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Dedication 
 
 
 
    his anthology of short stories is dedicated to Bill Horne, a long-

time member of Ottawa Independent Writers who devoted much 

time and energy to the organization in many roles over the years. 

Bill has moved away from the Ottawa region, but he will always 

be an OIW member because we feel that mere distance is not a 

criterion. In his absence, we now find that the duties he willingly 

took on for the Board of Directors can only be filled by three 

other people; ample testimony, we feel, of his commitment to our 

organization. 

Heartfelt thanks and best wishes Bill, from all of OIW, past, 

present and future. 
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Love Lost and Dark Shadows 
Ian Prattis 

 
 
 
    hey left the dance and walked the hill to sit and look at the 
moon over the sea. Andrew’s jacket was about her shoulders as 
the sea and land exchanged their silences. He kissed her gently and 
his lips burned at the touch of her. There was a tumult in his breast 
as her beauty and independence drew him to her, and the de-
mands of their waking hearts and strong young limbs could not 
be denied. They made love to one another, sweetly and tenderly. 
The heather pillowed their beauty as they reached up to the 
universe of stars that drew a dreamlike blanket over them. Andrew 
looked at the delicate and beautiful face cradled in his arms and 
picked a buttercup and placed it on her lips, and kissed the flower. 
He kissed her cheek and teased her gently. “Will you be my flower 
now, Catriona?” 
 “You must say that to every girl you take to the heather,” she 
retorted. 
 There was more than teasing in her reply. There was wist-
fulness. Her heart welled with love for him, for his gentleness and 
tenderness but she sensed he had this for everyone and wanted to 
be more to him than just everyone. He chuckled at her reply for 
he knew it was wrong, though it was believed of him. They lay 
side by side in the heather on that warm summer’s night cradled 
by the moon’s glow. Andrew talked of the stars and the sea and 
of how one day he would write of the things he felt and opened 
himself to Catriona. She had never seen this depth in him before 
and was a little afraid that she could not follow him. But his voice 
softly caressed her and she regained her strength and love as she 
listened to him. They were with one another often after that. His 
mother, Annie, was pleased as she scented marriage between 
them, but Andrew had no thoughts for settling down. He simply 
delighted in being with Catriona, yet the small spark that she had 
lit in him grew faster than his mind allowed. 
 Two months later she was not there to meet his fishing boat 
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when he docked at the pier. He could not wait to see her, yet had 
to remain aboard until every task had been completed. Such was 
his way. He quickly strode to her house and was told she had taken 
a walk to the hills. 
 He followed the directions given and he trod the path that led 
him to where they had first loved. He found her sitting there 
looking out to sea. She was very quiet and composed, pale and ill. 
He saw this and approached her quickly and sat beside her. 
 “What is it Catriona that makes you so pale?” She did not 
answer him so he had to move in front of her to face her. There 
was such concern and tenderness in his voice. He saw the tears in 
her eyes and softly insisted she tell him. 
 “I’m having a baby, Andrew. I’m two months pregnant by 
you.” They had only made love that one time, here in this place. 
 “Is that why you came here?” he asked. 
 She nodded through her tears. He reached out to her and 
touched her cheek with his fingers so that she would look at him. 
When she did, he smiled. “We’ll be wed, Catriona and I’ll be lucky 
to have you as a wife.” She moved away from his touch. 
 “Just like that? We’ll be wed. Not I love you Catriona. Not 
will you marry me. Just we’ll be wed because you’ve bairned me. 
You’d wed any girl on this island that you bairned. I’m no 
different, am I?” she asked desperately, for her heart was breaking 
as she spoke these words to him. He was taken aback and 
stumbled clumsily over words, but she would rebuff him so. 
 “Listen to me, Catriona, my words are all wrong but can you 
not see what’s in my eyes and in my heart. I want you for my own. 
The bairn is just bringing it about faster than I thought. I want 
you as my wife, I’ve not known how to ask you,” he said at last. 
Catriona did not see, could not see, and answered Andrew’s 
endearments with her own pain and misguided views. 
 “Don’t tell me that, for it’s not so. You don’t understand 
yourself. You love everyone. You would marry fat Jessie with the 
warts and be content. I… I must have more than that for I love 
you completely, whereas you cannot love me more than anyone 
else. It’s not kindness I want, it’s your love; all of it. I’ll not be like 
other women and accept less or tie a man with bairns and be 
happy with a small piece of his affection. I want more than men 
are prepared to give.” 
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 Andrew implored her to believe him that she had lit a spark 
that coursed and burned through all of him. But Catriona believed 
him not. She left him there, puzzled and bewildered. He was hurt 
and confused and knew not what to do. So he left her to herself 
and she waited for him. For two days she waited for him in quiet 
desperation and panic, and when he did not come she took herself 
to Glasgow. She was gone several weeks, a time that Andrew 
passed in utmost misery. This was all beyond his understanding. 
She returned pale and brittle and he went to her and they walked 
to their place in the heather for they knew not how to talk. 
Andrew could not stand it. With a cry he held her and begged her 
to give him her love, he could not bear her so distant from him. 
Her hands trembled as she touched him. His heart drained at the 
sadness in her large blue eyes as he stood before her. 
 “I’ve had an abortion, Andrew.” 
 Time stopped. The rocks and earth absorbed her words so 
that Andrew scarcely heard. He stood stupidly looking at her, not 
seeing or hearing but frozen and rooted like a dead tree. 
 “An abortion. In Glasgow.” She whispered this quietly. 
 His hand, driven by his great seaman’s strength, moved 
through the air and he hit her and felled her. He recoiled and then 
looked in horror at the hand that had struck his Catriona. 
 “Oh, God forgive me. Jesus save me,” he cried as he moved 
to pick her up. “Forgive me, Catriona, please forgive me. My hand 
had a mind of its own. Oh, Catriona wait for me.” There was 
blood on her lips and teeth as she backed away from him. She was 
like a wounded tigress and she had no mercy or forgiveness. 
“Catriona, for God’s sake what is happening? I want to be your 
husband and enjoy our bairns. What in Jesus’s name have you 
done. Why have you done this to me?” 
 “To you!” she cried incredulous and brave. She stepped 
towards him. The bruise from his hand had reddened her face 
from chin to eyebrow. “To you! Nothing has been done to you. I 
did it to me, Andrew, not to you and I’ll carry the sin of it to my 
grave.” 
 Andrew stumbled back at her fierceness. 
 “I did it to me, do you hear!” she shouted and the breeze took 
her words and the sea received them. “I did it to me!” They faced 
one another with dangerous intensity. 
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 “Why, Catriona, tell me why?” There were tears running 
down his face. 
 “You ask why. It’s so I’m free of marrying you, so that you 
are free of marrying me because I’m with a child. We’re not for 
one another and the child would have bound us.” 
 Andrew fell to his knees on the ground before her. His tears 
turned to a strangled sob. He cried as though his very guts would 
come through his mouth. He cried in this terrible fashion and 
collapsed prostrate on the ground with his face in the soft earth. 
His hands reached out and he held her foot with one hand and 
ground the hand that hit her into the earth to cleanse his brutality. 
She flinched at his touch but watched his demented torment as he 
wept. It was just as her own when she had stumbled away from 
the abortionist’s house. A tired Glasgow doctor who at least 
spared her from the horrors of the back streets. Andrew wept as 
something precious and rare had gone from him and from 
Catriona, and he did not know why. Catriona raised him and they 
stood together. Terrible in their shared pain. Soon Andrew was 
silent. He sat and rested his head on her legs. He was stunned but 
could think of nothing but Catriona and her pain. He spoke to 
her, words of life and love. He tried to lift her burden to his own 
shoulders so that she may have peace. He felt her desperation and 
pain and asked her to accept him, pledging his life and strength to 
her if she would take him. He stood and placed his arm 
protectively around her and he stroked her hair while he begged 
forgiveness and sought her love. She shook her head slowly, her 
eyes full of sadness and pain. 
 “There can be no going back, Andrew. This will always lie 
between us.” 
 He protested that this was not so, that they needed the other 
to heal and grow but already his hold on Catriona was loosening. 
 Her heart already broken, she whispered, “It’s no use,” with 
a finality that he should have fought. He should have torn the 
barriers down, but never, ever should he have accepted her 
desperate words as final. They were both terribly harmed and 
could not find a way to bridge the abyss they had opened. As 
proud young persons they did not even seek help from those close 
to them: Annie with her intuition and her uncle Colin with his 
worldly wisdom. And so they forgot their beauty and hurled 
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themselves into a hell that scarred them deeply for life. 
 There were times his soul talked to him, to go to her wherever she was. 
She had been hurt as he had been hurt and she needed him as he needed her. 
But so convinced was he of her hate that he let her go, and he bore within 
himself the guilt of what he and she had done. It was to free him she said, so 
his was the pain and the guilt and the deep, enduring sorrow. And for the 
second time he did not go to her and she disappeared from the island, but never 
from his mind and heart. His loss became a memory that turned into a scar 
that would not heal. 
 He returned to the sea and despised himself. His dark shadow 
of self-contempt seeped into his relations with other men. On 
board the boats he drove the crew to the very limits of their 
endurance and they learned to fear rather than love him. He had 
no regard for his own safety and little for theirs, yet they remained 
with him, to protect him. They sensed something terrible had 
happened which he would not speak of. The harder he became 
the more successfully did he sweep the sea of its bounty and men 
followed him now more for wealth and not for respect. 
 There were whispers that he would go the way of his father’s 
madness, so grim and distant did he become. He bled for Catriona 
and when no one saw, he cried for her, and lost her, for he did 
not understand what he could have done. He never forgave 
himself for striking her with his hand. His mother Annie gave him 
comfort as she had as a child, not understanding his pain but for 
once leaving her tongue still. 
 Had she known the cause she would have taken him to 
Catriona herself, she would have understood as only a woman 
could the need and love that the girl’s bitterness shielded. But she 
never knew, and stilled her tongue when it should have probed 
and demanded knowledge. He lived thus, only half a man, 
crushing the sensitivity and poetry in his soul and driving all but 
his mother away from him. He could not let them see into the 
dark window of his soul. Thus, he suffered. 
 His mother worried at his state yet knew he was on a path 
that few men could step, so let his suffering be. She was frail now 
and failing but her son saw nothing of this, so enmeshed was he 
in his self-disgust. She would walk to the point by the bay to look 
for his boat passing through the sound even when she knew he 
was not to be expected. She walked in memory of her late husband 
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Angus, who had died suddenly after coming down with catatonic 
mental illness. She preferred calling to mind where they had kissed 
when young and longed to be united with him again. Only her frail 
flesh prevented her final journey and oft times she was impatient 
that she should still live. Just as quickly she would brush away her 
blasphemy and thank her God for life. She mused on these 
thoughts as she rested at the point, looking to the sea. She was 
startled to see Andrew’s boat approaching the sound and hastily 
rose to return home to prepare a dinner for him. 
 As she turned to hurry along the path, a swift immense stroke 
came over her and she slowly crumpled to the ground. She 
regained consciousness and struggled to her feet, cursing her 
fainting, barely noticing that her left arm and leg moved only with 
great difficulty. She sensed her late husband close by and thought 
little of her painful progression along the path. As she opened the 
garden gate a final, massive stroke hit her overburdened heart. The 
sky revolved about her, and with relief she sank to the earth and 
met her Angus. 
 Andrew’s boat passed through the sound and made for the 
fishing grounds to the south west. He was there for two days and 
returned to dock on the third day. He left his crew to take the 
catch to market and walked home. He noticed the hens clamour-
ing in the large shed and saw they had no feed. So he stopped to 
fill their bowls and drinking trays. In the byre the cow moaned 
softly in subdued pain and he went to her. Her udders were 
swollen with unreleased milk and he took the stool and milked her 
until she was at last without hurt. He entered the house and called 
to his mother. There was no answer. He crossed to the back door 
and stepped into the garden. 
 Then he saw her huddled by the gate. Though rigor mortis 
had set in, Annie was leaning against the gate with a faint smile on 
her face as she reunited with her late husband. Andrew picked her 
up and blindly carried her into the house, setting her gently upon 
her bed. He tried to straighten her limbs but could not. He had 
no heart to cry or weep or think. He stood in her bedroom with 
his head bowed and the breath came thickly and heavily from his 
chest. 
 “Why?” 
 The small thought was released to his mind and built up in his 
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head, growing larger and louder until it exploded from his lips. 
 “Why?” 
 His hands gripped the back of the chair he was leaning on as 
he bellowed in rage, voice to his wrath, pain and sorrow. 
 “Why?” 
 He picked up the chair and hurled it through the window. The 
shattering of the glass drew him to more destruction. The only act 
of being he now possessed was to destroy and he bellowed and 
roared through the house, smashing and breaking with his great 
strength. His mother lay dead and at peace while he destroyed 
whatever was about him. 
 Old Colin, ill in bed, heard him from his own farmhouse and 
stumbled from his sickness to limp up the track to Andrew’s 
house. He heard the bellows and roars of an animal in fury and 
could scarce believe it was Andrew. He entered the house and saw 
the devastation. Standing in the midst of it was his young friend, 
whose wild eyes caught the old man and it was almost with a 
triumph that he pointed to his mother’s room. Colin entered and 
his heart filled with grief to see Annie so. He also saw the look of 
peace on her face, and briefly knelt to pray for her soul. 
 “Why, Colin?” 
 It was an urgent desperate whisper from Andrew. At Colin’s 
silence the storm of wrath swept his voice to a roar. “Is there a 
curse on our family?” He shouted at the old man. “What have we 
done to deserve this? My father mad, now this my mother.” 
 Colin started to speak, to calm him, but the anger and grief 
were too strong. 
 “Everyone I touch suffers, even your niece Catriona.” 
 Colin looked sharply at him, but Andrew could not go on. He 
was finished at the mention of Catriona’s name and Colin led him 
away and called for others to see to Annie and to the destruction 
in the house. He tried to reach the young man he loved but there 
were barriers, grief and torment that he could not cross. Andrew 
stumbled away from him, from his house and drowned himself in 
the oblivion that drink is kind enough to give. In whisky and gin 
and finally in anything that had a taste of alcohol, he found a place 
to keep himself away from pain. 
 He drank while he was awake and slept wherever he fell; in 
ditches, on doorsteps, on kitchen floors. His kinsfolk and friends 
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tried to reach him, to bring him back. Oh, how they tried. But he 
had locked himself from them and answered their kindness with 
abuse and drunkenness. His boat lay at the dock for fully a month 
until the mate went out with her. Still his folk gave only kindness, 
and it was kindness that eventually left him alone, to wander and 
shuffle about the island from croft to pub, pub to dock, pier to 
pub, in a constant never-ending oblivion of drink and delirium. 
 The source of the pain and agony of losing the love of 
Catriona was long forgotten, as he relentlessly drowned his will. 
The islanders bore his pain with him, caring for him, but he would 
not let their love come to him. He had failed them. The animals 
at his farm were the only creatures that kept him this side of sanity 
as he tended to their needs. In rare moments of sobriety, he fished 
for himself, setting lines and traps for lobsters, crabs and cod in 
the sea near his house. It was pathetic that he, the best fisherman 
in the islands, should cast a line from a small dinghy. But he did it 
and took some solace in his return to a primitive survival. He set 
the lines further out to sea and rowed his dinghy once a week to 
lift the sea’s gift.  
 His judgment and seamanship had become careless, almost as 
if he willingly dropped his guard for the sea to deliver the blow he 
longed for. He took no notice of the bank of dark streaked clouds 
that reared suddenly in the sky. He took his oars and rowed out 
to sea. The clouds darkened as a rapidly advancing front of cold 
air lifted the warm front that hung over the sea. It tossed violently 
to the sky and created sudden and vicious turbulence. Still Andrew 
did not notice, not until he felt the dinghy being moved and driven 
by power not from his arms. The quick winds had caught the tail 
of the ebb tide and they ran in opposed directions with the small 
dinghy caught between them. The swell of the sea that had been 
hardly visible before now rose in ugly and menacing ridges of 
water that raced straight for the boat. Andrew turned the prow of 
the boat into the huge swell. As he fought to keep the boat into 
the swell one of his oars snapped in two. He slowly straightened 
with the broken oar in his hand and he saw in the sea his chance 
to end it all. 
 “Take me,” he bellowed. “Finish it and give me peace.” 
 The boat turned sluggishly and was hit beam on by the next 
wave and spun into the trough, keeling dangerously to one side 
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but it righted itself and rolled over the top of the swell. He was 
standing, waiting. The boat turned too slowly for the next wave 
that towered above it. Andrew welcomed it as a huge hammer 
blow split the boat’s keel from its beam. As the boat rose in the 
air with its back broken, he was hurled into the sea. Gratefully he 
went down and did not struggle against the cold grip the sea had 
on him. He came to the surface and felt nothing. He wondered if 
he was already dead. The current that ran there swept him towards 
some tidal reefs, battering his body on the outcrops of rock and 
leaving him atop a slime-covered skerry. 
 The sea continued to crash over him, but with less intensity 
as the tide fell. He was alive. The sea would not take him. He 
waited for the tide to turn again and before it could advance he 
had clambered over the skerries and swam to the shore. He 
dragged himself painfully to his house, delirious and incoherent 
and would let no man help him until he had drunk himself into a 
stupor. Once drunk he knew they could not help him. He con-
tinued his course of self-destruction for many years until finally 
folk learned to ignore him, and forgot what he once was and could 
have been. He saw himself one night in the bar of the pub. His 
mind floated free from his body and rested to look at himself. He 
saw a terrible, ragged, pathetic creature stumbling from table to 
table slobbering stupidly, begging for a drink. His mind took this 
in but slowly. That’s not me. It cannot be me. The mind gasped. 
 Is this the first that you have seen of yourself these past years? Look well 
Andrew. Look well on what you have destroyed in becoming as you are. 
 It’s not me. It cannot be myself there. The mind looked, 
noticing the expressions of pity and disgust on the faces of men 
who knew him. He saw himself fall over a table and bring the 
glasses of beer and whisky spilling into the laps of the men drink-
ing there. With a curse an Aberdeen fisherman with beer splashed 
over him took Andrew by the shoulders and shook him and 
ordered him away. The mind saw its body and face stand there 
stupidly grinning at the east coast man still begging for a drink. He 
did not feel the punch that split his nose and sent him crashing 
into another table. The body rolled over and got to its feet, still 
grinning stupidly as the blood ran from its face. Eight strong 
island men moved towards his tormentor and threw the man from 
Aberdeen and his friends from that place. They were ashamed of 
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Andrew but he was their own, and in their pity and disgust they 
protected him and took the wreck of a man home, leaving him at 
the door of his house, with sadness and loathing they walked away. 
The mind called to them his gratitude and new knowledge, but the 
mouth on it slobbered and grinned stiffly through caked blood 
and alcohol. 
 We took him into his house and left him there for the different parts of 
his soul to do battle with the other. There was nothing that man and conscience 
could do. So we left him there, seeing himself anew. In the very depths of hell, 
we left him there.  
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The German Gooses 
or, eine Schwartze Parodie 

Norm Rosolen 
 
 
 
     he muffled bellow of a foghorn leads me down Pier Street to 
the dockyards through fog as thick as shaving cream. Close to the 
waterfront, I see flashing lights from cop cars, and shadowy 
figures lurching under a dismal street lamp. 
 Big Detective Lieutenant Jack McNally stomps towards me, 
hands deep in the pockets of his sodden trench coat. His mashed-
up face sneers from under the brim of his fedora. 
 “Well, if it ain’t Stan Shade, private dick and general asshole,” 
he says. He pushes his head at me like he wants a fight. “Came 
down to see your old partner, Niles, before we cart him off to the 
morgue, did ya?” 
 “Nice to see you too, McNally.” I really want to tell him to 
fuck-off, but that’s just the excuse he needs to haul me in. I don’t 
desire a night in the hoosegow right now. 
 “Takes time ta get rid of a murder gun, don’t it?” he says. 
 “Poor old Niles,” I say. “Twenty-two years old. How’d it 
happen?” 
 “I think you know, but I’ll tell ya anyway. Took a bullet in the 
middle of his chest. Probably the first one. Then a second in the 
middle of his forehead. Insurance. What do you carry, Shade?” 
 “I don’t. I’m a vegetarian.” 
 “I don’t like vegetarians. How long you two been partnering?” 
 “Ten years.” 
 “I think that’s illegal.” 
 “His mom said it was okay.” 
 “I’d like to talk to her. Where’s she at?” 
 “Sing Sing pen. He didn’t have good role models.” 
 Nelly Bowman, Niles’s mom, a hooker and a good one at that. 
One time, I asked her about the centipede tattoo on her ass, and 
she said it represented all the men she ever knew. Enough said. 
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 “Well, you weren’t one, were you, Shade?” 
 “Uh?” 
 “A good role model.” 
 “Better than his deadbeat college professor of a dad and 
hooker mom.” 
 “Say, I heard you had somethin’ goin’ on with his wife? That 
don’t surprise me.” 
 “Who said?” 
 “Answer the question.” 
 “Never,” I say. 
 “What’s her name again?” 
  “Edna.” 
 Yeah, I have something going with Edna, poor Niles’s thirty-
eight-year old cougar wife. As hot as a fireplace poker, and ten 
times more dangerous. The cops always need a fall guy, but not 
me. Maybe Edna’ll take the rap. Her and Niles was havin’ troubles. 
 “What’ya know about geese, Shade?” 
 “Geese? They go ‘honk, honk.’ What do you know?” I say. 
 “Funny. I’d love to run you in. It’s rubber geese from 
Germany.” McNally holds his hands in front of him about a foot 
apart. “They was his dying words, according to the guy what 
found him.” 
 “It was a job. Niles took it on three months ago, but he didn’t 
talk much about it. Said it was hush, hush. I had a look at some of 
his notes. He was kinda careless. Niles was helping a guy import 
ten thousand rubber geese from Germany. For some reason, the 
importer thought somebody was after ’em. Kinda dumb I figured, 
but it paid good, two grand, so it was okay by me.” 
 “What were these duckies for?” 
 “Toys, I guess. Kids could float ’em on the water. Chuck 
rocks at ’em.” 
 “What else?” 
 “He was panicky this morning. But he wouldn’t tell me 
anything or let me help. Kept saying the duckies was missing.” 
 “Who else might know somethin’ about this?” 
 “Go to my office. Check with Zelda.” 
 “Yeah. That’s a good idea. I gotta look at those notes you said 
he made.” A small smile creeps across the pervert’s face. 
 McNally first met Zelda Smit two months ago when he came 
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to my office and said he was gonna take my dick license away. His 
eyes bugged out when he saw her, and he began drooling. It was 
so goddamn obvious. He forgot about the license and came back 
a few more times. So, I told Zelda that McNally was happily 
married. Definitely a lie. His wife booted him out two years ago, 
not the least because I had a relationship with her, you might call 
it, about a year before she and scar-face split. He found out; a man 
don’t like to be cuckolded. 
 Zelda said McNally was good looking. I said she needed her 
eyes checked. She said he was rugged looking like a football player. 
I said he was rugged like Frankenstein. She said she liked 
Frankenstein’s looks. Dames, I’ll never figure ’em out. 
 Zelda started with us just about the time when Niles started 
working for the German guy. Niles said we needed the help, what 
with the extra detecting and the big money the German promised. 
She was the first through the door, and he took her right away. 
 She wanted to be an ‘executive assistant’, not a secretary, so 
that’s her official title. She can’t type or spell worth beans, but 
she’s good with the coffee and flirts with the male clients, and a 
few female ones, too. But the real reason she stays is that I fell in 
love the first second I saw her, and I still am, even though she 
won’t let me into her pants. 
 I like good lookin’ dames. Normal enough. And that’s what I 
figured at first. I had Edna on the side and a coupla others. But 
then, I started thinkin’ about Zelda all the time. She’s a ditzy 
blond, but there’s something else I can’t figure out, that’s pulling 
me hard, like a fish to a lure. I want to be with her, even in 
something stupid like being married. And I’m fourteen years 
older, and the last thing I ever wanted was to be roped down. Go 
figure. 
 McNally wakes me. “Okay, Shade. Be at the station by eight.” 
 “When do you get in?” 
 “Ten. I wanna make you sweat.” 
 “Okay, McNally.” 
 Eleven it is. I straighten my tie, cinch the belt around my trench 
coat, push in the dimples at the top of my dark brown fedora, and 
pull the brim low over my eyes. Then I take one long, last squint 
at the deceased Niles Bowman and nudge the crumpled corpse 
with the toe of my well polished, black leather, wingtips. Kind of 
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gross, really, but I always wanted to kick the stuffing out of the 
jerk. 
 “So long, sucker,” I say and head back to the office. Now, I 
gotta deal with Edna Bowman. Christ, that’s a complication. 
 
