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  This book is dedicated to Othella F. Crain


  Since time began the dead alone know peace.


  Life is but melting snow. Nandia


  ~In The Beginning


  



  As he grew older, Heywood Fetcher became aware of a number of personal experiences that caused him to stand apart from the normal, everyday affairs making up the totality of other humans’ so-called existence. At an advanced point on the erratic arc his life’s journey had taken, he determined after observing the often incredulous responses of those who witnessed or otherwise became familiar with the many stories relating to his early life that he might consider committing several of the more humorous incidents to paper. Perhaps this first remembrance will serve as a harbinger of what is to follow.


  Recalling the earliest years of his life, the first memorable experience that came to Heywood’s mind had to do with finding one of his mother’s metal hairpins unattended on the living room carpet. As the memory of what he did with said hairpin created a neuro-pathway rendering such vivid detail, the readers of this tale might naturally come to the conclusion that something rather dramatic must have occurred. They would be correct. They might also go so far as to suspect that the incident may even have seared itself into his still developing brain, which again would be correct. Heywood clearly recalled looking down at the small fascinating object for only a moment before turning to look in the direction of the kitchen table where his mother sat drinking coffee with a neighbor lady while he played with his toys on the carpet just a few feet away. His next recollection was of calmly licking (obviously intent upon refining his sense of taste) the small metal device before turning towards the wall and poking his new toy into the harmless looking vertical openings located on the face of the electrical receptacle. He had witnessed his mother sticking things (absent the licking) into the same receptacle many times before without ending up four feet away with an unpleasant odor emanating from her pants. Heywood later swore that not once during the following years did he ever again entertain such an idea. What did he learn from this painful experience? He learned that sticking things in strange holes is dangerous and you might end up with something smelly in your pants. Heywood reasoned that was pretty good advice to remember.


  Another incident occurring some months later that ended up taking residence in Heywood’s cranium, and remaining there for all these years, involved one of those small circular bells that, back then, were often attached to the laces of small children’s shoes. Heywood could only imagine how cute they were because he had no recollection of ever seeing bells or having bells on his baby shoes. What he did remember is finding one of these bells in a storage box and deciding on the spur of the moment that he ought to put it into his mouth. Why, he did not know. Maybe he knew if he tried to abscond with it out in the open, someone (his mom) would hear it jingling and take it away from him. Regardless, into his mouth it went and just as quickly down his throat where it firmly lodged in his windpipe. Within seconds he began choking while hopping around helplessly with the bell dinging away. Fortunately, his mother diagnosed the problem: her idiot child had gotten something stuck in his throat that dinged and was jumping up and down in sheer panic. Heywood vividly recalled her hurriedly picking him up, putting him over her knee, and slapping him on the back over and over in a desperate attempt to dislodge the ringing obstruction whilst his entire four years of accumulated memory passed before his eyes. He didn’t experience any horrific thoughts relating to the real possibility of dying right then and there, but he did recall what his quick-thinking mother did out of sheer desperation. She dispensed with the back pounding, grabbed hold of both of his ankles, and proceeded to dangle him upside down while banging his head against the wooden floor. This went on for a time with each head banging effort showing more desperation on the part of Heywood’s mother, the head-banger. Still, he did not experience anything close to a sense of terror over the possibility of dying. He did vividly recall the moment the bell dislodged from his throat and dropped on the floor dinging away as it rolled far away from his, by then, desperately gasping lungs. He also remembered not crying, as he knew full well he was about to get a butt whipping after all the hugging and kissing took place. That would give him a very good reason to cry anyway.


  What did Heywood learn from this experience? Well, that’s easy. He figured that if he ever again tempted to hide a bell in his mouth he better tie a string to it because he could not expect his mom to be there to pick him up and bang his head on the floor. Years later, Heywood checked with his wife, just in case, and she assured him that if ever the occasion of him needing to have his head banged against a hard floor, for any reason, ever came up again, she would be happy to provide that service – no questions asked. Heywood determined it was a good thing that he recollected this unfortunate past incident because he started finding little kiddie shoe bells at odd places around the house. But he didn’t worry. He was sure his wife (who exhibited an odd tendency to become instantly gleeful whenever the subject came up of banging Heywood’s head on the floor) would keep her word and come to his assistance if for some odd reason one of those viscous little metal objects ever found itself stuck in his throat again.


  By now, the readers of the preceding paragraphs might be inclined to ask themselves, what the heck is this all about? Is this guy some kind of nut? That is exactly the reason for this compilation of short stories about a young man’s fractured past. These, needless to say, unflattering and non-character enhancing tales happened to Heywood throughout the greater part of his early life. He didn’t plan this stuff, and he wasn’t a complete idiot. He graduated from high school (barely). Did as his country told him, fought in a war, and came back with all his body parts still attached (surprisingly). Graduated from college and went to grad school, learning enough to get hired by corporate America and promoted to high levels of responsibility (sadly). He fathered a wonderful son who would make any parent proud (thankfully). Finally, he gave up all societal vices so he could live long enough to retire with his loving and supportive wife to a wonderful life of calm reflection, golf, grandchildren adoration, and honey-do chores (amazingly).


  If the unsuspecting readers of these oft drawn-out tales of dumb luck and misdeeds are not somewhat familiar with the general background of the storyteller, please know that he was never officially deemed to be insane, crazy, touched in the head, cracked, cuckoo, nuts, or even a few bricks, screws, or cards short. At worst, he might be inclined to agree with his deceased uncle, an evangelical Christian preacher, who spent many Sunday mornings chasing Heywood down to make him attend prayer meetings at a small country church. When the subject of Heywood’s heretical, stubborn, free roaming, and overly inquisitive nature came up, the same uncle was reported to have offered up an opinion averring that, “That boy’s different.”


  So, having forewarned the readers that they are going forward at their own peril, it’s time to get to the rest of the storytelling regarding the life of one Heywood Fetcher.


  



  



  



  



  ~The Great Escape


  



  The first Heywood adventure to be recounted occurred when he was in the first grade. At the time, circa 1951, his family was living in one of the larger former Civil War border state communities where he attended class in an older inner-city school building. What Heywood recalled most about the aging nineteenth century three-story red brick structure was the fire escapes. If you can imagine all metal three-story circular grain silos situated on three sides of the school building, you’ve got the picture. But instead of being hollow to hold thousands of bushels of grain, these silos contained metal slides to allow school children to get out of the building’s upper floors as fast as possible in the event of a fire. No running over one another in a mad scramble for the narrow staircases. Instead they only needed to get in line, walk calmly to the closest emergency slide, and get ready for the ride of their young lives. Heywood couldn’t recall experiencing a fire, but he recalled the practice evacuations that occurred several times a year. Every kid in the school whose classes took place on the upper floors lived for those days. Heywood wasn’t the only six year old kid who actually thought about bringing matches to school to set a waste basket on fire so he could get more of that prime slide time.


  The next thing Heywood recollected was the teacher’s, what he considered at the time, too great of an emphasis on attendance. He often inquired as to just how much advanced education those martinets expected a first grader to absorb in a day anyway? Even at that early period of his existence he recognized the need for moderation in most things. How many times can a kid show enthusiasm over a fictitious farm animal jumping over a fence or a moon or whatever it was that got jumped over? He needed a break.


  Heywood took it upon himself to go do some exploring off the school grounds one morning while all his school chums went about squealing like little pigs whilst they played tag for perhaps the millionth time.


  Heywood had earlier become aware of the school’s proximity to the city’s then primary downtown shopping and movie theatre district. He had been there numerous times before in the company of his older brother as well as with his parents. In fact, the main shopping street was no more than five or six city blocks away from his home. Heywood had stood on the playground peering longingly towards the tall buildings in the distance on numerous occasions before one day finally deciding to make his move. It wasn’t hard to get away without being noticed. The teachers always gathered to one side, trying very hard for the short time available to them to ignore the shrieking adolescents romping with glee only yards away.


  One day Heywood simply walked slowly towards the schoolyard gate, running alongside the busy city street only yards away, slipped through and was on his way before anyone had time to take notice. Within minutes, he was a block away heading for a street lined with multiple movie theaters and department stores. Not once during his several block stroll did he notice a single person taking any interest in his solo venture. The whole world spread out before him, and he would not allow any of that pesky grass he heard adults talk about grow under his now unshackled feet. There were movie theaters to check out, department store windows to view, and possibly a bum sleeping in an alley to gape at. All considered primetime viewing opportunities to a young and adventure hungry lad.


  That is exactly what Heywood did for the next hour – he walked up one side and then down the other side of the busiest commercial street in the entire city. He checked out, in detail, what was currently showing on each of the five downtown movie theaters. Only a single venue listed anything that excited him to pester his older brother to condescend and let him tag along with him to the movies. Although he could not recall the title, he knew without a doubt it involved cowboys, Indians, knights on horses, tanks, pirates, WWII, or Lash Larue, his favorite cowboy. The man had a whip. Need one say more? Lash didn’t try to outdraw the bad guys, he merely flicked his long whip and the varmints shootin’ iron went flying.


  Heywood didn’t know how long he roamed the main shopping district street before his presence began to attract attention, but eventually it did. First, an usher, standing in the doorway of the movie theater where he lingered admiring all the movie posters depicting hirsute men bearing swords and shields glaring defiantly towards all the pedestrians on the sidewalk in front of the movie show, called out to him asking what he was doing there alone in the middle of the day. Heywood told him it was none of his business before he ambled on down the street to check out the next movie venue.


  Wouldn’t you just know it, another nosey usher standing in the doorway of the next theatre where Heywood stood for a time evaluating the merits of the current movie being offered for the public’s viewing pleasure also questioned his singular presence on the busiest shopping street in town. Heywood told him to take a hike also before deciding it was probably time to start heading back towards the school, some six or seven blocks away.


  Heywood had just about made it to the corner where he knew to turn back in the direction from whence he originally came, when he couldn’t help but take notice of a black automobile fender pulling up just to his left and inching along at the same pace that he walked. He knew something was amiss. He may have been young, but he regularly took notice of those things that looked out of place and this black shining fender creeping along beside him looked very much out of place. Heywood didn’t stop to look nor did he hasten his pace or start running. He decided to wait and see what happened. After all, he was walking along the single busiest street in the entire city. If someone bothered him, he would yell like crazy.


  The standoff, or maybe more correctly the walk-off, continued for another minute before the black fender made its move. In a split second, the fender moved up to a position just to his left. That’s when Heywood figured he would take a quick look to see if he needed to hit the afterburners and leave whomever it was behind. He didn’t get that chance because as soon as he turned to look he was met with the bemused smile of a policeman. Heywood didn’t exactly stop walking, but he did slow down to see if there was anything in particular about his person that attracted interest.


  The smiling officer riding shotgun asked the first question as they crept along together. “Are you by yourself, young feller?” the officer asked politely.


  “Yes, I am,” Heywood replied, having nothing to hide. He wasn’t a fugitive after all, just a kid who had gotten tired of playing the same stupid, you chase me and I’ll chase you games back at the school yard. He had determined a long time ago that if he went to all the work of chasing something down then he at least wanted the option of hitting it with a stick. Why else would you chase it? There has to be a point in doing something. Simply saying, “Okay, now you chase me,” just didn’t work for Heywood. In all fairness, getting hit with a stick when they got caught didn’t seem to work for all the sore losers who refused to play his game more than once.


  “Shouldn’t you be in school right now?” continued the inquisitive policeman.


  This was a trick question. Heywood knew that a simple yes or no would not work. If he said yes, he would be in trouble. If he said no, he would likewise be in trouble. This kid didn’t just ride into town on the rear end of a tobacco truck, he decided.


  “I am in school. I’m heading back now. I’ve been on recess,” Heywood declared without blinking.


  “Recess?” asked the befuddled officer.


  “Yes,” Heywood responded before the officer could continue. “I wanted to see what’s on at the movies. I got tired of playing their stupid games so I took a walk.”


  The officer had heard enough. “Get in the car!” he said rather loudly as he opened his door to get out so he could tower over a kid who barely came up to his waist.


  “I’m not lost; I know where I live. It’s down that way,” Heywood said to the officer while pointing directly to his right, which is to say he pointed towards a retail store right in the middle of the block.


  “In the car,” the officer said again as he opened the door.


  “Well okay,” Heywood responded while doing as told and getting into the back of the car. “But I’m pretty sure my mom’s gonna be mad at me for gettin’ in a stranger’s car. I’m not supposed to do that.”


  By this time, the officer was reseated in the front of the vehicle. “Where do you live? What’s your address?” he asked in a tone of voice that came nowhere close to resembling the polite voice he first used when the police car initially drove alongside.


  “What about school? Shouldn’t I go back?” Heywood inquired in the politest tone of voice he could come up with.


  “Do you want to go to the jail so we can call your mother from there? Is that what you want?” asked the officer driving the car.


  “I live in the house next to the dry cleaners at Brook and Walnut streets. You can drop me off there,” Heywood politely answered, having become fully aware of the seriousness of his situation. If at all possible he did not want this to go any further than this little group. He already had several priors on his mother and father’s homemade rap sheet. If they got wind of this, one of his parents might just go ahead and follow through with one of the several previous threats to render his rear end incapable of enjoying a real sit down for many weeks if not months.


  Heywood didn’t just sit there like one of his classmates, the goofy knock-kneed fat kid who liked to eat boogers and always came to class each morning with the residue of several jelly sandwiches bearing witness to his being the most fortunate son of probably the nicest parents in the world. Heywood got the same bland oatmeal every single day with but a single half spoon of sugar to mask the forever coagulating concoction’s criminally bland taste.


  Anyway, his woefully undeveloped brain immediately went into high gear. He needed to think quick or it would be no “Howdy Doody” for him for a month or even longer. He really didn’t know that he could go on living if he didn’t get his daily fix of Howdy Doody, Buffalo Bob, and Clarabell the Clown via their brand new black and white television set with the huge twelve inch diagonal screen. No telling what that crazy clown might do to his main man, Howdy, without his daily support. Wasn’t he the one who always screamed to tell Howdy when that pesky clown tried to sneak up and blast that infernal air horn in his ear? That clown was a menace.


  It didn’t take long for his captors to deliver him to his place of residence - a brick, three-story structure originally built back during the gilded age when wealthy families occupied mansions along the broad avenues radiating from the bustling city center that now were partitioned into smaller apartments occupied by working class families recently arrived in the city to seek employment. Heywood worked feverishly to concoct a story that just might have the slightest chance of lessening the butt whooping he expected was awaiting his arrival.


  “Well, thanks for the ride,” he said to his captors as they pulled to a stop right in front of the once stately residence now showing signs of urban decay. “We live around back, but I’m tall enough to open the gate, so I won’t need any help from here,” Heywood added as he waited for someone to open the back door from the outside.


  The officer riding shotgun eventually turned to the driver after checking out the premises and informed him he would take the kid back and let his mother in on Heywood’s little escapade. Before long Heywood stood beside the officer outside the police car, his strong hand holding tightly to the collar of Heywood’s shirt.


  “Show me the way, kid,” he said, not bothering to even look down to see Heywood grimace at the realization that his mom was going to have to stand in front of a public official and explain just how thoroughly she was going to apply the big belt hanging on a hook in the living room for such occasions to his rear end.


  Heywood started to say something, but he never got the opportunity as the stout-armed officer started them walking in the direction of the six foot tall gate located on the far side of the structure, beyond which the rear apartment was located. If he had not had to practically skip along with the toes of his shoes barely touching the sidewalk, Heywood might have been able to come up with a few more suggestions as to how they might resolve this small matter without bringing it to his mother’s attention. The gate required the officer to reach up and unlatch it, opening the way to the rear of the house and in Heywood’s estimation, another one of those flaring nostril, steam coming out of her ears, bug-eyed, butt-spanking events that would in later years probably get a parent put in counseling.


  His mom must have heard the squeaking gate or seen them coming through the kitchen window because Heywood heard the screen door slam as soon as his feet touched down on the other side. He knew it was going to be bad because not once did his soon-to-be wild-eyed assailant look to see who had brought her wandering child safely home.


  “Hi, mom! Guess what I’ve-” was a far as he got into his flimsy account of his newest escapade before the rubber hit the road or, in this instance, before his mom had one of his ears twisted so far it could have been mistaken for an attempt by an inept three year old to put together one of those Mr. Potato Heads where the ears can be put on backwards.


  What happened next went on way longer than necessary, if anyone would have thought to ask Heywood what he thought. His mom and the grinning police officer stood facing one another discussing the prolonged torture session that Heywood expected awaited him as soon as he was securely inside the house where no other human could see what went on or hear him scream. Moments later the satisfied officer headed back to the cruiser, obviously pleased about the prospects of Heywood being beaten to within an inch of his life and also being denied his day’s most important activity, spending time in front of the TV with his main man, Howdy Doody.


  It was with heavy steps that Heywood preceded his mom through the door into the foreboding residence. He could tell from her forceful grip on his shirt collar that something special awaited him for this most recent offense. He had certainly taken notice of the near desperation apparent in her voice as she embraced him upon his initial arrival. Whatever awaited him would most likely be memorable. His instincts told him something he would probably recall far into the future was about to happen, and he was right. For as soon as the front door closed behind them, his mother turned abruptly to face him. Then she dropped to her knees and embraced Heywood with all the strength her trembling arms could muster and cried for the longest time. She did not have to say another word, for this was much worse than a spanking. Heywood knew right then he never wanted to see his mother cry like that again.


  



  



  



  



  ~Unguided Missiles


  



  It must have been after Heywood’s eighth birthday, following the family’s move to a small rural community, that he became somewhat obsessed with the subject of aerodynamics. The word ‘somewhat’ is used because when one looks up the definition for aerodynamics it explains the interaction between airflow and the movement of solid bodies through air. As it’s purely the movement of solid bodies through air part that piqued Heywood’s curiosity, a qualifier is needed here. He loved to see those solid bodies go flying through the air towards other solid bodies.


  Heywood was not able to take all the credit for the single invention that, for good or bad, set him apart from his peers. His peers being defined as any male child past the second grade who understood that most things existed for the single purpose of having something thrown at them. For an adult, a mailbox out front alongside a gravel road existed for the purpose of providing a temporary collection point for mail delivered to a home. For a country boy, having recently discovered how much mayhem can be created by the simple action of picking up only one of a bazillion rocks strewn randomly along miles upon miles of country roads and tossing it at an unwary metal box atop a post, ten, twenty, or thirty yards away, life finally had meaning.


  Of course, life evolves, and sooner or later young country boys tire of limiting their efforts to chucking rocks at beaten up and often barely recognizable paper collecting contraptions situated so profusely alongside each and every country road. That’s what happened to Heywood, at least for the most part. It’s possible that he may have been contented with the mailbox rock chucking for a while longer if not for the interference of the local constabulary, but it’s doubtful. After a long spell of open season mailbox rock mauling, some nosey bureaucrat down at the post office started pushing for the small town’s only law enforcement officer to get off his lazy rear end and catch those hooligans intent upon the destruction of government property, namely all those dented up mailboxes. Before you could say “there’s a skunk in the henhouse,” somebody posted signs around town claiming it was a federal offense to destroy said property and offenders would be fined and/or punished to the fullest extent of the law.


  Was this an inconvenience to all the young rock-chuckers in town? Probably, but it’s at those precise moments in history when genius often bursts forth. This is where Heywood came in. He had been mulling over an idea for some time (a week) that he felt sure would carry the entire group of erstwhile pre-pubescent mailbox maulers into the next generation of random projectile launching devices.


  Actually, the idea should have come to him even sooner, but as he was closing in on nine years of age, he came to the realization that he had developed a thing for girls. Bang! He no longer got upset when those ponytailed little vixens came around telling Heywood and his buddies how stupid they were and that their daddies said they were a bunch of juvenile delinquents not worthy of the time of day. Heywood even found himself looking around for something to help him paste down that dadgum cowlick that refused to lay flat with the rest of the hairs on his head.


  His new projectile launching idea made sense in so many ways. First, it ensured battlefield superiority for months and, maybe, years to come. Next, it practically assured that his group of kids would not have to worry about getting knots on their heads from a lucky rock flinger. Probably best of all, they could now fling almost anything they wanted at their sworn enemies, the Southtown hooligans, from up to two hundred yards away: rocks, lumps of coal, horse turds, eggs, (but this was risky because punishment was severe for egg stealing), and perhaps the all-time best projectile of all - walnuts, still green and in the husk. Those babies could be two inches in diameter, plus the shape and weight caused these munitions to travel much farther, faster, and truer. In essence, they now possessed the bomb.


  Heywood’s idea required the gang to take control of some semi-wooded piece of real estate providing an uncluttered view of the nearby contested terrain. Then, with but the addition of a bushel of walnuts still in the husks and two red (no longer serviceable, but not patched more than a dozen times) rubber bicycle inner tubes to tie in sling shot fashion between two strong saplings, and they ruled.


  Heywood long retained a vivid recollection of the very first time they loosed their ultimate weapon upon their unsuspecting rivals. It had taken them most of the morning to haul all the walnuts and the other equipment down past Mr. Decker’s pig lot and then through Judge Hatcher’s pasture, which sat right next to the rock quarry reeking with late summer stagnant water holes, to the planned field of battle. The gang didn’t know who owned the mostly timber covered acreage the young explorers claimed as their own. For as long as they could all remember it was just the place where kids escaped to build imaginary castles to delay for one more day the passing of those glorious moments of their youth. On this particular occasion, there was gonna be a new sheriff in town.


  They planned ahead to make sure they had plenty of time to set up their little surprise for the Southtown gang. They really hated those guys, but they probably should have felt sorry for them as they all came from less well-off circumstances.


  Heywood knew that some of the guys lived in shacks and wore the same clothes every day. That didn’t mean they didn’t have any pride. They knew they could beat up Heywood’s gang, and sometimes they did, just for the heck of it. More than one of the town’s best athletes was raised in a shack located in Southtown. No, this wasn’t about money, social position, class, or any of that stuff. This was about being kids. Most of the kids Heywood knew didn’t give a hoot if you were rich, poor, tall, short, dumb, or smart. What mattered was: could your bike out race the other guy’s bike, could you hit a baseball farther than the other kid, or how many raw hotdogs could you eat before you puked? Later when they all got taller and tried to act well beyond their age, they finally got to the ultimate comparison of who had the longest pecker. Heywood sadly admitted to still having mental scars from that ego deflating experience.


  Returning to the seminal event that gave cause for this short story being written, all preparations were made and Heywood’s gang’s newest surprise was ready and awaiting the expected presence of the enemy tribe. Heywood knew they would come snooping around sooner or later. The rule was if you weren’t presently occupying it, then it wasn’t yours. The small knoll from which Heywood observed their foes arrival down in the valley that had witnessed so many hit and run encounters now drew none of the semi-crouching enemy war party’s attention as they approached the field of action.


  Heywood was the one who received the honor of welcoming their sworn adversaries. He took his time testing the covering of several un-husked walnuts before finally settling on the perfect missile. The selected projectile was neither too soft, nor too hard. It was, to Heywood’s estimation, just right. Taking the two, now tied together old inner tubes in hand and securely placing the selected walnut within the folds, he turned until his stance was directly behind and in the center of the two stout saplings employed to serve as integral parts for the homemade launcher.


  Everything was ready. Heywood would wait until the enemy walked into the field of fire. Not once during the minute they all squatted there waiting did their adversaries look in the direction of Heywood’s gang. This was going to be sweet. There are so few times in a young person’s formative years when he actually feels he has the upper hand, or any hand, for that matter. Right then you could have called Heywood’s gang, The Band of the Hand, because they had it all.


  Heywood’s plan was to wait until the entire unsuspecting group, presently busy sneaking up on the small clearing under the limbs of an old hickory nut tree used by both factions as their official meeting place, congregated together in their usual celebratory fashion when discovering the site empty or recently abandoned. Heywood figured that if they were all in a group his chances of getting a direct hit would be improved appreciably. Mere seconds remained before he would let loose their newest weapon in an effort to overcome the vastly superior brawn of the Southtown horde.


  The tension among his supporters was obvious. Heywood surmised that because one of his fellow gang members started farting loudly and continuously, while another brave lad began hiccupping. It was okay, though, because they were far away from the expected impact area. That site criteria requirement was Heywood’s idea. If the worst happened and the enemy survived the shelling to discover their position and came up the hill after them, Heywood wanted to have a head start on the, by then, thoroughly irate recipients of the fat walnut artillery volley who would undoubtedly come running at them with visions of mayhem. Actually, that particular aspect of his plan probably played a very big part in Heywood deciding to go through with it. If things went bad (meaning they started beating up Heywood and his gang) he felt sure he could get home and lock the door long before any potential assailants arrived at his door puffing and panting. They could also expect to be welcomed by Heywood’s part boxer, part something else, big and mean, standing on four legs dog who hated all the taunting Southtown ruffians because the dog so often saw them sitting on top of Heywood beating on his head. Heywood figured things would die down in, maybe, four or five years when he could probably risk coming outside to sit on the porch.


  Onward crept the oblivious marauders into the open space which both sides claimed as sacred ground. Heywood’s primary aiming point became the tall skinny kid with the scary elbows. That’s what you had to watch out for when it came to fisticuffs, those long pointy elbows. The guy knew it, too. While others tried to show off their muscles to frighten potential brawling partners, this guy took off his shirt to put both of those spear points on display. Even if he didn’t take his shirt off you knew something was weird as his sleeves never came anywhere close to touching his wrists. Heywood personally saw him bend over to touch the ground one day and he swore the kid’s head never got below his rear end. Heywood thought he looked like a skinny bench.


  The enemy halted in the middle of the small clearing to check around in all directions to ensure no ambush awaited them, as had been the case more than one time before. However their attention was limited to the immediate area and not one of them thought to peer into the distance, where the ambushers watched their every move. Elbows, the leader, even gave out a couple of hoots while proudly displaying his elbows, of course.


  If the fat kid who farted when he got nervous hadn’t punched Heywood in the side of the knee from his concealed position behind a small cedar tree, Heywood may have tarried even longer. This moment was one he wanted to be able to recall, so Heywood took note of every small detail. He then placed the anointed walnut into the folds of the specially selected bicycle tire inner tubes, backed away from the saplings until satisfied he would not overstress the anointed tubes, took one last look at his aiming point, a lower limb on the distant hickory nut tree, and loosed the projectile.


  Instantaneously, he became aware that his idea had worked. The path of the speeding projectile did not drop more than a yard over the entire distance it covered before crashing into a lower limb of the hickory nut tree. Near pandemonium ensued. The fat kid farted so loud that it was suspected he may have crapped in his pants before starting to cry. At the same time, the hiccupper took off on a hiccupping binge. Only some quick thinking on Heywood’s part - he gave the hiccupper a couple of quick slaps on the back to keep him from passing out from lack of oxygen. All during this time, Heywood giggled like a six year old school girl. He couldn’t help it; life was good. There was a God, and he approved of their flinging walnuts at a horde of hooligans.


  While the confused group down below hurriedly chattered amongst themselves trying to ascertain what the heck was happening, Heywood readied the next round, and this time he would not aim so high. Only seconds later, another round was out the tube (so to speak) and on its way. Sure enough, Heywood’s aim was right on course. This time the projectile looked as if it would find the target. Visions of Elbow’s head saying hello to a two inch diameter, fully loaded walnut husk, danced in Heywood’s brain like those sugarplums fairies in that old Nutcracker song.


  Alas, his second shot missed, passing within a foot of the main antagonist’s nose and disappearing into the thick tall weeds forming the rear boundary of the clearing, and still, none of the target group knew what the heck was happening. Their collective reaction was to stare intently up into the branches of the usually welcoming hickory nut tree. Heywood quickly determined he had time for one more attempt before a member of the target group figured out what was going on and led a charge up the hill. He had to make this next shot good.


  Heywood took a look around to ascertain the status of his thinning out support group. Things looked pretty bad. The chubby kid with the suspected soiled pants lay in the tall grass whimpering as if he knew things were going to get very intense and that he was in no condition to make a getaway. The hiccupper stopped hiccupping, but he too looked as if he’d come to realize too late that his short legs would not serve him well when the stampede to the rear started. Fortunately, Heywood had already figured that his own level of courage would last just about long enough to get off one more round. Then, as he viewed it in the clearer light of day, it would be every former club member for himself.


  “I’m getting the heck out of here,” came the frightened declaration of one of the kids Heywood normally considered to be something close to a loyal supporter whenever a disgruntled member felt a need for new leadership. He wasn’t a good friend right at the moment, though, simply because he now wanted to bail before they did any real damage with their once in a lifetime game changing weaponry.


  “One more shot,” Heywood pleaded. “I’ll get that big elbowed freak the next time, I swear.”


  The whole gang thought about it before giving him the go ahead, but Heywood also noticed that everyone, except for the fat kid and the short legged hiccupper, were edging their way towards the rear as he hurriedly loaded their weapon one last time before he also employed their about-face charge strategy. Heywood knew he needed to hurry as the gang down below began to scan the entire area to locate whatever it was that had them so frightened. Heywood’s hands shook as he fitted the final unhusked walnut into the now familiar folds of the long rubber bands. “Please, please, please,” he mumbled as the red rubber inner tubes willingly followed him the several yards in the opposite direction of the intended target.


  “You better hurry up cause I’m gettin’ the heck out of here before they see us,” voiced the original naysayer.


  Heywood paid him slight attention as he needed to direct all his mental energies towards the momentous task at hand - smacking the elbow freak up the side of the noggin with a fat green walnut. Heywood was a half second away from letting loose when he heard the screams from below.


  “There those sniveling little creeps are. Get’em,” yelled the elbowed freak as he punctured the air with his flailing elbows while attempting to draw the scraggly members of his gang’s attention to the attackers’ no longer hidden position atop the distant incline.


  That did it. The hiccupper went into spasms. The fat kid more than likely laid another pile in his pants if the even stronger odor told the tale. The rest of the gang started crashing into each other as they attempted to claim the single escape path exit point at exactly the same time. If Heywood hadn’t already locked and loaded their only means of defense, he’d have probably been right there with them flailing away in a pile after tripping over one another.


  What happened next is still something of a blur, but somehow Heywood did let loose of the rubber bands holding the husk encased walnut representing, most likely, their last chance to ever exact revenge against their Southtown tormentors. Heywood soon realized that the trajectory was too low. Disappointment pushed aside his fear of being pummeled by the ruffians starting to move in their direction, but he also realized that he yet had the best opportunity of being the first former member of the club to get to the escape path. It was a narrow path which would mean that all those following behind would be caught first allowing Heywood to have a better opportunity of escaping unscathed, excepting for the severe damage done to his suffering reputation as a gang leader and strategist.


  Heywood glanced back towards the path of the low flying projectile right as it, as expected, took an early dive towards the ground. The reality that his grand scheme had failed again pretty much took the wind out of his sails. He was weary of trying so hard and getting bested by a bunch of Troglodytes. By the time the Southtown gang got to the top of the incline, he would be leading his disheartened gang members in a most disorderly retreat. This time, for sure, the surviving members would come together and vote him out of office. He would no longer be the main honcho or, what they would call today, the alpha male. He might even be relegated to sharing a tent with the chubby kid or worse, the hiccupper, if they ever again got to go on a camping trip, that is. Things were looking bleak.


  Experiencing great disappointment at the prospect of the third attempt also failing to do righteous harm to the leader of the reviled Southtown gang, Heywood resolved to do a one eighty and run for his life. Then a miracle happened. The vision of the incident survives undiminished in Heywood’s memory to this day. The low flying projectile, which had already been given up on, received some last second help. Heywood still didn’t know what the projectile hit, but whatever it was caused the embodiment of all his hopes and dreams of outright disaster befalling his mortal enemies to become a reality. In simpler terms, the walnut glanced off something hard on the ground and smacked Elbows square in the nuts. The kid hit the dirt face-first and laid there unmoving. Of course, the remaining leaderless ruffians stopped their charge to gape in disbelief at the groaning, unmoving lump, lying face down in the field.


  Heywood, too, stood immobile amazed at the wondrous sight to behold. The cries of sheer agony grew even louder. Their mortal enemy was in real pain. Even his gang members halted in their tracks to marvel at the sight. But was this merely a clever ruse to halt their determination to run for safety?


  “Let’s hit’em again,” came the cry from a gang member who earlier threatened to provide Heywood with real competition for being the first one to gain the lead in the expected hasty retreat.


  Seizing the moment, which often is credited as being the main determinant in turning sure defeat into a glorious victory, Heywood hurriedly loaded the giant slingshot with another round. A fourth ill-aimed, unhusked walnut soared just above the heads of the unbelieving and leaderless Southtown ruffians tearing a lower branch clean off the hickory nut tree. The leaderless mob danced around their face down and moaning leader like a bunch of headless chickens. An amazing resolve filled Heywood’s fellow gang members with a determination to continue the fight unlike ever before.


  “Let’s hit’em again,” came the call from the ranks. And that’s what they did. This time Heywood aimed just above shoulder high to allow for some drop and then let loose another round. Two of the targeted group members smashed into each other face first as they jumped to keep from getting hit by another of the projectiles that were wreaking havoc upon their groveling lives. Climbing to their feet while cursing one another for getting in the way, they looked back up the hill to witness Heywood and his excited fellow artillery men bringing more ammunition so Heywood could carry on with the assault.


  The next time Heywood looked down range after reloading, he was in for a shock. For what he witnessed was formerly unthinkable. The entire group of Southtown hooligans was in retreat. The best part of it was watching them drag their face down, clutching his privates, leader by the heels as they scampered back over the same route they so boldly used to enter the field of battle only minutes earlier.


  What Heywood did next surely solidified his recently questioned leadership position. He used one last projectile to place a limb breaking shot just over their heads as the Southtown hooligans continued their ignominiously hasty retreat, a retreat that would be recounted with pride around future campfires for years to come.


  Right at that moment, Heywood expected every kid in his walnut flinging group stood a little taller and grinned a little wider. They all probably learned something about life that wonderful day, though no one ever agreed on exactly what it was. For Heywood, it taught him to try to get along with others. If that didn’t work, well then, tie an inner tube between two strong saplings and smash them in the testicles with walnuts.


  



  



  



  



  ~A Tale of Two Chickens


  



  Having two stories about chickens lingering amongst Heywood’s shrinking brain cells was in no way a comfort to him. Since those stories survived the test of time, they have a right to see the light of day just as much as the other stories.


  Heywood’s reluctance to revisit the incidents related to feathered fowl food providers might be due to the violence factor surrounding this so-called domesticated branch of animal husbandry. To start with, there is nothing domestic about it at all, and as the story progresses, the readers will begin to understand.


  A little background first, though. Heywood could not recall a single blue collar household, residing within a half mile of the area of the small country town he lived in, not having chickens. If you didn’t raise chickens that usually meant your family enjoyed a level of income that allowed you to purchase store-bought eggs, as well as chickens already cleaned and dressed. Even the poorest of families could manage to raise a couple of chickens. The only real difference about raising them in town was you had to have a fenced yard or at least a fenced enclosure. They would eat just about anything: table scraps, bugs, grass, earthworms, slugs, any kind of old fruit and berries. With but a half dozen laying hens, a family could have all the eggs they needed, and when the hens finally did quit laying you fried them in a skillet for dinner - that being the midday meal and not as city folk claim the evening meal which every country boy knows is supper.


   Unfortunately, Heywood’s mom ignored his and nearly everyone’s warning that keeping a rooster around was both unnecessary and counterproductive if you ever expected to be able to sleep in on the weekends. In Heywood’s opinion, there was nothing ruder than being awakened by a testosterone boosted rooster at sunrise on a morning one didn’t have to get up and go to school. Heywood personally made it a point to stay close to home one earlier summer weekend morning to watch his dad take a hatchet and dispatch one particularly disagreeable feathered menace. That rooster must have lived for that special moment at the very beginning of the day when Mr. Sun began to show signs of rising in the eastern sky. Heywood recalled being so repeatedly traumatized by this creature’s pathetic rendition of the very simple refrain, cocka-doodle-do, that he often lay awake dreading the inevitable screech he knew was forthcoming. Schrock-cra-cra-bra-brooble-broo, he swore, is what that stupid rooster shrieked every single morning. He got so desperate that he hung out by the chicken pen mimicking, over and again, what he considered to be the correct version of the only thing that stupid bird had to say, hoping the bird would take the hint and do it right. Somehow, this little incident got back to the grade school principal who called him in to inquire if he had finally gone completely nuts. They could say things like that back then. The principal seemed somewhat relieved when Heywood assured him he had no delusions of actually being a rooster and was only trying to teach the rude, slow-witted creature how to do his job.


  It seemed, according to most of the so-called professional clinicians Heywood ended up talking to during his youth that he might be in possession of what medical professionals now call an “attention deficit disorder.” Back then the old codgers that came to town every Wednesday to park their dusty pickups around the courthouse square to sell produce and eggs plus buy bootleg whiskey would simply say, “That boy’s different.” Heywood expected that by giving it an official name, “attention deficit disorder,” doctors could charge a lot more money to tell a parent their kid had it.


  Keeping the preceding paragraph in mind, it should not be that difficult for the readers to develop some level of understanding as to why it became necessary, in Heywood’s mind at least, to do what he did. What he did, Heywood always argued, was not entirely his fault or of his own design. He was certainly complicit. He’d admit that. But there were others to blame. Heywood had a history that was widely known in the community, and adults had a pretty good idea of how he would respond to various stimuli. On one particular occasion the stimuli was a brand new Red Rider BB gun. Heywood admitted it was not an overnight decision on the part of the adult component of his family to finally shut him up after he lobbied for at least a couple of years to have Santa Claus deliver into his little hands the cause of so much potential mayhem. But they did. And what he did then was go wild game hunting.


  Fortunately, being a kid with such a vivid imagination, he didn’t have to go far to locate all the big game he needed. In fact, he only needed to look as far as the chicken pen. To anyone else the inhabitants of the pen were mere chickens, but to Heywood they were “lions, tigers, and bears.” But he had to play it cool for a while. He did all the usual stuff first, like shooting cans, tulips and anything else that bloomed, a big noisy piece of tin, even train boxcars that went past his house a couple of times a day. Then one day his parents must have had a memory lapse and left him home alone while they went to buy groceries.


  As Heywood later recalled, he took all of three minutes to decide on putting a ladder up to the side of the garage so he could climb on top of it to get a clear view of his planned target area - the chicken pen. It was still early in the day which meant the tiles on the roof were not yet scalding hot. He was smart enough to find some long pants as he had gotten his knees skinned up real good the last time he got up on the roof to scout out an idea that was finally going to become a reality.


  Heywood checked around as soon as he got on the roof to see if anyone had spotted him. He couldn’t trust the nosey neighbors as they apparently had some kind of neighborhood warning system operating of late. Seems the entire neighborhood believed it was now to their advantage to pass along reports on Heywood’s whereabouts whenever he went outside of the house, for any reason. If he actually left the yard, some kind of emergency signal system made sure all the neighbors knew about it immediately. A bit much if you asked Heywood which they never did, of course. Those crazy people acted as if he wandered about with a gun, maybe a gun exactly like the gun he held in his hands right then?


  Heywood scanned the entire neighborhood from his lofty rooftop perch and saw not a single individual out and about to set off an alarm announcing the nutty kid they all feared was afoot and actually carried what looked to be a firearm. He later recalled the relief he felt as he turned his attention to the proposed task at hand - to add some weight to that stupid rooster’s rear end in the form of BBs, and he had a lot of BBs to make sure he got the job done.


  Moving over to the side of the garage roof that sloped down towards the chicken pen, or what Heywood considered enemy territory, he quickly espied the targeted varmint. His pulse quickened as thoughts of what awaited his long time tormenter raced through his mind. Heywood had visions of a certain rooster doing a dance as he loaded his rear end with BBs. Later he officially recognized that particular moment as his first truly spiritual experience.


  The first shot went way wide. He must have been so engrossed in his mind’s image of a particular rooster’s eyes popping out as one of the tiny bronze pellets penetrated his feathers and lodged itself into his back side that he jerked the trigger. Not a single bird paid the slightest attention to the sound of Heywood’s trusty Red Rider’s first sorry attempt. He knew he needed to calm down and get relaxed before expending the next BB. That’s just what he did. He took a couple of deep breaths, slowly raised the weapon, took aim at the widest part of his target’s posterior, and squeezed the trigger ever so slowly.


  Glory be! Heywood whispered, mimicking his uncle, the preacher’s favorite saying. All of the long months of built-up resentment towards a single recalcitrant rooster fled Heywood’s consciousness. He was free! That stupid rooster must have jumped six feet in the air, and Heywood caused it. Soon, all those inglorious moments he’d experienced as the foil of that feathered fiend would be but a bad memory. He slowly cocked his newest and now most trusted friend a third time making sure he did nothing to cause his scampering-around-in-circles adversary to move out of the target area. He aimed Old Reliable, that being the name Heywood gave his BB gun during the mere seconds that had transpired since the amazing initial event, looking only at the widest part of his target’s posterior. This time there was no chance of him blowing the shot. Slowly he squeezed the trigger.


  Heywood only wished he could find the words to convey the elation he experienced as his favorite target launched itself straight upwards while shrieking some kind of rooster SOS plea for help. That’s when Heywood decided to take a minute to reflect on his good fortune. Maybe there is a God after all, he told himself. Maybe he had been too hasty in warding off his uncle’s plea to go with him to the church and assure the salvation of his mortal soul. The moment of magnanimity was brief for his favorite target ran through the chicken door his dad had cut in the side of the henhouse and disappeared from view.


  Now what was he to do? Heywood had at least another hundred BBs in his pocket to use on that rooster’s back side. He couldn’t open the henhouse door and fire away at a cornered rooster. That wouldn’t be the sporting way. The critter had to have at least some room to dodge his relentless BB attack. He had a sure enough quandary on his hands.


