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               White River Junction Vermont, July 19, 1976

This Vermont town where the White and Connecticut rivers meet was once a busy railroad terminal where crews slept overnight before catching their assigned train the next day going north or south. Now,WRJ, some might use as an abbreviation for White River Junction, has limited train traffic since construction of the interstate highway system, like that of Route 89 meeting up with I-91 to connect Eastern United States with Canada. A bit of its railroad history remains in a museum in the town’s center. 

Vermont is where newly hired salesman, Bill Malloy, is sent to prove to his company that he has what it takes to make sales in that rural New England hard sell territory. Vermonters had a reputation of not being easily swayed with high pressure tactics into buying new technology. Malloy could’ve picked a town like Woodstock, more in the center of his territory, but he chose White River Junction and The Coolidge Hotel because his mom had said his dad once stayed there. Malloy is always trying to find out more about the father he never knew. 

William Malloy is called Bill now, but Billy when a youngster, or sometimes Red back then, a nickname he resented, since his hair was a dark auburn color instead of flaming red. He’s stocky at six-two with a face that had its nose broken and 

re- set twice. Some say that the shape of his nose added to his rugged good looks. Bill is twenty-three, a recent graduate of Boston College where he played football as a line backer for three years. He’s assigned to the Vermont territory by International Cash Register Inc.to sell a new, high tech cash register with built in computing software. He will travel the state to convince Vermont restaurant and store owners that the advanced technology built in to this cash register will make their operation more efficient.

Bill Malloy takes the exit off Route 89 and turns the new Chevy Malibu company car onto Main Street, White River Junction until he finds The Hotel Coolidge amid a line of stone buildings. He locates a parking place nearby, leaves the car, adjusts his tie and then checks for wrinkles in his new beige summer suit, one of the two suits bought after being hired as a salesman. He’s still trying to get used to wearing a suit and necktie after spending his student years in jeans and T-shirts. 

The Main Street side of The Coolidge Hotel is aged brown granite with the hotel name embedded in that stone. Malloy enters the lobby through a large oak wood door that appears to have had multiple coats of stain applied to it every year since 1849 when the hotel opened. He pauses at the entrance to read a bronze plaque telling the hotel’s history.He starts to approach the front desk on a floor carpeted with a short green pile fabric worn in places where the guest traffic was highest. A large chandelier with a grouping of small light bulbs and crystal tendrils hangs from the ceiling. A tall grandfather clock is in place against one wall, Its pendulum moving back and forth, but the time is an hour ahead. Probably not set to daylight savings time, he guesses, Some of the original, now antique, chairs, tables, lamps and a couple of sofas are scattered around the lobby. When he’s half way to the front desk, Bill notices a banquet room off to the side and on entering sees a mural covering one wall. The colorful scene painted there is of couples enjoying an after harvest square dance in a barn where the music is supplied by some fiddlers on a bandstand. 

Leaving the banquet room he approaches the front desk, a dark mahogany piece with a rounded front. It was probably there when President Calvin Coolidge spent a night at the hotel before it was named to honor him. That information came from  that bronze plaque mounted in the foyer.
“Hi, I’m Malloy, reservation for three nights. Out on the morning of the twenty second.”

The desk clerk, an elderly man with white hair and a beard to match is wearing a red and green checkered shirt with open collar underneath a herringbone tweed sport coat with black leather patches on the elbows. He fumbles through an index file with gnarled brown, spotted hands until he comes up with the card he’s looking for.

“Here tiz’, ayah ,William Malloy, right here...three nights...leaving on the twenty-second. Put you in room number twelve. Been fixed up some. Replaced old furniture with new and they put in a shower stall along with a window air conditioner.. Here’s your key. Name’s Edgar, but everyone calls me Ed. Need anything, let me know.”

“Thanks Ed.” Malloy takes the key and starts to leave, but hesitates. He decides to follow up on what his mother had told him about his father. His thoughts go to: I hope there’s something here that will tell more about him, killed during the Korea war, three months after I was born. According to mom he stayed at the Coolidge when selling a chemical product here in Vermont. “Ah, Ed, My dad stayed here at The Coolidge in June or July of 1950. Were you here then?”

“That right? Nope, I came here in ‘66 after retiring from the railroad. Could check out the date he registered, though. In those days the guest signed a registration book. The old ones are stored down in the cellar. Would ya like to go down and search the 1950 one for his name? Registered in June or July 1950, ya say?

Bill thought; I ‘d like to find any connection to my dad’s life before he was killed. I have some pictures, medals, his wings and dog tags. His wing man once visited my mom and told her about the low level bombing and strafing mission they were on when his F-86 was hit by ground fire. But to see his signature and confirm when he was registered in the same hotel I’m booked in would be great.

“Could you do that, Ed?”

“Why not?” Ed calls out; “Ezra, come cover the desk while I go to the cellar.”

A bald-headed man, wearing suspenders over a gray flannel shirt, appears from a room behind the front desk. To Malloy he looks much older than Ed, but that could be because his back is so severely humped that the round wire-rim glasses set low on his nose and aimed at the floor seem about to fall off. 

“Don’t be too long down there, Edgar. I’m trying to finish with the books.”  

“Ayah, won’t be more than ten minutes, Ezra.” 

Bill follows Ed to the back of the lobby and down a flight of stairs that creak on every step. Ed switches on the lights. The cellar is packed with odds and ends. Mattresses, bed frames, end tables,chairs, couches, bath tubs and other discarded hotel room furniture are crammed into all the cellar floor space. A work bench stretches along one wall with tools and paint cans scattered its entire length. 

Malloy follows Ed to a corner of the cellar where a tall glassed-in bookcase holds stacks of brown leather bound Coolidge Hotel registry ledgers. 

Ed opens the glass doors. “You say your father was here...when?”

“It was 1950, but I’m not sure if it was June or July, Ed.”

“Well let’s see, here.” Ed selects a large ledger, marked with the year 1950 from the book case and starts leafing through the pages until he finds the month of June. “Had a lot of railroad folks booked in here then. Taint no Malloy’s registered in the first week of June.”

“Whoa, sorry, Ed. My father’s name was William Reynolds. My Mom remarried after his death and gave me the name of my stepfather...Malloy.”

“Okay, I’ll have another look. Nope, no Reynolds in the first week of June, 1950. Let’s see...none in the second week, either. Ed turns pages until he gets through the fourth week in June and then turns some more until he says, “No Reynolds in June of fifty. Let’s look at July.” He turns more pages looking for the name until he reaches the third week in July. “Here ‘tiz, got a William Reynolds registered on July nineteenth...lived in Boston...booked for three nights... In room number twelve... leaving on the twenty second. Wait, there’s a note, next to the entry says, ‘guest left pocket watch in room. It’s in lost and found drawer at the desk’.” He hands the ledger to Bill.

“That’s him!” He stares at his fathers signature and the rest of the notations for over a minute. A mix of emotions are felt...some sadness, along with the elation of finding a connection to his dad. Bill touches the signature with the index finger of his right hand and then it goes to the date he registered. July nineteenth...same month and day that I registered today, same room and same length of stay. A weird coincidence and there’s a note about a pocket watch my dad left in room number twelve. He stares for a couple of minutes more at what’s entered there until Ed interrupts his thoughts.

“Gotta, get back upstairs. Won’t leave Ezra too long up there or he’ll have a fit. He’s going on ninety-four, ya know. Tell ya what, I’ll bring this ledger up there and make a copy of your dad’s registration for ya.”

“That’ll be great, Ed.”

Back at the front desk, Ed makes a copy of the ledger page with Bill’s dad’s signature, address and date registered, along with a note about the pocket watch and then says, “Wait a minute.” He sorts through the lost and found drawer below the front desk and hands Bill a pocket watch. “Taint no others in lost and found. Must be your father’s.”