The frosted glass on the door to my office has ‘Bowman and 
Shade’ printed on it in two-inch high purple letters and below that, 
‘Detective Agency.’ I never liked the purple. Bowman did that. I 
was never quite sure about him. But I like the way he made the 
two lines come out the same length. I’ll find some guy to fix it. 
Yellow pages. I’d ask Zelda, but I’m not sure she could handle it. 
I put a big ‘X’ through ‘Bowman’ with a magic marker. 
 The door’s unlocked, so I open it slowly, and stick my head 
in, and a gorilla grabs my tie and yanks. The unruly fellow spins 
me around, lifts me off the floor by the front of my trench coat, 
and pats me down. As I mentioned, I don’t carry heat. Against my 
religion about not dying too young. The gorilla looks like he’s ten 
feet tall, weighs 600 pounds, and should be in the zoo behind very 
thick bars. When he’s done he shoves me into one of our client 
chairs. It’s not comfortable. Looks nice though, kinda fancy. That 
was Niles again. 
 Edna’s on the other client chair next to me. She wears a little 
pillbox hat with a veil, a mink stole, and her skirt rides high up her 
thigh. She reaches across and takes my hand. It’s embarrassing. 
 “Darling,” she says. “These men are so mean.” 
 “It’s going to be fine,” I say. “You heard about Niles, right?” 
 Edna sobs, lets go my hand, and dabs her eyes with a little 
lace hankie. She fakes a sad, brave smile and says, “Oh Stan, the 
police called, and I couldn’t get you on the phone, so I came here, 
and these... people, oh Stan, they’re so mean, and asked me about 
some geese, and I just cried. I don’t know anything about any 
geese, and...” 
 “Relax, kid,” I say. 
 Maybe McNally’s on his way here to check out Niles’s notes. 
But Zelda’s not in till the morning, so maybe not. This is the one 
time I’d like to see the numbskull barrel in on top of me. In the 
meantime, I gotta figure out what’s goin’ down. 
 Besides the ten-foot gorilla, there’s a small guy with a fedora 
and trench coat like mine who stands with his back to the wall and 
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points a semi-automatic German Luger right at Edna. That’s not 
helping her peace of mind. Their boss sits behind my desk, bony 
legs stretched across the top, and a smouldering cigarette, on the 
end of a long holder, sticking straight out of his skinny mouth. 
He’s about fifty, pencil moustache, tweed jacket, bow tie, and 
bowler hat. He’s maybe English or French. 
 “Ciggies’ll kill ya,” I say. 
 He says, “Bruno.” 
 And the gorilla smacks me upside the head. 
 “Oww!” I say. 
 “Vell, Herr Schade,” the boss guy says. “You ’av already met 
my associate, Bruno, and ze vun vid de gun is Vilmer. I am Valter. 
Zey are goot boys, Herr Schade, and zey do not like trouble. I 
trust you vill not try zere patience. Bruno.” 
 Smack. 
 “Oww! I get the picture, Walter. Why don’t you tell me what’s 
going on? Maybe I can help.” 
 “Vee make it quick, Herr Schade,” he says. “Tell me vot vee 
know, and vee leaf.” He throws an envelope on the desk. “Two 
hundred American dollars for your time. Und your silence.” 
 “What the fuck’s going on,” I say, diplomatically. 
 And he says, “Bruno, teach Herr Schade to be more polite, 
bitte.” 
 Smack. 
 “Oww!” 
 “And cooperatif.” 
 Smack. 
 “Oww!” 
 “Vel, Herr Schade, do you have ze answer vee need? Bruno.” 
 “Oww! Okay, okay. The geese?” I’m guessing Walter’s pissed 
about the geese. 
 “Edna says you know ver zey are, Herr Schade. Bruno.” 
 Smack. 
 “Oww!” 
 “I’m so sorry, honey,” says Edna. “But they’re so mean.” 
 “Sure, baby. Walter, I don’t know why she’s here, but she 
don’t know nothin’. Really. Why don’t cha let her go?” 
 “You are attached to her, nein? And Frau Bowman to you, 
nein? I sink she vill remain. Und vee mean business, as you say. 
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Bruno, strike Frau Bowman.” 
 Bruno walks over to Edna, and raises a hand. Edna bursts 
into tears and cowers. Bruno holds back. He’s a wimp. 
 “Hey, hey. Relax,” I say. “I’ll cooperate. No need to go hitting 
a lady.” Edna’s quivering and sobbing, and Walter waves his hand 
for Bruno to back off. 
 “Zo, vot is your shtory, Herr Schade?” 
 “Uh, yeah, yeah. A guy lifted them. A fence named George.” 
I don’t know any George. Just playing for time. 
 “Bruno.” 
 Smack. 
 “Oww!” 
 “Enough mit ze lying, Herr Schade. Ver are ze gooses?” 
 “Geese,” I say. “Not gooses. I don’t know.” 
 This is an error on my part. Walter straightens, picks up the 
envelope with the $200, and puts it back in his breast pocket. 
 “Vilmer, ve haf no further need of ze services of Herr Schade 
or Frau Bowman.” 
 Edna panics. “Stan, Stan. What does he mean?” 
 Sweat starts running down my forehead like some kid’s 
shooting a water pistol in my face. I try to come up with another 
stall. 
 “Walter, I can find your geese. What I mean is, I can’t exactly 
tell you where they are right now, but I know how to find them. I 
need to talk to my secretary, Zelda. She gets here between eight 
and nine, so we’ll all go home and meet here in the morning after 
nine, and we’ll have a nice chat. She makes great coffee. You like 
biscuits?” 
 Walter laughs, and his goons pick up on it, and fake some 
laughs too. They’re not fun guys. 
 “Ve vill be serious now, Herr Schade. Nein? How ees it 
eggzacly do you vish to locate ze gooses?” 
 “Niles gave me a map where they’re being kept. I converted 
it into a code that only I can figure out, and I burned the map. I 
asked Zelda to hide the code for me. It’s my insurance.” 
 It’s a stall. There’s no map or code. I don’t know if he’s going 
to believe me, but now I’ve dragged Zelda into this shit-storm. 
Instead of just Edna and me dead, I added an innocent dumb 
blond to the list. 
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 Walter turns to Wilmer. “Vhy do you vant to shoot everyvun, 
Vilmer? All ze time.” He turns back to Edna and me. “Your Herr 
Bowman should not haf reached fur ze gun. Zo, vhy do you not 
go to ze police, Herr Schade?” 
 “I thought there was maybe an opportunity, an economic 
opportunity, in them duckies,” I say. 
 “Gooses, not duckies,” says Walter. “I do not belief you, 
Schade. But ve vill have a talk vit Zelda anyway. Not in ze 
morning. Now! Bruno, Vilmer, take Frau Bowman and Herr 
Schade to ze car. Vee vill make a visit mit zis Zelda. Bruno.” 
 Smack. A really hard one this time. 
 “Owww!” I say. 
 “Und schmile, Herr Schade.” 
 
We head to Zelda’s in a big black Mercedes. It’s loud. Muffler’s 
going. I sit in the middle of the back seat, between Bruno and 
Edna. Each one has a hand on one of my knees. I prefer Edna’s 
hand. Wilmer’s in front and leans over the back of his seat, sneers, 
and waves his Nazi pistol at me. If it wasn’t for Bruno, I’d snatch 
it out of his hand and ram it up his ass. While he’s driving, Walter 
checks a street map he has pushed against the steering wheel. The 
car swerves back and forth. The street lights and headlights zip by 
the car windows, flick, flick, flick, as we follow the winding, ups 
and downs, along Main Street. The fog’s as thick as cigar smoke 
in a lesbo bar, and the wipers swing back and forth, swish, swish, 
swish. It’s now past my bedtime. 
 Soon, we’re over the Silverstate Bridge on the road to 
Georgetown. I think about how to get out of this, and then about 
who’s coming to my funeral. Not many. Zelda, maybe, if she’s not 
dead herself. 
 I stalked her a few times, actually quite a few times, so I know 
where she lives. We pull up to her place at 11 p.m. Her second-
floor bedroom window is dark, and no naked shadow dances on 
the curtain. I hope she’s out for the night, maybe banging some 
rich jerk. Then, I notice the curtain flutters a bit. Walter and his 
henchmen force Edna and me ahead of them, and we cut our way 
through the fog as thick as cotton candy at a Fourth of July 
carnival. Enough of the creepy streetlight scatters through the 
drizzle for us to make our way up to her veranda. 
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 “Ring ze bell, Herr Schade. Bruno.” 
 Smack. 
 “Oww!” 
 There’s no sign of movement, and Walter makes me ring over 
and over and Bruno keeps smacking me. Walter gets impatient. 
 “Break ze vindow, Herr Schade.” 
 I pull my hand into the sleeve of my jacket to cushion the 
impact with the glass. It’s not the first time. Then, I see a light 
snap on at the top of the stairs. Zelda hurries down and opens the 
door. She wears a silk kimono that doesn’t hide any of her curves, 
and her silky blonde hair sweeps around her sapphire eyes and 
halfway down her back. She’s not wearing makeup, but she’s 
perfection, walking, talking perfection. 
 “This is a grand surprise, Stan,” she says. Then she catches 
sight of Bruno and Wilmer’s pointing gun, and does a kind of 
double-take. She knows them! I can see it in her face. 
 “Guten tag, Fraulein Zelda. Vee shall go inside,” Walter says, 
and Wilmer waves his pistol. 
 Zelda slinks into her parlour, and the happy gang follows. I 
sit between Edna and Bruno on the sofa, and they each put a hand 
on one of my knees. I prefer Edna’s hand. 
 “Zelda, ma cherie,” Walter says. “Pliss explain vhy vee are 
here.” Walter’s inexplicably chummy. 
 “Vell, Valter,” she says in a high pitched German accent, not 
sexy and sultry like normal. “It seems zat ze gooses have been, 
how do you say, shtolen.” How does she know Walter’s name, 
and what’s with the fake German accent? 
 “She’s a Nazi spy, Stan,” says Edna. “I always knew some-
thing was wrong with the bitch.” 
 Zelda quickly walks over and slaps Edna. 
 “Shut up, Edna,” says Zelda. “You are so-o-o shtupid.” 
 “Herr Schade says he gave you a code paper,” says Walter. 
“Vhere ze gooses are.” 
 “Ha,” says Zelda. “He’s a bad liar.” She walks over to me and 
squeezes my chin, hard. I wince. “Aren’t you, Herr Schade?” She 
winks at me. No one else can see it. 
 “Vot ze hell ist goink on?” I say, in my best fake German 
accent. 
 Zelda steps away from me. “Ze gooses are fery faluable. Und 
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you, Herr Schade, know vhere zey are.” 
 “Ja,” I say, thinking fast. “Zey are in, um, a truck, on a, a farm. 
Ja, ja, on a farm. Niles’s farm.” 
 Edna looks at me like I’m nuts. “Watchya talkin’ about, Stan 
honey? We don’t have no farm.” 
 Please Edna, play along. 
 “It’s a borrowed farm,” I say. “A friend’s farm.” 
 Edna’s about to say something, and Walter says, “Bruno, 
show Herr Schade zat vee tondt find his German accent zo 
funny.” 
 Bruno lays another smack on the side of my head. I’m going 
to have a terrible headache, if I live to see the morning. 
 So, I say “Owww!” again, more out of habit, now. Christ, just 
shoot us and get it over with. 
 “Okay, okay, I’ll tell the truth. But first, you gotta tell us what 
this is all about.” 
 “Nein, Herr Schade. Vee don’t.” 
 Zelda waves her hand at Walter like she’s in charge. 
 “Is okay, Valter. No harm to tell zem ze plan.” 
 “Sehr gut. Ze gooses are necessary fur ze Nazi occupation of 
America,” Walter says. He sprouts a wide smile and juts his chin 
up, like a proud parent. 
 “But, we’re not at war with you guys,” I say. 
 “Zat day iss coming.” 
 “I don’t think so,” I say. “Anyway, the USA is uncon-
querable.” 
 “Tell zat to ze Indians,” says Zelda. 
 “Vee have a nefarious veapon,” he says, “vich shall turn all 
Americans into Nazis.” 
 “Pardon?” 
 “Nefarious. Means is bad ting.” 
 “Oh, God. You want to turn Americans into Nazis. You 
mean you have ugly and stupid pills?” 
 “Bruno. Give im two.” 
 Smack, smack. 
 “Owww!” I say. “You’re an idiot.” 
 “I don’t sink so,” Walter smirks. “Vee haf extracted zee 
essential essence from ze Führer, Adolf Hitler.” 
 Walter, then Wilmer, Bruno and Zelda do the Nazi salute. 
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 “Und vee haf chemically synthesized ten zousand litres. Each 
goose ist filled mit one litre of zee Hitler Elixir and zey vill be 
placed in efery river, vatervay and reservoir in America. Ze gooses 
haf ze precision clock and vill release zer potion. Zen, you 
Americans vill become Nazis.” 
 “What a cockamamie plan that is,” I say. 
 Bruno’s about to smack me, but Zelda waves him off. 
 “Allow him a leetle dignity before he dies.” Then she winks 
at me again. “Do you know Herr Ronald Dumbf of ze Republican 
Party?” 
 “Yeah. Stupid asshole says he’s going to be the Republican 
nominee for President. Not a chance.” 
 Walter continues. “Once zee American people consume ze 
Hitler Elixir, zey vill make Herr Dumbf ze President. Zen, ze 
Führer vill valk with President Dumbf auf zee Triumph marsch 
auf Pennsylvania Avenue. Zo, zat is ze future for America. Heil 
Hitler.” 
 Walter, Wilmer, Bruno and Zelda give the Nazi salute again. 
 “It’ll never happen,” I say. Edna nods like she’s trying to 
shake her head off. “We Americans will never vote for an idiot 
like Dumbf.” 
 “Now, Herr Schade, you vill cooperate mit us, zo zat you und 
your beautiful Edna may stay alife to be servants to ze master 
race.” 
 Edna and I are as good as dead. I have nothing, not a clue 
where the gooses are. So, I lunge towards Wilmer. It’s a one in a 
million chance, but if I can get his gun... 
 My try for Wilmer’s gun doesn’t work out too good. Bruno 
grabs me by my collar and lifts me off the floor like I’m a 
disagreeable chicken whose neck he’s about to wring. Then, we 
stumble forward and hit the ground. I see Edna has her arms 
wrapped around Bruno’s ankles and is biting him. Wilmer’s trying 
to get a clear shot at me, and Walter’s drawing a Luger from the 
breast pocket of his jacket. Bruno’s working on shaking Edna off, 
and he’s punching her. And I’m punching his grinning, 
impervious face. 
 “You and your beautiful Edna shall go to sleep, now, Herr 
Schade.” Walter yanks his head back and cackles like a cartoon 
villain. “Vilmer, shoot Edna, I vill shoot Schade.” Walter takes a 
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bead on me with his Luger, Wilmer swings his Luger around 
towards Edna. 
 “Halt!” 
 Everybody stops and looks at Zelda who holds a big, fat, good 
old American Browning 40-cal, semi-automatic hand-gun, which 
she points at Walter. It must have been hidden under her kimono, 
but I don’t know how. She looks more confident and sexier than 
I could ever imagine and, when it comes to dames, I have a very 
good imagination. 
 Zelda looks at her wristwatch and says, “Wilmer, Walter,” in 
an American accent. “Put your guns down on the floor slowly. 
The game’s over.” 
 The two surprised Germans don’t drop their guns. Walter 
sputters, “Vot is dis?” 
 “I’m FBI special agent Gena Smith, and you and your 
compatriots are under arrest.” 
 “You are a traitor to ze Faderland,” says Walter and swings 
his Luger towards Zelda, now Gena Smith. I release my grip 
around Bruno’s neck and reach out. Walter’s so close I can pull 
his feet back. As he topples, Walter looks down, grins, and fires 
his Luger. I feel a sharp pain in my arm. At the same time, I hear 
the unmistakable crack of a 40-cal Browning and Wilmer col-
lapses, a bullet hole neatly in the middle of his forehead. Gena 
kicks Walter in the chops, and he stops moving. Bruno is out cold 
after Edna crowns him with a lamp. 
 “The FBI’s here in two minutes,” says Gena. “You okay?” 
 “Not bad. It stings, but it’s just a flesh wound. Two stitches, 
tops.” 
 “Thanks for freakin’ askin’,” says snarky Edna. 
 “And thanks for doin’ that,” Gena says to me, ignoring Edna. 
“I owe you one.” 
 “You’re an FBI spy?” I ask. 
 “Just about,” she says. 
 “You saved our country.” 
 A lady cop. That’s a new one. Who woulda thunk? 
 “I couldn’t have done it without you, Stan.” 
 She reaches up, pulls my head down, and gives me a lingering 
kiss on my cheek. For a second, I think I’m having a heart attack. 
 Edna gets right in there too. “You’re my hero, Stan,” she says 
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and throws herself around me, pulls my head down, and sinks her 
mouth over mine like she’s a lamprey. I see out of the corner of 
my eye that Gena’s guffawing. Crap. 
 Car lights bounce through the parlour window, then cars 
screech to a stop in the driveway. I reach into Walter’s breast 
pocket and transfer the envelope with the $200 to my jacket and 
kick him in the ribs twice, hard. Edna goes to the window, looks 
out, and checks her makeup in the reflection. She scowls at a 
blackening eye, walks over to the unconscious Bruno and kicks 
him as hard as she can. 
 Soon, there’s six big nasty looking FBI with us and a bunch 
of city cops including McNally. He can’t keep away from me. Must 
be my good looks. They cuff the bad guys, the ones that are alive 
anyway, and somebody wraps a bandage around my arm. He 
promises me a lollipop if I drop by the FBI office in the morning. 
I can’t refuse. 
 Then they leave with a dead Wilmer on a stretcher. Bruno’s 
pushed along, hands cuffed behind his back, his eyes protrude, 
and he directs snarls in Walter’s direction. 
 Walter, also handcuffed, chin jutting, looking up to heaven, 
doesn’t seem to notice Bruno, and mutters, “Heil Hitler,” over 
and over. I fantasize that some thoughtful FBI agent puts Walter 
in a cell with Bruno. Maybe I’ll suggest that to Gena. 
 McNally ignores Zelda/Gena and stares at Edna. She gives 
him one of those ‘you’re my knight in shinning armour’ looks and 
sidles over to him. You could read a paper in the dark with the 
glow from McNally’s blush. She looks happy, and her black eye, 
from the scuffle with Bruno, looks cute on her. She and McNally 
leave together. 
 Now, Zelda, or Gena, and I are alone. She owes me a story. 
 “I was a graduate exchange student in Germany in thirty-six, 
working in biology. I saw what the Nazis were doing with elixirs 
and took it to our embassy. They asked me to be a spy, and that’s 
how I ended up here.” 
 “Smart gal,” I say. “And very brave. Where’s the duckies and 
potion?” 
 “We picked them up as soon they were unloaded. But, we 
didn’t have anything on the happy gang.” 
 “Walter, Wilmer and Bruno?” 
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 “And a couple more. We needed a confession. Everything 
happened so quickly after poor Niles was murdered. I feel so bad 
about that.” 
 “Yeah. You did the best you could. And how’d the cops get 
here so fast?” 
 “You can’t mistake the sound of a Mercedes. So, when I heard 
it, I peeked through my curtain and called the FBI office.” 
 The Mercedes needs a new muffler. And that’s why it took 
her so long to answer the doorbell. I put my right arm around her 
shoulders and fake comfort her. 
 “Those rats are going to get the chair, Gena. Do you know 
what he was talking about when Walter said the Nazis are goin’ to 
war with us?” 
 “No. I didn’t hear about that before. I’ll tell the President, 
when I see him next week.” 
 “You know FDR?” 
 “I see him every coupla months with J. Edgar. He likes to 
keep on top of anything important. We’re not letting a blowhard, 
petty dictator take us over and march down Pennsylvania Ave-
nue.” 
 “So, what about Dumbf? That’s treason, right?” 
 “No. He’s just a fool who’s being used by the Nazis. But you 
were right, there’s no chance the American people’d ever elect or 
even nominate someone so incompetent and immoral.” 
 “You’re brilliant,” I say. For a dame, and so gorgeous. “I’m 
impressed with your fake German.” 
 “Maybe I can teach you.” 
 “You know the language of love? Maybe I can teach you,” I 
say. 
 “You got it, Herr Schade,” she says, and leads me to the stairs. 
 My head aches, my arm hurts, and I’m dog-tired, but this day 
is going to work out okay after all. 
 