  Heywood sat there atop the garage roof gazing down expectantly towards the small chicken pen, still not sure how to proceed. If he remained on the roof much longer he risked being discovered by his parents upon their return from the grocery store. If they found him there with his Red Rider, he would be in a real pickle. He had to think of something fast. He turned his attention to the remaining feathered fowl presently loitering down below in the pen. It took less than twenty minutes, at most, for Heywood to empty his entire reservoir of BBs into the rear ends of every chicken dumb enough to stay out in the open. His heart was all aflutter as he hurriedly descended from the roof after having finished his mission. This had been a very successful safari.


  During the days that followed, Heywood practically gloated in private at his coup. He had gotten away with the chicken hunting expedition. He did not intend to act rashly and repeat his earlier triumph too soon. He would be the soul of patience. If he did it right, he could expect to go on future feathered-fowl safaris long into the future.


  But alas, things did not go exactly as he hoped. As a matter of fact, things went really, really bad within a couple of weeks. He didn’t think his little feathered fowl hunting plan far enough into the future. Afterwards, it was easy to recognize his shortsightedness. He should have recalled that his mom periodically chose a couple of hens that were no longer contributing to the production of eggs as unwilling participants in her biweekly Sunday skillet fried chicken dinner main course. Imagine her surprise after plucking off the feathers and finding the chickens’ backsides embedded with multiple BB pellets.


  Heywood long afterwards could still recall the shriek she let out for the whole neighborhood to hear. He also recalled with much trepidation her next words, “Heywood, you come in this house right now!”


  What was he to do? He was busted. His only recourse was to walk inside and take the punishment like a man. And that’s what he did.


  It was a frightened and penitence-seeking child that presented himself to his angry mother that long ago day. Heywood knew what was in store for him. His mother, as usual, would order him to stay right where he was while she went outdoors to break a small limb off of one of the several trees that surrounded their house. Then she would come back inside to give him several good (and exceedingly painful) whacks on the back of his bare legs as he hopped up and down, restrained only by her firm grip upon the collar of his shirt.


  Then, when she felt satisfied her son had surely learned his lesson, she would let go to watch Heywood, screeching in agony, run outside to finish his loud and hopefully convincing crying. Only this time it didn’t go off as usual. Heywood, anticipating the remote possibility of this particular event transpiring, and being what he considered an industrious young man, days earlier took a stepladder and went around the entire house cutting off every low hanging limb he suspected she would try to break off and use as a switch. Heywood counted four complete circuits made by a desperate and befuddled arm flailing, fire-breathing woman seeking out one of the, heretofore, plentiful small limbs she had always before found so easily. Finally she stopped running, revealing a helpless woman dismayed at not being able to find her usual implement of torture - the likes of which had always been so readily available before.


  What happened next, Heywood, unfortunately, had not anticipated. Her eyes opened wide as the reason for her present dilemma became apparent. “Heywood!” she screamed as she hurriedly made her reentry into the house on her way to the bedroom seeking out a suitable replacement to allow her to go forward with her plan to beat his backside until he wouldn’t be able to sit down for a week. It didn’t require a genius to figure out what she would be looking for in the master bedroom, the bedroom where his father kept all of his very large and menacing looking belts. Heywood’s plan had failed and he was out of there.


  Heywood didn’t stop running until he was a quarter mile away at the meeting place where most of the kids in the area congregated to participate in their daily hijinks. A big walnut tree beside a small creek with a deep hole where water pooled throughout most of the summer marked the spot. Heywood stayed there for the rest of the day swearing to himself that he was never going back home knowing, for sure, the severest form of punishment would be waiting. It started to get dark in the woods, and Heywood was getting pretty hungry. Plus, he didn’t think he’d ever really totally discounted Skeeter Sadler’s tale about him being abducted by aliens at this very site so they could suck out part of his brain to get information to help plan an invasion. Also, his dad would probably be home by then, so he surely wouldn’t let his mom kill him, he figured.


  It’s amazing how a mom’s attitude can change after it gets dark and a child is nowhere to be found. That’s what Heywood learned that day when he quietly slipped back into the well-lit home to find his mom worried sick and awaiting his return. She displayed none of the earlier anger. That had disappeared as soon as his whereabouts could not be determined. Heywood knew he had amazingly dodged a very big butt whipping. Unfortunately, his dad, who returned home at about the same time from having looked the town over trying to find Heywood, caused Heywood to wish his mom had gotten hold of him first after all. His dad didn’t waste time going in search of low hanging limbs as he had a big wide belt on his person. Every time that belt made contact with Heywood’s rear end, he swore out loud that he would never again shoot the chickens, cut off tree limbs, get up on the garage roof to shoot or throw things at anything or anybody, refuse to go to church, or tell the whole town how his aunt, who was also the wife of his nemesis, the evangelical preacher who wanted to save him from the devil, was a vicious, neck wringing, chicken murderer.


  This brings up the second chicken story. It is one thing to fill a chicken’s rear end with lead, but it’s another thing to murder them. On those occasions when various, so-called professionals invited Heywood into their offices for the purpose of inquiring into the nature of his questionable cogitation processes, he felt compelled to relate to them specific crimes that he had repeatedly witnessed that very possibly altered his ability to assimilate data rationally. Namely, his aunt’s blatant disregard for the feeling of the witnesses of her all too regular murderous raids upon the flocks of free ranging chickens she always kept on the farm. Heywood knew of what he spoke as he saw it firsthand. To this day he retained harrowing visions of headless, bleeding chickens running amongst screaming children as they scampered out of the way. His aunt didn’t just murder a single chicken. She would appear, seemingly from out of nowhere, grabbing unsuspecting chickens and ripping off their heads with her bare hands, leaving them to run amongst the kids flapping their wings wildly while the blood gushed forth from the holes where their little innocent heads used to be. What kind of lesson did that impart to children who only wanted to run around the yard gleefully playing a game of tag? What if one of his stupid cousins, who also witnessed the frequent chicken massacres, decided that ripping heads off of little kids would be more fun than tagging? Heywood knew it bothered him. There were a couple of cousins that probably could have done it, too.


  Needless to say, Heywood’s uncle, the slow-footed bible thumper who only wanted what he said was the best for Heywood, was down on his knees praying for his sinful and simple minded nephew to see the light, lest he otherwise be consigned to purgatory. He usually ended his short talks with Heywood by asking him if he wanted to go to heaven.


  Heywood told him that certainly not for the next hundred years or so and maybe never if whoever was in charge kept allowing people to kill each other in all those nasty wars or die for lack of food, catch diseases that had no cures or even let people like his aunt rip chickens’ heads off in front of little kids. This usually caused the reverend to pray even louder. Heywood never took personal offense at his uncle’s frequent pleas for the salvation of his slow-witted sinful nephew’s soul. His uncle was a good and, Heywood believed, a well-intended man. Heywood had already determined at an early date that a kid was going to need some luck to make a go of it in this crazy world. And if, in fact, his uncle had the ear of the creator of the universe, then by all means go ahead and put in a good word for one of his very curious and often confused children.


  What lessons did Heywood learn from these two seminal events relating to feathered fowl? That’s easy. Always shoot the neighbors’ chickens and never go to your aunt’s house if you’re wearing feathers because she might rip your head off and leave you flopping around in the yard.


  



  



  



  



  ~The Rude Engineer


  



  One of the many (Heywood was told) less attractive character traits he developed about the time he reached the third or fourth grade had to do with his insistence upon not being ignored. Heywood never said he had to be the constant center of attention, but he did take offense at being outright ignored. He didn’t think it was asking too much for another individual to respond to his inquiries, especially, if offered politely. That’s what he generally did. He was usually happy to await his turn. He realized he wasn’t the only person who might have a question or even a response at times.


  Heywood tried especially hard to be polite when dealing with adults. This proved difficult because adults usually acted as if young people had nothing of value to contribute or were undeserving of a serious response to most questions. But the greatest offense forthcoming from most adults, Heywood believed, was to simply ignore the youthful questioner by acting as if they were not present. This tactic, even at such an early age, really got his hackles up. Heywood needed some kind of response - even an “I’m busy right now!” would work. At the very least, “If you don’t shut up, I’m going to hit you,” would suffice. Never act like a person is not there when they ask you a question, seek directions, or simply say hello with a wave. Especially not saying hello with a wave which is exactly what this next story is about.


  Maybe it has not yet been mentioned but during Heywood’s eventful early years, he lived in a small country town. His home was located out towards the edge of town where a, yet to be paved, dusty gravel road ran close by. Running along the other side of the house lay railroad tracks upon which coal-fired locomotives belching black clouds of smoke passed by several times daily. Amazingly, Heywood could not recall a single time he was awakened during the night by the passing of these trains. One of the reasons he didn’t awake, undoubtedly, was because all the crossings were provided with automatically activated flashing lights, backed up by an equally effective clanging bell. That meant the engineer did not have to blow the train whistle.


  During those afternoons when Heywood busied himself outside in the yard instead of terrorizing residents in other parts of town, he often awaited the arrival of a particular locomotive usually driven by a particular train engineer who, over time, began to garner much of Heywood’s attention. The reason that Heywood, yet to this day, could provide a description of this engineer was because the engine had an open cab. You could see straight through the open cab to the embankment on the other side of the tracks and as the tracks running past the house lay about eight or ten feet below grade of the adjacent property, the viewer usually looked the guy straight in the eye from not more than thirty to forty feet away.


  It must also be noted that growing on the fairly steep embankments facing the railroad tracks from both sides were many small saplings sprouting up from the fertile Kentucky soil. Every few years some specially outfitted railcars would go up and down the line whacking off the saplings as well as any other shrubs trying to reforest the rail bed banks. The reason this is mentioned will become clear later.


  It may have been explained earlier, but Heywood was well known around the small town for being quite competent at chucking things, that’s throwing things for any city folk readers. He chucked rocks, baseballs, softballs, walnuts, apples, pears, pumpkins (punkins), and footballs (although there were no organized football teams within fifty miles). Also one does not throw basketballs, they shoot basketballs. Nor did anyone throw tennis balls, probably because no one ever had any. They didn’t have any because nobody played tennis as there were no tennis courts. There was one additional thing Heywood became somewhat adept at throwing – homemade spears.


  With the availability of so many young saplings growing on the banks alongside the railroad tracks it was easy to take a small hatchet and fetch five or six, six foot long saplings, to be carved into spear shafts. In less than fifteen minutes a kid could fashion himself an arsenal of prime chucking rods.


  Following another incident where the stoned-faced engineer refused to acknowledge Heywood’s enthusiastic greeting as the smoke-belching locomotive passed by Heywood’s house for the millionth time, he got straight to work on his plan. He intended to make sure that the next time the train came by the engineer would finally understand there was a certain young lad waiting for him who would no longer abide his uncivil behavior, especially since the rude train engineer had to have seen the same kid standing in the exact same place waving his poor tired little arm until it felt as if it might drop off simply hoping to receive indication that his loyalty and adulation were appreciated.


  The very next afternoon following Heywood’s arrival home from another long and mostly tedious day at school, he made preparations to show this rude train engineer his profound displeasure. His plan was fool proof and simple: either the guy replied to Heywood’s polite gesture in kind or Heywood would throw a spear at him. Even as a young lad he liked to get to the point of the matter, so to speak.


  As Heywood recalled, it was a very nice day weather-wise, not too much sun, not too much wind, it was just right. Heywood could visualize his quarry, sitting nonchalantly in the open engine cab, his really neat engineer’s cap pulled down snuggly on his forehead conveying the confident attitude that naturally went along with the job of guiding a one hundred ton piece of smoking black iron along untold miles of track. The engineer’s forearm would usually be resting on the cab window sill, the same forearm Heywood hoped time and again would make even the slightest effort to acknowledge the existence of a kid who held this engineer’s train driving skills to be right up there with the amazing guy who operated the machine that scooped up all the rock at the quarry and put it in a big pile or maybe the lucky guy that drove the asphalt paving machine he would use to turn the gravel road alongside Heywood’s house into a real highway. Things pointed to a good day - a day where he would have closure one way or another.


  At the expected time, Heywood looked off to the south taking notice of the plumes of black smoke rising towards the clear blue afternoon sky announcing the arrival of the object of his totally focused mind. Being familiar with the event unfolding before his eyes, he reviewed his plan. He intended to wait patiently for the train’s lead engine, the one that always carried the stuck up engineer, to pass by his usual position approximately thirty feet from the spot where the engineer would be sitting doing one of two things. The first and most important thing the guy should be doing, at least in Heywood’s mind, was returning the wave of a friendly (unless he was constantly ignored) kid. Otherwise, the engineer’s eyes might be bugging out as they took notice of a long pointed object hurtling through the air in his direction. As Heywood reflected upon this event from a place long into the future, he remained stunned at how simple life was back then. Either wave to a kid as any normal person would or live forever with the image of a six foot spear hurtling towards you. Life’s only hard if one makes it hard was Heywood’s motto.


  By the time Heywood refocused on the approaching train it looked to be less than a hundred yards away from the target zone. He lifted the missile of retribution, positioning it shoulder high, while he placed his left foot forward just like quarterbacks did as they prepared to throw a football. A mere fifty yards remained until the engine entered the launch zone, directly to Heywood’s front. The potential target could clearly be seen sitting exactly as he always had before - looking straight forward with his arm resting on the cab window sill showing no interest in anything much less a friendly young lad who merely wanted to be taken notice of, just once.


  Heywood waited for another half second and let lose the shaft. His timing was perfect. The engine’s open window and the wooden six foot long attention-getting spear arrived at the same precise point in the universe at the exact same instant. He was not sure, but Heywood believed he saw the stuck up engineer’s eyes open about as wide as grapefruits the instant they took notice of a long slender shaft passing by about an inch in front of his nose. Heywood never heard a scream, saw any movement, nor heard the train’s brakes squeal as they would have if the emergency cord was pulled. The whole thing was over in a second. It did take a couple minutes for the trailing train cars to pass by his spot, but they didn’t count.


  It was a disappointed young man who slouched towards the edge of the embankment rising above the empty rail bed. Everything was still the same. The guy who drove the train took no notice of the adulating young man who only wanted for the driver of the most amazing piece of machinery in the whole world to acknowledge his existence.


  Heywood stood looking down at the empty tracks as he had done hundreds of times before feeling empty and alone in the universe. Would it have been so hard to even raise one finger in acknowledgement of the existence of a little kid? He stared at the opposite bank for a time before coming out of his deep funk to turn away heading for the house and his awaiting supper. That’s when his eyes fixated on a single wood shaft sticking out of the far side embankment. He realized then that he hadn’t really thought about where the spear might end up. Maybe the people in the train cab hadn’t even noticed his gesture of extreme displeasure at the engineer’s snobbery. That idea made him even more depressed.


  The following day being Sunday, the day which Heywood usually spent hiding out from his uncle who always tried to get him to a church on the “Lord’s day” as he referred to it, Heywood had little time to think about the disappointing events of the previous day. Life would have to go on like it always had.


  That’s what Heywood thought, at least, until he was sitting comfortably in his school seat the following Monday morning. After roll call had been taken, he pulled his math book out of the desk so he could sit dumbfounded with a bunch of kids torturing their brains to add, subtract, multiply, or divide a bunch of numbers. Who really cared if two rabbits, plus two rabbits, divided by two rabbits, equaled two rabbits? He tried to tell the teacher he didn’t really need to go to all the trouble just to get the same two rabbits! She had told him to sit and be quiet, as usual, and he was eager to comply, but then the school principal came into the room and entered into a hushed conversation with the teacher.


  Like all the other kids, Heywood tried to ascertain, via their motions, whether something had come up that would disrupt the class, hopefully, allowing him to draw pictures of army tanks or rocket ships instead of having to plod along acting as if he was really paying attention to the teacher’s math for idiots lessons. That’s when he started to get worried. About every ten seconds his teacher and the principal would stop talking and glance in the direction of Heywood’s seat. He knew there was little possibility of one of the other kids sitting in the area being the center of attention. This had something to do with him. Heywood hurriedly tried to recall any unusual events that may have involved his person, but he came up with nothing. Whatever it was, he knew he was innocent.


  “Heywood, would you please accompany the principle to the office?” asked his teacher in her most accusatory voice.


  To the office? Heywood asked himself. He had only just gotten to his seat. What could he possibly be blamed for in such a short period of time. This had all the markings of a setup. Some of his ratfink little friends were obviously trying to lay the blame for something they did on him. He felt confident he could clear up this little misunderstanding in no time.


  His self-assurance lasted all of one minute or the time it took for him to enter the principal’s office to find the local sheriff waiting to see him. This scared Heywood as he knew the guy kind of had it in for him. At least a couple times a week, his black and white cruiser would slowly pull alongside Heywood as he walked on one of the many gravel roads that led to his home. Usually the sheriff didn’t stop but kept rolling along beside Heywood as he walked.. His questions were always the same. Did Heywood have any throwin’ rocks in his pocket? Did he have any idea as to what happened to another one of Mrs. Cooter’s screeching tom cats? Or did he have anything to do with putting a burning bag full of fresh cow turds on the school principal’s front walk causing him to suffer severe anguish upon attempting to stomp it out in his stocking feet? Just the usual questions you might expect law enforcement officials to ask young country lads most everywhere.


  Once seated, Heywood immediately became like the Sphinx. Whatever they wanted out of him, they were going to have to pry it out. He had been on his best behavior lately. They would have to blame whatever had happened on someone else.


  “Heywood, did you throw a spear at a train yesterday afternoon?” asked the principal.


  Heywood sat stunned. The whole incident had been blown way out of proportion. All he had done was let a very rude train driver know that his snobbery was not appreciated. Heywood doubted that the instrument he employed to express his profound displeasure at the engineer’s rudeness came within twelve inches of the guy’s nose.


  “A spear? What kind of a spear?” Heywood inquired, hoping to delay the inquisitors long enough for him to fabricate a plausible story that might direct part of the blame back towards the engineer, where he was sure it belonged.


  “Boy, do you remember the butt whoopin’ you got the last time I took you home and told your momma about you sawin’ down that cedar tree in old Mr. Cooper’s side yard right before Christmas and then taking it to his front door and sellin’ it to him to raise money to feed all the hungry dolphins in Kentucky Lake?” interrupted the sheriff.


  This was totally unfair. That particular incident occurred over five months back. How long were they going to hold one small mistake over a kid’s head?


  “Maybe you’ve forgotten that whoopin’ you got when I took you home that time you and that crazy Basham kid climbed up into Mr. Craddock’s apple tree to steal as many apples as you could stuff in a burlap bag that got so heavy it caused the limb both you idiots were sittin’ on to break. You both fell eight feet to the ground and laid there with the wind knocked out of you while his wife swatted you with a broom. If I hadn’t come by, she might still be flailing away at your backsides to this very day,” added the perturbed law enforcement official.


  This brought another thing to mind that Heywood disliked about adults. They remembered everything that kids did. You ask them something about most anything other than what kids do and they can hardly remember. But just bring up some small, insignificant incident concerning a kid, and they can recite it chapter and verse. Heywood had to come up with something. Both of his inquisitors had clammed up and put the ball squarely in his court. He knew he had to think of something fast.


  Heywood considered throwing himself upon the mercy of the court, so to speak, until he recalled that the court was on a first name basis with his parents since they found it necessary, so often, to discuss suitable punishments to discourage a certain curious young lad from what they considered to be ill advised and destructive activities. Heywood decided it was time to come clean, to fess up to the wrongs he had done. He needed to straighten up and get with the program. He would change his ways and try to become a model of good behavior. He could do it if he really tried. He knew he could. At least until folks forgot about this, in his mind, insignificant incident.


  “Well,” said Heywood, remorse ever so apparent in his tone of voice, “I guess it’s time for me to take my uncle’s advice and give myself to the Lord. He’s always saying he’s my only salvation. My uncle said more than once that there is a devil inside me and only by going to church could I ever expect to get help. So that’s what I’m going to do. You will never have to worry about me again. I’ve seen the light. From now on I’ll be spending my time helping others so you won’t need to be concerned about me anymore.”


  Heywood sat quietly, head bowed, eyes concentrating on his feet as he attempted to ascertain if his accusers witnessing this most recent attempt by Heywood to talk himself out of another round of corporal punishment bought his story. After another minute Heywood was almost convinced that things were looking pretty good. Maybe he wasn’t going to get wacked with a board after all.


  His inquisitors walked to the back of the room to confer regarding Heywood’s miraculous change of attitude. He couldn’t make out what they were saying but he could imagine they were relieved that he would be on his best behavior now that he would be dedicating his life to working for the Big Guy in the sky.


  After another thirty seconds his captors turned to face Heywood. Both displayed smiles that obviated their relief regarding his sudden conversion. Heywood tried not to display any confidence regarding his inquisitors buying into his newest attempt to feign contrition.


  “Well son,” said the principal, “we did a little inquiring ourselves just now, and you’ll be happy to know that the Big Guy, you just referred to, is very pleased that your heart now belongs to him.”


  Heywood’s relief became obvious the moment they voiced those wonderful, nonthreatening words. But, it was short lived.


  “Unfortunately for you,” said the smiling principal as the sheriff gleefully handed him a four foot long paddle that always stood in a corner, “he also informed us that whenever we deemed it necessary to provide you with guidance relating to inappropriate public behavior, your rear end still belongs to us.”


  Whack, whack, whack!


  



  



  



  



  ~Gone Picking


  



  This story took place during the summer between the fourth and fifth grades. That would mean Heywood had somehow miraculously survived to the ripe old age of 9 or 10 years of age. There existed any number of locals who would have lost money betting that he could not possibly live that long considering the messes he always seemed to be getting into. His presumptive spiritual advisor and uncle, the preacher, even put a few greenbacks down on Heywood not making it.


  As Heywood recalled, his fellow explorers (meaning any kid stupid enough to get involved with him and his weird sense of adventure) always looked forward to the latter part of the summer as it meant blackberries were ripening all over the county. Blackberries were a cash crop for most all the young lads in the area who suffered from a dearth of ready cash. An energetic kid could get fifty cents for every gallon bucket of fresh blackberries he brought to market. This was a sure thing. Easy money if easy money ever existed. All they had to do was scout out the area and locate the most promising looking patches. It made no difference whose land the selected patch was on. Heywood and his recruits could reasonably expect to get onto the property, do their job, and get the heck away without being caught. The group bided their time by readying their equipment - that being any bucket-like contraption with a handle capable of carrying big, fat, juicy berries. Then when the day came, they met up early in the morning and set out, forthwith, to make their fortunes.


  Usually the same guys went along every year. The reason this fact is mentioned will become clearer as the story progresses. They were a merry band indeed that one particular August morning as they met up at Wilson’s Grocery Store for another attempt to gain riches via the red hot blackberry market’s hunger for fresh picked berries. There was Lester and Fester (brothers), guys Heywood thought of as cousins (even though they were not) probably because he spent about as much time at their house playing as he did at his own home. They were about the best friends a kid could grow up with. Sometimes his cousin, Henry, went along as well as Morgan, the mayor’s son. It’s never a bad idea to have friends at City Hall. Morgan had polio and needed to wear braces but that never slowed the kid down. He could shinny up a tree, run with a big pilfered watermelon, or throw a rock at old Miser Claxton's tin-roofed barn as well as anyone. Plus he had a really cute little sister. She had pretty blond hair and a smile that would light up the night sky. Heywood didn’t recall her paying much attention to their desultory observations, but he did recall the first time she ever smiled at him. That was just before she asked him if he really was as stupid as he looked, and acted. He was so taken aback with her actually talking to him that he started giggling uncontrollably until he farted, which he blamed for ending any possibility of their building a more long term and personal relationship. Just bad timing, that’s all.


  Getting back to the original subject of blackberries, the group covered the couple miles distance to the selected patch in little time. They were eager to get their pails filled and head back to town where they could easily sell their treasure for ready cash. Everyone set right in as the prickly vines were weighed down with what looked like a gazillion lush, ripe blackberries. As every bush looked to offer up a veritable feast, there was very little jockeying for field position. Heywood, being always on the alert for a more favorable position or opportunity, hurried to a location that looked as if the sun’s burning rays would not be a problem for some time. Therein he set to work making his fortune. This time, he told himself, he would not be the one who went home with the fewest berries. This time he would come away as the big dog. He would be the one saying thank you to the nice people for slipping a couple of warm coins into his deserving palms in exchange for the biggest, ripest, blackest blackberries ever produced in the county.


  Heywood started off at a feverish pace, and within minutes, the bottom of his trusty pail was covered with beautiful, tasty-looking berries. That’s when things started to go wrong. Already his hands were bleeding and stinging from so many thorn scratches. Plus Heywood had worked up a thirst from all the walking to get there. He figured it wouldn’t hurt for him to take a drink of water and rebuild his energy levels by eating a few of the berries already in his bucket. All he had to do was pick a little faster when he finally did get back to work, and he would have his empty bucket filled to the brim.


  Eventually Heywood did recommence his berry picking and wouldn’t you just know it, somebody smacked him upside the head with a big juicy berry. Well, that could not go unanswered. Nobody got away with smacking Heywood in the head with anything, much less a juicy blackberry. He looked around but couldn’t tell who the offender was, yet he had his suspicions. It must have been Morgan, the kid with the braces. He was a known troublemaker. It didn’t matter anyway as they all had done something to Heywood at some time in the past that he needed to get even for.


  The next several minutes became one big let’s all pummel Heywood with handfuls of big juicy blackberries. Heywood later admitted to being shocked at the animus displayed by individuals whom he’d always thought of as a support team. Now, everyone was throwing at him, Heywood, their spiritual leader, the guy who worked night and day to come up with the interesting and, very possibly, character building adventures they were so often involved in. Without him they were just a bunch of snot-nosed pre-post-adolescents, and not the local gang that had the attention (if not the respect) of every homeowner who owned a cat, dog, chicken, an apple, pear, peach, plum tree, grapevine, watermelon, strawberry patch, hay barn, big oak tree with a stout limb, or a creek with a hole deep enough for swimming. The guys always got a stern look from the local constabulary as they cruised by any location that served as a place to congregate. All their names were written down in those little notebooks the officers always stuffed into their bulging, sweat-stained shirt pockets. If any mischief occurred in Heywood’s part of town, they came looking for him. Local adults knew their names: that Hanks boy, that goofy-looking Carter boy, that kid with the gopher teeth, etc. And what did Heywood get for all his hard work in bringing their existence to the attention of the town elders? Apparently squat. No respect. He was being assaulted with big, luscious, good as gold blackberries. They were throwing money at him.


  When it was finally over, everyone started blaming everyone else for starting the fight. Heywood didn’t say anything as he knew he didn’t start it. He simply sat back and started eating all the ruined but still eatable blackberries on the ground around him. Soon all his former pals were doing the same thing. No one talked; they just ate. So the bruised berries were partially covered with loose dirt - who cared. Half of the kids regularly dined on most any varmint you could skin and put in a skillet with some flour and bacon grease anyway, so a little pasture dirt wasn’t going to hurt anybody.


  The next thing that happened, as it did every year, was they argued loudly for several minutes as to who owned the blame for starting the blackberry fight. Heywood knew he certainly didn’t do it, but his loud disclaimers of any wrong doing soon fell on deaf ears. He tried to tell them it was Morgan, the kid with the braces, which he was sure it was. But the group became even more incensed at his temerity of foisting the blame on an unfortunate kid forced to wear leg braces just to walk around.


  Well that did it. Heywood couldn’t let them get away with disparaging his veracity so he displayed his extreme displeasure at having been so unjustifiably blamed by throwing his empty bucket at his accusers. That turned out to be another bad idea. It meant he was now defenseless and surrounded by scowling juveniles packing buckets empty of the group’s only cash crop. The buckets were immediately launched in retaliation towards Heywood. Heywood got lucky as only a small bucket actually glanced off of the back of his head. It hit the back of his head because he was on his feet and already heading for civilization where he was sure there would be adults around who would prevent his pursuers from prosecuting mayhem upon his person. These guys had had visions of quick riches dancing before their eyes only a short while back and now the dream was shattered, and Heywood had been elected the chief shatterer.


  Heywood had learned much earlier in life that leadership positions amongst juveniles were precarious at best. Kids will turn on another kid in a big city second. They will steal a piece of pie out of your lunch box, swear to a bug-eyed, angered adult that it was some other kid who threw their cat up on the neighbor’s roof, eat all the low hanging apples off the tree out close to the road, or simply fill their moms' laying hens' rear ends with BBs. By Heywood’s reckoning, if you were not the fastest runner in the group then don’t ever volunteer to be the leader. If you can’t out run’em, then don’t try to lead’em. Plus, there would be another crop of delicious blackberries next year so Heywood would have plenty of time to plan next year’s expedition while also finding out who started the blackberry fight. That young man would rue the day he let loose a blackberry in Heywood’s direction. Yes sir, something special indeed would be in store for him.


  



  



  



  



  ~Spelunking


  



  Needless to say, Heywood got out of that little blackberry picking fiasco with the help of his fleet feet and within days all had been pretty much forgotten. Due to the group’s lack of interest or more likely their sheer laziness, Heywood was still looked upon as the group’s itinerary setter. In other words, he was still the chief mischief planner.


  Yet he was fairly sure that he was not the one who came up with the idea that they ought to go cave exploring. Heywood always had an aversion to being confined in dark, tight places like trunks of cars which his big brother and his addle pated friends apparently found so amusing. One never knew when it would happen. A younger student could simply be walking past a group of high school sophomores or juniors, and they would snatch the kid and stick him in the trunk while they went on lying to each other about how cool their bug-eyed, horned-rimmed, half-inch thick glasses wearing, mouth-full-of-braces girlfriends were. As Heywood recalled, those zit-faced Marilyn Monroe admiring, unfiltered Camel cigarette smoking thugs derived entirely too much pleasure out of making his life miserable.


  It was especially gruesome when two or three kids got put in a trunk together and one of them turned out to be Fart Face Decker. The kid let a big fart about every five minutes of his entire existence. It wasn’t his fault as he was from a poorer family that subsisted on beans for at least two meals every day. Heywood remembered the one time he made the mistake of going inside Fart Face’s family home one afternoon after school. About two steps inside the front door his eyes started to burn. Next his throat began to constrict as if he was being tear gassed. The whole room was a gigantic fart repository. He barely made it back outside where he fell upon his knees and promptly puked up the favorite leftover meatball sandwich lunch he’d enjoyed hours earlier.


  But, back to the subject under review - cave exploring. Heywood hated caves. He hated closets. He hated car trunks. So what made him agree to go along with the really stupid idea of getting down on one’s knees and following five or six gray-matter lacking adolescents into a newly discovered opening in the side of a hill, a cave heretofore completely unknown and unexplored by his or any other group?


  It was a harmless enough looking little cave from an exterior vantage point. It was located in a small holler just off a bigger holler they’d walked through many times before. One day one of the guys simply decided to see where a smaller creek led. They had walked along the main creek many times before without taking notice. Within minutes the whole gang was told to come and look at what had been found not more than a hundred yards away through the thick undergrowth.


  There, in front of the gang, after a short walk was an honest to goodness five foot high by four foot wide opening into the hillside. The entire opening was enclosed by a rock outcropping. A continuous stream of water trickled over the rocky base that led back to the main creek. The group stood silently staring at their newest discovery. What to do with this amazing discovery had to be at the forefront of everyone’s mind. Usually they just found dead skunks, crawdad holes, and partially destroyed Private Property – No Trespassing signs.


  This was something completely new - an undiscovered hole in the ground that was surely going to need a name. That part didn’t bother Heywood. It was what came next that caused a shiver to run up and down his spine. What came next was some idiot coming up with the idea of the group exploring this newly found eighth wonder of the world.


  Being well aware of the collective IQ deficiency that plagued this band of rural misfits, Heywood scoured his brain hoping to come up with any plausible reason to strongly suggest they table this matter for another day’s discussion. This way he would have time to come up with several alternatives to their getting down on hands and knees and crawling deep into the bowels of the earth. As far as Heywood was concerned getting whacked on the butt with old lady Basham’s broom while trying to steal some of her grapes from the arbor she foolishly located much too close to the road appeared to be a much more suitable idea for a bunch of kids who had been known to be frightened of anything related to doing anything in the dark. As far as Heywood knew, caves were about as dark and menacing as anything he could imagine.


  Thinking fast, a habit Heywood learned early in life, he suggested they head back to the big black walnut tree where they usually congregated to give due consideration to important matters. This was agreed upon with but some minor rumbling, and the group retired to their sacred meeting place to make plans for an all-out assault upon their newest discovery.


  All the way there, Heywood continued to think of plausible reasons for the group not to rush off willy-nilly to make an assault on what he, quite frankly, considered an ominous looking gateway to Hades. But alas, he was shot down unceremoniously by the entire group. This was something new. He usually managed to gather up some support for his opinions, but not this time. This time a solid front voted to go down into some newly discovered water-leaking hole in the side of a hill. There simply was no way that Heywood could not go along if he maintained any desire to compete for the position of Grand Poobah of the group. This leadership fetish he labored with was beginning to cause him to have second thoughts about the entire matter. No way did he have any interest in being an everyday foot soldier in any kind of group, especially with these lug heads. But was his ambition to be a leader so important that it would cause him to participate in what was becoming, by the minute, a really, really, really, double really, stupid idea?


  After more consideration, which included Heywood admitting, to himself, that his exalted position in this fairly pathetic group of underachievers was about the best he could hope for in the backwater community they blessed with their presence, he decided to go along with these idiots.


  “I say we go back and do it right now,” said Morgan, the one guy Heywood might have expected to back his play if he had been given a chance to offer it. That was it. The rest of the group to the last cerebrally deficient individual chimed in favor of the motion to run back to the new found hole in the ground and crawl inside as far as possible.


  In a tone of voice which obviated his complete displeasure at how quickly the decision had been made, Heywood offered up only a couple of suggestions.


  “What about lanterns? What about a rope to keep us all together? What about water if we get thirsty? What about leaving someone at the entrance in case we get lost? Any suggestions?” Heywood inquired of the group.


  “I got a rope,” said Morgan.


  “We’ll get the lanterns,” offered Lester and Fester in unison.


  “What about you, Cousin Henry, you got anything you want to bring along on this underground picnic?” asked Heywood, his lack of enthusiasm apparent.


  “Nope,” he replied, “but I think I ought to be the one who names it as it was my idea to follow the creek.”


  This idea did not thrill Heywood in the least. Cousin Henry was a good kid but he was totally deficient in the imagination area. Naming a cave would require the efforts of a more worldly individual, an individual like Heywood.


  “We’ll take that idea into consideration, Cousin Henry,” replied Heywood. “Now you boys hurry up and get the equipment as it’s already well past midday. We sure don’t want to be late gettin’ home for supper, now do we?”


  Heywood prided himself on looking at the bigger picture and getting home for supper was one of his daily priorities. He knew that nights were much longer if you were put to bed without any supper and getting home late meant going without supper at his house. With his bottomless pit brothers circling around the table like a bunch of sharks, there would be nothing left but pork chop or chicken bones. Not even a piece of corn bread would remain. Around Heywood’s supper table a kid could lose a body part if one of the youthful food snatchers got hold of a sibling’s finger in a mad grab for the last chicken leg. Grabbing the food item in question didn’t mean the fight was over. You had to get it into your mouth before it was safe to assume whatever it was you grabbed was going to end up in one’s stomach.


  The gang’s excitement level must have been high because it took less than an hour for all the members to return to the cave along with ropes, flashlights, and a compass.


  Heywood inquired as to what use the compass might be to them in a cave where they did not have the liberty to determine which way they would go. In a cave you go in as far as you can and then you turn around and come back out. You don’t need a compass for that, he explained.


  The response he got was not reassuring. The kid named Fester replied that he didn’t care. He only wanted to see if it glowed in the dark.


  Heywood commented that if that’s all he wanted to do he should just get under a blanket with it.


  Fester then told Heywood he better shut up.


  That’s what Heywood did as the group prepared to enter, surely, the newest discovered natural wonder in the world. He also suggested that Fester should go first, seeing as he had the compass. This was quickly agreed to with the idea of his brother, Lester, going next, followed by Cousin Henry. Morgan, the mayor’s son went next, then Heywood, in that order. Heywood was adamant about going in last as he sure didn’t want this bunch of bumblers between him and the only way out if anything happened.


  Heywood crawled along behind the group as they made their way into the small cave opening. With each additional yard they progressed, Heywood’s apprehension grew. Up ahead, he heard a constant clamor of individuals griping about getting their knees wet as they crawled forward over the wet-rock-strewn cave floor. The farther they went, the smaller the cave became. Soon Heywood heard nothing but gripes as more of the brave spelunkers banged their heads and knees on all sorts of protruding rocks. The water was getting deeper and colder. After another several minutes of crawling, griping, and cussing, which Heywood estimated gained them another twenty-five yards, Cousin Henry began to get agitated as Lester and Fester began to reveal what they ate for lunch in the form of bean farts directly into his face. If the loudness, which Heywood could easily hear all the way in the rear, was any indication of the vile stench awaiting him only yards ahead, he was in no hurry to catch up with the pack.


  Just as Heywood expected, things began to turn for the worst. The guys in the rear were ready to rebel, swearing vengeance upon the two farting brothers up in front who were laughing at the plight of the intrepid explorers downwind.


  The way it was going, Heywood expected their adventure would not last much longer. Lester and Fester had gotten beyond the fun of laying down a near lethal layer of gas the guys behind had to crawl through and were beginning to gripe about the narrowing of the cave along with the fact they were also getting wetter and colder the farther they advanced.


  Everything that had happened so far was nothing compared to what the group would experience when the totally unexpected happened: their flashlights ran out of juice. Of a sudden the gas passing brothers were no longer having such a good time. They were the farthest into the cave and it looked as if, within minutes, they would be totally in the dark. They weren’t the only ones to take notice. In fact, every kid in front of Heywood was about to start screaming for their momma if past was prolog.


  Unlike the others, Heywood suspected that something amiss was surely going to transpire once this disorganized group of adolescent adventurers ventured so far out of their comfort zone. That’s why he insisted on bringing up the rear. He didn’t want these idiots climbing over the top of him as they fought to get out of the cold dark cave. That’s also why he had the good sense to count the number of yards as they crawled into the cave. He knew he couldn’t be exact but he could come up with at least an estimate. By his best guess they may have, after all the banging heads on rocks, crawling through water, getting cold and tired, and, finally, having to smell a continuous cloud of bean farts, gone no more than seventy five to eighty yards past the cave’s entrance. Heywood had no intention of telling the moaning and crying kids that choice piece of information. He intended to have some fun.


  “Oh no, what are we going to do now?” exclaimed Heywood in a voice replete with fear. “How are we going to get out of here without any light? We’re trapped in here forever. They’ll never find us.”


  That did it. Heywood’s pretense of a hopeless situation lit a fire under the rest of the frightened group.


  “I don’t want to die,” wailed one of the terrified youngsters.


  “I don’t want to die in this place either,” came the quick response from another frightened lad.


  “Get out of the way,” shouted either Lester or Fester. “I gotta get out of here. Let me out of here!”


  Heywood loved every minute of it. He knew that all they had to do was turn around and calmly feel their way back to the entrance. He had been keenly observant as they crawled into the cave, and he took particular notice of the lack of any additional passages leading off of the one they traversed to their present position.


  “Shut up!” yelled Cousin Henry. “It was you two’s idea to do this in the first place. So just shut up while we try to find our way out of here.”


  Heywood was proud of Cousin Henry standing up to the two brothers. He felt Cousin Henry was smarter than both of them together.


  “I’ll deal with you, you little traitor, when we get out of here,” yelled back one of the brothers.


  At the same time Heywood whispered to Morgan that everything was okay and that he should not be scared. He only wanted to have some fun with the two goofball brothers. Morgan must have approved of Heywood’s plan because he giggled from somewhere in the darkness ahead of Heywood.


  As Heywood began his slow crawl in the direction they had originally come from, he began to fashion a plan to have some fun with the two brothers still moaning and threatening the whole world with mayhem if they did not get out of this now not so intriguing dark and wet hole in the ground. He had remembered shining his, then, working flashlight to the side and discovering what, at first, looked to be another passage leading off from the main passage they were presently in. He gave it a cursory look and discovered it ended in a dead end in not more than ten or twelve feet away from the main passage. Still, he felt he could have some fun with it.


  “Hey guys, I just remembered that on the way in I saw another branch leading off the main cave. I think it was on the left side, so remember to keep feeling the walls and stay to the right. Okay?”


  “What?” yelled one of the twins. “I don’t remember any other passages.”


  “Then find your own way out,” replied Heywood.


  “We’ll find our way out, for sure,” came an angry voice from the rear, “and when we do we’ll sure come looking for you. You’re the reason we’re in here anyway.”


  Heywood wasn’t surprised at the two brothers having forgotten just how strongly they had resisted his attempts to talk them out of this increasingly irritating cave exploring adventure. All was quiet for a time, but Heywood didn’t expect it to stay that way for long. By his estimation, the two goofballs in the rear would be nearing the false passage coming up on the right side of the cave. Heywood made sure all the way along that he kept in contact with the left side, so he would not get led into the dead end.


  Soon, just as expected, the two brothers let loose with some howling that would have made a werewolf jealous.


  “Where are we? This is a dead end. How do we get out of here?” yelled the two brothers in unison.


  Heywood and the others had halted in their tracks at the first signs of distress from the two quarrelsome brothers.


  “Just stay to the left like I told you,” yelled Heywood as he sat together with the other two members of the expedition several yards away in the main cave passage.


  “You didn’t say left, you said right,” came the accusatory response. “You better get us out of here if you know what’s good for you.”


  “You’re crazy! I said left, didn’t I guys?” said Heywood in a loud voice to the two conspirators sitting close by in the main tunnel.


  “Yep,” replied Morgan.


  “That’s a fact,” added Cousin Henry.


  “You’re gonna get it, Henry, when we get out of here,” came the hasty reply from the wayward brothers lost somewhere behind them.


