Read & Write

Riding with Murphy
A Short Story by Sheri Barile

In our Read & Write story this month, we get to know a man called Murphy through the voice of his
stepson, Nick Hartford. Nick is 64 and a retired real estate broker who still takes a keen interest
in the housing market. One morning while browsing the listings, he sees something that evokes
strong memories and sends him on a mission to find an item of great importance from his past.
What is he looking for? Will he find it? Read on to share in Nick’s journey as he remembers a very
special person in his life and recovers a cherished memento that he’'d thought was forever lost.

Preparation & How-To’s

* Print a large-print copy of the story. Ask for volunteers to read
a section or read the dialogue of the characters like a script.

* Read the story and use the Discussion Starters at the end to
spark a conversation.

* Pictures can be printed out or they can be displayed on the
television during the activity.

Riding with Murphy
The Story

His name was Jack, but | had always known him as Murphy. Everyone called him by his last name,
and he seemed to like it that way. A proud Australian American, Murphy was a man who lived large,
made friends as easily as he breathed, and would gladly give you his last dollar. He was also my
stepdad, and although he had been gone for six years now, my memories of him had not faded a
bit. That had never been truer than it was one recent morning, sitting in my office and browsing the
real estate listings 400 miles away in Bristol, Rhode Island—the town where | grew up.

| retired just nine months ago and moved to Columbia, Maryland, a planned community made

up of 10 self-contained villages in the Baltimore metropolitan area. | love this place but still feel
strongly rooted in Bristol. That's probably why | check the listings there at least once a month. It’s
a nostalgic exercise, | suppose, but there is always a vague and intangible sense of purpose in

it. When | looked in on my hometown that morning, | saw something | didn’t expect. My childhood
home was on the market, and this made me think of Murphy.

The man rode into my life in the autumn of 1973 behind the wheel of a ’57 Chevy Corvette convertible.
It was Cascade Green with Shoreline Beige coves and a beige interior. | had called the body color
aqua, but Murphy quickly corrected me.

“Only five percent of this vintage were painted Cascade Green, Nick,” Murphy had said, with his
distinct Aussie pronunciation of vowels and an inflection that made his declarative sound like a
question. “This car gives a whole new meaning to the word classic.”
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| was just 15 then, and as the oldest of four children, | had become the man of the house three years
earlier when my dad left and my parents ultimately divorced. Mom had met Murphy at a singles
group function, and it seemed he had wooed her instantly. While | was quite smitten with his car, |
viewed the man with a measure of suspicion. He was a little too... everything. Charming. Engaging.
Handsome. Fearless. And, in my opinion, all wrong for a single mother of four.

The recipient of a solid maternal upbringing, | always treated him with respect and a polite
disposition. However, he was a man of considerable intuition, and | suspect he recognized the
challenge | presented from the start. It turns out, he was more than up for that challenge. He
showed me the first sign of his capacity to win over just about anyone on a Friday night in October.

| was getting off work as a soda jerk in Bristol’'s most popular diner
and teen hangout. | did not yet have a driver’s license, just a learner’s
permit, and | was expecting my mother to show up any minute

to collect me and allow me to drive home. Instead, Murphy came
rolling up in his Vette. Half the varsity football team and a couple of
cheerleaders were there hanging out after the game. They all took
notice of Murphy’s car, and when he climbed out, tossed me the
keys, and said, “You’re driving, kid,” they went nuts.

We left the parking lot, and when | started to take the most direct route back to my house, he said,
“‘Naw, let’s take the long way home. Nose her down Main Street.”

| did as | was told, watching out of the corner of my eye as two metal discs—one round and one an
elongated octagon—swung from a thin, leather cord looped over the rearview mirror. They piqued
my curiosity, but | willed myself to keep my eyes trained on the traffic around me. Soon, horns were
honking and hands were waving as we passed some of my classmates on the street, and at that
point, this was all | saw.

That ten-minute ride through the heart of Bristol was the highlight of my life up to that point

and remains one of the shiniest moments I've experienced to this day. As hard as it was to
acknowledge that a mere 10 minutes behind the wheel of a dreamy sports car was all it took to
conquer me, | knew Murphy and | had reached a turning point in our relationship. Fact is, he had
me at “You're driving, kid.”

| pulled into the driveway at my house and stopped just short of the tailgate of my mom’s station
wagon, which was parked under the carport. | looked at Murphy and thanked him. Then | reached
out and finger-grazed the metal discs dangling from the mirror. “What are these?”