Note: An earlier version appeared on the CommuterLit.com web-site with 

the title The Burmese Geese – A Parody. 
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Plan B 
Barbara Florio Graham 

 
 
 
      ettie was trying to reach the top shelf when Jane came into the 
room. 
 “I need to talk to you,” Jane said. 
 “Get that for me, will you? I want to put these squares in the 
freezer.” 
 “Never mind that, we need to talk. Now that we have the 
funeral out of the way, we need to discuss the house. Mark and I 
have decided to sell it.” 
 Nettie froze. “Mother meant for me to stay in the house.” 
 Jane turned aside. “Mother wanted the house to go to Elise. 
Even though she never made a will, she told me many times that 
she wanted to make sure Elise was taken care of. Now that Elise 
has left Stanley and moved in with us, we’re going to need the 
money.” 
 The other half of the ‘us’ had not appeared. Mark tended to 
avoid these discussions, leaving major decisions to Jane. 
 “You can come live with us. I’ve given Elise the guest room, 
and there’s no room for a bed in the sewing room. Anyway, she’ll 
need that closet and dresser for the rest of her things. But Mark 
says he can wall off one end of the rec room and make space for 
you down there. You can’t afford to stay here anyway, now that 
Mother’s social security is gone. You won’t be eligible yourself for 
another five years, and you can’t afford to keep up a house on 
your pension.” 
 Nettie still didn’t answer as Jane continued. “We’re sisters, we 
ought to be together in our later years. Mark agrees with me. He 
wants to take you in, too.” 
 As if Jane understood that the phrase ‘take you in’ sounded 
patronizing, she added, “You’d turn your pension over to us, of 
course. You’d want to do your part.” 
 Nettie kept her back turned. “Excuse me,” she said, and went 
upstairs. 
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 Half an hour later, Jane yelled up the stairs, “We’re going, 
dear.” And then, before closing the door, she added, “Don’t 
forget to call Sears to cancel Mother’s credit card.” 
 But Nettie had already removed the wallet from Mother’s 
purse before the paramedics came. She had also taken the keys to 
the liquor cabinet and jewelry box. 
 When Nettie first moved home, after Father died, Mother 
became a demanding infant, complete with tantrums when she 
didn’t get her own way. One evening, Mother told Nettie she 
couldn’t wash her own hair any more. When Nettie suggested she 
could go to the beauty salon at Sears, Mother was incensed. 
 “I don’t need some stranger to do my hair. That’s a daughter’s 
job!” Nettie knew she’d end up doing Mother’s hair, regardless of 
how she argued. But that particular evening she had protested, 
and Mother, enraged at this unusual defiance, took out her false 
teeth and threw them across the room. 
 Every time Nettie mentioned the house, Mother got angry. 
“Why do I need a will? You and your sister are going to get 
everything! Everything I worked so hard for all these years, and 
neither of you ever appreciated it! Only God knows how much I 
sacrificed for my daughters!” 
  Nettie had looked into a reverse mortgage to give her enough 
money to buy Jane’s half of the house, realized Jane would want 
some of the good furniture, and had thought about taking in a 
boarder to help with expenses. But she hadn’t anticipated losing 
the house entirely. 
 It was time for Plan B. 
 
After she was sure everyone had left. Nettie went back downstairs. 
It was just after four o’clock; maybe she could still get Mr. Bailey 
on the phone. It was Thursday. The funeral home would pick up 
the large percolator and fake wreath on Monday, leaving their 
invoice. Tuesday was the first of the month, and the utility bills 
always arrived between the first and the fifth. Jane would have to 
take care of all that, for a change. 
 Nettie brought cartons and plastic milk crates up from the 
basement and began to load canned goods and cleaning supplies. 
She put the electric kettle and toaster oven on the table, along with 
plastic trays, covered plastic containers. Then she selected four 
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sets of plates, bowls, mugs, glasses, flatware, knives, the can 
opener, and other utensils. In the dining room, she carefully 
wrapped the silver-plated tea service she’d given her parents for 
their 25th anniversary. Her mother made her polish it, but 
wouldn’t let her use it, insisting that the pottery teapot with the 
chipped spout was ‘good enough’. 
 She unlocked the liquor cabinet and removed the unopened 
bottle of Grand Marnier, the full bottle of rum, and both bottles 
of sherry. Upstairs, she started in the bathroom, putting the toilet 
brush into one of the plastic grocery bags she’d brought with her, 
then into the blue wastebasket, along with alcohol, hand lotion, 
liquid soap, antiperspirant, toothpaste, and the first aid kit. Nettie 
dumped all her make-up into another bag and tied the handles 
closed. When she got downstairs, she’d put it in the trash.  She 
could hear Mother’s voice on Saturday mornings, when she 
trudged into the kitchen in her bathrobe. “Put some lipstick on, 
you look like a ghost.” 
 She left the magnifying mirror behind, in which she’d plucked 
eyebrows and squeezed blackheads. She wouldn’t take the full-
length mirror either. Never again would she be repulsed by her 
widening waist, the thigh bulges that strained her skirt seams. 
 Jimmy answered the phone, handed it to his roommate. “It’s 
your aunt.” 
 Nettie didn’t mind asking Bradley to help her move. Jimmy’s 
uncle had a truck they often borrowed when Bradley’s car needed 
work, and she knew Jimmy would be willing to help. He fancied 
himself a writer, and Nettie had offered to read his short stories. 
Bradley was the unwanted second child Jane resented because his 
birth meant she had to stay home again, after having just returned 
to afternoon card games and lunches with ‘the girls’ after Elise 
started school.  He didn’t obey her the way Elise always did, and 
Mark always took his side when Brad disobeyed. As Brad got older 
he often invited Nettie out for a drive, confided in her, and even 
told her he loved having an aunt who was surrounded by books 
every day.  
 Nettie had plenty of regrets. Not standing up to Mother. Not 
standing up to Jane. But becoming a librarian was one thing she 
never regretted. Even so, she would not miss her job. She hadn’t 
planned to retire quite yet, but the advent of computers created a 
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level of anxiety she’d never experienced before. Several times an 
hour she furtively consulted the manual, whose index never 
seemed to contain the words she needed. It would still be her 
library, even if she didn’t work there. She would make sure to 
arrive early on Wednesdays when the new books came in so she 
could take her pick. 
 Friday morning she took the bus downtown. 
 Everything was exactly as Mr. Bailey had described it. She 
took out the measuring tape and wrote numbers into a spiral 
notebook. They shook hands when she left with the keys. On the 
way back, she got off at the 10th Street Mall, picking up a shopping 
cart and several large empty cartons at the supermarket. In the 
sporting goods department at Sears she asked about the portable 
coolers that run on electricity. “I’ll take the white one,” Nettie 
said, handing the salesman the credit card. 
 She used Mother’s Sears card for the second time to buy new 
running shoes, and in the Plus Size section to buy jeans and sweat 
pants, two fleece sweatshirts, and several T-shirts with colourful 
graphics. On the second floor she selected a TV and a small fridge. 
She took a slip of paper and gave it to the clerk. “Have them 
delivered to this address next week.” 
 Then she headed for the baby department and bought one 
more item. When she finished shopping she used the ladies’ 
washroom beside the beauty salon. She hadn’t thought about her 
hair, but the chignon suddenly felt heavy on her neck, and in just 
under an hour it was gone. 
 “You had it pulled back so tightly I didn’t realize you had a 
bit of natural curl,” the beautician said. 
 She held up the mirror so Nettie could see the back. It was a 
short as a boy’s and felt clean and free. Nettie smiled. 
 “You look so different, nobody’s going to recognize you.” 
 “That’s okay,” Nettie replied. 
 She took a taxi home. 
 After dinner she began to pack in earnest. She bypassed the 
skirts that fell below her knees, the neat black pumps that were so 
unbearable by the end of the day, the white cotton blouses and 
sensible cardigans. She would never struggle into control-top 
pantyhose again. She put slippers, moccasins, socks and 
underwear in a green garbage bag, adding slacks, T-shirts and jeans 
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on top. Into another bag she folded her velour bathrobe, favourite 
pullovers, and the pink mohair cardigan Bradley gave her last 
Christmas. Into her only suitcase she placed her jewelry box, 
photo albums, diplomas and a few knick-knacks. Two cartons 
took her books. In Mother’s room she took Father’s walking stick 
and his pocket watch. The watch was the only item she removed 
from the locked jewelry box. Jane planned to give the watch to 
Mark, but Nettie intended to present it to Bradley when he got his 
PhD in April. 
 Mother was 73 when Father died. Suddenly she couldn’t do 
anything for herself: couldn’t drive, couldn’t cook, couldn’t 
balance the chequebook, couldn’t run the vacuum. Nettie, who 
was in the process of getting a divorce, moved back home; into 
the same bedroom, to sleep in the same single bed, to look out of 
the same window, at the same diseased apple tree. 
 “Your father planted that tree!” Mother protested when 
Nettie wanted it cut down. And it was Nettie, of course, who had 
to rake up the stunted, wormy apples. 
 Nettie had married late, so embarrassed to be a virgin at 44 
that she never questioned Paul’s indifference in the bed-room. She 
was happy with his companionship, tried to befriend his grown 
children, and loved having her own home, even though it was just 
a one-bedroom apartment. When he finally admitted that he was 
in love with the companion who occupied so many of his 
evenings, she just walked away, taking only the drop-leaf table, the 
royal blue swivel rocker, and the framed poster of the Green 
Mountains, where they’d gone on their honeymoon. 
 She never told anyone that Paul’s lover was a man. 
 Nettie set up the stepstool and took down her bedroom 
curtains. Laying them on the ironing board in the sewing room, 
she measured carefully, consulting her spiral notebook. She cut 
off several inches, and used mother’s sewing machine to hem the 
bottom and the leftover pieces. She put them into an oversize 
garbage bag, on top of her bedspread, sheets, pillows and the 
afghan she had crocheted. She wrapped the clock-radio and the 
cassette player in blue towels Mother saved for guests, placing 
them in the bottom of a carton with shoe boxes of cassette tapes 
on top. 
 Saturday morning after breakfast, she filled the cooler. There 
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was plenty of room. She plugged it in and left it beside the table. 
She had transferred date and lemon squares from the plates 
visitors had brought into large plastic boxes, and put the bag of 
wheat rolls in the largest cookie tin. These went on top of the 
carton of canned goods. Nettie checked her list: small thermos, 
new winter boots, rain boots, sewing box, hammer, pliers, 
screwdriver set, the small sponge mop and pail, the fan/heater.  
She’d take her hooded storm coat with the zip liner, leaving 
behind the wool coat she wore to church. Mother had been with 
her when she picked it out, saying the red one was, “inappropriate 
for a woman in her 50s,” so Nettie had worn a coat the color of 
trampled leaves every Sunday for the past six years. 
 Bradley and Jimmy arrived early on Saturday. Bradley hugged 
her. “You got your hair cut!” 
 “Looks great,” added Jimmy. 
 Nettie sent them upstairs first, to move her bed, the big 
dresser, both nightstands, her desk, the tall bookcase and the 
smaller one. The cartons and garbage bags were stacked in the 
hall. Downstairs, she pointed out the narrow table in the sunroom, 
the wheeled appliance cart, the drop-leaf table and swivel rocker 
in the living room, and two of the four captain’s chairs in the 
dining room. They were very comfortable, and she had wanted to 
bring one up to use at her desk, but Mother had refused. 
 “Your wheelchair is at the head of the table anyway, so we 
don’t use the fourth chair,” she argued, but Mother was adamant. 
“You can’t break up the set!” 
 Well, she was breaking it up now. 
 “Is that everything?” Bradley asked. She looked back at the 
dining room table minus two of its chairs, the kitchen counters 
filled with dirty dishes. 
 “Almost,” she answered, pointing to the microwave and the 
things on the table. 
 Then she rolled the new baby stroller out of the front hall 
closet. “This can go in the back seat of the car, with the floor 
lamps.” 
 Brad and Jimmy exchanged glances. “What’s that for?” 
Bradley asked, trying to sound nonchalant. 
 “It’s to carry things in,” Nettie said. “An old woman dragging 
a shopping cart is treated like a bag lady. An old woman pushing 
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a stroller is treated like a grandmother.” 
 The boys laughed. 
 As Nettie eased herself into the front passenger seat of the 
Toyota, she handed the house keys to Brad. “Give these to your 
mother.” 
 “Where to?” he asked, as Jimmy prepared to follow with the 
truck. 
 “Downtown, just past the library. The old Bailey house.” 
 Old Mr. Bailey had walked to the library twice a week until he 
died, and after he broke his hip she used to select books for his 
son to bring him. 
 “I thought that place was all offices now.” 
 “It is, but when they turned the side lawn into a parking lot, 
they put new doors there, and the maid’s room at the back was 
cut off from the rest of the first floor. Mr. Bailey said it was in an 
awkward location, but would be ideal for a businessman who was 
just in town during the week. It has its own entrance.” 
  “This is kind of nice,” Jimmy said, as he got out of the truck. 
“You have sort of a courtyard here.” 
 “It’s pretty bare,” Bradley added, “and it doesn’t get enough 
sun for you to plant anything.” 
 “I don’t want to plant anything.” Nettie thought about the 
apple tree, cutting into the wormy apples to make the good parts 
into applesauce. She’d left every jar in the pantry. 
 The boys worked quickly. “Where’s the kitchen,” Jimmy 
asked as he juggled cartons of canned goods and dishes. 
 “There isn’t one. I’m having a small fridge delivered next 
week.” 
 Brad and Jimmy exchanged glances again. 
 But Nettie remembered how happy she’d been in the 
basement room where she lived after she left the convent. This 
space was much larger, and everything fitted perfectly into the 
floor plan she’d sketched. She would put the milk crates into the 
large closet, to hold canned goods and cleaning supplies, along 
with the cooler, which she could plug in or not, as needed. 
 “There is one more thing you could do for me, if you want 
to.” Nettie unclipped a page from her notebook. 
 “FREE TO GOOD HOME: grey tabby, 8 months, female, 
spayed, all shots. Indoors only; litter box included.”  She had 
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phoned the telephone number and taken down the address. She 
showed Bradley the note. 
 “You always wanted a cat! I can take you Monday after 
supper.” Bradley kissed her on the cheek. 
 “The phone company is coming Monday. I’ll call you.” 
 Then, as she hugged Jimmy, “You can come over some 
evening for a glass of sherry. I’d love to read your new stories.” 
 “I’ll take you up on that.” 
 Sunday morning after breakfast, Nettie pulled on new jeans, 
a sweatshirt, socks and running shoes. She opened the stroller and 
pulled up the canopy. In the back pocket she placed her folding 
umbrella, sunglasses, a pocket pack of tissues, the spiral notebook 
and a pen. On the seat she put a vinyl cushion for the park bench, 
her plaid wool shawl, the latest book she’d taken out from the 
library, and the insulated lunch bag in which she’d taken her lunch 
to work every day. 
 She filled the thermos with coffee, made a corned beef 
sandwich, and used the other plastic sandwich box for a date 
square, a pecan bar, and one of Nancy’s lemon squares. 
 She could hear Mother’s voice, “One square is more than 
enough for dessert. If you keep that up, you’ll be big as a house!” 
 Nettie put on her windbreaker, rolled the stroller to the door. 
Leaving both the light and the radio on, she locked the door 
behind her, pushed the stroller into her courtyard and out of her 
gate. 
 Her new life was about to begin. 
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Part One 
 
 
        elissa sat dripping sweat, terrified in the sweltering sauna 
with only a towel wrapped around her, anticipating the next 
onslaught of either intense pain or intense euphoria. Not knowing 
what it might be was worse than either. In the last week, she had 
experienced two brief insane moments of each; mercifully short 
segments. No idea when the next one would be. Certain that it 
would be soon enough. She wasn’t ready. 
 She couldn’t guess which emotion the virtual scene might 
evoke, nor had she any idea of its source. 
 She looked down her arm at the acupuncture pins, at least two 
dozen of them on each arm, glistening ochre under the hot red 
bulbs. She was definitely beginning to feel better. Lining the 
interior of the designer walk-in chamber, infrared red lights were 
aimed at her from every direction and to every inch of exposed 
skin. She was a human pincushion. It took the combination of the 
warm red light and the array of inserted needles to lessen the pain. 
She wiped her forehead and the back of her neck, lingering with 
her fingertips, carefully stroking the two small inflammation 
bumps at the back of her neck, like two mosquito bites side by 
side. The doctors had warned her that the mild swelling would go 
along with having the 5S-700 computer chip implant. The hospital 
had recommended this infrared sauna treatment and had specified 
the exact wavelength required to keep the pain under control. The 
nurse took her aside and whispered that in some patients the 
discomfort never went away. She had also told her she knew of 
some patients who got total comfort from the infrared sauna with 
acupuncture. 
 More than just blaming herself, she felt ever so slightly 
betrayed by the new friend who had persuaded her to give in to 
her impulse and have one of these inserts. It had to be somebody 
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else’s fault that she was in this predicament. She could never have 
imagined the insert would be compromised. But then she had only 
herself to blame for wanting to be the first to try something brand 
new. She didn’t know exactly what was going on, but she knew it 
was not just a technical malfunction. 
 Could someone she knew, or worse someone unknown, be 
responsible? She didn’t think anyone she had met or any of her 
cyberspace friends would do such a thing. She had thousands of 
online open-public friends who had connections to her network. 
It could be any one of them. Which nasty one was it? When 
someone asked her to be an Internet friend, she always said yes. 
Stupid, or trusting? 
 Her true friends, her colleagues at the Enviro-Health-Unit 
where she worked as a nutritionist, had also warned her not to 
become one of the first to try one of the newly developed neuro-
implanted, next-generation V-trodes until it had been out on the 
market for at least another year. Sure, the studies of the virtual 
trode units had all proven safe beyond all margins of error, but 
this was only the end of the first year out in the open market with 
shares and stock value. The stocks were going through the roof. 
Insurance companies had convinced the government that massive 
distribution and use of the implants could be a way of keeping 
healthcare costs down by equipping ill patients with constant 
electronic monitoring of body functions twenty-four-seven. The 
implants were government-regulated and came with a micro-
engraved seal of approval. Hers was official and brand name, but 
there were already cheap knock-offs available if you knew where 
to look. 
 Getting the implant had been way too easy. By now she was 
certain she had made a terrible mistake. All the features of the 
device, including a feeling of immense power and freedom, the 
total entertainment packages, the thrill of being totally 
transported, were certainly enthralling for the first few weeks, but 
she hadn’t in her wildest dreams anticipated the chaos that would 
ensue after she was hacked. 
 
In the beginning it had been a shockingly simple process. She had 
to approach her family physician for permission for the electrode 
implant and have him sign a certificate of health. Being a single 
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mom, life for her was already full of restrictions, with a hectic daily 
schedule, mostly beyond her control. She had to take a long lunch 
hour. Making the appointment with Dr. Encliffe was the easy part. 
Finding the time to go to the clinic had been one of the most 
difficult hurdles to overcome, since no babysitter was available. 
 Nina, her five-year-old, was sitting impatiently in the waiting 
room, playing with old toys, but over all she was behaving well 
enough, and soon sat down in a corner to read quietly. Melissa 
hoped the medical exam would go quickly. Nina was sure to start 
misbehaving within an hour. 
 She felt she had sat in the examining room for a week before 
the doctor finally came in and took her chart off the door. 
 “Look, Melissa, this isn’t exactly a nose job. It’s an electronic 
implant integrated with your nervous system, inter-acting with 
microscopic nanotechnology robots monitoring all your body 
functions, coursing through your veins, reaching every organ and 
affecting all your senses, and there have been reported cases, 
although less than one percent, of patients who have experienced 
a change of emotions and mood. Although suicide is rare, cases 
of anxiety and depression have been reported in trials. The worst 
cases documented involved a change in personality as a result of 
the implant. The studies, and there have been only two years’ 
worth of publishing in medical journals, have always been 
inconclusive. These implants have a negative impact on the 
chemical balance of some people; they can throw off the 
electrolytes, and that is why there is a necessary screening process 
to have them approved. Not everyone is fit enough to have one.” 
He crossed his arms. “Look at your cholesterol levels. Look at 
your weight. Look at your blood sugar.” 
 Melissa had panicked. Now she wanted it more than anything. 
The doctor was not going to stop her once her mind was made 
up. She explained that it would end up costing her over three 
months of income and that she had patiently saved enough to 
finally afford it. She blatantly exaggerated when she said that most 
of the mothers in her kindergarten group had it, and although 
expensive, it was helping them with the essential child-care apps. 
It had become recommended. She took the quote from a recent 
article, ‘A Modern Way to Experience Motherhood’. Of course, 
that wasn’t entirely true. It wasn’t the nursery school parents 
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group endorsing the V-trode implants at all; only herself and Amy. 
In the end, she finally convinced Dr. Encliffe, albeit reluctantly, 
using the argument that she would faithfully use the implant to 
monitor her blood pressure and blood sugar. 
 “It’s your body and your decision to make, Melissa. I’m 
advising you there are health risks. In my opinion there are not 
enough warning labels on the product.” 
 He signed the consent form. 
 Throwing on her clothes, she thanked him. She picked up her 
daughter and ran out of the office feeling as if she had won the 
lottery. Nina got an ice cream. Melissa couldn’t wait to show Amy 
his signature. 
 She had first met the young and captivating but eccentric Amy 
a few weeks ago in an early childhood education music circle in 
someone’s house. Melissa had pulled the flyer off a pole. Drums, 
bells, shakers and tambourines for dancing toddlers made for 
quite a maelstrom of sound. In five minutes the noises were 
guaranteed to bring on a headache. Melissa had one and thought 
at first that Amy was the babysitter, not the mother. Her hair was 
black with a blue streak, or at least the section not shaved close to 
the scalp. She sported an eyebrow piercing. There was an intricate 
tattoo of a superhero female cartoon character Melissa did not 
recognize on her arm, along with vines and winged fairies. 
Wendall, her baby, cried and fussed the whole time. 
 Melissa would not be coming back to this group with Nina, 
but she had enjoyed meeting Amy Hetherington, and they 
exchanged addresses. Normally, Melissa would not be attracted to 
someone like that. She was much too immature to be a close 
friend. She spoke like a teenager. On the other hand, there was 
something so natural and charming about her. Amy could be really 
funny. She was the group’s court jester and could talk up a storm 
about Wendall’s antics. On impulse, Amy had researched all the 
information about the implants, and she had talked Melissa into 
both of them going for it at the same time. It bordered on a dare. 
Amy was unschooled but smart, learning everything she could 
online. She was irresistible and charming and could also be 
persuasive, taking advantage of the naïve streak she saw in Melissa. 
 “It will be an adventure we can share. How many times are 
you going to live? Once, right? What are you waiting for? So, 
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everyone on the planet will eventually have one. It will be a choice. 
Like circumcision. Right?  Don’t be such a dull wimp about it. I 
will if you will. You won’t be going into this alone. I don’t think 
you have the nerve, well… do you? Come on. Let’s do it together. 
You and me. What do you say? I’m ready and so are you. I’ve 
heard they’re amazing.” 
 Melissa said yes, then Wendall started to cry again as they were 
putting away the instruments. A voice in her head had said, Not so 
fast. 
 The process was like requesting a passport; it would take over 
two weeks. They agreed that they would travel together to sign 
and post the requisition. They shook hands in front of the mailbox 
as they posted the applications in the same envelope. Melissa was 
excited, thrilled about buying something new, but at the same time 
she felt the apprehension of facing adverse ramifications. She 
knew she might be acting irresponsibly impulsive. 
 She told herself she had waited long enough. The implants 
were expensive, so there were eye-candy ads everywhere. Guys on 
surfboards wearing three-piece suits with a caption claiming the 
implants would give you a ride. Melissa fell for all the pictures of 
smiling girls enjoying life with handsome guys and wanted all that 
the new virtual 5S-700 had to offer. The 5S stood for Five Senses, 
which meant that for any form of entertainment modules, the 
total sensation would encompass not only being immersed in a 
three-dimensional virtual-reality vision with surround audio, but 
also smelling and tasting and in some shows ‘feeling’ the total 
mind and body experience. She already knew she was going to stay 
away from the horror channels. 
 She left the office with the five pages of signed medical forms 
in a large brown envelope tucked under her arm and strutted 
down the pavement to hand-deliver it to the specialist. There was 
no time to waste. The plastic surgeon was too busy to meet her, 
so she left her approved medical exam with the receptionist. She 
was handed a hardcover, bound 140-page booklet that she could 
barely understand. 
 The surgery was scheduled within a week, but she would not 
be able to meet the surgeon face-to-face until she was prepped 
and gowned and ready for anaesthesia. Of course, when she did 
meet him she was terrified because he had his mask on and was 
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flanked by two young female interns. The last thing she 
remembered was hair caps and masks leaning over her. What she 
couldn’t remember was the first name of Dr. L. Worthington, who 
would be paid half by her, and half by the Five-S Corporation. 
Her health insurance plan covered the medication, as well as a 
percentage of the unit. The procedure was expensive because it 
used modified stem cells, but for Melissa it went well, with no 
complications, and she was able to recover quickly and effortlessly 
with only one night in intensive post-surgical care. 
 