  “Maybe you’re right,” said Heywood. “Maybe I did say right. I don’t know which way to go now. We may all die in here, and no one will ever find our bodies. What are we going to do?” pleaded Heywood. “I think we’re trapped in here forever.”


  “All I know is that you are in for a good flailing as soon as I find you wherever you are,” voiced one of the lost brothers at the rear of the main party.


  Heywood decided it was time to have some more fun with the increasingly bellicose twosome in the rear.


  “You know what, fellas?” asked Heywood in his most fear- filled voice. No one bothered to answer him back so he kept on going with his idea. “It might be time for us to begin to make our peace with the Lord for I’m starting to wonder if we’ll ever see daylight again. I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t want to end up even further down below, if you know what I mean.”


  The two kids with Heywood started to snicker but Heywood pinched both of them before they could be heard by the whimpering dolts lost behind in the cave. “I’ve heard it said by my uncle, the preacher, that if a guy fessed up and asked for forgiveness then he wouldn’t necessarily end up way down there in that place called Hades. He says there is a lot of fire there, so I guess it’s somewhere close to Hell.”


  Heywood and the twosome with him listened for any response from the guys in the rear. All they heard was the sound of whimpering from somewhere back in the cave.


  Heywood took this as a good sign so he decided to press on with the farce. “Okay, so I’ll go first being I’m sure the Lord will be more sparing on all those who are the most truthful in this time of our great peril. So -” said Heywood before he was cut off by two loud voices from deeper into the cave.


  Both Lester and Fester, sounding as if the fear of something sinister was about to come upon them, called out that they wanted to go first as they felt they were just two innocent victims of Heywood’s evil influence upon the whole group.


  “Well, I guess that’s okay,” replied Heywood. “It does look as if you two guys will never be found, even if someone ever does come looking around and finds this cave. Go ahead, but it better be good. Something no one else has ever heard about or it won’t count.”


  All was quiet as the two frightened former tough guys back in the deeper recesses of the cave discussed their plan to save their sinful souls.


  “Okay,” said a much less threatening voice identifying itself Lester. “We got one story that not a soul knows about except me and Fester.”


  “How come you get to tell it? I was there, too. I should get to tell some of it,” cut in another voice that could only have been Fester’s.


  “Would you just shut up and let me start it at least? You know you ain’t any good at recollectin’ things. You’re always gettin’ stories wrong. Like when you told everybody you was the one who ate that whole plate of chicken wings that time at the church picnic. Why you’re too dumb to even tell the difference between a chicken wing and a pork chop, much less eat a plate full of ‘em.”


  “I can, too,” came the indignant response.


  “Why -”


  “Hold on guys,” interrupted Heywood, “why don’t you start off Lester so we can get all this taken care of before we all succumb to the cold and hunger that is surely only minutes away.”


  “Did you hear that, Fester? I’m to get the story started and you can add what little you know later,” said an obviously put out Lester.


  “Huuuumph,” was the only response the distant listeners made out before Lester started in on the supposedly never told to another human being story.


  All this time, Heywood had to constantly restrain the two younger explorers sitting with him who were preparing to enjoy the forthcoming confessions about to be revealed to the world as soon as the two younger kids got back to civilization sometime later that day.


  “As I was about to say,” proclaimed Lester, “the story I feel I must divulge will not be easy for me. It has been a source of embarrassment for my entire family for some years.


  “Okay,” Heywood whispered to his co-conspirators from their forward position in the increasing inhospitable cave. “This should be fun.”


  “Go on,” said Heywood.


  “Well, first off it weren’t my idea; it was Fester’s even though I know he will deny it. All I can say to that is the Lord knows the truth and if I was Fester I would start being careful about who he calls a liar, especially since we are so close to making the big leap so to speak.


  “Why that’s a bunch-” started Fester.


  “Easy Fester, your time will come later,” injected Heywood before the two gray matter deficient goobers could start on one another again.


  “Once again, as I was about to say,” continued Lester, “my poor brother is a chicken torturing, egg stealing, tool of the devil if there ever was one. The Lord knows I’ve tried to set an example for the right behavior we are all expected to display if we ever want to dine at that big kitchen table in the sky. But sadly, Fester must have been lured into his evil ways by the Devil himself.”


  “You better shut up, Lester, or I’ll be putting a couple more knots upside your ugly head if you tell that story again,” said Fester.


  “But I got to brother, we’re getting down to the wire here. We got to tell the truth, or we’ll end up walking on hot coals for all maternity, just like the preacher said,” pleaded Lester.


  “It ain’t maternity, you nitwit. It’s fraternity. The preacher said we will live in a fraternity of evil men and have to eat bugs or something called locusts,” replied Fester.


  “Well, whatever. I just know I don’t want to be chewing on anything that can’t be fried with some fatback drippings for a little flavor,” responded Lester in a voice reeking of resignation.


  “Well, I guess you’re right there,” said Fester. “Go ahead and tell the story of my great misfortune if you think it will keep us from having to eat bugs and getting our feet burnt forever. I’ve heard that forever can go on for a pretty long time.”


  “Well, okay then,” replied Lester. “It all started last fall when Pa got laid off at his chicken head wringing job out at the poultry processing plant. We was having to endure some long nights of chewing on nothing more than canned pickles and flap jacks with but some homemade sorghum molasses to cover up the taste. So Fester and me decided that old lady Decker, over on Bratcher Holler road, had more laying hens than one person should ever need. So we decided to make a visit to her coup one night and borrow a couple of her fat hens to bide us over until Pa got back to work. Pa never knew anything about what we did, or he would have whooped our rear ends till the sun came up.”


  Not a sound came forth from any of the other spelunkers as Lester took a short breather before going on with his story.


  “As I said, we was pretty hungry, or we wouldn’t have resorted to such desperate tactics in the first place. You see, me and Fester was going to prayer meetings regularly there for-” continued Lester, before Heywood interrupted and brought him back to the main story he had been telling.


  “Well, as I said, we was real hungry-” continued Lester.


  “No,” interrupted Fester, “you said we was pretty hungry. That’s what you said, not real hungry. As I remember it, you was the one who was the real hungry one. As you recall, I said I kinda liked the sorghum molasses and pickles.”


  “You better shut up, Fester! I’m trying to save our mortal souls from eternal damnation,” interrupted Lester.


  “Oh, sorry,” answered Fester.


  “As I was saying,” continued Lester, “we crept up to old lady Decker’s chicken coop with nary a soul taking notice. We used Pa’s wire cutters to make a small hole in the fence so one of us - that being Fester, could get inside and fetch us a couple of hens and maybe some eggs. Everything went along real good until Fester, after handing me a couple of fat hens through the fence, decided to go back and fetch a few eggs for breakfast. The trouble started as old lady Decker’s old hound dog, the one that was so old it couldn’t catch a dead possum, started barking like all get out. That’s when Fester came flying out of the coup and got tangled up in the wire fence we’d cut the hole through.”


  Lester paused his storytelling for some reason at that point, and Heywood called out through the darkness asking him why he didn’t finish the story.


  Lester didn’t respond to Heywood but instead spoke to his brother.


  “Should I tell him what happened next?” asked Lester, speaking into the blackness. “It’s not like anyone else will ever find out as we are all going to die in this pit from hell anyway.”


  All was quiet until Fester’s feeble voice came floating through the darkness.


  “Might’s well,” he said, “nobody else is going to find out anyway.”


  “Well, alright then,” said Lester.


  Seconds passed until Heywood spoke up again asking the two story tellers located somewhere behind them in the darkness to finish the doggone story.


  “Well,” Lester said once again, “this is surely a sad, sad story and one that I had hoped to never have to tell to another human being. So here goes. My dimwit brother came busting through the wire and headed off in the darkness before I had time to gather up the two chickens I’d tied up and laid beside me, expecting Fester to hand some eggs through the fence before we skedaddled.”


  Soon, Lester halted his story causing Heywood to ask him to continue the story.


  “Well,” Lester said, “I barely caught sight of Fester heading off in the opposite direction from which we had snuck up to the chicken coup in the first place. I couldn’t holler at him and let old lady Decker know a couple of chicken thieves were on the property. So I hurriedly gathered up the two chickens and headed off in the same direction that Fester had gone.”


  “And?” asked Heywood after several seconds had lapsed.


  This time there was a quiver in Lester’s voice as he began his tale.


  “It was a horrible sight I encountered not more than thirty or forty paces towards the tree line running along the far side of the property. It was the smell that smashed me in the face even before I got to the place where my brother, Fester, stood up to his neck in the vilest pit of human dung this side of hell. Seems old lady Decker was having her outhouse moved to a new spot and whoever had started the project hadn’t finished covering the old hole yet.”


  “I stopped dead in my tracks,” added the obviously distraught story teller. “So frightening was the sight before me, that I dropped the two hens I was trying to pilfer and just stared at the unholy pit from hell. There my brother Fester, was, standing right dab in the middle of a filled to the brim with crap, outhouse hole. I’m telling you the smell caused me to gag; it was so bad. He was completely covered with turd droppin’s. If I hadn’t know who fell into the pit I wouldn’t have recognized him. I didn’t know what to do. I looked around to see if anyone from the house was after us, but I couldn’t see that anyone had even taken notice of that infernal dog’s yapping. That’s when Fester’s faint voice, passing through those now incrusted with outhouse droppin’s lips, asked me to help him out of that stinking to high heavens hole.


  “How am I supposed to do that? I asked him.”


  “If you don’t get me out of here quick, I’m going to start hollering to the high heavens, said the slimy creature I knew to be my poor brother.”


  “I wasn’t about to stick out my hand to him, what with him covered from head to foot with old lady Decker’s outhouse droppin’s. So I took a quick look around, but as I couldn’t find anything, I had to settle on a downed tree limb off to the side. The smaller limbs hadn’t been cut off, but still, it seemed strong enough to help a desperate chicken rustler out of a sure to goodness mess.”


  “I grabbed that stout limb and hurriedly extended the end with the smaller branches towards the sad, sad sight standing in the middle of a sure enough, God awful, open crapper hole. Fester eventually was able to grasp the wooden lifeline extended to him, and soon after, I, ever so slowly, pulled his mostly submerged body out of that pit from hell. That’s when the real horror began. As the weight of Fester’s body, along with his crap soaked clothes, caused the branch to give way, he reached out his free hand in my direction. My mind raced as I tried to decide on what I should do. Finally, my conscience won out and I knew I had to reach a hand out to my brother, no matter what. So that’s what I did, much to my regret.”


  Lester halted his story there causing Heywood and the two kids with him to wonder what was happening farther back in the cave. Heywood was about to make an inquiry, but didn’t get the chance as Lester restarted his tale.


  “Well,” said Lester, in a voice barely heard by the threesome several yards up ahead who were trying hard not to laugh out loud. “What happened next should never, ever happen to a human being again. As I said, I reached out a hand to Fester, and he grabbed hold of it and hung on for dear life. I realized real quick that I was going to have a hard time pulling my brother out of that stinking hole from hell. So I hurriedly got down on my knees to get a better grip. I grasped Fester’s hand as hard as I could. I pulled with all my might, and I could feel my brother’s body come towards the dry earth upon which I knelt down upon. I thought we were going to make it, but then I felt my knees begin to slip, resulting in my body starting to slide towards the foul hole that imprisoned my poor brother whose body was by that time only partly out of the hole.”


  Lester paused.


  “And?” asked Heywood.


  “What happened then should never happen to another human being. Because Fester, getting more desperate, lunged forward grabbing my arm with both his hands to try and pull himself out of that, stinking to the high heavens, open outhouse hole. He was desperate and started clawing at my body to get a good hold. I, at the same time, attempted to get to my feet to get more leverage.”


  “And, what happened?” asked Heywood eager to find out how things came out.


  “The horror of horrors, that’s what,” came the reply.


  “As Fester clawed desperately, trying to get out of the hole, I lost my balance and went head first into Satan’s honey pot. I’m sorry,” said an even more distressed Lester, “but I can’t talk anymore about it. That was the most embarrassin’ experience in both of our lives. And if it were not almost certain that we will never get out of this devil hole to see the light of day again, I would never have told this sad story to another human being.”


  All was quiet for the longest time. Only after waiting a respectable period of time in anticipation of getting some sort of sympathetic reaction from the listeners farther towards the front of the cave, did Lester seek out a response from the, hopefully, sympathetic, spelunkers up ahead.


  “Well, that’s about it for Fester and me,” said Lester. “We’ve gotten straight with the Lord following that terrible incident, so now which one of you fellers is going next?”


  Time passed and not a person spoke up. All remained deathly quiet in the increasingly uncomfortable darkness.


  “I said who’s going next! Me and Fester have fessed up, so now it’s one of you fellas' turn,” pleaded Lester.


  Still not a word came forth from the trio of silent snickering explorers up ahead.


  “Listen here,” said Lester in a much more aggressive tone of voice, “we’ve fessed up, so one of you guys better do some fessing up too!”


  Not a sound was heard.


  “I said, it’s time for one of you guys to come clean and fess up just like me and my brother here just did. Don’t make me come out there and find you,” said Lester with even more malice in his tone of voice.


  “I’m gitten mad,” said an irate Lester.


  Still there was no answer forthcoming. Lester was fuming by this time. “You better not make me-”


  “Make you what?” came a voice from much farther away in the cave.


  “Where are you guys?” asked an agitated Lester.


  “We’re at the mouth of the cave,” answered Heywood. “All you two have to do is turn around, put your right hand on the wall, follow it back to the turn and then with your right hand still on the wall crawl another twenty yards until you see daylight. But we won’t be there waiting for you, as we know a few folks in town who will be interested in hearing about two guys deciding to go night swimming in old lady Decker’s backyard crapper hole and how they both came out of the pool with a nice gooey tan. See ya!”


  “I don’t remember us getting a tan,” piped up Fester. “I do remember it took Ma two good scrubbings with lye soap to get most of that mess off of us. Especially our hair! Boy I’m glad I didn’t go into the hole face first. Why I -”


  “Would you just shut up, you idiot!” yelled Lester.


  “Well, okay,” answered Fester, “but it ain’t like I was the one who pushed you in that hole or asked you to go cave exploring. Why, I was the one who pulled you out, so you ought to be thanking me.”


  “Lord, give me the strength,” said Lester.


  



  



  



  



  ~Biker Tales


  



  Heywood couldn’t recall not mentioning the sad state of affairs regarding his daily mode of transportation to anyone who would listen. He always took any opportunity to set the record straight. “Basically, it stinks,” he would tell them.


  He would tell any willing listener how he had to cover all of what he considered to be the interesting areas of his small rural community on a bike not fit for even those most unfortunate denizens of that Hades place his uncle, the preacher, was always talking about. The piece of junk his progenitors stuck him with was not fit to be in a scrap yard.


  As he thought about it later he could see that his parents’ intention was to provide him with as little opportunity to get out and see the world as possible, and they almost succeeded. He suspected that his bike, for want of a better term, would not be accepted as suitable transportation by even the neediest of young lads. It had no brakes to speak of, excepting the bottoms of his shoes which during the summer were paper thin to start with. The shoes were so worn because in the country a kid never got new shoes until a few days before the new school year started. Heywood never hesitated to bring the matter to his parents’ attention on a regular basis. But it was always to no avail.


  The main reason his parents gave for this abuse was related to the simple fact that the great majority of them believed it was best if their children frolicked amongst themselves during the summer without shoes.


  Heywood could easily see why this custom might work out fine with other kids, but his was a special situation. Heywood was a traveling youngster, so to speak. He wasn’t one of those, “Mom, can I go down the street and play in Bobby’s yard?” kind of kids. Heywood only went down the street to Bobby’s yard to fill their chickens’ rear ends with BBs when Bobbie’s parents weren’t home or maybe to get some of those tasty grapes hanging on the vines out behind the garage.


  Heywood needed better transportation because he always wanted to find out what was over there, up there, and down there. He had been told on more than one occasion by some loose lipped old-timers who had traveled the world, mostly while in the military, that the world was a very big and exciting place. Not only big, but there were mountains, oceans, islands, forests, deserts, and folks called foreigners out there.


  Heywood once asked his teacher what a foreigner looked like one day during school recess period. She, by that time, knew quite well that Heywood could not be dismissed with just any old reply, so she thought about it for some time before answering. “Heywood,” she replied tentatively, “a foreigner is someone who lives in a foreign land.”


  Heywood thought about this for a moment before following with another question, “What’s a foreign land?”


  Heywood’s reply was met with a polite frown from the teacher indicating that she felt this whole thing could get out of hand very fast.


  “Heywood, a foreign land is someplace far away,” she answered, a hint of a smile on her face indicating she believed she had stymied Heywood’s attempt to ensnare her in another one of his seemingly never-ending circular discussions.


  Heywood quietly pondered her response for a time before asking his next question, “How far is far away?”


  By this time his teacher was starting to show signs of stress. Heywood had seen all the signs before: twitching, frowning, rubbing her temples with eyes closed, sweating, and, the most obvious sign of all, praying.


  “That depends, Heywood,” answered the mumbling educator.


  “What about California? Is it far away?” asked Heywood.


  “Ye-yes, it is but-” the stressed out teacher replied in a tentative voice.


  “So my uncle who moved to California is a foreigner?” asked Heywood. “And California is a foreign country though it’s included in that big map you have hanging on the wall that says United States of America on it?” he continued.


  Heywood quietly stood there awaiting a reply to his question while his teacher continued her impromptu mumbling session with eyes closed, rubbing her temples. Before he could ask another question, a bell rang indicating it was time for the adults in charge to round up their frolicking students for a return to a more secure learning environment inside the building.


  But, getting back to the main question, how was he supposed to get around the community on a regular basis if he didn’t have reliable transportation?


  His dad went to a lot of work to make sure he, as the family bread winner, had a reliable vehicle to go back and forth to work five days a week. Heywood felt he needed to keep watch on the goings-on in the community seven days a week. That was going to be hard to do with the piece of junk he had to rely on.


  He regularly made his community rounds at present on a twenty-inch-high contraption that had no fenders, bald tires that had been patched more often than his favorite pair of blue jeans, a broken seat straight from where the devil lives that caused his tally-whacker to get pinched every time he hit a big bump, no chain guard which ensured every time he wore long pants he risked getting his right cuff caught in the sprocket resulting in one leg ending up with ragged holes in the bottom, no handle bar grips, and missing spokes aplenty.


  Something was going to have to give. Heywood intended to press his progenitors harder for a timely resolution to this very serious matter, or else they just might find out that their second son possessed even more of what those medical folks officially referred to as issues.


  There was another serious matter that also needed to be dealt with prior to Heywood persuading his parents to spring for a new ride. This had to do with his cousin stealing his disgraceful source of transportation on several prior occasions. Heywood couldn’t believe it the day he came out of the house to find the nastiest, most unreliable two wheel contraption in rural America missing.


  Quite simply, he was stunned. Who would be that desperate? Or even better, that stupid? How could he be so lucky! If he had had the good sense to think about it, he would have paid someone hard cash to do it earlier. Heywood couldn’t wait to get back inside the house to give his mom the terrible news. Some horrible person had filched her son’s favorite bike. Now, they would just have to bite the bullet and buy him a new one.


  Heywood went about explaining this completely untenable situation while his mom never stopped sorting all the dirty clothes piled before her for the regular weekly wash. At first Heywood thought maybe she didn’t hear him when he apprised her of the most tragic event that had transpired right in front of their home. He reckoned that he would have to repeat the same terrible story, only this time a little louder.


  “Mom? Mom?” he had practically yelled at his mother before repeating the woeful tale of sorrow and great loss.


  Finally about the time Heywood was about to reach over and poke his mom with a finger to get her attention, she calmly turned to him and informed her soon-to-be crestfallen second son that his cousin from down the block had come by and taken his bike earlier that morning. She had assumed that Heywood knew about it, but if he hadn’t, well now he did.


  Heywood was crushed. Only moments earlier he built beautiful castles in the rare air that had surrounded his entire bike riding existence. And now, only seconds later, he was down in the pit of despair. Mentally he had already picked out the color of his new bike. After having had his dreams smashed, he began to focus on how he was going to bring mayhem into his sneaky cousin’s soon-to-be miserable life.


  He would teach that sneaky little twerp a lesson for having gotten his hopes up so high only to come crashing down once the truth came out. If he had taken it and thrown it in a deep creek he would have been Heywood’s best buddy forever. But now, he was going to have to do him some real harm. He would teach him a lesson for being an incompetent thief.


  Heywood devoted the greater part of the remaining morning devising an elaborate scheme to punish his cousin for having been so dumb to have been identified as the thief. If the kid had only told him first, they could have planned the whole thing out. There was a deep rock quarry a short distance away where his cousin could easily have ditched the menacing pile of scrap iron after he was done with it.


  Heywood’s plan, after much deliberation, was to hide out behind the big coal pile out front and jump out and apprehend his cousin, the culprit, when he brought the bike back. What Heywood didn’t anticipate in his plan was not being able to stay awake as he lay in the cool grass under the limbs of a big shade tree. He had no idea how long he’d slept until a slobbering face washing by one of the neighborhood hound dogs woke him up. What made it even worse was that this particular hound was known for eating about anything he found on the ground anywhere. Dead varmints, garbage, dried rabbit turds, slimy snails were all on this hound’s daily diet plan. Opening one’s eyes to find such a mongrel’s tongue licking your face only deepened one’s depression.


  Heywood was about to give the slobbering hound a quick boot in the rump when not twenty feet away from him he saw his sneaky little cousin roll up and throw his bike up against the fence before turning abruptly to make his getaway.


  “Halt or I’ll shoot,” yelled Heywood before his surprised cousin could make a clean get away.


  Having recognized Heywood’s voice immediately, his cousin, who knew he was a faster runner than Heywood, stopped and started to laugh.


  “With what?” his smirking cousin asked as Heywood got to his feet and moved towards the slowly retreating miscreant. “You ain’t got no gun. Why your momma even took your sling shot away for shootin’ rocks at old lady Sadler’s guinea hens she put in her yard to get rid of the ticks.”


  Heywood knew he was right. The little sneak could out run him. Then an idea came to Heywood. That’s one reason why Heywood was so fond of himself, he always could count on coming up with lots of really good ideas.


  “Wait a minute, maybe we can make a deal,” pleaded Heywood. He was getting more desperate by the minute. Somehow he had to get rid of that piece of pig iron from Hell. His potential future as a father was in jeopardy every time he sat astride that testicle pinching contraption.


  “Go on,” replied his suspicious cousin.


  Heywood moved closer to his cousin so he could speak in a softer voice. No need letting the whole neighborhood in on his little scheme, he figured.


  “What would it take for you to come back here some night after it gets dark and actually take that bike there out to some deep pond and toss it way out in the middle?” Heywood asked his cousin in his most conspiring tone of voice.


  His cousin, knowing well that Heywood was in the process of making plans to pull off some neighborhood atrocity, stood there staring at him for the longest time.


  “Well,” said Heywood, “is the question too hard for you?”


  “I’m thinkin’,” responded his cousin, who actually seemed to be mulling the proposition over in his mind. A thinking person never, ever agreed to get involved with anything Heywood was into without fully vetting the deal. One educator, who was from up north, remarked that Heywood’s schemes were what he referred to as purely “Machiavellian.” As Macha-whatever, was such a big word, Heywood guessed it must be important.


  “This could get a couple of kids in big trouble if anyone ever found out what really happened,” said his cousin.


  “As long as we keep it between you and me, how could another person ever find out?” countered Heywood, who could sense his cousin was warming to his little scheme.


  “How much do you think its worth for a fella to keep a secret like that forever?” countered the interested cousin.


  Heywood smelled the greed. “Well, I reckon as we are talking about forever, it might be worth as much as, say, two dollars. Half now and the other half when I get paid for working the preacher’s tobacco crop this fall. Whataya say?”


  By this time his cousin’s bug eyes were visualizing the cash. Two bucks was sure enough big money in a country boy’s cash strapped world.


  Heywood suspected the deal was done. His cousin’s eyes had glazed over at the thought of real dollars bills coming his way. The whole world looked like a completely different place when a kid had two bucks in his dirty jean’s pocket.


  “We never talk about this deal again to another person or even among ourselves,” said Heywood in a whispering voice.


  “Deal,” said his cousin as he looked all around to make sure they were alone.


  “You were never even here,” answered Heywood, likewise, scanning the surroundings.


  Fresh spring days soon turned to summer, and the summer days turned to fall. All was well in Heywood’s small rural community. Heywood, who had been on his best behavior for a time, recalled hearing a, practically yelling, preacher on the radio say one day that “the righteous shall prevail.” Heywood naturally figured that since he had been so handsomely rewarded with a new bike within weeks following the tragic and painful loss of his old bike which he swore he was so fond of and would never ever forget about, he must surely be a most deserving person.


  What do righteous young fellas, like Heywood, do when they have sleek new bikes with real fenders, non-penis-pinching seats, mud flaps, a handlebar bell to ring at their leisure, handlebar tassels, red reflector lights on the rear fender, and a place on the front fender for an honest to goodness shiny chrome light which Heywood’s folks permitted knowing his inclination to stay out after dark? They ride around all the live long day. That’s what they do.


  Heywood altered his normal route once he moved up in class regarding modes of personal transportation. A young man with a smooth ride the likes of which Heywood had no longer frequented the same streets, highways, gravel roads, and haunts he previously did with regularity. His new bike demanded more of him. He even started wearing his prized little league hat, the one he wore when he pitched the no-hitter the summer before. A bike, like the one he toured the town on, deserved the best out of a rider. No more hanging a road kill carcass from the front handlebars in anticipation of throwing it on the front porch of an individual who may have slighted him in some way. One might go so far as to say that Heywood now sat on the front row.


  Consistent with Heywood’s decision to move up in class, he naturally included in his new route around the small community the upscale streets where several of the really cute girls in his class lived. Heywood never let on that he was doing anything more than any young man of leisure owning a super cool bike would do when nonchalantly cruising the town.


  The first few times he rode by the home of a particularly cute little girl from his class and spotted her playing with her girlfriends in the front yard, he simply nodded his head in response to their waves and went on about his business. Heywood could tell from the looks of amazement that they were completely enthralled with his new ride. Life was getting better and better with each passing day.


  As time passed, it seemed as if his admirers were beginning to lose interest with Heywood and his super neat ride. Heywood began to fret about this most unexpected change of events. How could a bunch of cute, but dumb, girls not be impressed on a regular basis with his new bike? Were they crazy? The bike had enough chrome on it to burn a fella’s eyes out if he happened to glance at it from the wrong angle during the midday sun.


  Heywood fretted about this unexpected occurrence for several days until a solution came to him while he was filling his older brother’s gym shoes with chicken feces for having reported him to his parents for taking a short cut on his new bike through the Barnett’s Mercantile Store. His brother hadn’t bothered to tell them that it saved two blocks on his ride home. They were always yelling about Heywood getting home late and then when he showed some initiative relating to their, to him, completely uncalled for concern for his wellbeing, they up and get mad because one old lady standing there squeezing a head of lettuce threw it up in the air when he started ringing his bike’s warning bell for her to get out of the way. It seemed to Heywood that a guy couldn’t win around his house anymore. So what if the head of lettuce hit the floor? Where do they think it was found in the first place – it was growing in dirt!


  Heywood devised a plan to put on a little show for the young girls. The idea came to him while he was watching a rodeo. Those cowboys rode around an arena doing all kinds of tricks, lassoing things, jumping through hoops, jumping over barrels and fences, and sometimes even shooting things while riding on their horses. Heywood didn’t figure he wanted to try most of those things on his new bike, but he figured if a cowboy could stand up on a horse, he could surely standup on a bike and maybe even lasso something. How hard could it be?


  Two long weeks later, Heywood had not completely perfected his act. Try as he might he had failed terribly every time he tried to perform any of the tricks he attempted, especially, the one where he tried to lasso a post. Turns out posts neither run nor move. The part where they don’t move became abundantly clear when he did successfully lasso an old tree stump while coasting down a hill in Farmer McDullard’s back pasture. It was a little bitty stump as far as Heywood could figure, not more than three inches in diameter at most. It had sat there for several years wasting away. Heywood knew that because he had stumbled over it one day coming back from a long trek to watch Farmer McDullard castrate a bull calf. Turned out they didn’t castrate the bull calf after all. What they did was even worse as far as Heywood was concerned. They did something called banding to the poor dumb animal. They wrapped cords around the testicles to cut off the blood so they would eventually rot off.


  Heywood recalled how painful it was that time he tied that string around his finger and it swelled up and hurt like the devil. He could only imagine how the poor calf was going to feel standing around the barnyard all day all bug-eyed with pain because his testicles felt like they were gonna explode at any minute.


  But getting back to Heywood’s new plan, surely a guy on a bike going downhill with his lasso tied to his bike could yank a little stump out of the ground without much fuss. At least that’s what Heywood thought.


  Afterwards as he lay on his back with the wind knocked out of him, Heywood was just happy he hadn’t broken his neck. He revisited the thought process that caused him to come to believe a kid on a small bike with a lasso could pull a small stump out of the ground. Ultimately, he decided, between gasps for breath while on the ground, that the fault was not his. The fault lay with the stupid land owner who had left the stump in the ground in the first place. It was an attractive nuisance. A curious young man would naturally want to see if his trusty bike could pull an ill-placed stump out of the ground. Kids do that stuff all the time. It was the land owner’s fault.


  What was Heywood to do now? He needed to come up with some surefire way to impress the girls with his riding prowess. Try as he might, no ideas came to him that did not run the risk of him ending up on the ground beside his new bike moaning in pain. Heywood didn’t worry as something would come to mind.


  Unfortunately for Heywood, it came sooner. Heywood could see no reason why he couldn’t still pass by his would be admirers’ homes from time to time while he was in the process of coming up with a surefire bike rider trick to impress the young girls. So, there he was again casually rolling down the street, about to pass in front of the home where his soon to be admirers usually frolicked, when wham! He recalled his earlier idea of him standing up on his bike as he coasted by his soon to be admirers.


  He pictured it all in a split second. Of course he could do it. Why hadn’t he thought of it before? All he had to do was get up some speed and then simply hop up on his seat and stand up as his highly polished new bike coasted down the street in front of the, sure to be gaping in awe, cute girls.


  Within a second, Heywood made his move. He removed both feet from the pedals, resting his knees upon the bike’s seat. This is going to be so neat, Heywood thought as he placed his trusty right foot on the seat while he grasped the handlebars. Only one more move and he would be riding into that place where few young country boys like him had ever gone before. Bicycle dare-devildom folklore awaited him. He could do it. Heywood felt sure of it.


  Sometime later when Heywood regained consciousness to find several older ladies kneeling over him in the street, the first thing he heard was giggling.


  Sure enough, the girls he’d wanted so badly to impress were having a gay old time laughing at the recollection of Heywood losing his footing as he’d attempted to stand erect on his new bicycle before slipping and falling flat on his back on the hard street surface. It was probably a good thing it was summertime and the hot sun had softened the asphalt. And honestly, Heywood’s shame at having failed to impress his giggling audience was of little importance when compared to the bent front fender on his new bicycle.


  This was a crushing blow. Heywood realized for the first time in his young life that a guy had to know his limitations. A fella had to find out what was really important to him. Then he had to make sure to take precautions to never risk what was of real importance. Heywood finally knew what was of real importance: his new bicycle. As far as he was concerned, from now on all those dumb girls could spend their time eating bugs.


  Just what good were girls anyway? All you could really do is pull their braids to get them to chase you. Then what? Why, at his own home his dad never chased his mom around or anything. All they ever did was sit around talking about kids, money, budgets, chores, what all their stupid relatives were doing wrong, politics (whatever that was), and something they were already looking forward to way far away in the future - retirement. That would be a time when they could sit around watching all their dumb kids gripe about having to do all the things their parents did when they were raising families.


  Walking away in shame from the scene of his most recent humiliation, Heywood decided he had to show those little vixens what he thought about their being so smug, and he did. Stopping his bike, he put his tarnished ride’s kickstand down and slowly began to walk around the area until he found what he was looking for. Slowly he bent down to retrieve the object. Then he did what should probably be the first action of every young man when they are so callously relegated to their customary place beneath the proverbial heel of womankind everywhere. He threw a rock at them.


  



  



  



  



  ~Outhouse Blues


  



  Winter in a country boy’s life is usually a time rife with opportunity. Contrary to what warm weather lovers might think, a lot is still going on. The school year is in full swing, most of the farming is finished allowing older children so often shanghaied for forced farm labor in the fall by opportunistic adult relatives to come out of hiding. New shoes are broken in, basketball skills, having been sharpened up out behind the barn during the summer in anticipation of the coming year, are on display in gyms all over the county, wood chopping jobs are plentiful; all the politicking is over, meaning politicians will once again stop their trucks to throw a rock at a kid suspected of filching their blackberries or whose momma and daddy had voted for some country bumpkin called Ole Floyd, Ole Skeeter, Ole Wilbur, or Ole Junior.


  After a few years, most of the people who decided to run for local office had heard about Heywood’s rather desultory mannerisms and tended to shy away lest they get caught trying to wring his neck for tearing down their ubiquitous political signs.


  Heywood usually had no real preference as to which individual held a particular office, excepting that of the local dog catcher. Heywood, along with about every other kid in town, despised all dog catchers. That pretty much held true for truancy officers also. Those people, Heywood believed, were in a separate class of totally unnecessary mouth breathers altogether. However, the most woeful, hellish, dreadful, and outright loathed individuals to be avoided at all costs in the late fall or early winter were those who imposed upon kids to help them move their most foul and odoriferous outhouses.


  It’s one thing to ask a kid to mow a yard for practically nothing but a sack of stale cookies or a jar of some vegetable your momma already had a hundred of at home, but to hijack a kid with their folks’ permission to move an outhouse that has been in the same place for two whole years is well beyond the pale. Most country kids learned to stay alert during that particular time of year. Any kid who caught wind of those looking as if they were getting ready to do the dirty deed was foresworn to inform his peers upon threat of being totally ostracized and, or worse, finding a couple of ripe cow turds in his gym locker.


  With all this in mind, Heywood casually went about his business one unusually cold Saturday morning. An unexpected cold front had come through causing many of the smaller ponds to freeze over. This gave young country boys reason to be gleeful for more than one reason. A frozen pond meant building a big bond fire out in the middle of their newest temporary playground. Even better than that, it meant an opportunity to show their great displeasure to those closed-minded farmers who would not allow the local youngsters anywhere near some of their ponds.


  If the recalcitrant, selfish farmer, had pigs, the task became easy. The youngsters got a sack full of unhusked ears of corn of any variety and calmly and quietly slipped up close to the pond in question to distribute a few of the ears upon the frozen surface of the soon to be Pigs on Ice Capades venue. Then they just sat back and enjoyed the show.


  Those dumb critters fell for the same scam every time. No matter that one, two, or even three of a passel of pigs had already ventured out upon the frozen surface expecting an easy lunch only to find themselves flopping around unable to stand up, all the while more pigs waited to join them. To be safe, the young lads always set up escape routes. Irate farmers with a large part of their pig population floundering upon a frozen surface sometimes got downright nasty.


  Occasionally a slow moving kid got caught and had to pay a heavy price. The penalty was always the same: go out and slop the aggrieved farmer’s pigs for a week plus promise to stay far away from Heywood.


  Heywood was thoroughly enjoying this one particular day until he saw one of the young lads running up to the group with news that the preacher was out scouring the town’s back roads in a very suspicious way. Heywood knew this could mean only one thing. It was outhouse moving day. His legs went weak as he recalled all those previous times he’d been subjected to that singularly repulsive task. He also knew that he only had minutes to make his move before the preacher, after a few inquiries, found out their location.


  Heywood and his companions, also subject to being conscripted as many local families were in fear of having any part of the preacher’s wrath inflicted upon them if they did not willingly volunteer their children, had a plan.


  “To the Cliffs,” Heywood yelled. “To the Cliffs,” he yelled again as he leapt to his feet heading off at a dead run towards the far horizon.


  Several of the seasoned veterans immediately followed Heywood’s lead and were fast on his heels. The rest of the youngsters, the ones who had never before had the experience of being commandeered for such odious work, as moving another person’s outhouse, simply stood in place yelling for their mommies and daddies.


  Heywood surely felt sad for those that tarried, but that’s the way the world worked. He’d heard something about some scientist calling events like this “evolutionary.” Heywood preferred what one fuzzy-faced scientist said when he referred to human life as the “survival of the fittest.” The slower footed group of youngsters would either learn a terrible lesson and grow from it, or, possibly, they would become extinct, whatever that meant. Heywood had a notion it had to do with smelling real bad.


  Anyway, the group that got away kept going all out until they were well past the Boggy Holler Road before they slowed or thought about looking back. The safety of a familiar grove of old growth forest loomed just ahead. This meant they were real close to having made a clean getaway. Whoever caught them now would not do it with a passenger vehicle or pickup truck. This was honest to goodness hills and hollers country. If you were looking for someone, you better be on foot or, even better, on a mule.


  A short time later, having disappeared into the safety of the dense woods, an air of jubilance came over the group. They were saved. No standing around a big stinking to the high heavens putrid hole this year. No retching at the sight of two whole years of human waste. No apologizing to your nose and eyes for subjecting them to a sight that no child should ever have to see. Life was good again. The wicked “Witch of the East” was dead, or maybe it was the warlock of the west? But who cared, whoever it was died. Let the frolicking begin.


  The Cliffs was the local kids’ name for a parcel of land located southwest of town on the back eighty of one of the long established farm family’s acreage. Word was, the current occupants (still believed by some old-timers to be the offspring of carpetbaggers) got hold of the land right after the Civil War which some folks also said was still going on in parts of rural Kentucky.


  Be that as it may, the place was great as far as every local country boy who ever visited the Cliffs was concerned. There was a spring-fed creek that ran for about a half mile through a little holler flanked on both sides by almost sheer cliffs with tall trees blessed with hanging vines galore. Plus, down towards the end of the holler, beavers had strategically gnawed down several trees that fell across the creek in such a way that a clear pool of water was made ready for all intrepid skinny dippers.


  The always clear water was not only cold, but knee-knockin’ cold. If you jumped in at any time, other than during the heat of the summer, you better have a fire going first otherwise your knees would knock themselves silly.


  Overtime, the little group hauled, carried, toted, and rolled various supplies to their wilderness playground. Back under a cliff they dug a big hole and in it, wrapped up in a big tarp, was an old dull ax that one industrious lad found lying along a gravel road, a couple of water pails, a big box of matches they purchased using all their ready cash, a couple of broken shovels that still worked fine as far as the group was concerned, and, maybe most important, some dry old newspapers for starting a fire which often was an absolute necessity as they were going to be cavorting alongside a creek where someone was bound to get wet. These and other miscellaneous items had, on more than one occasion, saved their collective rear ends.


  While Heywood started to get the essentials together to start a fire, he heard the unmistakable sound of young boys frolicking nearby. Seems a few of the group were already starting to celebrate their recent near tragic conscription into the preacher’s outhouse detail. Usually Heywood would holler at them to come back and help him ready things for the day, but for some reason, he decided to let the younger members of the group enjoy their special moment. All too soon, he figured, they would begin to learn some of the more uncomfortable truths about life, such as: there actually might not be a Santa Clause and that even the story about the storks bringing all the new babies was looking very iffy. Also there was a significant amount of information suggesting that Superman can’t actually fly or even jump over a building, if one could believe it. Heywood sometimes felt the pressure of being older and having learned these uncomfortable truths. Someday, regrettably, he realized he would have to pass those truths onto the younger lads in the group. Something else he disliked about the idea of getting older - always having to bust some snot-nosed kid’s bubble about the facts of life, and the most glaring fact as far as he was concerned to date was that life seemed to get a little harder and more serious each year.


  About the time Heywood felt that the fire he’d started was burning well enough to allow him to venture out and inform his companions that a warm fire awaited them whenever they got chilled and felt the need for some warmth, he heard a screech the likes of which he had heard only a few times before. Danger was approaching.


  Running away from the fire towards the creek where his fellow escapees were up to a minute ago frolicking, a horrible thought came to Heywood’s mind. The preacher must have found out where they were and followed them. But how could he know about this place? he wondered as he neared the pool.


  No sooner did he reach the creek than he spotted all the cowering young lads pointing and screeching towards an ominous figure sitting on the back of a mule atop the far cliff. His suspicions were correct, for sitting astride a mule was none other than the preacher. Even from as far away as Heywood was, the glowering countenance of the devil personified struck fear into his heart.


  Heywood harbored the fleeting notion that he had a chance of making a getaway. Maybe all his young friends would have to pay the ultimate price for their foolishness. Was it his fault that they let down their guard too soon? Heywood knew of other hideouts even farther into the woods. He could play this game all day long. Ain’t no stupid mule going to keep up with Heywood when Heywood’s on the run. This proposed tactic came crashing down as soon as Heywood turned towards the planned getaway route. For waiting no more than thirty yards away, right in the middle of his hoped for getaway route was none other than the property owner himself and never a bigger smile did Heywood ever recollect seeing before or after.


  “Dang,” said Heywood aloud. “This sure enough looks to be a conspiracy to me.”


  A short time afterwards, once the fire had been safely extinguished, the entire motley group of thoroughly confused and dispirited youngsters began marching back along the same path that had earlier brought them to their supposed secret hideout. Heywood marched at the head of the group, right behind the landowner. Back at the rear of the bedraggled column sat the preacher atop a mule, smiling as if judgment day awaited Heywood and his hang-dog-faced fellow indentured servants. He remembered back to one of the preacher’s more animated sermons wherein he’d gone on and on about the Israelites being led into captivity by that old Pharaoh fella. He knew exactly how they must have felt. Thinking about it some more, he determined he’d rather pile rocks on top one another, anytime, than cover up the preacher’s stinking to the high heavens outhouse hole.