“Those are the dog tags issued to me by the Australian Army in 1952,” he replied. “I served one
tour of duty in the Korean War. Ultimately, that’s what brought me to America.”

Murphy had gone on to explain that he had fallen for an American nurse at a MASH unit and had
come to this country to be with her after he was discharged.

“We were engaged, but it didn’t work out,” he said. “My love for this country, however, did blossom,
and | decided to stay and become a citizen.”

Murphy married my mother just six months later, in April 1974. He’d asked me to be his best
man, but my mom wanted me to walk her down the aisle. In the end, Murphy tapped my younger
brother, Sam, to stand up for him, and | gave away the bride. But in a gesture that further
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cemented the bond growing between us, he gave me a groomsman gift before the ceremony. It
was presented in a small jewelry box, which | recognized as the box that had housed my mom’s
new engagement ring. | opened it to find Murphy’s dog tags, and he said, “They’re yours, kid. Wear
them for the ceremony. You can tuck them under your collar and they’ll be right next to your heart,
where | hope to always be.”

He moved into our home that very night, but | sensed that he was never really comfortable there. It
had been, after all, my dad’s house. Besides, there was no garage for his Vette—just a carport, and
it clearly seemed inadequate for such a special ride. By the time that August rolled around, we were
preparing to move to a waterfront home with a place for a boat. My siblings and | were all thrilled.

| had tried out for my high school football team that summer, and just days before the big move, |
suffered a serious knee injury during practice, and it landed me in the hospital. | had surgery that
required some bed rest and rehabilitation, and in the end, the big move took place without me. By the
time | was released from the hospital, my family and my belongings had all been relocated to the new
house. | didn'’t realize until | had come home and settled in that something very important had been
left behind. | said nothing and chose to focus on the new life we were beginning. And oh, what a life!

The years to follow were a whirlwind of fun and adventure, thanks in large part to Murphy. Riding
with Murphy became a theme for our family. First there was the boat—an Egg Harbor wooden
beauty. He bought the 48-foot cabin cruiser with a flybridge the summer following our move, and it
provided endless days of pleasure from June to September each year. Even after | started college
in 1976 and my family moved from the waterfront home to a small horse ranch, they kept the boat
and rented a slip so that we could continue to enjoy it each summer.

Murphy’s many friends got a kick out of the fact that he had purchased a ranch with a few horses.
But my stepdad was a guy who didn'’t like to stagnate and was always in the mood to try out
new—and often unconventional—lifestyles. He took to horseback riding with ease and soon had
my three younger siblings riding, too.

| remember one summer, while | was home on semester break, we all
went to the waterfront and spent a day on the Egg Harbor. We returned
to the ranch early that evening and found that Murphy’s mates had
paid a visit. In the front yard, near the road, a painted, vintage clawfoot
bathtub filled with hay had been left. The words Murphy’s Rancho
appeared in bold green. My mother wanted it removed, but Murphy
liked it and lobbied to keep it right where it was. He removed the hay
and filled it with garden soil, where he proceeded to plant a variety of
colorful annuals. My mom was satisfied with the outcome, and | found
myself smiling. As usual, Murphy had won the day.

Soon, winter came, and Murphy became a bit restless. He didn’t like being shut in and was ready
to seek ways to keep riding regardless of the weather. The perimeter of his ranch property was

a bit hilly and sparsely wooded—perfect for creating trails. He bought two snowmobiles, and our
family embarked on new adventures using yet another mode of transportation.

But perhaps the most unconventional ride Murphy introduced us to was a bread delivery truck

that had been converted for use as a small recreational vehicle. | have to say, notwithstanding the
enormous level of confidence my stepdad had cultivated within me, | had serious doubts about this
particular choice.
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“No fears, Nick,” he had said to me. “| had my mate, Terry, check her over. He’s an excellent
mechanic, and he has cleared her for takeoff. We’re driving her to White Mountain National Forest
next month.”

We never actually made it to the White Mountains, though. The truck broke down just 90 miles
into our trip, and after spending the night sleeping in it while parked at a service station, we came
limping home the next afternoon. It was perhaps the only time | could recall Murphy failing to win
the day. The following year, he sold the bread truck and bought a legitimate RV.