Melissa was home alone, sitting still, looking at the floor, warm as 
toast, wrapped in only a towel. Usually she would feel safe in her 
infrared sauna, but at the moment she felt as vulnerable and scared 
as she could ever remember. She felt naked. 
 The drop of sweat tickled the end of her nose before it 
tumbled into the abyss and vaporized. The four wooden walls 
were there to provide a safe and warm refuge. To Melissa it was 
like the favourite hiding place of a cat. This was her recently 
installed pride and joy, a birthday present to herself customized 
with floor-to-ceiling wooden tiles. She had saved for over a year 
for this and had the sauna equipped with the newest generation 
infrared lighting. Melissa’s office was talking about the effects of 
infrared on joint pain in the hands, and that relief was total when 
combined with acupuncture. But she hated having to insert all the 
needles herself. There was no one else around who could do it for 
her. The sauna was getting too hot, but she had willed the 
thermostat with her thoughts to heat to maximum, and she had 
wanted the full-throttle impact of the infrared rays. If only she 
could sit there and obliterate everything that was happening to 
her. Wasn’t there a pill that would erase memory? 
 She was trying to remember. When was the first time? She 
wasn’t sure exactly how long ago it started. Maybe a week ago. 
The two bumps on the back of her neck had started to ache. It 
always started with the pain. 
 The sensation had lasted less than a minute. It was like a 
commercial, but there was no sponsor. It was not evident what 
product was being advertised. She had wanted to skip past it, but 
she couldn’t. She also could not turn it off and log out. She 
rationalized that it might possibly have been a fleeting correctable 
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malfunction of the host system. In this electronic age, things were 
always going haywire. 
 Oddly enough, the first time had been pleasant, so in the 
beginning it registered as normal and not yet alarming. Not until 
it was over. It was a scene set in a neuro-implant-virtual reality 
program. She found herself leaning over the wooden rail of a 
three-masted sailing ship, near the bow, a handsome skipper 
handling a carved wooden wheel, the craft bobbing carelessly 
along the coast of Wales. It was a calm day, and she could feel salt 
water on her lips. The waves were crashing against the magnificent 
coastline. The background music was the solo piano of the Erik 
Satie, Gymnopedie Number One. She felt the wind in her hair; it was 
exhilarating, as if she was in the middle of a three-week vacation. 
In fact, she might have totally ignored it except for the brief credit 
at the end that rolled by across the screen overtop the coastal land-
scape, fading away into the distance. 
 It read: “To Melissa: from ‘the-fun-pinch-brothers’… we are the 
FPB… we are at the controls… so how did you like your boat ride?… 
Gotcha, my dear.” 
 She immediately reported it to her local network authorities, 
and they said it could be a virus or a scam operation. They were 
experiencing a hacking breach. She was told that the proper 
authorities all knew about it. They said her call was important to 
them and she should call back if there were any more instances. 
In the meantime, they were working on it. They told her to be 
patient and try one of their virtual massages for free. It would relax 
her until they could fix the problem. They gave her an incident 
report number she could dial in directly or go online. They closed 
by telling her to have a splendid day. 
 That’s when she started to panic. Amy was to blame. It had 
to be Amy’s fault. After all, who was the persuader and who was 
the persuadee? She would never have done it on her own. Who 
had given in to the peer pressure? Why was she letting Amy talk 
her into doing things she knew were trouble? All her life, people 
had taken advantage of her. Her mother told her she had trusted 
strangers as a child. She wouldn’t dare to admit it might be her 
own folly. Not giving in to her crazy impulses was going to have 
to go on the next New Year’s resolution list, for sure. 
 The next incident came about a week later in a series of 
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previews of virtual movies. It wasn’t only the pain inflicted on her 
ankles but the blatant audacity of these goofs using a phobia she 
did not share with everyone. How did these idiots know she was 
afraid of insects? In this hacking and total invasion of privacy, she 
was walking a trail in familiar wooded parkland she frequented 
with a hiking group. The steep hills and lookouts were a favourite 
of hers, and as she descended to the marsh, her boot caught the 
base of a rotted tree stump. She immediately felt the sting of the 
tiny wasps swarming her feet. They were small, but their sting was 
penetrating and nasty, and she danced around in pain, screaming 
and swearing. They continued to attack her ankles in a menacing 
frenzy. It was like some invisible animal chewing on her leg. She 
saw the caption as the scene faded away and the pain subsided. 
 In bold letters: “Gotcha again, my dear! We know everything about 
you… ha-ha-ha… how are you liking your first trode? Lotsa fun, eh?… the 
FPB.” 
 This time they were going too far. She sat down and looked 
at her ankles to see a few red welts with pinprick centres. That’s 
when she broke down and cried in frustration and swore she 
would find these jerks and get back at them. She needed to call 
Amy and take it out on her. It was Amy who had talked her into 
getting the implant, and now Amy would have to get them out of 
this mess or else suffer the wrath of one enraged single mom. 
Melissa was rehearsing the scene in her head, and it wasn’t going 
to be a pretty sight. 
 Melissa sat upright in the sauna and felt the rumble down 
below as her eyes widened with her pupils dilated. Nausea had her 
spinning and almost seeing double. She took a deep breath and 
held it. Her face flushed. She rushed out of the sauna, trying to 
keep her knees together, and raced down the hall, dropping her 
towel along the way. As she ran past the mirror, she decided she 
had to shed some weight. The acupuncture pins didn’t help the 
image. She saw Nina on the way to the bathroom. She exhaled 
and lunged. 
 “Look out. I’ve got to go first, Nina, luv… let Mommy get 
by.” 
 “You look like a porcupine,” said Nina, opening the bath-
room door for her. 
 Inside the bathroom, with the door locked, her hips swaying, 
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stomach rumbling in anticipation, she started frantically pulling 
the acupuncture pins out of her arm and throwing them in the 
wastebasket. She felt the pressure mounting in her colon. She 
knew full well what these cramps meant and what was about to 
happen. Her body function module glowed, just at the periphery 
of her left vision, showing a body outline with a red pulse over the 
lower abdomen.  Then the gush started, and when it was over she 
was as pale as she imagined she would be when drained of what 
she felt was all of her bodily fluids. 
 She should not have looked before she flushed. She looked in 
the bathroom mirror. “Yikes,” she said when her reflection 
sneered back at her. She looked around, waiting to see the Fun 
Pinch Brothers logo and/or some idiot comment somewhere 
soon. She figured the hackers were behind this but had no proof. 
Of course, they were. They had total control. But perhaps not. 
Not knowing only added to the anxiety. 
 “Great, that just makes my day. Now I’m not only getting 
hacked, but I’m also going to be paranoid about every blessed little 
moment,” she said, opening the door and going over to Nina, who 
had crayons in her fist. She asked if Melissa would like to see the 
porcupine-human figure she had drawn on the wall outside the 
bathroom door. 
 After getting dressed, Melissa went down to her basement 
office and in a rage, unplugged a handful of cables leading to all 
the compartments of her computer. One was from a satellite dish 
and the other was a house-to-street connection. She yanked the 
cords out of the wall connected to the Wi-Fi system and threw 
them across the room. She shut down every source to her V-trode 
implant that she could even remotely think of. The ultimate action 
would have her turn off the power system. Satisfied that there was 
nothing more she could do to protect herself, she got Nina ready 
to go out and tucked a Winnie-the-Pooh bear under her arm. 
 “We’re going over to see Auntie Amy and Wendall,” she said, 
feeling the back of her neck. Fortunately, there was no pain or 
throbbing; just the bumps. 
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Part Two 
     
 
       my was coming out of her own infrared sauna, towel-drying 
the long blue streak in her hair, still dripping and carrying Wendall 
across her hip when the doorbell rang. On the screen of the door 
she could see it was Melissa and Nina. Amy unlocked the door by 
looking into the retina scanner and waving her hand over a small 
glass globe that pulsed as the door opened. 
 “Hey, I wasn’t expecting you, and this was Wend’s first 
infrared treatment. Here, see this image I took and have framed.” 
 Holding it in front of Melissa’s face, she said, “I love the 
goofy look on his face because he looks so much like me in it.” 
She moved Wendall from one hip to the other. “He loves the 
sauna as much as I do; keeps him toasty warm… so, hey, nice 
surprise, come in and wait for me to finish in the bathroom. Then 
give me a minute to go upstairs to get dressed, and of course I’ve 
got to change Wendall. I swear he fills those diapers with more 
than he eats. Please, make yourself at home. There’s a bowl of 
grapes on the table. Help yourself.” Amy popped a grape into her 
mouth by tossing it in the air. 
 “I’m being hacked,” said Melissa, coming into the living room 
and handing some grapes out of the bowl over to Nina, who 
started stuffing them into her cheeks like a chipmunk and offering 
some to her Pooh Bear. 
 Amy held up a finger and then placed the baby on the floor 
and disappeared into the bathroom, returning in the time it took 
Nina to finish the bowl of grapes. She came out of the bathroom, 
tying a long blue bathrobe as she calmly replied, running up the 
stairs wrapping a towel around her head, “Yeah, I am too. The 
Fun Pinch Brothers. Wait just another minute, will you? I’ll be 
right down in less than five minutes. Can you change Wendall for 
me? Thanks ever so much. I’ve got coffee in the kitchen.” 
 Amy ran upstairs before Melissa could reply. Half an hour 
later, she returned dressed in a comfortable chequered flannel 
matching top and bottom, fuzzy slippers, and with a silk scarf 
around her neck. She had taken the time to put on a pile of 
makeup, including lipstick, and handed Melissa a brown envelope 
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and placed it in her hand. 
 “I’ve got one for both of us. Came yesterday. It’s what you 
have to fill out before they will schedule removing the implant; 
and don’t expect it to be free. There’s a waiting list. A very long 
one. Dr. Leonard Worthington’s office won’t pick up any of my 
messages, but he has a recording stating that no opening is 
available to see him for at least six months. We are his exclusive 
patients, and no one else is available as an alternate, and I’ve been 
told they are also booked a year ahead. We appear to be one of 
the lucky, or should I say, unlucky ones to get hacked.” 
 “Great. Why am I not surprised? That just puts the icing on 
the cake. Yup, today has been just the rosiest,” said Melissa, 
watching Nina build a block tower for Wendall. 
 A midsized robot-cat sauntered into the room. It was 
modelled after a young cougar cub with short light brown fur 
spotted with dark patches and white tufts around the ears. Amy 
called it Catnip. The furry creature waltzed past her and went over 
to rub its backside against Nina, who was immediately in love with 
it. 
 “Why don’t you get a real cat?” asked Melissa, picking it up, 
turning it over to see where the batteries were, and remarking on 
how light it was and how lifelike. She threw Catnip into a back 
somersault in the air and caught it. She stroked it and set it on the 
floor, where it rolled over on its back, awaiting a rub. Melissa 
patted the robot cat while it flailed furry paws with blunted nails 
in the air. 
 “You’ve got to be kidding. The last thing I want is to have 
Wendall elbow-deep in the litter box. Hey, you should see what it 
does after a scratch between the ears. It arrived with a drone. Gift-
wrapped. The batteries can last a full week on one charge. Plus, in 
a minute of downloads, you can update all of the latest behaviours. 
It’s amazingly lifelike. Sometimes I feel like Catnip is a member of 
our family.” 
 Amy gave it a full-length stroke from the nose to the tip of 
the furry tail before giving it back to Nina. 
 “I don’t want a robot cat,” said Melissa impatiently. “What 
are we going to do about the hacking? What are you going to do 
about it? You’ve got us into this. What did the fun bunch do with 
you? Why didn’t you call and tell me?” 
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 “It started the day before yesterday, and the scene was a sunny 
beach resort, miles of ocean surf and sand, palm trees, and came 
complete with a flock of attendants. You should have seen them, 
tanned muscles and tight shirts. They wouldn’t stop offering me 
drinks. This hot guy was playing great jazz on his steel drum. The 
band was made up of a trio including drum kit and bass guitar. He 
was looking over at me. All three of them were looking me up and 
down. The drummer was shirtless, and his abs were amazing. 
Tanned and hard as a rock.” Amy punched her fist into her palm. 
 “Okay, you got part one of their fun and games. The next one, 
I promise, won’t be as much fun. Take my word for it.” 
 “Yeah, I figured these bozos are just getting started,” said 
Amy, feeding Catnip an electronic treat. He rolled over onto his 
back and stretched. 
 Catnip purred loudly and started licking itself, then gave 
Wendall a playful bat with a large paw, followed by a sand-paper 
lick on the cheek. Wendall started to cry. Nina whined and said 
she wanted a robot cat. 
 “You don’t suppose they’ve got control of Catnip, too, do 
you?” 
 “Of course not, don’t be so paranoid,” said Amy, picking up 
Wendall and the robot cat and switching it off. “It’s not connected 
to the V-trode, and besides, they have only annoyed us so far. 
And, hey, look… you know, I really liked my resort vacation.” 
 “You’re taking it too lightly,” said Melissa, “and don’t forget, 
you haven’t felt the ‘fun’ part of the Fun Punch Brothers yet. 
Don’t worry, you will.” 
 “Oh, you’re overreacting. What am I going to do with you? 
You worry too much. Settle down. Listen, I’ve got a plan. No 
worries, remember?  Here, try my coffee.”  
 Amy brought out a tray with two cups of coffee, cream, maple 
syrup, and a small plate of brownies. 
 “You see, I’ve been reading a lot more about infrared rays on 
the Internet.” 
 “Now that you mention it, infrared is the newest flavour in 
town. Everybody is onto it. It’s all over the news. It’s been in all 
the ads in all the programs for over a month. I’m glad you told me 
about it. I’m glad you talked me into getting the sauna. Now we 
both have one. I just got mine last month, and it’s the same size 
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as yours. Same infrared frequency, in fact, from the message you 
sent me. When I get home, I can’t wait to get into it.” 
 Melissa drank her coffee and finished a brownie. “Yeah, 
you’re right. I’ve gotta relax. Maybe I should take a sauna here.” 
 Amy read out loud an article that appeared in her top right 
line of vision using her V-trode functions. 
 “Up until now infrared has been understood to affect muscle 
tone and help people with arthritis and tendonitis. The focus has 
recently shifted from the effects on the body to its effects on the 
brain.” 
 Melissa yawned. 
 “Dementia, Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s have been re-versed 
when patients have been exposed to infrared. In one study, they 
also experimented with sertraline ameliorating the effects in 
combination. Infrared affects the water component of the 
structure of DNA. It gives DNA water antioxidant properties.” 
 “Hey, these brownies are great. Did you make them?” Melissa 
looked at the robot cat licking its paws. “You know, he’s kinda 
cute. I’m beginning to like Catnip. Maybe for Christmas I’ll get 
Nina a robot cat. Where did you say you got him?” 
 “No, I didn’t make the brownies, and it took me half a day to 
assemble Catnip when he arrived in pieces, but listen to this: 
‘Infrared rays can penetrate the length of accurately placed 
acupuncture needles to affect the entire the nervous system. There 
is much more research being done in multi-centre studies than 
ever before. For instance, there are scientists in California working 
on the effects of infrared rays on subjects with implanted V-trodes 
when combined with acupuncture around the site of the implant. 
The two treatments go together. I saw the announcement asking 
for patients to sign up. So, I’ve been thinking seriously about 
volunteering at the hospital for the study. You know, I could use 
a vacation in California. I need a break.” 
 “What’s that got to do with us being hacked?” asked Melissa, 
feeling very mellow and reaching over to give Catnip another pat. 
Catnip rubbed against her leg and purred like a lumberjack 
snoring. Amy poured Melissa another coffee and held out the 
plate of brownies. 
 “I told you, I’ve got a plan. You’re not paying attention. It’s 
all about what I’ve learned about infrared rays. There is so much 
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more to it than a warm red light. Why do I even bother talking to 
you if you don’t listen?” said Amy. 
 “I’m feeling sleepy and hungry, and my mouth is dry.” Melissa 
yawned, downed the coffee, and stretched. She ate the offered 
brownie and reclined on the sofa bed. 
 “So, what are you going to tell Nina when she grows up?” 
asked Amy, stroking the back of Nina’s head, separating three 
strands of hair for a pony-tail braid. Nina in turn was stroking 
Catnip. 
 “What do you mean? About the implant? That I listened to a 
friend instead of following my intuition? I can’t believe I let you 
talk me into this. I’ll tell her not to be so gullible. Not to trust 
strangers. To be careful choosing her friends. To listen to that 
important internal feminine voice offering common sense. Be 
careful of the choices you make.” 
 “No, I mean, about Nina’s father, or should I say lack 
thereof,” said Amy. “You don’t even know all the details of who 
the donor was. It was another example of how impulsive you are. 
You say all you’ve got is a photo. At least I know who Wendall’s 
dad is. I may not know where he gets his income these days, but 
at least I know his address. In time I will tell him. That reminds 
me, I need to get my social worker to track him down. I haven’t 
received a support payment in over a year. Last I heard, he was in 
charge of a fleet of driverless trucks. He shows no interest in 
meeting Wendall in person, but I get lots of cyber images and 
messages per week from an untraceable source. I think he’s a 
mess. Probably better he doesn’t come around.” 
 “I’ll tell her the truth, of course. Why would I lie to her about 
her father? I’ll explain to her about her GMO dad. Nina is a 
designer child. A laboratory genetically enhanced sperm 
manipulated from a donor I picked out of a catalogue. He was 
handsome and athletic, both a scholar and musical. We remain 
anonymous to each other. You have no idea how much trouble it 
takes to go through in-vitro fertilization with your own egg. The 
surgery, the irrigation and medication were tolerable, but not the 
endless waiting for results. Nina did not come easily.” 
 “Oh yeah,” said Amy, “I’ve heard about narcissistic fertility 
doctors who have used their own body fluids on their clients and 
secretly fathered unsuspecting patients.” 
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 “That’s not possible with Nina. I had a full background check 
done on the sperm, but I wanted her to have my eyes and my 
hair,” said Melissa. “I also got to choose some modern gene 
splicing characteristics I wish I could have had. She’s my dream 
girl. My genetic choices made her my own fairy princess. It’s been 
way more challenging to bring her up alone than I had expected. 
Sometimes I wish she had a father figure in her life, but cyber 
dating doesn’t work for me.” 
 “Who’s my daddy?” asked Nina, reaching up for a chocolate 
treat. 
 Amy reacted with a swift swing of her arm and snatched the 
plate out of Melissa’s hands. 
 “No, don’t do that!” 
 “Why not? What’s in them? I’m feeling mighty strange, Amy. 
What have you been feeding us?” She held a brownie up to the 
light. 
 “Well, the coffee has THC, along with traces of amitriptyline, 
clonidine, baclofen, just a weensy touch of amphetamine, and only 
a tiny sugar-grain crystal of LSD, and the brownies are normal 
regular natural health hash brownies from the co-op store down 
the street,” said Amy, placing the plate on a table out of reach of 
the little girl’s outstretched fingers. “I didn’t make them myself 
but could have with our homegrown weed in our solarium. I can 
roll you some if you like.” 
 Melissa stood up, looked around the room, picked up Winnie-
the-Pooh, then grabbed Nina’s wrist, reaching for her coat on the 
rack. “Great. Well thanks a heap, Amy, that’s just peachy. I came 
over here for some help, and instead you’ve got me stoned out of 
my tree waiting for the next body and mind cyberattack to hit me.” 
 “Relax, will you? You get so uptight about every little thing.” 
 That’s when Catnip started dancing across the room on its 
hind legs doing back flips and cartwheels. 
 