“Hold it! Are you telling me that the watch has been in that drawer for twenty-six years waiting for a guest to come back and claim it?”

“Ayah, we don’t mess with lost and found things at the Coolidge. Ya never know who’ll come back here looking for something they left behind.”   

Bill holds the pocket watch and runs his fingers over the back It looks like gold plating to him. The white face on the watch has large black numbers and the same color hour and minute hands. He thanks Ed and asks, “Where’s a good place to get a meal?”

“Martha’s diner down Main Street on the right is damn good. Not fancy, but she serves real food. None of those small portion servings they call by some French word, meaning new food, I’d guess. Try the meatloaf and rhubarb, strawberry pie. Tell her I sent ya.” 

Bill takes the wide hardwood steps up to the first floor to a red carpeted hallway, wall papered in a flowered rose design. He inserts the key in the lock of room number twelve. Once inside, he looks around. The room does appear to have new furnishings; including a queen size bed, white curtains, new television, window shades, a recliner chair, shaded lamps and that window air conditioner as Ed mentioned. 

The room looks recently painted and a slight trace of that paint smell remains. He enters the bathroom. It has new fixtures with a stall type shower that must have taken the place of the bathtub plumbing after it was removed. He winds the pocket watch, sets it to the correct time and then places it on the night stand on top of that copy of the registration ledger page with his dad’s signature and other notes relating to his booking at the Coolidge on July 19, 1950. He kicks off his penny loafers, then takes off, tie, shirt and suit, removes socks and underwear and heads for the shower.

After a long shower, Bill starts shaving and while looking in the mirror stares at his face. Once again he thinks, Those docs should have done a better job setting my nose. He puts on his jeans and a T-shirt, glad to be out of that suit and tie. He’s now ready to take a walk down the main street of White River Junction.

Striding down Main Street’s wide sidewalk he, checks out the buildings it hosts. There’s a bistro, a record store and a French restaurant occupying the storefronts and buildings that border both sides of the street.. After walking three blocks he spots Martha’s Diner across the street. The diner looks like a railroad car only with shiny stainless steel or aluminum sidewalls. 

He climbs the three steps that resemble those retractable ones on a real railroad passenger car and enters the diner through a sliding door. Bill takes a seat on one of the vacant stools in front of a gray marble surfaced counter. The lady behind the counter is wearing a faded blue apron trimmed in lace pattern with ‘Martha’s Diner’ embroidered on it. Malloy guesses she’s about forty. She has rosy cheeks and her blond hair is held in back with comb-like stays where it forms a round bun.  

With a customer ready smile that shows one gold tooth she hands him a menu and pours black coffee into a mug. She’s back in a minute and asks,“What can I get you?” 

Bill hands her the menu. “Ed from the Coolidge recommended your meatloaf.”

“That so? Well ya can’t go wrong with that dinner. Mashed or baked?”

“Mashed. Is your name Martha?”

“Lord no, I’m Irma. Martha was my grandmother. Started this place in the thirties. You a salesman?”

“Yeah, I sell cash registers with advanced computer technology to restaurants and stores.” Bill looks toward the end of the counter at an old cash register that must have been in service since the diner opened. “Takes the place of those.” He points to the cash register.

“Don’t say? Will it keep track of sales so I won’t have to spend all that time cashing out at closing?”

“Does that and more.”

“Like?”

“Keeps track of meal tax.and gross sales, tips , handles credit card sales, takes inventory and makes change.. You just have to touch the keys with your fingers and a display screen shows you what you enter there. I could schedule a demonstration for you.”

“Won’t hurt to have a look at it, I guess, but we’re kinda slow round hereabouts in buying new gadgets .”

“What if it could save you money?”

“Might get my attention.”

The meatloaf is served. After two bites of the ground meat and spice mixture, Bill decides that Ed was right. When the last of the rhubarb strawberry pie is finished  Malloy pays Irma and watches with fascination as she rings up the sale and makes change out of the drawer on that old fashion steel cash register with floral designs etched in the metal. 

It’s eight-thirty in the evening when Bill opens the sliding door of the diner, steps down three steps to the sidewalk and heads toward the The Coolidge. 

Ed is at the desk and hands him his key to room twelve.“You were right about the meatloaf and pie, Ed , thanks.”

“Turning in early, Mr. Malloy?”

“Yeah, been up since five this morning.”

“Not much night life here in White River Junction, anyhow. We roll up the sidewalks at nine o’clock.” Ed guffaws at his own joke before he says, “Good night, Mr. Malloy...sleep well.”

Back in his the room, Bill Malloy turns on the television, lies down on the queen size bed, fully clothed and still wearing the penny loafers. He rests his head on two pillows and watches M*A*S*H, a program that’s set in Korea to resemble a mobile surgical hospital during that war. His dad’s airbase was i South Korea. At the end of the show he touches the TV remote off button and starts to read some of the technical data pertaining to the cash register product line. But, after fifteen minutes Bill Malloy falls into a deep sleep.

It’s ten PM on July 19, 1976 when the minute hand in the pocket watch on Bill Malloy’s night stand starts spinning counter-clockwise at approximately 28,500 revolutions per minute. So fast that the high frequency sound of that rapid movement can not be heard by the human ear. Eight hours later, the pocket watch stops its spin back in time when it reaches six AM , July, 20, 1950. 

It’s then that Bill Malloy wakes up from a sound sleep, still fully dressed. He has his first wake up thought after a look around the room.  He says it out loud. “What in the hell?” Those words are followed by other words and thoughts that exclaim more about the bizarre changes to his room since last night.   .

“Hey, I must have gone out like a light last night.” He looks around the room. This is not the same furniture. They look like antiques. The TV is gone, so is the window air conditioner, And where the hell is my dad’s pocket watch and the copy of his booking. He looks over at where the night stand used to be. It’s gone. This must be a dream. Is it my room? Did I fumble into the wrong room? I had nothing to drink last night only meatloaf and rhubarb strawberry pie at Martha’s. 

He gets out of the bed and goes to the bathroom. Hell, the showers gone and there’s an old tub in its place. What’s going on here? My kit with shaving stuff is gone. He rushes out of the bathroom to where the closet with his clothes were hanging and luggage stored. Jeez, the frigging closets gone with all my clothes...both new suits. All that’s there is an old pipe holding empty hangars. 

He sits on the bed with his hands covering both eyes, hoping that all will return to normal when he uncovers them. It does not. He tries the proverbial pinch on his left arm to wake him from this weird dream. It doesn’t work.

Malloy enters the bathroom and splashes cold water on his face. Hey, this water feels real and I’m hungry. This is weird. Am I supposed to be hungry in a dream? Okay, I’ll go down to the lobby, check it out and see if Ed’s there. 

On the way to the lobby, Bill notices the hallway carpeting and wallpaper are different. The hallway floor is wood and not covered in a red carpet as it was last night. The flowered wallpaper is gone and in its place the walls are painted brown. He passes by the desk and there’s a guy standing behind it who resembles a younger Ezra, not Ed. But the hump in his back is gone. He has a full head of black hair and those same round wire rim glasses are low on his nose, but not so low as to be in danger of falling off. A quick look into the banquet hall tells Malloy that that barn dance mural covering one wall is not there. The lobby is full of what looks like railroad men. Some of those men are wearing bib type overalls with black visor-ed white caps, striped in black and white... Bill thinks: they could be brakemen, firemen or engineers. A couple of the men are dressed in conductor’s uniforms. 

On his way out of the lobby and to Main Street he picks up a newspaper on the table by a sofa. It’s the Boston Traveler and the date at the top reads, July 20, 1950. He thinks; Holy shit, am I really back in that time? 