Murphy always seemed to have substantial resources. He had done quite well financially despite

a modest academic career. He'd started out working as a low-level manager in the commissions
department of a major life insurance company. At that time, he had just a couple of accounting
classes under his belt. His was not your typical professional ascension, but what can | say? People
liked him. Within seven years, he had risen to the position of director in the pensions division,
where he made a move that soon won him the title of vice president.

It started one day when an exasperated customer service associate came into Murphy’s office and
complained that he couldn’t resolve a dispute with a customer that had a rotary dial phone.

“‘He is very set in his ways,” the associate told Murphy. “He’s angry about the updated technology
we use now. He can’t get his questions answered with a voice, and because we use digital
technology with push-button phones, he’s not getting the service he has become accustomed to.”

“Give me his name and number,” Murphy had replied. “I'll call him personally.”
He gestured to the associate to have a seat and listen to the conversation.

“Hello, Mr. Wilson,” Murphy said, and then introduced himself. “| understand that you have a
grievance about our new customer service response system. You are absolutely right—you
shouldn’t have to go out and buy a new phone when you have a perfectly good rotary dial model.
But if | send you a free push-button phone, will you use it—even if it’s just to call into us? Uh-huh.
Fine. What color would you like?”

The next day, Murphy was paid a visit by the company’s CEO. After commending him on his
congenial but no-nonsense, cut-through-the-red-tape approach, the CEO informed him that a
promotion was in his immediate future. The following week, Murphy was made VP, and for the
mere price of an '80s model push-button phone—less than $20.

These stories about my stepdad had been told and retold through the years. And as | sat in my
office that morning and scrolled through the pictures showing each room of my just-listed childhood
home, | was flooded with countless memories of him. My life with Murphy started in that house,
and | was struck with intense nostalgia and an impulse to climb into my own dreamy sports car—a
2022 Porsche 911 painted a rare shade of Iris Blue—and drive the 400 miles to Bristol.

| turned in that night with dozens of thoughts and images in my head. | pictured the furniture
arrangement in the living room of that old house, and the corner where the Christmas tree stood each
year. | saw the antique dining table where my mother always served Sunday and holiday dinners.
And as | drifted off, | remembered vividly the room | shared with my brother, Sam, the bureau where
his model planes were displayed, and where | always laid the dog tags Murphy had given me when |
showered or dressed for football practice. With the soft, warm cloud of sleep starting to envelop me, |
found myself wondering if it were possible. Could they still be there?
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The next morning, | checked the home listings again and saw that the old Bristol house would be
open in two days—a Sunday open house that would start at two o’clock and end at five. | knew it
was a crazy idea and my chances of success were almost nil. But as sure as | was of this, | was
even surer of one other thing... | was going.

If I hit the road before 9 a.m., that should put me there at around three o’clock—probably the
busiest hour and my best chance at slipping away under the radar, | thought.

| was on the road Sunday morning at 8:40, which gave me time to stop for a quick bite and still
arrive shortly after three. | parked at the curb across the street, got out, and surveyed the old
homestead. The paint color had changed, and the landscaping was different. The carport was also
gone, replaced by an attached two-door garage, but the bones were otherwise exactly the same as
they were nearly 50 years ago when | walked out the front door for the last time.

| watched as a couple in their 30s came out and descended the front porch steps. They
were chattering so busily about the floor plan they barely noticed me as we crossed paths on
the walkway.

Inside, the aroma of fresh-baked cookies filled the air, and an attractive blonde agent handed me
a flier.

“Feel free to look around, and let me know if you have any questions,” she said, smiling.
“‘Have you been busy?” | asked.

“Moderate traffic until just the last twenty minutes or so, and then it picked up,” she said, as another
browser came strolling in.

| slipped by her as she handed the newcomer a flier and greeted him. While most of the traffic
seemed to be in the kitchen and dining areas, | headed up the stairs and straight for my boyhood
bedroom. | could hear a conversation coming from the master suite and noticed a woman leaving
the hall bath and heading toward the staircase as | entered the room where | slept as a kid. As
tempting as it was to just stand there and reminisce, | resisted the urge. There was no one around
at the moment and my opportunity could pass at any second.

| opened the closet door and stepped inside. It was a large walk-in with painted floorboards that
looked virtually the same as | remembered them. My heart leaped as | sensed for the first time that
not only the floors but also what | had left under a loose plank might have remained untouched. |
knelt and tapped the boards in the area that | recalled, and after a few misfires, | felt some give on
one of the shorter planks. | pushed again on that board, and it tipped but fell back into place.

