-
directed power of the hyphenated group, or worse, the individualism 
that stood alone, stripped of the boundless warmth of common beliefs 
and common values. Again, I remembered Vickie writing that this new 
individualism stood apart from the dutiful bonds of family and culture 
and hid in the darkness of fear. Individualism had become synonymous 
with loneliness. So very sad for the individual; so very sad for America. 

Where would we find our next Lincoln?
Now in every university, factory, and office, diversity officers poured 

through volumes of diversity goals – to attend diversity conferences, to 
speak to the theme of the need to become more diverse. Presently, within 
all our social institutions, policies were now carved in stone that sepa-
rated us from all that was good in our American heritage. Who came up 
with this policy of cultural suicide? No one knew. When did it suddenly 
materialize and ride roughshod over four hundred years of American his-
tory? No one knew. Did we debate the merits of diversity in the halls of 
Congress? Was it some central theme in some presidential debate? No and 
again no! Such a discussion never took place. Yet, it was the one word that 
was used to bludgeon Americans to surrender our heritage. It had been 
the American banner that out of many, we would strive to become one – a 
dream that today was no longer fashionable. Now it was out of one na-
tion, one people, one culture, we would become many. With that, America 
began the march to oblivion. Diversity had become a false god that called 
out the coming of our demise. In the language of Toynbee, this was the 
challenge that Brian had said we were tripping over. Unfortunately, our 
response to the ugliness of diversity was to become more diverse.

Differences – sure – they really were the spice of life, but our differ-
ences should have paled into insignificance when measured against all 
that bound us together. Thai food – wonderful. Pierogies – of course. St. 
Patrick’s Day – what a day. The year of the dragon – beautiful. They were 
all subparts of who we were, but they were not who we were. Diversity 
– what a tragedy for a culture to endure. Could it endure?

Iraq was now celebrating its diversity on the streets of Baghdad. 
Could you hear the sounds of diversity killing young and old? Millions 
had died or were savagely maimed, while others had been forced to flee 
their homes. Iraq was now celebrating its diversity. As was Afghanistan. 
As was Pakistan.
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Yugoslavia recently celebrated its diversity with a glorious display 
of fireworks throughout the country. Diversity reared its ugly head 
and killed Yugoslavia. Did you see it? Bombs fell on Yugoslavia. Cities 
burned; people died.  Kenya, Nigeria, and Cyprus had also celebrated 
their diversity with acts of violence. Diversity in action was an ugly sight 
to behold. 

Gandhi wept as India celebrated its diversity.
I rocked and thought, “Good people doing terrible things.”
I remembered Jason with his usual touch of sarcasm, saying that the 

sheer stupidity of the idea of celebrating our diversity was clearly dem-
onstrated by the limitations of the calendar. The year had only twelve 
months; that fact even the Diversity Police would have to come to grips 
with as they began to assign one month of the year to Black History 
Month, and Native-American Month, Asian – American month, and La-
tino-Heritage Month, and European-American Month – and remember 
there was great diversity within each of these. Madness!

I rather liked his use of sarcasm; Sarah, I thought, did not.
Canada may one day celebrate its diversity by breaking up into sev-

eral diverging parts. The misguided glorification of diversity may tear 
Canada apart. Good people were hard at work to rip Canada apart in 
the name of diversity. Vickie wept for Canada. I now wept for Canada.

Rwanda and Sudan, and Nigeria and Somalia, and Ethiopia – to name 
a few – were currently celebrating their diversity. Millions had died in 
the celebrations. Still, in America we persisted in demanding diversity. 
The clock was ticking. 

Where did this diversity stuff come from?
I’d always thought that there was nothing more powerful than an 

idea whose time had come. I was wrong about that, because I now 
knew that there was nothing more powerful than a stupid idea whose 
time had come. Vickie wrote that every university had Diversity offices 
staffed from floor to ceiling with bright young things, unknowingly, but 
with passion and energy, slowly ripping apart our American culture. I 
wondered if universities had American offices or Freedom offices or De-
mocracy offices or E Pluribus Unum offices. Probably not!

The interesting thing about this diversity stuff was that it came al-
ready prepackaged with all sorts of warm fuzzies, and with different 
names like multiculturalism. Diversity was a feel good concept, it made 
you want to hug and dance long into the night to the rhythmic sounds 
of Kum Ba Yah. Now, multiculturalism was not really multi-anything; 
multiculturalism simply meant the absence of culture; certainly, it meant 
the total abandonment of the American culture, and was directed by the 
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people who had rejected the American Dream and the motto of becom-
ing one people. 

I recalled Sarah passionately saying how diversity could not be chal-
lenged or even questioned on the college campus, because the Diversity 
Police sniffed out anyone who challenged the dribble of correct-think. To 
challenge any part of the Diversity manual was to be ostracized, labeled 
a bigot, a racist, to be intellectually and socially quarantined from others 
– in short, to be seen as a very bad, bad, bad person. By today’s standard, 
Hester with her “A” was pretty lucky. What was so very frightening on 
today’s campuses was that this diversity cult had become entrenched 
behind a bureaucracy that numbered in the thousands. It had become 
the law of the land; a law unwanted, unlegislated, and un-American.  
Every university had a set of offices filled with laptop-wheeling petti-
crats whose sole purpose was to crush open and free thought. Attempt 
to challenge this two-faced god of Diversity, and if you weren’t fired, 
then at the very least you would be ushered off to an eight-weeks course 
on sensitivity training, the purpose of which was to help you realize 
what a low-down rotten person you were. After your eight weeks of 
diversity training you probably would be free of your former values and 
beliefs or, if not free, then doubtless wise enough to keep your mouth 
shut. There was no office, no department, no organization more forcibly 
entrenched and backed by an army of well-heeled lawyers than the Di-
versity Police. This Diversity Gestapo moved across America like a jug-
gernaut crushing all that stood in its way. Still, they were good people. 
They were our neighbors, our friends – but they were wrong; and they 
were destroying America.

The chill returned.
“But I don’t want this. I don’t want to believe this.”
I rocked with a greater sense of urgency. I started to sweat.
“Could Vickie be right?”
Perhaps Brian was right when he said, “that this was a crazy thing for 

a country to trip over.” I understood Toynbee, at least to the point that I 
no longer blinked when I heard his name. The kids had described civi-
lization after civilization that had fallen. They took their time with me; 
Sarah, in particular, walked me carefully past one crumbling civilization 
to another. Slowly they revealed why each civilization in turn fell, and 
the reasons for the fall to oblivion. Civilizations did not fall because they 
had been defeated from outside attack – they fell because they had lost 
their core values; not the Romans, not the Mayans, not the Greeks – none 
of them fell because of outside threats; all civilizations fell because they 
lost their core beliefs. 

I took my notes out of the car.
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And then there was Yeats:
 Turning and turning in the widening gyre
 The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
 Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;
Were we falling apart? Had we started to abandon our core? Could 

the center not hold? Diversity as an end goal had never been a part of 
who we were as Americans, yet today, without discussion, we were 
being forced to embrace this very idea that would rip America apart.  
Sarah had said the mind-police monitored – actually they controlled – 
what students could learn in school, what could be said in the media 
and over the airwaves; in short, they had entrenched themselves in all 
the nooks and crannies of our society.

Businesses, like universities, had personnel staff geared to imple-
ment diversity strategies, and then there were the media ready to shine 
the spotlight on, and ruin the reputation of, anyone who did not toe the 
line of correct-think. To understand the crushing horror of diversity, 
you had to listen quietly – could you hear the weeping of countries 
torn apart by their diversity? Now, tell me about the wisdom of diver-
sity!

Walking the campus of the University of Virginia, one of the great-
est gifts to America from Thomas Jefferson, Vickie wrote about seeing 
a small bumper sticker-like sign on one of the doors of the beautiful 
senior dorms that formed part of the famous quad. The sign placed 
on the outside of the door by a young student read, “Reject hatred – 
embrace diversity.”  That sign was hateful. That sign reflected a young 
mind already warped by politically correct thought. Vickie had won-
dered if the young mind had been taught to reject the American Dream, 
or could it have been that the young were not taught about the dream 
to become one people, one nation. But, of course, to know and value 
that dream today was not politically correct. The Diversity Police, it 
seemed, were very busy at Jefferson’s school. That small sign, nailed 
on that lone solitary door, was one more blow against America. The 
young were being led astray as they were in the dark days of the 1930s. 
That sign was saying that being an American, an American who cel-
ebrated our shared common values, was to be a person full of hate, and 
a person who should be silenced. Vickie had been certain that someone 
who wanted the telling characteristic among Americans to be our dif-
ferences did not understand what it meant to be an American. 

“To be an American can mean many things, but I don’t think it can 
mean to be un-American. The person trumpeting for diversity is leading 
the parade for our ruin – our ruin as a people, our ruin as a nation.” Not 
bad, I thought. The Diversity Police is our challenge. The clock is ticking.
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Last night, when Brian and I had been in the kitchen cleaning up after 
dinner – if Philly cheesesteaks could be classified as dinner – we talked 
about the heavy hand of the diversity officers at the university. Brian lik-
ened them to the guys in the McCarthy-era gang. He reminded me that 
there had been several times when a Joe McCarthy kicked and bullied 
his way across the American stage, threatening our rights and staining 
our heritage. They had been embarrassments, obnoxious embarrass-
ments, but always self-destructive because they were loud, crude, and 
transparent. This was not the case with the Diversity Police; if only they 
were so easy to recognize. No, the new enemy of America came to us as 
the high school class president or the interfaith church deacon, or the 
chairperson for the Diversity-Now Committee that meets the first Tues-
day of the month at the library, and always as your friend. These were 
not your Joe McCarty look-a-likes; they were good people, good people 
wanting to do good things, but they had been misled. Unknowingly, 
they were ripping America apart with their soft hands and gentle voices 
as they led us down the path to our ruin. They were tenderly teaching us 
to focus on our differences, to highlight our differences, in fact, to be dif-
ferent. This was the anarchy to be dreaded, and the chaos of discord that 
would make the dream of America fail.  These friends, these neighbors, 
were leading us to cultural suicide. The path of diversity was no less 
destructive because it was walked by good people; would they were not 
so good, would they were all clumsy oafs like Joe McCarthy. 

Jason wrote in his notes that sometimes good, loving people em-
braced bad ideas, and eventually they let them go and those ideas, once 
so wrongly held, faded away, but this was different. The idea of Diver-
sity was becoming so legally entrenched that it might already be too late 
to disentangle it from the chokehold it had on the American spirit. 

The noble goal of America had not been to focus on our differences 
but to take pride in the ties that bound us together as one people, one 
history, one dream. Vickie wrote, “The pole star of a democratic people 
is not what divides, but what they hold in common. Who has prepared 
this poisoned cup for America? Who has brought this bitter cup to our 
lips? Who asks Americans to sip from this cup? Why?”

That, of course, was part of the heartbreak – because we knew who 
they were. We knew who had cast the spell. They were the teachers who 
had been taught to teach only the warts on the face of America, the song 
writers that sang only of the ugly, the talk show host who aimed to sow 
discord, the leaders of this or that group who attempted to raise this or 
that group to the front of the line, and the politicians who sought raw 
power for their own advantage. This was what Vickie had wanted me 
to understand. He saw the tragedy that was befalling America – but he 
saw it only at the very end of his life. It was this self-destructive tragedy 
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that made him weep for America. The threat to America, to our hopes 
and dreams, was not coming from off our shores – it was coming from 
within:

 Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
The more wood I split, the more I was able to focus on Vickie’s fears 

for America. Vickie was right – and so was Jason – it was worse than any 
of us imagined. I had not understood the problem or even the nature of 
the problem, but like the pain in my hands it was beginning to be felt. I 
was beginning to understand.

 “So where am I?” I said quietly to the forest. “Well, I’ll tell you where 
you are. You’re starting to get it right. I think Fat Matt and the boys just 
might be proud of what you are doing.”

 The sense of frustration and failure that all but overwhelmed me this 
morning was gone. The problems of America had been and still were 
too much for me to deal with, I had a long way to go, but somehow the 
combination of the ax and the porch had let me clear my mind, and for 
the first time I could begin to see the problem. I shuddered.

“Well, where are you?”
“Fudge, I’ve got to stop talking to myself!”
“At least out loud!” 
“You know, you have been talking to yourself a lot lately.”
My hands had become bloodied. I put the ax down, and for the first 

time looked at my day’s work. In my body I felt like I had split and stacked 
all the logs this side of the Mississippi, and knew that there would surely 
be a price to pay for this day’s enthusiasm – probably tomorrow. 

“Ok, I’ll tell you where we are – we are on step three, which is a mil-
lion miles from where we started.” I actually started to like talking to 
myself. I wasn’t sure it was a habit that I would take to the shop, or 
around Granny Wall, but out here in the woods the conversation bor-
dered on being good company.

 “Maybe that’s what hermits and monks do.”
 “One day in the woods and you’re talking to yourself.”
 “Yes, I am. What are you going to do about it?”
 “Now I’m starting to fight with myself.”
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 “Well, that’s what crazy people do.”
 “Fudge!”
“Which one of us is saying, fudge?”
So I went back into the cabin and took a shower. I found that I could 

not talk to myself in the shower – at least not out loud. I was able to find 
the first aid kit and used it – all of it. 

Over the last days, I thought I had heard what the kids had been say-
ing, but only now was I beginning to put it all together. Brian had been 
spot-on. It was crazy for America to be tripping over such a seemingly 
minor set of problems, but that was exactly what America was doing. 
Suddenly – no, not suddenly, much faster than suddenly – in the blink of 
an eye, in the beginning of a blink of an eye, I realized that I had changed. 

When all of this project stuff started Daisy had teased me about never 
reading – now I was reading; she had teased me about never writing 
– now I was writing, if you count note taking as writing. I was ques-
tioning, which was a break through at another level. Most of all, I was 
finding myself challenged by the ideas that Vickie presented to me. I 
liked the challenges, yet still I was fully aware of my limits. The names 
that the kids had me read were the Carlyle-like figures that gave shape 
to America. I had read Washington and Adams, then Clay and Webster, 
then Lincoln. I was thirsty for more. I understood that one of the great 
challenges to America came from the realization that we are a people 
rapidly losing our cultural memory.  I understood that for the Diversity 
Police to win, we would have to forget our history or, at least, distort and 
marginalize our history, to lower our history to the level of ridicule. A 
recent poll listed Martha Stewart as one of the most influential people in 
American history – perhaps it was already too late. 

I settled down before a blazing fire that had the potential to consume 
the cabin and started to go over the notes the kids had prepared. I vowed 
to stay with it until I reviewed fifty pages – no, twenty pages – no, until 
I got hungry. I started with Yeats, and now felt that that stuff about the 
falcon, and things falling apart, was a piece of cake. America was indeed 
like the falcon, moving further and further away from its values, and 
what was making that all so easy was that we were letting the worst, 
with their “passionate intensity,” hold up to ridicule and scorn tradition-
al American core values. It is difficult to hold onto what you love when 
it is constantly being mocked, when the dream of America is derided 
and made the butt of jokes. To destroy America, it is essential to destroy 
its heroes; that work was now under way. Washington had become a 
wooden-toothed old man with a wig; Jefferson was now cast with feet 
of clay; Franklin was ridiculed as an old pervert; and Hamilton, and the 
others, were all but forgotten. Lose your history, lose your country. 
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Then there was this stuff in Vickie’s notes about equality. I came upon 
a line of Vickie’s that I had stumbled over before, but one that I had 
never really appreciated, it was about equality – I didn’t like it then, 
and didn’t much care for it now. That one line led to paragraphs, and 
the paragraphs became pages, and all about the idea of equality. Those 
pages by Vickie made me very uncomfortable, even a little squeamish. 
In short he said that all men are not created equal.