He stands for a moment on the street outside The Coolidge taking in the surreal scene of White River Junction, circa 1950.. A train’s whistle bellows twice from close by as if calling the trainmen to duty. They come out of the lobby, pass by him, and hurry toward the station. Some even say, good morning. Malloy sees vintage cars parked along Main Street with some of those same old models driving past him. A 1949 Ford is in the place where he parked his 1976 Malibu company car. Still feeling hungry, he walks toward Martha’s Diner. Where the French restaurant was before there’s a bank, the bistro now houses a shoe repair shop and the Five & Ten is a meat market with shucked chickens and ducks hanging behind the window. Bill looks across the street at the diner. Hey, Martha’s is still there, but the shinny metal siding is gone now. It’s all wood and painted a bright yellow with red trim. 

Bill Malloy goes up those same three steps and slides the door open to enter the diner. He takes a seat on an open stool next to a guy reading a newspaper who has a coffee mug on the counter in front of him. He’s dressed in a seersucker sport coat, blue shirt and a blue striped tie. The man’s hair is dark red, like an auburn color. A shiver passes through Malloy’s body. Could this really be him? He does look like that enlarged picture I have in my room that shows my dad standing by an F-86 fighter plane wearing a flight suit with helmet in hand. Now, he’s dressed like a salesman ready to go to a potential sale.. Geez, I could be siting here in my sloppy T-shirt and jeans beside my dad...damn it! 
“Hi, names Martha.” She places a mug on the counter and pours coffee in it, then hands him a menu. She looks like Irma, but a little heavier with gray hair. She’s wearing the same type blue apron, trimmed in lace, but the blue color looks new and bright, not faded.

Bill hands the menu back without reading it and says, “I’ll have two eggs over easy with sausage and a glass of orange juice, please.” 

The man next to him looks up from the paper he’s reading and says, “Try Martha’s hash brown potatoes. They’re the best.”

“Okay, thanks, I will.”

The man who suggested hash brown looks up from his paper again and says to Martha. “Well, we’re in the Korean fight now. President Truman just authorized two army divisions to go over there and help the South Koreans fight the North Koreans. Says it’s going to be just a police action.”

“I’ll bet it’s more than that. Hell, not another war? We just finished one. Will you get drafted and have to go, Bill?”

Bill Malloy sees that Martha is looking at the other Bill beside him for an answer?”

“No draft for me. I’ll probably be in it though.”

“She looks at Bill Malloy. How about you? You’re about the same draft age, as Bill here, ain’t ya?”   

“I am, but just got a job as a salesman. Might get drafted, but I’ll wait and see.”

“I’m selling a chemical called Kilsec in one-hundred gallon drums to the dairy farmers around here. Kills insects buzzing around cows stone-dead. What are you selling?” The man Martha calls Bill asks Malloy.

“I sell cash registers.” Whoa, I hope he doesn’t ask me about any details about the cash register’s performance. That technology wasn’t invented in 1950. 
“Good, you could start right here. Look at that old antique down there.” He points to the cash register at the end of the counter.

“I heard that, Bill. Are you making fun of my cash register again?”

“Just trying to get a sale for a fellow salesman, Martha.”

Then the man that said that sitting next to Bill Malloy turns to him with a smile and says, “I’m Bill Reynolds. Good luck with your cash register sales.” He puts his hand out for Malloy to shake.  

A tremor runs the length of Malloy’s body. He has difficulty getting it under control before he can shake his father’s hand and say, “Bill Malloy.” Then, in shock and not knowing what else to say, he says. “I’m not dressed for my first appointment. I’ll change into a suit and tie back at the hotel before I go.” Geez, why in the hell did I say those stupid words?

Bill Reynolds’s look at Malloy is quizzical for moment and then his expression changes to a quick smile and he says, “Good to be in casual clothes during breakfast, Malloy.”
Martha serves both men the eggs,sausage and hash browns, then says.“By the way, Bill, you said you’d be in that Korean thing even though not drafted. How come?”

“I enlisted in the Air Force and leave on August first. This is my last week of selling Kilsec.”

“Know you been flying. Flew up here from Boston once. You gonna fly for the Air Force?” Martha asks.

“Yup, Martha, the plane I flew up here then was a Piper Cub. The Air Force is sending me down to Texas, to learn how to fly fighter jets.”

“DON’T!” That word came out of Bill Malloy’s mouth as an involuntary reaction to what his father said about flying jets.

“Did you say, don’t, Mr. Malloy?” Reynolds asks. “You’re not one of those conscientious objectors, are you?”

“No, what I meant to say before my mouth full of hash browns interfered was, DON’T do that because your sales career will get interrupted.”

“They gave me a leave of absence for the duration of the war. Got to come back  make a living and raise a family. There’s a nurse in Boston I’m going to marry before I go and she may go down to Texas with me.”

Malloy thinks, that nurse in Boston has gotta be my Mom.

Martha comes from the kitchen back to the counter and looks at both of the Bills...first one and then the other with a curious expression on her face and says, “I declare, you two look enough alike to be brothers except for the noses.”

“Brother salesmen, that’s all, Martha.” Bill Reynolds says. Then he takes out his pocket watch to look at the time. 

Looks like the same pocket watch he left behind. Should I tell him not to leave it at the Coolidge. No, I have the feeling that I won’t be able to alter any past event. Gotta go with the flow even if this is real or a dream. 

“Nice to have met you, Bill Malloy. I gotta be heading up Hanover way. Great town. If I have a son, I’m going to send him to Dartmouth College, there.”

“Yeah, but, Boston College is also a good school and Dartmouth is not ranked very high in football.” After he blurts that out, Malloy wishes he had not said it and thinks: it’s another dumb thing I’ve said to my father.

“Yes, BC is also a good school. If a son of mine wanted to go there it would be okay, Malloy. Bye, Martha, Malloy.” With that said, Bill Reynolds leaves through the sliding door with a broad smile,a wink and a wave. He goes down the three steps to the sidewalk on Main Street, White River Junction, Vermont and disappears.

 







***
What made this meeting between a son and his father happen? Was it Bill Malloy’s strong desire to connect with a father he never knew on this side of reality... or was it that same strong will from a father to connect from the other side with a son he never met?..Perhaps it was that magnetic pull from both sides that made it happen.
Somewhere out there in that zone between reality and fantasy, a pocket watch minute hand starts running clockwise at 28,500 Revolutions Per Minute until it reaches forward in time from July 20, 1950 to July 20, 1976, at 6 AM.. 

THE END
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The desk clerk, an elderly man with white hair and a beard to match is wearing a red and green checkered shirt with open collar underneath a herringbone tweed sport coat with black leather patches on the elbows. He fumbles through an index file with gnarled brown, spotted hands until he comes up with the card he’s looking for.

“Here tiz’, ayah ,William Malloy, right here...three nights...leaving on the twenty-second. Put you in room number twelve. Been fixed up some. Replaced old furniture with new and they put in a shower stall along with a window air conditioner.. Here’s your key. Name’s Edgar, but everyone calls me Ed. Need anything, let me know.”

“Thanks Ed.” Malloy takes the key and starts to leave, but hesitates. He decides to follow up on what his mother had told him about his father. His thoughts go to: I hope there’s something here that will tell more about him, killed during the Korea war, three months after I was born. According to mom he stayed at the Coolidge when selling a chemical product here in Vermont. “Ah, Ed, My dad stayed here at The Coolidge in June or July of 1950. Were you here then?”

“That right? Nope, I came here in ‘66 after retiring from the railroad. Could check out the date he registered, though. In those days the guest signed a registration book. The old ones are stored down in the cellar. Would ya like to go down and search the 1950 one for his name? Registered in June or July 1950, ya say?

Bill thought; I ‘d like to find any connection to my dad’s life before he was killed. I have some pictures, medals, his wings and dog tags. His wing man once visited my mom and told her about the low level bombing and strafing mission they were on when his F-86 was hit by ground fire. But to see his signature and confirm when he was registered in the same hotel I’m booked in would be great.

“Could you do that, Ed?”

