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                                                    by Adrianne Balcom





He leaned over to peer into the postal box. Through that little glassed


door which open sesames to the spin of a combination wheel. Like a miniature bank vault, he thought.





There was something in there. Great. A check from Dad, he thought.


Dad was living in Hawaii with his step-daughter. At least he said it was his step-daughter.  Pretty blonde. Young enough to be a step-daughter.


Now, why was he thinking of his father’s protégé? 


He was late.


It was his birthday. And an unusually cold birthday for September, too.





Hoping to extract a card, he turned the wheel; left then right then left.


The small steel-bound glass pane swung open on gleaming brass hunges


and he reached inside for his reward.  He was lucky to have such a simple set of numbers on the combination. And to have a low box number: 25.  But he was not holding a card when he drew out the envelope. From Dad or anyone.  It was his cable TV bill.





In disgust, he turned on his heel - right into a woman placidly depositing a letter in the “Out Of Town” slot.  Now why did they have 


a slot AND a pull down chute? It always reminded him of throwing


trash away in an apartment he’d had in NY City long ago.  He apologized to the woman, a very elderly woman, and smiled the smile he reserved for  - well, elderly women.





He held the front door of the Post Office for the woman in the manner his mother had taught him. If nothing else, he had manners,


he thought, as he patiently waited for the old woman’s green beret to clear his shoulder. She was wearing a faded scarf which reminded him


it was Autumn. He didn’t feel the cold these days after gaining twenty pounds. And the flannel shirt from LL Bean ( a Christmas present and not quite his colors) kept the soft breeze from touching his torso.
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He walked strictly within the lines of the crosswalk, looking right and left. It had been painted bright green within the white stripes for emphasis.  Little did it help; the tourists (specifically, “The Newyorkers”) ignored any pedestrian rights within the crosshairs of their SUV’s.  Only the local police, sitting at the head of the street with a radar gun kept the traffic within the bounds of sanity. The posted speed was fifteen miles-per-hour. Easy pickin’s for a ticket.  The officer smiled and waved.





He propelled himself across to the Market as quickly as possible, returning the salute.  He really didn’t know the man but everyone in the small town was “acquainted” via daily recognition and interaction.


There was this police officer. There was the woman realtor who liked to


wear yellow.  There was the insurance company manager who looked up from his desk. And the girl who ran the candle shop - she had red 


hair and nice blue eyes.  Then there was the woman in the bakery - he thought her name was Doris; she made the cookies but not the bread.





He opened the out-swinging door of the Market/diner. He tripped on that extreme ramp which paid lip-service to the handicapped code.


It was more dangerous for all that, having been lumped-up with concrete by someone’s brother-in-law who said he’d do it for eighty dollars. There’s always a guy like that around to “fix things”. Which reminded him his garage door was coming off the hinge again.





Inside the store, seated at the lunch counter, was a young woman


twirling on the stool. He’d seen a Norman Rockwell painting inclusive of those stools - or was it the ones in Lee, at that other diner? He


walked over to her, nodded to the woman with dyed black hair at the griddle, and sat beside the revolving miss.


She smiled. “Did you get anything?” Her face was even more eager than his had been, walking into the brick post office.
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He shook his head and lifted the white envelope he had retrieved.


“Nope, only a bill. Funny, isn’t it?” 


He folded the white envelope and stuffed it into his breast pocket.


He wiped his hands together in a gesture of finality. Then he sat on the stool next to hers and leaned over.  He picked up a lock of her long hair and examined it.





“Bill, what are you doing?”





“Nothing,” he said. He let the hair fall back into place. What color


brown was her hair exactly? Brown was so common. Hers was like


liquid chocolate.





“Let me buy you lunch,” she offered. “It’s your birthday.”





“Yes, but you don’t have to do that. I’ll bet you only have ten dollars


in your wallet for the whole week.  Am I right?”





She blushed. “Well, it’s your birthday. I have nothing to spend it on anyway.  I went to the movies last week. There’s nothing good playing this week.”





“Have you ordered?”





“Well, yes. I’m having a BLT.”





“Again? You had that last time we had lunch.”





“Bill, I happen to like BLTs. Now are you going to let me buy you


 lunch? Would you like a hamburger?”
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He looked at her shabby clothes and even shabbier briefcase - with the broken zipper. Her boots were sturdy and waterproof and her hair was captured by a knitted hat in a serviceable gray color. She had worn it that day they had been at Bash Bish Falls. The time she told him she had decided to move away.                                    





Suddenly he wasn’t as hungry as he had been when he walked in the door, disappointed in the mail.  He said, “You can buy me a cup of coffee, Sally. I’ve got to get back to the office soon. That new branch office in Maine has a real problem this week.”





He turned to the gray-haired waitress who brought the BLT. He ordered his beverage and sat there musing about where he was and who he was.  Well, make the most of it,  he told himself. Life is good.





When it came immediately, he drank the coffee black without the usual


milk. She stared at his cup and the hand which rhythmically pumped up and down as he tried to think.  No, don’t think, he reminded himself.  He tried not to look like he was rushing, but she seemed not to notice anyway. She ate her sandwich (cut on the diagonal) and then the pickle - only half of that. She put it back on the paper plate.





He stood up as she put the last bite in her mouth and wiped her lips with a cheap paper napkin. He stood with his hands in his pockets and watched her pay the bill. Funny, his name again, she thought. She stowed her wallet in the purse that had seen better days and followed him outside. As they passed the rest of the occupants on stools, there 


was  little conversation - a murmur, a rustle of a newspaper, and then they stood outside on the cement.





“Thanks,” he said, looking at the bank next to the Post Office.  No deposit today, he thought sadly,  and I was going to buy myself 


new floor mats for the car.
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“Goodbye, Bill, and Happy Birthday!” she said sprightly. She was smiling but he didn’t believe it. He knew that expression.





“I’ll walk you to your car,” he offered.


                                                                          


“That’s OK, don’t bother…I may go to the candle shop. ..Well, Bye!” She stood on her toes to kiss his cheek but she missed, and it landed 


somewhere on his chin.  And slid down to the collar of his shirt.


He hugged her shoulder in a friendly fashion and then put her aside


gently. He smiled and thanked her for coming and then turned away.





“Oh, Bill..?” she called.





He turned with eyebrows lifted, and ducked a drop of rain as the weather worsened.  “Yeah?” he answered.





“I sent you a card. I guess you’ll get it tomorrow.”





“Thanks,” he said, patted the bill in his pocket, and walked away.
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