 Unlike many of the businessmen in town I had always been a sup-
porter of the welfare system, my folks had seen to that. To lend a helping 
hand was their way, it was the small town way, and they felt it was the 
American way, but Vickie wrote about it as one of the great tragedies in 
our history – at least the way it had evolved. He wrote that, like many 
good intentions, it began with a noble idea and for a long time provided 
relief to the needy, especially in the years of the Depression. Welfare was 
simply lending a hand to your neighbor, a means of helping someone 
stand up, but somehow, around the 1950s, Vickie believed welfare got 
all twisted and bent out of shape. By then, welfare no longer was a hand 
to help someone stand up, but an oppressive hand that held someone 
down. It rewarded dependency and forced people to live on the hand-
out; welfare robbed people of their dreams and deprived people of their 
natural need and desire to work.

“Yes, I agree! Welfare now takes away your dignity. Everyone needs 
to be useful. You are lost when you see welfare as a right that supplants 
the right to work.” 

Welfare had created one generation, and then another, then another, of 
people robbed of their initiative, of their dignity. In short, it had created a 
permanent class of people without hope – the welfare recipient. Welfare 
had created a class of people who permanently lived on the outer fringes 
of a robust society. They looked in, but could not come in. Their lives 
were the lives of the unarticulated – of the frustrated, of the hostile. Vick-
ie laced one of his articles with all sorts of charts and graphs showing 
the ineffectiveness of the trillions of dollars that had been poured into 
the alphabet-soup of welfare programs over the last half-century. I must 
admit, the charts left me numb, until I found a brief note Brian jotted on 
the bottom of a page, a note that was meant for me, obviously. Brian had 
a good understanding of my reach. “Mr. Wall,” it began, “think of it this 
way – the government collects one dollar to provide help to the poor or 
the needy, then spends something like forty-two cents on salaries and 
benefits for welfare workers, ten cents on welfare lawyers, twenty cents 
on office space, equipment and supplies, ten cents on government sup-
port staff, ten cents on sundry other things, and about eight cents on the 
poor. That’s not helping the poor – that’s waste. And we have been do-
ing this forever! Welfare is not designed to help the poor, but to maintain 
the poor. And we have been doing this forever! What a system.” 
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Helping the poor was a real challenge; perhaps someday, we could re-
ally try it. We all knew it was in the interest of many spokespersons for the 
poor, like politicians and special interest groups, to keep the poor where 
they were. If the poor went away those who pretended to speak for the 
poor lost their plush jobs and their power. The tragedy was, of course, that 
they helped the poor to stay poor. Vickie seldom pretended that he had the 
answers, but on that point he was most demonstrative – he was certain 
that poverty, both urban and rural, was counterproductive to our national 
needs and was a stain on our heritage, as great a stain as slavery.

The Bible said the poor had always been with us – and they always 
would be, if we continued to pay them to stay around. What was equally 
tragic was that the welfare system had caused the breakdown of the fam-
ily and an ever widening gulf between classes, but just as heartbreak-
ing was the truth that thousands upon thousands of well-intentioned, 
caring, and gentle people funded, through taxes, the deeply entrenched 
bureaucracy that maintained the system of welfare.

“It always seems to be about things falling apart.”
“It is.”
“You again?”
“That’s right kid. I’m right here with you. Stay with it.”
“Equality.”
For one reason or another, that reminded me of a party Barb and I had 

gone to a few weeks ago, where some university types fell all over them-
selves speaking most fervently about the equality of man, and of their 
undying sympathy for the poor. They talked as if they were the broth-
ers and sisters of the poor, they spoke as advocates for the poor and the 
down trodden, and bled for the misery of the poor. I remembered being 
uneasy with the topic, but was not sure of the reasons for my uneasiness. 

That night, while undressing for bed, Barb had said it was simply 
because I had found myself surrounded by a bunch of self-anointed 
thinkers, and of course they were, and of course that always made me 
pull in, but it was more than that. I knew I was not very good at par-
ties. I couldn’t really toss in my two cents when the topic at hand was 
the ozone layer, or the plight of the camels in Timbuktu, or the topic of 
all topics – French existentialism. But it was more than that. There was 
something gut-wrong watching people eating fancy foods and downing 
expensive wines, while at the same time talking about the equality of 
man, and in the next breath talking about going to Paris in the spring, 
and flying down to St. Thomas to work on their tennis game. 

Vickie referred to the idea of equality as the single most unforgivable 
burden ever placed on the backs of the poor. It was such an oppressive 
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weight to the poor as to be intolerable. Marx had it wrong when he 
said, “religion was the opium of the masses.” It was not religion; it was 
something much more addictive. The opium of the masses was the 
twilight-sleep drug of equality. Equality had now become the sham god 
hawked by gentle and well-intentioned people. Equality was worn on 
their sleeves as a badge of honor.

I had often worn the badge of equality. Could Vickie have been right?
I went back to his notes. Did equality not travel very well in the urban 

world of today? Was equality an ideal for rural, for frontier America? I 
wondered. 

Vickie wrote, “I’m not a wealthy man, just rich enough not to un-
derstand the poor and the meaning of their poverty. In all corners of 
the world I have seen the poor; at times, I have worked and lived with 
the poor, but I have never insulted them by calling them my equal, 
because in my pocket was a credit card and an airplane ticket. Poverty 
has always been something I could try on and wear at my leisure, but 
I could always leave my temporary and self-imposed poverty behind. 
For me, poverty was a moment; for me, poverty was an experience. 
With a shower, I could wash off the stench of poverty, and with a fine 
meal and a bottle of aged wine, I could throw off my self-imposed 
hunger. When I lived with the poor, beyond our shared humanity, we 
had little in common, little that was real and permanent. Their poverty 
was crushing and of a lifetime; their poverty had the stench of phony 
promises and empty hopes; my poverty was chosen like a game, to be 
set aside when I was too tired to play. In my entire life, the poor have 
never been my equal. For my own sanity and to be true to all that I 
value, I must believe in the inequality of man. To be rich, even nearly 
rich, materially, spiritually, and in opportunity, and to say to the poor, 
‘we are equals,’ would be the height of arrogance and hypocrisy. To 
espouse equality in the presence of the truly poor would cause me to 
blush with shame.”

Sarah wrote a note following Vickie’s comments saying that in his 
writings he had argued that the framers of the Constitution, and 18th-
century thinkers in general, had assumed that equality in the New World, 
in a rural world, and in a world where citizens could gather around the 
Commons Green, would be a society not layered with centuries of social 
stratification, but a society led by the farmer-citizen. The equality that 
our Founders understood, the equality they believed attainable in this 
new America, had been a political equality of free men meeting as po-
litical equals. The freedom contained in this equality had been wrapped 
around their dream of political equality – that is, political freedom. Our 
Founders’ wisdom had been our guide. They had not dreamed of so-
cial equality; they had not dreamed of economic equality; no, they had 
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approached the idea of equality armed with a knowledge of history, of 
tradition, and the nature of man. To our Founders the equality of which 
they had spoken was a very down to earth and practical equality. It was 
equality rooted in the nature of man, a nature that had flaws and need-
ed to be tamed. They had been fully aware of man’s weaknesses and 
limitations. They had been, thankfully, not utopians. The world that our 
Founders had known was a world in which class divisions had always 
existed and would continue to exist, a world arranged hierarchically, a 
world where strata of people had coexisted in harmony, but where the 
differences of the classes had been moderately limited by the leveling 
effects of the New World.

Vickie had said, “When the poor speak of equality, I will listen. When 
the poor march for equal rights, I will applaud and not stand in their 
way and will be of service. But when the rich elites speak for the poor 
with all their piety-dripping colored prose from ivy-covered towers of 
academia, then I cannot follow. I will not applaud such shallowness. I 
will not be bought with the coin of mummery.” 

“Maybe that’s why I don’t much care for the charity ball.”
I found myself stumbling badly over this idea of equality. All my life, 

I had believed in equality the way I had believed in chocolate chip cook-
ies and Christmas and – and baseball. 

“OK, check it out?”
“I will. Thank you very much.”
“Tomorrow, check it out tomorrow. Time for dinner.”
“I’m starved.”
“Thinking does that to you.”
I had always considered myself a handy man in the kitchen and, with 

the can opener as my weapon of choice, I bowed to no one. Armed with 
a two-pound can of Dinty Moore, a loaf of bread, and a couple of beers, 
I was confident that I would soon be sitting down to a dinner that cel-
ebrated my independence and my skills in being able to keep the wolves 
from the door. Search the world over and then see if you can find a bet-
ter stew, a stew richer in gravy, meat, potatoes, and salt. Hail to thee O 
Dinty Moore.

Halfway through my second bowl of stew I heard the sound of a car 
coming down the lane. Ahead of the car by some distance was Daisy’s 
familiar toot of the horn. At the door, I was greeted by Daisy and her 
entourage. Before I could say a word or wipe the remains of the stew off 
my lips and chin, Daisy yelled out, “I gathered what troops I could, but 
Granny Wall refused to come.” With that Mutt, Brian, and Barb got out 
of the car, singing some song or other. It was my contention then, and 
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remains my contention today, that only Mutt was hitting the right notes. 
Peace and quiet were shattered.

Daisy ran up to me yelling, “With Mom’s permission, Brian and I are 
going to sleep together tonight under this very roof and make wild pas-
sionate noises. What do you think about that Poppers?”

Before I could say, “What?” Brian said, “Whaaaaat?”
“I can make him stutter any time I want, Poppers.”
“Mr. Wallll – that’s nooot truuue. 
A cabin nestled deep in the woods, far away from the din of the city 

and far away from the noisy distractions of urban life, offers one of the 
rare opportunities to return to simpler times.  Sam was lucky to have 
such a cabin. For a brief moment or two, I had also been lucky. Still, I 
should be thankful for small blessings. I at least had a few brief hours 
before the arrival of Daisy and her traveling circus; at least Granny Wall 
was a no-show, and for that I was most grateful. Before they arrived, I 
had been engulfed in quietude – no radio, no TV – nothing except for a 
once-in-a-while conversation with myself that could only be described 
as rather pleasant and low-keyed. Daisy quickly filled up a space; look-
ing at her with an unprejudiced eye, you would not think that possible, 
but you would be wrong. She has this ability to fill space, not with mass, 
but with sound. She quickly made her presence felt from room to room 
and from basement to top rafters. This presence her critics might attri-
bute to merely rattling noise, but they would be wrong, for what she did 
was fill the space with the boundless joy of life. I smiled and reminded 
myself of that fact. Pleasant bowls of Dinty Moore were to be set aside, as 
was the thought of falling asleep in front of a rip roaring fire.

“OK, Poppers, what’s going on?”
“Daisy!  Bring in the ice cream – it’s in the cooler.”
“OK, Mom.”
Brian needed help. I needed to have a man-to-man talk with Brian about 

that daughter of mine, and the sooner the better. Daughter or no daughter, 
in this brave new world that is being carved out of the old, men have to 
support other men. It seemed very likely to me that if Brian weren’t care-
ful, he would be spending a good part of his life stuttering. Daisy was a 
pip and a squeak, and Brian had better get used to being on his toes.

“Brian, please get the sleeping bags. That’s a good boy.”
“Yes, Mrs. Wall.”
“And Brian, would you bring in my bag.”
“Yes, Mrs. Wall.”
“And Brian, bring in the popcorn.”
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“Yes, Mrs. Wall.”
“Mom brought Monopoly.”
“Good God, tell me you jest.”
“Tommy, guess what I brought?” Then she saw my hands bandaged 

so only my fingertips showed. “My God, Tommy, what have you done 
to your hands? Are you all right? ”

“Yeah, just chopping wood; got carried away. I don’t think I can play 
monopoly.”

“Of course you can. Don’t be silly.”
Maybe I’m not the one to talk to Brian about women.
“You’ll wear gloves tomorrow you stupid bloody fool.” And with 

that Barb turned and walked away.  
I never could abide Monopoly. In my worldview, there are basically 

two kinds of games. First, games that have meaning, like baseball or 
football or golf (actually any game played with a ball), the second list 
consists of games like Monopoly. I know there are inherent flaws in my 
division of games, but I need to move through life as best I can, and any 
way, the system works for me – so there you go. In the first listing are 
games that test your character, your courage, and your stamina. In the 
second list are games that fill time and test nothing, and at the top of that 
list is Monopoly. I had long ago concluded that if one must play games 
on that list – the second list – then they must be played in a way that 
protects ones sanity; in short, you must cheat like the dickens. Baseball 
has rules, golf has rules. Games like Monopoly only have pretense. Do 
you really think Carnegie or Vanderbilt or Rockefeller played by rules? 
Do you think Vanderbilt moved his little tin doggie four spaces and took 
a ride on the Reading? Fiddle-faddle!

     “Now,” I said to myself, “How do I work it so I’m the banker?”
     “With any luck at all and a quickness of hand, you should be able 

to drive them all into bankruptcy in about thirty minutes – forty minutes 
tops – and return to a life that hints at meaning.”

“Right, but I need to stop talking to you – I mean me.”
“Right – Mum’s the word.”
“Fudge!”
The game lasted just less than half an hour. I gained a great deal of 

satisfaction and suggested it just might be a Guinness record, but even 
greater satisfaction stemmed from the fact that I seemed to have momen-
tarily lost the love of my family. Somewhere, Vanderbilt and his cronies 
were smiling. 
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Brian, poor sap that he was, played the game straight up, and as-
sumed that I, the noble banker, was doing the same. Foolish boy. He was 
the first to go bankrupt and without as much as a whimper. Barb was 
next, but she went down scratching and clawing, and, I might add, with 
less than a civil tongue. I felt she did not show her best side to Brian. I 
hoped Brian would not be too critical, but she was fighting mad, all the 
while contesting the number of houses, the properties that I had accu-
mulated, and the extent of my bankroll. I just dismissed her as a poor 
sport – and a lousy capitalist. Then Daisy decided to stay at my new ho-
tel on the Boardwalk. When she threw her last twelve dollars at me and 
overturned the board, I assumed the game was over and went outside. 
It was a beautiful evening.

I was not alone for long. Brian came out with Mutt and found me 
smiling at the moon.

“Am I interrupting?” Brian said.
“No, not at all. Monopoly really is fun, isn’t it?”
“Yes, you blew us away.”
“Just luck.”
“The ladies don’t seem to think so.”
“So, Brian, what have you heard from England?”
“Actually, I’m pretty sure I’m going to take the offer from Germany. 