“Why not?” Ed calls out; “Ezra, come cover the desk while I go to the cellar.”

A bald-headed man, wearing suspenders over a gray flannel shirt, appears from a room behind the front desk. To Malloy he looks much older than Ed, but that could be because his back is so severely humped that the round wire-rim glasses set low on his nose and aimed at the floor seem about to fall off. 

“Don’t be too long down there, Edgar. I’m trying to finish with the books.”  

“Ayah, won’t be more than ten minutes, Ezra.” 

Bill follows Ed to the back of the lobby and down a flight of stairs that creak on every step. Ed switches on the lights. The cellar is packed with odds and ends. Mattresses, bed frames, end tables,chairs, couches, bath tubs and other discarded hotel room furniture are crammed into all the cellar floor space. A work bench stretches along one wall with tools and paint cans scattered its entire length. 

Malloy follows Ed to a corner of the cellar where a tall glassed-in bookcase holds stacks of brown leather bound Coolidge Hotel registry ledgers. 

Ed opens the glass doors. “You say your father was here...when?”

“It was 1950, but I’m not sure if it was June or July, Ed.”

“Well let’s see, here.” Ed selects a large ledger, marked with the year 1950 from the book case and starts leafing through the pages until he finds the month of June. “Had a lot of railroad folks booked in here then. Taint no Malloy’s registered in the first week of June.”

“Whoa, sorry, Ed. My father’s name was William Reynolds. My Mom remarried after his death and gave me the name of my stepfather...Malloy.”

“Okay, I’ll have another look. Nope, no Reynolds in the first week of June, 1950. Let’s see...none in the second week, either. Ed turns pages until he gets through the fourth week in June and then turns some more until he says, “No Reynolds in June of fifty. Let’s look at July.” He turns more pages looking for the name until he reaches the third week in July. “Here ‘tiz, got a William Reynolds registered on July nineteenth...lived in Boston...booked for three nights... In room number twelve... leaving on the twenty second. Wait, there’s a note, next to the entry says, ‘guest left pocket watch in room. It’s in lost and found drawer at the desk’.” He hands the ledger to Bill.

“That’s him!” He stares at his fathers signature and the rest of the notations for over a minute. A mix of emotions are felt...some sadness, along with the elation of finding a connection to his dad. Bill touches the signature with the index finger of his right hand and then it goes to the date he registered. July nineteenth...same month and day that I registered today, same room and same length of stay. A weird coincidence and there’s a note about a pocket watch my dad left in room number twelve. He stares for a couple of minutes more at what’s entered there until Ed interrupts his thoughts.

“Gotta, get back upstairs. Won’t leave Ezra too long up there or he’ll have a fit. He’s going on ninety-four, ya know. Tell ya what, I’ll bring this ledger up there and make a copy of your dad’s registration for ya.”

“That’ll be great, Ed.”

Back at the front desk, Ed makes a copy of the ledger page with Bill’s dad’s signature, address and date registered, along with a note about the pocket watch and then says, “Wait a minute.” He sorts through the lost and found drawer below the front desk and hands Bill a pocket watch. “Taint no others in lost and found. Must be your father’s.”

“Hold it! Are you telling me that the watch has been in that drawer for twenty-six years waiting for a guest to come back and claim it?”

“Ayah, we don’t mess with lost and found things at the Coolidge. Ya never know who’ll come back here looking for something they left behind.”   

Bill holds the pocket watch and runs his fingers over the back It looks like gold plating to him. The white face on the watch has large black numbers and the same color hour and minute hands. He thanks Ed and asks, “Where’s a good place to get a meal?”

“Martha’s diner down Main Street on the right is damn good. Not fancy, but she serves real food. None of those small portion servings they call by some French word, meaning new food, I’d guess. Try the meatloaf and rhubarb, strawberry pie. Tell her I sent ya.” 

Bill takes the wide hardwood steps up to the first floor to a red carpeted hallway, wall papered in a flowered rose design. He inserts the key in the lock of room number twelve. Once inside, he looks around. The room does appear to have new furnishings; including a queen size bed, white curtains, new television, window shades, a recliner chair, shaded lamps and that window air conditioner as Ed mentioned. 

The room looks recently painted and a slight trace of that paint smell remains. He enters the bathroom. It has new fixtures with a stall type shower that must have taken the place of the bathtub plumbing after it was removed. He winds the pocket watch, sets it to the correct time and then places it on the night stand on top of that copy of the registration ledger page with his dad’s signature and other notes relating to his booking at the Coolidge on July 19, 1950. He kicks off his penny loafers, then takes off, tie, shirt and suit, removes socks and underwear and heads for the shower.

After a long shower, Bill starts shaving and while looking in the mirror stares at his face. Once again he thinks, Those docs should have done a better job setting my nose. He puts on his jeans and a T-shirt, glad to be out of that suit and tie. He’s now ready to take a walk down the main street of White River Junction.

Striding down Main Street’s wide sidewalk he, checks out the buildings it hosts. There’s a bistro, a record store and a French restaurant occupying the storefronts and buildings that border both sides of the street.. After walking three blocks he spots Martha’s Diner across the street. The diner looks like a railroad car only with shiny stainless steel or aluminum sidewalls. 

He climbs the three steps that resemble those retractable ones on a real railroad passenger car and enters the diner through a sliding door. Bill takes a seat on one of the vacant stools in front of a gray marble surfaced counter. The lady behind the counter is wearing a faded blue apron trimmed in lace pattern with ‘Martha’s Diner’ embroidered on it. Malloy guesses she’s about forty. She has rosy cheeks and her blond hair is held in back with comb-like stays where it forms a round bun.  

With a customer ready smile that shows one gold tooth she hands him a menu and pours black coffee into a mug. She’s back in a minute and asks,“What can I get you?” 

Bill hands her the menu. “Ed from the Coolidge recommended your meatloaf.”

“That so? Well ya can’t go wrong with that dinner. Mashed or baked?”

“Mashed. Is your name Martha?”

“Lord no, I’m Irma. Martha was my grandmother. Started this place in the thirties. You a salesman?”

“Yeah, I sell cash registers with advanced computer technology to restaurants and stores.” Bill looks toward the end of the counter at an old cash register that must have been in service since the diner opened. “Takes the place of those.” He points to the cash register.

“Don’t say? Will it keep track of sales so I won’t have to spend all that time cashing out at closing?”

“Does that and more.”

“Like?”

“Keeps track of meal tax.and gross sales, tips , handles credit card sales, takes inventory and makes change.. You just have to touch the keys with your fingers and a display screen shows you what you enter there. I could schedule a demonstration for you.”

“Won’t hurt to have a look at it, I guess, but we’re kinda slow round hereabouts in buying new gadgets .”

“What if it could save you money?”

“Might get my attention.”

The meatloaf is served. After two bites of the ground meat and spice mixture, Bill decides that Ed was right. When the last of the rhubarb strawberry pie is finished  Malloy pays Irma and watches with fascination as she rings up the sale and makes change out of the drawer on that old fashion steel cash register with floral designs etched in the metal. 

It’s eight-thirty in the evening when Bill opens the sliding door of the diner, steps down three steps to the sidewalk and heads toward the The Coolidge. 

Ed is at the desk and hands him his key to room twelve.“You were right about the meatloaf and pie, Ed , thanks.”

“Turning in early, Mr. Malloy?”

“Yeah, been up since five this morning.”

“Not much night life here in White River Junction, anyhow. We roll up the sidewalks at nine o’clock.” Ed guffaws at his own joke before he says, “Good night, Mr. Malloy...sleep well.”

Back in his the room, Bill Malloy turns on the television, lies down on the queen size bed, fully clothed and still wearing the penny loafers. He rests his head on two pillows and watches M*A*S*H, a program that’s set in Korea to resemble a mobile surgical hospital during that war. His dad’s airbase was i South Korea. At the end of the show he touches the TV remote off button and starts to read some of the technical data pertaining to the cash register product line. But, after fifteen minutes Bill Malloy falls into a deep sleep.