Removing a pocket knife from my jeans, | began to pry at the edges of the plank until it popped
out. There, beneath a layer of cobwebs and dust, were Murphy’s dog tags—and something else. |
reached into the opening and pulled them out, just as | heard someone entering the bedroom. With
haste, | stuffed my treasure into my back pocket, replaced the floorboard, and rose.

“Nice room,” | said to the couple who had just come in. “Good-sized closet, too.”

| nodded and walked out.
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Outside, leaning against the driver door of my Porsche, | withdrew my find. Along with the dog tags,
a photo had been stashed. | recognized it as one that my mom had taken of me at age 15 alongside
Murphy, standing next to his '57 Corvette. What | couldn’t figure out was how the picture had wound
up in my hidey-hole. | didn’t remember putting it there. | had hidden the dog tags there because Sam
had taken an interest in them, and | had found him wearing them on a couple of occasions after | had
left them on the bureau in our room. But for the life of me, | couldn’t recall being in possession of the
photo, let alone putting it beneath the floorboard.

| turned it over out of habit. My mom had always written dates and names on photos, and | half
expected to see her handwriting there. Instead, | saw Murphy’s.

| knew you’d find a way, he had written. | never doubted that you’d come back for them, because
that’s what | would have done. Love you, kid.

Now, tears were stinging at the backs of my eyes, and | willed them to retreat. | thought | might burst
wide open from the realization that Murphy had trusted me this deeply. He must have stumbled upon
the loose plank and found the tags inadvertently while packing. | was amazed that he’d decided to
leave them right where | had put them. Knowing that the tags were there in the closet and leaving
them behind must have been a very difficult thing to do.

| climbed into the Porsche and hung the tags from the rearview mirror. As the engine roared to life,
| took one last look at the photo, now lying in a compartment of the console. A single, renegade
tear escaped the corner of my eye and beat a hasty path down my right cheek. | caught it with

a forefinger, wiped it aside, and then threw the car into gear. As | drove off, eyeing the dog tags
swaying before the windshield, | thought of my stepdad.

Murphy. A spirited, fun-loving, and adventurous soul who won the hearts of people wherever he met
them. He won my heart in the fall of 1973, and from that point on, life was a fun ride.

The End
Discussion Starters
* Did you ever own or drive a classic sports car?
* Was there ever a relationship in your life that became so special it surprised you?
* How much value would you place on such a relationship?

* Do you think you could walk away from an important memento in the hopes that someone
you cared for would have a chance to recover it?

* If you were Nick in this story, would you consider buying the home in which you were raised?
* Have you ever known anyone like Murphy?

* Which of Murphy’s qualities most captured your heart?
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Riding with Murphy

His name was Jack, but I had always known him as Murphy. Everyone
called him by his last name, and he seemed to like it that way. A proud
Australian American, Murphy was a man who lived large, made friends as
easily as he breathed, and would gladly give you his last dollar. He was
also my stepdad, and although he had been gone for six years now, my
memories of him had not faded a bit. That had never been truer than it
was one recent morning, sitting in my office and browsing the real estate
listings 400 miles away in Bristol, Rhode Island—the town where I grew up.

I retired just nine months ago and moved to Columbia, Maryland, a
planned community made up of 10 self-contained villages in the Baltimore
metropolitan area. I love this place but still feel strongly rooted in Bristol.
That’s probably why I check the listings there at least once a month. It's a
nostalgic exercise, I suppose, but there is always a vague and intangible
sense of purpose in it. When I looked in on my hometown that morning,

I saw something I didn’t expect. My childhood home was on the market,
and this made me think of Murphy.

The man rode into my life in the autumn of 1973 behind the wheel of
a '57 Chevy Corvette convertible. It was Cascade Green with Shoreline
Beige coves and a beige interior. I had called the body color aqua, but
Murphy quickly corrected me.

“Only five percent of this vintage were painted Cascade Green, Nick,”
Murphy had said, with his distinct Aussie pronunciation of vowels and an
inflection that made his declarative sound like a question. “"This car gives
a whole new meaning to the word classic.”

I was just 15 then, and as the oldest of four children, I had become the
man of the house three years earlier when my dad left and my parents
ultimately divorced. Mom had met Murphy at a singles group function,
and it seemed he had wooed her instantly. While I was quite smitten with
his car, I viewed the man with a measure of suspicion. He was a little
too... everything. Charming. Engaging. Handsome. Fearless. And, in my
opinion, all wrong for a single mother of four.