I almost said, ‘We’re going to take the offer.’ Mr. Wall I was going to ask 
Daisy tonight to marry me, but she flew at me so fast in town and hustled 
us up to the cabin before I could ask her. She seems high as a kite, so I 
better not ask her tonight. Not up here with you and Mrs. Wall around.” 

“You’re right, Brian, she does seem high as a kite – that’s not a good 
sign.”

“What do you mean?”
“Well Brian, Daisy has always been one to get as high as a kite, as you 

say, just before she drops a bomb in our laps.”
“You don’t mean….”
“Yes, I do mean….”
“She won’t….”
She would….”
“She won’t – hell’s fire, you mean….”
“Yes!”
“Do you think tonight?”
“I really couldn’t say, Brian.”
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Daisy opened the door and came out on to the porch. Brian looked at 
me, then at Daisy, then back at me, as if he was waiting for some kind 
of buddy advice. A careful observer would have been struck by Brian’s 
eyes, for they seemed to be suspended several inches past his nose, and 
as they say in mysteries, “his hair was standing on end.” I never really 
believed that possible, but have since become converted to that thesis. 
Brian was still looking at me as if I should say something or at least hand 
him a script. So I said something.

“Good night, kids,” and then I went inside.
As I closed the door I heard Brian say at a pitch too high, “Willlll 

yoooou….”
Barb was still fuming about the Monopoly game and was going to go 

upstairs to bed, but I asked her to wait around a little longer.
We didn’t have long to wait.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

How do you make a man irrelevant? As of late, society has found 
more and more ways to accomplish this, but none, I think, as effective 
as a wedding. Still, being made irrelevant is not all that bad, because as 
much as women want to make men irrelevant, men, by and large, want 
to become irrelevant. Irrelevancy offers men a window of opportunity 
to regain some small measure of freedom within the natural confines of 
the banns of marriage.  For example, take me – as plans for the wedding 
moved forward, it quickly became obvious to one and all that once my 
suit size was determined I was basically out of the loop. Every thinking 
man hopes to be out of the loop, it is our life’s work to be ignored, to be 
dismissed, and above all to be seen as both incompetent and insensitive; 
to achieve all of that is to be left alone, to attain nirvana, which of course, 
as every man knows, means simply to be set adrift from the mundane 
issues of day-to-day domestic life.

To be left alone is no mean achievement. The job of carefully laying 
the groundwork of a bungler of the first rank begins in the first days of 
marriage and is a skill carefully nurtured and passed down from man 
to man in guarded secret rituals that would make the mysteries of the 
Masonic lodges appear to be open to all.  I have always been a modest 
man but, on this issue, will admit openly to any and all that I have mas-
tered the subtleties of being left out of the loop. I love being excluded; 
it is the essence of Men’s Lib, and Men’s Lib, as history buffs know, be-
gan one frosty morning at a gathering outside the entrance of one of the 
early semi-detached cave dwellings. As the saying goes, “From small 
acorns….”

 I made a mental note that soon, very soon, I needed to take Brian off 
to the side and begin to initiate him in Step 1 and Step 2 of the Loop-Free 
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Handbook. It’s a small book, an easy to read book, with excellent illus-
trations, and written with a gentle but firm hand that enables a young 
man to see light at the end of the marital tunnel. I promised myself that 
I would put the book in Brian’s hands. It would be foolhardy to move 
Brian too quickly beyond the first steps, but still, I thought, he would at 
least find the illustrations most helpful.  

I had better talk to Brian. Soon!
The conclave of women commenced the day after we returned from 

the cabin. Three weeks later they were still going strong. Brian’s Aunt 
Mary was included as often as she could come up to the house, but basi-
cally the Wall women functioned as a triumvirate that would have made 
those Roman guys sit up and take notice. In my journeys between kitch-
en and office, I heard only two things that made me pause, then stop, 
then shudder. One was a reference to our church being too small, and 
the other was a casual comment about a dinner for two hundred. One of 
the consequences of a “loop-free-life” is that periodically Fate presents 
you with a bill that must be paid. I have generally found the bill to be an 
acceptable, even, I might say, reasonable cost of maintaining the life of 
an irrelevant man. So, when informed about a dinner for two hundred, I 
simply replied, “The more, the merrier!”

Following our return from the cabin, my life began anew. I had en-
tered that period of time known as the “the post-announcement era,” 
a delineation of time as monumental in the Wall household as that BC-
AD divide in history books. The skies of the new era were blue, and the 
forecast called for an extended ridge of high pressure. Wall women like 
high pressure. All was activity within the loop; all was calm and relaxing 
outside the loop. 

That gave me time for selling cars and talking to Sarah. Calls from Sar-
ah became more and more frequent. We both sensed that we had lost our 
momentum and needed to get this project wrapped up as soon as pos-
sible. We agreed to meet the following Saturday morning at their place.

I had rented apartments and houses to students for more than twen-
ty years, but still was shocked to rediscover how shabby the life of a 
student is. Not shabby through their eyes, the eyes of a young person 
tasting the first fruits of independence, but through the eyes of an older 
person who has become used to being pampered with things from a 
store.

I had a plan. When we met, I wanted to strike first and often. That had 
always been Sarah’s MO. I had prepared a number of questions from the 
material that they had tossed at me over the last several months. Now I 
needed some answers.

We sat around an old rickety card table on even older rickety chairs.  
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I began my attack slowly, but with a firm hand.
“Palestine was the first big issue you kids hit me with. It was like you 

dropped a shoe, and for months I’ve been waiting for the next shoe to 
drop, but nothing – when do we get to Iraq, to Afghanistan, to....”

Sarah removed her oval-eyed glasses and, interrupting me, said, “Mr. 
Wall, the problem is not over there, it’s not outside our shores. The prob-
lem is in America. Iraq is a symptom; Afghanistan and Iraq are symp-
toms; Bush was a symptom.”

“Obama is a symptom – a very expensive one.”
Brian added his exclamation, “Sad to say but most politicians also fall 

under that heading.”
Brian added, “And if politicians are the symptom, then lobbies are 

the disease.” 
“Fudge!”
“Right. Fudge!”
 “OK. Now where are we?”
“Mr. Wall, you had a list of questions.”
“Right, Sarah.”
Iraq had thrown me off my stride. I paused, gathered my thoughts, 

and said, “How many Unies’ are there?”
“That’s a nice change of pace,” Brian added.                                                                                                                                           

           
Sarah said that she didn’t know, but guessed that there might be a 

couple of dozen, “But, Mr. Wall, Vickie only dealt with five or six. The 
point is that Vickie was saying that only the Unies have been scholarly 
and bold enough to look for a pattern in the flow of events, and of all the 
historians only Toynbee, in his Study of History, offered America a way 
to study and analyze our past.”

 “To help shape our future, we must analyze our past.”
“Can you give me one more example of a Unie?”
“Sure. There was this historian from Germany, Oswald Spengler; I 

can’t remember the name of his....”
“The Decline of the West,” Brian said.
“Yes. Decline of the West. He believed that history showed that every 

civilization is like a living cell – or a tree or a plant or an animal – or a 
person – that it is born, lives, and dies. It’s called the Cell Theory, and 
Spengler said that civilizations are like living things and that they all 
would eventually die.”
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“I like that theory of history,” Jason added. “A bit gloomy and pes-
simistic, but it makes for a good movie.”

“Ah – film noir.”
“Let’s move on. Toynbee said that every civilization meets a series 

of challenges and must find a way to correctly identify the challenge 
and come up with the correct response to the challenge. Is that about 
it?”

Sarah stole a quick look at Jason and then back to me, “Actually that’s 
not bad, Mr. Wall.”

“Actually, Sarah, I wish you weren’t so surprised,” I said.
“But, Mr. Wall,” Brian said, “There is one other important part to 

Toynbee. Toynbee said that a civilization has to find the correct response 
to the correct challenge in the correct amount of time. For example, when 
the Constitution was written the Founders all avoided dealing with the 
critical issue of slavery; they just hid it under the rug so to speak. So 
they didn’t deal with it in the 18th century, and left it to the 19th century, 
resulting in the Civil War. Slavery was one of the central challenges 
to the America Dream. It was the one challenge to early America that 
would have destroyed this country. It was an internal issue; it was a 
moral issue; and seemingly without resolution:

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;
 Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere….
“So, Mr. Wall, it’s not like a country has just one challenge at a time. 

No, it’s not like that at all. A country may have a number of problems at 
the same time, but the really big ones will always stem from a country 
losing its way, will always come from a country failing to be true to its 
core values, or as Yeats said, its center.”

“And what Vickie was trying to tell me in Baltimore was that America 
is facing a series of new challenges.” 

“But the challenges will not come from the outside. Toynbee argued, 
and Vickie was convinced Toynbee was right, that the challenges to 
America will not come from off shore.”

“Fudge! Brian, I just can’t believe that. It doesn’t make sense. Our 
dangers – or our challenges, are terrorism, Iraq – or China. China is 
driving us into bankruptcy – now there’s the challenge. You want me to 
believe the challenge is diversity and all that other value stuff?”

“It’s not that we want you to believe it; we don’t want to believe it 
ourselves. Vickie wants you to believe it. Because it’s true. It’s one of the 
beasts that will devour America.” 
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As I looked at Sarah, it was the first time that I could ever recall her 
not looking at me when she talked. She had a look of melancholy, of dis-
tance, that is seldom seen in one so young.

“Mr. Wall, we were sure that we would get to this point sooner or 
later, and I think we’re there now. What do you guys think?”

Jason stood up as if he was about to leave, then immediately returned 
to his chair and said, “Mr. Wall, when we started this project, we told 
you that we would always try to speak as Vickie, if not in his words, then 
at least as close to his ideas as possible. Now, it’s time to tell you what 
we think. If I don’t get this right, then Brian and Sarah can take a swing 
at it. So here goes.”

He started to speak and then stopped and finally said, “We believe 
that Vickie was right. He has changed our thinking, slowly at first, but 
some time during the winter we all started to get it. Brian was the first to 
come around, then Sarah, and finally me.”

“Mr. Wall, you think China is a problem, but would they be the 
problem if our schools produced more engineers, or mathematicians, 
or scientists, and fewer quarterbacks and tuba players? Would China 
be a problem if schools spent billions to educate our students rather 
than billions to entertain them? Our schools lack discipline, they lack 
purpose, and the students can smell it, and behave accordingly. That’s 
why students lack discipline and purpose. If our schools continue to 
be third-rate, America will become third rate. Chinese students are 
hungry to learn, but they are not our problem; our problem is that 
American students just aren’t hungry to learn. Check out the sport 
camps on campus this summer. Parents will spend big bucks sending 
kids to field hockey camps or basketball camps or football camps….”

“Or cheerleader camps,” said Sarah.
Brian chipped in with, “Or thirty other kinds of camps; but how 

about science camps or math camps – no way.”
“Do you think China would be the problem if we had modern-

ized our industries fifty years ago instead of letting our factories de-
teriorate and our workers keep yesterday’s skills? China became a 
problem for America because America lost its way. Our steel mills 
were inefficient, our woolen mills failed to keep up with the latest 
technologies, and the list goes on. And, Mr. Wall, don’t be tricked 
into believing it’s all about low wages in China – that’s an issue, but 
a small one.”

 “We got soft. If we were not so addicted to buying, do you think 
China would be a problem for America? We are in debt to China – and 
to other countries – and that debt is like a noose around our neck.”
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“You see, Mr. Wall, China isn’t the problem at all. They are not the chal-
lenge. We are the problem; I’m the problem. I spend too much money – 
and Jason is worse than I,” Sarah whispered as if afraid to say it out loud. 
“We think it’s funny to shop ‘til we drop – it’s not funny, it’s pathetic.”

Brian added, “Mr. Wall, do you know that the most popular vacation 
time activity in America is shopping? That’s stupid. It’s worse than stu-
pid; it’s pitiful. We buy too many sweaters, too many shoes, too many 
lawn chairs; in short, we buy too much of everything, and then to make 
the matter worse we buy on credit. We not only buy from China, we bor-
row from China and a dozen other countries. Mr. Wall, China is not the 
problem. We are the problem.”

“That’s exactly what Vickie was telling me when we met at Fort 
McHenry. He asked me to look at the harbor front to see our factories 
closed and now converted into shopping malls. We are buying ourselves 
into debt. We think a new shopping mall is a sign of our affluence, of 
what a rich country we are – it’s just the opposite – every shopping mall 
is a sign of our debt.”

“Right! Shopping malls don’t speak to our wealth, but to our indebt-
edness,” said Sarah.

“Brian, have you told Daisy about that stuff about shopping being 
stupid, and pathetic?” I asked.

He smiled.
“And, Mr. Wall, it’s the same way with terrorism. We still act like the 

way to stop terrorism is to kill terrorists.”
“Run that by me again, Jason. Slowly.”
“OK.”
“And don’t drop that horse manure about us causing terrorism. I 

don’t want to hear that.”
“A little bit ago, you said something about Vickie might have identi-

fied the wrong challenges by focusing on diversity, and, ‘all that value 
stuff,’ when the real challenges are coming from China, and terrorism.”

“That’s right.”
“Remember what Vickie wrote when he was in Palestine?”
“Of course.”
“He was telling us that we don’t even have the balls to map out our 

own Middle Eastern foreign policy. Our government has sold out to for-
eign interests:

 The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
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“Hundreds of thousands have died in the Middle East because we 
have failed to be true to American interests and our heritage,” Brian said 
with anger in his voice. “And thousands of those who died in the Middle 
East were Americans. Too many of our politicians and our journalists 
lack all conviction, and we are often overwhelmed by the vitriolic rheto-
ric of the worst in our society. But again, Mr. Wall, therein lies the irony, 
because the worst are really good people. They’ve just got it ass back-
wards.”

“And they’re killing us as a nation.”
“Did you really say, ‘vitriolic rhetoric’?”
“Not now, Sarah.”
“We must act in our own best interests, not in the interests of another 

country.”
It was Jason’s turn, “If you want terrorists to go away you can’t set 

out to kill them – that only creates more terrorists. This problem is as 
old as history. The way to eliminate terrorism is simply to eliminate the 
causes of terrorism. We need to eliminate the causes of terrorism before 
the causes become so entrenched that we have only made our task more 
difficult. The poverty and humiliation that we have imposed on the Pal-
estinian people over the last fifty years has been the single biggest cause 
of terrorism. If we cannot face that truth, we cannot solve the problem 
of terrorism.

“Remember, there is nothing in our history that makes the Islamic 
world hate us – at least, not until the last fifty years when we began to 
lose our way by not being true to our heritage. American foreign policy 
has to be based on what’s best for America. We need to be true to our 
heritage, our history. Remember, we are not a warrior culture.”

Brian shuffled some papers and said, “That’s right. We respond best 
when someone steps on our toes, we don’t do very well when we step 
on someone else’s toes.”

The rickety old chairs had lost their charm; they were literally a pain 
in the butt. The staying power of my little gray cells over the last year 
had increased by leaps and bounds; it was now, however, my butt that 
was crying for relief. Still I refused to surrender. I said to myself that if 
Sarah with her tiny little tight pencil butt could do it, then so could I. 

“Let me go back to shopping again. One of you said we shop too 
much – but I thought that when we buy something, we help support the 
economy. Isn’t that true?”