It’s ten PM on July 19, 1976 when the minute hand in the pocket watch on Bill Malloy’s night stand starts spinning counter-clockwise at approximately 28,500 revolutions per minute. So fast that the high frequency sound of that rapid movement can not be heard by the human ear. Eight hours later, the pocket watch stops its spin back in time when it reaches six AM , July, 20, 1950. 

It’s then that Bill Malloy wakes up from a sound sleep, still fully dressed. He has his first wake up thought after a look around the room.  He says it out loud. “What in the hell?” Those words are followed by other words and thoughts that exclaim more about the bizarre changes to his room since last night.   .

“Hey, I must have gone out like a light last night.” He looks around the room. This is not the same furniture. They look like antiques. The TV is gone, so is the window air conditioner, And where the hell is my dad’s pocket watch and the copy of his booking. He looks over at where the night stand used to be. It’s gone. This must be a dream. Is it my room? Did I fumble into the wrong room? I had nothing to drink last night only meatloaf and rhubarb strawberry pie at Martha’s. 

He gets out of the bed and goes to the bathroom. Hell, the showers gone and there’s an old tub in its place. What’s going on here? My kit with shaving stuff is gone. He rushes out of the bathroom to where the closet with his clothes were hanging and luggage stored. Jeez, the frigging closets gone with all my clothes...both new suits. All that’s there is an old pipe holding empty hangars. 

He sits on the bed with his hands covering both eyes, hoping that all will return to normal when he uncovers them. It does not. He tries the proverbial pinch on his left arm to wake him from this weird dream. It doesn’t work.

Malloy enters the bathroom and splashes cold water on his face. Hey, this water feels real and I’m hungry. This is weird. Am I supposed to be hungry in a dream? Okay, I’ll go down to the lobby, check it out and see if Ed’s there. 

On the way to the lobby, Bill notices the hallway carpeting and wallpaper are different. The hallway floor is wood and not covered in a red carpet as it was last night. The flowered wallpaper is gone and in its place the walls are painted brown. He passes by the desk and there’s a guy standing behind it who resembles a younger Ezra, not Ed. But the hump in his back is gone. He has a full head of black hair and those same round wire rim glasses are low on his nose, but not so low as to be in danger of falling off. A quick look into the banquet hall tells Malloy that that barn dance mural covering one wall is not there. The lobby is full of what looks like railroad men. Some of those men are wearing bib type overalls with black visor-ed white caps, striped in black and white... Bill thinks: they could be brakemen, firemen or engineers. A couple of the men are dressed in conductor’s uniforms. 

On his way out of the lobby and to Main Street he picks up a newspaper on the table by a sofa. It’s the Boston Traveler and the date at the top reads, July 20, 1950. He thinks; Holy shit, am I really back in that time? 

He stands for a moment on the street outside The Coolidge taking in the surreal scene of White River Junction, circa 1950.. A train’s whistle bellows twice from close by as if calling the trainmen to duty. They come out of the lobby, pass by him, and hurry toward the station. Some even say, good morning. Malloy sees vintage cars parked along Main Street with some of those same old models driving past him. A 1949 Ford is in the place where he parked his 1976 Malibu company car. Still feeling hungry, he walks toward Martha’s Diner. Where the French restaurant was before there’s a bank, the bistro now houses a shoe repair shop and the Five & Ten is a meat market with shucked chickens and ducks hanging behind the window. Bill looks across the street at the diner. Hey, Martha’s is still there, but the shinny metal siding is gone now. It’s all wood and painted a bright yellow with red trim. 

Bill Malloy goes up those same three steps and slides the door open to enter the diner. He takes a seat on an open stool next to a guy reading a newspaper who has a coffee mug on the counter in front of him. He’s dressed in a seersucker sport coat, blue shirt and a blue striped tie. The man’s hair is dark red, like an auburn color. A shiver passes through Malloy’s body. Could this really be him? He does look like that enlarged picture I have in my room that shows my dad standing by an F-86 fighter plane wearing a flight suit with helmet in hand. Now, he’s dressed like a salesman ready to go to a potential sale.. Geez, I could be siting here in my sloppy T-shirt and jeans beside my dad...damn it! 
“Hi, names Martha.” She places a mug on the counter and pours coffee in it, then hands him a menu. She looks like Irma, but a little heavier with gray hair. She’s wearing the same type blue apron, trimmed in lace, but the blue color looks new and bright, not faded.

Bill hands the menu back without reading it and says, “I’ll have two eggs over easy with sausage and a glass of orange juice, please.” 

The man next to him looks up from the paper he’s reading and says, “Try Martha’s hash brown potatoes. They’re the best.”

“Okay, thanks, I will.”

The man who suggested hash brown looks up from his paper again and says to Martha. “Well, we’re in the Korean fight now. President Truman just authorized two army divisions to go over there and help the South Koreans fight the North Koreans. Says it’s going to be just a police action.”

“I’ll bet it’s more than that. Hell, not another war? We just finished one. Will you get drafted and have to go, Bill?”

Bill Malloy sees that Martha is looking at the other Bill beside him for an answer?”

“No draft for me. I’ll probably be in it though.”

“She looks at Bill Malloy. How about you? You’re about the same draft age, as Bill here, ain’t ya?”   

“I am, but just got a job as a salesman. Might get drafted, but I’ll wait and see.”

“I’m selling a chemical called Kilsec in one-hundred gallon drums to the dairy farmers around here. Kills insects buzzing around cows stone-dead. What are you selling?” The man Martha calls Bill asks Malloy.

“I sell cash registers.” Whoa, I hope he doesn’t ask me about any details about the cash register’s performance. That technology wasn’t invented in 1950. 
“Good, you could start right here. Look at that old antique down there.” He points to the cash register at the end of the counter.

“I heard that, Bill. Are you making fun of my cash register again?”

“Just trying to get a sale for a fellow salesman, Martha.”

Then the man that said that sitting next to Bill Malloy turns to him with a smile and says, “I’m Bill Reynolds. Good luck with your cash register sales.” He puts his hand out for Malloy to shake.  

A tremor runs the length of Malloy’s body. He has difficulty getting it under control before he can shake his father’s hand and say, “Bill Malloy.” Then, in shock and not knowing what else to say, he says. “I’m not dressed for my first appointment. I’ll change into a suit and tie back at the hotel before I go.” Geez, why in the hell did I say those stupid words?

Bill Reynolds’s look at Malloy is quizzical for moment and then his expression changes to a quick smile and he says, “Good to be in casual clothes during breakfast, Malloy.”
Martha serves both men the eggs,sausage and hash browns, then says.“By the way, Bill, you said you’d be in that Korean thing even though not drafted. How come?”

“I enlisted in the Air Force and leave on August first. This is my last week of selling Kilsec.”

“Know you been flying. Flew up here from Boston once. You gonna fly for the Air Force?” Martha asks.

“Yup, Martha, the plane I flew up here then was a Piper Cub. The Air Force is sending me down to Texas, to learn how to fly fighter jets.”

“DON’T!” That word came out of Bill Malloy’s mouth as an involuntary reaction to what his father said about flying jets.

“Did you say, don’t, Mr. Malloy?” Reynolds asks. “You’re not one of those conscientious objectors, are you?”

“No, what I meant to say before my mouth full of hash browns interfered was, DON’T do that because your sales career will get interrupted.”

“They gave me a leave of absence for the duration of the war. Got to come back  make a living and raise a family. There’s a nurse in Boston I’m going to marry before I go and she may go down to Texas with me.”

Malloy thinks, that nurse in Boston has gotta be my Mom.

Martha comes from the kitchen back to the counter and looks at both of the Bills...first one and then the other with a curious expression on her face and says, “I declare, you two look enough alike to be brothers except for the noses.”