Part Three 
 
    he four of them sat in a row on the sauna bench, a drop of 
sweat on each of their noses, Nina with her Winnie-the-Pooh 
towel around her, Melissa in a plain beige fluffy towel and holding 
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Nina’s Pooh-Bear, looking miserable, Amy busy typing, and lastly 
Wendall, the happiest, chewing a plastic toy. Melissa had the 
familiar rows of acupuncture needles over her body, and Amy 
now had them in the same places. Amy was busy with a small 
laptop. After a while, Amy put the laptop down between them 
and leaned over to place the last of the acupuncture needles 
between the shoulders of Melissa, who winced with each pinprick. 
 “There,” Amy said, “now, it said in this article I read that, in 
order for this to work, you’ve got to place the needles around the 
site of the V-trode in a heart-shaped pattern.” Amy turned her 
back to Melissa, lifted up her hair, and said, “Okay, now do mine.” 
 “Well, you haven’t exactly told me what your plan is, and I’m 
not even sure I want to know whatever you’ve got cooked up,” 
said Melissa, carefully jabbing the acupuncture needles into the 
back of Amy’s neck around the site of her implant. She noticed it 
was still slightly swollen. “There, you’re done up. Wish we could 
shut it down ourselves. If only we could. I’ve heard of people who 
have tried surgery on themselves.” 
 “One more for good luck,” said Amy, turning her back 
around again for Melissa to decide where to place another 
acupuncture needle. “You haven’t been listening, but it all has to 
do with us doing this in the infrared sauna. The key to the whole 
thing is infrared rays. It’s the magic ingredient. I’m convinced that 
without it nothing would happen.” 
 They were all bathed in the light. As she looked around, it was 
as if she were looking through red filter glasses. Melissa felt 
another bead of sweat ready to drip from her nose. The ends of 
each acupuncture needle glowed. 
 “So, your plan is for us to sit in your sauna together for an 
hour with your laptop? How’s that going to help anything?” 
Melissa was slowly coming around from the effects of the coffee 
and brownies. “Are you sure the FPB bunch can’t get to us in 
here?” 
 “You worry too much. I’ve got everything under control,” 
said Amy, placing a Velcro strap around Melissa’s wrist and 
attaching the other end of the wire to her own wrist, leaving one 
wire unplugged. She unravelled it and plugged it into the USB port 
of her laptop. 
 “Okay, the next step is… hmmm I’m not sure this is the right 
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one… just a minute, I’ve got to load it up first. Let me see now. 
Oh, good grief, it’s taking forever. It’s this new program, and my 
antiviral program is fighting it. I found it online late last night. It 
was a synchronicity. It was a meeting or a crossroads of just the 
right moment in time. It just came to me. This program popped 
up automatically just as I was ready to turn out the lights and jump 
into bed. Like, there it was, staring me in the face. The solution. 
Can you believe it? Right there in my line of vision. I’ve been 
having a lot of those lately. You know Mercury is retrograding, 
and I’m channelling like crazy. I mean, the cosmos is talking to 
me all day long. At least once an hour I experience a 
synchronicity.” 
 “What do you mean? You’re telling me you don’t have a 
secure source for this?” asked Melissa, giving Nina the Pooh Bear. 
“Do you know what are you doing? How safe is this going to be? 
Okay, hold it right there, I’m pressing the ‘pause’ button. We 
shouldn’t be doing this.” 
 “It’s absolutely safe. It’s easy and painless. I assure you we can 
also hook up Nina, too, if you want.” 
 “No, forget it, that won’t be an option,” said Melissa, leaning 
over and giving Nina a hug. Nina wrapped a small towel around 
her toy bear. 
 Amy was frantically punching in numbers as Melissa was 
looking morosely at the ceiling. Finally, after waiting five minutes 
for Amy to complete the downloads, she told Melissa they were 
ready. 
 “What’s your implant ID number?” 
 “Why do you need that?” asked Melissa. 
 “I’m going to synchronize our implants. Two heads are better 
than one, you’ve heard that? I need your number to type into this 
program. If this works and, like I said, I’ve only just recently 
discovered this latest program based on the Fibonacci Spiral, we 
will both be under the influence of the Fun Pinch Brothers at the 
same time. We will be linked. Our trodes will be able to talk to 
each other; tied together, electronically. Did you know that the 
Fibonacci sequence is now considered the mathematical spiral of 
creation? You know, the actual unfolding of the big moment in 
the beginning of time. The creation of the Universe. The glory. 
The first explosion of existence. T=0. The Big Bang. Have you 
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seen the spiral?” 
 “Wait,” said Melissa. “How close did you say we are going to 
be to each other?” 
 “Hey, we’re friends, aren’t we? Think of all we’ve been 
through together. So, I’ve got to insert my number here, and then 
yours there, and press ‘enter’.” 
 “And, miss smarty pants, what are you going to do if this 
doesn’t work?” 
 Melissa sighed and then gave her the long code number along 
with her medical history and all the personal details Amy’s 
program required. She drew the line at giving out information 
about Nina. 
 “Here goes,” said Amy, leaning back and in slow motion 
pressing the ‘enter’ button. 
 They sat motionless for half an hour in the sauna, arms 
glistening with red needles under the infrared lights, waiting while 
the program called The Meeting, marketed by In-Your-Face 
Enterprises, went through all the long processes of formulating a 
communication link between the two implanted V-trode 
electrodes. The two of them sat playing with their children until 
Amy finally said, “We finish by restarting the computer and 
enabling the program when it appears on the desktop with a cupid 
icon.” 
 “I don’t feel any different,” said Melissa after a reboot. She 
was somewhat relieved and hoped that maybe nothing had 
changed. 
 “That’s because I haven’t enabled the program yet. Don’t be 
so impatient. Let’s try this.” Amy pushed the ‘enter’ button again. 
 The lights went out, and they sat in the darkness for a few 
moments. When the red lights came back on, they shivered and 
looked at each other. 
 “I feel cold,” said Melissa, wrapping a towel tighter around 
her. Amy, too, shivered and looked at Melissa. 
 “That shouldn’t be happening,” said Amy. “Let me see now. 
Maybe if I connect us to this other one I’ve saved over here? 
Hmmm. Let me see.” 
 “No, no, that’s enough.” Melissa reached over and closed the 
laptop resting on Amy’s knees. “So, wait, I think it’s okay now,” 
she said, standing up. “I’m feeling much better now. Something 
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has changed. You know, it really wasn’t your fault we got hacked. 
How were you supposed to know? I’m really not mad at you 
anymore. Why was I blaming you? I forgive you.” She reached 
over and put her arm around Amy. 
 “We’re friends, right? We’re in this together.” They hugged. 
 “I guess I got upset about something I couldn’t control and 
had to blame someone else for my misfortune. It’s always 
somebody else’s fault. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate right 
now, with your dad off to live off the land and your mom moving 
to a new continent. I took it all out on you. It was really my own 
decision to get an implant. I don’t know why I was so upset with 
you. I don’t know what it is, but I feel different. I feel like a layer 
of anger just fell off me onto the floor.” 
 Amy looked at her with surprise. “How did you know all that? 
I never told you anything about my mom and dad.” 
 She started undoing all the wristbands and putting them away. 
 
All dressed and refreshed, they sat around the living room coffee 
table eating a decent meal. Wendall was in his high-chair eating 
peas and Nina was playing with a toy castle. Catnip was asleep on 
his pillow. 
 “OK, the FPB are behind this. So, who do you think they are, 
the ‘Friggin’ Prankster Bunch’?  Where do you think they are?” 
asked Melissa. 
 “I don’t know. They could be anywhere. I have a friend who 
has a lot of experience with computer security. I could ask her.” 
 “So, in the meantime, what do you suggest we do? Just sit 
around and wait for the next one?” 
 As they looked at each other, the lights went out again, leaving 
them in the dark for only a few moments. Light came up again 
like a sunrise. They looked around the room to find themselves 
transported to a rippled, weaving sandy desert with very little 
vegetation except tall, dry grasses bent by a strong wind. The sand 
plumed over the hilltops. Their loose clothes flapped behind 
them. They sheltered their eyes with their hands. As the sun came 
up, they could feel the heat. Blowing sand lashed at their faces. 
They were barefoot and could feel the sand under their heels and 
toes. The ground was heating up fast. They held hands and looked 
around. There was a rumbling noise from over the top of the hill. 
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 “Okay, you creeps! That’s enough. Back off! It’s over for 
you,” said Amy. “We’re onto you. Ha, ha, ha. The joke’s on you. 
You won’t have this kind of fun when you get sent to jail. Of 
course, that’s if there is anything left of you after we get our hands 
on you.” 
 “Having fun with our latest toys, aren’t we? Wow… I see 
you’re together now. Twins,” said a young male voice from above. 
“That was the right decision to remove your trodes, girls. Make 
sure you warn all your friends.” 
 “I’ve changed my mind,” said Amy. “I’m going to keep mine. 
So, you can just take a hike and leave us alone. What’s your real 
name? Where are you located? Why are…” 
 They returned to Amy’s living room after a short black-out. 
After checking out the corners and looking behind pillows on the 
couch, they sat down beside each other with a drink. 
 “Whew, thanks. That was quick thinking. I can just imagine 
what they planned to have coming over the hill at us,” said 
Melissa. “Next thing you know they’re going to get us to rob a 
bank.” 
 “There’s got to be a way to track these guys down,” said Amy. 
“Well, we’ve got to stay away from anything that can transmit a 
signal if we possibly can. That means no taking any city paths to 
the grocery store or anywhere else if we can avoid it. That means 
no vehicles without drivers. We take back alleyways and cross 
through parks and walk across front yards. Wi-Fi signals are built 
into the city infra-structure. It’s everywhere. There’s almost 
nowhere left without a signal from somewhere. And we’ve got to 
stay together. It is essential. You and Nina have to move in here 
with me. No rent, and we share expenses. I’m going to pull a 
favour from my personal computer wizard lady who happens to 
be one of my best friends, and she’ll have an idea of what we can 
do. She has worked alongside more than a few hackers throughout 
her career. Believe me, if anyone can help us, I know she can.” 
 “Alright, I’ll pack up tomorrow, and Nina and I will move in 
the next day,” replied Melissa. 
 Even though Nina and Wendall did manage to get along and 
share toys made for children years apart, the two mothers kept 
getting into each other’s space, and Melissa discovered that she 
did not have nearly enough patience to put up with Amy’s mess 
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that followed her from room to room in what became a very 
cramped apartment. She found herself constantly cleaning up 
after Amy and Wendall. The most frustrating and infuriating habit 
of Amy’s was to monopolize the only bathroom for too long to 
fritz around and put on makeup or take showers that lasted nearly 
half an hour. Amy didn’t like to cook and often brought in greasy 
takeout food that Melissa couldn’t stomach, let alone feed Nina. 
This arrangement soon resulted in Melissa doing most of the 
shopping and making dinner for all of them. No vehicles were 
allowed, and Melissa had to hand-carry all the groceries. 
 Luckily, Wendall liked bottles of baby formula. Nina was 
spending her days at a local daycare while Melissa worked at the 
health unit. Amy worked at a store that resold donated charity 
items and was always coming home with stuff there was little 
room to store. One evening after work, Amy struggled through 
the door with a giant stuffed dinosaur that doubled as a chair, 
almost as big as a high-backed recliner. 
 “Look what I found today,” she said, setting the dinosaur 
chair down on top of a pile of stuffed toys in the baby corner of 
the living room. 
 “That’s my limit,” said Melissa. “That thing moves in and I 
move out. Take your pick.” 
 “C’mon. This isn’t for me, it’s for Nina. I’m bringing this for 
your child, for heaven’s sake. You should be thankful. You know, 
it was there staring me in the face. I mean, its eyes were really 
following me around, looking at me. I was cosmos-channelled that 
this was the right companion for Nina. This dinosaur practically 
walked behind me, begging to come home with me.” 
 “It has been almost two weeks. I can almost cope with it when 
we can be together, linked in small bits of thought, but sometimes 
your thoughts are too… too much for me.” said Melissa, putting 
down a plate for the two of them at the dining room table set with 
candles and wine. 
 Nina was climbing all over the stuffed dinosaur. Wendall was 
batting a ball back and forth with Catnip. “I thought I could 
manage, but I can’t. That’s it for me. The dinosaur stepped on the 
last straw. Next week you will bring in a life-sized camel. I’m going 
to leave this weekend unless you can come up with something. I’ll 
take my chances at home. At least there I can take a shower in the 
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morning.” 
 “Well, okay,” sighed Amy. “But before you go, you may be 
interested to learn that I received a notice today, and have an 
address in a downtown complex where my friend, remember my 
‘best’ friend, my computer wizard lady… thinks the hackers are 
operating.” 
 Amy handed her a small card. 
 “Thinks? Could be, I suppose. Hmm… Of course, that’s 
good, yeah, that’s great news, Amy,” said Melissa, handing the 
card back. “Let’s call the police, and they can raid the place.” 
 “No, they’ll only give them a warning, and then the hackers 
will move to another location and start all over again. We’re going 
to confront them ourselves.” 
 “How do we know these clowns aren’t armed and 
dangerous?” 
 “I have a hunch they are a pair of joy riders that when 
confronted will turn out to be two misguided cowards,” said Amy, 
pouring some more wine into Melissa’s glass. 
 “Yeah, or tie us up in their basement.” 
 “You’re always worrying too much.” 
 