“Well it is and it isn’t,” said Brian, with a smile.
Jason laughed and leaned over and said to me, “He’s yours for life. Good 

luck. If I were you I would keep him in Germany as long as you can.”
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“As I was saying, before liver-lips tried to be funny, shopping does 
help the economy – no question about that – but it helps the Chinese 
economy – not ours. Now, if you went shopping in the 1950s, and paid 
with cash or got a very difficult-to-get bank or store loan then, yes, shop-
ping helped the economy, because most of the sales were rung up by 
American companies, employing American workers, and the money 
stayed in America. That is not the case today. The profits in the form of 
wages don’t go to American workers, now the profits go off shore. Only 
the debt stays here. Our government is in debt, not just to Americans – 
that would be easy to handle – but remember, Mr. Wall, we are in debt 
up to our eyeballs to foreign governments. Those foreign governments 
could call in those debts tomorrow. They wouldn’t call in all our debts, 
or even most of them, but they could call in enough to make us blink. 
We don’t control our own financial destiny – others do. Having foreign 
governments control our economy is bad enough, but to have weak or 
hostile or unstable foreign governments hold our future in their hands 
is madness.”

Sarah said, “Now, Mr. Wall, don’t miss the punch line. Foreign gov-
ernments are not to blame. They don’t force us to borrow. Borrowing and 
spending are our addictions. No one forces America into debt. Our debt 
is not a problem imposed upon us by foreign governments, we go into 
debt whistling a merry tune.”

“This is too much to take in.”
“No, not too much, just not very comforting.”
“Let me ask you kids another question. I’m going in a different direc-

tion. It’s about this diversity thing. Bear with me for a minute while I 
dust off my childhood memories. When I was a kid in Mill Gate – the 
same time Vickie moved to town – my mom got all bent out of shape 
because there was a new, very up-scale housing development built out 
on the edge of town called Olson Estates. It frightened her, frightened 
her because she thought the newcomers were all rich and their houses 
were new and expensive, and they were not at all like the older houses 
in town. Mill Gate had been a small town where everybody knew every-
body, and they were all pretty much in the same boat. The newcomers 
however made the people of Mill Gate feel different, made them feel 
like outsiders in their own town, and worse, made them feel that their 
old ways were somehow wrong. In short, one town soon became two 
– a town for the rich to live in, but not belong to, and a town for ‘old 
townies’ to live in, but made, somehow, to feel like they were inferior or 
country bumpkins. You know what I mean?” 

I looked at the kids, then continued, “I guess that was what I thought 
when you talked about us losing our unity. Mill Gate began to breakup 
soon afterward. I guess they thought Mill Gate sent out the wrong vibes. 
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Anyway, that’s what came to mind when Vickie was writing about 
diversity.”

“We understand.”
‘We need to be united, to dip our oars together and pull together; di-

versity has us pulling ourselves apart.”
“Brian – isn’t that a mixed metaphor?”
Brian just looked at Jason and smiled, “Actually, it’s a diverse 

metaphor.” 
“Go ahead, Mr. Wall; he loves his own little jokes.”
“You kids are always telling me what Vickie wrote….”
“Of course, that’s our job….”
“I know, but for me to really understand I need to start to put all 

of this in my own words, especially all of this stuff about equality, and 
those new pages Sarah brought to the house a couple of days ago about 
lethargy. How did we get to lethargy?”

“Actually, that just might be the second shoe that you have been wait-
ing for. We think it is,” said Jason. 

“Lethargy?”
“Yes, sir. Lethargy.”
 “Give me a minute,” I said. Actually, I needed more than a minute 

before I could begin to kick it in gear. The little gray cells were revving 
up, but not as fast as one might have hoped. The fact that the kids were 
there, sitting very still and very, very quiet, didn’t help my concentration 
at all. I had to refocus on the issue at hand, lethargy, but their imperson-
ations of the stones of Easter Island were most distracting. Still, at last, I 
started, but Sarah quickly stopped me in my tracks.  Sarah proclaimed 
that any discussion had to begin with equality. Her argument was first 
things first, and both Brian and Jason nodded their support. Lethargy 
was taken off the table.

“OK. Now about this equality thing.”
Sarah said, “Go ahead, Mr. Wall.”
“I’m not sure where I want to go with this one. I may have to wander 

around before I get it right.”
“That’s OK – wander.”
“I may be stupid or something, but I thought the equality thing was a 

given – like first comes Sunday, then Monday, then Tuesday, and eventu-
ally we get back to Sunday, and start all over again. I looked it up in the 
Constitution, and it said about holding these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal and....”
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“In point of fact, Mr. Wall, that quote about equality is not from the 
Constitution, but from the Declaration of Independence.”

“Fudge! 
“Go ahead.”
“ I’ve lost my point.”
“About equality.”
“Right. Anyway, about the quote, Vickie said we needed to hold to 

our core, to our center, and it seems to me that nothing is closer to our 
core than the idea of equality. So what gives?”

For a few minutes we just seemed to sputter. Each in turn took a shot 
but missed the mark, and I was of little help because I didn’t really know 
what I was asking for when, finally, Brian thought he might be on the 
right track.

“Mr. Wall, let’s look at it this way.” I could tell he had an idea of where 
he wanted to go with his thoughts, but that he hadn’t figured out how to 
get there. Brian was in no hurry, and to prevent someone from taking off 
in a new direction, he asked us to give him a minute while he gathered 
his thoughts. It was just enough time for me to remember the young boy 
that I had most reluctantly hired. The boy in the plaid jacket. The boy 
who could never look me in the eye. And now that boy sat in front of me 
commanding my attention. The boy, no longer a boy; the boy now a man 
growing in confidence.

“On the topic of equality, I think Mr. Vickers was saying to you that 
the idea of equality presents America with a dilemma. You were right 
in taking us back to Jefferson and the Declaration, and to the American 
belief that all men are created equal. That’s who we were as a people 
and that remains who we are today. But this is the dilemma – we live 
in a 21st century world bound by an 18th century concept, and the cen-
ter cannot hold unless we come to grips with this challenge. Remember 
what Mr. Vickers said about the Founders’ understanding of equality. 
The Founders believed in the powers of reason, they even hinted in their 
writings about the ideas of progress, and the perfectibility of man. The 
paradox that they left to us was that they believed in equality, and at 
the same time, they believed in the existence of a class society – not the 
extremes of class they had experienced in Europe, but still a class society. 
No kings, or dukes, or lords, but still rich people and poor people.”

Jason popped in with, “Brian’s right, the paradox was that two dia-
metrically opposing ideas held sway in this country. We were to be egali-
tarian – and a propertied country, that is, capitalist – at the same time. It 
would be like me asking you to stand up and sit down at the same time. 
Impossible.  To be a capitalist country means that we are a country that 
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will always have classes; the classes are fluid and mobile but classes, 
nevertheless, and when you have classes in a modern world you will by 
definition have the very rich and the very poor. Equality and capitalism 
are countering ideas. And even their concept of equality had very nar-
row limits. The Founders spoke about political equality, and political 
equality has a very narrow set of boundaries. We distorted their ideas by 
extending the boundaries of equality to the breaking point.”

Sarah said, “This next point is important. Vickie said it was OK if 
we continued to talk about equality, but we need to act in a way that 
promotes human dignity. Listen to Congress – they talk about equality, 
but one mile – just one mile – from the halls of Congress is some of the 
most appalling poverty in all of America. Within that mile, it is difficult 
for dignity to survive. Still Congress says all men are equal. Within that 
mile, the flame that is human dignity has all but been extinguished, still 
Congress talks about equality. Talk to the poor who live in the shadow of 
the capitol building about the value of equality. Hypocrites all.” 

“In the 18th century, it was easy, and truthful, for Jefferson to write 
about equality, because there were only a few million people in the 
country, and land was plentiful and inexpensive – or free. Colonial cities 
were not large; in fact, they were actually still very small, they were 
newly built cities with almost no room for the notion of poverty to enter 
the psyche of the poor. Colonial poverty was of a moment and could 
quickly be tossed off by effort and hard work, and Mr. Wall, that’s a 
pretty simple formula for success.”

“Unless you were an Indian or a slave.”
“But you’re asking me to believe that all people aren’t equal. That’s a 

difficult mountain to climb.”
“Yes, sir, but to act as if all men are equal, when it’s not true, is exactly 

what Vickie meant when he said that the concept of equality is the great-
est burden ever placed on the backs of the poor. The idea of equality 
crushes the disadvantaged – and it always will. If we say all men are 
equal, then it’s easy to conclude that the poor are poor simply by their 
own design, or their own bad decisions, or a lack of effort. Our system 
creates great wealth for some, but the system also creates great poverty 
for others; that’s what capitalism does, and that ever-present poverty 
bursts the pretty little bubble we call equality.  In a system like ours, 
even with all the moderating controls placed on capitalism by govern-
ment, the system is going to provide more benefits for the lawyer or the 
optometrist or the banker than it will for the person who works at the 
mini-mart thirty hours a week, or the person who serves up hamburg-
ers – unless he owns the hamburger joint. In our system some will get 
rich, some will get by, but some will struggle. That is not a formula for 
promoting equality.”
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Brian said, “Here’s a line from your friend. Perhaps this will help.  
Give me a second to find it. Here it is.” Brian read, “In a world of mor-
tals, equality has proven elusive, but a world built upon dignity for all 
lies within the grasp of humankind. We only need to be brave enough to 
move beyond the limits of equality to find the inherent worth and dig-
nity in all of humankind.”

“That’s not bad.”
“No, sir.”
“OK, Brian, let me stop you there for a second.”
“Can I say something else, Mr. Wall?”
“Of course, Brian, go ahead.”
“I think Vickie might have asked you something like this. Do you 

think the poor have the same access to a good lawyer as you?
“Of course they don’t.”
“And without equal access to the courts and without the expectation of 

equal justice, then any talk of equality is just that – talk. Do they have the 
same access to a quality education that Daisy had? You sell new cars, but 
on one of your lots, you sell old cars – old cars with lots of miles on them. 
Can the poor afford safe cars for their children to ride in? Can the poor 
afford medicine? Fuel? Electricity? Can they go to the theater, to the great 
museums of America? I don’t think they can. I’m not even sure they know 
that the great museums exist. How about travel? Do they go to Aspen for 
the winter? Do they go anywhere for the winter? Look in your refrigerator 
– the poor don’t eat like that, do they? The rich live in a different world. 
Even the good solid famous American middle class lives in a different 
world from the poor. And, Mr. Wall, in my humble opinion, I agree with 
your friend that the greatest burden carried by the poor is not the lack of 
material goodies, but the poverty that comes from a lack of self-esteem, 
the lack of confidence, the lack of hope. That is – the lack of dignity.”

“And remember, Mr. Wall, when Vickie spoke of the poor he didn’t 
mean only the poor within the United States; he meant the poor through-
out the world. Jefferson said, ‘All men are created equal.’ He didn’t say, 
‘All Americans are created equal.’ We can’t talk just about the global-
ization of the economy, of political issues, of resources, and not include 
the globalization of poverty. We have cheap bananas because the people 
who picked the bananas are poor. We have cheap shirts because the peo-
ple in Bangladesh are poor. And if I can anticipate your comment – of 
course the people of Bangladesh were poor before they made our shirts. 
At least, however, their poverty was not because of us, but stemmed 
from local causes. The local causes of poverty are easier to resolve at the 
local level.”
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“Poverty only further enfranchises the rich. The poor have almost no 
access to the halls of power. Money talks! You see, Mr. Wall, equality 
without economic equality is not equality at all but simply a fraud per-
petrated upon the poor. Millions of people in this rich country of ours 
can’t afford to be sick, because they can’t afford to get well. Where is the 
equality for the sick?”

 “How can we talk about equality in America and support a volunteer 
army. Do you think that a representative cross section of Americans died 
in Iraq?  I wonder.”

“How can we talk about equality and have Indian reservations?”
“How can we talk about equality and have the public schools of 

Cleveland next to the public schools of Shaker Heights? These are a few 
examples, but we can list thousands of examples that shatter like glass 
the myth of equality.”

Sarah went on to point out that the rich and powerful have soothed 
the poor with a make believe world of equality. For the poor, winning 
the lottery is their hope, and a bleak hope it is. The medieval world 
promised the poor a better life in the next world; we promise a better life 
to the poor in equality. Our promise was less hopeful.

“But I can’t look a man in the eye and say to him he’s not my equal.”
“Why pretend? You know he’s not your equal. He certainly knows 

that he’s not your equal. Why pretend? Vickie was asking you, all of 
us, to be considerate, respectful, kind, which is much more helpful to 
the poor than the pretense of equality. He was asking all Americans to 
practice the Golden Rule, and to be honest, to be kind, to be helpful, but 
not to be hypocritical.” 

Brian looked at me, smiled, and said, “I remember once in fourth 
grade our teacher had us write an essay on what we wanted to be, I wrote 
that I wanted to be an NBA basketball player, and she wrote back on the 
bottom of the page that I could do it if I worked hard and practiced – and 
if you think I’m short now, you should have seen me in fourth grade. I’ve 
shot up since then; so much for all men being created equal. Garbage.”

“Who’s going to follow that?”
“Well, Brian, if you had had your wits about you, you would have 

said you wanted to be a ballet dancer and then seen what she said.”
“OK, Jason – enough.”
“Yes, Ms. Zimmer.”
“That’s not good enough kids; it’s just not good enough.”
“We understand.”
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“Diversity is nonsense, that’s an easy call. I always felt that to be out 
of whack, but I thought it was just me. I never heard anyone complain 
about all that diversity stuff. No one complained, they just all seemed 
to bow their heads and submit – so I thought it was me. I thought I was 
wrong. But I understand. Diversity is stupid. Diversity will tear us apart, 
like it’s doing to Iraq and Canada and all those other countries. Even if 
we come from the four corners of the world and from a hundred cul-
tures, once in America, we are all in the same boat, and we have to dip 
our oars together and pull together. If we don’t share a common core set 
of values we are doomed.  I understand where Vickie was coming from 
about diversity, but this thing about equality just plain seems wrong.”

“We understand.”
Brian looked at me, and again he smiled, saying, “Are you aware of 

how often we are dipping our oars and pulling together.”
And again Sarah crushed his humor with a look. Still Brian seemed 

pleased.
“But I don’t want you to understand, I want – I want to understand. I 

want to understand what Vickie was driving at, what Vickie meant. OK, 
it makes sense – maybe – but it makes me sick to my stomach.”

“Try this,” Sarah said as she squirmed in her seat. “Poor people get 
just as cold on a winter night as you do, they get just as hungry, they get 
just as tired – in their needs they are your equal. Thousands of poor peo-
ple, people with young children, have their utilities turned off and are 
without fuel. Old people – many are without fuel in winter. Poor people 
are not only without fuel, but they are without dignity. People! They 
laugh, they cry, but there comes a point when they cease being your 
equal, because you have means – not just money, but various means to 
satisfy your needs. Poor people don’t have the means to satisfy their 
needs. And it’s not good enough to pat them on the back and tell them 
to try again. For most of the poor it’s not a matter of not trying; they just 
can’t do it, they can’t compete.”