“Brother salesmen, that’s all, Martha.” Bill Reynolds says. Then he takes out his pocket watch to look at the time. 

Looks like the same pocket watch he left behind. Should I tell him not to leave it at the Coolidge. No, I have the feeling that I won’t be able to alter any past event. Gotta go with the flow even if this is real or a dream. 

“Nice to have met you, Bill Malloy. I gotta be heading up Hanover way. Great town. If I have a son, I’m going to send him to Dartmouth College, there.”

“Yeah, but, Boston College is also a good school and Dartmouth is not ranked very high in football.” After he blurts that out, Malloy wishes he had not said it and thinks: it’s another dumb thing I’ve said to my father.

“Yes, BC is also a good school. If a son of mine wanted to go there it would be okay, Malloy. Bye, Martha, Malloy.” With that said, Bill Reynolds leaves through the sliding door with a broad smile,a wink and a wave. He goes down the three steps to the sidewalk on Main Street, White River Junction, Vermont and disappears.

 







***
What made this meeting between a son and his father happen? Was it Bill Malloy’s strong desire to connect with a father he never knew on this side of reality... or was it that same strong will from a father to connect from the other side with a son he never met?..Perhaps it was that magnetic pull from both sides that made it happen.
Somewhere out there in that zone between reality and fantasy, a pocket watch minute hand starts running clockwise at 28,500 Revolutions Per Minute until it reaches forward in time from July 20, 1950 to July 20, 1976, at 6 AM.. 

THE END
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HIS FATHER’S POCKET WATCH              Bill Flynn
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               White River Junction Vermont, July 19, 1976

This Vermont town where the White and Connecticut rivers meet was once a busy railroad terminal where crews slept overnight before catching their assigned train the next day going north or south. Now,WRJ, some might use as an abbreviation for White River Junction, has limited train traffic since construction of the interstate highway system, like that of Route 89 meeting up with I-91 to connect Eastern United States with Canada. A bit of its railroad history remains in a museum in the town’s center. 

Vermont is where newly hired salesman, Bill Malloy, is sent to prove to his company that he has what it takes to make sales in that rural New England hard sell territory. Vermonters had a reputation of not being easily swayed with high pressure tactics into buying new technology. Malloy could’ve picked a town like Woodstock, more in the center of his territory, but he chose White River Junction and The Coolidge Hotel because his mom had said his dad once stayed there. Malloy is always trying to find out more about the father he never knew. 

William Malloy is called Bill now, but Billy when a youngster, or sometimes Red back then, a nickname he resented, since his hair was a dark auburn color instead of flaming red. He’s stocky at six-two with a face that had its nose broken and 

re- set twice. Some say that the shape of his nose added to his rugged good looks. Bill is twenty-three, a recent graduate of Boston College where he played football as a line backer for three years. He’s assigned to the Vermont territory by International Cash Register Inc.to sell a new, high tech cash register with built in computing software. He will travel the state to convince Vermont restaurant and store owners that the advanced technology built in to this cash register will make their operation more efficient.

Bill Malloy takes the exit off Route 89 and turns the new Chevy Malibu company car onto Main Street, White River Junction until he finds The Hotel Coolidge amid a line of stone buildings. He locates a parking place nearby, leaves the car, adjusts his tie and then checks for wrinkles in his new beige summer suit, one of the two suits bought after being hired as a salesman. He’s still trying to get used to wearing a suit and necktie after spending his student years in jeans and T-shirts. 

The Main Street side of The Coolidge Hotel is aged brown granite with the hotel name embedded in that stone. Malloy enters the lobby through a large oak wood door that appears to have had multiple coats of stain applied to it every year since 1849 when the hotel opened. He pauses at the entrance to read a bronze plaque telling the hotel’s history.He starts to approach the front desk on a floor carpeted with a short green pile fabric worn in places where the guest traffic was highest. A large chandelier with a grouping of small light bulbs and crystal tendrils hangs from the ceiling. A tall grandfather clock is in place against one wall, Its pendulum moving back and forth, but the time is an hour ahead. Probably not set to daylight savings time, he guesses, Some of the original, now antique, chairs, tables, lamps and a couple of sofas are scattered around the lobby. When he’s half way to the front desk, Bill notices a banquet room off to the side and on entering sees a mural covering one wall. The colorful scene painted there is of couples enjoying an after harvest square dance in a barn where the music is supplied by some fiddlers on a bandstand. 

Leaving the banquet room he approaches the front desk, a dark mahogany piece with a rounded front. It was probably there when President Calvin Coolidge spent a night at the hotel before it was named to honor him. That information came from  that bronze plaque mounted in the foyer.
“Hi, I’m Malloy, reservation for three nights. Out on the morning of the twenty second.”

The desk clerk, an elderly man with white hair and a beard to match is wearing a red and green checkered shirt with open collar underneath a herringbone tweed sport coat with black leather patches on the elbows. He fumbles through an index file with gnarled brown, spotted hands until he comes up with the card he’s looking for.

“Here tiz’, ayah ,William Malloy, right here...three nights...leaving on the twenty-second. Put you in room number twelve. Been fixed up some. Replaced old furniture with new and they put in a shower stall along with a window air conditioner.. Here’s your key. Name’s Edgar, but everyone calls me Ed. Need anything, let me know.”

“Thanks Ed.” Malloy takes the key and starts to leave, but hesitates. He decides to follow up on what his mother had told him about his father. His thoughts go to: I hope there’s something here that will tell more about him, killed during the Korea war, three months after I was born. According to mom he stayed at the Coolidge when selling a chemical product here in Vermont. “Ah, Ed, My dad stayed here at The Coolidge in June or July of 1950. Were you here then?”

“That right? Nope, I came here in ‘66 after retiring from the railroad. Could check out the date he registered, though. In those days the guest signed a registration book. The old ones are stored down in the cellar. Would ya like to go down and search the 1950 one for his name? Registered in June or July 1950, ya say?

Bill thought; I ‘d like to find any connection to my dad’s life before he was killed. I have some pictures, medals, his wings and dog tags. His wing man once visited my mom and told her about the low level bombing and strafing mission they were on when his F-86 was hit by ground fire. But to see his signature and confirm when he was registered in the same hotel I’m booked in would be great.

“Could you do that, Ed?”

“Why not?” Ed calls out; “Ezra, come cover the desk while I go to the cellar.”

A bald-headed man, wearing suspenders over a gray flannel shirt, appears from a room behind the front desk. To Malloy he looks much older than Ed, but that could be because his back is so severely humped that the round wire-rim glasses set low on his nose and aimed at the floor seem about to fall off. 

“Don’t be too long down there, Edgar. I’m trying to finish with the books.”  

“Ayah, won’t be more than ten minutes, Ezra.” 

Bill follows Ed to the back of the lobby and down a flight of stairs that creak on every step. Ed switches on the lights. The cellar is packed with odds and ends. Mattresses, bed frames, end tables,chairs, couches, bath tubs and other discarded hotel room furniture are crammed into all the cellar floor space. A work bench stretches along one wall with tools and paint cans scattered its entire length. 

Malloy follows Ed to a corner of the cellar where a tall glassed-in bookcase holds stacks of brown leather bound Coolidge Hotel registry ledgers. 

Ed opens the glass doors. “You say your father was here...when?”

“It was 1950, but I’m not sure if it was June or July, Ed.”

“Well let’s see, here.” Ed selects a large ledger, marked with the year 1950 from the book case and starts leafing through the pages until he finds the month of June. “Had a lot of railroad folks booked in here then. Taint no Malloy’s registered in the first week of June.”

“Whoa, sorry, Ed. My father’s name was William Reynolds. My Mom remarried after his death and gave me the name of my stepfather...Malloy.”