The recipient of a solid maternal upbringing, I always treated him with respect
and a polite disposition. However, he was a man of considerable intuition, and
I suspect he recognized the challenge I presented from the start. It turns out,
he was more than up for that challenge. He showed me the first sign of his
capacity to win over just about anyone on a Friday night in October.
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I was getting off work as a soda jerk in Bristol’s most popular diner and
teen hangout. I did not yet have a driver’s license, just a learner’s permit,
and I was expecting my mother to show up any minute to collect me and
allow me to drive home. Instead, Murphy came rolling up in his Vette.
Half the varsity football team and a couple of cheerleaders were there
hanging out after the game. They all took notice of Murphy’s car, and
when he climbed out, tossed me the keys, and said, “You’re driving, kid,”
they went nuts.

We left the parking lot, and when I started to take the most direct route
back to my house, he said, “"Naw, let’s take the long way home. Nose her
down Main Street.”

I did as I was told, watching out of the corner of my eye as two metal
discs—one round and one an elongated octagon—swung from a thin,
leather cord looped over the rearview mirror. They piqued my curiosity,
but I willed myself to keep my eyes trained on the traffic around me.
Soon, horns were honking and hands were waving as we passed some of
my classmates on the street, and at that point, this was all I saw.

That ten-minute ride through the heart of Bristol was the highlight of

my life up to that point and remains one of the shiniest moments I've
experienced to this day. As hard as it was to acknowledge that a mere
10 minutes behind the wheel of a dreamy sports car was all it took to
conquer me, I knew Murphy and I had reached a turning point in our

relationship. Fact is, he had me at “You're driving, kid.”

I pulled into the driveway at my house and stopped just short of the
tailgate of my mom’s station wagon, which was parked under the carport.
I looked at Murphy and thanked him. Then I reached out and finger-grazed
the metal discs dangling from the mirror. "What are these?”

“"Those are the dog tags issued to me by the Australian Army in 1952,” he
replied. “I served one tour of duty in the Korean War. Ultimately, that'’s
what brought me to America.”

Murphy had gone on to explain that he had fallen for an American
nurse at a MASH unit and had come to this country to be with her after
he was discharged.

“We were engaged, but it didn't work out,” he said. "My love for this country,
however, did blossom, and I decided to stay and become a citizen.”

©ActivityConnection.com — Riding with Murphy (Handout) — Page 2 of 8



Murphy married my mother just six months later, in April 1974. He'd asked
me to be his best man, but my mom wanted me to walk her down the
aisle. In the end, Murphy tapped my younger brother, Sam, to stand up
for him, and I gave away the bride. But in a gesture that further cemented
the bond growing between us, he gave me a groomsman gift before the
ceremony. It was presented in a small jewelry box, which I recognized as
the box that had housed my mom’s new engagement ring. I opened it to
find Murphy’s dog tags, and he said, “They're yours, kid. Wear them for
the ceremony. You can tuck them under your collar and they’ll be right
next to your heart, where I hope to always be.”

He moved into our home that very night, but I sensed that he was never
really comfortable there. It had been, after all, my dad’s house. Besides,
there was no garage for his Vette—just a carport, and it clearly seemed
inadequate for such a special ride. By the time that August rolled around,
we were preparing to move to a waterfront home with a place for a boat.
My siblings and I were all thrilled.

I had tried out for my high school football team that summer, and just
days before the big move, I suffered a serious knee injury during practice,
and it landed me in the hospital. I had surgery that required some bed
rest and rehabilitation, and in the end, the big move took place without
me. By the time I was released from the hospital, my family and my
belongings had all been relocated to the new house. I didn’t realize until

I had come home and settled in that something very important had been
left behind. I said nothing and chose to focus on the new life we were
beginning. And oh, what a life!

The years to follow were a whirlwind of fun and adventure, thanks in
large part to Murphy. Riding with Murphy became a theme for our family.
First there was the boat—an Egg Harbor wooden beauty. He bought the
48-foot cabin cruiser with a flybridge the summer following our move,
and it provided endless days of pleasure from June to September each
year. Even after I started college in 1976 and my family moved from the
waterfront home to a small horse ranch, they kept the boat and rented a
slip so that we could continue to enjoy it each summer.