  Heywood was not one to dwell for long on the temporary failures that laid themselves upon the shoulders of spirited lads most everywhere. This was a setback for sure. No use trying to sugar coat it. Filling in an odiferous festering hole of human waste just because you were unlucky enough to be kinfolk to a bible-thumpin’, indoor plumbing shunning, tool of a vengeful God never would pass muster in future years when it came time to put together an employment résumé. Heywood knew there was an opportunity here for him to learn something that would serve him in the future.


  Lo and behold, it came to him not five minutes later. Turning around to look back to where the preacher still brought up the rear of the totally dispirited column, Heywood could not help but smile. The preacher, having been watching Heywood’s every step all along the way from the cliffs, went to full alert status expecting another of Heywood’s tricks.


  Heywood only laughed at the effect his smallest move had on that giant of a man. Turning back around, Heywood’s stride became a little more erect. If the preacher, still watching Heywood’s every movement and expecting more deviousness, wanted to get into a snit waiting for something to happen so soon, he would be in for a long wait.


  Heywood determined he would take his time to effect a plan to repay the preacher for imposing himself into Heywood’s sacred private time. Sure, Heywood would help the preacher move his old outhouse, and he would be as the soul of grateful nephews everywhere, eager to pitch in to help one of his kinfolk. All the while he did this, he would also be thinking how interesting it might become for the preacher if somehow a really, really mad bunch of wasps, nest and all, found themselves relocated to the nether regions of the nastiest part of said outhouse, awaiting some unexpected individual to waltz in, lift up the lid, sit down, and smile in relief for all of about ten seconds until Heywood’s newest little friends said hello in a most very special way.


  



  



  



  



  ~I Coulda Been a Star


  



  Speaking of hero worship, and if the author has not, it’s about time he did. For the first several years of Heywood’s young existence, he thought his chances of making it to the big time was a given. In his end of the small town where he lived, he was known as a phenom. Basketball talent? Check. Baseball talent? Check. Track team? Check. Football talent? Heywood never played the game and never wanted to. In the country, if you had that much flat land available, you put a tobacco crop on it, and if another human being ever hit you as hard as some of the guys did on the TV, you found a baseball bat, yelled for a few cousins, and went looking for them.


  But getting back to the subject at hand: Heywood’s abundance of athleticism. Why Heywood could tell you stories about his personal exploits with circular sports paraphernalia that would cause you to take an envy pill. Everyone in town knew about Heywood’s rock throwing and spear chucking talents which should have already caused the average person to speculate on just how far so much athletic ability ultimately would take the central subject of these stories.


  Possibly it would be best to start off slowly and gradually build up, but that’s not going to happen. You’ll be told right up front that Heywood threw a no hit baseball game. That’s right, and that was back when they didn’t send every daddy’s little booger eater to the batter’s box looking like he was a goal tender for a hockey team. Back in Heywood’s day, a batter always had some skin in the game, so to speak. Sure, they had some weird looking wrap-around thin plastic protective device that provided a modicum of protection to the side of a kid’s head but not that much. When nine, ten, and eleven-year-old kids came to the plate when Heywood was pitching, how they responded during the next few minutes went a long way towards determining how they were treated by their class elders during recess periods. It put them at a serious disadvantage later in their school career if they went running and crying to the teacher with their underwear pulled up over their heads. Very few young boys failed to pass the test.


  Somehow, possibly due to pressure from the red-faced, bug-eyed parents screaming at them from the sidelines, most kids would suck it up and take a fastball to about any part of their exposed body excepting, of course, their crotch. Heywood could recall very few young lads not eventually cracking a smile once they were safely on first base enjoying the attaboys sent their way by proud parents relieved that another high and inside fastball to the side of their sons’ heads showed few discernible side effects other than some slight disorientation and memory lapses.


  But back to the main topic: Heywood’s no hitter. As a result of it, Heywood got his first taste of what it might be like if he ever made it to the big time. A very nice fan, the owner of the local milk-producing plant, happened to witness Heywood’s pitching jewel and rewarded him with an invitation to come by the plant and take home all the ice cream he wanted. This was almost more than Heywood’s young heart could take. Never in his life could he have ever imagined another human being offering him all the ice cream he could eat, much less carry home. All forms of possible troubling scenarios came to mind. What if he got robbed on the way home? Other kids had witnessed the offer and were sure to spread the word. Why, he would be a sitting duck. No telling what a crazed bunch of adolescent ice cream addicts might do. Heywood could see the headlines in the local paper. “Young pitching celebrity beaten and robbed of ice cream.” “Vandals steal ice cream from local hero.” “Sheriff raising posse to chase down ice cream robbery gang.”


  No, Heywood needed to come up with another plan, and he did. It was rather simplistic, but he recalled hearing some very smart person, the local barber, say that “something in the hand is worth a whole bunch of something someplace else,” or something like that.


  It was a simple plan. Heywood would sell shares to a couple of guys he knew would have some ready cash available. Then they would all meet at a secret place, at a secret time and sneak away to the dairy. Once there, they would commence to eat approximately half of the total amount given to Heywood and then take the rest of the ice cream, divided into equal shares, and run faster than lightening to get to their homes before the ice cream melted or they were found out about and ambushed. It was a risky plan, but Heywood was desperate to get his hands on all that ice cream before his parents found out about his good fortune and blew the whole deal out of the water.


  Things went real smooth during the first part of the plan. They were three brothers in arms against all those less deserving sorts who would never know the feeling of wonderment that goes along with having a whole gallon of your favorite ice cream placed before you without an interfering adult around. They made relatively quick work of three individual gallon containers as they had even remembered to bring along large spoons.


  For sure, they all became a mite plump in the midsections and at least a couple of them took a little longer to get down those last several spoons full of God’s most wondrous creation. But they also knew that their, yet fraught with peril, journey was not finished. They still had to get six additional gallons of ice cream safely home. That meant they would need to become the embodiment of stealth. A mile of enemy territory lay in front of them. Along the way many jealous and, as far as Heywood was concerned, undeserving hangers-on adolescents who suddenly wanted to be his most best pals would be waiting for them.


  Maybe they did get away clean to the dairy for an hour of pallet pleasing ice cream chomping, but Heywood knew the enemy would be waiting for them on the trip home. Those greedy little undeserving truants were probably hiding in the bushes with spoons in their pockets.


  Heywood later recalled the three of them standing there together, filled with a great resolve to take on the perilous task before them. Maybe they would fail to breech the juvenile rabble’s barriers. Maybe they would be run to ground. Maybe the way-layers would wrench from Heywood and his companions’ dying fingers the six gallons of super delicious ice cream, earned by them for having to put up with lazy adults placing the burden of redemption for their own past athletic humiliations and failures upon the shoulders of their poor children.


  The three brave youngsters had a mile of enemy territory before them. Huddled up to prepare themselves for the perilous task ahead, they were just about to get to the part where they squeezed hands real hard before letting go and yelling, “Go team!” but they never got the chance. One of the envious youngsters left out of the venture had fessed up to his parents. Those parents called the parents of one of the kids who had joined Heywood in his quest to take ownership of the remaining gallons of ice cream. One of those parents’ car came screeching to a stop right in front of the group before they could break huddle and head off towards the horizon on a dead run. Within seconds, Heywood and his buddies, absent the ice cream which had been yanked from their grasps, sat in the backseat of a station wagon heading for what turned out to be a horrible conclusion to their little ice cream caper. Even worse, they began to feel the pangs of stomach aches that would persist for hours.


  Things got worse when Heywood got home. Those doggone telephones. It was a good thing he ate the first gallon before he got home because he sure never got to partake of the remaining two gallons.


  Did Heywood learn a lesson from all this? Yes, he did. He decided that the next time he got hold of that much ice cream he would take a big washtub along with him and after he had eaten his fill, he would spoon it all into the tub. Then he would sit down in said tub and take an ice cream bath in that part of the delicious frozen dessert he could not ingest right then and there. As it was probably mentioned earlier, ain’t nobody ever claimed that Heywood was particularly smart, but more importantly, they, for sure, never accused him of being stupid - that being a feller who looks inside a gift horse’s mouth. Furthermore, the whole idea of looking inside a horse’s mouth to get a gift didn’t make any sense to Heywood.


  A follow up to the preceding most unfortunate experience, if one could believe Heywood’s continued bad luck, would involve another unfortunate event relating to his erratic fastball. Heywood avowed his innocence relating to one fat kid taking one of his famous fastballs to the forehead. Heywood later said that until the last moment that he remained on this earth, he would deny that he intentionally threw at the kid’s head. The public rancor directed his way following this most unfortunate incident had a whole lot to do with Heywood giving up on his promising career as a pitching ace at any number of higher level organizations. Heywood swore the guy was begging for exactly for what he got.


  Heywood played for a little league team in a small town. In small towns it takes about every kid who can run a base path without falling on his face constantly to get anything close to a six or eight team league together. Therefore, not every gap tooth, I sure hope he doesn’t get too excited and pee in his pants again while he’s on the field lad is going to have sufficient athletic ability to play the game without some risk of him getting hurt because of being slow and clumsy. It really had less to do with throwing the ball, catching the ball, hitting the ball, fielding the ball, than it did with having the common sense to duck when a high and inside fastball is coming straight at one’s head.


  Heywood said he could still recall looking over to the coach as one goofy kid waddled up to the plate. He must have had a death wish or, maybe, it was the unfortunate parents who had the wish. Heywood didn’t know, but he did know they kept sending the poor kid back out to the plate. The kid never did come close to hitting a ball, even a foul ball, yet there he came walking up to the plate with a bandage on his chin from a game earlier in the week. Plus he always crowded the plate.


  What was Heywood to do? Heywood was well-known as a fastball thrower. He couldn’t throw a curve well enough to use it in a close game. All he could do was come with the heat and hope for the best. Heywood looked over to the coach expecting him to understand his precarious situation. If he somehow got a fastball up and inside, anywhere close to the local minister’s son’s head, Heywood would be run out of town on a rail. Heywood hoped the coach would have him walk the kid so they could go for the double play. With this slow poke on first base anything on the ground would result in an almost automatic double play getting them out of the inning.


  Instead the coach signaled for him to pitch to the kid. Heywood was so surprised that he started to walk off the mound in the coach’s direction until being waved back. That was it, he had his orders. Pitch to the kid. Heywood was tempted to turn to the glowering throng sitting in the stands to see if they also knew that he was being ordered to deliver another of his erratic fastballs in the direction of the crowd favorite’s chin.


  Heywood must have stood there lost in his own thoughts for some time because it was his coach’s loud shrill voice that brought him back to the present. He recalled giving coach one last mournful look before he followed his orders, which was, to throw one of his increasingly erratic fastballs towards the plate while praying that the defenseless young lad would have the sense to back away if Heywood’s smoke came too close.


  It was with much reluctance and trepidation that Heywood ultimately released the ball from his fingertips, not at all certain the right trajectory would be achieved. Not once did he open his eyes to see if he was going to be the hero or the foil of this small town drama. The split second it actually took for the ball to complete its journey seemed to last forever, and then it was over and Heywood knew his fate.


  Sometime later after Heywood was safely away from all the screeching turmoil that ensued once his high and inside fastball made contact with the forever slow-footed batter’s chin, Heywood cursed the fates that had caused the parents of the poor kid to force the league to allow him to play. The kid should have stuck with raising mice or maybe even those icky little bugs he carried around in his pocket.


  Heywood thought about that unfortunate kid often over the succeeding years after the kid moved away and no one heard anything about him or his family. Heywood even worried about him - that is until he found out much later that the kid grew up and became a successful businessman and bought his own candy manufacturing company. Just imagine having your own office in the same building that manufactures one of the basic food groups – chocolate. Nobody ever said life was fair. Heywood did recall a guy saying one time that it was a piece of cake. That was right before that same guy got run over by a semi hauling bakery goods to supermarkets.


  Possibly Heywood should have devoted his full attention to another sport in which more than one individual said he showed some real talent. It still required the use of a ball, of course, only this ball was much bigger and had to be inflated. That’s right, a basketball.


  Upon reflection all these many years later, Heywood freely admitted that he wasn’t that good a ball handler, nor was he especially good at defense and, likewise, rebounding. Nor would an unbiased observer ever accuse him of being a hustler on the court. Finally, he would have to admit he had a real hard time remembering most of the plays. He didn’t necessarily regard that as being his problem as he usually only got the ball when he was expected to shoot the ball. That’s basically all he wanted to do anyway.


  No floor burns for Heywood. He couldn’t see himself down on the floor getting his knees and elbows skinned up in hopes of maybe coming up with the basketball. He needed better odds than that to give up his precious skin.


  Heywood especially enjoyed the latter part of games where all the hustlers had been going at it for two or three quarters. That’s when the pickings got good. Get a guy guarding you so tired that he pretty much stays back on his heels and Heywood would show you a spot up shooter who could have a field day. All one needed to do was employ a few head fakes and then boom, a long two pointer. That’s right, only two points for swishing a twenty-five footer. It would be many more years before kids got their just rewards for launching a bomb from somewhere downtown. But still, the crowds loved it.


  As Heywood recalled, sometimes the biggest problem he had was staying awake. If he wasn’t in the game, where was he to get his motivation? To this day Heywood couldn’t remember how many games they won or lost. He knew they won some, and they lost some. Sometimes they got trophies, and sometimes they didn’t. Sometimes the coach acted as if he might wait for Heywood out behind the gym to hit him with a rock, and sometimes he acted as if Heywood was his own son. That might have been a trick as the coach was single and only fifteen years older than Heywood.


  There was this one game where Heywood was bombing away from way, way downtown. If he took one step back, he committed an over and back violation. The weirdest part of it was that the offensive plays started with Heywood making great defensive plays.


  Heywood did not usually play defense. But during one game the cards laid out so that he had to take advantage of several ball handling lapses by the opposing team. Actually, it was the same non-ball handling ball handler on the opposing team who kept giving it up. Heywood wasn’t even guarding the guy. Three times in a row he ran the same dumb play in Heywood’s direction. All Heywood had to do each time was reach in, grab the ball, and head down court on a fast break.


  The readers are probably asking, what’s so interesting about stealing the ball and going down court for an easy lay in? Therein resides the source for another tale of woe. You see, Heywood was a long range bomber. That’s why he played the game. Not to run down the court and jump up and lay the ball in the basket. What fun was that? Fans in the stand don’t get excited over layups. They like the bombs, and as it so happened, so did Heywood.


  Getting back to the story, it should not be a surprise that Heywood did not pass the ball he stole to his teammates - even one who had broken away on a fast break and awaited a pass so he could lay the ball in the basket for an easy two points. No, Heywood did something much more exciting. He sprinted down court with the ball until he had gone not more than two steps beyond the center court line. That’s about as far as Heywood felt he needed to go. Then Heywood did what he usually did when he got the ball, he shot it. Just as expected, the ball went through the rim without touching anything but net. The fans went wild. Heywood felt ten feet tall.


  Then, as Heywood turned around to get back on defense, the coach yelled telling him he’d made a great play, but next time that happened, hit the man running ahead for the easy layup. Heywood just smiled at him and resumed his defensive position as before.


  Wouldn’t you know it? That same guy who coughed the ball up to Heywood only seconds before came at him again. Heywood simply reached in and filched the ball exactly as he did a minute earlier. He started back down the court with the same adrenalin pumping as it did only a minute before. And wouldn’t you know it, the same teammate headed down the floor expecting the ball so he could complete the two point conversion.


  For a second Heywood gave a fleeting glance in his teammate’s direction, but he had other plans. Just as before, he took two steps over the center line and launched another long range bomb. And just like before, the ball hit nothing but net. Even his teammates were slapping him on the back telling Heywood how great the shot was.


  As he headed back down court Heywood’s coach commended him on his hustle before admonishing him to give the ball up to the teammate streaking down the floor if a similar play happened again. Heywood assured him he would and regained his usual defensive stance as the same hard-headed ball handler again came his way.


  “Surely not,” Heywood said as the guy headed down memory lane with Heywood standing there wide-eyed in disbelief. All Heywood did was simply reach in and take the ball away. Then, just like before, he started for the other end of the court. And like before, the same teammate was there ahead of him streaking for the goal awaiting the ball, thereby practically guaranteeing an easy two point play.


  Heywood remembered what the coach had said to him twice before, “Pass the doggone ball.”


  Heywood realized that mere parts of a second passed while he resolved the issue in his mind. Pass the ball like a good teammate or do what came naturally and throw up another forty foot jump shot. In his defense, something happened before he had time to give an answer. He shot the ball. Again it hit nothing but net.


  The crowd rewarded Heywood’s noble effort. But when he turned to see what the coach thought regarding what he’d personally come to think of as an impressive display of long range bombing talent, he scarcely recognized the guy. The coach had smoke coming out of his ears. Needlessly to say, Heywood’s participation in the rest of the game was over. He was unceremoniously sat down at the farthest end of the bench where the nonathletic kids whose parents gave generously to the athletic fund sat.


  Heywood learned a lesson that day. Don’t bother stealing the ball from an opponent. You won’t be the one who gets to shoot it. Some opportunistic laggard hanging around in the backcourt will get all the glory for having done nothing but catch the ball that someone else went to the trouble to steal then run back to the other end and lay it in to the applause of all the fans. That’s not the way Heywood rolled.


  This stroll down memory lane concludes with one last basketball tale that ends on a positive note. Heywood’s recollection of the event brought a smile to his face. He’d been forgiven for the sins recently recounted in the previous story. He’d learned his lesson and passed the ball at every opportunity. It actually got to the point where the coach was yelling at Heywood for not taking the shot. But isn’t that the way adults always act? One day they tell a kid this and the next day they are telling him something else. Kids don’t do things like that. Kids will do the same thing every time regardless of the consequences. There is no right or wrong to a kid. There’s just doing. Kids live in the moment.


  This particular game was at his team’s biggest rival’s gym in a small town five miles away. Naturally the rivalry was fierce. Bragging rights were everything. Both towns would abide any loss excepting to their biggest rival. Whoever lost that game were pariahs in the community until they avenged the shame by winning the next game. If the loss came at the end of the season, life wasn’t all that pleasant for many months.


  That’s why Heywood and his teammates in this one particular game were jubilant over the fact that they were ahead by over twenty points and the game had only seconds to go. Heywood was enjoying himself as he’d put up some real good numbers and the coach was even giving him noogies during timeouts. He seemed to have forgotten all about Heywood’s selfish long range shooting display that ended up with Heywood in the doghouse. It also might have had something to do with the season coming to an end and the coach not having to deal with a bunch of teenagers again until the next year.


  Heywood’s team was up big and as the game was in the bag, the coach had signaled for the team to back off the defensive intensity. As long as they shot from outside, let them go for it. Most of the time the ball clanged off the backboard and the team took their time going back down the court before someone attempted a long shot. Coach had told them not to drive for the basket as it would create contact which would give the opponents an opportunity to swing some elbows or maybe even commit a flagrant foul which would most likely start a brawl. One thing everyone knew was that when it came to brawls, the home court always wins.


  Sometimes, when that happened, even the adults from both schools made it out on the floor to do some pushing and shoving. Rarely did a fist get thrown, excepting if a really hard foul had taken place or a tournament appearance was at risk. That wasn’t the case in this game. Absolutely nothing was at stake. The game had already been won.


  The last few seconds of the game is what this story is all about. It went like this: The opponents had finally hit one of the dozen long shots they had attempted as Heywood and his teammates mostly stood around waiting for the ball to clang off the backboard into one of their hands. Only seconds were left on the clock and who do you think got the ball on the inbound pass? Heywood.


  He was standing right under the opponent’s goal with the ball in his hands and his team members yelling for him to shoot it. So he did. He didn’t even put much effort in to it. What chance did a guy really have at making a ninety foot shot? Heywood didn’t even wait to see what happened as he started for the bench to get his stuff before heading for the safety of the locker room.


  Before he got but a few steps, a roar went up from the crowd. The doggone ball had swished the net. Everyone forgot who they were supposed to be rooting for because the entire gym full of fans erupted in applause. The shot had no outcome on the game so the other team, the ones who would want to take scalps if the game had been a nail biter, joined in the celebration of the lucky shot the likes of which they most probably would never see again.


  Heywood was mobbed by his teammates as if he had won the game even though they were up by twenty points. That was all right by Heywood. The coach also came out and gave Heywood a big hug. The hug did end kind of awkwardly as both soon remembered they really didn’t like each other that much. Maybe that’s the moral of this tale. You really don’t have to like each other for it to work. But according to coach, you do have to, “Pass the damn ball.”


  



  



  



  



  ~Big City Here I Come


  



  A fish out of water pretty much describes Heywood’s life following his parents’ decision to move the family to the largest city in the state. If you’ve ever sat on a muddy creek bank and watched someone haul in fish one after another as fast they can and then take them off the hook and toss them up on the bank where they flopped around, that pretty much described Heywood’s life in the big city. He was one of those fish flopping around.


  Heywood had just started high school, coming from a country school with a student population of two hundred to an inner-city school with a population of twenty-five hundred. That’s more people than the total population of the town Heywood moved from. The students dressed differently, cut their hair differently, and had way cooler cars.


  More importantly, in spite of Heywood’s best efforts, his haircut looked too much like the one kid’s in the old black and white films who had a cowlick he referred to as his “personality.” Heywood certainly did not have “personality,” plus he got in trouble for using glue to paste his similarly recalcitrant patch of hair to his own scalp.


  There he was, a fifteen-year-old lad, finding his way around a school building that had at least a dozen men’s rooms and classrooms on three floors. Heywood attended one first floor class that was at least an eighth of a mile away from his next class on the third floor. That allowed but a few minutes for him to go to his locker, retrieve the appropriate book, stop by the men’s room to get rid of the two soda pops he drank for breakfast and make it to his assigned seat or else he got a demerit. If you received too many demerits you sat in the principal’s office and watched a bunch of old women type on really loud typewriters while occasionally giving dawdlers like Heywood the evil eye.


  The next shock to his system came when Heywood inquired about participating in the school sports programs. Heywood could still recall the look of disbelief from the nice lady behind the counter when he informed her that his preference would be the basketball program. Heywood later swore her eyes crossed in disbelief as the last syllables he uttered made contact with her eardrums.


  “Did you say basketball?” she responded with a hint of sarcasm in her voice.


  Heywood admitted that he was somewhat taken aback with her overall attitude. After all he was quite well known for his basketball prowess where he came from. He was just about to bring her up to speed relating to his b-ball credentials when she redirected her somewhat puzzled countenance in another direction, on Heywood’s right.


  “Good morning, Charles,” she said to the student standing beside Heywood.


  Heywood was just about to tell her that he certainly did not appreciate being interrupted when the smiling lady informed him that the exceptionally tall, dark-skinned individual standing beside him was none other than a current member of the basketball team Heywood was planning to join. As that small bit of data found refuge in Heywood’s brain, she went on to inform him that this same young man was expected to achieve much fame as soon as he became the starting guard after the coming season.


  While Heywood assimilated this new data, she further informed him that in spite of the young man’s lack of height, which Heywood quickly estimated was in the six-four to six-five range, he was still able to play with the much taller members of the team.


  Heywood stared at the individual for some time before he regained his wits. Turning back to the grinning office clerk, Heywood succinctly informed her he would not be requiring her assistance after all.


  All he could think about as he left the office was that the team member he’d just met was not only considered small, but also was merely a bench player. Just how big are these guys? Heywood thought.


  He found his answer by going to the school library to look at the preceding school year’s yearbook. He quite possibly should have done some investigating before assuming he could walk into one of the oldest and largest high schools in the entire state and expect to play basketball. This was the inner city, big time high school hoops league. Most of the players on the team could expect to receive basketball scholarship offers from the best universities. Heywood also found out later that the player standing beside him in the school office was recuperating from an earlier injury. He had broken his forearm on the rim in a scrimmage game during the summer.


  Heywood afterwards made sure he always carried around pencil and paper so he could compile a list of those things he would not be doing at the new high school he was attending. He would use it to record all sorts of activities he would not be participating in now that he was a very small fish in a very big pond.


  Pretty much without reservation, Heywood could honestly report that his first year as a student attending a large inner-city high school went by without a single thing of any real significance occurring. He got up every weekday morning, got dressed, and rode a city bus to school. When he got to school he immediately became another small fish in a very big pond.


  He could recall sitting at the back of the bus every day for an entire school year watching those un-cool nerds laugh and giggle at their seatmates goofy antics while bemoaning the obvious fact that he was destined to become one of them if he didn’t find another way to get to school.


  The first thing he needed to do, he realized, was to obtain a learner’s permit to get access to a car. His dad worked out of town during the week which meant that if he could manage to obtain the single thing that every young teen wants, a driver’s license, he could use his car to improve his status at school.


  That’s what Heywood decided to do, get a license to drive. How hard could it be? He had taken inventory of the huge number of slackers and outright nitwits who were cruising the streets in their fathers’ machines. You could always tell who was sporting around the family ride. Often it was a two-tone, four-door sedan, a family vehicle for sure. Black sidewall tires, stock hub caps, no tassels or foam dice hanging from the rearview mirror, stock muffler, all signs indicating this vehicle was the family coach. A kid would have to be pretty desperate to tool around in something so un-cool.


  Desperate is exactly what Heywood was until he saved enough money to make certain alterations to his dad’s family sedan. He tricked it out pretty good considering his very limited budget. About the only thing he didn’t have the nerve to do was knock a hole in the muffler to make the engine noisier when he revved the motor while cruising through the local drive-in restaurants on a Friday night.


  First Heywood needed to get back to the, as it turned out, not so small matter of the driver’s license.


  Just how hard can it be? he asked again before going in to take the driver’s test. He’d driven a few times back in the small community he’d moved from. Of course, that was on back country gravel roads. But hey, roads are roads, aren’t they?


  Well, as it turns out, they are not. Roads or, more correctly, we should say streets, since we are talking about stop lights, pedestrians, and using turning signals, bring into play entirely new skill sets. You didn’t use turn signals in the country as everybody knew where you were going. Ditto for stop lights as there weren’t any to speak of.


  This all lead up to Heywood failing his driver’s test. But that, too, is incorrect. He actually failed multiple driver's tests. Heywood readily admitted that he had not met another individual who failed a driver’s test. One might inquire how something like this could happen. The driver’s test gods were against him. That’s the only rational explanation Heywood was ever able to come up with.


  The first time Heywood went to the place where the driver’s tests were conducted, his attitude was one of, okay let’s get this over with. Heywood could vividly recall sitting in the waiting room while all those other mostly uncool looking individuals came and went, happily displaying the magic piece of paper authorizing them to join all the other nuts on the highway.


  Looking back on this unexpected and traumatic experience, Heywood eventually determined that he was the recipient of some very bad luck. How was he to know the examiner was going to give his dad’s car, the one he had tried his best to keep from looking like the typical family sedan, a third degree inspection? The guy checked the windshield wipers, the horn, the taillights, the headlights, and, unfortunately, the brake lights.


  It turned out that one of the brake lights was burnt out. The guy refused to accept Heywood’s sincere offer to replace the nonfunctioning bulb as soon as he finished with the mere formality of impressing the examiner with his driving skills. The test was over before it ever got started. Even worse, Heywood would have to reschedule another test which would forestall the inevitable for another two weeks. To say he was put out would be an understatement.


  What could Heywood do? He had no choice but to keep his great disappointment to himself and go back inside and make another appointment. He now carried a warning ticket in his pocket to get the matter in question repaired before returning for the next appointment.


  The next two weeks went by at a snail’s pace. Heywood needed to find someone who had the time to ride with him to the examining station and wait until he finished the test. This was not an easy task. Most of his adult friends and relatives had jobs. All his other friends attended school. This left him with having to impose upon acquaintances that didn’t work, go to school, or appreciate having to get out of bed before noon. His dad was on record avowing Heywood had too many of these kinds of friends.


  Heywood did get someone with a valid license to ride along with him and his learner’s permit to the examination station at the appointed time on the appointed day.


  This time the car passed all the tests. Heywood was hoping to get the same guy, and sure enough he did. He even remembered Heywood and the break light problem. Heywood felt a sense of relief as he took his position in the vehicle: Heywood driving and the examiner, along with his clipboard, riding shotgun.


  Heywood had been informed by several of his licensed friends that the course was fairly basic. First they would proceed from the driver’s station down a long parking lot entryway to a five-lane boulevard. After coming to a smooth stop, looking both ways, turning on the right turn signal, Heywood followed his anticipated instruction to proceed to enter the boulevard and drive until receiving further instructions. He also anticipated his next command, having had the entire driving course revealed to him by numerous friends, so he paid close attention to his rate of speed. He had been forewarned that if he exceeded the speed limit he would be told immediately to turn around and go back, meaning he would have failed the test. Heywood was onto the examiner’s scheme, so he cruised along easily, well below the speed limit but not so slow as to hold up traffic. He even knew what his next instruction was going to be. That, too, had been revealed to him by several friends. He would be told to make a left turn within the next few blocks. This was going to be easy.


  Heywood was ready for it when the order came. “Turn left at the next corner,” said the instructed.


  That’s exactly what he did right after he put on the left turn signal. What happened then became something of a blur. Heywood could recall the test examiner screaming out something like, “Oh God, we’re gonna die,” as Heywood calmly completed the maneuver.


  He was not left in the dark for long as he became aware of the obnoxiously loud horn affixed to the front of a large semi pulling a loaded fifty foot trailer blaring in his ears as he crossed in front of it on his way to the side street. Heywood had inconveniently forgotten that this main artery had five lanes. The center lane, the one he forgot about, was the turning lane. He had turned out of the inside lane of the direction in which they were heading crossing right in front of a semi slightly behind them in the middle lane preparing to also take a left turn a bit farther on down the street.


  Heywood swore he’d never heard a louder horn or so many tires losing rubber as those huge tires did sliding down the street hoping not to completely destroy a vehicle that so unexpectedly executed an illegal turn from the inside lane.


  “Wow, what was that?” Heywood asked aloud. “Is that guy crazy? He almost killed us,” he stammered.


  That’s when Heywood saw the troubled look on the examiner’s face. Confident something was amiss, Heywood calmly pulled the car towards the curb so he could slow down enough to get his passenger’s take on the crazy event that had just transpired. Before he could organize his thoughts to inquire of the examiner what his position was on the almost tragic event that had just transpired, his red-faced evaluator spoke.


  Actually, the guy stuttered for a time before a clear and concise sentence came forth from his trembling lips, “You idiot, you almost got us killed!”


  Heywood was pretty certain he got the gist of his comment so he figured he’d better jump in before the guy went apoplectic on him which he figured would not be a good thing.


  “Was that my fault back there? If it was, I don’t think it’s my fault entirely. That guy just snuck up on us without a peep. I’m sure I gave a turning signal. He was obviously following us too close. Am I right? I’m sure sorry, though, and I hope you understand how things like this can happen sometimes,” Heywood countered.


  By this time, sweat was rolling off the examiner’s brow, and he was looking as if he might start hyperventilating. Heywood figured it would be best if he waited for him to respond.


  It seemed as if the story was being told in an echo chamber when two weeks later Heywood arrived back at the same driver testing facility accompanied by a different individual who was apparently not aware of Heywood’s great misfortune on the previous visit. Heywood’s feeling was to let bygones be bygones. What happened two weeks ago was purely a freak mishap. The chances of something like that happening to him again were practically nonexistent.


  Heywood began to be on the lookout for the all too easily agitated tester who, in his opinion, acted in a purely unprofessional manner following the little mishap with the semi. It looked as if his luck was going to hold as he sat in the waiting room until whoever was going to accompany him on the actual driver test showed up.


  And wouldn’t you know it. Right as the appointed time neared, the original closed-minded gentleman who went bonkers over the little semi incident showed up. He saw Heywood as he walked into the room, having just accompanied another hopeful driver around the driving course.


  Was he going to be the examiner again? Heywood sincerely hoped not. Then, right as Heywood was about to give up, another driving tester walked up beside the former examiner and began to converse. It took a moment before both of them began to look Heywood’s way as their conversation continued.


  Is this a good sign? Heywood asked himself.


  Apparently it was as the previous tester turned abruptly and walked into another room. Simultaneously, the new guy headed Heywood’s way, clipboard at the ready.


  “You’re up,” is all he said before turning and heading for the entrance to the parking lot where Heywood’s ride awaited.


  Assuming he did not know where the car was, Heywood walked slightly ahead feeling as if this whole thing might just work out after all. Apparently the previous tester had not poisoned the waters as Heywood expected he might. His confidence grew with each step. Maybe he would be getting his license after all.


  “You know the route, so let’s get started,” the new examiner said in a calm voice while entering the vehicle on the passenger side.


  An Indy race driver could not have handled the car better as Heywood retraced the same course as before. All the while he tried to impress the guy with the clipboard the examiner said not a word beyond giving Heywood turning directions. Heywood’s spirits soared as they approached the last side street before returning to the infamous five lane boulevard where he had met his Waterloo the last time.


  “You’re doing a good job,” the examiner said as he scribbled notes on his clipboard.


  “Just one more maneuver and then we head for the barn.” The guy was smiling as he uttered those wonderful words.


  See, Heywood thought, all that worrying for nothing.


  Right as Heywood finished the thought his companion informed him that he was to pull to a stop beside the lone automobile parked a half block ahead.


  “Act as if there is another car parked two car links behind that lone vehicle. This will complete your parallel parking requirement. Usually we require the driver to park between two cars, but the street seems to be empty today, so we’ll just have to make do,” he said with a smile.


  Wow, Heywood thought, my luck’s holding.


  Heywood must have had a grin on his face about a mile wide as he followed the instructions to a T. He had, he believed, made the perfect parallel parking maneuver.


  The nice gentleman with the clipboard scribbled notes on the form he held before him. As he did this, Heywood patiently awaited his instructions to take the horse to the barn.


  After another thirty seconds, the examiner, the one he intended to put at the top of his Christmas card list, turned and looked behind them before calmly instructing Heywood to head back to the examine station.


  “You got it,” Heywood said as he put the car in first gear and pulled away from the curb.


  To this very day, Heywood still has difficulty recounting what transpired next. As he thought about it from time to time over the years, the sight of another semi pulling another multi-thousand pound trailer sliding to a jacked-knife stop barely inches away from the driver’s side door still gave him chills. Never could he recall ever hearing an adult in a uniform scream louder.


  Between the semi driver and Heywood’s not so pleased passenger, he got two ears full. Heywood couldn’t recall the exact phrases, but he did recall a few of the individual words, such as: moron, idiot and lunatic among many others.


  It goes without saying that the conversation while driving back to the station was also limited. Matter of fact, with all the examiner’s snorting and mumbling, Heywood couldn’t have gotten a word in anyway. The dirty looks he got from all the other exam station employees, who, upon their return, were informed forthwith of Heywood’s newest indiscretion, did not give Heywood cause to be hopeful for the future either.


  Heywood did get his license, though, the very next time. On that wonderful occasion, his examiner was a younger man. Prior to the actual road test, he looked as if he’d been crying. He repeated over and over something about “Sweet Jesus,” and someone named “R. Fatherwhoart,” or something like that. To top things off as Heywood left the building he caught sight of several of the other examiners along with the young man who gave him the passing grade on the exam, down on their knees in a circle holding hands, looking as if they were giving thanks for something.


  A strange bunch of people for sure, Heywood thought while he backed his father’s tricked out car into the path of another license applicant just then heading out to the mean streets accompanied by the same, red-faced, obscenity screaming instructor who had failed him over the first little semi-truck incident.


  Having already received his license, Heywood simply smiled and waved his brand new driver’s license at the man ranting like a lunatic in the passenger seat of a startled license applicant’s car.


  "That guy really ought to cool it,” said Heywood aloud. “All he’s got to do is ride around all day watching people drive. How hard of a job can that be?"


  



  



  



  



  ~The Ladies Man


  



  While Heywood was in high school he did not have the slightest notion that absent a whole, whole, whole lot of luck he would never have graduated from high school or, very possibly, even survived high school as a living, breathing human being.


  It can also be said that luck, in Heywood’s case, could be described as a girlfriend. Even more amazing, she was a very pretty girl from a very nice family. There was, as usual, another side to this most amazing happenstance. This girl did not put up with Heywood’s shenanigans. To add some weight to this statement, an explanation might help.


  It’s fairly simple. Actually, Heywood was afraid of her. That’s not all, so were most of his friends. She was every bit as confrontational and feisty when Heywood got out of line as she was pretty. When she was really mad, you heard the storm cloud long before you saw it. Sometimes it was a heads-up phone call from a sympathizer warning Heywood that an automobile resembling his girlfriend’s was screaming down the road in his direction. Sometimes it was the screeching of brakes as her car came sliding to a stop in front of his house. That’s also why Heywood sat close to the back door or even on the back porch where he could make a quick getaway. But back to the being afraid part, it was probably because she punched him on the side of the head one morning while driving him to school.


  It was not her typical way of reacting. Usually she just screamed so loudly at him that he, at times, wondered if his hearing had been affected. It hadn’t, and that disappointed Heywood because he sure could have used some relief when it came to being yelled at.


  Heywood was punched out by his girlfriend at one of the busiest intersections in the city while on the way to school. The whole incident took all the passengers in the car by surprise, especially Heywood. He had felt safe. He was riding in the middle of the front seat of his girlfriend’s car with his girlfriend’s sister riding shotgun. His girlfriend liked to have Heywood as close as possible so she could have a better opportunity to discuss the numerous negative ramifications that went along with his recalcitrant nature.


  There were other witnesses in the backseat that, like Heywood, would have preferred to discuss any number of other matters rather than whether or not Heywood was out late the previous night playing those infernal pinball machines. But for some reason, the offended young lady kept piling it on.


  Heywood already knew he was going to get yelled at when he got to class and fell asleep during the history teacher’s lecture on pre-colonial South America. Sometimes Heywood collapsed face-first onto the hard wooden desktop causing the teacher to rush back to the desk with a water squirt bottle to punish the offender with a good face spraying. Heywood felt there was only so much the average young man could willingly listen to about Simon Bolivar at a single setting, so it just made listening to his girlfriend’s incessant carping about his nocturnal habits that much more annoying.


  Heywood said the words before his brain had an opportunity to kick in and say, Don’t do it. She’ll throw a fit right here in the middle of the intersection. His simple words spoken were, “Hey, shove it up your ass.”


  What Heywood said was generally considered not that bad except to the Wicked Witch of the East sitting to Heywood’s left with mouth agape. Heywood didn’t care. He was a man or would be soon, hopefully, and men from the South weren’t accustomed to being told what to do by some female. At least that’s what his grandpa always said. Heywood was tired of most of his buddies kidding him all the time about how his girlfriend had him under her thumb, foot, knee, elbow, as well as most all those other body parts. It was time for him to take a stand.


  After the offending words were let loose into the ether, Heywood was somewhat surprised at the immediate surge of testosterone that went forth throughout his body. A slight smile came to his face. He liked the strange feeling that caused him to look over to her sister sitting to his right who looked every bit as if she was expecting a catastrophe to befall them all at any second. Heywood smiled and gave the frightened lass a wink. There was nothing to be afraid of, Heywood’s here!


  Heywood, perhaps, might have better served his blind side if he’d started looking for some protective gear. Maybe some of that equipment those hockey goalies wear because he was going to be in for a surprise as soon as he turned back in the direction where the storm was brewing.


  The punch that rang Heywood’s bell must have been launched only a fraction of a second before Heywood got completely turned back around. Heywood never saw it coming, although he certainly did feel it. One might say that Heywood had been officially clocked. Stars flew everywhere. “Did anyone see that bus?” would probably have been the words that Heywood would have yelled if he had had a second to respond to the wallop that rendered him somewhat dazed.


  By this time, it seemed as if every packed with humans auto at every side of the intersection contained interested witnesses to the butt-whooping that some poor guy was receiving. Heywood wasn’t just sitting there. Actually, he had regained enough of his senses so that he was frantically crawling over the terrified sister to get out of the car, but she was paralyzed with fear over what was going on. When Heywood yelled at her to open the door all she could do was sit there frozen in time and space.


  Heywood did finally get out of the car but not before receiving a number of glancing blows to the back of his head. He realized this when he later felt back there and discovered the knots. But at that moment as he stood beside the car giving further cause for all the carloads of commuters to start hooting and hollering even louder at the spectacle taking place across the intersection, Heywood did something he’s regretted every single day since. He put up his dukes and dared her to get out of the car and fight like a man.


  The onlookers on all sides of the crowded intersection went bonkers at the weird sight of a single young man daring the young female driver to get out and fight, eliciting a whole chorus of hooting, hollering, and horn blowing.


  Heywood had secured his place in the annals of high school legendary events. Afterwards, it seemed as if about every public place Heywood went, someone asked him if he was that guy. Unfortunately, Heywood’s supposed friends always volunteered that he most certainly was. They didn’t know what it felt like to be the only guy in the entire school or neighborhood to get beaten up by a girl in public.


  Heywood tried on a couple of occasions to tell his side of the story. How he had been sucker punched. How he only wanted to get out of the car before he actually did get mad and do that thing that real guys do to people who cross them. But no one cared. They liked the story just the way it was. Chalk up a point for the distaff side.


  Fortunately for Heywood, that was not the end of the story. He really did care for this young lady. Somewhere deep inside he knew he was much better off for having gotten to know her and her family. They were great people, and they had to know that Heywood was not the sole cause for that little rumble at the intersection. Even his girlfriend’s mother had encouraged him to stand up for himself when her daughter went off on one of her tirades. She knew Heywood would never do anything to harm her daughter, but she was on record as saying she wasn’t so sure if she could say the same thing if it was the other way around. Even her sister sympathized with Heywood.


  So, after a couple of weeks, during which Heywood either rode the bus to school or didn’t go at all, he got a call one night. His ex-girlfriend started to have second thoughts about what life might be like without having someone to boss around even if one did it in a nice way. The conversation lead to the two of them getting back together, and you know what? Not one single person ever came up to Heywood while in her presence and made light of that most unfortunate incident. Everyone knew of her temper, and if they were not prepared to go to fist city and make fools out of themselves maybe they should leave it alone because she would most certainly get right up in their chests if need be.


