                                        Wayne Wore The Black Hat


                                                                    by Adrianne Balcom





I found the photo when I was looking through the shopping bag of


old negatives and pictures from the closet. I tried to store them between


60 and 70 degrees, no matter where I’d moved.  I was looking for a 


shot I had taken of myself on the bed with my eyes closed. Stuart said he loved that photo, and wasn’t I a sexy lady? Dreaming all the time.





My mother must have taken it - the Thompson and Balcom kids, feeding the ducks on the Charles. Across from Norumbega Park - that


almost-broken-down-amusement-park where the Newton Marriott


stands. And we pronounced it “Norm-beega” like all good Newtonites.


And fed the ducks and clambered up the old Viking Tower, breathlessly.





I posted that photo, with much cropping, on my writing page. It showed me in a happier, uncomplicated time, surrounded by siblings and neighbors.  I was front and center, smiling for mom - whether she asked us to turn so she could capture the moment and I did as I was told; or whether I begged her to take a photo, narcissistically, I don’t know. But she had her camera and she took the photo. And now, I have it, because someone thought it was a photo of me.  Because I am front and center,


and smiling. And uncomplicated. In black and white.





And I noticed Wayne was laughing, enjoying the ducks. Shouting,


laughing and wearing the black hat. He looks like he belongs on a ranch


in Colorado.  But now he cooks in a kitchen in California. I wondered how he was doing now that we turned 50.  And I thought it was strange that he was wearing that black hat. Wasn’t this the 50’s? Every little cowboy and cowgirl wanted to wear a white hat, or maybe even a coonskin cap like Daniel Boone. TV was wonderful, wasn’t it? A very educational medium. New. We watched Roy Rogers, Daniel Boone and


Howdy Doody. And it was so uncomplicated. 
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That week was very hectic and I didn’t have a chance to clean The Brigham House - one of my part-time jobs to pay for my web sites,


and some incidentals (like food).  Christine said, “Clean it any time you want!,” so I put down my tea cup and said, “Ok, I’ll do it Saturday morning.” And we made plans to escape the suburbs for a night.





In the morning, I could not sleep, so drank a six o’clock cup of Eight O’Clock coffee. The A & P…..Now a Bread & Circus - wait! Now a 


Whole Foods. I yawned, and threw my bucket and sponge mop in the back of the car.  I drove the five blocks to Brigham House and saw cars


around the “Congo” Church. There must be a wedding there today, I


thought, as I turned the car around and parked opposite.





The Brigham House; once the Newton Highlands Public Library Branch.  Pardon - The Newton Free Library Branch. Where I had learned to read better. Where I went through the Children’s Library


Room before I was 10 and then was allowed to take books out of the


Adult Section - when Adult meant grown-up and not much else. Books


with big words and complicated plots. And, by then, I was getting complicated. And so was Wayne.  We couldn’t be best friends anymore


because he was a boy and I was a girl. And he made the team and I


read books. But I could still run faster than he could, but he could 


throw better. He had a good glove. I was left-handed and had to use


my brother’s right-handed glove.  That’s when I found reading didn’t


involve “handed-ness” and reading was wonderful. 


And Mrs. Vernon, the Librarian, stood up for me when someone complained that I didn’t belong in the Adult Section and frowned.





So, now I clean the Library; partly for the $200 per month and partly


because I love the old Library. The fireplace is still there.  Some of the casework is still there. But ,now, it’s a Youth Center - the empty shelves


(which were too heavy to remove) hold office supplies, poker chips, sewing materials, old compact disks, CD-Roms, extension cords and


the makings for coffee in the back room: The Children’s Section.
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And as I locked up the building, and carried my bucket and mop back to the curb, I saw a man walking towards me from where Brigham’s used to be.  I lifted my hatchback and as I placed my items, I looked at the man’s face. He was looking into the distance, gaunt and tall. I said to myself, “he looks a little like Wayne”, but then, I had the photo in my mind. The feeding of ducks. The posting of pictures. The memories.


This man could not be Wayne. Wayne was in California - tanned and happy. This man looked unhappy. Pale. Tortured. 





I almost said something to him, but he swept past, intensely self-involved. It could not be Wayne. What a dope I was, wishing I could see him again and drive down to Norumbega and feed the ducks. He and I could cast some stale bread on the slowly moving surface and watch the mallards fight over the crusts.  (The quickest were indeed the fattest.  Always one bully. One Alpha Duck. Big Boy. Know it All.)





And I would have liked to see Wayne and talk. Listen to him. Hold


his arm. Talk about square-dancing on every other Friday night and


all the times we played around the swamp at Cold Springs, played baseball in the backyard and swung on the rope from his father’s


tree. And I would tell him that I lied to him once. And apologize.


That I did write in my diary. And I would tell him what I wrote.


And if he thought that was important, at last, he could say that, because we could be friends again. And be uncomplicated.





I opened the newspaper yesterday and found that his father had died.


That the funeral had been on Saturday, the day the man walked past me. And I could say that I wish I had greeted him - and I would be happy to see him. But then I realized that he had been grieving, and also - maybe it wasn’t him.  But I didn’t know his father was dead.


And if it was Wayne - there was no black cowboy hat. 
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I went back to my web site directory tonight. The night I posted the 


photo was the night before his father died.  And I  realized it had to 


have been Wayne walking by me. But no, this time, no hat. That day


was the day “When Wayne Wore The Black Coat”.  And there was no photo taken and no ducks fed.
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