Murphy’s many friends got a kick out of the fact that he had purchased
a ranch with a few horses. But my stepdad was a guy who didn’t like
to stagnate and was always in the mood to try out nhew—and often
unconventional—Ilifestyles. He took to horseback riding with ease and
soon had my three younger siblings riding, too.
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I remember one summer, while I was home on semester break, we all
went to the waterfront and spent a day on the Egg Harbor. We returned
to the ranch early that evening and found that Murphy’s mates had paid a
visit. In the front yard, near the road, a painted, vintage clawfoot bathtub
filled with hay had been left. The words Murphy’s Rancho appeared

in bold green. My mother wanted it removed, but Murphy liked it and
lobbied to keep it right where it was. He removed the hay and filled it with
garden soil, where he proceeded to plant a variety of colorful annuals.

My mom was satisfied with the outcome, and I found myself smiling. As
usual, Murphy had won the day.

Soon, winter came, and Murphy became a bit restless. He didn’t like being
shut in and was ready to seek ways to keep riding regardless of the weather.
The perimeter of his ranch property was a bit hilly and sparsely wooded—
perfect for creating trails. He bought two snowmobiles, and our family
embarked on new adventures using yet another mode of transportation.

But perhaps the most unconventional ride Murphy introduced us to

was a bread delivery truck that had been converted for use as a small
recreational vehicle. I have to say, notwithstanding the enormous level
of confidence my stepdad had cultivated within me, I had serious doubts
about this particular choice.

“No fears, Nick,” he had said to me. “I had my mate, Terry, check her over.
He's an excellent mechanic, and he has cleared her for takeoff. We're driving
her to White Mountain National Forest next month.”

We never actually made it to the White Mountains, though. The truck
broke down just 90 miles into our trip, and after spending the night
sleeping in it while parked at a service station, we came limping home the
next afternoon. It was perhaps the only time I could recall Murphy failing
to win the day. The following year, he sold the bread truck and bought a
legitimate RV.

Murphy always seemed to have substantial resources. He had done quite
well financially despite a modest academic career. He'd started out working
as a low-level manager in the commissions department of a major life
insurance company. At that time, he had just a couple of accounting classes
under his belt. His was not your typical professional ascension, but what can
I say? People liked him. Within seven years, he had risen to the position of
director in the pensions division, where he made a move that soon won him
the title of vice president.

©ActivityConnection.com — Riding with Murphy (Handout) — Page 4 of 8



It started one day when an exasperated customer service associate came
into Murphy’s office and complained that he couldn’t resolve a dispute
with a customer that had a rotary dial phone.

“He is very set in his ways,” the associate told Murphy. "He’s angry about
the updated technology we use now. He can’t get his questions answered
with a voice, and because we use digital technology with push-button
phones, he’s not getting the service he has become accustomed to.”

“Give me his name and number,” Murphy had replied. “I'll call him personally.”
He gestured to the associate to have a seat and listen to the conversation.

“Hello, Mr. Wilson,” Murphy said, and then introduced himself. *I understand
that you have a grievance about our new customer service response system.
You are absolutely right—you shouldn’t have to go out and buy a new phone
when you have a perfectly good rotary dial model. But if I send you a free
push-button phone, will you use it—even if it’s just to call into us? Uh-huh.
Fine. What color would you like?”

The next day, Murphy was paid a visit by the company’s CEO. After
commending him on his congenial but no-nonsense, cut-through-the-
red-tape approach, the CEO informed him that a promotion was in his
immediate future. The following week, Murphy was made VP, and for the
mere price of an ‘80s model push-button phone—less than $20.

These stories about my stepdad had been told and retold through the
years. And as I sat in my office that morning and scrolled through the
pictures showing each room of my just-listed childhood home, I was
flooded with countless memories of him. My life with Murphy started in
that house, and I was struck with intense nostalgia and an impulse to
climb into my own dreamy sports car—a 2022 Porsche 911 painted a rare
shade of Iris Blue—and drive the 400 miles to Bristol.

I turned in that night with dozens of thoughts and images in my head. I
pictured the furniture arrangement in the living room of that old house,
and the corner where the Christmas tree stood each year. I saw the
antique dining table where my mother always served Sunday and holiday
dinners. And as I drifted off, I remembered vividly the room I shared with
my brother, Sam, the bureau where his model planes were displayed,

and where I always laid the dog tags Murphy had given me when 1
showered or dressed for football practice. With the soft, warm cloud of
sleep starting to envelop me, I found myself wondering if it were possible.
Could they still be there?
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The next morning, I checked the home listings again and saw that the

old Bristol house would be open in two days—a Sunday open house that
would start at two o’clock and end at five. I knew it was a crazy idea and
my chances of success were almost nil. But as sure as I was of this, I was
even surer of one other thing... I was going.