  There was another significant benefit that came from that long term relationship. It meant that Heywood had a summer job. Her dad owned a construction company and Heywood was, therefore, gainfully employed during the summer time. That also meant that he had ready cash available to go out on regular dates, buy gas to put in his dad’s car, and enjoy those big hamburgers at their favorite drive-in restaurant. It really was a cool time to be alive. Heywood and his girlfriend would sit for hours enjoying hamburgers and shakes while watching all their friends drive through with their dates. The ones who couldn’t find a parking place were only too happy to keep circling the lot revving their motors. Sometimes all of the cars would be started up so everyone could rev their motors simultaneously. What an amazing noise all those glass pack mufflers made.


  Those were wonderful days. As Heywood looked back, he knew he would not trade them for anything. That girl and her wonderful family made him welcome in their lives for several years. But alas, some people mature faster than others. Heywood had an itch - a big itch to see what was out there in that great big world. As the rest of the chapters will attest, that’s what he did. He went out to see the world. But he never forgot the girl with the temper, the one who tried to help him see that just maybe he could be happy where he was. Who knows? Maybe he could have, but Heywood had a sneaky feeling he might have needed to wear a football helmet along the way. Also, if he had stayed, Heywood would not have another half book of stories to tell.


  Perhaps an older gentleman, one who often regaled Heywood with vivid tales of his many adventures while traveling the world as a younger man, said it best when asked by Heywood to let him in on his secret to living a fulfilled life.


  The old gentleman said he finally determined he could live his life one of two ways: by replicating the experiences of those who came before him; or by creating his own unique personal experiences. If he chose the former, he ended up living someone else’s life. Heywood decided he wanted to live his own life which required him to go out and take chances, to make those personal experiences personal


  



  



  



  


  



  ~Is That A Pink Fender?


  



  Just like many other young men coming of age, Heywood could vividly recall the day he got his first car. It was, to say the least, a most memorable day in deed. Possibly it was made more so by the way he came into possession of said auto. Long into the future, Heywood could still hear his dad’s voice.


  “Well, it’s yours now,” he'd said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice.


  Heywood personally saw no humor in this declaration of an official change in ownership of the vehicle in question. Heywood didn’t expect he was the only one to wonder if the wreck parked before him might not be better off if it was put to rest in the nearest junk yard. The whole right front fender was practically gone, plus the hood was also mangled. Where the bumper was now, no one could say. Not exactly how Heywood had envisioned becoming the proud owner of his first vehicle.


  Sure, maybe it was Heywood who drove the same vehicle into that inconveniently situated utility pole. He couldn’t recall his dad officially announcing a “You break it, you own it” policy. If that had been clearly stipulated, Heywood was quite certain he would have used a bit more caution while navigating the curvy road that carried the usual Friday night cruising traffic between drive-in, curb service restaurants.


  What else was Heywood supposed to do about the lit cigarette that had slipped out of his fingers and fallen into his lap? Certainly none of his pals could be expected to go searching for the offending lung menace. Heywood was all alone on this one. The guy riding shotgun did make an attempt to steer the runaway vehicle away from the telephone pole, but to no avail.


  Heywood was a young lad with places to go and people to see. Only now his sole mode of transportation, without imposing upon friends who were becoming less willing to haul him around to all the places he needed to go or see, sat behind the house absent most of its front end. The unrecognizable pieces that urgently needed to be replaced lay in a pile to the side.


  If that was not bad enough, Heywood pulled out his trusty old pencil and after making a few calls to local junkyards found out that the replacement parts would amount to over one hundred dollars cash. Heywood had a better chance of getting a call from the attractive young female lifeguard at the city pool - the one who called him a conceited jerk while giving him the middle finger salute - than coming up with a hundred bucks.


  Even if he did come up with the cash to get the parts, Heywood had no idea of how to go about replacing almost the entire front end of an automobile. He could take one apart. Heywood could take apart almost anything. Actually, he liked taking things apart. Taking things apart was generally a snap. Putting things together or, in this instance, back together was a waste of Heywood’s talents. He had been told much earlier in life that he didn’t have any of those putting things back together genes. One might say he was an early adherent of the I don’t like to do that theory. Admittedly most everyone else was slow to pick up on this idea, but not Heywood. When it came to doing mostly what he wanted to do, he was well known as a trendsetter.


  There were other issues, such as the car’s heater and defroster system wouldn’t warm up a glove box. Then there was that hole in the floor on the front passenger side. Wind, water, road noise, and exhaust fumes all ended up inside the vehicle. Maybe that didn’t matter much during the dry summers, but during the cold, inclement weather periods, one’s pucker factor increased by the ton. Try to get a girl to go to the drive-in movie with you in that thing when there’s snow on the ground.


  The most embarrassing of all deficiencies was that the car had a six cylinder engine with but a single exhaust pipe. How un-cool was that? Can one even imagine just how stupid it looks to cruise through one of the many drive-in restaurants on a Friday night - your steady girl sitting by your side and not being able to rev up a V-8 engine with a pair of glass pack mufflers?


  Heywood was in a pickle. He needed a car badly and his only prospect presently was an ugly, before we say another word, wreck, sitting out in the driveway with the front end torn off. He needed a hundred bucks to buy all the parts to repair the wreck, and he definitely needed to find someone dumb enough to help him do all this repairing once the required pieces miraculously appeared.


  Heywood put his brain to work and, amazingly, found a solution. It wasn’t that difficult, actually. First thing he did was tell his younger brother, the one who had exhibited some mechanical talent a couple of years earlier when he helped one of his friends fix a car that had also undergone a front end smashing, that he would tell their parents it was his brother who fed the laxative infused dog food to the neighbor’s yapping dog that stood at the fence and barked towards Heywood back door for hours at a time, thereby, causing the owner to have to replace about every piece of carpet in the house.


  Heywood began a campaign to convince his father that he was getting real, real close to thinking about turning over a new leaf. “Maybe dad is right,” Heywood commented aloud on more than one occasion. “Maybe it is time for me to grow up and begin to take some responsibility for my own upkeep.”


  “All of us have to grow up sometime,” Heywood said knowing his dad was in earshot. He also got the old push mower out and sharpened the blades one weekend when he was sure his dad would be around to observe the miraculous event.


  A stroke of genius? Heywood thought so. Why else would his dad have offered to loan Heywood the hundred bucks to get that wreck fixed so he might have a better chance of becoming gainfully employed.


  If something showed real promise in furthering his ambitions, Heywood was capable of moving at a much more accelerated pace. Still not fast, mind you, but certainly quicker than the usual it’s on my to do list pace. So much quicker, that Heywood, with the help of his mechanically adept little brother, soon had all the parts he needed to fix his car piled out behind the house and ready to be attached.


  Heywood was surprised at just how fast the parts went on. In no time at all, his ride was ready to be reintroduced to the world. His little brother even went to the trouble of patching that pesky hole in the floorboard. “Maybe this deal wasn’t going to be so bad after all,” Heywood mused. No more having to ask his dad for the car, no more having to explain why a wash tub full of empty beer bottles was in the back seat, or, most importantly, no more having to demur when asked by a girl if he would be available next week to give her a ride to the pool.


  Of course, he would. He had his own car now. This is exactly what the founding fathers were talking about in that Declaration of Independence. Heywood had rightly assumed his own separate and equal station. More importantly, he was no longer subject to that long train of abuses and usurpations regularly imposed upon young people by parents everywhere.


  All in all, things were looking great with the exception of one little thing, that is. That one little thing was a humongous thing. He and his little brother, in spite of their best efforts, were not able to secure exact duplicates of the parts that needed replacing on Heywood’s new personal vehicle. They had stood there for the longest time considering the ramifications of settling for something less than an exact duplicate. In the end though, the eagerness to get his personal car on the road cancelled out his reservations.


  The car was solid white. The replacement fender and hood were pink. Through the euphoric haze that had clouded his reasoning, Heywood allowed his little brother to talk him into going ahead and buying the offending and prominently displayed pink replacement parts.


  What Heywood ended up doing was typical. He figured he’d give it a road test to see how his friends reacted to his personal rolling social parlor. He got the message real quick. The sounds of derisive laughter resonated in his ears long after his two-tone pink and white ride departed the first drive-in restaurant lot he cruised through.


  Horns were honking, so-called pals were laughing, and way too many cute girls were staring at him with looks that might well have been caused by someone letting loose a beer fart right under their noses.


  Fifteen minutes later Heywood pulled back into his home driveway swearing never to take that loathsome vehicle back to the mean streets until that forevermore hated pink color was purged from his memory. That meant he needed to get back with his little brother and apologize profusely for not honoring his pledge to allow the single person who did all the work to be the first to take it out on the streets.


  Fortunately, the kid was a good soul who pledged to find a solution within their budget. That was a chore in itself as their entire budget now amounted to about four dollars and eighty-five cents. Wouldn’t you know it, the kid came through again. For just a few pennies short of their total budget, his brother secured two spray cans of white metallic paint, metal sand paper to get rid of much of the remaining pink color, and a big roll of masking tape.


  A full week passed before his little brother proudly proclaimed the offending pile of metal had been transformed into something that was not at all cool, but presentable, and if not presentable, at least not so likely to provoke hysterical laughter.


  Heywood was so overjoyed he actually allowed his younger brother to drive the car around for the whole afternoon. Heywood did make him pay for his own gas, and he agreed in principal to consider allowing his little brother the use of said vehicle on other non-primetime occasions in the future. Heywood actually felt real good about being so accommodating to his little brother. All in all, his little brother was a very lucky young man to have such an understanding role model as Heywood.


  But wouldn’t you just know it. In no time at all, Heywood came crashing up against that ubiquitous wall of monetary necessity. Meaning, he needed money. Cars cost money, and he didn’t have any, to speak of, excepting the few bucks he got from his dad each week. As a proud car owner, he now had to provide for gas, oil, insurance, license plates, and maintenance. Heywood realized he needed a job.


  This turned out to be something of a problem as Heywood really didn’t like to get up early or working hard. Actually, he only wanted the money, he didn’t want the work, but for some weird reason, all the employers insisted on the two being dependent upon one another.


  “This sucks,” Heywood often said to anyone listening. But in due course, he gave in and deigned to being employed at a major supermarket bakery. Heywood figured this would be the lesser of many possible evils, with evil, of course, being defined as any kind of hard work. The things that attracted Heywood to the job were numerous. It paid a whopping two seventy-five an hour. Just how sweet was that? And just for baking things, he reasoned. Secondly, the work would be at night from eleven to seven. That would allow him time to sleep during the early part of the day when there wasn’t anything important going on and party at night before going to work. Thirdly, he absolutely loved pastries. If it was up to him, that’s all he would eat. That and meatloaf. Heywood did like meatloaf. He also liked the mash potatoes and gravy that were essential if one ate meatloaf. To be fair, he also liked the green beans his momma always served with the other essential parts of his non-pastry favorite meal. Plus to be really, really honest, Heywood did like those fluffy biscuits his mom always made to go along with the meatloaf. But that’s all. Only pastries and that meat loaf ensemble was all he liked to eat. But then again, he did like ice cream, and as he reasoned that ice cream wasn’t actually a food but rather a member of the dessert family, he could exclude that also.


  The job Heywood was assigned to on the first day of employment was assisting an older fellow who proudly announced to Heywood that he had been on the job at the same bakery placing large trays of pastries into a conveyor oven for almost twenty years. Heywood was quite sure the man wasn’t bragging, although it seemed to Heywood that if he was being assigned to the same job on the very first day, he was not presently in the company of a baking master. All they did was roll big racks of raised pastry trays ready for the block-long conveyor belt oven up to the gaping mall of an opening and feed the trays onto the always moving conveyor belt. About twenty five or thirty minutes later, the same platters would come back around looking nice and brown ready for the wrapping department half a building away.


  After some time Heywood could not help but notice that his thumbs were getting sore from lifting the heavy trays. There was also the discomfort caused by the large oven giving off so much heat. He actually got to feeling somewhat faint. The guy he was working with did not show any effects from the heat radiating from the oven opening. However Heywood astutely noticed that the same guy was the only one who always walked several paces away to a large white refrigerator room where he brought back rolling racks of raised pastry dough on large trays. It was these trays they subsequently placed on the conveyor belts after removing the returning trays revealing all those brown, tasty looking rolls.


  Heywood was no dummy. The reason his grinning co-worker looked so comfortable was because he was constantly cooling down in that big refrigerator. Heywood decided he would put a halt to this situation real fast. Maybe he didn’t have twenty years of experience sticking big trays loaded with pastry dough into block-long ovens, but he’d figured out this scam.


  “Just one second there, Hoss,” Heywood said the next time Mr. Deformed Thumbs (from lifting heavy trays for twenty years) made a move towards the big ice box. “I’ll get the racks this time,” he stated with a hint of defiance.


  His co-worker looked somewhat surprised at this cheeky attitude so suddenly displayed by the new guy. But, with a smile and the wave of the hand towards the fridge door, he stepped aside.


  Heywood could not help but grin at just how easily he’d went about letting the old-timer know he was not some rube just getting to town on the back of a hay wagon. He was a well-known player in his neighborhood. He could take up for himself when the need arose.


  The several paces to the big white door, behind which Heywood was sure he would receive the jolt of cool air he wanted so badly, took but a few seconds. Then with an obvious sense of urgency, Heywood jerked open the door and scampered into the much needed refreshing cool air, slamming the door behind him.


  Heywood’s giggling co-worker dragged his limp body back through the same door a minute later gasping for breath as if he were just pulled from the bottom of a swimming pool. The ice box Heywood expected to enjoy turned out to be one of those contraptions referred to as a proofer. A proofer was an enclosed space filled with very hot air, which is essential for causing the pastry dough to rise prior to baking. The temperature inside was a lung gasping one hundred twenty degrees.


  It took some time for Heywood to regain his senses and realize that he’d been had. Turns out incidents like this occurred often when new guys came to work in front of the big oven. Heywood knew he’d been played. But that was okay, he’d asked for it. He didn’t mind working around people who had a sense of humor. Heywood liked humor. His time would come. Mr. Deformed Thumbs would be hearing from Heywood one of these days.


  After some time, Heywood did finally get somewhat use to getting up and going to a job on a regular basis even if getting up was at 10 p.m. Monday through Friday, leaving him an hour to get ready and get to the bakery. Sure enough, just as he expected, the foreman came around one night and informed Heywood that starting the next week, he would be working at another job on the night shift.


  Heywood tried hard not to gloat during the remainder of his shift. Already someone in management had recognized his vast potential and promptly decided that this talented young man needed to be moved along to bigger and better opportunities. Even his friends, the ones who were always on him for not being able to cruise the streets and drink beer with them, were impressed when told about his somewhat meteoric rise in the company hierarchy.


  It stood to reason that Heywood was confused the next week when, right after arriving at work, he was directed by the foreman to a part of the plant he had not yet gotten familiar with. What kind of job they expected him to do in this area of the building where, as far as he could see, there was nothing but stacks and stacks of crusty old baking pans, Heywood didn’t have a clue.


  “Over here,” yelled the foreman as Heywood lagged behind while taking in his new surroundings.


  What Heywood saw as he approached the area, where the company official stood awaiting his arrival, was a heavy wooden topped table with a stack of those same crusty old baking pans. Also nearby was a vat of oily liquid. Heywood was at a complete loss as to what he might be expected to do with this mess.


  Surely they don’t use this stuff to prepare the bread products they ship to supermarkets all over the state? he thought as he stood there mouth agape.


  “What’s all this stuff?” Heywood finally asked.


  The foreman smiled diabolically as he broke the news to Heywood that this was going to be his new job location.


  That response caused two thoughts to come to Heywood’s mind. What kind of job will I do here? What happened to the guy who used to do this job?


  The foreman’s smile had just a hint of mischief in it as he broke the news to Heywood that the most recent employee who quit the job only the previous Friday said he was going to the doctor to check on his sudden loss of hearing and never came back. That explained why the large room was practically filled with stacks of dirty baking pans.


  Then as Heywood scrunched his brow evidencing his confusion, the foreman picked up one of the nastiest pans and promptly turned it upside down and banged it hard on the sturdy table top causing burnt pieces of bread crust to go flying over a wide area. Next he dipped an oily old mop handle-like stick with an oily rag tied to the end into the vat of oil and summarily into one of the crusty baking pans he’d retrieved from one of the hundreds of stacks in the very large room. The final thing the foreman did before turning back to Heywood with a mischievous smile on his face was to place that same, now de-crusted and re-oiled baking pan on a conveyor belt that transported it to an adjacent department where it would be filled with fresh bread dough before being placed in one of those block-long ovens.


  Viewing the mess surrounding his new workstation, Heywood, being somewhat prescient, admitted that most likely his earlier thoughts relating to being promoted were a mite premature.


  The foreman ultimately turned away heading for the big double doors, but before he got too far, he made one last comment. “Whatever you do keep that conveyor line filled with pans going into the next part of the plant where they put the bread dough in before arriving at the ovens. We have to get enough bread out by tomorrow morning to fill the shelves in stores over this entire part of the state.”


  Heywood was suddenly all by himself, he and about a million crusty pans to get back on line so all those unsuspecting consumers would be able to purchase bread manufactured under conditions not suitable for consumption by cloven hoofed creatures.


  “Is this a great country, or what?” Heywood derisively commented aloud as he reached for one of the pans he needed to bang on the table before slopping it with a substance that looked more like used motor oil all the time.


  For the greater part of the next eight hours, that was Heywood’s life. Banging and slopping baking pans that had not been washed for at least the last three hundred years?


  Somewhere during those first hours, as Heywood continued his planned climb up the already ever receding into the distance management ladder, he determined never to eat store bought bread again. His mama’s homemade biscuits and cornbread were looking better and better all the time.


  Another thing that exasperated Heywood was the obvious fact that a living, breathing human being could not do this job bad enough to get transferred to some other menial task. You couldn’t get the pans any dirtier nor, he finally determined, would it make any difference if he did not even bother to slop or bang the old burnt crust out of the pans. Down the line someone who gave a crap even less would still plop fresh baking dough into the pan and send it on down the line. Obviously, whoever did that job had by now also come to the decision never to eat anything put on any shelf that displayed their employer’s name.


  As the seemingly never-ending drudgery filled hours passed by day by excruciating day, Heywood began to believe he’d detected a subliminal rhythm to his existence. He’d heard the word used by one of those college professors he saw on TV one day while checking to see if he really could watch something that didn’t involve a sporting event, a horse, an army tank, or a baseball. Ended up he couldn’t, but he did remember a guy with black-rimmed glasses and a really goofy haircut talking about something subliminal. Heywood determined he would find out what the word meant and make use of it from time to time. The most recent instance was the second time. The other time didn’t go so well when he tried to work it into a conversation with a girl at the pool wearing a two piece bathing suit. He told her she looked subliminal. She told her football player boyfriend who took offense and told Heywood he would be doing something subliminal to his head if he ever talked to his girlfriend again.


  In the end, the so-called rhythm wasn’t subliminal at all. It was nothing more than a repetitive bang, slop, clang as the metal bread pans made contact with the metal rollers on the conveyor line.


  Heywood had read something about some old codgers in India who went around the country barefooted begging for food and would sit down alongside the dirty roads and do something called meditating. They hummed a bunch of nonsensical words that put them in some kind of spell so they could endure all sorts of pain.


  Well, Heywood was also in a lot of pain from banging the crust from all those nasty pans. He tried to meditate, but the pan banging would not allow him to get anywhere close to the meditative place those Indian guru guys got to. He made a mental note to write a letter to India telling them this stuff did not work where he lived. Possibly, if he could just sit quietly with no one bothering him he, too, could achieve some level of quietude, but not where he toiled to scrape out a living. You sit in a corner and start humming where Heywood lived, they would put you in the county psyche unit or make you pick up cigarette butts around the courthouse.


  Fortunately for Heywood, one of his fellow inmates who worked in a part of the plant where the bread was sliced and packaged quit, necessitating the company decision to use Heywood’s untapped talents in a replacement role. Once again he faced having to work hard for about thirty-five seconds to learn a new job.


  This time he would be handling the fresh baked bread in between the time when it came out of the oven but before it got shoved into the thin cellophane packaging and sent to markets. All of about eleven brain cells were required for him to perform this task. This suited Heywood as he really didn’t want to put forth a whole lot of mental energy here either. Just tell him what you wanted done and then stand back and let him do it. After all, it wasn’t rocket science.


  Ah, but wouldn’t you just know it? Heywood did, in fact, manage to screw this job up. All he had to do was take the pans of bread off of the oven conveyor belt and shove them on to racks that were then moved to a slicing and packaging line where the loaves were placed in cellophane wrappers. Upon the completion of this simple task, the individual loaves were then loaded on to various conveyances and shipped to area markets. End of story, right?


  Turns out very few of the loaves Heywood came into contact with that day made it anywhere. The individual retrieving the bread from the oven (Heywood again) was not forewarned to treat the very hot items with compassion. Otherwise, those puffed up and very hot individual rolls were susceptible to collapsing like deflated footballs. Heywood paid no attention to the contents of the metal baking pans he nonchalantly tossed onto the awaiting racks.


  Heywood was adamant that whatever had happened was not his fault. He had been instructed to retrieve the individual pans from the oven and place them on racks as fast as he could so the warm loaves could be rolled over to the packaging line for final preparation before loading onto trucks for delivery to stores all over two states.


  Unfortunately, that’s not how management saw it. The plant general manager paced around the large room where Heywood, along with the rest of the baking crew, awaited their fate. Some of the old-timers were really scared about the possibility of a mass firing. Heywood could see the fear in his fellow workers’ eyes. Conversely, he didn’t really give a big rat’s ass. He was becoming weary of this whole baking debacle by the minute. He didn’t give a crap as to what actually caused what, apparently to all the suits and ties, was a historical catastrophe. If they wanted him to handle the right-out-of-the-oven product with kid gloves, then tell him that. If someone had not put enough yeast in the product, then have those people taken out back and shot. If it was about the bread having risen too fast, then go get all those guys and tell them about it. As far as Heywood was concerned his days in front of the ovens were numbered.


  Heywood did not get fired that day just as his fellow workers did not. Heywood did receive a few snide remarks from a couple of the old-timers, the ones who hoped to keep their jobs until retirement. Heywood tried to act sorry for what had happened, but as more of the old-timers attempted to shift the blame in his direction, he began to lose interest in the whole thing. He went out of his way to let a couple of them know he could care less about what they thought of his work ethic. Heywood had no real idea regarding what kind of suitable gainful employment would ultimately grab his attention, but he was damn sure it wouldn’t be in the baking industry.


  Over the next couple of months his status at the plant entered into something akin to the “Twilight Zone.” Heywood knew he was just passing time until he could find another job. He did, from time to time, confide to a couple of the younger guys that he was soon to be outta there. They mostly felt the same way he did. As for the older guys, Heywood just ignored them. They were trapped in their jobs. They knew how to bake bread for a large company and that’s all. Anyone doing anything to put their jobs at risk was scorned. As they were old-timers, they did not intend to get blamed for mistakes. Whatever happened, they looked for someone else to blame it on.


  The end finally came a few weeks later when Heywood was part of a crew marched before the plant superintendent’s office to answer for the offense of allowing the bread to be over baked. By this time Heywood didn’t even bother to listen to the red-faced manager’s harangue. Heywood was as good as already out the door. He still had no idea as to what he was going to do with his life, but he was sure he could find some people somewhere who were not so screwed up as this group was to do it with.


  Heywood intended to give two weeks’ notice, as was customary, but things just didn’t work out that way. He did, in fact, give notice but, almost immediately, things at the plant descended to a level of nonsense that caused Heywood to expedite his departure or perhaps more correctly, to try to expedite his departure.


  Heywood’s plan was to stay low and not make any noise, so to speak, for the two weeks’ notice period he’d apprised the management of the previous Friday. But wouldn’t you just know it. Things happened that Heywood was considered to be a part of. In quick succession more bread was burnt, entire production lines went down for hours, and employees started shifting the blame to one another.


  Every single day for the first week of his two weeks’ notice period, whole crews were called before higher management to be held accountable for some, according to management, catastrophe. It was frightened, stern-faced employees that almost daily marched into some manager’s office to be held accountable for some unforgivable sin. All except Heywood, that is.


  You see, Heywood didn’t give a crap. Whatever had happened, he didn’t do it, and he wasn’t going to listen to some old red-faced tyrant go on and on about bread not being baked to perfection. So he just blew off the end of day bitch sessions the rest of the scared-stiff workers trudged to daily.


  In fact, his final day was the Friday of the first week of his two week notification. Heywood was not going to subject himself to more of their nonsense. If all they intended to do was bitch and moan about everything, practically every employee did, every day, then he had better things to do.


  Only the management didn’t see it that way. Heywood was called at home the following Monday by one of the upper management people and told he was going to be fired if he did not present himself at the plant office the next morning. Heywood reminded the caller that he had already given notice but due to all the nonsense going on, had merely expedited his departure date.


  The indignant company official then promptly informed him he was fired. Heywood said fine and hung up the phone, glad to be done with those idiots. He’d rather dig holes for a living than put up with their nonsense. He felt relieved to be done with the whole mess.


  It might come as a surprise to readers to learn that the next day another management official called Heywood’s home and asked where the heck he was. Heywood calmly told the guy he was in bed and had been enjoying a nice long sleep before being so rudely interrupted. The caller was indignant and informed Heywood that he would be fired if he did not show up at work that very evening. Heywood politely told him he’d already been fired and went back to bed.


  For the next several blissful days, Heywood reveled in his new freedom. He’d made a mental note to perform a more in depth examination of future potential employers. He never again wanted to find himself in the company of a group of idiots like the ones who managed the company he’d just escaped from. Heywood planned to take some time before he hired his valuable services out again. A guy needed to be careful.


  By the end of the first week of his new found freedom Heywood was starting to come around and was becoming more optimistic by the minute. But that turned out to be short lived. For you see, he received another of those phone calls from hell. His supposedly former employer called again and chastised him in depth for not showing up for work.


  Heywood immediately informed the caller that they had fired him the previous week. The caller became irate and informed Heywood that they had no record of him being fired, but he certainly would be if he did not show up that night.


  “That’s fine with me,” said an exasperated Heywood. He felt glad to be done with the bakery from hell. That is until several days later when the phone rang just after midnight. Heywood answered and was greeted by a voice from the netherworld, “This is your employer …”


  



  



  



  



  ~There Be Monsters


  



  Not long after the threatening phone calls from the bakery employer ceased, another rather strange experience caused Heywood to wonder if he truly wanted to become one of those so-called grownups. To that point, the entire lot of them was scoring fairly low on his personally devised are you kidding me meter.


  Several times Heywood almost asked the adults who had had, or who felt they should have had, some say in what he did and said at a particular point on his life’s perilous arc, “Are you that stupid?”


  Some of the stuff those people came up with made no sense at all as far as he was concerned. Like for instance, when some practically broken down from monotonous backbreaking work older relative asked him when he was going to get a job so he could get married, buy a house, get a mortgage, get a loan to buy a car, have some kids, and pay taxes to support the country like everyone else?


  Heywood would tell them, “Just as soon as I find that one man who doesn’t complain about paying taxes, a wife spending money, doing chores, not being appreciated, juvenile delinquent children, the in-laws, or going to church with all those hypocrites. That’s when I’ll get a job and go around being resentful most of the time just like you.”


  The newest weirdness started one weekday night as Heywood watched the late news program on TV. At that time there were only three channels available, and they all scheduled the local news programs at the same time. Heywood paid little attention to the prattling of the local news anchor as the man waxed on about some inconsequential non-news event that was being offered up to fill air time. In fact, Heywood had just finished thinking that there had to be something better than this to spend his time on when there arose such a commotion from the front door that his reaction caused him to drop the remainder of the peanut butter and jelly sandwich he was eating on the carpet.


  “Dang it,” he said aloud as he sadly observed that the jelly side of the open-faced treat landed face down on a carpet covered with cat hair.


  As the clamor persisted, a nervous Heywood cautiously rose from his chair and made his way to the front door. The banging continued, but he had no intention of opening the door to whatever noise-making entity awaited his arrival.


  “Who is it?” yelled Heywood.


  “It’s me,” came the reply accompanied by even more loud knocking.


  “Who is me?” asked Heywood nervously.


  “It’s your Uncle Ralph. Open the damn door.”


  Heywood reluctantly unlocked the door and attempted to open it just a crack to see if it actually was his uncle on the other side making all the noise. As soon as he turned the knob, the noise maker burst through the door, pushing Heywood aside.


  If the sudden entrance didn’t totally unnerve Heywood, the sight of the terrified individual who made it did. No sooner did the frightened person get inside than he slammed the door locking it behind him. Only then did the intruder, who in fact was his uncle, begin to explain.


  “They’re after me,” said the shaking intruder.


  “What? Who’s after you?” asked a frightened Heywood.


  “They are,” answered his terrified uncle as he cautiously peeked through the curtain covering the small window.


  “Who? Who? Who are they?” asked Heywood.


  His uncle, appearing put out by Heywood’s ineptness at recognizing imminent danger, pushed him aside to take another peek.


  “Can’t you see them? They are standing right there under the street light looking at this front door. I’ve been trying to get away from them for two hours, but they keep following me wherever I go. I’m going to call the police,” responded his uncle.


  “Just wait a minute and let me take another look. Under the street light you said?” asked a perturbed Heywood.


  Heywood scanned the entire front of the house, yard, driveway, sidewalk, and street while the shaken older relative paced the room awaiting a confirmation of the obvious, with the obvious being there were strange creatures chasing him who stood under a street light waiting for him to come outside so they could follow him around.


  “What’s going on?” asked an incredulous Heywood as he turned to confront his uncle who was beginning to reveal himself to be an actual, in fact, nut ball.


  “Can’t you see them?” asked the exasperated relative pushing Heywood aside to take another peek through the curtain. “There they are, standing right out there. Are you blind?”


  Heywood pushed the troubled individual aside again to take another look. “There’s nothing there. What is it I’m supposed to be seeing?” he pleaded.


  Exasperation showed on Heywood’s face as his uncle peered through the window towards the street.


  “Yep, there they are, all five of them. I see you, you big ugly apes! That’s right, go ahead and laugh. Try to come through this front door, and I’ll fill your hairy behinds with buckshot. By the way, where’s your daddy’s shotgun, Heywood? Better get it out cause they might just try to come through the front door.”


  “What? What do you mean shotgun? There is nothing out there. I looked. See? There’s nothing there,” answered an exasperated Heywood. As if to placate his dimwitted nephew, the condescending uncle peered through the door’s window.


  “Boy, do they have you fooled. They’ve made themselves invisible to you, but I can still see them as clear as day,” answered his uncle.


  “Then tell me what they look like if you can see them,” pleaded a befuddled Heywood.


  Exhibiting infinite patience towards a gray matter lacking nephew, Heywood’s much more settled uncle peered through the small door window.


  “I can see you big ugly hairy apes,” remarked his uncle as he peered intently towards the street.


  “Tell me what you see?” pleaded Heywood with more than a hint of angst in his voice. Somebody in this small group of humans was goofier that bat feces, and Heywood was hoping it was not him.


  “Well,” replied his more relaxed uncle, “the big one is about nine foot tall and he’s covered head to toe with long shaggy brown hair that smells awful. He’s smoking one of those long filtered cigarettes, carrying a red purse, and has an umbrella hanging on his arm. That pretty much goes for the rest of them, too. Some of them aren’t carrying purses, but they all have umbrellas.”


  If someone had been there to take a picture, Heywood’s mouth and eyes would have appeared quite comparable in size to basketballs. Heywood’s uncle had finally crossed over the line. For many years since returning from long periods of combat in WWII, he acted erratically from time to time. Now it had finally happened. The guy was being chased by big, hairy, filter cigarette smoking monsters carrying purses and umbrellas. Heywood realized he needed to play it cool until the guy could get some help at the local VA hospital.


  Heywood’s attitude changed abruptly. His uncle was a good, but confused man who needed serious help. He decided he needed to settle the guy down, let him sleep on the couch, and then take him to the VA hospital in the morning. Heywood was well aware of other individuals who had found it necessary to seek help because of the many traumatic experiences they had endured while serving their country during WWII many years earlier. He’d heard his own father mention on a number of occasions that many of his boyhood friends never seemed to recover completely from the years of bloody combat they’d endured for the sake of their country.


  Heywood camped out in the lounge chair for the rest of the night - dozing off from time to time, only to be awakened by his uncle’s sporadic trips to the front door to verify that the same gang of big, hairy, umbrella-toting creatures were still out there under the street light waiting for him to come out so they could follow him around some more.


  The next morning when Heywood awoke, stiff and sore from sleeping in the chair, he immediately noticed that his uncle was sitting across from him looking fully refreshed and smiling as if he were on top of the world. Heywood did not know whether to take this as a good sign or as further evidence of his uncle’s visit to goofball city.


  “Well, how’s it going, Uncle Ralph?” asked Heywood with concern in his voice.


  His uncle, quietly sitting on the couch, looked as if he had just awakened from a good night’s sleep.


  “I’m fine, Heywood. How are you doing this wonderful morning?” came the response.


  Well okay, thought Heywood, this is looking much better.


  “Great. How about some breakfast? Mom’s not home from her job at the hospital yet, but we can drive to the market and pick up some rolls if you like. Would that work for you?” asked a yet suspicious Heywood.


  “That would be fine. Some rolls and a hot cup of coffee will work real well,” said the sane looking individual who had burst upon the scene terrified and trying to escape from monsters the previous evening.


  “Well, let’s do it,” said Heywood relieved to see the improvement in his uncle’s demeanor.


  The drive to the market, only several blocks away, was uneventful. Still, Heywood kept the thought of taking his uncle to the VA hospital in the back of his mind. But, at the moment, things were looking much better.


  The trip through the supermarket isles was likewise uneventful as Uncle Ralph walked along with Heywood commenting on how different things were now compared to his childhood days when families had to survive the ravages of a full blown depression, when kids like him were sent off to work camps with most of the wages they earned sent back home to help feed a starving family.


  Finally, sweet rolls and several other items having been secured, the twosome headed for the checkout line. Heywood felt more relieved by the minute. His uncle appeared every bit the sane individual he most always appeared to be.


  When their time came to step up and place the basket carrying the several items they had selected for purchase onto the checkout line, Heywood did so, and as he pulled out several of the few remaining dollars from his emaciated wallet to pay the tab, he went with the moment and turned to his uncle standing right beside him.


  “Well, Uncle Ralph, is this a beautiful day or what? I am relieved that the little incident last night is in the past. In fact, maybe we won’t have to make that trip to the VA hospital after all. How’s that sound to you? We’ll go back home, make some coffee, enjoy some fresh rolls, and read the paper. Whatta you say?”


  All the time Heywood was talking his uncle peered intently through the front glass window towards the spot where Heywood had parked the car. As he watched, a smile appeared on his uncle’s face as his attention remained on the vehicle in the lot.


  “That sound good to you?” Heywood asked again with some slight nervousness returning to his voice.


  His uncle, all the while, kept his focus on the vehicle out in the lot. Heywood felt the uncertainty returning relating to his uncle’s previous evening’s mental condition.


  “Sound good to you?” Heywood asked as concern crept into his voice.


  Quite calmly, his uncle turned to Heywood and said, “Sure, sounds great. Only, I don’t know how you’re going to get all those big smelly critters with their purses and umbrellas out of your car so we can drive it home.”


  Heywood never forgot how his uncle turned up one day at the front door so completely out of his mind. There was a lesson to be learned from this somewhere, and Heywood had a sneaking suspicion it might have something to do with government officials taking young men off the streets and sending them to faraway places to kill other young men sent there by other countries to do the same thing.


  Yet life went on even as his unfortunate uncle sank deeper and deeper into the mental hell introduced into his life years before on some bloody battlefield in a faraway land. For Heywood, his luck turned for the better as he got another factory job that paid good wages where most of the bosses were not jerks.


  Within several months he actually had some money in the bank. He got an apartment with a couple other guys of the same age and disposition, meaning they did two things: they worked and they played. The work was assembly line work which meant they kept putting parts on whatever came down the line. In Heywood’s case it was tractor parts: fenders, wiring, wheels, decals, etc. until you were looking at a real farm tractor, one of those things guys with the bib overalls drive around the fields outside of the cities.


  As far as Heywood was concerned life was good. He had money to spend, friends to party with, and cute girls to bring around to his way of thinking about life. He had a draft number pretty far down the list. That meant a whole bunch of unlucky guys would be invited to that nasty Southeast Asia barn dance before they ever got to him.


  It wasn’t that Heywood was unpatriotic; he came from a sure-fire patriotic family. If the country was threatened, his ancestors were among the first to stand up all the way back to the Civil War and before. But not one relative had ever heard of a place in the Far East called Vietnam. People over there lived mostly in grass huts and ate fish and rice. They posed no military threat to the citizens of the USA so Heywood wondered what the heck was going on. He even had an ongoing conversation with a fellow employee who had just returned from serving with the Marines over there who pretty much said the same thing. Heywood, along with most of his friends, determined they would mind their own business. If those Vietcong people ever managed to get some boats and make it as far as the West Coast, then give him a call. Otherwise, it was party time just about all the time for Heywood and his young friends.


  Fat with unfettered cash from his assembly line job, Heywood succumbed to the constant derisive comments regarding his beat up old car and went down to a local dealership and purchased a brand new GTO. It was amazingly simple. First they checked to see if he had a pulse, then they asked him show an actual pay stub from his place of employment, and that was about it. All he had to do was put a few hundred dollars down along with the title to his old jalopy, still sporting the terrible paint job that never really covered up the original pink fender, and voilà he was driving off in a surefire babe mobile.


  Heywood got a kick out of the used car salesman who showed up to take his old ride to the back lot. The guy almost had a heart attack when he tried to move the old junker and found out the hard way that the car had no brakes, just metal on metal. Heywood couldn’t find the time to take it in to get the new brakes it had needed for the last several months. All he did was drive it back and forth to work. Plus, most of the girls he dated were more than willing to drive the nice cars provided by their daddies. Let the daddies buy the gas was Heywood’s mantra. His job was to provide the entertainment.


  The terrified car dealer was not entertained when he barely got Heywood’s old pile of junk stopped right before almost taking out a whole row of new cars. He jumped out of the old jalopy screaming like a banshee. While Heywood was sitting happily in his new ride, the dealer waited for a wrecker so they could take the rusty heap straight to the junkyard where it could be ground up for scrap metal. Heywood took comfort in knowing he’d wrung every last ounce of utility out of the old rust bucket headed for that junkyard in the suburbs. Now it was time for him to move up to the big leagues.


  Heywood had done very well with the local cuties even with the ugliest car in town as his mode of transportation. He figured that now, with his new big time ride, the world was going to be his oyster. Although, he wished that he had another word to use other than oyster. Where, he wondered, did they ever come up with such a phrase? He had never eaten an oyster in his life. He didn’t even know of anyone who had eaten one of those slimy globs. Still, even if the world was not actually one of those slimy sea food things, he was on top of it.


  Life was looking real good for Heywood. Although future historians would later go on and on as to how the sixties were what one scribe referred to as a crucible (Heywood promised to get him a dictionary and see what that word meant someday), he mostly partied on down. He worked at the factory, paid his car payments, went for months without eating anything green, dated every cute girl who hadn’t yet heard about his philandering ways, and actually prayed (his uncle, the preacher would have been so proud of him) that his draft number would not be called.


  His luck held out until one fateful day in 1967. That’s the day his dad called and told him a letter addressed to Heywood from those fun loving people at the Selective Service Administration had arrived. This did not sit well at all with Heywood. He’d seen a few newspaper articles about the so-called military intervention in Vietnam, and by all accounts things were getting pretty serious. Body bags were starting to pile up. Just about everyone had a story about some brother, relative, or friend coming back in a box or with major body parts missing, and as Heywood’s life at that exact moment had never been better, this was most unwelcomed news.


  As far as he was concerned his family was already well represented over there. His younger brother was in Vietnam as well as three first cousins. It seemed to Heywood that the regular Joe was being tasked to carry the nation’s war burden. This had also been the case back during WWII when his dad and all four of his brothers found themselves in combat in previously unheard of places all over the world.


  Heywood could name about a million other really unattractive things he would rather do than leave the sweetest life a basically immature young adult ever enjoyed to become a contributing member of his country’s military interventionist policies.


  But alas, his fate was sealed, and Heywood did the only thing that made sense at that time. He quit his job and loaded up his GTO with beer and headed to the beaches in Florida. If a bunch of military interventionist in Washington, D.C., were intent upon messing up the sweetest existence on earth that Heywood could ever have imagined, he was going to go out the right way - on the beach in Florida with plenty of beer and cute girls. Somebody had to have their priorities straight, he reasoned.


  So it was off to Daytona Beach, Florida, they went. They, being Heywood and three other non-contributing members of society who likewise were not career oriented, and whose highest aspirations were to lounge on the beach, drink beer, and hopefully get laid every single day. Just the usual lofty ambitions of testosterone laded young men the world over.


  They also traveled light as far as clothing and sundry items went. Otherwise how were they to carry the eight cases of beer they decided to take along with them? It wasn’t that Florida didn’t have beer, they did, lots of it. Only it cost about three times as much as their local beer. A college degree wasn’t required to determine that it made sense to take as few clothing items as necessary to make room for the much cheaper homebrew.


  The one thing bad about hauling so much suds was the danger of getting stopped by the local constabulary along the way and having the valuable cargo confiscated. No way would they let that happen. Each member of the vacation party was sworn to obey all speed limits the entire way. That pretty much went as planned until just south of Atlanta where they came upon a three hundred mile long portion of the interstate highway system. Seventy-five mph was the posted limit, but invariably the speedometer kept creeping upwards to the eighty-five, ninety miles per hour range. It was during the wee hours of the morning when everyone including the driver had a real hard time staying awake that they hit the southern Georgia line a lot sooner than expected. Still, they all promised to be more cautious on the return trip.