“Brian looked up at me and said, “Mr. Wall, Vickie knew the problem 
you would have with this idea – that everyone would have with this 
issue. It stems, in part, from the fact that we do not have a very nice 
word that means the opposite of equality. If we don’t believe in equality, 
then there doesn’t seem to be much room to move. Are men and women 
equal? Are the red birds and the blue birds equal? Think of the words 
that mean the opposite of equality: inequality, inferiority, elitism, inad-
equate. I know that’s not a good cross section, but in our language I just 
can’t think of a nice way to say to someone, “you’re not my equal.” You 
say that to someone from central Pennsylvania and you’ll spend a good 
part of the day being chased by somebody with a shotgun. Vickie under-
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stood that in the post-Newtonian world of today, we live in an age where 
relativism rules the roost. Truth is relative, beauty is relative (beauty is in 
the eye of the beholder), everything is relative, but you will never hear a 
politician or talk show host say that equality is relative.”

“Mr. Wall, that is the dilemma that America has created for herself. 
It’s a dandy!”

“You kids are going too fast! Too Fast.”
“I know, I know,” said Sarah. “Let’s do this in slow motion. First, part 

of our core American value system is based upon the line out of the Dec-
laration of Independence that all men are created equal. It was a noble 
line, but one that has been proven to be beyond our reach.”

“Beyond anyone’s reach.”
“Right. When the Founders spoke of equality it made sense, because 

they were dealing with a world of a fairly rigid class system. The found-
ers thought they had found the key that would unlock the rights of man. 
They saw a political world, where freedom was to be based on political 
equality, a political world where there would be no kings, no nobles, 
and where all would be politically equal. They saw a democratic society 
where free people would rule themselves. They saw the end of poverty 
in a land of plenty where an acre of land cost a dollar – or less. In such 
a place, there would be no poverty. In such a place, class distinctions 
would fade away. It was an ideal born of another age, born in an age 
when it almost could have been true – and we still need to cling to it, 
but we can no longer say that equality can be a factual condition for all 
people, and under all conditions. This is the 21st century, not the 18th.  
Next, to perpetuate this lie of equality shatters the lives of the less fortu-
nate, the less advantaged. It does not inspire, it does not emancipate; it 
suffocates. Only one known system exists that totally guarantees the full 
equality of all, and that system is communism, and communism only 
exists as a theory. Communism has been tried time and time again, and 
it has always failed. It failed because the underlying assumptions were 
that all men are equal and all are good. Communism didn’t work be-
cause its assumptions don’t work.”

 “And even when they spoke of political equality they kind of held 
their nose.” 

“And the vote,” Brian added. 
“Finally, Mr. Wall, Americans are, to their very core, capitalists. Capi-

talism works. We know it works, and we know it requires a class system, 
and a class system builds inequalities.”

“Now here’s the punch line,” Brian said as he caught my eye. “Are 
you ready?”
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“Ready.”
“OK, hold on to your seat. The Founders gave us the idea of equality, 

but they were referring to political equality and even that had limits. 
They never in their wildest dreams said or believed that we would take 
their idea of equality and twist it all out of shape by including it in our 
definition of economic equality.”

The kids told me that Vickie believed the challenge for America was 
to build a class society that honored the dignity of all. Vickie said the 
American dream is based upon the premise that a government has the 
solemn duty to sustain and defend human dignity, for without the dig-
nity of the individual there is no self-actualization. Dignity is not a qual-
ity that some people have, or need more than another; it is not a func-
tion of a person’s job or of income, or achievement, but is inherent in all 
men. Human dignity is something that no one has the right to take from 
another. While dignity can never rightly be taken from an individual, it 
can be lost. A government that denies the eternal dignity of all humans 
is evil; the human who abandons his dignity is foolish.

Sarah reminded me again that the Founders wrote about equality as 
political equality. She said, “Remember, don’t be harsh on the Founders, 
or on the Declaration of Independence – or any of our early documents. 
We pushed equality to the max. Don’t blame Jefferson, or Adams, or any 
of those guys, blame later generations for taking the basic concept of 
political equality and blowing the hell out of it.”

“Right now, we talk about equal rights for cows, pigs, and goats.”
“And some trees.”
“Mr. Wall?”
“Yes, Brian.”
“Have you ever heard of Albert Schweitzer?”
“No.”
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Chapter Thirty-Three

 Daisy phoned every week. We knew Brian was knee deep in his stud-
ies, or at least knee deep in his travels, because almost monthly they 
were sending us pictures from different churches, monasteries, and 
castles across Europe. While on our side of the Atlantic their new life 
together seemed romantic and exciting, Daisy assured us that Brian was 
under great pressure and working long into the night. Two years in Ger-
many and still every day seemed to be a new adventure, and Daisy re-
fused to let them declare the end to the honeymoon. Daisy never could 
disguise her joy of life, and now, with Brian by her side, that joy was only 
magnified. She confirmed both in German and English that Brian was 
a “keeper.” We were learning from each e-mail about gargoyles, flying 
buttresses, rose windows, and about the life of a young scholar. Hard 
work or not, they were in love, and loving their work, and from all Barb 
could piece together his work had become hers.

Twice we were about to bundle up our courage and meet them in 
Paris, but Granny Wall’s health had more downs than ups. The past win-
ter she had been in the “garage” getting new body parts. We had known 
that the operation to bolt on two new hips would be difficult, but it was 
further complicated by an infection that slowed the healing and length-
ened the days of swelling and pain. Mom had lived her life winking at 
pain, but with this her winking days seemed to be over. She was stoic but 
exhausted. Paris would have to wait. 

Our life at home had resettled into the day-to-day routine of our fa-
miliar pre-Needle existence, with a few notable variations. We were al-
ways in touch with Dee, seldom with Sarah, who had gone off to find her 
fortieth floor, and frequently with Jason, who had returned to graduate 
school, but still was working on the project. In fact, his graduate work 
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was more or less following the work of Toynbee with a little of Vickie 
mixed in. It seemed to me that Jason might just become the one to go to 
bat for Vickie.

As for me pinch-hitting – nothing, not even a swing. Brian had sent 
me a poem (he always seemed to think for some inexplicable reason, 
that I responded best to poems) by John Milton with the line highlighted 
that “they also serve who only stand and wait.” I made a mental note 
to find an obscure poem in ancient Mandarin or Swahili to send him, 
but I didn’t know how to work it out, and so decided to take the direct 
approach and just tell him to stuff his poems. While Brian preached pa-
tience, I found myself becoming less and less patient. I mentally wanted 
to step up to the plate but remained frozen with doubts and indecision. 
There is a fine line between patience and doing nothing. I was doing 
nothing further to fulfill my pledge to Vickie. 

I was in neutral gear regarding the project, but in high gear on the 
business side of my calendar. At first it was a shock to realize how much 
of the load Daisy had carried. I told Sam that I finally realized that Daisy 
had been my right arm, and true to form he quickly corrected me and 
said that a more honest assessment would be that Daisy had been both 
left and right. At the same time, Barb returned to school with a new 
found interest in medieval art and architecture, while I joined a book 
club reading biographies of great Americans. Wonders never cease.

My first real discovery was the reason for my not yet stepping up to 
the plate for Vickie. I was armed with the ideas of Vickie. We had spent 
a year studying my friend’s work. I now knew what he believed. I knew 
his hopes and his concerns, but I did not yet know what I believed. That 
was the dilemma. I could not pinch-hit and could not honor my pledge 
to Vickie until I knew what I believed. And why I believed it. When it 
came time to step up to the plate it would be my at bat – not Vickie’s.

 Armed with my copies of the blue notebooks labeled DVW and As-
sociates and my newfound passion for American history, I set off to find 
what I believed. The notebooks helped. The kids had sorted out much 
from Vickie’s writings that was irrelevant to his concerns about America 
so that I could focus only on the prime issues. I reduced everything to 
three issues. First, was there a crisis in America? Second, if indeed I be-
lieved the crisis existed, then I needed to understand – what were the 
causes of the crisis? And lastly, what could I possibly do to honor my 
pledge? 

I wanted to start with the issues that would be the easiest to wrap my 
paws around. Surprisingly that led to the patchwork ball of yarn called 
the “Israeli-Palestinian Conflict.” This I thought would be the easiest to 
understand – and it was. Beyond the thousands of twisting plots and 
subplots, beyond the mindless irrational acts of passion and hatred that 
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had soaked the Middle East in blood, beyond the years of lost and for-
gotten hopes, and beyond the tragedy of lives lost and dreams aban-
doned, loomed the shadow of a misguided American foreign policy.  By 
now, I knew all that to be true. What I did not know was the extent of 
our error or our misjudgment. I wanted to find a way of putting it in a 
quantitative scale – like that Richter scale of one to ten. Was our blunder 
in the Middle East a two? Was it a five? Or was it an 8.6?

The Internet was helpful, but there are tons of crazies slinging mud, 
and worse than the crazies, there is just so much misinformation floating 
out there in space. The daily and weekly media are mediocre when they 
are at their best and dangerous when they are performing at their norm, 
so I began my search away from those kinds of distractions. With help I 
was able to identify some scholarly journals that were not pro-this-side, 
or anti-that-side. I hate lists. Still, they can be helpful in separating the 
wheat from the chaff, so I set out to list my way to the answers.

I needed to know if what Vickie found out while in the Middle East 
was true. I first had to agree with myself to put aside as a clever, but 
silly coinage of today, the all-consuming one liner, “Whose truth?” and, 
“What is truth?” Fat Matt once told me, “If you can’t figure out what is 
true or not, then you need to go get a cabin and live in the woods for a 
couple of years. Then you will quickly figure it out. Out in the woods 
truth is all there is.” He was right as usual. He never trusted any man 
that needed to wear a “power tie” to speak about truth. Matt was not 
referring to the truth of science, but the truth that is needed to live one’s 
life on this little blue marble with peace and with dignity. So, armed with 
Matt’s “philosophy of the cabin,” I set out to find the truth. 

Truth, like beauty, is not in the eye of the beholder. Truth is seldom 
more complicated than good manners mixed with a little civility. Truth 
is not locked away in some deep dark forest, but shines openly for all to 
see. Truth is truth. It is not “my truth” or “your truth,” nor is it today’s 
truth or yesterday’s truth. Why make something so easy so difficult. 
Truth is truth. It is wrong to steal. Adultery is wrong, even if she is stun-
ning and you are five hundred miles from home. 

Daisy and Brian sent me a copy of Thoreau’s Walden Pond for my 
birthday. 

 I began my search.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

“Mutt! Get out of there! Mutt, come on. Mutt!”
He looked up, blinked, and ran deeper into the thistles.
“Stupid ol’ dog. Mutt! Come on boy. Let’s go.”
In his own good time he emerged running out from the brush, laugh-

ing, and after a moment of unbounded exuberance he sat at my feet. In 
his joy he seemed to say, “What’s up?” From nose to tail he was covered 
in burrs. Just as fast, he bolted and ran back into the woods as if he 
thought for a moment that he might have missed a burr or two, but that 
he would soon correct that, and be back in a minute. And he was.

“Mutt – this is exactly why your people will never rule the world,” and 
before he could respond about my people and the job we were doing, I 
turned and continued up the mountain. I hoped the comment about his 
people hadn’t offended him, because we were on a mission, and I would 
soon need all the help he could give. Ever since Daisy had left with Brian to 
play the role of German Frau, Mutt had become my Mutt and, all in all, a 
rather fun companion on my walks; still, as the saying goes, he was a work 
in progress. His only downside was a magnetic-like attraction for thorns, 
mud, and skunks, all of which he could locate with little apparent effort. 

I got back into his good graces by removing the thorns from his eye-
brows. He thanked me for restoring his sight, and quickly ran ahead to 
look for mud. I followed him, thinking about my own thorns – or were 
they needles?

As Mutt ran ahead I kicked small stones up the mountain path and 
engaged the little gray cells, thinking about everything in general and 
nothing in particular, still it always came back to my promise. 
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How could this country ask me to vote for the people who were put in 
front of me? What were my choices? Year after year, the special interest 
groups with their crisp millions bought the Bushes, Clintons, and Obam-
as of the country. They couldn’t be the best that a democratic people had 
to offer; they couldn’t even be in the top two million. And for Congress, 
my choices were even less attractive. I wanted to vote for a Washington, 
or a Jefferson – or a Lincoln.

 Here was my problem: I desperately wanted to be led by a leader in 
whom I could believe and one who instilled confidence. I thought that 
was what most Americans wanted. That didn’t seem to be asking for too 
much. Yes, I wanted a leader for this country. I did not say politician, 
but leader. “Politician” was a word now bereft of any redeeming char-
acteristics. That was true. It was not being cynical. I was by nature not 
a cynical person; besides, I did not think I knew enough to be cynical, 
and the comment about “politician” was not coated with bitterness – it 
was merely true. I did not think anyone would willingly admit to being 
a politician – unless they did not have enough sense and too much ego. 
For those who did not believe in absolutes, the last statement was one 
that just might win them over. 

The President and Congress had stood up, almost as one, and had 
told me about the danger that Iraq presented to America. Iraq in 2002 
was a fourth-rate power with fourth-rate ambitions, a country that, we 
now knew, was not involved in the events of 9/11. Perhaps the Presi-
dent and Congress, like the rest of America, had been traumatized by 
the events of 9/11, but still, that wasn’t good enough, not good enough 
by half. Our government had had to be thoughtful. Our leaders had had 
to lead us out of the shock of 9/11. They had had to protect, not only the 
people, but also, they had had to protect our heritage and our values. 
Our leaders had had to have known what they were doing, and what the 
consequences of their actions would be, what the consequences would 
be for America – and for the world. They, with few exceptions, had failed 
us. Iraq was not a threat to America. So far, it appeared that Iraq had 
fewer weapons of mass destruction than Chem Lawn. I did not know 
that at the time – but our leaders knew. 

Leaders on both sides of the aisle had loudly called for war – for the 
wrong reasons, and against the wrong country. Democrats, Republicans 
– they had both known. I had made the mistake of believing them. Now, 
they told me, Iran was the threat. They were slowly creating the case for 
going to war against Iran. It was the same argument, the very same argu-
ment that was manufactured for going to war against Iraq. Soon, Con-
gress would have concocted ten made-up reasons as to why we would 
have to invade Iran – the reasons would all seem plausible, but again the 
reasons would all, upon reflection, ring hollow. Trick me once, shame on 
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you. Trick me twice, shame on me. The problem was, I had been tricked 
time after time. What comes after shame?

I kicked some more rocks and thought. Acts of terrorism were, and 
continued to be, a threat not only to America but also to the world. A 
thousand pundits, each one hawking their little books of wisdom, of-
fered solutions on their nightly rounds from TV show to TV show. Their 
solutions for ending terrorism usually appeared around chapter fifteen. 
Their books cost $39.95. They made a very good living. Their solutions 
were as thoughtless as were the shows on which they appeared. Unfor-
tunately, they were much too effective in spreading fear and doubt. At a 
time when America needed a clear understanding of the world and its 
problems, we had only airways filled with the sounds of confusion. And 
so I looked for a Lincoln. 

