Richie’s Testicle
Cathy Farrar
	Richie, our yard guy, lives alone in the old family home three doors down on our small lake in Central Florida, reclusive and private. His one brother lives twenty minutes away but everyone else has died. I want to be kind to him, I really do, but even though he’s our neighbor, even though he has almost no one, even though we’ve known him for years, I still don’t want to get involved in his personal life whatever that is. 
Richie is a sweet, gentle man around sixty but a little “off” socially. His medication for schizophrenia makes him seem mentally slow but ask him the right question and he sounds almost normal. I dread being in the house when he comes for his check. Three sudden sharp raps to the door sound like gun shots right next to me. My heart hammers on my chest in a panic trying to get out. “Why does he have to knock so loud?!” I ask my husband.  He doesn’t know either.
Richie is medium height and a little saggy.  When he mows in the summer heat his long-sleeved shirt, baggy pants and old shoes exude an odor so strong I could touch it. I don’t want to touch it. When we’re in the same vicinity I stand down range. 
He comes to the door in his droopy hat with the thong, looking like a dusty olive-brown peasant. His arms dangle at his sides, plump hands are limp, his fingernails long.  I can look at Richie but maintain my own space. How he manages financially just mowing a handful of lawns worries me and I feel ashamed that I’m not more charitable. He’s always polite and conversational in a slow, mechanical way:
“Hi, Cathy.  How are you and Alan doing?”
“We’re fine, Richie, how about you?”
“Oh, I’m okay. (pause) How’s your health?”
“We’re good. We’re both feeling fine. “
“Well, if you have your health that’s the main thing.” Every time it’s the same wooden ritual, the same pattern. It’s all he can manage. 

He came to mow one day last June. I was sitting on the lakeside porch talking with my daughter on the phone when he came through the screen door. “Hi, Cathy.  How are you and Alan doing?”
“Just a minute,” I said to Alexandra, “Richie’s here. I think he needs something.”
I stood up. “We’re fine, Richie, how about you?”
“Well, I had to go to the doctor yesterday. That’s why I couldn’t mow.”
“Oh?” This was a departure.  My sensors stiffened, “Are you okay?”
“Well, my left testicle has been sore,” he expressionless left hand hovered over the spot. “It feels like there’s something in there.” 
My brain recoiled, wildly synthesizing this bit of very personal candor. What does one say??
“Gosh, that’s too bad, Richie,” reaching for a sympathetic way to shield myself from TMI. “What did the doctor say?”
“Yeah, the doctor said he thought it’s probably an infection. He gave me some antibiotics.”
“Well…that’s good, Richie. I’m glad you went to see someone…um…do you want to talk to Alan?” Please, please!
“Oh, no. I just came in to get some water.” He gestured toward his gallon milk jug on the floor a few feet away; it was wrapped in two faded, ratty-looking towels, one blue, one coral that he used for low-tech insulation.
“Well, I hope you feel better soon, Richie.”
“Oh, I think I will. Thank you, Cathy. You and Alan are always good to me.” Please, please go now, I begged.
“Well, we’re happy to help, Richie. You take care of yourself now, okay?” 
“Oh, I’ll be okay. If you don’t have your health, you don’t have anything.” 
And the moment passed. The hammering inside my chest slowed to amused relief. I had shared a personal moment with Richie. And lived.
 