  The remainder of the trip was deemed uneventful as the group cruised along the northern Florida roads with visions of whole days and nights of wanton sybaritic behavior awaiting their arrival in the Holy Land. Arriving pretty much right on schedule, they found themselves cruising slowly along the twenty-six mile long beach known as Daytona Beach, Florida, a place known for all forms of lewd and disgusting behaviors regularly exhibited by all those licentious young people running around in skimpy bathing suits. Let the good times begin.


  It turned out the good times would have to wait until the next day. Every single one of the avowed party animals crashed in a heap not an hour after getting settled into a very budget oriented, low rent, off the beach motel.


  Heywood and his fellow beach revelers did make it down to the beach by early afternoon of the next day. They drove the entire length of the beach (twenty-six miles) with the car windows open enjoying the refreshing ocean breeze. And of course, on the way back up the almost completely abandoned beach, Heywood backed up his earlier boast of his GTO being able to reach the one hundred miles per hour mark on the speedometer. People had been driving cars fast on that beach for decades. The sand, when the tide went out, was as hard and dry as concrete. Plus, there wasn’t any place for a cop to hide.


  Following the brief tour, it was suggested by more than one member of the party that it was time to get down to business: girls and booze, the real reason why young men go most places. The girls were out in force all along the beach. In fact, more than once, they argued about which group of unattached young beauties deserved to be permitted the enjoyment of their enlightened companionship. Of the four guys in the car, only three actually had any real say in what group was chosen. One of the kids was notorious for dating horribly ugly girls. Buck teeth, no teeth, moose-faced, zits galore, bad breath, and rotundity inclined features were not a distraction to this trifocal challenged individual. Give him several beers, a portable radio with a perfumed wig on it, and he was happy.


  It just so happened that the lucky girls that ultimately got blessed with the group’s attention were from the wonderful state of Georgia, the one they had sped through on their way down to Florida. All were college coeds on the beach planning to have a good time before heading back to school in the fall. That was amazing as Heywood’s small group also claimed to be college guys doing the same thing. When asked what his major was, Heywood informed one cute coed that he hadn’t decided but most likely it would be nuclear physics.


  What happened after the partying started became something of a blur to Heywood when the short vacation was over, but there were certain events and instances that did fight their way through the thick haze of way, way too much alcohol consumption.


  The first incident of note that Heywood later recalled had something to do with empty beer bottles and a bunch of sea birds that constantly swarmed over the beach party area looking for food scraps. One of the honor roll posers among Heywood’s little group got tired of all the bird squawking and decided to chase the beggars off by throwing empty beer bottles at them as they flew by. Before one could say, bottle refund, the ocean was alive with bobbing empty beer bottles.


  This all seemed harmless until later when an officer of the law drove up to where Heywood and his merry band of revelers partied to coolly inform them that if he saw even one of the hundred bottles presently bobbing around in the ocean still bobbing in five minutes time everyone present would be spending the night in jail.


  Say no more. Within seconds every young partier on the beach scampered around in the surf grabbing bottles while loudly proclaiming their success to the laughing patrolman. What had taken most of the morning to put in the ocean was in no time back on the beach in a neat pile to be taken to the nearest waste barrel.


  Only then did the laughing officer tip his hat and move on down the beach to make another group of young revelers’ day miserable for a short time.


  The remaining sun and suds drenched days on the beach became a blur. Heywood, after the first night’s hangover, decided he felt so bad that he had to do something about it. Most people would say something like that when they intended to stop drinking but not Heywood and his merry group. To them it simply meant that they should not allow themselves to sober up until they headed home. The reasoning was that if you didn’t ever sober up you wouldn’t experience the awful hangovers.


  Other than all the girls Heywood became intimately familiar with at the beach, the incident that made the greatest impression on him happened on the very last morning. As usual, most of the revelers stayed where they fell, meaning when so much booze had been ingested that the merrymakers could no longer stand on their feet, they simply lay down in the still warm sand and called it a night. Why take a chance of getting caught by the cops for drinking and driving when one had a soft warm bed right under their feet?


  That’s apparently what Heywood did. Only it wasn’t the soothing sound of the surf that awoke him that final morning. It was the sound of his own car’s engine and the pressure of a front tire pressing upon the side of his head. There was also a lot of screaming. Altogether a heck of a lot of noise was welcoming Heywood back to the conscious world.


  The first words that he heard and understood went something like this, “Stop! Stop! You’ll kill him if you run over his head.”


  It was probably that part about his head getting run over that caused Heywood’s eyes to open exposing them to the glare of the soon to be scalding hot sun. Unfortunately, Heywood couldn’t actually see the sun as there was something in the way of its usually warm and welcoming rays. That particular something turned out to be his own GTO’s left front tire. It was pressing right up against his pounding with a terrible hangover forehead.


  Heywood heard the same plaintive voice screaming those same words, “Stop! Stop! You’ll kill him.”


  Then he heard another voice, and this one was familiar. He recognized it immediately. It was one of his homeboys. But why was he yelling that he was going to run over that SOB’s head for what he had done? None of this made any sense to Heywood. What could he have done to his friend to cause him to want to run over his head with a two thousand pound car? He soon found out.


  “I told him that the next time we went out looking for girls while drinking, he better not come back with ugly ones,” yelled the individual who Heywood suspected was trying to drive his own car over his face.


  By this time Heywood realized that he better determine what was going on. No sooner did he do this than he saw right off what the problem was. The girl who was doing all the screaming was the one he had introduced to his inebriated friend the previous evening. He had to admit his partner had a point because this was just maybe the ugliest female Heywood had seen in a very long time. He felt a sense of relief that he was not the one who ended up with King Kong’s sister. Much better not to live with the thought of having spent a night with her!


  Heywood needed to act fast. His former friend was revving the engine as if he were about to pop the clutch for a drag race.


  “Charley! Charley! Don’t do it, Charley! Give me another chance. I’ll make it up to you, I swear I will,” pleaded a contrite Heywood.


  Almost immediately things quieted down.


  “Yeah? Well how you ever going to do that? Do you even have your eyes open? Do you get the picture of what I’m going to have to live with forever?” said the still hostile sounding driver.


  “How about me lending you my car to date the Carter girl back home you’ve been going on about?” added Heywood hurriedly.


  The engine revving stopped.


  “Boy, you better not be lyin’ to me. You swear that’s what you’ll do when we get back?” replied a much less hostile sounding traveling companion.


  “Have I ever lied to you?” came the hurried response from Heywood.


  “All the time,” came the response followed by more engine revving.


  “I mean, have I lied to you lately?” came the hurried reply from Heywood.


  “Yes! All you-” began the disgruntled buddy.


  “Okay. Okay. I admit I’ve been remiss, but I swear I’m not going to do it anymore, okay?”


  The engine revving ceased causing Heywood to suspect that his newest BS proclamation was having some effect. He decided to sweeten the pot even more.


  “I’m also going to let you do most of the driving on the way home, especially, on that new three hundred mile stretch of interstate. Whatta ya say, deal?”


  Seconds later it was over. One of Heywood’s best friends had decided not to run over his face with his own car in lieu of being granted driving privileges.


  Not long afterwards they said so long to the beach along with all the pretty and some not so pretty girls. It would require several more days for the group to completely detoxify, but to a man, they claimed it was worth it. They had all built some memories that would be essential in helping them to go forward into adulthood as the inheritors of numerous political and social issues that would gain national, as well as, international importance. Issues like the growing war in Southeast Asia and the small matter of granting civil rights to an entire race of human beings.


  All that stood between Heywood’s little group and the Bluegrass State was about nine hundred miles of concrete and asphalt plus one disgruntled highway patrolman.


  The source of the problem arose from an idea one of the quieter passengers offered up after Heywood mentioned he was quickly using up most of his new car’s warranty miles. Warranty miles being that period whereby the manufacture guaranteed any mechanical problem that arose during the first twelve thousand miles of ownership. The entire vacation trip was looking as if between three and four thousand miles of the warranty would be exhausted. The guy suggested they simply crawl under the car and undo the speedometer cable.


  Without the cable hooked up, no mileage would be recorded. The only problem with that idea was you would also be without the speedometer. But to a man, they all agreed that among them they could certainly determine if and when a posted speed limit was being exceeded. So under the car a volunteer not named Heywood went, and in no time, they were heading back north to the real world of day jobs as well as other looming career related issues, namely Heywood’s little detour into the military.


  To the best of Heywood’s recollection, they had been on the seemingly never-ending Georgia Interstate Highway for five or six hours straight. They were making good time as the signs announced that Atlanta loomed just over the horizon, forty or fifty miles ahead. Heywood was surprised at just how light the traffic was going both directions. A road like this was nothing less than a modern day marvel. If one didn’t believe it, just try going the length of Georgia on the old roads that routed the traveler through every little back country community that had the gumption to erect thirty-five mph speed limit signs.


  They were nowhere close to one of those small town speed traps when Heywood noticed another automobile trying to overtake them. Then in quick succession, Heywood noticed a red light on top of said vehicle flashing vigorously. After turning the radio down a few notches he heard a siren wailing.


  Who is this guy after? Heywood thought, right before the noisy vehicle pulled up alongside their car and motioned energetically for him to pull over to the side of the road.


  The first thing that came to Heywood’s mind was related to someone having an open container in the car. Then he recalled that they had given the car a thorough once over before leaving the beach just in case. So what is this trooper pulling me over for? Heywood wondered.


  The officer who eventually emerged from the vehicle sitting behind them alongside the highway finally waddled up to the driver’s side of the GTO.


  “Yes, sir,” said Heywood cheerfully. “Nice highway you’ve got here. Me and my friends were-” was as far as he got before the half grinning, half snarling State Trooper interrupted.


  “Boy, do you know how fast you was goin’ back there?” asked the snarling individual.


  Keenly aware that no mention of the fact that they had unhooked the speedometer should be made, Heywood replied, “Back there? Well, let’s see, I’m not sure exactly, but we were intending not to exceed the speed limit. We weren’t, were we?”


  The incredulous look on the trooper’s face said it all.


  “Boy, you was doing one hundred and ten miles per hour. I’ve been chasing you for fifteen miles, and you are under arrest.”


  Heywood had no idea of what to say. He honestly didn't know he was driving so fast. The gas pedal was not even to the floor.


  “Officer, I’m sure there must be some mistake,” offered Heywood as visions of all those unfortunate prisoners on the numerous roadside chain gangs they had passed along the highway on the way south came to mind.


  “You damn straight there’s a mistake, and you made it by abusin’ our posted speed limits. Now, I tell you what we’re gonna do. You’re gonna follow me to the county seat five miles east of the next exit just up ahead. You got that? And just remember, ain’t no hot rod can out run a radio. You sure you got all that?”


  “Yes sir,” replied Heywood as visions of all those poor guys on the chain gangs he saw along the roads came to mind.


  All the way to the county courthouse, the passengers inside Heywood’s car offered up their assessment of what might happen next. The consensus among the three non-car owners was that Heywood would probably be arrested and put on one of those chain gangs, but all three assured him they would take care of his car and be sure to come back and get him as soon as his sentence was up in five or six months.


  Heywood quickly informed his fair weather friends that the car was going to stay with him no matter what, and they could thumb a ride home if that’s all they had to offer. Plus, he had to report for induction into the service in less than thirty days. How was he going to handle that?


  It turned out that Heywood’s hasty appearance before a local magistrate, who sat in his tobacco chewing spattered office, was expected. It took all of about seven minutes for one of Georgia’s finest dispensers of jurisprudence to filch half of the remaining sixty bucks Heywood had to his name in lieu of jail time.


  The foul mouthed tobacco-spitting redneck rubbed a little salt in the wound when he said in all sincerity, “Y’all come back now, ya hear!”


  Over the next several hundred miles Heywood waxed philosophical relating to the strange confluence of events that were coming together at this particular juncture of his life’s, hopefully, prolonged journey. Would these be the days that he longingly reflected back upon at some distant point in the future? Were these the good old days? What lay in store for him? Should he have done as so many said and married his high school sweetheart? Should he have broken the cycle and attempted to go to college? Would he survive Vietnam if he were sent over there like so many of his friends and relatives?


  As the darkness shrouded the landscapes they passed through during the remainder of their prolonged homeward journey, Heywood realized his future was, likewise, an evolving mystery. That didn’t mean he had to go around in circles, repeating the same mistakes over and over. Someday he would have to stand for something. He recalled hearing one of the many high school counselors forced upon him, in lieu of being expelled for various and sundry infractions, say one time, “If you don’t ever stand for something, then, then, then you probably won’t ever stand for something, or do something, or something like that.”


  



  



  



  



  ~You’re In the Army Now


  



  The reality of Heywood’s soon-to-be new life began to set in by the fall of 1967. For the last several weeks during this period, his time was devoted to mostly closing up shop. Only days earlier, he’d watched as the happy buyer of his much beloved GTO drove off into the sunset, fully believing that the owner never did anything more than drive the GTO back and forth to work and had no idea how fast the car could actually go. Heywood was left without transportation, but it mattered little. Uncle Sam awaited his arrival at the nearby Army base, a mere forty-five miles from his home in Kentucky. In retrospect, it seemed to him that it was but a few weeks earlier that he had arrived in a much larger city wondering how he would ever survive. How much his life had changed since those eventful high school days.


  Now, real life came at him in waves. The days of focusing on the trivial matters of his teen years fast receded into life’s rearview mirror. It was time for him to put on his big boy togs and go out into the adult world, a world where, it seemed to Heywood, all they ever talked about was economic issues, family matters, high taxes, job insecurity, and rebellious youths with their drugs, long hair, and loud rock and roll music. Most of all, they talked about young people’s growing reluctance to represent the nation’s efforts to show those communists in Southeast Asia that the country wasn’t going to let a bunch of Viet Cong guerillas succeed in their brazen attempt to rid a small part of the Orient of the deleterious effects of a hundred years of foreign intervention.


  Heywood never considered himself an expert on matters of international diplomacy, but it did occur to him that sending young men half a world away to beat the jungle looking for little people wearing silk pants and carrying AK-47’s who were supposedly attempting to unshackle their nation from the disastrous effects of centuries of Western colonialism might be somewhat shortsighted.


  Heywood, even at his young age, understood a need for the country to provide jobs in the cities for all those newly arrived factory workers. Although doing it by increasing the size of the defense budget by billions of dollars to build munitions as well as take young men off the streets and train them for a controversial war of dubious necessity didn’t make a whole lot of sense either.


  To Heywood, it was the responsibility of the non-communist citizens of those places to take up the slack and defend their country. Sure, we could send them some arms and ammo, but they ought to do the fighting and dying, if that’s what had to happen. He couldn’t recall reading in any of the numerous history texts made available to him all through high school where any human being from a place called South Vietnam ever came to America to help out in any independence movements.


  In the end, Heywood could see where it was heading. If he didn’t use his head, he would end up in some swampy, mosquito and snake infested country dodging bullets sent his way by a bunch of really short people who had no comprehension of the concept of Manifest Destiny, the divine sanction of the United States territorial expansion as ordained by providence.


  Apparently, it was the country’s job to carry this message all over the world and, especially, to all those backwater places where no sentient human being would ever choose to live, unless they were unfortunate enough to have been born there and didn’t know any better.


  Heywood hadn’t just arrived in the big city on the back of hay wagon (although he did arrive in the back of a moving van). Others trod the same perilous path that presently lay before him. They, too, had ultimately come to the same conclusion he did. If his skinny rear end never showed up in Vietnam, it would be much more difficult for any of those sneaky communist sympathizing Orientals to fill it with buckshot.


  Heywood decided he was going to beat them at their own game. He’d read somewhere, long in the past, that it was usually much better to confront dire issues head on. Don’t wait for problems to come to you. Meet them head on and one’s chances of prevailing, or at least surviving, were increased significantly. That’s why Heywood got up off of his rear end and marched down to the local Army recruiting office to enlist.


  He found out that if you joined for a period of three years instead of getting drafted for the two year period, a recruit could also choose a job that did not simply require becoming what they called a grunt. Grunts were the guys that did most of the real fighting. Most draftees were funneled into the infantry to become ground pounding grunts. If you wanted to find out what it was like to fight in a real war, go find a grunt and he could tell you. Those were the guys who knew what it’s all about. Heywood had no desire to ever be one of those guys.


  It wasn’t that Heywood was a coward. He was from a family that had always stood up for the country in times of peril. As far as Heywood was concerned, this had nothing to do with protecting his country and everything to do with that little thing called Western Imperialism. If one didn’t know what that was, just go find any old world history text book and you were sure to find out. French Indochina, which later became South Vietnam and North Vietnam, had been under colonial rule of France for many years. Communist China lay just to the north of the part of French Indochina that became North Vietnam. When the French finally smartened up, following a period of prolonged guerilla warfare and gave up on the imperialist model of governance leaving the door open for more ism’s: capitalism and communism, all hell broke loose. As far as the United States was concerned, communism was not going to happen in the part of French Indo-China that became South Vietnam as long as there existed millions of draft age young men walking the streets of America not yet scarred by a decade of post-World War II foreign interventionist policies.


  It was a resigned Heywood who walked into the local Army recruiter’s office that fateful day in 1967 and asked the nice soldier wearing the highly decorated uniform point blank, “What kind of job do you have for me, that if I sign up for, will never be needed in Vietnam?”


  For a second, the recruiter seemed to be taken aback or even amused at Heywood’s candor.


  “Well, that depends,” responded the smiling recruiter. “It depends on how smart you are. Are you one of those educated, smart people?”


  Heywood saw no reason to be coy with the guy. What they were talking about dealt with life and death matters. He was mostly interested with the part that empathized with staying alive.


  “I’m smart enough to understand that getting shot at on a daily basis is not conducive to a guy ever reaching the age of retirement. Besides, my family has participated in every war this country has ever fought, and I presently have a couple of cousins in Vietnam right now with more on the way. So if you don’t mind, I would like to do my service time elsewhere. Can you help me out, or do I need to go on down the street to the Air Force recruiter?”


  “No need to do that,” replied the Army recruiter. “All we need for you to do is take a few tests for us. That will answer all of the questions we both need to know.”


  Two weeks to the day following that first meeting, Heywood had his answer.


  “Well, partner,” began the recruiter after having reviewed the results of Heywood’s tests. “Looks like, according to your test scores, you are eligible for just about anything we have to offer. What are you interested in doing in the Army?”


  Heywood thought about the question posed to him before responding.


  “I think it has more to do with where I do the job, than what I am doing. I can also tell you up front that I don’t see myself as a career soldier. I want to get in and out alive,” answered Heywood.


  The veteran NCO looking at Heywood smiled, seemingly amused at Heywood’s frankness.


  “What would you say about working in a guided missile fire direction center? What would you say about living and working in the Miami, Florida, area? What would you say about me making this all happen for you after you complete basic training here in Kentucky followed by several months additional training at a missile school out west?” responded Heywood’s newest and best friend in the whole United States Army.


  “I would say you’ve just been added to my very exclusive Christmas card list. Where is it you said I am suppose to sign?” answered Heywood with an ear to ear grin covering his face.


  Within a month of that angst-filled day at the recruiter’s office, Heywood found himself, along with about a hundred other vacant-eyed young men of similar age and description, standing in an old WWII era building at the south end of Louisville, Kentucky, holding up his right hand as part of the official (you better keep your big mouth shut now, recruit) induction ceremony into the U.S. Army. Heywood intentionally did not repeat a single one of the many “repeat after me” words just to see if it made any difference. It didn’t. He knew because he asked one of the heretofore smiling NCOs, what would happen if a guy later admitted to not actually saying the magic words.


  The NCO answered the question by ordering Heywood to get down and give him twenty-five pushups. He’d been in the Army all of 67 seconds before getting his first official reprimand. Heywood actually felt good since he’d initially intended to ask the guy if he wanted to go have a beer somewhere while they waited for the bus.


  On the way to the basic training center at Fort Knox, Kentucky, Heywood could swear he heard guys crying. He was not an elitist but after looking around to get a better look at the young men who were about to join him on this, very possibly, adventure of a lifetime he suspected he knew why most of them were there. He observed their mannerisms, their language skills, their dress, and their attitudes. After thinking about it for only minutes, he came to the conclusion most of the young men present were jobless, uneducated draftees most likely heading for a tour of duty on the front lines in Vietnam. With this in mind, he couldn’t help but feel sorry for them and more than a little bit ashamed of himself. Then he followed that up by retreating to one of his favorite mental defensive positions relating to why some people survive and succeed and why so many fail in every facet of their existence. It had everything to do with evolution or the survival of the fittest. The theory was that, the smartest and the strongest usually survived and the weakest perished.


  Case in point: Did Heywood sit around crying when he got his draft notice? No, he did not. He got the hell up and changed the game. It’s called initiative. He did not like the way the game plan had been laid out for him, so he got busy and changed it to better suit his own ambitions. If people didn’t like it, they could just shove it. There were already enough people out there in the world blindly walking out into traffic. If you want to survive all the government sponsored bullshit shoved your way, then get off your butt and do something. There were a lot of young men heading for Canada. That’s a little more than Heywood felt comfortable with. He couldn’t run away as he had too many relatives who would come looking for him for bringing shame upon the family name.


  Protecting the family name issue always seemed odd to Heywood since about half of the family, still living back in those hollers in Kentucky, did not have the proverbial pot to piss in or the price of a good bottle of whiskey to their name. Still, if somebody showed the flag you damn sure better get up and follow it, no matter where it ended up.


  Heywood intended to end up in south Florida, not South Vietnam, and if any of those sneaky VC guys ever got that far, well then, he would shoot’em down with a missile.


  A week later, Heywood could not tell you if he had been there a week or a month. Things had happened so quickly once they arrived at their destination, the Fort Knox Army Basic Training Center. Everything was a blur. As soon as the bus pulled up to what looked to be a harmless old building that he later found out was built for the soldiers who fought and won WWII, a bunch of bug-eyed, red-faced men in green fatigues wearing Smokey Bear type hats started yelling at the new recruits at the top of their lungs.


  Heywood attempted to calm one maniacal looking NCO down by informing him he’d had a very trying day already and would appreciate it if he wouldn’t yell at him. Heywood told him he wasn’t an idiot after all and that he could understand things just as easily if they weren’t shouted at him. Unfortunately, all this did was cause the fire breathing individual standing before him spitting in his face with every expletive deleted word uttered to tell Heywood to get down and give him twenty.


  Then, when Heywood asked him twenty what, the guy got so mad a blood vessel broke in his nose. As the stricken NCO was led away cursing the ground that all shit-for-brains new recruits walked on, he was replaced by another equally unfriendly sort. This time, Heywood decided to keep quiet and wait until later to let the rest of the NCOs know that there really was no reason to yell, especially at him. He felt sure they would understand. He’d been told most all of his young life that things usually got done just as quickly if a person asked politely. They just needed to get to know one another better.


  For the next, it seemed like, fifty years, Heywood’s group of raw recruits were marched, trucked, bused, herded, prodded, excoriated, demeaned, and, in general, physically and psychologically abused from morning to night. It seemed as if every fifteen minutes, some bugged-eyed NCO would come running into the always too hot or too cold, completely un-insulated old World War II, two story, wooden barracks yelling for them to form up out in the street ASAP.


  From there, they would be marched to some usually stark looking structure wherein they would be abused and yelled at by every human they came into contact with. Absolutely no one talked. Everyone who had anything to say to a new recruit yelled. One foot away or ten yards away, it made no difference. They yelled. Heywood wondered how unpleasant it must be to go have a beer with any of those guys if all they did was yell all the time. Or worse, be married to one of them.


  Heywood listed the many things that happened during this period that lasted for the greater part of the entire first week: getting shots for every possible malady afflicting mankind; issued enough green clothing to camouflage the state of Delaware; signing enough forms that if bound up would rival a set of encyclopedias; dropping down on the cold ground and doing at least five-thousand pushups because the DIs (Drill Instructors) didn’t like his looks, questions, answers, or stupid grin; and finally, the wretched refuse of society cannon fodder that made up the remainder of Heywood’s squad chose him as squad leader.


  Heywood knew right off that the platoon sergeant didn’t much approve of the squad choosing him as their leader. Heywood was about to suggest that someone else could do the job better, but the DI told him to shut up and put on the armband signifying the position. All in all, Heywood did not relish becoming the center of attention among a group of individuals many of whom looked as if getting their shoes on the right feet in the mornings might be considered the highlight of their day.


  Little did he know that this particularly tiresome week would be looked back upon in the near future as one of the easier periods of the training cycle. Weeks and weeks of cold feet, yelling DIs, aching muscles, enduring excruciatingly painful lectures on every inane subject imaginable including gonorrhea, lice, crabs, and stories of GIs whose peckers rotted off after the unfortunate troopers failed to remember what they were told in basic training were endured. Heywood made a special mental note to try to remember that pecker rotting off story, just in case.


  If the miserable weather that cursed the entire training cycle has not been mentioned yet, it’s time it was. It was miserable. It got cold. It rained. It sleeted. It rained some more. It snowed. It rained again and then froze, covering everything with a sheet of ice. For the entire eight weeks it got progressively worse.


  While all this nasty weather was going on into infinity and beyond, it seemed like training went on as normal. Every laborious, scary, nasty, exhausting, demeaning, seemingly senseless training regimen scheduled got done. Horror stories were common place.


  Heywood knew he would forever recall the young Hispanic recruit wailing and screaming in agony as he attempted to claw through the multiple layers of inclement weather clothing to find his John Thomas, so he could take a pee that he had had to hold in for the last two hours of standing his post out in the field. It had ended tragically with the poor young man lying on his back on the frozen ground screaming, “I can’t find it. I can’t find it.” All while the warm fluid forced its way out of his swollen bladder into the frigid clothing he would not be able to change for another two days.


  Heywood was a quick learner so he drank nothing unless he absolutely felt he needed it to survive. He, too, had come perilously close on a number of occasions when he couldn’t get his clothing off without a fight.


  One of the most traumatic recurring experiences had everything to do with eating at the mess hall. First of all, you had to make it through the overhead hand bars before you were allowed inside the mess hall to eat. That was a trick for a lot of the guys, including Heywood. Recruits had to walk up to this twenty foot long, eight foot high, overhead ladder device, take off their gloves in below freezing weather, jump up and grab one of the bars and while supporting all their weight, including thirty pounds of winter clothing with only their arms and exposed hands and hand-walk the entire twenty feet without their feet ever touching the ground. If you failed to make it, you had to go to the back of the line and stand in the cold until it was your turn again. It took Heywood almost two weeks to get the hang of it, so to speak. He finally did like some of the others and started thinking of himself as a monkey. Within a few days he looked like Bonzo the Chimp swinging through the jungle. It certainly wasn’t one of his best moments, but at least it got him inside where it was warm.


  The mess hall workers probably scared him more than anyone. They all were so bitter, all the time. Forget about making a suggestion or choosing which particular piece of chard black bacon you wanted. It seemed most of the cooks looked forward to those moments when a recruit actually requested that their eggs be prepared a certain way. When that happened, most of the cooks laughed like children as they went about mangling the requester’s order. Heywood quickly learned that if you wanted to survive you never made a special request nor looked one of the cooks in the eye as they were super defensive about their food being commented on once the usually gagging recruit was safely out of the mess hall.


  The safest course of action for Heywood was to simply get in line with a tray and allow whoever was serving whatever grizzled mess that came from the big pots on the chow line to slop some of it on his plate. Then, keeping his head down to keep from making eye contact with any of the future ax murderer candidate chow hall staff, he’d grab a carton of milk along with a banana or an apple or a cookie, and headed for the farthest table away from the chow line.


  Once safely at the table, the best bet was to do nothing but eat or, in Heywood’s case, act like you were eating. Somehow Heywood knew he had to get most if not all the food on his platter into someone else’s stomach before trying to leave the building. The chow hall staff frowned upon seeing their hard work tossed unceremoniously into a big nasty garbage can. That’s why he always tried to sit at one of the tables with the southern boys. Most of those guys were not at all particular about what they ate, so he kept slipping most of his food onto their trays. Heywood wasn’t sure, but he suspected that a couple of the those boys never even bothered to spit out the ever present gristle that he swore made up the greater part of whatever low rent meat that was served. It goes without saying that Heywood lost a lot of weight throughout the entire basic training ordeal. If it wasn’t for him going to the PX for candy bars to keep his energy level up, he probably wouldn’t have made it.


  About the only good thing that could be said about the mess hall food was that it was not as bad as the food they got served in the field. It was basically the same food, only it was usually cold, coagulated, and mixed together with everything else, namely: gravy, pudding, salads, gelatin, cake, as well as those always tasty crushed cookies. Oddly enough, many of those country boys actually gained weight.


  Quite possibly the hardest thing for Heywood to do all during the frigid cold eight week training cycle was to stay awake during the indoor lectures. In fact, Heywood had so much difficulty staying awake that he was summarily relieved of his squad leader responsibilities. He didn’t really give a big rat’s ass. He had enough problems keeping his own crap straight, much less having to remind guys with names like Clem and Skeeter to be sure and put the sheet under the blanket when making the bed every single day.


  Heywood wasn’t the only one to have difficulty staying awake when the platoon was marched directly from hours of outside activities such as climbing poles, jumping over things, sticking a bayonet into a sack of sand, and marching on the parade field to the toasty buildings wherein all sorts of classes dealing with questions on when it was okay to shoot people, bayonet people, or blow up people with one of those handy dandy grenades were held.


  Heywood found it even harder to keep his eyes open as one of the many always yelling NCOs attempted to impart their personal experiences relating to relieving various and sundry enemy combatants of limbs, life, and pursuit of happiness opportunities in wars spanning the previous quarter century. At times, Heywood couldn’t help but wonder when certain ones of those old warriors got that glazed, distant look in their eyes while telling of personal hand to hand combat experiences that just maybe some of these guys were sexually repressed. They simply hadn’t gotten laid often enough. He wondered if maybe he should write it up and send his idea off to the Pentagon. The country needn’t be sending troops to Vietnam. They should be sending hookers, hookers with big tits because all those little Oriental girls were notorious for having small tits. Send a bunch of big tit Caucasian farm girls over there, and this war would be over in a skinny minute.


  “Private Fetcher, are you sleeping during my class, again?” was the all too familiar sound of a Drill Instructor’s voice he heard much too often.


  Heywood couldn’t help it. He tried as hard as he could, but he just could not stay awake long enough to take in the how to resist becoming a stool pigeon if captured by a bunch of pajama wearing little guys in the jungle lecture.


  The temperature in the old coal furnace heated wooden building had to be about ninety degrees. They usually had been running, jumping, climbing, and crawling all morning. Heywood was tired. He was bored. He was sick of all the horseshit. Just give him a gun a send him to Vietnam already. Maybe the Viet Cong would shoot him. But right at the moment that sounded infinitely more agreeable than listening to a bunch of vocabulary challenged lifer NCOs’ bullshit.


  Did they really expect him to believe they always dug a hole to shit in while out in the jungle? Heywood would shit wherever he could when it was necessary: in the woods, in an alley, on old Mr. Johnson’s porch (the guy called the police on him for stealing a couple of his apples), and, most definitely, in a jungle.


  “Private Fetcher, I want you to get down and give me twenty-five pushups to help you remember not to fall asleep in class.” That’s what the appalled DIs usually said to Heywood while he wiped the much needed sleep from his eyes. Later while they were all outside smoking as many cigarettes as possible before being herded back inside the oven hot building for another session of how to not divulge any military information whilst a rather nasty tempered little VC, reeking of dead raw fish recently eaten, threaten to stick a bamboo pole up your ass so far that you could blow your nose through it, Heywood learned a good lesson about putting hastily extinguished cigarette butts in his pocket. Don’t do it. He got his ass chewed out royally when an unsympathetic DI failed to commiserate with him when a still live butt burnt a hole in his fatigue jacket pocket while he stood at attention.


  When asked why he had put a burning cigarette butt in his pocket in the first place, Heywood responded that he figured it made about as much sense as most of the other stuff they had been doing all morning. Later after completing the fifty pushups ordered by the un-amused DI, he changed his story and swore he must have had one of those brain seizures that he’d forgotten to tell the recruiter his family was afflicted with. That got him another fifty pushups.


  Heywood didn’t want to seem irreverent, but common sense told him most of the stuff they were trying to cram down his throat would never see the light of day in a war zone. Practically every book about fighting a war of any kind always ended up referring to something called field expediency which Heywood understood to mean doing what you had to do or what you could do under challenging circumstances. Besides, Heywood wasn’t going to Vietnam, he was going to Miami. So what the hell did he care? The last he’d heard they had indoor plumbing in south Florida where he was going to serve his tour of duty either watching for hostile air craft or chasing every cute little bikini clad vixen in the land of sunshine, suds, and surf.


  The remainder of Heywood’s basic training became little more than an expansion on the same theme with the basic plan being to reduce each recruit to the status of a mostly mindless cannon fodder candidate.


  Training experiences of special note might include the lesson Heywood learned when he hung around at the back of the platoon the day they went to the grenade throwing range. It went without saying that Heywood hoped he never got so close to an enemy combatant that he might benefit by throwing a grenade twenty-five or thirty yards. That was way, way too close to another human who had designs on eliminating him as a functioning member of the human race. Better to stay back and let the artillery do it.


  Anyway, it turned out Heywood ended up having to throw five grenades instead of one. It was a rule never to return to the company area with live munitions. If they took it to the field, it stayed in the field. When Heywood got up off the ground where he had only moments been thrown down upon because he forgot to follow the DI’s orders to hit the ground as soon as the grenade left his hand, he got a big surprise.


  “Not so fast, dipshit,” were the kind words Heywood heard as he got to his feet. “You need more practice so we’re going to toss the rest of these babies before we’re done.”


  Before handing him another grenade, the Mensa candidate DI threatened Heywood with his life if he got them killed.


  “Three fricking years! I got three fricking years of this crap,” were the words Heywood repeated over and over as he tossed all the remaining grenades in textbook fashion.


  This pretty much was typical of what went on daily for the remainder of Heywood’s stint at the basic training center. There was the idiot at the gun range who gave him half empty clips of ammo causing Heywood to miss out on getting time off if he scored the highest on the rifle range. Heywood had his gun, so sorry I mean his weapon, sighted in perfectly because he did not miss a single target while the ammo supply lasted. He told the duffus who couldn’t even count to twenty when putting the cartridges in the clips that he would find out where he lived and make a point of going there to steal his dog someday if they both survived this insanity, that is.


  The only other incident worth mentioning relating to Heywood’s basic training experience had to do with getting a few days leave in between the end of basic training and reporting to his next temporary duty station in Oklahoma.


  Heywood decided it would probably be the proper thing to do if he turned up at the old neighborhood tavern to visit with some of the old gang before departing for the frontlines out in the great state of Oklahoma. The usual meeting spot was a corner tavern where the innkeeper was a nice old gentleman who had allowed Heywood to partake of alcoholic libations on the premises even before he was of legal age.


  A good old time was had by all. Heywood did not have to buy a beer the whole evening. That fact may have been at least part of the reason why Heywood became involved in a rather embarrassing incident.


  After ingesting several mugs of the local favorite, the boys started to act like boys and brag about all those very important boy things.


  Heywood no longer had a fast car so that wasn’t anything he could brag about any longer. Nor did he have the longest penis, by a large margin. That was also not something he would bring up. There was one thing that Heywood was now in possession of that he became more confident of as he consumed the free flowing suds. That had everything to do with the fact that he was now a finely tuned fighting machine thanks to the efforts of the United States Army.


  Heywood had spent the last eight weeks honing his killing skills, especially those skills that utilized one’s physical talents like hand to hand combat. Naturally he felt obligated to inform his old pals that things had changed, and he was no longer a person to be taken lightly or messed with.


  This, of course, elicited several dismissive comments from some of his old pals. But Heywood knew they were ignorant of the lethal tools he now possessed in his finely tuned appendages. He cautioned them not to get him riled up for everyone’s sake.


  Booze will do strange things to young men, even causing them to recklessly risk injury in the face of insurmountable odds. Heywood flat out told them this. “Don’t make me use these hands and arms that have been turned into lethal weapons,” he said in all earnestness.


  The booze won the day. One short, but stout, young man stepped forward and dared Heywood to put up or shut up. The mildly inebriated young friend would not be dissuaded no matter that Heywood tried hard to impress upon him the many days and hours of lethal hand to hand combat training he’d absorbed during the last couple months at the nearby Army base.


  Feeling somewhat forgiving regarding his old friend’s booze-based decision to confront a finely tuned human war machine, Heywood faced his rash young friend determined that he would merely teach him a lesson.


  Recalling his many hours of training, Heywood feinted one direction and then moved at lightning speed towards his aggressor. It was over before it actually started. Heywood’s rash young friend was bent over double trying to get his breath back from laughing so hard. While at the same time, Heywood was wondering why things got so dark. Maybe that was because he was upside down in huge metal trash can that sat in the corner of the room.


  “Damned Army,” Heywood said over and over while he waited for someone to grab his feet and pull him out of another of those embarrassing situations he seemed to have a knack of getting himself into.


  “Damned Army!”


  



  



  



  



  ~I’m A Rocket Scientist


  



  To say that the Oklahoma stop on Heywood’s military itinerary was uneventful would be a gross understatement. He was unceremoniously dumped off at a bus station/filling station/diner in Lawton, Oklahoma, and told that somebody from the local Army fort would be along later to pick him up. Sure enough, they were right. Only they did not only pick Heywood up. It so happened that several young GIs from the fort were in town swilling the local 3.2 beer and needed a ride back to their barracks as well.


  For the greater part of the trip, his fellow riders went on and on about how badly the local fort, along with the local community, sucked. A couple of them reported they were happy to be leaving the place to go to Vietnam. They didn’t like the 3.2 near beer or that you had to join a private club to get any hard liquor. There was also a severe lack of available young women, and it was dusty, windy, hot, cold, lonely, boring, and hundreds of miles to anywhere where one could even hope to come in contact with the afore mentioned essentials.


  Heywood listened intently to his companions’ never-ending chatter relating to basically hating all things Oklahoma and came to the conclusion that though a few parts of Oklahoma might be all of those things mentioned, it, at least, wasn’t Vietnam. Not one of the half lit up fellow soldiers ever said a single thing about getting shot at by an Okie. End of story.


  Heywood was pleasantly surprised when he eventually got dropped off in an area of the fort referred to as the Old Fort. Unlike the other parts of the facility which mostly consisted of forgettable looking WWII era wooden structures situated on flat, treeless acreage, the area where Heywood would spend most of his time was made up of large three story stucco structures situated in a park-like setting. Shade trees were in abundance to help endure the occasional hot days and, since as Heywood was going to be there for only a couple of months, it all looked fine to him.


  Unfortunately, it was still the Army, which meant there would always be all the other really annoying nonsense to deal with: spit-shined boots; starched fatigues; short haircuts; policing the entire area of cigarette butts daily; lights out at 10 p.m. every night; marching everywhere in formation no matter if going only a block away, and, of course, calisthenics every morning, rain or shine. Just the usual stuff that career soldiers, packing way too much testosterone, delighted in shoving up lowly privates' sphincters daily.


  Heywood decided to make the best of the situation for the short time he was there. He was eating better and no matter what they said, Army food was better than a steady diet of beer, soda pop, candy bars, donuts, potato chips, and fried anything else. Heywood was on record saying he wasn’t certain but there was a good possibility that he could eat about anything if was fried and served with gravy.


  Another good thing that happened, Heywood gained weight from all the food. Since the only available beer was the reviled 3.2 percent variety, he didn’t even bother with it. If things kept going the way they were, he might come out of the combined boot camp/advanced MOS four month training period as one of those lean and mean military fighting machines. Of course, Heywood only considered this in the truest metaphorical sense.


  In no time at all, Heywood and about thirty other about-face charge types settled into their new class routines. Every day was almost exactly like the day before: wake up, dress, fall out for formation, attend classes teaching them how to operate radar equipment to detect guided missiles, air craft, or artillery projectiles, and then come back to the barracks and hang out in the dayroom reading, watching TV, or playing pool until the next day when they did the exact same thing again.


  Even on those few occasions when Heywood thought things might be getting a little boring, he always reflected on those poor guys who were presently ‘humpin’ the boonies’ in Nam. He actually did fear for his cousins who were already there. He hated the thought of one of his kin getting killed whilst at least half of the country was already on record as opposing the war.


  To Heywood’s great surprise, his stay at the Oklahoma fort ended without him getting involved in anything that might delay his arrival at a missile site in south Florida. The only instance that might come close to becoming mention worthy involved a horse and a snake.


  One of Heywood’s fellow classmates suggested that they, instead of going to town and getting blasted the last weekend they would ever be together, should travel but a few miles away from the fort to a real life cattle ranch where honest to goodness cow ponies were available to ride. Heywood knew he would have the opportunity to drink all the beer he wanted in a couple of days after arriving in Florida so he went along with the idea. What could go wrong with a few GIs going for a ride on some cow ponies? It turned out absolutely nothing unless the individual who came up with the idea happened to come across a rattle snake along the trail. Yet, that’s exactly what happened.


  Heywood didn’t actually see it happen, but he did see his Army buddy holding on for dear life when the horse he was riding reared up, almost throwing the frightened soldier to the ground where the snake lay coiled and ready to inject some serious venom into the screeching soldier’s flailing legs.


  The next thing Heywood witnessed was the horse doing what probably came naturally, which was to get the hell out of there. Unfortunately, for the young soldier who had suggested the horseback riding idea, the quickest route to safety, according to the horse’s way of thinking, was straight through a thicket of trees with low hanging limbs. By the time the duo exited the small grove, not much was left of the young man’s uniform. He looked as if he had been run through one of those car washes with the big brushes. Practically everything he had on was ripped or torn completely off.