The wind rustled through the trees. The rain began, gently at first, 
then with the gusto of a storm led by the rumble of distant thunder. 
Dark gray clouds moved across the sky, lowering to the horizon. Mutt 
returned and, looking up at me, offered his best advice. “You’re right ol’ 
boy – we need to get under some shelter.” We followed a trail that ran 
along the eastern ridge that led to a series of caves, Indian caves, where 
once America had had its beginnings, caves that would once again offer 
their protection.

We settled in. We took out a plastic sheet and a flashlight, and made 
ourselves comfortable. The fresh smell of the charred remains of a camp 
fire told me that the cave still performed its centuries old ritual of pro-
viding travelers shelter against the weather.

“Not too bad ol’ boy. Box seats. Let the storm begin.”
In the mouth of the cave, away from wind and rain, Mutt soon lost 

his fear of the storm. He nestled down against my legs and looked 
up at me, wondering whether there might be a biscuit or two in the 
backpack. His look was one of confidence as well as expectation.

“So you want a biscuit. You want a biscuit?” As I got out his bis-
cuits and a chocolate for me, I sensed that he did not much care for 
my habit of asking him the same thing two or three times, as if he 
were hard of hearing or something. In my own defense I told him that 
I was still learning my way around “man’s best friend,” and perhaps 
he could hold off on his criticisms for the time being. Perhaps he was 
just a little peckish, because two biscuits later he was prepared for a 
friendly chat.

“It’s like this, Mutt – you see – I was full of myself. Big guy in town – 
tossing money around, hiring kids, reading history, pinch-hitting – the 
whole nine yards. I went fishing for trout and caught a shark. But what 
do I do now?”
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Mutt seemed as perplexed as I. He liked trout, but had no answer 
for shark. In front of us, a great storm was lashing the valley. Lightning 
flashed and thunder bounced again and again between mountains. 
Rain fell in sheets. The air became electrified. I now knew how Charlton 
Heston must have felt when God spoke to him. The storm inspired.

“That’s it, Mutt.” Then like the flash of lightning, it hit me. My 
problem was solved. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do, Mutt. 
Remember what we talked about last week? About knowing what Vickie 
knew – remember? I knew we could sort this out. It can’t really be all 
that difficult. It’s not good enough that the kids think Vickie was right – I 
have to know – just me – I have to know. I said this last week, Mutt – but 
without conviction – now I’m sure. Good boy. Have another biscuit.”

After the storm, we slowly worked our way home. As we approached 
the house, I reminded Mutt that he had to be de-burred before Barb would 
let him into the house. Even dogs have to face reality. Mutt was always 
reluctant to come to grips with the reality of the de-burring process, so 
was he with the reality of the de-mudding and the de-skunking process. 
Still, all in all, he was a good sport. 

So then I took myself to the university library. At first, I got lost in the 
hundreds of rows of stacks of books and papers. I had reached the point 
over the last year, where I could read a biography of Franklin or Lincoln, 
but those had been books someone handed me. To find those books, or 
any other book, in Pattee library was an entirely different story. 

“You don’t know how to find a book, do you?”
“Who’s that?”
“It’s me.”
“Be quiet, you stupid old Turd!”
“Get up in the stacks before someone hears you.”
“Right.”
I slowly huffed and puffed my way up the narrow shoulder-width 

twisting stairways that wind their way backbone-like to level five of the 
library; once at the top I found a long row of empty desks along the win-
dow and plopped down in one of the old metal chairs that lined the wall. 
As I caught my breath I noticed the elevator. 

“Fudge.”
“I need a plan.”
“Yes.” 
“No, you need help.”
“I prefer talking to Mutt. He’s more sympathetic.”
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“No, you need help.”
“You know, when we do this, I never know which one of us is talking.”
“I know. It’s very confusing.”
“Just ask for help.”
So I asked. I took the elevator back down to the main floor, and began 

at the beginning. At the entrance to the library, there are no longer the 
rows upon rows of card-files that once helped you find a book. They are 
gone. I was told they had been gone – forever – by some geekish kid 
that I didn’t think even knew what card files were. His look was not lost 
on me. A few more trips to the library’s reference-computer room and 
I began to figure out how to access everything I needed. Now – to the 
Middle East.

“Yes!”
“OK, but be brief.”
You probably had to be older than fifty to remember a time when 

terrorists, Muslim terrorists, Islamic terrorists, had not yet invaded our 
consciousness. And, yes, there had been such a time. In the pre-terrorist 
years, we had occupied our time by hiding under our desks, seeking 
protection from Soviet bombs. The world had been simpler then. We 
had known who the enemy was, where they were, and what exactly they 
wanted. And most of all, we had known what they would do and would 
not do to achieve their goals. Yes, those had been simpler times. So I 
had at least one firm, undeniable fact – Muslim terrorism was a recent 
phenomenon. 

In the library there were hundreds of books and thousands of articles 
on the Middle East. And of course there were thousands of experts on 
the Middle East who seemed to have magically appeared from the shady 
side of the rock. All but four or five of those so-called experts professed 
doom for civilization.

“Perhaps I should put a down payment on one of those caves.”  
Vickie had written that the terrorists we think about first appeared 

soon after the Six Day War in 1967. So by definition all the terrorists 
in Northern Ireland, in Spain, in Algeria, or South Africa, or dozens of 
other places didn’t count. They were not relevant to my pinch-hitting. 
Those terrorists were not our terrorists of 9/11. The terrorists Americans 
needed to focus on were those who entered our world after 1967. Who 
were they, and why after 1967?

Vickie wrote that in this entire mess we called the Middle East, the 
year 1967 stood out like a sore thumb. Look for a Muslim terrorist that 
was calling America a Satan in 1910, or in 1920, or in 1930, or in 1940, or 
in 1950. Yes, even in 1960. You couldn’t find them because they did not 
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exist. When we saw someone on a camel, did we run away and hide?  Of 
course not! When we saw a woman veiled, did we shudder? Of course 
not! When we saw pictures of a mosque did we gasp? Of course not! Go 
ahead, find a Muslim terrorist during any – or all of those years. How 
many could you find?

“OK – what’s your point?”
“Well, it’s just like Vickie said. There is nothing in our history that 

would make Muslims want to kill Americans. That also is a fact. Now, 
even someone in Congress should be able to understand that. There 
is nothing that would cause them to seek a holy war against America. 
Or to attack our embassies. Or to kill our people. Or to fly planes into 
our buildings. In fact, we never thought about Muslims unless we were 
watching Lawrence of Arabia or buying a rug. We certainly never saw 
one in central Pennsylvania – and that’s for sure. So there was a time, a 
time within my memory, when Muslim terrorists did not attack Ameri-
ca. In short, there was a time when Muslim terrorists did not exist.

“Before 1967, Middle Eastern terrorism consisted of minor, random, 
and isolated acts of desperate individuals, and was written off as acts of 
madness. Like Columbine or Oklahoma.

“Then came 1967 – and the Six Day War. From that moment on, ter-
rorism became a highly focused and highly institutional attack against 
America. It was then that we began to be portrayed as the Great Satan. 
That war was the birth event of terrorism – Muslim terrorism, Islamic 
terrorism. But, in 1967, we were busy with other things, so the war in the 
Middle East barely moved across our radar screen. For America, the six-
ties were the times of tragedies, of lost ways and lost hopes, and a time 
of searching – and a time of doubt. To ease the pain, we had football on 
Saturday and Sunday and then, later, on Monday, and baseball, always 
baseball. And we lived in Hollywood dreams. Yes, we were too busy for 
the Middle East; and for that we now must pay the price of indifference. 

“We did not notice the beginnings of terrorism, because we had to 
focus our attention on the events behind the Iron Curtain and the tide of 
communism sweeping across the Far East, so the events of the Middle 
East in 1967 were written as a footnote.

“After six short days, the seeds were planted for the Age of Terror-
ism to begin. To many people in the Muslim world, America began to 
be painted as the Great Satan. Not all at once and not by everyone in the 
Middle East, but slowly by some, with more to follow. 

“Over the years, prior to 1967, America had built up a great reser-
voir of respect and admiration; we had an almost inexhaustible bank 
account of good will that we could draw upon in times of need. Most 
people in the Muslim world thought about America and Americans as 
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infrequently as we thought about them, but when they did think about 
us, when they did write about us, they had the image of a free people, a 
prosperous people, and a people who stood in friendship beside the less 
fortunate of the world. After 1967, our image began to erode, slowly at 
first, but like the steady drip, drip, drip of falling water on stone, the im-
age of America was hollowed out.  

It did not have to happen.
It does not have to continue.
There is still time.
“Vickie believed the reservoir was not empty. What has been wasted, 

what has been misused, can be restored. We can reclaim that good will. 
It is not too late. The madness of terrorism does not have to continue for 
America, and it does not have to continue for the Muslim world. Both 
have better things to do. 

“Terrorism has causes – causes that can be identified – causes that can 
be addressed and eliminated. Lives can be saved.”

The more time I spent in the stacks of Pattee reading, the more I 
thought about America, the more I realized Vickie was right. There was 
something wonderful about America – its history, its people, and its 
dreams had written a unique and uplifting chapter in the history of civi-
lization. Most of my life’s vision was confined by the boundaries of my 
beautiful mountains, the mountains of central Pennsylvania; now those 
same mountains were no longer my boundaries, but my starting point. It 
would be from my mountains that I would begin my search for America. 
Dad often said that when he retired he would hitch up the trailer and 
discover America. Then one day he died. I too would die, but before I 
did, I would know America.

There were fresh juicy lobster rolls to be had in Maine, and twisting 
backroads in Alabama to be discovered, and long straight roads across 
Iowa and Nebraska that were calling. And pueblos and presidios to ex-
plore in Arizona, and people in small town diners who had stories to 
share – and I had a motor home to buy. I would hear the stories and see 
the faces of America. 

Many had set out on such a journey of discovery. Many had discov-
ered the richness and beauty of America. Now it was my turn to begin 
the journey. I didn’t think I’d ever met anyone from Minnesota or from 
New Mexico.

“Don’t be so modest. You’ve never met anyone from twenty other 
states.”

“Fudge, you again.”
“Just being helpful.”
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“Now where was I? Right.”  
Americans knew this land was special. So did the millions that had 

come to live this dream. But America was not a dream – it was real. I 
wondered where the Mississippi River began, and where Alaska ended. 
I would go like Steinbeck to find America. It was not too late.

I would sneak away from work as often as possible to get to the li-
brary. I laid claim to a carrel on the third floor that appeared not to have 
been used for years. I scratched my name and date along the gray-green 
side of the desk, and decided to stick a decal on the top for good mea-
sure. Only then did I get to work.  

Barb and I had moved across the stage sharing a life together, but nev-
er really living together; now, without exactly knowing why, that was 
changing. Perhaps Daisy and Brian had somehow shown us the way. We 
started to talk, I mean, really talk. We started to play.  We started to share 
our interests. She left the phone. I left the office. We started to plan our 
drive around America.

Barb made only one stipulation. She said, “Tom, before we go looking 
for America, you have to take your swing. Hit or miss you have to take 
your swing.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five

 1967. Early in June of 1967, in the dry days of desert heat, Israel 
simultaneously launched a sudden attack against Egypt, Syria, and 
Jordan. In only a matter of hours, it was obvious to all that the Israeli 
attack would result in a total and massive defeat for the Arab states 
and their allies. The Israeli attack was swift, deadly, and conducted 
with brilliance and machine-like precision. Israeli tanks controlled 
the desert as their planes controlled the skies. Israeli losses were min-
imal; the Arab states lost, in less than six days, 21,000 soldiers with 
more than 45,000 wounded, and thousands more taken as prisoners 
of war. Israeli forces later killed hundreds of Arab prisoners. Both 
sides were shamed, but for different reasons. 

There was dancing in the streets of Israel. It was a victory without 
limits. Within six days, Israel had captured the heights of the Go-
lan from Syria, the West Bank, and much of Jerusalem from Jordan, 
and the Sinai from Egypt. The forceful occupation of the Palestinian 
people was expanded into new areas. The Arab armies were rout-
ed. In their retreat, Arab armies left their equipment – abandoned 
or destroyed – left their shields of protection as monuments to their 
bungling ineptness to litter the landscape of the desert, and left their 
burning planes on the runways of charred air fields.

But all of that, and more, meant little. What was significant was 
that the Arab people, the Muslim community, had been humiliated, 
not only before the eyes of the world and before the smiles of their 
enemies, but also in the hidden corners of their hearts and minds. 
The loss of land, their land, made them weep; the loss of Jerusalem 
scorched their souls.
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Israel danced. Israel sang. Victory was sweet.
The Arab states lowered their eyes.
Defeat lodged in the souls of the vanquished across Arab lands, where 

more than ninety-five percent of the people were Muslim. The victors 
were a small handful of mostly newly arrived European Jews, Jews who 
clung to the promise of a homeland, who against all odds quickly and 
decisively defeated, in one moment, all their surrounding enemies. In 
victory, the Jews created legends; in defeat, the Arabs choked on the dry-
ness of shame.

The Six-Day War changed the contours of the Middle East. The de-
feated could not seek shelter under the cover of nationalism, because 
the Arab nations had proven themselves to be weak or corrupt or both; 
nor was there any longer a Muslim leader to rally the people with the 
voice of eloquence and promises of better days to come; nor could the 
defeated peoples seek relief in a democratic government, for none ex-
isted; nor could they find solace in some kind of secular institution, like 
the university or a political party; no, relief came only from the Mosque. 
So the young and old alike returned to their roots, to their faith, as the 
one source that offered hope, comfort, and a safe haven. Only in the 
Mosque could the wounds of defeat be healed; and so the Muslim world 
returned to their spiritual home.

The Muslim world needed answers. Why had their armies been so 
easily defeated? Why had God abandoned them to the might of the Is-
raeli army and to the Israeli’s shield – America? With one resounding 
voice they answered that God had not abandoned them. They had aban-
doned God. They had strayed from the word of God. They had strayed 
from the law of God.

You can learn to live with defeat. Defeat can be a tool used for growth 
and restoration. But humiliation is different. Defeat knocks you down; 
humiliation holds you down, crushes you, and chokes you, taking away 
the breath of life. To be humiliated, to be degraded, not just as an in-
dividual but also as a culture, also as a community, forces you into an 
existence beyond the depths of slavery. From such depths, it is difficult 
to cling to thoughts of justice or beauty or forgiveness, and much easier 
to cling to the cords of revenge and hate. 