Part Four 
 
       my raced down the street ahead of Melissa, who could barely 
keep up. 
 “This is it,” said Amy, stopping at the glass entrance of a 
commercial building. 
 With a paper in hand, she entered the lobby and stood in front 
of the large panel with a small screen off to the side. There was 
no one at the security desk. 
 “Let’s go home. We’re wasting our time. Babysitting is costing 
us a week’s groceries. Your friend’s got it all wrong. This is a legit 
building,” said Melissa putting her hands in her pockets and 
starting to walk toward the glass revolving door. “They wouldn’t 
operate out of here. This is too risky. I can’t let anything happen 
to me. Who will look after Nina?” 
 “Our implants always have us located on the city grid. I told 
my friend what we’re doing. She would like to help us and is sitting 
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in front of her computer at this very moment keeping track of us. 
I’ve got an emergency code ready to give her. One small problem 
and the police will be here in less than five minutes.” 
 Amy walked over to the panel and lit up one of the office 
squares that enlarged to fill the screen. The sign read: Personal 
Solicitors at your service, Mr. Fred Bundy and Mr. Paul Bradshaw. Please 
ring up before entering. Amy entered a code on the console and 
waited. 
 “Look, it’s them. F for Fred, P for Paul, and B for Bundy and 
Bradshaw. Probably brothers-in-law.” 
 “I’ve changed my mind. Let’s get out of here, now,” said 
Melissa. 
 Amy pressed the buzzer. A young man’s face appeared on the 
screen, looking out at them. He peered closely up to the camera 
through one eye and then the other. 
 “It’s the girls,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “They’re 
downstairs in the lobby. What are we going to do?” 
 “Gotcha back, haven’t we, the Finally Pinched Bunch? Finally 
Fucked Brothers. Too late now. We’re coming up. The jig is up,” 
said Amy, pointing a finger at the camera. “You have one of two 
choices. Either you ring us up or we’ll be back with the police and 
a warrant. No funny stuff either. We’re being tracked.” 
 The buzzer rang, and Amy yanked the glass door open and 
headed for the elevator with Melissa in tow. Amy had to pound 
on the door in the hallway before it finally opened. 
 “You’re not carrying any weapons, are you?” asked a meek 
voice behind the door as Amy leaned her weight into it and flung 
it open. A young man wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a woollen tuque 
invited them both in and pointed to some chairs in their office. 
Another young man stood leaning against a table arrayed with 
computer screens and keyboards. Electronic equipment was floor 
to ceiling throughout the room. A beat-up guitar and mandolin 
stood in the corner. It was a bachelor mess with leftover food and 
dust. 
 “I’m Paul,” he said, “and this is Fred.” Fred, also in jeans, 
took off his baseball cap and bowed. 
 Melissa lunged at Paul, who defended himself by putting his 
arms over his face. She swung her fist at him with all her strength, 
hitting the arm protecting his face. He turned around, and she beat 
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his back and pinched him with both hands, anywhere she could 
reach. 
 “Ow… okay… hey… that hurt. Stop that!” 
 “Good, I hope it raises a welt. A big black and blue one.”  She 
took a deep breath then pulled off his toque and cuffed him on 
the side of his head. Paul stepped back, rubbing his head and 
backside before he asked if they wanted to sit down, but Melissa 
continued the standoff. 
 Amy sat in one of the chairs and glared at Fred. He smiled at 
her, put his baseball cap back on, and said, “I never hurt you. We 
just wanted to get your attention. That’s all. Honest. Sent you on 
a sunny beach vacation, didn’t I? We’re harmless pranksters. 
We’re sorry, we didn’t mean to hurt you. Won’t do anything with 
either of you, again, promise. Please don’t bust us. Don’t send us 
to jail.” He placed his palms together in a prayer gesture and 
bowed toward her. When he looked over at Melissa, he gathered 
she wasn’t buying it. 
 Melissa stood still, squaring off with Paul, staring daggers at 
him while he backed up slowly, his arms still raised in a defensive 
posture. Amy stood up, walked past both of them, and started 
randomly typing on all the keyboards and clicking on the surfaces 
of the screens in the computer lab. She started at one end of the 
counter and moved along the bench, inspecting each piece of 
equipment, reaching out to touch everything she could get her 
hands on, pushing buttons and finger painting over all the screens. 
Fred frantically followed her around the room, trying to get her to 
stop. 
 “Be careful there, you don’t know what you’re doing! Whoa, 
please, no, don’t touch that, that’s… oh no…” 
 Amy stopped at one terminal and spent some time punching 
the keyboard. “You shouldn’t mess with stuff when you don’t 
know what you are doing. Hey, you should see what I can get 
Catnip to do. Come over here.” 
 Amy stopped dead in her tracks. “Really?” she said. “Like 
what? Show me.” 
 Melissa went over to her and spun her around. “Wait a minute 
now, I thought you wanted to kill these guys. I’m still going to 
smack this… this…” She pulled her fist back behind her head as 
if to strike Paul. He threw his hands up to protect his face. 
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 Amy reached for her wrist to stop her. “Alright, let’s not get 
violent. Time to calm down like you do with Nina when she gets 
out of synch; let’s have a time-out.” She made a ‘T’ signal with her 
palm over her fingers. Melissa stared her down. 
 Paul started to explain. “Look. We’re trying to help you. It’s 
for your own good. I’m sorry you felt threatened. These trode-
implants are a serious menace to society. You have no idea how 
harmful. We want you to have them removed. The sooner the 
better. They won’t add meaning to your life and will eventually 
cause lapses of differentiating between the virtual world and 
reality. We want you to warn your friends about the danger to 
themselves and to everyone. We want you to help us spread the 
word that they can be hacked and that no one should fall victim 
to this insidious scheme designed to control the population. It’s a 
conspiracy. It’s well underway. Haven’t you noticed?” 
 “What scheme? What conspiracy? By the government? The 
military?” asked Melissa. 
 “No, the companies that run the economy. The top one 
percent,” said Paul. “We have a list of who they are, and we are 
broadcasting the names all over the Internet. The multinational 
global corporations. It’s all about the money, honey. They can get 
you to want anything once they have full control of you. You will 
go out and buy anything they dangle in front of your nose. Once 
they’ve got control of your emotions, you become their little 
puppet on a string. The technology is worth trillions of dollars. I 
can’t just sit back and watch it happen without at least trying to 
do something about it.” 
 “That’s a bullshit excuse for your brand of terrorism! You 
mean to tell me you did this to stop me from being brainwashed 
by the fashion industry to go shopping? They can’t do that. I’m 
not anybody’s puppet. Not yours either. What you did to me was 
mind-rape.” 
 “I wanted to get your attention.” 
 “You tortured me with wasps.” 
 “That wasn’t me, that was Fred’s idea.” 
 “I think we should call the police.” 
 “Wait, consider this, with their subtle advertising they got you 
to buy the implant, didn’t they? And now they’ve got you 
completely.” 
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 “No, I think the tables are turned. We’ve got you. But before 
I inform the authorities, I’ve been wanting to know why you 
picked on me,” replied Melissa. 
 “You might say I have a vested interest,” said Paul. He took 
off his toque and scratched his head. “I’ve been following you. 
I’ve been gathering data on you, Melissa.” 
 “Why? For how long? Weeks?” 
 “No, months… years.” 
 “You mean you’ve been stalking me?” 
 Paul offered her a cup of coffee and some brownies, both of 
which she refused.  
 She noticed that Amy was across the other side of the room 
with Fred. He had asked her to sit in an easy chair and told her to 
lie back and relax. He pulled up a roller desk chair over to a 
computer console and started working on it. Looking over his 
shoulder to keep his eye on Amy, he clicked his mouse around the 
screen and typed a long code. Amy responded by squirming in her 
chair with her eyes closed and began to breathe deeply and smile. 
Soon she emitted a deep moan and groaned with pleasure. Her 
body sank luxuriously into the comfort of the chair. 
 “How’s that?” asked Fred. 
 “Nice,” replied Amy. “Do it again.” 
 “Hey,” said Melissa, wishing to interrupt Amy’s cyber 
massage, “it’s time you used the code, and they’ll be here in 
minutes.” But there was no response; it was pretty clear that Amy 
was totally entranced. 
 Paul brought Melissa over to a corner and sat her down in 
front of a screen. 
 “Remember about six years ago when you sent away for a 
sperm donor?” asked Paul, inviting Melissa to look at an image of 
a legal document. It was identical to the one she had in her home 
safe. 
 “This is the lab copy of the donor information card used in 
your in-vitro fertilization.” 
 “No, that’s impossible!” cried Melissa. “I’ve got a picture of 
Nina’s father, and a file, and he doesn’t look at all like you.” 
 “I’m a hacker,” replied Paul. “I sent an actor’s photo along 
with a curriculum vitae I fabricated along with my specimen.” 
 “Oh, no! That can’t be! You’re not… Nina’s father?” 
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 “How’s she doing? Is she bright? Is she artistic? How are her 
math skills?” asked Paul. “Of course, I know the lab made many 
genetic modifications based on your file and your requests. Nina 
is your daughter, but the truth is the original haploid cell was 
mine.” 
 Melissa let out an exasperated groan, which was followed by 
a deep-throated groan of pleasure escaping from Amy reclining in 
her chair. 
 “No, that’s impossible! Nina’s dad went to Oxford for a 
business degree.” 
 “I grew up in Canada in a rural community and then went to 
MIT and studied business and computer science.” 
 “The file said that Nina’s dad once competed in the Tour de 
France and placed in the top ten.” 
 “I used to ride my unicycle to high school regularly,” said 
Paul. 
 “That doesn’t count,” said Melissa. 
 “I’ve got proof that Nina’s dad graduated from the Juilliard 
School of Music in New York in cello performance.” 
 “That’s my guitar and mandolin in the corner. I sometimes 
play with a bluegrass band.” 
 “You’re worse than a fraud!” Melissa yelled, near to tears. 
“You hacked me, you bastard! You hacked Nina. You’ve totally 
and completely invaded me. You’ve ruined all my dreams.” 
 “I didn’t know who it was going to be choosing the file and 
the specimen. It was stored in a sperm bank. They didn’t let me 
know the identity of the mother. As far as I knew, you could have 
been anyone.” 
 “I’m not just anyone!” shouted Melissa. 
 “After I received the payment, the curiosity got the better of 
me. I changed my mind about staying anonymous. I couldn’t sleep 
at night. Then you got the trodes, and I knew what I had to do. I 
wanted to stay in touch with my daughter. With you. Could I come 
over to see her sometime?” asked Paul. 
 “Not a chance,” said Melissa. “I still don’t believe it. You 
haven’t convinced me.” 
 “Melissa, you should come over here and try this,” said Amy, 
slowly getting out of her chair, stretching like a cat and coming 
over to Paul and Melissa. “It’s so-o-o peaceful and ever so-o-o 
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relaxing.” 
 Fred came over, stood beside Amy, and rested a hand on her 
shoulder. She responded by placing his hand on her waist. 
 “I don’t need to. We’re linked. Remember? I’m so glad you 
are enjoying yourself,” snapped Melissa. “Paul says he’s Nina’s 
father.” 
 Amy looked over to Fred and said, “Don’t even think of it. I 
know who Wendall’s dad is.” 
 “Look, I’ll show you.” Paul took a crayon out of a drawer. He 
took a blank paper and sketched a porcupine with quills sticking 
up all over identical to the one Nina had drawn on the bathroom 
wall. 
 “That doesn’t prove anything,” said Melissa. “It means you 
somehow saw her sketch. Oh, and by the way, did you cause me 
to have a horrible bout of diarrhoea? Now that was a low blow.” 
 “What kind of a pervert do you take me for?” asked Paul. 
 “Don’t look at me. I swear. I didn’t do it,” said Fred. 
 “Bundy and Bradshaw. You guys aren’t brothers,” said Amy 
to Fred. 
 “No. We went to university in Massachusetts together, and I 
majored in math while Paul wrote a master’s thesis in business and 
information management,” said Fred. “We met again at a security 
conference called DefCon in Las Vegas and started a business 
together. We’re more of a brotherhood.” 
 Melissa turned to Paul. “I’m still not convinced it’s you. But 
even if you were a very small part of Nina’s biological makeup, 
that doesn’t give you the right to intimidate me and scare me half 
to death with your hacking. It doesn’t give you licence to violate 
me.” She slumped over. “I wish I didn’t know who you were. Why 
couldn’t you just leave me alone?” 
 “I had to warn you. This is only the beginning. You two are 
among the first wave of a new generation connecting with 
technology like never before. Money is power. You said it 
yourself. The government. The military. At the moment they have 
total body control of you and who knows how much of your 
mind. You’ve let them take control of what you see, hear, feel, 
smell and taste. What’s to stop them from total manipulation? 
What will the next generation of trodes do to us? Who’s going to 
stop them? We hacked you with mild intimidation compared to 
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what some real nasty people could do.” 
 “So, enter the Fun Punch-Drunk Brothers to save the world. 
The heroes in baseball caps commanding a joystick. What a 
laugh,” mocked Melissa. “You two are trying to stop a tsunami 
with a pail and shovel. What you have done is nothing but 
criminal. I’ve never been so victimized by anyone in my life. You 
can’t possibly justify it. You wreak havoc with a flick of the mouse. 
Sabotage will never work.” 
 “Yeah, it’s a David versus Goliath battle alright. We can’t do 
it alone. There are small groups that are opposed located and 
fragmented all over the world, but we are considered anti-
establishment and renegade. No one seems to be taking the threat 
seriously.” 
 “No one is being forced to have trode implants, Paul.” 
 “Okay, but no one else is out there telling people the truth 
about them, either. Remember what they eventually found out 
about microwave effects on the brain? These implants are still 
under investigation. We’re convinced they are going to enslave 
society to the whims of corporate greed, just for starters. We’re 
not even sure how bad it could get under the wrong control.” 
 “Even if I were to agree with you,” said Melissa, “which I 
don’t, I don’t agree with your methods.” 
 “I don’t know any other way of getting your attention. We 
could send out anti-trode info, but no one would watch it. It 
would get buried in the commercial noise. In order to be effective, 
you have to get personal,” said Paul. 
 “Yeah, you did that alright. Thanks for the wasp stings. I still 
hold you responsible because you probably told Fred about my 
insect phobia. So, what were you planning to do? How long were 
you going to torment us? What were you waiting for?” 
 “We were waiting for the right time to let you know who we 
were,” said Paul. “If you didn’t find us soon, we would have 
contacted you. It was a matter of time. We expected you to give 
up the implants when we could talk to you, and we were hoping 
that once on our side, you would help us.” 
 “You’re dreaming,” sneered Melissa. 
 “And in all honesty, I desperately needed to see, in person, 
the mother of my child.” 
 Melissa sat down and buried her face in her hands, sobbing. 
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Paul stood still beside her with his hand poised over her shoulder. 
He didn’t dare touch her. Amy walked over to the chair and 
reclined again. She invited Fred to come over. She pointed to the 
electronic equipment and said, “Show me how this works.” 
 Fred started explaining the technical aspects of connecting to 
individuals with implants and having them experience preloaded 
programs he had written. Fred played with dials and typed away 
on the keyboard until Amy was experiencing another seventh 
heaven in her reclining chair. He handed her a joystick built into 
a small game-console and invited her to manipulate it in various 
directions. She soon got the hang of it and seemed to be having 
an entertaining and stimulating experience. When Amy let out 
another groan, Melissa, fed up, but having a moment of 
inspiration, sat up and turned on Paul. 
 “But what if you’re wrong? What if implanted electrodes were 
the saving grace of humanity? Suppose they are meant and 
destined to be a significant part of our human evolution? In a 
Darwinian sense, we would have an advantage over others. What 
I mean is that connected with other implanted individuals, similar 
to Amy and me, but in large groups of like-minded people, we 
would form a powerful human community unlike anything social 
media has ever seen. Those of us connected would have a total 
emotional bond with each other. We could feel each other’s pain. 
We could experience each other’s joys. After Amy and I joined 
up, I felt my burden of anger against her drop away and fall off 
me like a weight. As John Lennon sang, ‘the Brotherhood of Man’. 
Imagine. Wouldn’t we become a formidable growing political and 
economic force on the rest of the world? We could collectively 
change the face of society. We would have what no other political 
or any other group of people have ever had with each other in the 
history of humankind. Empathy. Holding hands with each other 
in a circle that can span the globe.” 
 “No, I don’t buy it,” said Paul. “The negative aspects 
outweigh any benefit!” 
 “Neither do I,” echoed Fred. “Same thing.” 
 “Think about it guys!” urged Melissa. “Think about it. Get 
out of your box! See the big picture.” 
 “Hmm… We do have a list of all the people on the planet 
with implants,” said Fred thoughtfully. “Working at it from the 
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inside…” 
 “Yeah,” said Paul. “We certainly have enough equipment, or 
at least know where to get more. And we are integrated with all 
the major political hacking groups around the world.” 
 “Y’know,” mused Fred. “These girls have really opened my 
eyes…” 
 “Yeah,” replied Paul. “It’s a whole new way of looking at 
things. Jeez, gotta get my head around it…” 
 “I could really have some fun with this selfie-hacking stuff,” 
said Amy, still working the controls in her chair. Fred handed her 
a new set of controls. When Melissa shot her a menacing look, she 
added, “But of course, getting connected isn’t that hard. All it took 
was sitting in an infrared sauna with a laptop. Implanted people 
don’t have to all sit in the same sauna to be integrated into a 
network. We could set limits or controls if we had the expertise 
and the equipment. Listen! We could set up community-run 
infrared saunas where citizens could gather just like the old 
Roman public baths. We could design special rooms where people 
could connect with each other on a voluntary basis for as much 
time as they wanted.” 
 “I’m not sure I want to be connected to the rest of humanity 
like I am with you,” said Melissa. “Still, the benefit of connecting 
and being able to truly understand one another, for even a short 
span of time, has huge implications. A true collective conscious-
ness.” 
 “Let’s get connected,” said Amy, impulsively turning to Fred 
and planting a kiss on his cheek. “Of course, first you’ve got to 
get an implant.” 
 “I’ve never been attracted to anyone like you, Amy,” said 
Fred. “I’ve also never met anyone who moves so fast and can 
make me change my mind so quickly. If it meant being with you, 
I would get an implant tomorrow.” 
 “It’s about time Wendall had a father around the house,” said 
Amy. 
 “I could download the manual on how to change a diaper,” 
said Fred. 
 “I guess there’s no harm in you meeting Nina in a safe 
environment,” said Melissa to Paul.  “Like after daycare at the park 
or something like that. At some point in her life she might like to 
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contact you. Don’t expect anything from me.” 
 “Then what are we waiting for?” asked Amy. “Let’s start and 
plan our revolution today. You’re all invited over to my place and 
Fred, darling, I can make you a great cup of coffee.” 
 “Don’t eat any of her brownies,” warned Melissa as they 
gathered up their coats and walked out of the door. 
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Homestead 
Eleanor Abra 

 
 
 
        oving into the old house was going to be a difficult 
experience. There were so many memories that didn’t belong to 
her, but were crowding the house all the same. Family homestead, 
built by Great-great-grandfather, lived in by all those generations. 
And now it had come to her. Grandpa had died, leaving the house 
to Lynne. It was not a popular decision for the rest of the family, 
who saw an old house on a prime building lot. They thought it 
should be torn down, a newly-built house on the lot erected and 
sold, and the ‘inheritance’ shared by the rest of the family. 

Lynne found it hard to tell her cousins that she was abiding 
by the terms of the will. She steeled herself for the fights that she 
expected, and got. But Grandpa’s will was clear: the house, com-
plete with contents, was to go to her. She had to live in the house 
for a year, and then she could do what she wished with the 
property. The rest of the family shared stocks and the savings, and 
since Grandpa had been careful and frugal there was a sizeable 
inheritance for everyone. It wasn’t as if they were going penniless; 
far from it. Lynne wasn’t entirely sure why Grandpa had saddled 
her with the old homestead, but she was willing to try to fulfill his 
wishes. He must have had a reason for choosing her, of all the 
family, to maintain the property for a year. The only thing Lynne 
could think of was that she loved history and tradition, and was 
willing to take a second or third look at facts or occurrences. 

Lynne took a firm grip on her key and on her courage, and 
went up to the front door. 

The door seemed to resist her. It took several tries to turn the 
key in the stiff lock. Almost as if the house did not want her to 
come in. Almost as if the house knew that this might be the 
beginning of the end of the relationship between itself and its 
family. Finally, as she breathed please let it turn the lock relented and 
the door opened. 

There are special smells in old houses; dry rot, some will scoff. 
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Lynne did not believe that. She had a distinct feeling that her 
family’s house had absorbed the scents of the lives within it. Some 
mustiness as the inhabitants got older. Some sharp odours that 
corresponded to the fighting that inevitably happened around 
funerals and family upheavals. The last years, when Grandpa lived 
essentially in three rooms on the main floor, the rest of the house 
became sad and stale, never aired out, waiting, as Grandpa was 
waiting to die. 

“Damn and blast Grandpa’s will! How will I ever make this 
place liveable again?” Lynne surprised herself when she spoke 
aloud. 

Lynne started with the rooms that Grandpa had lived in. She 
decided that she could easily get rid of the worn-out furniture 
without interference from the rest of the family. Then she thought 
that she should set up the house and have a party; a ‘take what you 
want’ party. That might stem some of the criticism, if she showed 
that she was willing to share; not just the worn-out stuff, but some 
of the antiques. She decided to go through and see what was there, 
what had been forgotten, and what she was willing or able to live 
with. 

Grandpa’s rooms were too full of memories, and that old man 
smell. She was feeling extremely uncomfortable there and was 
more than happy to move upstairs. 

The upstairs bedrooms that had been shut up for years 
seemed ready to have the dust disturbed. Lynne opened curtains, 
checked out lights and looked through closets. Moths and dust 
tumbled out, making her sneeze. She considered just getting a junk 
removal company in, but decided to give that decision a little more 
time and thought. 

She went to Gramma’s room. Gramma’s clothes, stored in a 
special cedar lined closet, seemed to be all right. Gramma’s 
bedroom was exactly as she had left it when she went to the 
hospital that last time, twenty years ago. Lynne looked at the silver 
hair brush and comb set, thinking how young ladies of today 
would never consider accepting this as a suitable wedding present; 
monogrammed even. No one seems to have time to clean silver 
anymore, Lynne thought. Then she looked back at the dresser. 
The silver looked freshly cleaned! But it had been up here, ignored 
for twenty years. It should be all tarnished! 
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Lynne had the creeping feeling that something was not quite 
right in this room. She checked with all her senses; there was no 
musty smell, there was no dust to catch in her throat, it looked 
like an empty room. But everything looked clean! As if Gramma 
had been caring for her own room all this time. 

“Gramma? Are you here?” Lynne’s voice sounded small and 
childlike, as if she had gone back to the time when her 
grandmother had died. 

Of course, there was no answer. Lynne shook herself, 
physically and mentally. Of course there would be no answer. 
Obviously, Grandpa had come up to the room and dusted and 
cleaned as if he expected his bride to come back at any moment, 
ready to pick up her life with him. The whole family knew how 
devoted Grandpa had been to his wife; the family legend was that 
all the men were besotted by their women. Lynne wondered if 
Gramma found it stressful or easy to be adored, or if she even 
realized the depths of Grandpa’s feelings. 

Suddenly feeling that she had no right to be in Gramma’s 
room, Lynne backed out and shut the door. Now where should 
she look? 

The attic stairs were right beside her. Up she went, consider-
ing how steep and narrow this staircase was. She had a vague 
memory of a room that went the full length of the house, with 
windows at each end. It had always seemed like an Aladdin’s trove 
of special things. She especially remembered the old Victrola, the 
kind with a horn that cranked up to speed with a handle on the 
side. She remembered playing the old one-sided records and 
giggling with her cousins about how scratchy and strange they 
sounded. 

There was a little landing where the stairs turned. She reached 
that landing, and gasped. The Virginia creeper that covered the 
outside of the house had pushed into the attic through the front 
window then struggled toward the light at the back, obviously 
years before. Nobody has been up here for ages, Lynne thought. 
What a mess! 

She felt as if she should have a machete as she pushed the old 
vines aside. How many bird’s nests will I find? Or, ugh, bird’s 
bodies? No sign so far of avian life, and a lot of dust. The Victrola 
was still there, and the old bedstead, but the feather bed that had 
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been there had obviously been home to many generations of small 
animals. Books had been chewed, and there was a pile of 
sunflower seed hulls, brought in by mice or squirrels. 

What was strange was the feeling she got in this attic room. 
The room did not resent her presence. She didn’t feel that the 
room wanted her out. Now, that was a weird way of thinking 
about it. Lynne didn’t enjoy the dirt and signs of neglect, but she 
did not feel as if she had to escape. In fact, she felt an urge to clean 
and clear, to fix the mess and make the room whole again. It was 
as if this room was asking her to help. Well, it was going to have 
to wait. She did check the windows, found the rotted window sash 
and made a mental note to get a carpenter around soon. Then she 
went back down the stairs, stopped beside the door to her grand-
mother’s room, but did not go in. Did she hear a gentle humming? 
No! She ran down to the main floor where her grandfather had 
lived for twenty years, rarely venturing out. 

Lynne had to admit it. She was getting spooked. She would 
not be surprised if she went into Grandpa’s living room to see him 
sitting in his old chair, listening to the radio. 

There was still the basement. Lynne did not remember going 
into the basement much as a child. She remembered that it had 
several small rooms and a little potbellied wood stove, and was in 
no way finished the way most modern houses would be. Of 
course, basements in the old days were about storage or work, not 
meant as sleeping or entertaining places. It was certainly not a 
place where visiting grandchildren would be encouraged to play. 

The stairs were steep, and open on one side. Lynne stayed 
close to the wall, muttering about people who did not have light 
switches in convenient places. She had to pick her way through 
the dim light from the dirty window to the centre of the first room 
to pull the chain on the one light bulb hanging from the ceiling. 

What she saw startled her. The room was entirely empty! Well, 
there was the laundry. And the potbellied stove. But nothing else. 
She had been predicting that there would be piles of boxes or 
things… but not clear space. She looked around. There was the 
doorway into the front room where the furnace was, and one into 
the workroom. She could see the workbench. The area that made 
her feel uncomfortable was what she considered a storage room. 
She read the inscription on the door—Mr. X’s Room—and 
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wondered if she should go in. Strange. Some places in this big old 
house embraced her. Some rooms—her Gramma’s and this area 
that looked like a box built in the side of the basement—wanted 
her far away. But she had to see all of it, make plans, and decide 
how to fulfill her Grandpa’s wishes. 

“Grandpa wanted me to live in this house for a year. I have 
to look at least once.” Her voice sounded as it had in the bedroom, 
small and childlike. It did not give her courage, but it did steady 
her resolve to accomplish the task she had set for herself today. 

Why should this door frighten her? The inscription was in 
chalk, in a child’s printing, and obviously decades old and 
smudged. What was in Mr. X’s room that did not want her to see 
it? “I’ll look once, and not bother you again.” Her voice sounded 
a little stronger, so she moved closer to the door and put her hand 
on the old-fashioned lift-latch. 

Sudden cold. A devastating feeling of disaster imminent. A 
roar of rage that sounded only in her head. Pain. 

She dropped the latch and backed away.  
The pain and cold dissipated. Slowly, Lynne turned and 

peered into the other two rooms but she was too shaken to do 
anything sensible about making any kind of decision about them. 
It was a huge effort of will to stay down in the basement long 
enough to turn out the light and make her way back up the stairs 
without running. But she had to show Mr. X that she was not 
going to be frightened out of doing what she now considered her 
duty. 
 
The next few months saw Lynne making preparations for her 
move into the house. She hired contractors to deal with the attic 
windows and other repairs, and to check out the wiring. The 
clearing of the attic was accomplished without much difficulty. 
She took care of the garbage, working alongside the man fixing 
the windows. He made a few jokes about how attics are supposed 
to be haunted, but this sure was a happy place. Lynne’s reply was 
that it had mainly been a play-place for generations of 
grandchildren, so full of happy memories. But she did note that 
the contractor did not suggest more jobs when the attic was done. 
And he never lingered outside Gramma’s room. When Lynne 
stood near the door, she could hear the gentle humming that she 
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imagined accompanied Gramma’s cleaning and dusting of her 
room. 

The wiring caused a few more problems. Of course, the fuse 
box was in the basement, and the electricians refused to go down 
there alone. Lynne had to take more time off work than she 
expected to keep them company. She did not let anyone near Mr. 
X’s room, joking that it was the closet for the family skeletons. 
When the electrician suggested that he go in, she assured him that 
nothing in that area had any electrical wiring, and it was never 
used. He made her sign a waiver, in case of a future fire, that stated 
he had been refused entry to that room. She could not submit 
anyone to the pain and fright she had experienced that first day. 
And, although the men had joked that the house didn’t want them 
in the basement, she was not ready to tell them that it was not the 
house, but Mr. X. Lynne was beginning to believe that Mr. X was 
there, and not one of the ‘friendly’ ghosts her great-uncle had 
talked about in the past. 

She made arrangements with the cousins to join her at the 
house a few days after her move, when they could see what was 
left of value in the house and decide who wanted what. Only two, 
Bruce and Janet, expressed interest in actually coming. Bruce was 
one of the more acquisitive people Lynne had ever met, and his 
partner, Xander, one of the most pretentious. Janet was a second 
cousin, not even mentioned in the will, but genuinely interested in 
antiques and heritage. Lynne never mentioned Mr. X’s room to 
them, and the room never came up in any of the conversations 
they had had about the house or its contents. She did say that 
Grandpa had obviously kept Gramma’s room as a shrine, and she 
was considering doing the same, so anything in Gramma’s room 
was off the list of available swag. 

The move went without a hitch. Lynne moved some of her 
furniture into the rooms Grandpa had lived in, keeping his big 
leather chair. Her first night was peaceful. She believed that she 
had been in the house so often over the past few months that any 
entities existing there would accept her as a caretaker of their 
space. She hoped so at least. 

The day of the ‘Take Away’ party came. Lynne had decided 
that this should not take place at night. She was a little nervous as 
she stood outside Gramma’s room in the morning and explained 
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that the cousins would be coming to look, but would not take 
anything from Gramma. She felt a little foolish, talking to a door. 
But she felt that Gramma needed the reassurance that all would 
be well and that Lynne took her responsibilities seriously. 

Lunch was simple, because this was not really a party. Bruce 
was far more interested in the value of the house contents than he 
was in eating. Xander kept on looking around the dining room, as 
if checking out the value of the panelling. Did he want her to rip 
it out and sell it, Lynne thought, but she did not make the 
comment. Janet was mainly interested in textiles and vintage 
clothing. She was disappointed to hear about the feasting moths, 
and especially disappointed to hear that Gramma’s clothes were 
to stay where they were for the time being. 

“I’m simply not ready to take her room apart,” said Lynne. 
“It’s just as she left it. I think Grandpa kept it almost as a shrine.” 