“Okay, I’ll have another look. Nope, no Reynolds in the first week of June, 1950. Let’s see...none in the second week, either. Ed turns pages until he gets through the fourth week in June and then turns some more until he says, “No Reynolds in June of fifty. Let’s look at July.” He turns more pages looking for the name until he reaches the third week in July. “Here ‘tiz, got a William Reynolds registered on July nineteenth...lived in Boston...booked for three nights... In room number twelve... leaving on the twenty second. Wait, there’s a note, next to the entry says, ‘guest left pocket watch in room. It’s in lost and found drawer at the desk’.” He hands the ledger to Bill.

“That’s him!” He stares at his fathers signature and the rest of the notations for over a minute. A mix of emotions are felt...some sadness, along with the elation of finding a connection to his dad. Bill touches the signature with the index finger of his right hand and then it goes to the date he registered. July nineteenth...same month and day that I registered today, same room and same length of stay. A weird coincidence and there’s a note about a pocket watch my dad left in room number twelve. He stares for a couple of minutes more at what’s entered there until Ed interrupts his thoughts.

“Gotta, get back upstairs. Won’t leave Ezra too long up there or he’ll have a fit. He’s going on ninety-four, ya know. Tell ya what, I’ll bring this ledger up there and make a copy of your dad’s registration for ya.”

“That’ll be great, Ed.”

Back at the front desk, Ed makes a copy of the ledger page with Bill’s dad’s signature, address and date registered, along with a note about the pocket watch and then says, “Wait a minute.” He sorts through the lost and found drawer below the front desk and hands Bill a pocket watch. “Taint no others in lost and found. Must be your father’s.”

“Hold it! Are you telling me that the watch has been in that drawer for twenty-six years waiting for a guest to come back and claim it?”

“Ayah, we don’t mess with lost and found things at the Coolidge. Ya never know who’ll come back here looking for something they left behind.”   

Bill holds the pocket watch and runs his fingers over the back It looks like gold plating to him. The white face on the watch has large black numbers and the same color hour and minute hands. He thanks Ed and asks, “Where’s a good place to get a meal?”

“Martha’s diner down Main Street on the right is damn good. Not fancy, but she serves real food. None of those small portion servings they call by some French word, meaning new food, I’d guess. Try the meatloaf and rhubarb, strawberry pie. Tell her I sent ya.” 

Bill takes the wide hardwood steps up to the first floor to a red carpeted hallway, wall papered in a flowered rose design. He inserts the key in the lock of room number twelve. Once inside, he looks around. The room does appear to have new furnishings; including a queen size bed, white curtains, new television, window shades, a recliner chair, shaded lamps and that window air conditioner as Ed mentioned. 

The room looks recently painted and a slight trace of that paint smell remains. He enters the bathroom. It has new fixtures with a stall type shower that must have taken the place of the bathtub plumbing after it was removed. He winds the pocket watch, sets it to the correct time and then places it on the night stand on top of that copy of the registration ledger page with his dad’s signature and other notes relating to his booking at the Coolidge on July 19, 1950. He kicks off his penny loafers, then takes off, tie, shirt and suit, removes socks and underwear and heads for the shower.

After a long shower, Bill starts shaving and while looking in the mirror stares at his face. Once again he thinks, Those docs should have done a better job setting my nose. He puts on his jeans and a T-shirt, glad to be out of that suit and tie. He’s now ready to take a walk down the main street of White River Junction.

Striding down Main Street’s wide sidewalk he, checks out the buildings it hosts. There’s a bistro, a record store and a French restaurant occupying the storefronts and buildings that border both sides of the street.. After walking three blocks he spots Martha’s Diner across the street. The diner looks like a railroad car only with shiny stainless steel or aluminum sidewalls. 
He climbs the three steps that resemble those retractable ones on a real railroad passenger car and enters the diner through a sliding door. Bill takes a seat on one of the vacant stools in front of a gray marble surfaced counter. The lady behind the counter is wearing a faded blue apron trimmed in lace pattern with ‘Martha’s Diner’ embroidered on it. Malloy guesses she’s about forty. She has rosy cheeks and her blond hair is held in back with comb-like stays where it forms a round bun.  

With a customer ready smile that shows one gold tooth she hands him a menu and pours black coffee into a mug. She’s back in a minute and asks,“What can I get you?” 

Bill hands her the menu. “Ed from the Coolidge recommended your meatloaf.”

“That so? Well ya can’t go wrong with that dinner. Mashed or baked?”

“Mashed. Is your name Martha?”

“Lord no, I’m Irma. Martha was my grandmother. Started this place in the thirties. You a salesman?”

“Yeah, I sell cash registers with advanced computer technology to restaurants and stores.” Bill looks toward the end of the counter at an old cash register that must have been in service since the diner opened. “Takes the place of those.” He points to the cash register.

“Don’t say? Will it keep track of sales so I won’t have to spend all that time cashing out at closing?”

“Does that and more.”

“Like?”

“Keeps track of meal tax.and gross sales, tips , handles credit card sales, takes inventory and makes change.. You just have to touch the keys with your fingers and a display screen shows you what you enter there. I could schedule a demonstration for you.”

“Won’t hurt to have a look at it, I guess, but we’re kinda slow round hereabouts in buying new gadgets .”

“What if it could save you money?”

“Might get my attention.”

The meatloaf is served. After two bites of the ground meat and spice mixture, Bill decides that Ed was right. When the last of the rhubarb strawberry pie is finished  Malloy pays Irma and watches with fascination as she rings up the sale and makes change out of the drawer on that old fashion steel cash register with floral designs etched in the metal. 

It’s eight-thirty in the evening when Bill opens the sliding door of the diner, steps down three steps to the sidewalk and heads toward the The Coolidge. 
Ed is at the desk and hands him his key to room twelve.“You were right about the meatloaf and pie, Ed , thanks.”

“Turning in early, Mr. Malloy?”

“Yeah, been up since five this morning.”

“Not much night life here in White River Junction, anyhow. We roll up the sidewalks at nine o’clock.” Ed guffaws at his own joke before he says, “Good night, Mr. Malloy...sleep well.”

Back in his the room, Bill Malloy turns on the television, lies down on the queen size bed, fully clothed and still wearing the penny loafers. He rests his head on two pillows and watches M*A*S*H, a program that’s set in Korea to resemble a mobile surgical hospital during that war. His dad’s airbase was i South Korea. At the end of the show he touches the TV remote off button and starts to read some of the technical data pertaining to the cash register product line. But, after fifteen minutes Bill Malloy falls into a deep sleep.

It’s ten PM on July 19, 1976 when the minute hand in the pocket watch on Bill Malloy’s night stand starts spinning counter-clockwise at approximately 28,500 revolutions per minute. So fast that the high frequency sound of that rapid movement can not be heard by the human ear. Eight hours later, the pocket watch stops its spin back in time when it reaches six AM , July, 20, 1950. 

It’s then that Bill Malloy wakes up from a sound sleep, still fully dressed. He has his first wake up thought after a look around the room.  He says it out loud. “What in the hell?” Those words are followed by other words and thoughts that exclaim more about the bizarre changes to his room since last night.   .

“Hey, I must have gone out like a light last night.” He looks around the room. This is not the same furniture. They look like antiques. The TV is gone, so is the window air conditioner, And where the hell is my dad’s pocket watch and the copy of his booking. He looks over at where the night stand used to be. It’s gone. This must be a dream. Is it my room? Did I fumble into the wrong room? I had nothing to drink last night only meatloaf and rhubarb strawberry pie at Martha’s. 

He gets out of the bed and goes to the bathroom. Hell, the showers gone and there’s an old tub in its place. What’s going on here? My kit with shaving stuff is gone. He rushes out of the bathroom to where the closet with his clothes were hanging and luggage stored. Jeez, the frigging closets gone with all my clothes...both new suits. All that’s there is an old pipe holding empty hangars. 