The more I read, tucked far up in the recesses of the library, about 
1967 and the Israeli victory in the desert, the more convinced I became 
that Vickie had been right. When he had written about living with the 
Palestinian families, he described desperate people, people who com-
mitted themselves willingly, knowingly to martyrdom. The culture of 
martyrdom was born, or, more correctly, born-again, out of the terrible 
defeat of 1967. Islam was to rise again from: 
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Somewhere in sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun
Terrorism/freedom became a movement. Terrorism/freedom became 

a reality. For some, terrorism/freedom became the answer to shame.
For the Muslim world, 1967 recalled other bitter memories out of their 

historical past. As I continued to read, I began to spiral down through 
the twists and turns of past bitter memories of earlier humiliations, from 
crusading armies and the Muslim expulsion from Spain, to the decaying 
empire of the Ottomans, and to the treaties of the twentieth century that 
left the Muslim world struggling to live within boundaries created by 
the great European powers. And all events culminated in 1967. 
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Chapter Thirty-Six

“We are not the Great Satan.”
“Not so loud!”
“Oops. Sorry. Wait a minute – I’m home. I can be as loud as I want.”
I stretched out on the sofa and closed my eyes. “Fudge.” The music 

playing in the background gently filled the office, and reminded me of 
Daisy far away in Europe. They were somewhere south of Rome doing 
research at a Benedictine monastery, but the music surrounding me was 
Brian’s. They had me listening to Bach – the cello suites by Ma. I was 
beginning to like Bach more than Charlie Rich. 

As my mind wandered, I realized I now thought less and less about 
Vickie as a friend, and more and more about Vickie as a writer, a guide 
– my guide.

Remember what Vickie said about terrorism as only a minor issue. It 
soon will pass. Once we return to our roots, then we won’t be reading 
every day about American kids being blown up by…

“Don’t be so naïve you old poop.”
“What?”
“You heard me. Terrorism isn’t going away because we get out of 

Iraq!
 “Remember, go back to 1967.”
And so unknowingly, and without design, we became the enemy of 

the Arab street. An Arab street defeated, humiliated, and seeking justice 
– or at least retribution. And America had dedicated our young to the 
cause of Israel and not to the needs of America. We had dedicated our 
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resources to the cause of Israel and not to the causes of America. So, we 
became the Great Satan, after two hundred years of being the beacon of 
liberty. “We need to keep our eye on the ball.”

“You got that right.” 
And so in the Mosque and from coffee houses along the streets of 

Cairo and Damascus, and from caves in Afghanistan and a thousand 
other places, small groups banded together to ease the shame and hu-
miliation of countless past defeats. 1967 became a mark of fire, a mark 
that branded every Muslim. The Muslim community called for relief, 
but the international community offered only sympathy and countless 
UN resolutions that offered little and promised even less.

And tomorrow more young Americans would die.
“The death of our young need not be. The American dream was not 

meant to be lost by denying others their freedom.”
Yes, Vickie was right. This was not the challenge that America should 

trip over. This we could solve by once again being true to our principles. 
But would we? Would we once again become captains of our own ship 
of state?
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Chapter Thirty-Seven

“Dee, it’s Tom. How are you?” 
“How are the squirrels out there?”
“I bet.”
“Glad to hear that.” 
“You too?”
“She’s fine, busy running my life. Yes, we heard from them yesterday. 

They’re back in France for a week or so.”
“Mom’s better. Her new parts are starting to work.”
The healing process was well on its way. Dee’s voice had begun to 

lose its hurt. Only periodically could I sense the hollowness of loss in 
her voice, and even when we talked about Vickie and his work there 
was less hesitation and less of an ache in her voice. Dee was starting to 
look to the future. She talked about tomorrow. And when I asked her if 
she could go back through Vickie’s last notes to look for some file cards 
she readily agreed, but asked if I could wait a few days, because she 
was off for a long weekend in Vegas – with a friend.

Yes, the healing was under way.
In a few days a small package arrived at our door with the index 

cards, and some pictures of Vegas – and her friend. Her friend appeared 
to be the kind of little blue-haired old lady that would descend upon Las 
Vegas with her Naturalizers laced up nice and tight, a purse weighed 
down with rolls of nickels, and a devil-may-care attitude. In the pictures, 
Dee was laughing.

The cards were exactly what I wanted – and needed.
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The magic of the index cards opened up Vickie’s world to me. When 
the kids had prepared their notebooks they had skipped over Vickie’s 
index cards, they had assumed that they were a waste of time and that 
they needed to focus on his more finished articles. The kids had made 
a good decision. But for me, the cards revealed more than his thoughts, 
they revealed his character and his way of thinking, and most of all his 
blasted neat, orderly way of arranging his world. I always knew he had 
more gears than I did, but in the cards I could, for the first time, see how 
the gears turned.

I had on my desk two hundred and thirty five cards on the topic 
of “indifference.” Each card was written with an ink pen – you know, 
the old-fashioned kind of pen that requires a companion bottle of ink. 
Each card represented Vickie’s first thoughts on a theme; there were no 
words crossed out, no words misspelled, no incomplete sentences, and 
all had citations. Each card was printed with bold block letters – because 
neatness counted. Each card contained exactly one idea with a refer-
ence number in the top right hand corner, and off by itself in the top left 
corner a mystery capital letter. I wondered what kind of person could, 
would, still use an ink pen, and even more amazing how could he do it 
without ink blobs scattered all over the cards.

 I tried it. It was impossible.
I went back through the boxes that I had first given the kids. In each 

box were index cards, all in ink, all neat, and all without blemish.
I phoned Dee to ask about the cards. She chuckled and said, “Was he 

weird, or what?”  Love bounced off the satellite through the phone. “He 
always carried a bottle of ink in his backpack – wrapped in a plastic bag – 
and the plastic bag was wrapped in a plastic bag.” She laughed, “What can I 
say?” Actually, she said a lot. I asked, “Did he carry a dictionary?” Her reply 
did not surprise me in the least. “Yes, an old tattered leather one.”

Dee said that Vickie learned about the index cards from the old man 
who ran the sporting goods store. Then it was my turn to chuckle – and 
to tell a few stories about Mr. Nichols – but I knew the stories were prob-
ably not new to Dee. Still, it was fun to retell them and fun for Dee to hear 
them. I told her about the day he got the dictionary. The healing was not 
complete, and I was a fool. Soon, she said goodbye and promised to call.

Dee called back in ten minutes and said, “Sorry, Tommy, I hadn’t 
heard that story before. I love it. Thanks for sharing it.” Then it was my 
turn to be mellow and say goodbye.

It was time to tackle the cards.
“Fudge! Vickie! Vickie! What is all this stuff? I’ll have you know I 

fought my way through The Second Coming, and did very well, thank 
you, but this stuff about ‘indifference’ is a bear.”
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“Let him have it!”
“I will.”
 I read the cards time and again, and slowly I began to realize that I 

had found my problem. Vickie’s life work was contained in the piles of 
boxes that the kids had reviewed, slowly, carefully, page by page, but 
all those pages, and all those boxes, were only the prelude to the last set 
of index cards I now had in front of me. His articles were the result of 
countless hours of research, and more hours of organizing and polish-
ing, the index cards in front of me were random, without structure, and 
without evaluation. 

“Well, just put on your waders and get in.”
“So, it’s you again?”
“You’ve got his notes. What do they mean?
“God – I’ll be glad when you’re gone.”
“Who, me? Or God?”
“You!”
“What do you think Vickie meant?”
So I went back to work. I think this is what Vickie meant. I know I will 

not be as straight forward as Vickie, and I know I will wander, but I’m 
also sure – at least almost sure – that in the last months of his life he be-
gan to have insights into the dilemma, into the crisis, that America faces. 
As the kids told me a long time ago, Vickie’s insights are not original, 
and not even very confrontational, but his work is still important, per-
haps critically important, because his work takes the ideas of hundreds 
of thoughtful people and makes it possible for a dunderhead like myself 
to understand the crisis. Anyone can make a difficult idea difficult to 
understand. Vickie’s job was to make a difficult idea easy to understand 
– like the way he used to explain things to me back in Mill Gate when 
we were in sixth grade.

 By now, at least in my thinking, the existence of a crisis in America 
has become a given; the index cards brought the crisis to the forefront. 
Everything I read highlights the fact that America is in a crisis. What is 
the crisis?

Our government is not the problem – indifference is the problem. Di-
versity is not the problem – indifference is the problem. Debt is not the 
problem – indifference is the problem. Equality is not the problem – in-
difference is the problem. The same thing applies to national healthcare 
issues, or to the conditions of public schools, or to violence on our cam-
puses, or global warming, or a thousand other concerns that impact our 
lives and our country. This is, in fact, the age of indifference.
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America is too big, too complex, to have all its woes fall neatly un-
der one heading. Nevertheless, focus on indifference and see how many 
other problems seem to be solvable.

The first card read:
 The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.
 The opposite of art is not ugliness, it’s indifference.
 The opposite of faith is not heresy, it’s indifference.
 And the opposite of life is not death, it’s indifference.
      Elie Wiesel
The doors of my mind opened. I was awash with the clean fresh air of 

understanding – at least the beginning of understanding. My transfor-
mation, I guess, went back to Fort McHenry, and to the day Vickie first 
told me he was dying. It was there that he told me about Yeats, and the 
importance of “things fall apart.” It was there that he mentioned that the 
challenge to America was out there in the harbor. The challenge is “indif-
ference.” And, as Toynbee said, the challenge always comes from within, 
and not by some country invading us.

“We are decaying from within.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
The trick now would be to let the cards speak, and for me to listen.
“I’ll just let Vickie be Vickie.”
“What do you think of that?” Mutt looked up from his end of the old 

leather sofa and blinked. His eyes confirmed that that Wiesel guy just 
might be onto something. I read it again to him, the way Barb always 
reads something to me a second or third time, afraid that I might have 
missed some of the more subtle points of the theme in the first reading. 
Mutt seemed to get it.

“Good boy.”
On the Internet I found hundreds of references to indifference. 

There are songs, poems, and movies that tell of the frightful cost of 
indifference. There are essays, articles, sermons, and books warn-
ing us about indifference. I found websites about indifference; 
there is even an episode of “Law and Order,” titled “Indifference.”

Most people (myself included) seem to mask their innate feelings 
about being indifferent by smiling. I guess that helps to ease the pain – 
or is it guilt?

“Mutt, you know, I have been indifferent to the word indifference. I 
thought it was just a word, like any other word – you’re right – you’re 
right – I have been indifferent to the meaning of words. Fudge!”
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As Mutt and I held conference, I realized we had to keep this simple, 
as much for my benefit as his. Mutt concurred. There were too many 
weasels out there with too many gray cells for our own good. We would 
be little Thoreaus, and keep it simple. I don’t believe that America’s 
problems will be solved by those tucked away behind hallowed walls 
of ivy, and certainly not by lawyers parsing words a-hundred-ways-to-
Sunday. America needs the carpenter and the farmer to stand up against 
indifference. It needs all those senior citizens sheltered in gated commu-
nities to rejoin the struggle, and the young kids to turn off “off,” and turn 
on “on.” Vickie felt that America needs a thousand more newspapers, 
and, I bet, he would have wanted ten thousand more bloggers. America 
needs leaders freed from moneylenders, and America needs to free it-
self from narrow, mean-spirited special interest groups. America needs 
Americans without those blasted hyphens. America needs us all to be 
less indifferent.

Our indifference to America and to life is displayed in a thousand 
ways – in the importance we assign to American Idols, to the NFL, and 
to Disney World. America needs all those people running from here to 
there and back again to free themselves from the trivial and the mun-
dane. We need to touch base with what is important. We need effort.

Card seventeen read:
 Indifference is the essence of inhumanity.
     George Bernard Shaw
I am beginning to dislike the word “indifference.” I find too much of 

myself in the word, too often I am on the edge of finding myself indif-
ferent to events – like the flood in Ohio, and the two facts-of-the-day 
from CNN: the first fact today was that twenty-five percent of kids in 
America do not graduate from high school, and the second that America 
has more people behind bars than any other country in the world. But I 
have always been indifferent about schools, and prisons. Shame on me. 
But I do not have time. Shame on me. I do not know who Shaw is – or 
was, but I think he hit the nail on the head. I remember one of the old 
movies I watched had some guy yelling out an open window, “I’m mad 
as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore!” But he did. And so do I. 
Indifference numbs the senses, and paralyzes the mind. Again, it’s about 
the falcon not hearing the falconer.

Still, we need a word on the behalf of the champions of indifference. 
Fair is fair. I think I can, with honor, carry the banner for this group. 
Here are my credentials – first, I have compiled a list – not an exhaustive 
list, I might add – of over three pages of things that are wrong, broken, or 
abused that need to be addressed. Some are local problems, like potholes 
and the Friday crossword puzzles, but some, actually most, are national 
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in nature such as taxes, the border, and endless congressional fact-finding 
trips to Hawaii and Switzerland. On each point I have huffed and puffed, 
and several times I have been expressive beyond, “Fudge.” Second, I know 
what should be done to correct the problems, and I know who should do 
it – that is, who should solve the problem. Finally, like all members of this 
group, I realize I cannot be involved. Beyond that there is little that can be 
said about this group, other than to acknowledge that we are both a very 
pathetic group and grounded in inertia.

“Yes, sometimes I have guilt, but my solutions to guilt have always 
been to blame someone else or laugh a shaky laugh, and then turn on 
the TV.”

“What, me worry?”
“You got that from last week’s sermon.”
“I did not.”
“Did too.”
Four people, young people, were killed today in a drive-by shooting 

in Los Angeles. The Dodgers won 6 to 2. The killers, not out of anger or 
out of gang revenge, murdered only out of mindless indifference; they 
probably did not even feel hate, they only felt indifference to the mean-
ing of life. Life, to the killers, is meaningless. To those at the baseball 
game it was a great victory, an important game, a beautiful evening. The 
funerals will be Monday. 

 Why call murder “ride by shootings”? Are we afraid to give ugly 
and bloody names to murder? To murders? Perhaps ride by shootings 
conveys a softer, more summertime night out with the boys – and girls. 
“I don’t know, Mutt. I hate this topic.”

A survey revealed that twenty-five percent of high school seniors 
thought we fought with Nazi Germany in World War II against the So-
viet Union. Too many Americans don’t know the reason for Thanksgiv-
ing. And on and on.

Labor Day is a long weekend – as is Memorial Day.
Philadelphia used to have a place called Veterans Stadium; now it’s 

Citizen’s Bank Park. I hear Philadelphia is about to change the name of 
Independence Hall. I think they’re negotiating with Pizza Hut.

Vickie noted that indifference means that there will be an ever-dimin-
ishing sense of culture and of historical understanding.  The teaching 
of American history has now been reduced to twelve politically correct 
themes. Hamilton is gone, as is Webster; ideas of the founders are lost. 
Shame on us. 

Indifference has a friend, it’s time and the perception of time.
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“That makes sense.”
“Right. I don’t have time to worry about that today.”
“I’m too busy.”
“See me tomorrow about that.”
“That’s not my problem.”
“First things first – I have to take Katie to soccer.”
“I think we got it. Can we move on?”
“Right.”
 I frequently don’t know much about the person I voted for, and what 

is worse, I often don’t know much about the person I voted against.
“OK, Mutt, you’re right. My reasons are worn out, tired, and worse, 

just phony excuses. When you’re right you’re right.” In short, I don’t 
take the time to know or have the interest to know the candidates, be-
cause it no longer seems important.