If I hit the road before 9 a.m., that should put me there at around three
o’clock—probably the busiest hour and my best chance at slipping away
under the radar, 1 thought.

I was on the road Sunday morning at 8:40, which gave me time to stop
for a quick bite and still arrive shortly after three. I parked at the curb
across the street, got out, and surveyed the old homestead. The paint
color had changed, and the landscaping was different. The carport was
also gone, replaced by an attached two-door garage, but the bones were
otherwise exactly the same as they were nearly 50 years ago when I
walked out the front door for the last time.

I watched as a couple in their 30s came out and descended the front porch
steps. They were chattering so busily about the floor plan they barely
noticed me as we crossed paths on the walkway.

Inside, the aroma of fresh-baked cookies filled the air, and an attractive
blonde agent handed me a flier.

“Feel free to look around, and let me know if you have any questions,”
she said, smiling.

“Have you been busy?” I asked.

“Moderate traffic until just the last twenty minutes or so, and then it picked
up,” she said, as another browser came strolling in.

I slipped by her as she handed the newcomer a flier and greeted him.
While most of the traffic seemed to be in the kitchen and dining areas,

I headed up the stairs and straight for my boyhood bedroom. I could
hear a conversation coming from the master suite and noticed a woman
leaving the hall bath and heading toward the staircase as I entered the
room where I slept as a kid. As tempting as it was to just stand there and
reminisce, I resisted the urge. There was no one around at the moment
and my opportunity could pass at any second.

I opened the closet door and stepped inside. It was a large walk-in with
painted floorboards that looked virtually the same as I remembered them.
My heart leaped as I sensed for the first time that not only the floors but
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also what I had left under a loose plank might have remained untouched.
I knelt and tapped the boards in the area that I recalled, and after a few
misfires, I felt some give on one of the shorter planks. I pushed again on
that board, and it tipped but fell back into place.

Removing a pocket knife from my jeans, I began to pry at the edges of
the plank until it popped out. There, beneath a layer of cobwebs and dust,
were Murphy’s dog tags—and something else. I reached into the opening
and pulled them out, just as I heard someone entering the bedroom. With
haste, I stuffed my treasure into my back pocket, replaced the floorboard,
and rose.

“Nice room,” I said to the couple who had just come in. “"Good-sized
closet, too.”

I nodded and walked out.

Outside, leaning against the driver door of my Porsche, I withdrew my
find. Along with the dog tags, a photo had been stashed. I recognized

it as one that my mom had taken of me at age 15 alongside Murphy,
standing next to his ‘57 Corvette. What I couldn’t figure out was how

the picture had wound up in my hidey-hole. I didn’t remember putting

it there. I had hidden the dog tags there because Sam had taken an
interest in them, and I had found him wearing them on a couple of
occasions after I had left them on the bureau in our room. But for the life
of me, I couldn’t recall being in possession of the photo, let alone putting
it beneath the floorboard.

I turned it over out of habit. My mom had always written dates and names
on photos, and I half expected to see her handwriting there. Instead, I
saw Murphy’s.

I knew you’d find a way, he had written. I never doubted that you’d come
back for them, because that’s what I would have done. Love you, kid.

Now, tears were stinging at the backs of my eyes, and I willed them

to retreat. I thought I might burst wide open from the realization that
Murphy had trusted me this deeply. He must have stumbled upon the
loose plank and found the tags inadvertently while packing. I was amazed
that he’d decided to leave them right where I had put them. Knowing
that the tags were there in the closet and leaving them behind must have
been a very difficult thing to do.
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I climbed into the Porsche and hung the tags from the rearview mirror.

As the engine roared to life, I took one last look at the photo, now lying

in @ compartment of the console. A single, renegade tear escaped the
corner of my eye and beat a hasty path down my right cheek. I caught

it with a forefinger, wiped it aside, and then threw the car into gear. As I
drove off, eyeing the dog tags swaying before the windshield, I thought of
my stepdad.

Murphy. A spirited, fun-loving, and adventurous soul who won the hearts
of people wherever he met them. He won my heart in the fall of 1973, and
from that point on, life was a fun ride.

The End
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