Bruce scoffed at this idea. But he seemed pleased that some 
of the valuable things in the house were still in a useable state. 
“What about the old Victrola in the attic? That is worth a pretty 
penny now!” 

“It’s there, and in working order. I found most of the records, 
and they are in good shape. If anyone wanted the old feather bed 
they will be disappointed. I think about a million mice have been 
happily living up there, more or less.” And Lynne went on to tell 
about the Virginia creeper coming in the window. 

Lynne had never really trusted Bruce, and had always found 
him to be greedy and self-centred. She knew that he never listened 
to other people’s ideas or arguments. For this reason, she was 
avoiding any mention of the basement. She hoped he would be 
happy with the things he could salvage from the other bedrooms 
and the attic. But her luck was not going to hold. 

“What about the basement? Some of those old tools on the 
workbench would be a gold mine for collectors, rust and all!” 
Bruce practically rubbed his hands and his partner grinned at him. 

Lynne stated quietly that she had not spent much time in the 
basement and was leaving it for later. But Bruce now had an idea, 
and was not going to let it go. 

“It was a weird old place; lots of dark corners. I’ll bet that 
there’s a lot of good stuff just laying around. And there was this 
old room… Grandpa never let us in there. In fact, we had to sneak 
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down to the basement, because he said it wasn’t safe. Mom didn’t 
like talking about it. She said that there was something creepy 
about the place. She said great-aunt Matilda had written a warning 
on the old cold storage door, and no one was supposed to go in. 
What was it called, Lynne?” 

“It’s Mr. X’s room. I haven’t had time to go in there. I don’t 
think we should, just yet.” 

“Don’t be silly! Just Great-grandpa and Grandpa making sure 
no one got into the jam without permission. Anyway, let’s get 
started. Should we go from the top down?” 

Bruce took the lead, as he always did. They followed him to 
the bedroom floor, then up the narrow stairs to the attic. He 
commented on the musty smell and reminded Lynne that there 
had been cupboards built into the walls, under the slope of the 
gambrel roof. She had not found the hidden doors, and was happy 
that Bruce was able to remember. There wasn’t much in those 
cupboards: some dishes and some oil lamps that Janet got all 
excited about. Bruce laid claim to the Victrola and records, as 
Lynne had predicted to herself. She was not going to relax though, 
until they were all safely out of the house with their treasures. 

Down the stairs, onto the bedroom floor. Of course, they all 
turned to the one door that was closed. “Trying to keep it secret?” 
The sneering tone of Bruce’s voice put Lynne’s teeth on edge. 

“No. It is hard to explain, but that room is happier when the 
door is closed.” 

“You are getting as weird as Grandpa, only faster. Come on. 
We have the right to take a look, even if we can’t touch anything.” 

Lynne made a mental plea to Gramma to understand, and not 
be angry. Then she opened the door, and stepped back into the 
hall. The others crowded into the room. Janet made a beeline for 
the closet, and was rummaging through Gramma’s clothes. 

“Beautiful! Pristine!” she breathed. 
Bruce scanned the room, looked at the dresser set, and 

commented on the silver not being tarnished. Xander scanned the 
walls, and locked on to The Book Settle, that turn of the 20th century 
photograph that was so popular. “I’ve been looking for a copy of 
that! That photo is worth about $400 now. Look, it’s even in its 
original frame!” Lynne started to cringe. 

The room got faintly colder. The light seemed to get a little 
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dimmer. Lynne was beginning to feel frightened, and sent out a 
thought to Gramma that she would not let anyone take her 
favourite picture. Then Bruce said, “It’s okay, but none of this 
stuff will be easy to sell. Let’s let Lynny keep her shrine to the old 
lady.” 

Lynne breathed again, the light brightened and the cold 
appeared to dissipate. Janet was disappointed, but Lynne said that 
she could have first refusal on the clothes and other textiles when 
the year was up, and Lynne was making up her mind what to do 
with the house. 

On they went to the other bedrooms where some art was 
taken off the walls and some of the bird figurines were claimed. 
Lynne was beginning to think that she would get away without 
having to visit the basement, but Bruce had convinced himself 
that the workbench contained an absolute treasure trove. 

When they got to the top of the stairs Lynne turned on the 
light with the new switch. She followed all three down, praying 
that Bruce would focus on the workbench and not the room. 
Bruce commented that this was one cold basement, and Lynne 
should really get some insulation in. Janet started to shiver, and 
turned to go back upstairs, but Bruce sneered again about how 
she was a wimp. Xander didn’t look too comfortable either. Lynne 
was about to warn them to stay away from Mr. X’s room when 
Bruce started to lift the latch. 

Screams of pain mingled with roars of rage. Bruce wrenched 
the door open, screaming that his hand was frozen to it. Xander 
took one look at the swirling dark cloud in the doorway, and fled 
up the stairs and out. Janet quietly fainted. Lynne was rigid with 
terror. She had known that something like this was going to 
happen, and they were all going to die. 

“That’s enough, Grandfather! You’ll be left alone if you let 
him go!” 

Where was this voice coming from? A faint glow was visible, 
at least to Lynne. She was not sure if the others heard Gramma’s 
voice, or if it was in her own head. Bruce stopped screaming and 
pulled his hand away as he kicked the door closed. He turned on 
Lynne, raging that this was all her fault for not warning him, and 
that she could keep this death-trap all to herself. He hauled Janet 
to her feet, and they stumbled up the stairs and out of the nearest 
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door. 
Lynne stood stunned. She didn’t know what to do, until she 

heard the gentle humming that she’d so often heard behind her 
Gramma’s door. She turned, followed the humming up the stairs, 
and into the old dining room. 

Why was she not surprised to see Grandpa sitting in his chair, 
with Gramma standing next to him? They looked at her, smiled, 
and faded together. 

Lynne put the forgotten treasures back where they belonged. 
She considered her responsibilities to care for the house to be 
important, so she stayed for the stipulated year and longer. She 
willed the house to Janet’s daughter, and gently faded into the 
fabric of the dwelling, joining the others in the family homestead. 
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A Stage of Life 
Robert Barclay 

 
 
 
     wenty-five years! A quarter of a century and it’s finally coming 
to an end. It was one of the few really long running television 
serials, but I suppose its days were numbered. People always 
thought of Jubilee Street as an institution—a whole generation, me 
included, grew up with it—but even institutions grow old and 
moribund and die. 
 It’s hard to understand just what made Jubilee Street so popular. 
It was only intended as a six-week series. Did you know that? Yes, 
a six-week mini-series, that’s all it was. It was intended as a quick 
fly-on-the-wall look at a low-class Midland industrial town. To all 
outward appearances it was a drab, dull background against which 
to play out the lives of plain folk, but it caught people’s hearts. 
For twenty-five years, television viewers had a privileged glimpse 
of ordinary people living and fighting and loving and growing 
old… and dying. They believed it all you know, some of them. It 
was as real to them as their own sordid, narrow lives and from 
that point of view you can see why it became as popular as it did. 
Hey look: these are people just like us; successes, failures, clever, 
stupid. We identify. 
 Yes, it ran for a long time. All my life and longer. 
 Let me tell you about it while I still can. I’ll write it all down 
and leave it here beside me, so you’ll know… 
 Mum and Dad met during casting for that first mini-series. At 
least, they never told me they’d met before, although they were 
both in rep in those horrible little South Coast seaside towns. 
Maybe they did meet before; it’s not important. They were 
scripted as a young couple, soon to become husband and wife, 
Sam and Peggy Sparling; he was a plumber and she didn’t do much 
except chatter in the newsagents. They were the young core of the 
cast, lovers and then newlyweds whose lives would be under 
particular scrutiny. Just the ticket for the mildly salacious tastes of 
an audience who could let their imaginations run. Nothing overt 
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of course—this was a family show after all—but, hell, who wasn’t 
imagining them at each other as soon as the cameras were pointing 
the other way? So, the show orbited around them, while they in 
turn provided a keen counter-point to the old crones and crusty 
old buggers in the local pub. 
 They were in love on the show; they were good actors. So 
why shouldn’t they actually fall in love? I mean the real people, 
my Mum and Dad, not Sam and Peggy. Of course they fell in love 
because their lives were woven together even then. So they got 
married again, in their real world, and there was a roundness, a 
completeness, because there was internal and external symmetry. 
Don’t expect me to explain it better than that now. I may try later 
or maybe you’ll understand without me taking the trouble. It’s all 
in the balance. 
 Mum got pregnant pretty quickly. I’m sure I was actually an 
accident because who would want to mess up an acting 
partnership that was getting rave reviews? They were the most 
popular couple on TV. Besides, I don’t really think they were 
parent material, if you know what I mean. At least, the way they 
used me later made me feel more like a stage property than a 
member of the family cast. I don’t know. I’m so confused and 
perhaps somewhere along the way it’s my fault. Anyway, whether 
I was a slip or not, there I was in utero and growing fast.  
 It was at this stage that things were decided for me. My future 
was written immutably when Mum’s pregnancy became known to 
the producer. He must have put a lot of pressure on her, but I’m 
sure when the suggestion was made she was receptive to it. Dad 
must have been too. It’s funny to think what might have happened 
if she’d said no. There are all sorts of branches in life—cusps 
where the way into the future would turn and be totally 
different—and that was my big one, the day of that decision. I 
know it’s useless to wonder who I would be now, in that other 
‘no’ universe, but I’m sure I would be happier there than I am in 
this one. Somewhere, in some parallel universe, a little girl grew 
up happier than me and looked forward to a long and loving life. 
It’s a miserable thought but I’ll try not to dwell on it. Perhaps 
there’s even a universe where I wasn’t allowed to come to term, 
and that’s quite comforting. 
 So, she grew round-wombed, my mother, and it was all part 
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of the show, but it was real too. No padding and stuffing, no 
feigning the aches and pains, the sickness. The fiction was 
cemented; the fact was cemented! The ogling multitudes tuned in 
to discover that Peggy was pregnant, their basest speculations 
given fresh fuel! They didn’t know, or even care, if she was really 
pregnant; the fiction didn’t demand that. I could have been a 
cushion shoved up her dress for all they knew. Well, to them she 
really was with child, wasn’t she? It was real to them. So, week in 
and week out, the series followed my parents’ happy fruition. They 
saw it all, the TV watchers in their living room chairs across the 
nation; the morning sickness, the lethargy, the pain, and they loved 
it. In this way she endeared herself to millions! Lucy Sparling was 
born in the early spring, at the same time as me. Peggy was off the 
show for a few weeks, in hospital and then ‘resting with relatives’, 
but it wasn’t long before baby was introduced to the watchers and 
duly spooned over and made a fuss of. Unbelievable; people even 
sent congratulations cards to the TV station. Not for the real me; 
for the fictional infant on the screen. 
 My life started off on this kind of footing. I was largely an 
animated stage prop. 
 They loved each other in the beginning, my Mum and Dad, 
and they always loved the stage, but they never loved me. But 
Peggy and Sam loved little Lucy! So we grew and thrived, Lucy 
and me, and we led our single double life. I was seen as a breast-
feeding baby (but subtly; this was years ago), I took my first steps, 
I toddled. Obviously, I spent more time away from the studio than 
in it, but because every stage in my development was recorded on 
camera and the lights were bright in my young eyes, that side of 
my life became much more memorable, more tangible. In the 
studio you sometimes have to take a scene a dozen times to get it 
right. It etches itself into your mind. It’s called imprinting, I think, 
and it works. In my earliest memories there is just one life: the 
studio. 
 When I wasn’t being used in the studio, I was farmed out to 
babysitters and nannies, and eventually I was sent to boarding 
school. I remained aloof from the others of my age. I remember 
kids calling me a stuck-up bitch because they thought my fame 
made me the way I was. It wasn’t that; I was just dreaming of 
being the other me… At school, I was constantly in drama classes, 
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which I took to naturally, hardly surprising in the circumstances. 
Acting on the stage was in both my parents’ blood and I’d had it 
from the cradle. I’d had it in my mother’s milk! Even at age five 
they couldn’t teach me anything. I would live the part. This is one 
thing you must do to be a successful actor; you must live, breathe 
and feel the part completely. I lived in the theatre of the real. 
 I wore Lucy like my own clothes. 
 
Around my fifth year when I was gradually becoming aware in 
depth of my dual existence there occurred two incidents that 
forced a choice onto me; if it truly was a choice. These two things 
happened either side of my fifth birthday and it’s very important 
you should understand their lasting effect on my growing mind. 
Now, I know I haven’t told you much about all the other 
characters in Jubilee Street, but you probably know them all anyway. 
You remember the trio of old bags, the milk-stout-at-the-corner-
table crowd, the hairnet philosophers who captivated a generation 
of viewers with their toothless wisdom? Well, one of them wanted 
to leave the show. (And who wouldn’t if they wanted any kind of 
theatrical challenge? I mean, remember that old fool Albert going 
on week after week about, “Eh, this yere stout’s not lahk it wos 
when Ah were a lad”? Some acting career!) Anyway, the script 
writers arranged for the old dear to die. Over the next few weeks 
she duly sickened, took to her bed and passed away. But she had 
been a sort of auntie to me—to Lucy I mean—so I had to act out 
my grief. I grieved as only a five-year-old can; absolutely. 
Understand me, I really grieved; she was passing out of my tiny 
world and it was just like a death. And, do you know, people sent 
flowers? They sent bloody flowers, wreaths, all sorts of nonsense, 
to somebody who had not died. But Lucy grieved for her. 
 She was dead in here, but not out there. 
 The second incident was a mirror to the first. One of the 
remaining two old bags really did die, a sudden heart attack that 
took everybody by surprise. On grounds of good taste—and 
indignity to a corpse for all I know—another funeral, a stage one 
for the cameras, was quite out of the question. So, the 
scriptwriters arranged for her to have visited some far-off son-in-
law, and indicated that she would probably not return. She wasn’t 
dead; Lucy didn’t have to grieve her passing. But people still sent 
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flowers, wreaths and condolence cards to the studio. 
 She was dead out there, but not in here. 
 With this paradox playing upon her mind it is not difficult to 
see why pretty little Lucy Sparling began to make the choices she 
did. From then on, the world of Jubilee Street was her focus. My 
focus. Our focus. I remember particularly my confusion when 
being corrected constantly in my pronunciation. I was talking like 
the daughter of a Midlands plumber, for Christ’s sake! But, Daddy, 
I have to live the part! Ah, the precocious little five-year-old! Isn’t 
she cute? 
 There is something I have to make very clear here. You are 
obviously wondering why these insensitive people didn’t see the 
damage they were doing. Listen, I was a consummate actress. If I 
could act out grief, I could certainly act out well-balanced 
normality. And I wasn’t unhappy; it’s just that I was never truly at 
ease until I was back in my real studio world. Sure, they were 
insensitive, but they were not consciously cruel—merely 
indifferent—and I don’t think they even guessed at the crisis I had 
just passed through. We were never close, you know. They didn’t 
see how involved I was, and Lucy, fearful of having her world 
taken away, acted her little head off to convince them that all was 
well. I was, and still am, Lucy. It was an addiction to a created 
personality. I’ve read about these things; I know what I’m talking 
about. See how lucid and rational I can be about this? The only 
difference is, the personality wasn’t created by me… I just put it 
on like my clothes and made it mine; made her me. 
 And so, I grew up in my role. My public, who were my highly 
extended family, saw me at school and at play and in the bosom 
of my family, and although in the five years following my sixth 
birthday I didn’t appear on the show every week, it remained my 
life. My parents and I were still a success, and we still drew the 
viewers and kept the ratings high. Actors came and went in the 
series, but the old core remained. For Mum and Dad and I it was 
a time of professional stability. But it was also the time when my 
parents began gradually to fall out of love, tolerating each other’s 
company less and less over those years. They could act nearly as 
well as I could, so for a long time there was no hint of change in 
the studio. At home it was a different story; there were nasty 
words, snide remarks, and eventually shouting contests in which 
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nobody won, but I lost… badly. There was misery for me out 
there, but there was warmth and comfort under the lights in my 
TV studio home. The Sparlings adored Lucy; an inevitable 
emotional gravitation. 
 
There came the time of my first period, and with it a massive re-
evaluation of myself and my role. While in my little-girlishness I 
had enjoyed the spotlight—enjoyed the know-ledge that a million 
people hung on my every action—as my body changed I resented 
their intrusion. I could imagine only too well the prurience of my 
audience. The same people who had leered at my parents were 
now in a position to leer at me! I felt their eyes and thoughts on 
me as my little bumps swelled. I took to wearing disguising 
clothes; I had favourite loose sweaters that I chose to wear 
whenever I could while on set. I made every effort to remain 
childish in voice and action, hopeless though I knew it was. It 
frightened her; this little girl at this time in her life shrinking from 
becoming a woman. But more than this, it was the effect of the 
spotlight. I did not want to be seen making the transition. I did 
not want to be in everybody’s focus. For a while it was quite awful; 
I felt violated, my most private parts exposed. I had chosen this 
persona, but even more abhorrent than the millions of eyes on my 
chest, and the millions of thoughts on the downy patch below my 
belly, was the prospect of having to retreat from Lucy. Through 
an agonizing year I hated my bondage yet knew it was all I had; I 
was sick in mind and body. 
 Through all this time, Jubilee Street was not my parents’ sole 
acting commitment, and neither was it mine. We would do a batch 
of shows and then Mum and Dad would take off, back to a stage 
play or sometimes a film, perhaps another TV show. I didn’t keep 
track. It was at these times I was sent away to the boarding school 
or to a summer camp, and then Lucy could sit and dream. These 
respites paradoxically prevented her death. You would think that 
being taken away from Jubilee Street for an extended period would 
have had the opposite effect, wouldn’t you? You would think that 
the life that occupied most of my waking hours would have 
dominated, and that Lucy would have faded away. Not so. She’s 
tougher than that. While my body changed I unconsciously 
examined the value of my two lives, hating the chains that bound 
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me but gradually coming around to the realization that it was only 
in Lucy’s life that I was whole. It was only there that I was 
regarded or loved. Peggy and Sam Sparling loved their Lucy, while 
my parents had exiled me to school or camp. It was that simple. 
Had there been love there in the other life, or even interest, I don’t 
think I would ever have withdrawn so comprehensively. But there 
was none, and if I wanted the love of parents (and in that awful 
year I wanted it very badly) then I would have to find it through 
the gravitational pull of my beloved Midlands town. And that’s 
what I did. And when I wasn’t there, I waited in a ghost world, 
thin, transparent and incomplete. 
 Once into my teens I developed more autonomy. I had by 
then a firm relationship with Lucy and a better dialogue with the 
scriptwriters and the director. There was a degree of give and take 
as they began to understand my insight, my commitment and my 
acting genius. It was a wise move on their part because together 
we developed a soundness and depth in Lucy’s character that had 
only sparingly existed before. She matured. It was good for the 
show, and they knew it. 
 I began to get offers of other parts, some of which I took, but 
only those of which Lucy approved. Just the ones which, while I 
was in the throes of character realization, would leave her 
inviolate. There were times in these years when there were three 
of us and it was often hard mental work to keep us in line. That 
sounds a little wrong, as if there was a constant battle for 
supremacy. There wasn’t. Lucy was always on top and she was the 
one I always returned to in my resting state; my default, if you like. 
The others were acted characters, equal in their comparatively low 
value. But still, maintaining the balance took some effort. 
 Surprising though it may seem in the promiscuous atmo-
sphere of the stage, I remained sexually innocent throughout my 
teens. I had always maintained a distance from the people I was 
obliged to associate with away from the studio. Don’t think I 
didn’t get offers; there were plenty. But, in truth, in the sort of life 
I was living there was no such thing as an enduring physical 
relationship, even had I been inclined to explore it. And with me 
the relationship would have to be enduring; there could be no sex 
without deep emotional commitment. Love, I suppose you could 
call it, though I didn’t regard it in quite that way at the time. For 
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me, love like that reserved for my parents, and the emotions 
associated with coupling, were clearly different things. And love 
wasn’t to be had in the gray outer world. 
 Because Lucy was increasingly the organ of my emotional 
expression, there were several blind alleys of frustration when she 
had her local Jubilee Street boyfriends to contend with. On the one 
side there was my very real emotional attachment to these 
characters (as strong as Lucy’s acting talent could make it) without 
the remotest possibility of consummation, while on the other side, 
away from the cameras, there was cheap sex for the asking, but 
with not a shred of romance. The emotional and the physical are 
two sides of the same coin, and the coin is worthless if it lacks 
either heads or tails... But the two sides could never, never mix 
and so sexual experience with others was impossible. But Lucy 
knew what she was missing and it hurt. And I believe the more it 
hurt, the more I denied the hurt. 
 