  Heywood felt sorry for the guy; he looked a mess. Soon everyone in the group, except the unfortunate and now horseless snake finder, couldn’t help but laugh. The pathetic pleas for help coming from the flailing rider being stripped of most of his upper garments while the horse took the shortest route to the barn were permanently etched into Heywood’s cerebral gray matter.


  The next day the group, who had been thrown together for a short period of time, said goodbye for the last time vowing to keep in touch. Not a single individual mentioned anything about the eight hundred pound gorilla sitting in the corner that stood prepared to foil any attempts to do just that - a little war in Vietnam. More noise came from that direction each and every day, hanging over their young but not so rosy looking lives like a dark cloud.


  Heywood was on his way to Florida. The last he had heard, they had not sighted a single Viet Cong in the whole Miami area.


  Years later, Heywood could still recall arriving at the Miami airport. Immediately, the humidity let him know his khaki uniform would, in short order, be showing signs of his propensity to sweat. As usual, there was someone representing the military around to direct Heywood in how to obtain transportation to his new unit. Basically he was told to sit tight until the bus from the local Air Force base south of Miami returned for another load. Then, once at the base where his unit’s battalion headquarters was also located, he would be processed in and delivered to one of the several Army missile sites in the area.


  Now, this is the right way to fight a war, Heywood thought as the old military bus rolled on down the main highway heading south out of Miami. Within the hour he was safely deposited on the curbside directly in front of the Army Air Defense Headquarters building located on what had to be one of the largest Air Force bases Heywood had ever seen. Heywood noticed that the Air Force personnel leisurely walking along the sides of the roads did so without the appearance of the hustle and bustle present on all of the Army bases he’d previously visited.


  An Army van soon arrived to carry Heywood to his new home - one genuine Nike Hercules missile battery located several miles inland from where the Air Force base was located. Admittedly, Heywood was disappointed that the site was not located on one of the many beaches in the area, but hey, he was going to fight his war in south Florida, not in some third world shit hole. It would take him only a half hour to get to the beach. He felt sure he could live with this lone disappointment.


  Within minutes of heading inland, Heywood’s attitude began to change. They were heading into the swamp. Posted signs warned of alligators and snakes. A few miles farther inland all signs of civilization disappeared. Nothing but miles and miles of more miles and miles appeared. Water was everywhere, except for the straight and narrow road they were traveling on for what seemed like forever. Soon they were seeing alligator warning signs at about every one mile interval. Smelly swamp water stretched out to the far horizon on all sides.


  How would they go about placing a missile sight out here? Heywood asked as even more miles of nothing but swamp and water passed by. This terrain looked nothing like the pictures the recruiter had shown to him. That guy was going to get a quick letter from Heywood as soon as he got to wherever in the hell they were going.


  Turns out, a couple of miles farther was all they had to travel to get Heywood to his new home in the Everglades National Park. His new home turned out to be a several acre cleared and fenced site containing several radar units as well as office and living facilities sitting alone about thirty miles from the ocean. Upon gaining access to the fenced site through an entrance guarded by a fellow soldier packing enough armament to start a small war, Heywood noticed not just any military personnel could gain access to the site. It took several minutes of conversation on the phone before the gate guard allowed the vehicle to pass.


  The next thing he noticed, other than the humidity, was a strong odor of something rotting. He was later informed that was nothing but the usual rotting vegetation and putrid swamp water saying hello. This was the Everglades Swamp. It ran for hundreds of miles in any direction. If you thought it stunk presently, then just hang around until the heat of the summer. As for all those alligators, the only thing keeping them out of the site area during the season when it rained daily was a constant policing of the fence line that secured the area from any life form not authorized to come through the heavily guarded front gate.


  Heywood thought of something else. If this secured area, with all the dogs as well as guards carrying automatic weapons could keep all forms of intruders out, it could likewise keep guys like him in!


  He decided to take this opportunity, where he would be isolated from all those negative influences heretofore forced upon him by an intemperate society, to change his act, so to speak. He could do it. Of course he could.


  For about three months, Heywood was a paragon of temperate behavior. All he did was work and ask questions regarding his proposed new job title, Assistant Fire Control Officer. Heywood absolutely loved the name. Even though he was only a newly promoted PFC, he was still going to be the single individual to watch everything the launch control officer, who was responsible for pushing the launch button, did, and okay the action. Nothing happened unless the two individuals agreed that the hundreds of precautions and procedures they initiated and observed during the launch sequence were properly verified, approved, and verbally acknowledged.


  It only stood to reason that after working so hard for such a long period to show his new bosses that he could cut it, so to speak, he accepted an invitation from a couple of guys to take a trip out of the swamp back up towards Miami to visit the University of Miami campus to see if any of the cute coeds might be interested in having some libations with some harmless soldiers trying to do their duty far away from home.


  Determined to be on his best behavior, he limited himself to but a few beers. Things were going swimmingly for most of the evening until a couple no neck jocks took umbrage at some lowly GIs poaching on their territory. Heywood tried to keep things calmed down, especially, as one of the guys with him was from the Bronx in New York and was well known at the site for his willingness to offer up his opinions at the drop of a hat. The guy gave the impression he could take care of himself in a spat.


  Ultimately, it did come to fisticuffs. Heywood, though, was nowhere close to where the punches started flying. Even when one of his partners grappled on the floor with one of the school jocks while the other soldier sort of half wrestled with another one of the university’s finest, Heywood had their backs. Meaning if anyone else tried to jump in and make the odds uneven, Heywood was there to intervene on their behalf. He still had almost a full beer left and didn’t want to lose it or spill it on the floor in the melee.


  After a bit, it seemed to Heywood that the whole affair was about to come to an end when some rather Amazonian looking female, broad shoulders, long blond hair and all, jumped on the back of his new buddy who helped get the fight started. Well, this was not going to happen while Heywood stood watch. He immediately went over to where the rude young lady was trying to make it a threesome. Grabbing her shoulders from the back he intended to politely, but forcefully remove her from the melee.


  Being off balance, it took very little energy to pull her away. Heywood quickly released his grip and reminded the young woman, who by this time was glaring at him with more than a little intensity, that she needed to stay out of it.


  The next thing he knew he was being helped up off the floor by one of the bouncers who had arrived to break up the little free-for-all. Of course being GIs, they were blamed for everything and sent packing out the door. Only Heywood was having a difficult time as his nuts felt like they were still in his throat. The young woman he pulled from the spat was partial to the jocks and felt like joining in the melee. She took even more umbrage at having been pulled away before landing some good swings upside of a GI’s head and displayed her profound displeasure by putting one of her powerful shot put thrower’s knees square into Heywood’s scrotum.


  All that Heywood could think about as he was half carried, half dragged to the car was that at least one of his testicles felt as if it was now lodged in his throat. It was too bad it had gotten kicked out of place because a gazillion girls were there ripe for the picking. Even as the pain yet throbbed in the most scared area of his anatomy, he planned to let things cool down for a while and go back there someday and see if he couldn’t somehow connect with that blond with the strong knee. That girl had spunk. Heywood liked girls with spunk.


  For the rest of Heywood’s stay at the little missile site in the swamp where he expected to hide out for the rest of the war, which unfortunately was still picking up steam, things went well for the most part. That is, excepting one other small incident that for a short time appeared to be an air attack upon the country.


  Heywood, following the little brawl at the bar, stayed close to home except for the occasional foray into the south Miami environs to make contact with any of the pretty coeds that seemed to number in the millions. As far as he was concerned, he had a pretty sweet gig: clean work that did not entail getting shot at; being allowed to play with real rockets loaded with nuclear explosives; plenty of sun to go around just about all year long; and lots of girls. Why would anyone get stupid and mess up something like that? Heywood certainly wouldn’t.


  Yet before Heywood’s most unexpected disappointing departure from Club South Florida Missile Complex just over a year after he arrived, there did occur one additional incident. It involved a suspected outright attack upon the sacred soil of the United States of America. Anyway, Heywood somehow got right in the middle of this very unfortunate event.


  It started with Heywood’s commanding officer informing a very appreciative Heywood that he was in charge of the missile launch center. The CO wanted to get the site ready for a big inspection, and he did not want to be bothered while directing the remainder of the battery personnel in getting the entire facility in top shape.


  Heywood was not stupid. He understood the emphasis his boss had put on, not being interrupted. Plus, there was no reason for them to be interrupted. The entire battery was in the regular stand down cycle of the four battery rotation from hot battery, meaning always cocked and ready, all the way down to having the equipment apart doing preventive maintenance. All he had to do, while the other guys were out in the hot sun making sure every blade of grass got trimmed and every cigarette butt policed, was kick back in the air conditioned tactical operation center and answer the phone in the unlikely event it were ever to ring. His boss’s last words were, “I don’t want to be bothered.”


  With that in mind, Heywood kicked back with his feet up on the tactical operation console and read a book he had picked up in the dayroom about how to make a million dollars buying and selling Florida real estate. It said right on the cover, “Anyone can do it.” As far as Heywood could determine he was one of those any ones. So he started reading.


  Later, just about the time Heywood expected the book would tell him how to go out and get some of that easy money, the special red phone on the console in front of him rang. Heywood did a double take. That phone never rang! On the couple of occasions where Heywood had observed the battery fire control officer actually speak on that phone, it was all yes, sir and no, sir responses.


  It kept ringing. Heywood picked it up and identified himself as PFC Heywood Fetcher.


  Whoever was on the other end did not mess around. They cut to the chase.


  “This is NORAD blah, blah, blah. We have a hot track. Your battery is to assume DEFCON 3 status immediately. Do you confirm? Over.”


  “What?” is the only word that came off of Heywood’s semi-frozen tongue.


  “I repeat. This is NORAD blah, blah, blah. We have a hot track. Your battery is to assume DEFCON 3 status immediately. Do you confirm? Over.”


  Nothing like this was supposed to happen. He was supposed to sit there and watch all the pretty lights on the wall maps. The battery was supposed to be fourth down on the list of nuclear warhead flinging units available to destroy great swaths of human kind, if deemed necessary.


  He gathered his wits and responded, “Everyone’s out cutting grass; there’s no one here!”


  Click, was the final sound he heard.


  What was that all about? he thought as he pondered the incident. They were not the hot battery. “Can’t those people check the big list somebody’s got to have somewhere?” he asked as he walked out of the launch control module to get a cup of six hour old coffee.


  A couple of minutes later as Heywood, coffee in hand, walked slowly towards the heavy metal door providing entrance to the complex, he gave a peek through the small thick glass window that provided something akin to a limited view of the remainder of the missile site complex. What he saw sent chills running up and down his spine. Something was terribly wrong.


  Heywood came to his senses and stepped aside as the heavy door flew open and his commanding officer burst into the central hallway leading to all the individual launch control consoles.


  He could have sworn he saw fire coming out of his CO’s nostrils as he briefly glared at him on his way to the launch control console.


  “I’m gonna get you for this. I’m gonna get you for this,” is all his commanding officer said in the split seconds when their eyes made contact.


  Things sort of became a blur after that as highly trained individuals began to crank up all the machinery that controlled a bunch of nuclear warhead carrying missiles sitting in hardened bunkers down range about three quarters of a mile away.


  One single thought ran through Heywood’s brain as the entire site went hot, and hot meant red hot. It meant actual missiles were up and ready to loose nuclear explosives upon some geographical coordinates somewhere in a three hundred mile radius of where they sat at that very moment. Odds were that the bogey in question was coming their way from Cuba.


  “Holy crap! Holy crap!” said Heywood over and over. The next thirty minutes may have been the longest in his entire young life. It was possible that the country was being attacked from a communist country to the south, and they might all be annihilated in mere minutes. Even if it did turn out to be a false alarm, Heywood’s ass was toast for telling the most important military installation in the world, NORAD, that this particular Florida missile installation wouldn’t be able to partake in any end of the world defense scenarios because they needed to cut the grass.


  It turned out, thankfully, to be nothing more than a pissed off Cuban aviator stealing a military aircraft and flying it to Florida for asylum. The pilot was very lucky he didn’t get his ass handed to him by one of a thousand different defensive systems prepared to send something up his tailpipe that went boom.


  As far as Heywood, who imagined they might take him out back in the swamp where the alligators lived to shoot him and feed his useless carcass to the critters, could see, his luck held out once again.


  The commanding officer, who had time to think the whole incident over, came to the conclusion that it was he who was mostly at fault. Heywood had not been fully vetted as to what needed to be done in the very unlikely event that the last battery in line to provide for the defense of the whole southern part of Florida would be called upon to step up to the front due to all the other units experiencing technical problems that heretofore would have been given zero chance of occurring simultaneously.


  In the end, all the good work that Heywood intended to do for his Florida unit was for naught. It so happened that there was a small clause in his enlistment agreement that stated his Florida gig was guaranteed for only one year. Some genius in the Pentagon finally figured out that most of the missile sites could be handled by reserve units with some OJT, on job training. That meant thousands of GIs with IQs above what was required to put your pants on with the zipper in front were now available to fill personnel shortages all over the world. Therefore, Heywood would be heading to Germany to become part of an Army division tasked to guard Western Europe from those Slavic hordes intent upon forcing communism on the entire European continent.


  Heywood did, in fact, mention to his CO that although technically the Army might be right, the spirit of the agreement had been sacrificed for mere military expediency. The CO, who liked Heywood, only laughed and told Heywood he sure wished him luck in the future wherever he ended up. Just to show his appreciation for Heywood’s good efforts during his tour of duty in south Florida, he was going to insert a letter of commendation into his file. Heywood thanked him for all his help and said so long to sunny south Florida.


  



  



  



  



  ~Do You Speak English?


  



  One of the first things Heywood learned when he arrived in Germany was that the thousands of mostly drunk and belligerent GIs who had swarmed over the country in the couple of decades following WWII were no longer thought of as those brave yanks who saved the world from Nazism. The warm glow derived from no longer being on the verge of extinction, thanks to the efforts of a megalomaniacal Austrian corporal sporting the most ridiculous mustache ever displayed, who had obviously overdosed on Nietzsche’s penchant for all things nihilistic, had long ago succumbed to an attitude of open resentment towards their saviors from the West.


  Just how many times can one say thank you to a horde of fatigue clad inebriates who thought they owned the country or at least the part of it that had not been obliterated by carpet bombing?


  Heywood found out real quick when an irate German bus driver tasked to haul the group of GIs, just arrived in country, to various military posts located in and around Nuremburg, stopped the vehicle alongside the road and told the soldiers to get off and wait there for another vehicle to come along and take them to their respective units.


  About three hours later, the lone officer in the increasingly irate group decided to take some initiative and find out what had happened to their promised ride. Less than an hour later he was back with instructions for the group to pack up and hike the mile and a half to the Bahnhof (train station) where the irritated German driver was supposed to have taken them in the first place. This was not going to be an easy task as everyone had duffle bags and suitcases to deal with.


  Sometime later the irate group of profusely sweating U.S. Army troops made their entrance into a cavernous structure identified as the local train station. Practically every member of the group was on the lookout for the driver who dumped them.


  It wasn’t all bad though as the train station, it turned out, was loaded with restaurants and beer dispensing outlets. If you’ve never had a mug of beer in Germany, well then you will be in for a pleasant surprise. Their mugs, or steins as they refer to them, are as big as buckets. It goes without saying that all was soon well again in the little group. A couple of buckets of brew and the world once more made sense; they forgot all about the disgruntled driver.


  Within a short space of time, several of the group including Heywood, split off and hopped a train headed for Munich while the other guys were forced to stay in place having to put up with all that horrible beer and food until their trains arrived.


  Heywood felt tired. He plopped down in the first seat he came to. He looked forward to the ride as he was feeling a might weary from the long journey. About the time Heywood sat back in his seat, a stout-looking elderly German lady sat down in the seat straight across from him. Heywood nodded politely as the lady arranged herself for the approximately two hour ride.


  Within minutes of their departure, he laid his head back and was just about to drop off into dreamland when an icy cold burst of air hit him square in the face. He opened his eyes and discovered that the lady across from him had opened the large push down window allowing the icy cold wind unimpeded access to his person.


  Not once did the lady look up to see how perturbed he was. So after another minute of being ignored, he got up and slammed the window shut just to make a point of his extreme displeasure. Still, the old lady gave no indication of any interest in the matter.


  Heywood disliked having to be stern with people, especially, elderly folks. But the lady needed to get the message that exposing him or anyone else to the freezing cold was not acceptable.


  Within minutes, the railroad car felt nice and toasty again. Just forget about it, he told himself. Soon Heywood was drifting away to la la land. His aching bones were starting to remind him that it was time for a rest. He’d traveled a very long way. But she did it again. Once more a gale force gust of ice cold wind smashed into Heywood’s face. All the while he was shivering in his boots the old lady never looked up, not even once.


  Now he was mad. He would give this rather inhospitable lady with no comprehension of civil behavior a piece of his mind.


  “Hey…I said hey!” repeated Heywood again as the old woman ignored him.


  “It’s freezing cold. I’m freezing here. I need to close the window. Do you understand English?”


  “Dummkopf,” Heywood thought he heard her say.


  “What do you expect me to do? Just sit here and freeze?” Heywood asked.


  Heywood was getting desperate. He really didn’t want to get into a fight with a very rude German lady, but he was freezing.


  “Sprechen Sie English?” he asked as his lips felt as they would probably be the first part of his anatomy to actually freeze up and fall off.


  Still he got no response from the old woman. So once more, he decided to shut the window before parts of his anatomy actually did freeze up and start to fall off. Right as he began to make his move, a figure appeared beside him and hastened to slam the window shut.


  “Thank you,” Heywood whispered as the icy cold air stopped beating him in the face.


  Looking up to see who his savior was, Heywood saw a very stern-faced conductor who appeared not at all pleased with the situation. What followed was a quick minute of heated exchange between the conductor and the extremely perturbed woman. Heywood couldn’t make out what was actually being said, but he could tell that she was getting her butt chewed out.


  For the remainder of the journey, Heywood sat basking in the warmness. On those few occasions when the still perturbed former Hitler Youth member looked up with a scowl, he gave her his biggest smile. But behind that smile was the realization he might very well have to put up with the lesser part of two more years of Attila the Hun’s relatives’ behavior.


  So began Heywood’s European adventure. He arrived late at night at one of the many former Wehrmacht Kasernes located in and around the beautiful city of Munich. The facilities were huge. Entire brigades of troops, including tanks, artillery, etc. were housed amid the residential neighborhoods of the city. Heywood couldn’t believe it when sometime later his unit was notified to form up and proceed to a preplanned location in preparation for assuming a simulated war posture. All that noisy, destructive equipment was simply driven right through the towns and villages with no one appearing particularly put out or surprised to see tanks in the rearview mirror while on their way to work. It was also nice that a soldier merely had to walk out the gate and hop on a street car to get to the largest beer halls in the world, within minutes.


  Despite the damp and dreary weather, Heywood soon came to the conclusion that this was not going to be at all bad. There were millions of Warsaw bloc soldiers only miles away with weapons just as destructive as the United States had. Surely both sides would have to be insane to use them, he figured. So as far as Heywood was concerned, let the good times roll.


  Munich was full of the largest beer halls in the world. And the German girls? As far as Heywood was concerned, they were all blonde and beautiful, except for one fat lady that Heywood made some apparently unseemly remarks to late one night in a local tavern. Everyone knows the old saying about how all the girls get pretty around closing time. Well, it was closing time and Heywood must have been loaded and desperate because he suggested to her that he might consider allowing her to accompany him to some low rent hotel where she could have the honor of partaking in some of that famous Heywood love.


  The lady did take a swing at him, and fortunately for Heywood, she missed. Of course, the prejudiced proprietor sided with Olga and kicked him out. All the way back to the Kaserne, Heywood lamented the fact that most likely he had come on a little too strong. Maybe those young women who had at one time or another refused his crude late night overtures weren’t all wrong. He made a mental note to be less like the arrogant prick one cute girl described him as being only a few months back. But then, as a few more days went by, he came to his senses and decided it couldn’t possibly be him. It was them.


  A few months afterwards, the whole issue became moot as Heywood and his fellow soldiers received some very surprising information. They were all going back to the states. The Department of Defense, desperate for money to continue their prosecution of that little spat in Southeast Asia, had decided that the United States could still fulfill their NATO obligations while keeping the troops located closer to home, like for instance, right smack in the middle of the United States.


  The Pentagon’s brilliant idea was to store all the fighting machinery at well-guarded installations in Germany. Then, if the shooting started up again, the United States would simply load all the troops, stationed much less expensively in the states, onto planes and fly them back to Europe where they could then go to the big NATO parking lot, pick up a tank or cannon, and head off to the front. That is, unless the Warsaw bloc forces hadn’t already whooped up on the reduced forces remaining there to guard the equipment. In that case, Heywood expected the Army would have to get out all those old films showing the invasion of Normandy beach back in WWII to see how to go about winning Western Europe back again.


  Sometimes Heywood just couldn’t help but ask who the hell was running this thing? The United States already had all the war they needed right then in Vietnam. He figured they might just want to concentrate on winning that one first. From what he was told things weren’t going well over there. Stateside they were hearing about some costly battles going on with the VC and North Vietnamese forces who were running around the jungle in sandals and living on rice. If they were having trouble with a bunch of shoeless peasants, then what the hell could they expect to accomplish if the whole Warsaw Pact came running at them from out of Eastern Europe behind ten thousand tanks?


  Heywood had also heard the rumors that by bringing all the troops back to the states it would give the Army more men to draw from to refill the ranks of current units in Vietnam who were losing hundreds of dead and wounded men every week.


  After but a few months in Germany, where he had determined that with all the pretty German frauleins available he could learn to like the place, he was told to pack up and go somewhere else and play Army. Only this time, the Army told a whole division to pack up and go back to the states. It made no matter, though. All it meant was that Heywood was going to have to go to the U.S.A. and play army while hoping he could keep from actually having to go to war. It wasn’t as if he didn’t like the Army, it was okay. What he didn’t like was the possibility of getting shot and killed for no particularly good reason. From what he was hearing and reading, if that was his main purpose, then he needed to stay the hell out of Vietnam.


  After a couple of months of going all out balls to the wall, getting their equipment cleaned and ready for storage in a number of locations across West Germany, Heywood found himself sitting on another very large airplane heading back to the states. To be more specific, to a place in Kansas called Fort Riley.


  Heywood had never been to Kansas, and he had never heard of Fort Riley. But hey, it still wasn’t a place where little bitty people in short pants were shooting at you on a daily basis. So mission number one was still on course. Plus, there had to be girls and beer somewhere out there on that flat Kansas prairie he heard people talk about. One burley guy said that on a good day you could see all the way to Canada. Heywood asked the guy how one accomplished that taking into consideration the curvature of the earth. The guy told Heywood he better shut up!


  Two events in particular, occurring during that period where Heywood along with thousands of soldiers were uprooted and sent so unceremoniously back to the states, took up lodging in his long term memory bank. Both events transpired within weeks of one another, and they both were painful in their own particular way.


  The first event started even before Heywood left Germany. He and a couple of his Army beer drinking pals decided to hit a few nightspots in Munich the night before they were to leave. Everything was going swimmingly until the hour got late and everyone was fairly loaded with that wonderful Bavarian brew. One of Heywood’s buddies decided to celebrate their departure by diving into a pool of water located in the middle of a theater-size night spot. Then the other guy did the same thing. Heywood, inebriated but not at all thrilled about getting wet, was goaded by his pals into doing the same thing.


  They were all immediately thrown out of the place onto the street where they had to pay a cab driver double to take three soaking wet and inebriated GIs back to the Kaserne. Although arriving back to the barracks wet and drunk did cause something of a slight problem, it was another of Heywood’s personal problems that caused his life to be absolutely miserable for the next couple of days.


  Unlike the other two inebriates, Heywood was not a good diver. Heywood, it turned out, dove into the shallower end of the pool. It should not surprise someone to hear that since Heywood’s head bounced off of the pool’s bottom, his teeth smashed together splitting one of the big chewing teeth in the rear of his mouth straight in half. The tooth was still there, but now it was two teeth where there had been one.


  With the booze having an effect on his pain sensing receptors, Heywood had no idea of the pain level he would have to endure in but a few hours. When he did begin to feel the full brunt of his latest stupid stunt, he was thirty thousand feet in the air out over the Atlantic Ocean heading to a place called Kansas. Later, he would describe the pain as if someone placed your finger in a vise smashing it incessantly while also applying a blow torch to it.


  The trip to Kansas consumed about sixteen hours of flying and refueling time. Not for one second during that time did the tooth pain lessen. By the time Heywood got off the plane late in the day in Kansas, his brain was numb with pain. He was told to hold on, that they were within an hour of medical help at the fort.


  One could only imagine the relief that came with finally arriving at a medical facility that had to have pain medication. He had no thoughts about what to do with the half of a tooth remaining in his mouth. He only wanted the pain to go away.


  When Heywood heard some nerdy looking little medic inform him that he would have to make an appointment, Heywood had to be restrained from punching the little prick in the nose right then and there. He did reach over the counter and grab the guy’s shirt and pull him forward so he could get a much closer look at his little problem.


  “Oh my God!” exclaimed the guy once he saw close up that only half of a still oozing blood tooth remained in Heywood’s jaw. “Wait right here while I see if there is someone around to help you."


  That was the first time Heywood felt hopeful in the last twenty-four miserable hours. Help showed up about an hour later in the form of an irate captain who had been called in on his day off to deal with some crybaby’s chipped tooth.


  Heywood said not a word all the time the disgruntled dentist got him situated in one of those highly uncomfortable dental chairs with the little table attached to the side.


  “Holy shit! How did you do this? Boy, that’s got to hurt! Doesn’t this hurt?” asked the by then semi-amused officer.


  The guy’s attitude was just a hint too gleeful, if you had asked Heywood. What came out of Heywood’s mouth in response was more like the dying grunts of a wounded animal than a cogent reply to an individual who was taking a certain amount of pleasure in someone else’s discomfort.


  The unintelligible noises coming forth from Heywood’s mouth must have satisfied his intended assailant because the guy’s mood became down right cheerful.


  “Okay then, let’s just get this thing numbed so we can get you up, outta here, and back to work.”


  Within a short period, Heywood began to experience some blessed relief. For all he cared, he would be satisfied just to stay right where he was. Just keep more of that wonderful medication close by. This whole experience was causing him to agree more and more with that “Better living through chemistry,” slogan he recalled from some years back.


  What happened next took no time at all. Once Captain Happy finished removing what was left of one of Heywood’s main chewing molars, he admonished Heywood not to bump his head again and then left the building. That left only for Heywood to make sure the orderly gave him sufficient amounts of pain medication, and he would be out of there. As far as Heywood was concerned there was entirely too much pain in the building already. Practically the entire building, including the halls, was stuffed with wounded survivors from Vietnam.


  Heywood stopped for a minute to talk with one kid who looked to be all of sixteen years of age laying on one of those gurneys used to transport patients back and forth for X-rays. The reason he stopped was because the kid, laying there with what looked to be a long charred piece of wood attached to his body right where you would expect to see an arm, smiled at him like he was one of the happiest guys in the world.


  “What happened to you?” Heywood blurted out.


  The young soldier went on a five minute spiel about how his infantry unit had been lured into an area where a battalion size VC ambush was waiting for them. Many GIs were killed and hundreds were wounded. He said over fifteen choppers were also lost.


  Heywood was struck by the relief, if not downright glee, that was apparent in the kid’s attitude. Laying there with a chard stump for an arm, he acted as if he’d just won the lottery. But he was alive! Maybe he would leave the place with but one arm, but he would be alive, and he would leave. Unlike so many of his fellow grunts who left everything they had, including their lives, in some pile of crap jungle clearing 10,000 miles from home.


  Heywood was almost all the way back to the battery area before he realized he hadn’t even thought about his tooth problem since talking to the kid at the hospital. And once again, he determined that he would do everything he could, short of deserting, to stay out of that mess in SE Asia.


  The second event that left a neuro-trace on the surface of Heywood’s soft brain tissue came about rather innocently after he was safely settled into his new home on the Kansas prairie. Tales had been trickling back to the units relating to the limited recreational opportunities afforded the troops in the nearby communities. None of them were good either. Still, Heywood and his buddies were inclined to be open-minded until they took a look for themselves.


  When they did go into town, they did it in style. One of Heywood’s new friends had ended up in Germany for the same reason he had. His cushy missile job had, likewise, been given to some reserve unit. The first thing the young man did when he could get a few days leave was go east and bring back his four hundred horsepower plus, kick butt, street rod. They intended to go about using it, to go anywhere they could to find beer and young women.


  That Saturday afternoon the four, starved for beer and pretty girls, GIs headed to town in their civvies looking for action. The general mood amongst them was one of guarded optimism. They all agreed to maintain an open-minded attitude until sufficient evidence proved that all the horrible tales and rumors about the place being basically bereft of any of the usual social amenities required to keep the average, usually bored and sexually deprived, soldier happy were indeed correct.


  Optimism prevailed as they rode along the several mile stretch of flat road between the fort and the nearest local state university town. Universities were basically the same everywhere, weren’t they? Young people trying to make the most out of the few remaining years left to them until adulthood, along with its requisite responsibilities, cast a suffocating pall on the remainder of their lives.


  Heywood was leading the pack in positive thinking. He absolutely reeked of optimism regarding their proposed adventure into the local college community. “Colleges are usually places where it doesn’t matter how and where you intend to end up later in life. Rich or poor, happy or sad, all everyone wants is to get laid and have some fun,” he told his pals.


  “This is an academic community,” he added. “Academic communities are populated with liberal-minded, educated individuals who aren’t afraid to have a good time. You can count on it.”


  Heywood could see right off that he had gotten through to his pals. They actually seemed to be warming more and more to Heywood’s claims that the town they were heading for was populated with a whole lot of educated people who most certainly would enjoy having a good time drinking some beer and participating in learned discussions of world affairs. There was also all that lewd and licentious behavior stuff, too.


  Possibly it was that comment about “educated people” his fellow passengers would recall later, just after a local radio personality went to great lengths to explain to his loyal listeners that he had one heck of a deal for them.


  The great deal involved a pet dog, one genuine, pure blood, house trained, Chihuahua. “Yes sir, ladies and gentlemen, this pure bred Cha Hooa Hooa can be yours for the ridiculous low price of just twenty dollars. Call in real quick because the Cha Hooa Hooas usually go real fast.”


  Oh damn! Heywood thought, after he realized what the idiot on the radio had just announced to the world.


  In concert, every guy in the car turned to look at Heywood to see how he reconciled his this is an educated community where lots of young people like to have a good time spiel with the mush mouth nonsense they had just been exposed to on the car radio.


  It took all of about eleven minutes to cruise the entire community, including the college campus where all the long hair, mostly draft dodging, war protesting, dope smoking students strolled around the campus seemingly without a care in the world. A few blocks away sat a collection of buildings that served as what the local folk referred to as the business/shopping district and out along the highways leading into and out of this plain’s metropolis was where most of the bars were located. That’s where they went first.


  It took all of about five seconds to distinguish between the locals and the GIs dressed in their civvies. All one had to do was look at the heads. The GIs had practically no hair except on the tops of their heads, and then damn little, while the civilians usually had hair everywhere. They had it coming out of their ears, hanging over their ears, and tied up in pony tails. Several could not be identified as males until they turned around to show their face. More than one drunken GI came back to the base with stories of having tapped a girl on the shoulder only to find out the face that turned around to confront him had a beard.


  Heywood fell into that trap, but fortunately he was not that drunk and quickly asked the puzzled hippie if he knew where a guy could score some weed. The guy said he did. Heywood then told the guy he was just checking and maybe would get back to him later. Heywood promised himself he would never do something so stupid again. It was just so embarrassing to have to come back to a group of laughing inebriates who would certainly tell everyone back at the fort all about “Mr. Cool” getting shot down by a midget bearded hippie with beautiful long hair.


  It should come as no surprise that Heywood and his fellow GIs did not score that night, nor did they on the next couple of outings. They had not gotten anywhere close to the mother lode of cute coeds occupying those huge dorms at the university. There usually was a positive correlation in the amount of beer the horny GIs consumed and how butt ugly the girls were that they woke up with. But to be fair, the poor girls could probably make the same argument.


  Fortunately for Heywood, who lived to fight another day, euphemistically speaking of course, things gradually got better, meaning he finally changed his mode of operation. As his main business had always involved booze and girls, he simply changed the order in which they were acquired. The results were immediately impressive, if not amazing, and it was all so simple. He started getting the girls before he started drinking. Never again did he wake up in a cheap motel with some unfortunate female, who had most likely lost most of her teeth in a bar fight and had more hair on her legs than he did, lying beside him


  But alas, Heywood’s adventures in the U.S. Army were not yet finished by a long shot. There was to be one final trip overseas, to a place he’d labored long and hard to never have to visit. That place, of course, was Vietnam. Heywood’s luck ran out. The Army must have been running out of live bodies, and he still had a year left to serve. So, it was, “Here’s your orders, Sergeant. Good luck.”


  



  



  



  



  ~Don’t Panic


  



  Heywood vividly recalled serving his country’s efforts to rid a small Southeastern Asian nation, called South Vietnam, of the nefarious presence of Viet Cong guerrillas, as well as a bunch of meddling North Vietnamese regulars. Together, those two interlopers were intent on prosecuting a prolonged (no longer civil) war to determine which of the two prevailing world political philosophies: Democracy, where the rich capitalists eventually ended up with most of the wealth, or Communism, where the rich and/or bureaucratic elite ended up with most of the wealth, won the exclusive rights to exploit the country’s natural resources and indenture most of South Vietnam’s grass hut residing citizenry with foreign debt that mathematically could never be repaid. While the war went on, the United States dropped enough defoliant and unexploded ordinance to keep the impoverished population busy cleaning up for years.


  The first thing Heywood had to do, though, was get there. That turned out to be not such an easy matter. First, he had to catch planes that took him to Seattle, Washington, where he subsequently made his way to the Fort Lewis Army Base. Once there, he was beset with the usual hurry up and wait Army manner of doing business. Enough documents had to be signed to fill a medium-sized file cabinet. About the only form he remembered was the one that dealt with where to send his body if he was not to be one of the lucky ones. Add to that a bunch more needles getting stuck in his body every time he got in a line and his future seemed to be taking a trip to the crapper.


  Ultimately, the trip to the U.S. military/industrial complexes’ golden goose, i.e. Vietnam, got under way. Although Vietnam lay far to the southwest of Fort Lewis, the first leg of his long journey took him north to Alaska. Why would one expect anything else, Heywood asked himself. He considered himself to be on the clock. His tour in Vietnam was for one year, and if they wanted him flying in aircraft going away from a combat zone during that time, so be it. It was fine with him.


  In succession, Heywood set foot in Alaska, Japan, (saw Mt. Fuji), Taiwan, and, finally, Cam Ranh Bay, Vietnam, which had to be one of the largest combined Army/Air Force bases in the world. The place was huge. Buildings abounded to the far horizon. Heywood wondered if maybe he could finagle getting assigned to this place. There were thousands of soldiers and sailors as well as Air Force personnel everywhere one looked. He saw a church, PXs, huge airplanes, hangers, three story barracks, ocean-going vessels unloading at docks, pristine beaches, as well as a large convalescent center where wounded soldiers recuperated.


  It was probably the convalescent center that attracted his attention most of all. If you were there you had been shot, stabbed, blown up, or otherwise rendered incapacitated by all sorts of enemy military war-making paraphernalia. Also, just behind the facility was a hill upon which sat a huge water storage tank capable of holding enough water to supply a good sized city. Painted on the side of the tank was a Red Cross about twenty feet wide, displayed most likely to dissuade the enemy from trying to do further harm, via mortar and rocket attacks to the seriously wounded men presently being cared for.


  Heywood settled into his temporary home dreaming of getting lucky enough to be assigned to the very place he parked his rear end right at that moment. If he never saw another square inch of the country, that was okay with him. He would be satisfied to read about the war in the papers. Or, if he got bored he could walk the one hundred yards over to the hospital and talk to the wounded soldiers who already had first-hand experience with visiting other parts of this exotic country.


  As Heywood later recalled, the remainder of that first day crawled along like syrup on a Detroit sidewalk in December. By his reckoning, he had three hundred and sixty-four more days and a wakeup remaining. All he wanted to know right then was where that place would be. As the daylight eventually turned to darkness and all the perimeter defenses were manned, search lights scanned the perimeter wire as occasional flares rose in the sky like fireworks on the Fourth of July. He determined to try to relax and get prepared for the following day when he would finally be notified as to just where he would call home in Vietnam for the next twelve months.


  Unfortunately for him sleep was not to come. Heywood was wired tight. Plus the partly screened-in barracks he was assigned to didn’t let enough air in to counter the stifling heat. He got up to get a drink of the cold ice water they kept in a big canvas bag hanging besides the headquarters building. He expected the cold water, plus a couple of cigarettes might help to settle him down. He had a whole year to go, so it wouldn’t help matters to get flustered right out of the gate.


  The short walk to the HQ building helped to relax Heywood. All the flares and search lights in constant use at the perimeter wire no longer held his interest as they had earlier. There were thousands of troops with automatic weapons guarding every inch of the place. Someone would have to be crazy to attack the base. It was as big as a medium-sized city back home. There were literally thousands of soldiers and choppers as well as Air Force jet fighters ready to destroy anything that even looked like it might pose a threat.


  Soon, a paper cup filled with ice cold water drawn from the large canvas bag helped to calm Heywood’s nerves. He lit a cigarette, sat down on the soft sandy ground, and leaned back against the sand bags that surrounded the HQ building.


  “Just take it easy,” he told himself. “One little step at a time. One day at a time. That’s what I need to do.”


  Heywood soon lost track of the time as he regained some control over his emotions. He knew he could get through this if he kept his wits about him. There were five hundred thousand GIs just like him in country, and if those guys could put up with this craziness, then he could also put up with it.


  Heywood soon felt much better. He planned to make these little self-reflection sessions a common occurrence. If he just remembered to do -


  Boom! Boom! The loud explosions shocked Heywood back to reality.


  “What the hell is happening?” he asked aloud.


  Then another sound assaulted his senses. He heard what could only be automatic small arms fire coming from the perimeter, off in the distance. His senses and emotions went on heightened alert.


  Sirens started wailing adding to the cacophony of alien noises assaulting his ears. Then it dawned on him - an actual firefight was happening at the perimeter a couple hundred yards away. He realized he had no idea of what to do. He didn’t have a weapon. As far as he knew, no one but the perimeter guards were armed. The next thing he heard was explosions from off in the distance. Again, he had no idea what caused them: rockets, mortars, or suicide bombers?


  After sitting stupefied for some time, he recalled some member on the permanent staff telling them all during the first briefing that there were bunkers located at various places around the area in the unlikely event any enemy rockets or mortars were fired their way.


  Heywood could tell by the way the guy talked that he considered this possibility as being unlikely, and he could understand why. The whole place was a veritable fortified city. Who in their right mind would attack it?


  Well, somebody did, and Heywood, after coming to his senses, decided he needed to find one of those bunkers he was told about earlier in the day. He knew approximately where he needed to go, so he got to his feet. As soon as he was about to become completely erect so he could take off running, more explosions occurred off in the distance. He hurriedly got back down on the ground and decided to crawl in the general direction of the bunker.


  Not until a very frightened Heywood was well away from the HQ building did he stop to get his bearings. He had cleared the buildings and was looking for the bunker as he lay in the soft sandy soil. Far in the distance, he could clearly make out the guard towers and the security fencing. Farther down the perimeter, he saw automatic weapon fire. He had no idea who was doing the shooting, good guys or bad guys? He didn’t know.


  Heywood continued to lie still for a time to regain his senses. His poor brain was on overload - this kind of stuff only happened in movies. But now there he was, right smack in the middle of what he quickly came to believe was a really, really bad movie.


  Right as he started to rise, he made out a life form off in the distance towards the perimeter. He had no idea if it was a good guy or a bad guy. He also knew that if he stood up and it was a bad guy he would probably be dead in a matter of seconds as he was unarmed. So, for what seemed like an eternity, but in reality was most likely only seconds, whoever it was coming his way abruptly turned away heading in the direction of the hospital. Heywood let out his long held breath and resumed his search for the elusive bunker.


  He found the bunker within another couple minutes. It was a reinforced concrete tube about thirty or forty feet long, approximately five feet in diameter and had several feet of sand bags piled on top of it. It also had a six foot high pile of sand bags partially blocking both ends. It would take a direct hit from something big to harm the individuals seeking cover inside. Within minutes the bunker was filled with others seeking a place to hide from whatever munitions were being hurled their way.


  Heywood couldn’t help but take notice of all the nervous chatter and outright giggling that came from the individuals who had reached a place of safety. As for himself, he discovered that both of his elbows and his knees were cut up and leaking blood. He hadn’t realized it before then, but as he crawled across the perforated metal plates covering the ground in front of the HQ building where all the formations were held, the sharp edges of the holes in the heavy strips of metal had cut through his new jungle fatigues, leaving both his elbows and his knees a bloody mess.


  Heywood used his handkerchief to clean up a little and was happy to see the cuts would probably not require stitches. If that was all the harm he received while in country, he would be a happy man.


  It wasn’t until the next morning that Heywood and his newcomer group found out the full extent of the damage. It was much worse than anyone expected. It began with them learning of the destruction of the large water tank with the Red Cross on the front, taken out by either sappers or a mortar round. It now was nothing but a collapsed pile of mangled metal.


  By far the worst damage resulted from sappers destroying a part of the hospital where the wounded soldiers helplessly lay. Over twenty were killed while several more sustained additional injuries. Heywood got a full accounting the next morning when he reported to the medics after formation to get his cuts and scrapes looked at. No stitches were required and after all his cuts and scrapes were cleaned and bandaged, he headed back to his billet to await his assignment orders.


  One other strange thing happened as the medics were cleaning his elbows and knees. They informed him he should make sure to put in for a Purple Heart.