He sits on the bed with his hands covering both eyes, hoping that all will return to normal when he uncovers them. It does not. He tries the proverbial pinch on his left arm to wake him from this weird dream. It doesn’t work.

Malloy enters the bathroom and splashes cold water on his face. Hey, this water feels real and I’m hungry. This is weird. Am I supposed to be hungry in a dream? Okay, I’ll go down to the lobby, check it out and see if Ed’s there. 

On the way to the lobby, Bill notices the hallway carpeting and wallpaper are different. The hallway floor is wood and not covered in a red carpet as it was last night. The flowered wallpaper is gone and in its place the walls are painted brown. He passes by the desk and there’s a guy standing behind it who resembles a younger Ezra, not Ed. But the hump in his back is gone. He has a full head of black hair and those same round wire rim glasses are low on his nose, but not so low as to be in danger of falling off. A quick look into the banquet hall tells Malloy that that barn dance mural covering one wall is not there. The lobby is full of what looks like railroad men. Some of those men are wearing bib type overalls with black visor-ed white caps, striped in black and white... Bill thinks: they could be brakemen, firemen or engineers. A couple of the men are dressed in conductor’s uniforms. 

On his way out of the lobby and to Main Street he picks up a newspaper on the table by a sofa. It’s the Boston Traveler and the date at the top reads, July 20, 1950. He thinks; Holy shit, am I really back in that time? 

He stands for a moment on the street outside The Coolidge taking in the surreal scene of White River Junction, circa 1950.. A train’s whistle bellows twice from close by as if calling the trainmen to duty. They come out of the lobby, pass by him, and hurry toward the station. Some even say, good morning. Malloy sees vintage cars parked along Main Street with some of those same old models driving past him. A 1949 Ford is in the place where he parked his 1976 Malibu company car. Still feeling hungry, he walks toward Martha’s Diner. Where the French restaurant was before there’s a bank, the bistro now houses a shoe repair shop and the Five & Ten is a meat market with shucked chickens and ducks hanging behind the window. Bill looks across the street at the diner. Hey, Martha’s is still there, but the shinny metal siding is gone now. It’s all wood and painted a bright yellow with red trim. 

Bill Malloy goes up those same three steps and slides the door open to enter the diner. He takes a seat on an open stool next to a guy reading a newspaper who has a coffee mug on the counter in front of him. He’s dressed in a seersucker sport coat, blue shirt and a blue striped tie. The man’s hair is dark red, like an auburn color. A shiver passes through Malloy’s body. Could this really be him? He does look like that enlarged picture I have in my room that shows my dad standing by an F-86 fighter plane wearing a flight suit with helmet in hand. Now, he’s dressed like a salesman ready to go to a potential sale.. Geez, I could be siting here in my sloppy T-shirt and jeans beside my dad...damn it! 
“Hi, names Martha.” She places a mug on the counter and pours coffee in it, then hands him a menu. She looks like Irma, but a little heavier with gray hair. She’s wearing the same type blue apron, trimmed in lace, but the blue color looks new and bright, not faded.

Bill hands the menu back without reading it and says, “I’ll have two eggs over easy with sausage and a glass of orange juice, please.” 

The man next to him looks up from the paper he’s reading and says, “Try Martha’s hash brown potatoes. They’re the best.”

“Okay, thanks, I will.”

The man who suggested hash brown looks up from his paper again and says to Martha. “Well, we’re in the Korean fight now. President Truman just authorized two army divisions to go over there and help the South Koreans fight the North Koreans. Says it’s going to be just a police action.”

“I’ll bet it’s more than that. Hell, not another war? We just finished one. Will you get drafted and have to go, Bill?”

Bill Malloy sees that Martha is looking at the other Bill beside him for an answer?”

“No draft for me. I’ll probably be in it though.”

“She looks at Bill Malloy. How about you? You’re about the same draft age, as Bill here, ain’t ya?”   

“I am, but just got a job as a salesman. Might get drafted, but I’ll wait and see.”

“I’m selling a chemical called Kilsec in one-hundred gallon drums to the dairy farmers around here. Kills insects buzzing around cows stone-dead. What are you selling?” The man Martha calls Bill asks Malloy.
“I sell cash registers.” Whoa, I hope he doesn’t ask me about any details about the cash register’s performance. That technology wasn’t invented in 1950. 
“Good, you could start right here. Look at that old antique down there.” He points to the cash register at the end of the counter.

“I heard that, Bill. Are you making fun of my cash register again?”

“Just trying to get a sale for a fellow salesman, Martha.”

Then the man that said that sitting next to Bill Malloy turns to him with a smile and says, “I’m Bill Reynolds. Good luck with your cash register sales.” He puts his hand out for Malloy to shake.  

A tremor runs the length of Malloy’s body. He has difficulty getting it under control before he can shake his father’s hand and say, “Bill Malloy.” Then, in shock and not knowing what else to say, he says. “I’m not dressed for my first appointment. I’ll change into a suit and tie back at the hotel before I go.” Geez, why in the hell did I say those stupid words?

Bill Reynolds’s look at Malloy is quizzical for moment and then his expression changes to a quick smile and he says, “Good to be in casual clothes during breakfast, Malloy.”
Martha serves both men the eggs,sausage and hash browns, then says.“By the way, Bill, you said you’d be in that Korean thing even though not drafted. How come?”

“I enlisted in the Air Force and leave on August first. This is my last week of selling Kilsec.”

“Know you been flying. Flew up here from Boston once. You gonna fly for the Air Force?” Martha asks.

“Yup, Martha, the plane I flew up here then was a Piper Cub. The Air Force is sending me down to Texas, to learn how to fly fighter jets.”

“DON’T!” That word came out of Bill Malloy’s mouth as an involuntary reaction to what his father said about flying jets.

“Did you say, don’t, Mr. Malloy?” Reynolds asks. “You’re not one of those conscientious objectors, are you?”

“No, what I meant to say before my mouth full of hash browns interfered was, DON’T do that because your sales career will get interrupted.”

“They gave me a leave of absence for the duration of the war. Got to come back  make a living and raise a family. There’s a nurse in Boston I’m going to marry before I go and she may go down to Texas with me.”

Malloy thinks, that nurse in Boston has gotta be my Mom.

Martha comes from the kitchen back to the counter and looks at both of the Bills...first one and then the other with a curious expression on her face and says, “I declare, you two look enough alike to be brothers except for the noses.”

“Brother salesmen, that’s all, Martha.” Bill Reynolds says. Then he takes out his pocket watch to look at the time. 

Looks like the same pocket watch he left behind. Should I tell him not to leave it at the Coolidge. No, I have the feeling that I won’t be able to alter any past event. Gotta go with the flow even if this is real or a dream. 

“Nice to have met you, Bill Malloy. I gotta be heading up Hanover way. Great town. If I have a son, I’m going to send him to Dartmouth College, there.”

“Yeah, but, Boston College is also a good school and Dartmouth is not ranked very high in football.” After he blurts that out, Malloy wishes he had not said it and thinks: it’s another dumb thing I’ve said to my father.

“Yes, BC is also a good school. If a son of mine wanted to go there it would be okay, Malloy. Bye, Martha, Malloy.” With that said, Bill Reynolds leaves through the sliding door with a broad smile,a wink and a wave. He goes down the three steps to the sidewalk on Main Street, White River Junction, Vermont and disappears.

 







***
What made this meeting between a son and his father happen? Was it Bill Malloy’s strong desire to connect with a father he never knew on this side of reality... or was it that same strong will from a father to connect from the other side with a son he never met?..Perhaps it was that magnetic pull from both sides that made it happen.
Somewhere out there in that zone between reality and fantasy, a pocket watch minute hand starts running clockwise at 28,500 Revolutions Per Minute until it reaches forward in time from July 20, 1950 to July 20, 1976, at 6 AM.. 

THE END





































































