“Indifference shows a lack of curiosity.” 
“I think you’re right. It’s a weapon of destruction.”
“Like in mass destruction.”
“OK, but don’t get too clever.”
“Indifference is the forerunner of anarchy.”
Vickie said that indifference does not attack violently, or with loud 

noise; indifference places no demands upon us, but creeps into our being 
slowly like a thief in the night. This is what Toynbee meant by a chal-
lenge, indifference is a challenge to our character, and to our values. We 
need the voice of a King or a Lincoln. We do not need those without con-
viction like that Yeats guy talked about. That is what Yeats meant when 
he said, “Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world” 

“Mutt, I believe that. The center can’t hold, things will fall apart if we 
wrap ourselves in indifference.”

Would the weight of caring crush me down to my socks? What about 
clean water and the forest, the environment, and tuna? Does indifference 
help me maintain my equilibrium, my sanity, or does it cause me to deny 
my humanity?  Indifference requires that I don’t ask questions, that I 
don’t think. Indifference is really easy. Just vote the party line. Indiffer-
ence is a heavy cross to bear.

“That little black girl on the school steps wasn’t indifferent.”
“Who?”
“You know. A long time ago down in Alabama, or Arkansas.”
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“Oh, yeah.”
“She was something else.”
On one of the index cards Vickie had written, “Effort is the joy of life.” 

I went back and looked for that card. Of all of the cards, that was my 
favorite. It summarized his life, his values, and his work. Then I remem-
bered that Dee had on his tombstone carved:  

   Neal Oliver Vickers
   The Joy of Life
 “Mutt, we better save some of this for the mountains.” So we went 

for a walk and talked more about the joy of life. I think it is the best rem-
edy against indifference. Finally, I had the opposite of indifference. I was 
prepared to do battle; my shield against indifference was the joy of life.

Now that I am attuned to the word indifference, I suddenly find it to 
be rearing its ugly head everywhere. At the mall, it is in the faces of many 
young people, captured in their attitudes of indifference, in the super-
model posters of blank and vacant faces that stare at you from store-front 
windows, in the looks of mothers and fathers who long ago surrendered 
to indifference as a way of coping with their lives, in the faces of the old, 
who seem to have been worn down by indifference, but most of all in the 
faces of the young. In their faces indifference is sad to see. 

“By the way, is it true that people who are indifferent seldom use an 
exclamation point?”

To be indifferent is to morally be in neutral gear; no, it’s more sinister 
than that. Neutral implies ambivalence, whereas indifference implies a 
conscious judgment of not caring. To be indifferent is not to care about 
right or wrong, perhaps to even not distinguish that there is such a thing 
as right and wrong. Do people really not know the difference between 
right and wrong? Do they only pretend not to know? Sometimes I mis-
take tolerance for indifference. Vickie said that too many people profess 
to be tolerant when in fact, if truth be known, they are not tolerant at all, 
just indifferent. Sometimes to be tolerant is very easy, as easy as closing 
your eyes and your mind. Sometimes it is too much trouble to acknowl-
edge offensive behavior or to be indignant or to protest against injustice. 
It is so much easier to conveniently not hear the cries of anguish from 
those trapped under the weight of indifference. 

I wonder if a person who chooses his battles – never chooses. Stand-
ing up, taking a position, requires effort and a commitment. 

“Oh, but that’s not my battle.” 
“It’s that open mind again.”
“Be careful. The Diversity Police are everywhere.”
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“Right.”
“Remember you’re not some fancy wordsmith. You sell cars – you 

don’t wear corduroy jackets.”
“You’re right. I need to go wrestle Barb.”
“Be careful there, too.”
“Thanks, friend.”
And so Barb and I wrestled. Over the last year Barb had, slowly at 

first, but then with gusto, taken hold of the project. It began innocently 
enough with her, and Granny Wall, falling in love with Brian, then the 
coming of wedding bells, and finally topped off with news from Germa-
ny about the baby. All of a sudden I was not the stupid old poop wasting 
money on needles, pins, and things. Barb began to read the journals of 
Vickie’s notes, and even the index cards. She had questions. She loved 
studying the Middle Ages to the point of redoing the house in early-
Gaul. She wanted to know more. We now take walks together into the 
mountains, and talk about the Needle.

I don’t understand the next index card at all, but Mutt and I gave it a 
shot, then I showed it to Barb; still no luck. Barb thought I should run it 
by Brian. The card reads, “One of the prime examples of national indif-
ference is Holland. They didn’t care when Nazi Germany marched in, 
they didn’t care when they turned their country over to free needles and 
windows of prostitution, and they don’t seem to care now that they are 
preparing to commit cultural suicide.” Brian e-mailed me back about 
the, “Holland card.” He told me to leave it in the mix, and then he fol-
lowed it up with a series of smiling faces saying he would tell me about 
Holland when he got home. Brian ended with, “Holland is something 
you have to see to believe.” He said that Holland is proof that life out-
side our solar system exists, and left it at that.

“What do you think that means Mutt?” We both blinked. 
Card thirty-five read:
The hottest places in Hell are reserved for those who remain neutral in 

times of great moral crisis.
     Dante
Card eighty-four read:
Indifference is one of the most powerful forces in the universe; it 

crushes love, degrades beauty, and mocks justice, because indifference robs 
everything of its meaning, its value.

      N.O.V.
Indifference is a “C-grade” mentality. Once indifference creeps into 

your soul it is difficult to purge because it dampens the hot fires of con-
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viction, and coats you with the chill of cold ash.  Indifference is art as 
Campbell’s Soup. Vickie referred to indifference as a cancer of both the 
individual and of the nation, a cancer that, if left untreated, consumes 
all life.

Indifference is a world narrowly defined as I, me, and self.
And the height of indifference, or is it the depth of indifference, is the 

drug culture, where even I, me, and self are valueless. 
Card one-twenty-four read:
The death of democracy is not likely to be an assassination from am-

bush. It will be a slow extinction from apathy, indifference, and under-
nourishment. 

      Robert M. Hutchins
Card one-sixty-four read:
The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do 

nothing.
      Edmund Burke
 Dictatorships are born out of indifference. 
America was not born to indifference. The Mayflower did not sail 

with indifference, nor did indifference walk with Washington at Valley 
Forge, and indifference did not till the fields of Nebraska. No, not in-
difference! There was no indifference that early morning in June when 
young men from Mill Gate went ashore at Normandy.

“I hate indifference!”
“Me too! I’m done with it!”
Just at that moment Barb came into the office and said, “Tommy, come 

listen to this guy on the TV. Who is he?”
“Give me a minute.”
“No, hurry.”
We listened. He was good. Was he real, or just the latest pop-up phony?
We went for a walk, and took card 215 with us.
Card two-one-five read:
If ignorance and passion are the foes of popular morality, it must be 

confessed that moral indifference is the malady of the cultivated classes.
                             H-F Amiel
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

Over the last several weeks I have been going through periods of 
doubt about myself. I think my friends might say of me, in a wave 
of generosity, that I am the kind of person who thinks little and talks 
less. While that might not be overly flattering, I think it comes close to 
being a straight pitch right over the heart of the plate. Since I started 
the needle project there has been a slight, but noticeable change. I 
have observed in myself, and perhaps so have my friends (I know my 
family has) a definite change in my internal compass. I now find that 
I don’t point in all directions at the same time, at least not as often. 
I now generally point North. For example, I no longer choose my 
battles. I battle anything. Also, I’m thinking a little more, not a lot, but 
a little, and that little is a lot, and I’m talking much more – perhaps 
it is good.

“Particularly all this thinking and talking to yourself.”
“Well, Buster, I’m about to pull the plug on you.”
“More talk.”
“Don’t interrupt.”
 Another example of this thinking and talking stuff is one evening, 

when we were finishing dinner, a dinner topped by two pieces of apple 
pie, I suddenly blurted out to Barb that I hated selling cars. I shocked 
myself half way into the next week. I didn’t even recognize my voice, it 
sounded so far away, and a little too high on the tone scale. I looked at 
Barb, she didn’t flinch, or maybe it was just that she just hadn’t heard 
me, but if she hadn’t heard, then I had a different problem to deal with. 
She put the dishtowel down, moved over to the cupboards and put some 
dishes on the shelf, and continued to putter away. Suddenly she started 
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to hum an old tune out of the ‘70s, and then just as suddenly, turned and 
left the room saying it was time for Jeopardy.

“God likes you.”
“What made me say that about hating to sell cars?”
“Because it’s true.”
I went back into the office and picked up a biography of Truman, 

settled down, and whistled for Mutt; I was sure he would be here as 
soon as he finished his pie. He never hurried over pie. The book was of 
Truman’s presidency, but to me the book was about a crusty and cantan-
kerous old man who knew what he liked and what he didn’t like – Tru-
man reminded me of Mr. Nichols – at least as far as crustiness. Neither 
one was indifferent to life.

I put the book down and called Mutt again, “Mutt!” He came before I 
finished calling. We agreed that we were partial to apple pie.

I picked up the book and studied the jacket cover that contained a 
black and white picture of Truman out for his morning walk. He did not 
look indifferent. I continued to look at the picture. Indifference is not our 
nature. Americans are not an indifferent people. We are a can-do people. 
We are a positive, roll-up-your-sleeves kind of a people. We can build 
the better mousetrap, and then turn around and sell it. We are problem 
solvers, and the bigger the problem, the better. Our glass is always more 
than half full, in fact, it is filled to the brim. This place called America is, 
and will remain, the land of opportunity. People come to America, they 
don’t flee from America.

America caught indifference the way people catch the flu bug; it 
knocks you down, robs you of your energy, saps your strength, and con-
vinces you that you’ll never feel strong and well again, but you will – 
and so will America. The carriers of indifference are a thousand and one 
harping negative voices that spread dissension and discord. They are 
the voices that hate unity, that hate purpose, that hate tomorrow. Their 
bitterness, their pessimism, and their meanness of spirit have attacked 
the body politic of America. But they can’t win – for we have the anti-
biotic to rid America of indifference. America, read a good biography, 
drink plenty of water, and get a good night’s sleep. I guarantee you will 
feel better in the morning. It is impossible to be indifferent after reading 
about George, or Ben, or Teddy, or Martin – or Abe. 

Yes, there is a crisis in America. But there was a crisis in 1776 – and we 
made that crisis a shining moment for the entire world. Also, 1860 was 
a crisis, but we turned away from shame. There have been other crises, 
lots of them, from depressions to wars, and each time we have come 
together as a people to face the crisis, to rise above it. Each time we have 
found our Lincoln.
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“You’re right. If we can defeat slavery, and defend freedom, we can 
certainly conquer indifference.”

“If we can see it.”
“Right. We just need someone to shine a light on it.”
“Indifference can only flourish in darkness.”
“You mean where everything is relative. A world where truth, 

beauty, justice mean anything you want them to mean, which 
means they mean nothing. That is where the darkness of indiffer-
ence flourishes.

“This country needs a Lincoln!”
“That’s your pinch-hit, isn’t it?”
“I guess it is.”
“Now, can you go away?”
“We’ll see about that.” 
Barb came into the office and said, “Who are you talking to?”
And before I could answer, she smiled and said, “I heard that. 

What you said earlier in the kitchen. You know – about selling 
cars. I heard that.”

“But if you heard me – why – didn’t – you – s-say somethin’?” 
I stuttered.

Smiling she said, “Are you giving me your impersonation of 
Brian? Because if you are, I’m going to tell Daisy. She may be in 
Germany, but she’ll have Granny Wall on you faster than who tied 
the pup.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”
“Because I’ve known that for months.”
“You knew?”
“Of course. We all knew. So, what are you going to do about it?”
“You think I’m going to do something about it?”
“We know you are. We’ve known that for some time; the bet is 

about when you’re going to do it. Your mother and I have a bet on 
the date. And the kids have taken a piece of the action.”

“What the Fudge is going on here?”
“So, when are you going to do it?”
“Now! I’m going to pick up the bat, walk up to the plate, take a 

swing, and then we’re going to get on with the rest of our lives.”
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“Can you be a little more specific?”
“Yes I can, but I’m not going to be,” I laughed and then grabbed 

her. “We’ll see who wins the bet.” 
Then we wrestled.
The next day, with Mutt as our guide, we packed a breakfast of 

steaming tea and glazed doughnut holes and headed up into the 
mountains. Small patches of crusty snow clung to shaded laurel as 
if refusing to acknowledge the coming of spring, and the morning 
air, still sharp and crisp, defended the last of the snow. Icy stones 
layered with hoar-leaves along our path cautioned our steps and 
all but eliminated conversation. We could see our crystal breath, 
and our brittle fingers reminded us that we had not yet found our 
pace, but within the hour our fingers warmed, and the gloves came 
off. Twice we startled deer; twice they startled us.

We walked in the shade of the green pines, but longed for the 
golden warmth of the sun. It was ahead of us, waiting, promising 
a new day, our journey was to the mountaintop and the first rays 
of the sun. We walked steadily, quietly, anxious to reach the sum-
mit, eager to feel its warmth, and to find the joy in the beauty of 
the valley that would soon stretch out before us. Momentarily the 
path would take its final turn and before us would be the crest of 
the mountain and our destination. In all directions the view was 
full and unspoiled. Before us stretched the valley farms with their 
red barns and white houses – the fields, about to shed their winter 
slumber to the spring plow. The fields awaited the seed – seed that 
would turn the dormant fields green with the life of tomorrow’s 
harvest. Across America life was renewing our hopes for a new 
season.

“Look at that, Babes. Isn’t that wonderful? And you know, this 
is ours, but there are thousands of places just like this all across 
America.”

“I know, Tommy, and we’re going to see them, aren’t we?”
“Sooner than you think.”
“No, sooner than you think.”
“What does that mean?”
“First things first. First, take your swing.”
It’s almost impossible not to have a first rate conversation when 

you’re perched atop a mountain eating glazed doughnut holes and 
guzzling hot tea. We talked about Daisy and Brian – and the baby, 
about the work Jason was doing with Vickie’s notes, and finally we 
talked about me – about us.
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By the seventh doughnut hole, my tongue was loose and my 
mind was clear. We agreed what my task was; it was very simple 
really. I would become one of Lincoln’s soldiers. I am not a Lin-
coln, and can never be a Lincoln, but I would march in his army, 
and fight the battles that needed to be fought. There were millions 
of people like myself longing for a purpose – a cause that stirred us 
again to seek our destiny. Again, I was reminded of Yeats: “Surely 
some revelation is at hand. Surely the Second coming is at hand.” 
Barb liked Yeats.

Indifference was the enemy of my country. Certainly, there was 
a Lincoln in America waiting to rally the people. Unfortunately, 
there were hundreds, if not thousands, of people wanting to de-
stroy a Lincoln. Somewhere we could find a leader – a leader free of 
the moneylenders, free of special interest, free in mind and spirit, 
and beholden only to our heritage and our history – a leader who 
could rise above the yellow media. America could find a leader 
undaunted by the prospect of moving mountains. And with such a 
leader we could move mountains. 

I would be a soldier in Lincoln’s army.
I would be a recruiter for Lincoln’s army.
And together we would return America to its true path.
That was my promise to Vickie.
That was my pinch-hit. 

           POSTSCRIPT

Barb purchased a motorhome for me, and stocked it with maps and books 
about America. It was the silver-gray one we had been looking at for months, 
but until Barb took control we had never had the nerve to make the leap. Barb 
made the leap. We got our affairs in order and set out to rediscover America.

We named our motorhome “Rocinante.”
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