  Heywood was shocked and told the medic he had to be kidding, right? The guy was serious, though. Heywood had received his certifiable injuries as a result of an enemy attack upon his temporary duty station. He had four bloody bandages on his body to prove it, plus the medics would verify it in their written report.


  Heywood thought about the proposition but quickly declined the opportunity. He didn’t like the idea of being awarded a Purple Heart simply for the bloody abrasions on his elbows and knees received while he crawled for safety as severely wounded men were being murdered in their hospital beds a short distance away. All he wanted was get to wherever they were going to send him and start the year so he could get this pain in the ass deployment behind him and go home. Give the medals to the guys that deserved them.


  The next morning he sat on an old C-47 cargo plane heading south to a place called Long Binh, a humongous Army military installation just north of Saigon. Once off the plane he was eventually deposited, after an especially horrific hour long truck ride through squalor the likes he could not even imagine, at the 90th Replacement Battalion. Evidently, these were the people who would determine his final in country destination.


  Only after his departure from that cheery place did Heywood discover why they kept the guys coming in and the guys going home separated. The stories being carried homeward by the departing grunts were not exactly morale boosters. There was some really heavy crap going on up country, up country being just about any place in country not offering miles of guarded perimeter, PXs, movie theaters, NCO clubs, and nearby bordellos.


  For Heywood, up country turned out to be a little place called Lai Khe, home to forward units of the 1st Infantry Division which he was assigned to for the next year of his life. If one drove northwest of Saigon for sixty or seventy miles along Highway 13 (like one would do that without being faced with a court martial for not doing it) they would pass through what used to be an old French rubber tree plantation surrounding a small village. That was Lai Khe. The plantation had shot craps years before as the rubber trees they planted were reported to be of an experimental nature and were unsuitable. The whole place was about a half mile wide by three quarters mile long. Highway 13 went straight through it. Of course, anyone hoping to pass through the heavily fortified installation was stopped and searched coming and going.


  All in all it required about three miles of perimeter to be manned every single night. During the day only fortified towers spaced every several hundred yards watched over the surrounding defoliated landscape. Stretching out around the entire perimeter were hundreds of sandbagged bunkers that were manned every night. Beyond the perimeter was nothing but jungle waste land. Enough chemicals had been repeatedly dumped on the area to kill anything that lived, plant or animal. One did not go there for any reason excepting the daily foot patrols searching for rockets that were timed to go off after the VC had made their escape. Lots of guys at Lai Khe were killed or seriously messed up by these rockets and mortars as well as the booby traps set to take out the soldiers patrolling the area. Then there were the snakes: cobras, plus what they called the Two Steppers supposedly so poisonous that the unlucky victim died after taking only two steps. That turned out not to be true as Heywood’s XO was bitten one morning as he picked up his M16 rifle to respond to a report of sappers coming through the perimeter wire. A Two Stepper was wrapped around the barrel and bit him on the hand. He was back in time to soak up a couple cans of suds with the guys that very afternoon.


  The place was made even worse when the monsoon season came. That’s when it started to rain which meant everything turned to mud. If one could recall old movies about World War I where soldiers toiled forever in mud-filled trenches, one might have a working idea of the monsoon season.


  This was the place the U.S. Army had tasked him to spend the greater part of the next year of his young and now endangered life. Heywood accepted his fate. He didn’t like it, but he was not going to shame his family or ruin his future chances of participating in all the opportunities the great free market capitalistic society he belonged to offered by doing anything other than whatever he had to do to get this most unfortunate civic responsibility over with.


  It was during this gut checking, military skills enhancing period that Heywood was given the opportunity of coming in too close and personal contact with a number of honest to goodness characters.


  One such individual was an old mess sergeant, a lifer who was intent, first and foremost, on staying alive to enjoy his still two years away government pension that came after serving your country honorably for twenty years or, in his case, more. This guy bragged about making soldiers’ lives miserable with his crappy food back in WWII. Heywood couldn’t ever recall seeing the man do any actual work. All he remembered is the old sergeant staggering back into the drinking hooch every afternoon to get started on a buzz before a full-fledged hangover could ever get going. As Heywood thought about it later, he also recalled two additional individuals who belonged to this, so-called, chow hall staff. One was a fat buck sergeant who always carried a Thompson machine gun with him. Heywood had no idea where the guy got such a gun. It certainly wasn’t government issued at that time. Heywood suspected it may have been used by other unfortunate GIs back in the Korean War. Anyway, he carried it with him always, except when he really needed it, like when he stood behind the chow line shoveling huge glops of gristly meat (they claimed it was beef) onto pissed off GIs’ chow platters. Heywood didn’t care how long a determined soldier chewed on that forever loathed and despised quartermaster favorite it only went down the throat as a solid, and potentially, gullet clogging mass. He could recall losing weight as a result of his too often having to fight to get the gristly waste out of his gagging throat and onto the hard laterite muddied floor where it belonged in the first place.


  The other cook Heywood recalled serving with was a freaking psycho. How he ever got into the Army and was given access to a gun, or a meat cleaver, is well beyond any sane person’s comprehension. As Heywood recalled, he was a skinny kid who always looked as if he was trying as hard as he could to not let anything pass through his sphincter as he stood ladling slop on the chow line. His normal look embodied severe pain. Heywood never recalled him ever having even a PFC stripe on his arm. He couldn’t keep out of trouble for even that short a period of time. For fear of succumbing to food poisoning whether intended or not, Heywood refused to go anywhere near whatever food he was in charge of cooking or serving. Plus, the guy mumbled. Heywood couldn’t make out if he was saying, “Have a nice day” or “I pissed in the gravy I just ladled onto your plate.”


  What happened to him was not at all funny, though. The guy kept getting more and more bat shit crazy until they, meaning the always alert commanding officers, determined the guy posed a greater threat to the unit than the VC - who regularly stood a klick out from the perimeter and lobbed mortar rounds on to the unit, daring the Army’s finest to come out and stumble into a booby trap.


  The plan was to get this wacked-out cook back to a rear area and to real medical help as soon as possible. But as is often the case, it didn’t happen that way. The poor guy must have known something was happening because he grabbed his M16. Yes, everyone had automatic weapons and multiple bandoleers filled with twenty round magazines available at all times (they were up country), and he started shooting up the place. Surely he wasn’t trying to kill anyone as it would have been too easy. Instead, after scaring the crap out of everyone, he ran into the rubber trees while still firing his weapon, frightening some long gone GI’s left behind monkey so much that the monkey started sneaking into the commanding officer’s hooch and crapping on his cot. For a while the unit had shoot on sight orders for a crazy cook, a traumatized shit slinging monkey, and all slow-footed VCs.


  That’s when things got really, really, really screwed. It was dark by the time the crazy cook ran into the interior of the rubber tree plantation, which meant the searchers needed to turn their attention back to manning the perimeter in case Victor Charley wanted to pay a visit that night as was often his habit. Usually by that time guys had already started heading for the perimeter to set up claymores and M60’s, but not that night. Most of the unit was ordered to head into the thick grove of rubber trees with flash lights and loaded M16’s to search for maybe the most seriously screwed up bad cook in the entire U.S. Army. The guy could be anywhere in there and everyone knew he would sure as hell see them way before they caught sight of him.


  Plus there were snakes all over the place. Heywood personally had a run in with what he learned later was a cobra. He caught sight of it while jogging around the perimeter. (Why did he jog around the perimeter? Because that’s what insane people do, they run around in circles.) The snake emerged from the thick perimeter wire and looked to be heading directly at him. He later admitted to being so scared that he stood there gaping like an idiot until coming to his senses and exploding out of the blocks like a sprinter with a renewed sense of purpose. Turns out the snake also altered course at that same instant and headed straight for a huge unoccupied bunker, disappearing down into a hole somewhere amidst the hundreds of stacked sandbags. Heywood could go on for a long while about how the occupants of said bunker reacted after dark when he casually informed them about their new perimeter bunker fellow occupant, but that would require listing several pages of language usually deemed unfit for polite company.


  Regarding the crazy cook, Heywood, as well as several other really pissed off GIs, searched for the resident lunatic in a quarter-mile wide rubber tree stand in the dead of night, fully armed and to a man prepared to do whatever it took to not become a victim of a guy who had for so long made himself an infected boil on their collective asses. The guy had to have heard and seen them coming from a hundred yards away. With all the lights, the cussing, the constant threats of outright mayhem awaiting the cause of their present highly agitated state of mind, the most unpopular man in the unit, by far, had somehow gotten away and headed for the hills. Everyone was very relieved. There was not a man there that did not intend to do whatever was necessary to make this constant threat go away forever – if the opportunity was forced upon them.


  Heywood would have liked nothing better than to be able to report that eventually everything worked out all right, but that was not the case. Somehow the guy literally got off the plantation – as the unit really was occupying an old French rubber tree plantation – and he stole a truck loaded with supplies at a base miles away down Highway 13 and promptly ran it off a bridge and was killed instantly. As the years went by, Heywood often wondered if the guy might not have become so nuts if he hadn’t gotten sucked into that crazy war in the first place and, very possibly, he might have gone on to enjoy some kind of meaningful life. Heywood hadn’t checked because he really didn’t want to know, but he wondered how many hundreds or maybe thousands of other guys became noncombat casualties of that most unfortunate expedition.


  Meanwhile, the old mess sergeant did absolutely nothing but drink himself into a daily stupor. The day when the crazy things happened that caused an individual to scream out the words, “don’t panic,” started off no differently than any other miserable day in Vietnam. Meaning, time passed slower than molasses in February. Heywood could recall how excruciatingly painful clock gazing became when a person was forced to remain for prolonged periods in a place that both terrifies and bores one simultaneously. He recalled the event clearly, but long ago gave up trying to recall what day of the month it occurred. Every day was the same when someone close by wanted to kill you. After a while when the instances where you were cowering in a deep hole hoping whatever type of explosive heading your way either struck a tree first if you were in a covered bunker or struck the earth if you were expose to an airburst where shrapnel rained down upon all those unfortunates who could not find cover blurred into one. Excepting of course, that particular day when Heywood heard the words that became indelibly etched in his consciousness.


  If Heywood was absolutely forced to name a date when it happened, he would probably guess early December, 1969. Everyone was talking about some kind of Tet offensive happening around the first of the year. That’s when Charley and all his NVA buddies were supposed to materialize from tunnels supposedly dug under practically every square yard of Vietnam and put a good thrashing on all the Number 10 GIs.


  Things had been relatively quiet for some days. A number of convoys had come up country carrying pallets of beer for the troops, dropping off literally hundreds if not thousands of cases to the always thirsty GIs. Heywood had to admit things were looking better. Notwithstanding the threat of complete annihilation during the upcoming Tet, the availability of so much food and booze, along with the prospect of Bob Hope bringing his show to the area, cheered everyone up. The show meant there would be lots of pretty movie stars and dancers. For a while, the war was just going to have to wait.


  Unfortunately it didn’t wait very long. The day in question gave no reason for anyone to think anything bad stood by waiting to ruin the day. Except for those guys setting out claymores on the perimeter in preparation for another very long night of guard duty, almost everyone else prepared themselves for another in a long sequence of lonely nights far away from everything that brought them real joy.


  Heywood was already in the hooch, used by the NCOs, upon the order of the commanding officer, to socially segregate them from the lower ranked enlisted men. For the most part that only worked on site. Otherwise most NCOs, regular enlisted men, and even the officers freely fraternized together. It seemed less odd when even the officers were not especially interested in overtly displaying their rank as they were the first to be sought out when a VC sniper started looking for a target with bars on the collar. It was just something you put up with when you had to.


  Finally, the booze started flowing and the card games got underway. Guys wrote letters home while the younger guys cried in their beers when girlfriends or fiancés hadn’t bothered to write them. Mail was the only game in town when it came to hearing from home. It took about seven to ten days for the recipient to receive a missive.


  The rockets started coming in before dark. That took some balls for the VC to do that. It shocked Heywood and although he never asked, he expected he wasn’t the only one surprised by the nerve of the VC attackers. They had to know that trained spotters could approximate their position within minutes if not seconds. Choppers would be on the scene looking for anything moving to completely obliterate with mini-gun and rocket fire.


  It must have been the shock of the timing that put most everyone off their games. Usually, the drill called for a soldier to hit the ground and lay flat until the salvo was over. Only then was it considered wise to get to your feet, knees, or whatever and get in to a protected bunker. Not a hole, a bunker. The unit was situated at a rubber tree plantation which meant that most of the rockets or mortar shells hit in the tops of trees causing above ground explosions. Lying flat on the ground when a shell exploded overhead meant the shrapnel would head downwards, covering the ground area you might be laying on. If there were no bunkers available then it’s just tough luck, but if you lived in a place that regularly experienced above ground explosions you were not going to survive long without digging a big hole and covering it with lots of logs and sandbags.


  Heywood didn’t recall getting down on the floor but he’d be surprised if he found out he was not one of the first. Not only getting down quick, but being well situated to have first crack at getting out the door and on his way to a large bunker they’d dug and covered with tons of logs, dirt, and metal plates, located not more than thirty yards away.


  One thing that did concern Heywood was that a few newcomers were apparently attempting to make their way through and over the bodies lying prone on the floor between them and the door way. This was not the thing to do. First, if you are standing up your chances of getting hit with shrapnel are greatly increased. Secondly, other soldiers lying on the floor or ground in front of you don’t particularly appreciate one of their fellow soldiers stomping on their fingers on the way to safety. The correct procedure was to get to your feet as soon as there is a lull and move together towards the exit. Once outside things changed somewhat if you were appreciably faster than a chubby guy in front of you. By all means go to the front and get to the bunker faster if you can make a clean pass. The only thing that would change this procedure is if someone is hit by shrapnel which was fairly common place. Heywood recalled a guy laying only a couple yards from him getting his back sliced open as a piece of shrapnel made a clean cut about half an inch deep across the width of his back, fortunately, never touching his spinal column. A very lucky man, he proclaimed himself to be a week later when he returned from the hospital.


  Heywood sensed that all the commotion caused by the newcomers was going to cause a stampede. Guys were starting to yell. Chaos and confusion raised their ugly heads. Even Heywood began to look longingly at the clear exit only a few feet away from where he lay. Then the noise ascended to even a higher level and Heywood knew things were going to pop. He started to rise to his knees to ensure he got to the door first if the stampede started. Just when he was certain the herd was going to move, he heard a voice of authority from the very back of the hooch ring forth. “Don’t panic,” was the command of the one individual who had all his wits about him. The entire hooch quieted itself. Then again, a strong voice called out, “Don’t panic.” That did it, the entire group, including Heywood, returned to their previous prone positions until they were sure the first salvo was over.


  As Heywood reassumed his position on the hard floor, he heard men start to yell once more. Something was happening in the back of the hooch. Unable to lie still, not knowing what was going on, Heywood started to turn his head towards the commotion. But before he could, he felt the pain of a heavy boot smashing down on his wrist, tearing the skin off as it pivoted towards the door. Glancing upward he caught sight of a lone jungle fatigue clad individual bursting though the doorway heading undoubtedly for the safety of a bunker. It was the old mess sergeant moving at a full head of steam. The last thing Heywood heard as the portly, yet surprisingly, fleet-footed individual, sprinted through the door alone, on his way to safety, was the same earlier admonition that had kept the rest of the group from bursting through the same door like a herd of stampeded cattle. “Don’t panic; don’t panic!” he yelled to the GIs left behind in his wake.


  



  



  



  



  ~The Freedom Bird


  



  Heywood couldn’t believe it. He hadn’t heard any of those most unpleasant war noises in over a month. All of that nastiness was supposed to be up country. He had moved so close to Saigon that he could look across the valley from the hillside compound he now called home and watch all those pretty airplanes that carried the troops in and out of Vietnam arrive and depart daily. He especially enjoyed watching the planes depart. Planes departing with soldiers going home were called Freedom Birds. He could even visualize all the guys slapping each other on the back as the planes gained altitude and headed for the coastline, officially ending their tour of duty in the Republic of Vietnam.


  Unfortunately, some of those bowlegged little twits in the black pajama outfits fired some of those rockets with the unpronounceable Russian names towards his compound. He wondered what the hell they were trying to destroy. Was it the swimming pool? Movie theater? Maybe it was that evil PX where the GIs were supplied with all those candy bars, soda pops, girly magazines, and cigarettes?


  If you were one of the locals who had built a cardboard and stick dwelling as close to the compound’s fortified perimeter as possible, for your own protection, and the rockets fell short, one hell of a bloody mess occurred among the squalor many locals called home only yards from where Heywood temporarily resided.


  Just like thousands of soldiers that came and went before him, Heywood was probably more nervous than he had been in months. He was within days of going across the valley and hopping on one of those Freedom Birds. So many times he’d thought the day would never come. But it was real close now, and his sphincter was so tight he had a hard time passing soup. Every loud noise caused him to react. Every trip offsite to take care of some part of the official “getting out of Dodge” process was nerve-racking. Every Oriental that came close to him might be carrying a bomb.


  Finally all the Army crap had been turned in, all the forms signed, all the farewells said. He had those most wonderful pieces of paper in hand that officially said, your tour of duty in bat shit crazy land is over! All he had left was the wake up. All during his year in country, he heard over and over from every soldier going home that they had thirty days and a wake up, then ten days and a wake up, until finally their wake up day came, and they were out of there. All he had to do in the morning was get up, take a crap, put on the only set of jungle fatigues he’d not thrown away, find a driver who wasn’t smoking dope to take him to the replacement battalion right down the road, and his skinny butt would soon be on a plane heading back to the world.


  The morning he loaded onto a vehicle for the journey across the valley to catch his own Freedom Bird, Heywood’s eyes were shooting darts. Nothing escaped his inspection. Those few miles to Bien Hoa Air Base were the longest he’d ever traveled. He also began to understand why they took weapons away from soldiers well before they actually got on the plane. It seemed there were so many suspicious looking Oriental people possibly waiting to ambush him.


  Of course, he had to wait for hours for the plane which was doing nothing as far as Heywood could see before they would allow him and all the other, by now, marginally paranoid troops to get on the damn thing. Then it took them another half hour to back the plane and get it pointed in the right direction. What the hell is taking these people so damn long? Heywood thought over and over.


  Then the roar started, indicating the huge jet made up of thousands of riveted together metal pieces, built by the lowest bidder from parts made who knew where, was beginning its journey back to the world.


  If someone had taken Heywood’s photo right then all they would have captured on the negative was grinning lips and teeth. Seconds later, right as the plane’s wheels left the runway, there came such a noise from the ecstatic passengers overcome with joy of having finally put their Vietnam experience in the rearview mirror that a tear actually formed in the corner of one of his eyes.


  Heywood reclined in his window seat to look out the left side of the plane to catch one last glimpse of the terrain he expected to never have to see again. What he saw somehow seemed so appropriate. Huge bomb craters, most likely a B-52 ARC light raid, the likes of which Heywood had witnessed on so many occasions being dropped a few klicks out from the perimeter during the time he was at Lai Khe.


  Within minutes the plane was over the ocean and Vietnam was truly behind him, forever. For what? he wondered. So many good men lost, and for what? Heywood closed his eyes. Within minutes he was sound asleep.


  To the best of his recollection, the flight, with more stops at several islands spread out over the width of the Pacific Ocean, was uneventful. It seemed to Heywood that his sphincter became less tight with every air mile traveled. By the time they arrived at an Air Force base in California, just a few miles from the Oakland Army Terminal, his heart rate must have been reduced by twenty points. Probably the only thing that disappointed him during the ride from the airport was the trash alongside the highways. Admittedly it was not even remotely comparable to the mounds of wretched human waste littering the roads around Saigon, but still, the image he’d conjured up of spotless clean American soil was marred. What else, he wondered, is mostly a product of my imagination?


  What transpired over the next twenty hours was not totally unexpected. It seemed they were intent upon being as thorough with all things related to his mind and body as he was getting out of the Army as they were when he came in.


  They poked, peered, prodded, and pried into every nook and cranny of his physical and mental person. It occurred to Heywood that they didn’t put that much work in to it when he came into the Army, before they gave him a gun. Still he went along with everything as he did not want to say or do anything that had the potential of keeping him from taking that last plane ride from across the bay in San Francisco.


  It, therefore, came as a shock when an Army doctor informed Heywood that, unfortunately, he was not going to get to go home just yet. He failed the hearing test he’d taken only a few hours before, one of many poking and prodding procedures he’d undergone since arriving.


  Heywood was speechless. This was not part of the plan. The plan was for him to sign all the papers and get the hell out of the Army. The weary-looking doctor, medic, maniac, or whatever he was, was adamant that Heywood needed to be sent to some Army hospital in Memphis, Tennessee, to check this out. So sorry, but the Army did not discharge individuals with unattended war injuries.


  Heywood admitted to spending most of the past year within yards of a battery of eight inch howitzers that often fired night and day. But he was certain he could hear every word spoken. This did not make any sense, he told the seemingly disinterested individual presently sitting across from him destroying all the beautiful castles Heywood had built in the air all along his journey home.


  This back and forth went on for some time until Heywood, with his voice breaking, informed the individual sitting across from him, who was seemingly intent upon destroying what small amount of civility Heywood yet possessed, that he was about thirty seconds from going Section 8 right then and there. He had to get away from all the Army bullshit right that instant.


  Minutes later he sat quietly perusing forms that released the Army, forever, of any responsibility for his future medical problems, due to his loss of hearing, most likely the result of his tour of duty in Vietnam.


  Heywood picked up the pen and provided his signature, with a flourish, to the document in front of him. That was it. He was finished. All he had to do was get a ride to the airport and, soon, this prolonged farce would be over.


  By the time Heywood got to the airport it was the wee hours of the morning. He didn’t care as he was getting closer and closer to home. He sat there reading parts of the local paper some other soul had left behind. Heywood admitted that most of the items he perused were of seemingly little consequence. Do people really give a crap about all this nonsense? he wondered.


  As Heywood sat patiently, only yards away from the loading gate that was going to take him away from all the insanity he’d participated in for the last year, he overheard a couple of new Army recruits, who looked to be freshly out of basic training, comment on all the medals and ribbons displayed upon his brand new OD green dress uniform he was wearing for the first and last time.


  He knew exactly what they were thinking and how they were feeling. They were him only a year earlier as he too had gazed with envy at all the returning soldiers decked out in their medal adorned new uniforms boarding planes to go home where they would try to make some sense out of what they had been involved in for the last, violence-filled year.


  Possibly the only thing that bothered Heywood was that no one other than the two soldiers gave him, or any of the other returning Vietnam Vets, even the time of day. Heywood understood the reason why. They did not approve of the war, like most sane people didn’t. Many had tried to convince the government to quit all the nonsense and bring the troops home. But after years of protesting, most had stopped marching in the streets to return to minding their own business, especially, if they had no family members involved.


  Heywood was not surprised, nor offended, as he was alive and sucking air. In a few hours when he got off the plane, he would reread one little book he’d been given by a pot smoker on the day that soldier got on a chopper to begin his journey back to the world.


  The book was written a long time ago by a guy named Voltaire. The title of the book was Candide. It is about a young man who traveled the world and finally came to the conclusion that he needed to find a place where he could live in peace, stake it out, and then, “tend his own garden.”


  That made about as much sense as all the other stuff he had been told to do. He determined to do just that. But then an academician at the college Heywood attended, and ultimately graduated from, said Heywood’s war experience, which had become part of his moral compass, was merely a metaphor, supporting Darwin’s thesis that evolution is all about the survival of the fittest.


  Heywood assured him his survival was purely the result of him jumping into a hole that did not receive a direct hit or not getting caught out in the open when the rounds came in. In other words it was pure luck that he survived when others did not. Then Heywood asked him if a metaphor was also something you could stick up your ass because that’s what Heywood told him to do with it. The little book worked for Heywood. If he wanted to ‘tend his own garden’ then doggone it, he would!


  



  



  



  



  ~Now What?


  



  Turns out Heywood didn’t end up back in the hills where it had all started. He did go back several times, but he didn’t stay. He possessed many fond memories of his boyhood home, but that life was not what he wanted any longer. It was time to put away the toys and the daydreams of his youth and take his place among the adults. Back there he was surely destined to become like Sisyphus, doomed forever to push the boulder up the hill only for it to roll back down again.


  One particular time that he did go back for a short visit made a lasting impression on him. He stopped by a local tavern which he’d often frequented, along with many of his old pals. Sure enough, right as he walked in the door it was as if he’d stepped back in time. There at the end of the bar were several old boyhood friends, drinking beer and arguing about anything and everything, especially, high school sports. They were actually debating the disastrous results of one particularly bad officiating call that happened a decade earlier. Heywood stood listening to them arguing about stuff that most people would have forgotten about years before.


  Finally, Heywood walked to where the arguing group sat and ordered a soda. That’s when they finally looked his way, as if to ask, who would come into a tavern and order a soda pop? Eventually, one of the guys, who recognized him, sat his beer down and said hello to Heywood as if he’d seen him only the day before. Heywood said, hello, back. Nothing else was said for a time until his old pal turned to him and asked, “You been gone?”


  It took a moment for Heywood to compose himself before he could answer. Nothing had changed for them. Only their skin had aged in the intervening ten years. Their minds were still back in the day.


  “Yes, I have,” Heywood answered. “Actually, I went to Vietnam, came back to live in Kansas and graduate from college, got married, had a kid, and became an officer in a national corporation.”


  “That right?” replied his old, unimpressed, former boozing companion. “You want a beer?”


  “No, thanks,” Heywood answered recalling why he’d decided to give up the booze years earlier. “I was just coming through town and wanted to stop by and say hello.”


  “Well, good to see you. Don’t stay away so long the next time, okay?” was the last thing said to Heywood before the guy turned back to his discussion regarding the terrible officiating that, in his eyes, caused the loss of a high school football game years earlier.


  As Heywood viewed that earlier part of his life in the rearview mirror, he reflected on the events that had transpired upon his return to civilian life, following his Vietnam tour.


  His entire life and, especially, his outlook had changed dramatically. He had married a Kansas girl; he had a son, an amazing little boy; he graduated from college with a business degree; he was now a corporate vice-president of finance. Not bad for a kid who had grown up with few expectations beyond working at a job at some factory with an assembly line that ran twenty four hours a day.


  Why that kind of life no longer worked for him surprised Heywood somewhat. What’s wrong with coming back to the place where you were born, taking a job at a local factory, and stopping by the local tavern occasionally for a cold one with boyhood friends?


  As Heywood thought about it some more, he came to the conclusion that he was probably the most unlikely person to make such a move. Those guys back at the tavern were basically decent hardworking guys with families who often stopped by the tavern for a few cold ones before returning to their families and doing all those things that families usually do. Plus they were not overly concerned with the all the problems that were currently plaguing the world. What good did it do to worry about what was going on in Cambodia, behind the Iron Curtain, or even in the White House? Those guys back at the bar were Voltaire adherents and didn’t even know it. They were staying at home and “tending their own gardens.” It was Heywood who was still out there in the world searching for his rightful place.


  This realization surprised Heywood. Those old friends back there where he was born were the ones who were more accepting of the hand life had dealt them. They were making do as best they could, and they had become contributing members of their communities. So those old friends did live in something of a time warp regarding their inclination to dwell on the past, what was so attractive about the present or the future?


  Presently, military posturing was being taken to a new level with all the ICBM nuclear missiles divided fairly evenly between the USA and the USSR. All it would take was for some nut with a security clearance to get one of those missiles with a warhead flying and the whole world would soon afterwards be nothing more than a used charcoal briquette.


  Heywood decided he needed to get out of the judging business. Those guys were doing the best they could. They were contented, contributing members of their society. Hopefully Heywood could someday say as much about himself.


  Maybe his present attitude was the product of all those political discussions Heywood had gotten involved in over the last few years. That seemed to be a favorite pastime of college students. Heywood had ultimately gotten sucked into that giant mall consuming millions of voices presently screaming political prejudices towards any listener, willing or unwilling.


  He’d also gotten close to smacking the crap out of a few of his younger college classmates when they started in on the ill-fated Vietnam adventure. It was only later that he began to understand that the whole thing was in fact a military incursion primarily designed to benefit the vast U.S. military-industrial complex.


  The country possessed a deep phobia relating to anything resembling communism, which was probably well founded at the time. Half of Europe was behind barbed wire fences, as well as China, North Korea, and Cuba. That did not bode well for a highly industrialized nation that required access to all sorts of scarce natural resources. If his country wanted to keep on keeping on, relating to the present standard of living now commonplace in the country, it had to get off its ass and go out there and blow some countries up or at least swindle them out of their oil and various other mineral resources.


  What it all came down to was that he had changed. It wasn’t intentional, but it happened. No longer was he that fun loving, loathe to working, young man with few interests beyond fast cars, cute girls, and beer. He’d left the reservation and gotten involved in matters concerning the world. For better or worse, he could never go back.


  The trajectory of his journey to the halls of higher learning and corporate offices was not at all easy or quick. He worked nights as a janitor in a department store for the first three years he attended college. Not the kind of job he necessarily wanted to do, but he needed his days free to attend classes and take care of his son, and if he hustled, he could usually expect to have some time to do part of his course work down by the trash dumpsters where he dumped the detritus of a large retail business. After a while it got to where he knew the job so well he could actually study while pushing a broom. Later, he became a night guard at a large bank high rise building that was frequented during the evenings by many local notables desiring to hob-knob with their peers in an exclusive restaurant at the top of the building. On that job it was okay for Heywood to sit and study. Heywood thought of it as capitalism at its finest, being that all parties profited from the transactions: the local leaders of industry seeking to socialize with their peers and Heywood getting paid while seeking access to the same educational tools that would someday allow him to do likewise.


  He worked hard to become something other than what most of his family and peers expected him to be - an older version of the wild kid who was always looking for a good time; the kid who would punch a much bigger bully in the nose knowing he was going to be beaten up; the proverbial fish out of water. He was not naturally inclined towards the Socratic Method where one employed critical thinking, reason, and logic. Early on, whenever his ideas were challenged, his usual response went something like, “Oh yeah? Well up yours!”


  That needed to change. Heywood realized he didn’t need to explain his every idea, prejudice, doubt, phobia, and dream to every human being he encountered. Nor, and this was of most importance, did he need to defend them.


  What he needed to do was grow up. It was time to put away the toys and ideas of his wild youth and go play with the adults. Adults spent their time dealing with reality, the kind of reality that required them to step up to the plate and participate in the problems and opportunities all societies are confronted with. Things like: poverty, sickness, war, civil rights, jobs, education, and raising children.


  His own child’s welfare became of particular importance to Heywood. The very nice young lady he married delivered them a beautiful son. He was so proud of the little guy, never imagining that he would or could be part of something so amazing. With that thought in mind, perhaps the best way to bring this tale of youthful exuberance to a conclusion would be by recalling a few of those early parenting experiences.


  



  



  



  



  ~The Ladder Story, et al


  



  Coming back to the world, as it was referred to by returning Vietnam veterans, took some time. Soldiers didn’t merely put aside all those survival tools that had served them so faithfully over the long months in a combat zone. Things did get better, gradually. A loud clap of thunder, a truck backfire, or about any kind of sudden loud noise, and Heywood was on the ground or worse, running out the door, heading for cover.


  Still, there is no way to sugar coat one unfortunate instance that happened soon after Heywood returned home. When it was all over, some of the individuals involved understood and cut Heywood some slack. But still, a lot of folks scratched their heads whenever the topic of Heywood’s eccentric behavior on this one particular occasion came up.


  The incident occurred late one afternoon. In hindsight, what happened shouldn’t have been all that unexpected. Heywood was sitting on the couch with his new son by his side feeling at peace with the world. He was married, attending college; they had rented a trailer home nearby. His wife had an office job, and he worked part time as a night janitor for a large department store. Things were progressing famously.


  That is until a particularly noisy late afternoon thunderstorm rolled through the area. All of a sudden, it was there. Gusts of wind, pounding rain, and, most unfortunately, one super loud thunder clap. Heywood, reverting to his Vietnam experience upon hearing loud bangs, quickly did what he’d been trained to do when loud bangs occurred within his vicinity. He hit the floor, and then jumped to his feet and ran out the door, heading for a shelter located about a half block away.


  As he burst through the opening into the shelter, Heywood was surprised to find that several other park residents were already there ahead of him. He also noticed that every one of them was staring intently at him. What was so special about him that they would continue to gawk? Then it hit him, his family. He’d ran away and left them in the trailer.


  Out the door he ran as fast as he could back to the trailer where the door remained open just as it was when he first busted through it on his way to safety.


  Heywood would never forget the wide-eyed look of utter amazement that met him when he first stuck his head back through the door opening. His poor wife sat on the couch holding their baby, looking as shocked as if she had seen a ghost.


  “You ran away and left us,” is all she could say, over and over, as Heywood took the child and gently guided them all to the relative safety of the local storm shelter.


  Heywood was glad the people in the shelter didn’t have a rope nearby or there might have been a public lynching.


  Even well into the future, Heywood was one of the favorite topics of conversation in the trailer park. On any number of occasions he would hear those most dreaded words as he walked by, “That’s him. That’s the guy who ran off and left his family.”


  Heywood tried to explain that what had happened was simply a result of all his Army survival training, but nothing helped. He would, for evermore, be the cowardly cur who abandoned his family at their moment of great need.


  There were no more incidents for the longest time, say about three months. Then once again it involved Heywood and his wonderful little son. Heywood absolutely adored the child, but if you had asked one of the other residents, you stood a good chance of getting an entirely different story.


  This time all Heywood did was open the trailer door, which most unfortunately opened outward, and his pride and joy, who had been leaning against the door, fell out the door head first onto the hard concrete below. Heywood was so paralyzed with fear that he could only stand and stare at the horrible sight lying on the concrete at his feet.


  Fortunately, his wife was there in seconds to pick their child up. Heywood would later admit that he had never been more afraid in his entire life, including during his adventures in a war zone. He just knew the child was dead. The sound of the sickening thud resonated in his mind.


  Ultimately, only the most beautiful sound of a child crying at the top of his lungs kept Heywood from losing it. Except for the slightest redness where his son’s forehead hit the concrete, no other evidence existed. It was then that his wife, yet in possession of her wits, told him to start the car so they could rush him to the hospital to make sure the child was okay.


  Heywood’s good fortune continued as the emergency room physician gave the child a clean bill of health. Heywood, having learned a lesson, vowed to do better. And he did. For the next several years his record was clean. This was not such an easy task because between classes during the early part of the day and his janitor job at night, Heywood spent many hours with his son.


  Yet it was Heywood’s wife who later bore the brunt of their child’s pranks. The kid was an early riser, to his mother’s great misfortune. The terrorist attacks commenced without any prior hint or notice. Amazingly all of them were directed at the child’s mother, the same individual who washed the diapers, read the story books for hours, and fixed all the special foods that nurtured his growth.


  What did she get in return? Miscellaneous small objects deposited in her mouth as she slept, that’s what. Heywood personally heard the pitter patter of little feet on more than one occasion. As it was usually his wife’s task to corral the little crib escapee during the morning hours, (Heywood was responsible for the hours during the latter part of the day) Heywood usually rolled over and went back to sleep.


  Eventually, the attacks escalated and the objects placed in her mouth became larger. The small pieces of cereal, along with the occasional raisin, caused her little concern, but the larger objects that began to show up caused her to jump out of bed choking to spit out that morning’s little gifts from her child. The attacks ended the morning she woke up spitting out one of their baby’s shoe strings she discovered being deposited down her throat.


  All was quiet around the trailer home for a while with the adventuresome lad safely ensconced behind the accordion type wooden safety fence Heywood had been ordered to install. That is, until the morning when Heywood, who had also been forced to sleep on the side of the bed most exposed to the young marauder’s early morning attacks, observed a scene straight out of those cartoons where the big dog always ends up getting bopped in the noggin with a hammer by some crafty tomcat.


  Heywood was lying awake on the far side of the bed staring down the hallway leading to the living room some thirty feet away. That’s when he caught sight of their kitty leisurely strolling down the hallway in his direction. If you ever wondered what loping looked like, that’s what the cat was doing. The pace gave indication the cat was in no hurry at all. He obviously intended to come back to the bedroom and begin his usual morning clawing and ripping routine in expectation of someone getting out of bed to feed him breakfast.


  While Heywood observed this daily ritual, the thought came to him that in the future he needed to keep a shoe close by so he could dissuade the pesky critter of his daily assault on his sleep time. But right as he finished this inspiring thought something else happened to delay Mr. Kitty’s morning assault.


  What happened caused Heywood to feel like one proud papa. Right as the kitty came abreast of the their son’s bedroom door, a little hand shot through one of the openings in the expandable gate put in place nightly to keep the their marauding son caged in, grabbing the cat around the throat. Immediately the surprised cat’s eyes opened as wide as silver dollars. The next thing that happened was Heywood’s pride and joy attempting to pull the surprised critter back through one of the small openings. By this time his son had both hands around the cat’s throat, causing the cat’s eyes to bug out even wider.


  Only after lying there for some time enjoying the usually annoying kitty get a taste of his own medicine, did Heywood decide he should go rescue the animal from the clutches of his determined son. Some days later, the kitty did ultimately resume his usual morning treks back to the bedroom to get people to pay attention to its needs, but it never, ever again, walked close to his always lurking child’s fenced in doorway.


  After some time, the toddler’s parents relented and took down the gate that kept their child safely locked in his room. He had been such a good little guy as long as nothing fuzzy happened to stroll by his cell. And sure enough, not one time did either parent wake up with something strange having been dumped into their usually always opened mouths, a fact that Heywood had just mentioned to his wife one night before another event occurred.


  The first he knew that something was amiss was when Heywood heard his frightened wife plead with him, in a nervous voice, to wake up and very slowly get out of bed and come around to her side. Knowing by the desperation in her voice that something was wrong, he did exactly as she requested.


  It didn’t take Heywood long to determine what had happened. Their young marauder was at it again. For no sooner had Heywood turned around to look at the bed he’d just crawled gingerly out of when he saw the problem. A full glass of water was sitting precariously between his wife’s shoulder blades as she lay as unmoving as a rock on her stomach. Plus, it looked as if the glass might topple over at any second. The only way she knew that was because as soon as she had opened her sleep-filled eyes at the first hint of the child making his presence known, she spotted the danger herself via a reflection from the closet door mirrors. But that wasn’t all, as another smaller glass of water sat not a foot away from her nose on the mattress. The kid had gotten the climb up on the step stool by the bathroom sink to get a glass of water routine down pat.


  “What do you want me to do?” asked Heywood.


  “I want you not to force me to hit you with a baseball bat for letting these glasses of water sit where they are,” she answered.


  It must have been his wife’s maniacal glare reflecting from the mirrored closet doors that told Heywood not to push his luck. Only two of the room’s three occupants thought there was anything close to humor involved in this little incident. Nor did the lady in distress glean any humor from Heywood’s comment reminding her that one was supposed to drink at least eight glasses of water a day.


  As time went by Heywood’s son grew to be a handsome lad. Heywood was so proud of him, and primarily for one reason. He showed no signs of any of the behaviors that caused Heywood to spend so much of his young life standing before adults trying to talk his way out of one unfortunate incident after another.


  One of the ways this had been accomplished, Heywood believed, was simply because he was honest with the lad. He explained to his son how his own unrequited curiosity had caused so much consternation in his life. So much time wasted standing before some official, parent, teacher, drill sergeant, girlfriend, employer, preacher, etc. assuring them that whatever most unfortunate event had transpired was most surely an accident, coincidence, happenstance, not his fault, bad luck, God’s will, a singular event, or the Devil’s doing.


  Another thing that Heywood did that he believed helped immensely was to impress upon his son the absolute necessity of always trying to be aware of what needed to be done, where you were going, what your purpose was, and, especially, for young lads to always make sure to put things back where they belong, to not ever just leave things lying around as they might get lost, stolen, rusty, or get run over by a car.


  Getting run over turned out to be the one his son came to have a profound interest in, especially, as Heywood had also advised him to not be in a hurry, and, especially never, ever, leave anything lying in the driveway.


  Heywood, much to his chagrin, long afterwards recalled the event that brought so much joy to his son’s life. He was in a hurry one afternoon, due to having to haul tools back and forth from home to use in fixing up new office space recently acquired to accommodate a growing business. People were waiting for him to return with the tools to help in the remodeling job.


  Heywood had pulled into the curved driveway and hurried inside to get the needed tools, plus a wooden step ladder. The step ladder hung right inside the garage so it was easy to grab and place on the driveway while he fetched the tools needed.


  All during his trips in and out of the his home, Heywood never once caught sight of his young son, which was unusual since his bike was parked close to the house where it usually remained until night time.


  Finally, satisfied that everything on his list was accounted for and present, Heywood loaded everything in the backseat and got in the car to head back to the remodeling job. He once again looked around hoping to catch sight of his son. Not a sign of the lad, but as Heywood would be back in a couple of hours, he would have time to visit with him before he went to bed, so he started the engine, put it in reverse, checked the rearview mirror, and began backing out of the driveway.


  That’s when a most horrible noise assaulted his ears. Crunchhhhhhhhh! It took all of a half second for Heywood to realize what had happened. He’d gone and done exactly what he forever hounded into his son’s brain not to do - leave something in the driveway that might get run over.


  Exiting the car he could hardly recognize the former step ladder now smashed into pieces, some strewn over the driveway and some still in pieces under the car. Almost instantaneously, another horrible thought forced its way to the forefront of his brain. Where was his son? Please let him be down the street playing at the neighbor kid’s house, was the thing Heywood wanted most to be true right at that moment.


  Alas, it was not to be. For standing at the far corner of the house was a little kid with a grin wider than his face. Heywood had made his day! As Heywood stood there becoming angry with himself an amazing thought came to him. One mashed beyond recognition ladder in exchange for a kid’s smile wider than the state of Kansas. He’d make that trade any day.


  ~~~ The End
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