For a long while I also denied the death of my parents’ marriage. 
When I was sixteen or seventeen their irreconcilable drift came to 
the stage (yes, pun intended) where they found Jubilee Street a 
serious effort. They weren’t giving it all their heart, and the cracks 
began to show. They both knew that their time as a couple on the 
show would have to come to an end. Aside from the matter of 
leaving the show in a precarious position, this left me emotionally 
ambivalent. Remember, I had, so to speak, put all my money on 
Lucy and now she was threatening to fail me because she needed 
the stable, mature relationship that Sam and Peggy Sparling had. 
It doesn’t matter that this was now a fiction—a stage device—
because it still supplied my need. I ignored the state of their 
relationship outside the studio; out there they were strangers to 
me and to each other, and they went their own phantom way. 
 It was my mother who first made it known that she wanted 
out of the show. My father could have done a wonderful number 
on the traumas of a divorce and managing as a single parent—
Christ, the viewers would have eaten it up—but of course he 
wasn’t going to mix his public and private lives. His steady loss of 
his wife wasn’t going to become public property, not for 
anything… me included. So, they both decided to quit and go their 
separate ways. I think this shows their acting talent wasn’t of my 
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caliber; when the chips were down they couldn’t hack it. They 
couldn’t act their parts as if they lived them, could they? Not like 
me. 
 This sort of thing occurs all the time in a long-running series 
or a record-breaking West End play. Directors accept it and plan 
for it. The difference here was that we were still the central 
characters after all these years and our loss would have carved a 
mortal wound into Jubilee Street. And anyway, we were a trio; how 
could they leave and not take me with them? Enter the ascendancy 
of Lucy! She is a brilliant actor, she is mature, she is responsible, 
she is quite able to shoulder the central role. This was character 
building with a vengeance! There was still Jack, the publican, and 
old Albert rotting away in the snug, but the millions all knew who 
they truly loved. And once the director was convinced of this, I 
was on my own, spreading my wings and a fledgling no longer. 
I… Lucy… took control. 
 Sam and Peggy breaking up and leaving their Jubilee Street 
terrace home was an absolute bombshell. But Lucy’s decision to 
stay was what held the show together. I don’t think it could have 
survived without her. Her agony was absolutely essential. It was 
the one constant thread that helped the viewers over the 
transition. God, there were as many people tuned in to Jubilee Street 
on a Friday night as there ever had been! My parents acted out 
their sordid little departure somewhere below the horizon of my 
dazzling splendor. I was in the ascendant. Lucy’s performance 
couldn’t have been better. It was real. 
 Let me take you into my mind now; Lucy’s mind. Donning 
this central role, committing myself to it and all that it entailed, 
was like a baptism by fire. It was the final essential agony that had 
to be undergone before Lucy could be fully formed. She had 
chosen to be Lucy through the lodestone of her parents’ stage 
love. She must now prove that she could still be Lucy in the 
absence of that love. She threw herself into the blast furnace, 
burned in exquisite white-hot agony, and streamed out clean, 
molten and pure. It was the most bitter and miserable period I had 
ever gone through in a life that seemed filled with emotional 
switchbacks, but strangely during live action it could also be 
burningly ecstatic. Away from the lights, the withdrawal of those 
make-believe stage parents from my make-believe stage character 
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was absolute agony. I would go home to the lonely flat where I 
now lived by myself, wretched beyond belief, and cry and cry until 
I had nothing left in me. It was the five-year-old’s grief at the death 
of auntie all over again. It was utter and extreme and it left me 
emptied and hollow. But back in the studio again, acting out 
exactly the same agony was gloriously fulfilling. If you don’t 
understand how this could be, I can’t help you. I have tried to 
explain how I got this far, and if it seems like a strange road, just 
remember who I am and where I came from. All I can tell you is, 
I went through plunging hell and flying ecstasy, and came out 
sterilized of their love, but absolutely, unshakably Lucy. And that 
emergence, when it came fully upon me, was defining. 
 For perhaps five episodes of the series my heart-struck 
audience followed my every sob and sigh; I had them in the palm 
of my tear-wet hand. My colleagues in the cast worried about my 
intensity, but I knew that secretly they were in awe of me. It was 
pure professional envy. They found it difficult to comprehend 
how anybody could identify so closely with a role. I was drawn 
and pale, I lost weight, even my periods became irregular. But 
gradually Lucy Sparling emerged, crystallized like ice, and became 
an independent young miss with a job in the local post office and 
a little flat above the grocer. The second generation was taking 
over, elbowing aside the plumber and his wife. Now I no longer 
resented, as I had done before, the chains that bound me to Jubilee 
Street. There were no chains. I was willingly, knowingly, delight-
fully identified with my true self. The life outside, in which I was 
a poor and distracted actress, was attenuated and gray, intangible. 
The transfer was complete. This was my apotheosis. 
 
There is only one episode left to tell: the time when I tested this 
new unshakeability with love. Love was the only potential weak-
ness in my entire universe. Love of my parents had drawn me into 
this place, and that love had then withdrawn and left me. But 
increasingly I found I needed love! The plumber and his wife had 
walked out of Lucy Sparling’s life, taking their love with them, and 
something was needed to fill the vacuum they had left within her. 
She desperately needed a partner, and I desperately needed the 
symmetry they had enjoyed. Lucy needed a man in this world, and 
so did I out there. ‘Act One’ of the play I devised was my Jubilee 
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Street man. Not one of those repellent boyfriends who had come 
and gone in past episodes, but a true love to bind me and hold 
me. So why couldn’t I write a character, who would fall in love 
with me, and let me reciprocate? While I wasn’t actually writing 
the scripts, I pretty well dictated the content where I was con-
cerned. I suppose I must have appeared a pretty imperious little 
bitch, but I always got my way. They knew better than to cross me 
where my character was concerned. I was their show, and I was 
damned good! So, together we created my man. 
 It was stupid; I know that now. Stupid beyond belief. 
 “Little Lucy Sparling in love! Oh, my goodness, it seems like 
only yesterday, don’t it, that she was a babe in arms? My how the 
time does fly! Years later, and what a strong, pretty thing she’s 
become after that awful time with her parents going off like that! 
Yes, she’s grown up wonderful!” 
 If it was just maudlin old biddies going on like this it would 
be alright, but it’s not. It’s two generations of TV watchers being 
hoodwinked en masse and believing, damn them, believing! Of 
course they believe in me! How could I believe in myself if they 
didn’t? They made me in this image by their collective refusal to 
distinguish one side of the footlights from the other. But if I love 
being Lucy, I can’t hate them, can I? After all, we self-deceivers, 
we have a lot in common. 
 I never thought deeply about what I was embarking on. My 
need was so great I think I blinded myself to the obvious terror 
looming on the path I had laid out; the inevitable trial of ‘Act 
Two’. You see, love in this form, sexual yet without sex, cried out 
for a doppelganger on the other side. There could be no fulfillment 
and satisfaction while Lucy was absolutely real, but her partner 
would be merely a creation of memorized words on a page. If I 
was to experience the fullness of physical love, there would have 
to be an ‘Act Two’… 
 I blindly set aside misgivings and embarked on ‘Act One’. My 
love was named Arthur. He was the new librarian; intelligent, 
conscientious, well-read and also rather attractive. I was to fall 
slowly and carefully in love with him, testing, retreating, warming, 
examining for as long as the series could hold the suspense. I filled 
myself with him and played my part to absolute dazzling 
perfection. I was madly in love with him from the day of his 
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creation and for seven long Fridays we sparred back and forth 
before finally falling into each other’s arms among the library 
shelves, behind the science fiction. I knew what it was to be in 
love in the sexual way. I thought I was whole and unbreakable. 
Love poured into Lucy and she drank her fill of it. It was a 
forbidden fruit; heavily, sensually addictive. It was like opening a 
tap in the bed of the ocean. 
 Arthur and Lucy eventually became a couple and the wheel 
had turned full circle… except the illusion must now be backed 
by reality. There was no roundness, no completeness, no internal 
and external symmetry like the one my parents had greedily fed 
themselves on. True, they only had that at the very beginning, and 
they got by for years with an illusion, but I was still insanely jealous 
of them. I had the same love they had had in plenty, but the other 
thing I had to do without. Bodily union could only exist in that 
grey ghost place where Lucy didn’t live; where the lights are off 
and the cameras are still, and she shivers in a cold bed-sitter. And 
it is facile to argue that my love was not ‘real’. It was exactly as real 
as I, Lucy, wished to make it. Nobody has ever defined real love 
and I defy anyone to try. And if my love for him was not 
reciprocated, except under the lights, it’s because he was an actor. 
But try as I might, how could I bury my burning desire for sex? 
Not just the ecstasy; not just the release of it. The tantalizing sense 
of fullness and completion. I had never tasted anything like this 
before and I wished to God I had never created it. 
 ‘Act Two’ was the obvious way forward. I had shunned it—
driven it from my mind—but now I knew it would have to be put 
into effect if I was to find that roundness, completion, symmetry 
that my parents had enjoyed. It was easy; I would penetrate the 
gray mirror that threw back the image of the other me. One night 
outside the studio door, I met the actor who played Arthur (I’ve 
forgotten his name) and encouraged him to come on to me, as he 
so readily did when directed to under the lights. What could be 
more normal, natural and perfect as this? 
 It was horrible. 
 His greedy approach and his easy, fumbling familiarity 
shocked me beyond belief. It was a collision of two galaxies. Did 
I really believe we could do what my parents had done? Didn’t I 
realize he was just some coarse actor with groping hands and 



Robert Barclay 

87 

 

seeking tongue, quite unable to respect the fragile bubble of my 
world? My world; the one when the bright lights are on. Outside 
the studio door it was all horror; an intrusion by a shallow stranger 
from the grey, other world. A rape out of the unreal. I pushed him 
away and ran and ran. And as I ran through the cold, hard streets 
I drove myself back into my warm loving world, never to return. 
 But I would have let him, I would! I would gladly have taken 
him into me, enfolded him and never, never let him go… if only 
he could have been the man who Lucy loves! But, of course, he 
wasn’t. He was somebody else. He was a different man, different 
in mannerisms, speech, ideas. Just like my parents really, a stranger 
from another place. An actor. But my Arthur is different. Oh, I 
would willingly and joyfully take him into my bed and let him bind 
and twine with me into the naturalness and normality I crave! The 
man I created to love me is alive and erect and filled with hot 
blood, and I want him in me. He is real! Real! 
 But where is he? 
 Why can’t I have him? 
 Poor Lucy, you’ve painted yourself into such a corner, haven’t 
you? Suddenly the thing you have created is stronger than you are. 
You know exactly what you want and need… and you know 
exactly what you cannot have. Sure, Lucy could submit to this un-
Arthur outside the studio door—as I’ve said before, it’s there for 
the taking—but it wouldn’t work! It would be just a tingling of the 
nerves out there in that pale other place. There is no way forward. 
I set out to challenge the thing I have created, pitted my 
fabrication against the one thing that could destroy it, and of 
course I failed. And now I am burning in an agony of self-imposed 
incompleteness. 
 
But even if I could turn back the years to innocence, my time has 
run out, and it’s a merciful release. You see, after a quarter of a 
century, they are going to cut it. The network is dropping the 
show. They are going to demolish Jubilee Street, and me with it, 
because once Arthur and I had got engaged the plot had come 
around to its starting place. In a way we had all lived and fought 
and loved and grown old… and died. Our particular brand of the 
bread of life was getting stale on the shelves. I suppose we were 
rooted in the past, and change and adapt as we might we couldn’t 
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help being old-fashioned. Change. 
 But I can’t change, can I? You know who I am. I live there, not 
out here. I knew the possibility was there all the time, but I filed 
it away very carefully and I never looked at it. When it crept upon 
my conscious mind that at any time the TV illusion could be 
folded up and put in storage, I pushed it sharply back. I knew they 
could cut the series, or cut me, at any time and that it would be 
like a knife slicing through my soul, like death. But it was not 
something I could face; I think the wall was just too high. Don’t 
we all push away the thought of death; put it in some tight place 
where it won’t tap us on the shoulder with its bony finger? 
 It was my choice, if I ever really chose anything. I chose to 
wall myself in; I reveled in the laying of every brick. If I have any 
freewill at all, then I surely chose to create what I have created. 
But—no, no—that’s all wrong! I have no freewill. I didn’t choose; 
I really didn’t! The act of creation was forced on me: ‘When you 
come to a fork in the road, take it’! That’s me. No choice; not by 
me. The choice was made before I was born. Oh, why did they let 
me do this? Why did they let a child breathe life into a dummy? 
Were they truly as blind as me? And now they are going to kill me, 
and kill all the love I have ever had in my life. 
 But they won’t have the last move. 
 You must understand what I am doing. You must see that I 
am in a corner from which there is no escape. There is nothing 
for me on this side. When the bright lights are out on the set, and 
the cameras are draped with dustsheets and the street doors are 
locked, I am a phantom. There’s no Lucy counterpart out here in 
the gray ghost landscape of this other world. 
 That other woman is not in my script. 
 So, I am going to lie here on the bed in my cold flat with the 
thin rain beating the windows, and swallow all the pills. And then 
I’ll leave what I have written here on the little bedside table, 
hoping beyond anything else in the world that someone, at least, 
might understand… 
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What Are We Going to Do, Emily? 
Rick Prashaw 

 
 
 
      n the pillow in the dead of night, Max heard the unmistakable, 
surgical snap of the mousetrap in the kitchen, one floor above 
him. Had he imagined also hearing the final, death bed cry from 
Mouseland? 
 Another mouse in Max’s death chamber. Max 1: Mice 0. Max 
wondered if the mice were keeping score, what their count was. 
Did they know that they had driven the man downstairs into a 
permanent fear and loathing of these nocturnal creatures? 
 Another mouse to carry out in the morning. 
 The December polar snap had the field mice moving indoors 
early this winter. Max’s Ottawa Kanata lower unit condo adjacent 
to woods was prime real estate for the mice snowbirds in search 
of a warmer climate. 
 Max hated mice. More a hatred for alive mice than dead mice, 
except his hatred shifted to the dead ones too any morning after 
their execution. He hated everything about opening the kitchen 
sink cupboard door, his eyes darting fleetingly to locate the rodent 
corpse, and it got worse when he spotted legs rigid and skyward. 
The mop-up routine never varied: Max closing his eyes, the 
broom reaching blindly to sweep the dead mouse onto the 
dustpan, marching it at arms-length to the condo development 
garbage bins. Were not my eyes closed the entire walk, he 
wondered? He wasn’t certain. God forbid if the dead mouse fell 
from the dustpan. That had happened. 
 Mice creeped Max out. Their nightly scurrying through his 
home, dirty, filthy, disgusting; the droppings taunting him in the 
morning. No matter how his kids mocked his hearing, no matter 
how little they bothered to listen to his lectures on the distinction 
between being hard of hearing and deaf, Max knew that he could 
hear a pin drop during the silence of the nights. A mousetrap 
popping a hundred feet away was like Canada Day fireworks set 
off next to his ears. His Kanata condo was an empty nest now, 
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the kids grown up and long gone from the home, but they did 
know well his baffling hearing prowess in the middle of the night. 
Family legends told how this ‘deaf man’ could eavesdrop on his 
kids’ Ottawa Market, beer-fueled 3:00 a.m. conversations around 
the fridge. 
 Their plotting against the local government; him! 
 “How can you hear us then, in bed a floor away and miss what 
we say at the supper table?” they demanded over and over again. 
 “Because there’s five of you all talking at once at the supper 
table,” Max would answer, growing impatient as he tried yet again 
to explain his peculiar hearing loss that had to do with background 
noise, lacking the apparent filter that normal hearing people have 
in order to listen to what they wanted to hear while disregarding 
other noise. 
 When the audiologist showed the hearing-loss graph that 
looked like the worst day on the TSE stock exchange, that one 
hearing-capacity line plummeting south off the charts, he wanted 
to know if Max had worked in a factory or a mine and experienced 
some industrial accident. 
 “No,” said Max. 
 Pressed to identify what could cause it, he said, “Large 
Catholic Family.” 
 His Irish audiologist, a Doctor Donnelly, had liked that. 
 Anyway, Max’s repeated explanations mattered little to his 
children who wanted that hearing at the table, not at three in the 
morning as they schemed or debriefed from their latest hijinks in 
the Ottawa Market. 
 Damn mice. What was it with his fear of them? He wouldn’t 
be on a chair shaking or screaming at them. That wasn’t manly. 
And living alone, he would have a long wait standing on a chair in 
the kitchen. No cavalry to the rescue. No kids here. No Emily 
now. Max had no choice but to give the mice a good fight and 
chase. He just hated them. And their creeping him out embar-
rassed him. Imagine, he thought, one of Ottawa’s top criminal 
defence lawyers regularly in Ontario Superior Court fighting the 
good fight of justice against prison and corrections bureaucracies, 
against a hang-’em-high, punitive, tough-on-crime crowd. Max 
could sit across from killers and suspected terrorists in visits to 
the Kingston penitentiaries and not flinch. Now, too, he had a 
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troubling health crisis to soldier through.  Courage, in spades, he 
thought. But none for the mice. 
 Max switched shrinks when one young psychologist told him 
that he had an irrational fear. “Jay-sus, you get paid for that 
analysis?” thought Max, checking the psychiatry degrees on the 
wall. 
 “Damn it. Of course, it’s an irrational fear! Aren’t they all? 
Suriphobia, Musophobia. Max was learning all the professional 
names for his fear. This young psychologist who told him that 
mice were small and harmless, seemed to think that he could talk 
Max out of this crazy fear. 
 “Is empathy not a course in medical schools anymore?” Max 
had asked Emily way back when. Like words would assuage his 
phobia. 
 There was one counselor who wanted to work with Max, 
teaching him positive associations with mice. Hypnosis Behaviour 
Therapy he called it. And they had the gall to bill $250 for this life 
coaching! Max, the lawyer, knew a thing or two about billable 
hours. Max had always hated mice. He didn’t want them to be his 
best friends. He wanted them dead. He knew his fear long 
preceded the baby mouse that ran across his face on that same 
pillow the winter earlier. Max had cried out that night, throwing 
on the lights to catch Minnie on the carpet in the middle of the 
room. Murphy, the lab retriever, was snoring sound asleep at the 
foot of the bed, a few feet from this intruder. So much for a guard 
dog. That mouse wanted to play, too young and not life-smart to 
recognize an enemy. Max grabbed a broom that night and battered 
the poor creature against the wall. A short life. No remorse nor 
confession from this criminal defence lawyer. There was only the 
blood to clean up next morning. 
 Another psychologist wanted Max to identify the person this 
baby mouse represented as he reined his blows on it. 
 “Puh-leeze!” 
 That ended the behaviour therapy and hypnosis. 
 “Damn it. It’s a mouse! Nothing more than a mouse. And I 
wasn’t inviting it to move in!” 
Emily would have understood. 
 Emily was the one who truly listened to him. 
 They married 35 years ago, at St. Patrick Basilica downtown, 
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teenage sweethearts who refused to listen to parents or priests. 
The surprise pregnancy, their first son Ian, got them to the altar 
quicker than they had planned. Their white wedding plans were 
preserved only by the winter wedding quickly arranged in the week 
between Christmas and New Year’s. Everything had worked out, 
as only crazy-in-love kids could believe it would. Four more kids, 
Fraser, Dorothy, Rebecca and Adam, and life flew by. 
 Too quickly. Her pain in the stomach didn’t seem too bad at 
first. Jesus, ovarian cancer. The very thing that gives birth takes a 
life. 
 “There is a time to be born, a time to die,” intoned the reading 
from Ecclesiastes at her Celebration of Life attended by hundreds. 
 Just fifty-four. Gone in three months. Five years ago. 
 “Jay-sus,” Max muttered. 
 “Death, where is thy sting,” was another biblical verse Max 
remembered from that day. 
 Well, Max knew the sting of death here and here and here. 
Soul, heart and sinew cried out. The shoulders stooped, the face 
now in a permanent grimace in these years alone. These past few 
years, since Emily died, Max took some solace sitting with his wife 
on the deck. She is in her favourite rocker, handed down on her 
mother’s side at least three generations. On the porch, she’s 
always thirty-five. Full of life, beautiful. Radiant, yes, sexy. Tossing 
that auburn reddish hair back with her throaty deep laugh. He fell 
in love with her the moment he heard her laugh. He had crossed 
a high school auditorium floor to ask her for a dance. She laughed 
that night. She laughed many more nights. Max knew crossing that 
gym floor was the best move of his life. 
 Emily solved all Max’s problems. Or made them disappear. 
When Max got into his periodic complaining funk, she intoned 
her own grandmother’s wisdom. 
 “No complaining now, you are still here.” 
 Emily always had a gem to share from her favourite writer 
and poet, Mary Oliver. 
 “Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and 
precious life?” she would ask him. 
 She seemed to be asking herself that question too. Hearing 
Emily say those words, Max sensed he knew what Moses 
experienced on Mount Sinai hearing God pronounce the Ten 
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Commandments. Max could sit on the porch late on a summer 
night talking with his love until the chill forced him inside. 
 He would close his eyes and hear her say Oliver’s line, “What 
is it you plan to do with your one precious life?” 
 Sometimes, she dropped the ‘wild’ part. She had spoken the 
phrase in her worst suffering, on her death bed, a few weeks 
before her last breath. Max had not figured out who she was 
talking to that day. She could make him laugh, cry, love and live 
another day. He always smiled remembering how petrified he was 
at breaking the news of their pregnancy to his parents. How he 
blurted out an indecipherable stutter of words only to have his 
eighteen-year-old girlfriend jump in to explain matter-of-factly to 
his Mom and Dad what had happened, what they were going to 
do and how everything would work out despite the mess they 
found themselves in. It helped that his Dad was smitten by this 
girl too. 
 As the rushed wedding meant no real celebration or parties, 
family and friends put on a night to celebrate anyway. The money 
collected as they passed a toque let them go on a honeymoon to 
Emily’s home in Cape Breton the next summer. Another favourite 
memory of his wife was seeing her on the cliffs along the Cabot 
Trail staring out at the ocean, the blustery wind whipping her red 
hair and the salt of the ocean on their tongues, her ear-to-ear grin 
telling him that she was home. Somehow, intuitively, Max 
understood that Emily would be his shore for life’s storms ahead. 
 Like Ian’s epilepsy that appeared out of nowhere one day, 
small seizures, trances walking in front of a school bus that he had 
just disembarked from. Max was beside himself with worry for his 
son. Those problems didn’t seem to scare Emily in quite the same 
way. She would have her quiet time, thinking time she said, always 
time to pray, to be still. Max preferred to rage against the forces 
unknown. Max craved control. It was part of the reason that he 
excelled in a courtroom. He never asked a question that he didn’t 
know the answer to. Damn, why couldn’t life be like the scripted 
play of the courtroom? 
 Max saw problems. Emily embraced them as opportunities. 
Once Emily spoke, Max felt he could take on the world. Just not 
with the mice. Still, in their division of labour and love, Emily’s 
no nonsense found the broom and swept away the dead mice. 
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Max cleaned the bathrooms. It was a beautiful thing, he raved, this 
marriage of mice mop-up and toilet bowl cleaners. 
 Max missed Emily more than ever this long, long year. Back 
in February, he had been standing at the Ottawa Transpo bus stop 
on Irwin Street waiting for the express commute downtown to his 
legal offices. He felt the tingle down his left arm but thought 
nothing of it. He thought to himself that was the price to pay for 
skipping his coffee in the rush not to miss the bus. He missed the 
bus anyway and now the left hand, and left arm went numb, 
making him shake them. It wasn’t a cold day. This was bizarre. In 
five minutes, his entire left arm was numb. He did something so 
uncharacteristic of this no-nonsense tough lawyer. He picked up 
his briefcase, crossed back across the street and returned home. 
He sat in his La-Z-boy in his living room. He spoke with Emily.  
 What are we going to do, Emily? 
 
He hated living alone at times like this. He needed Emily. 
 “What are we going to do, Emily,” was Max’s most frequent 
question these days. He heard Emily’s same answer immediately. 
“What is it you are going to do with your one precious life?” 
 Thank you, Mary Oliver. 
 Max teased his Irish Catholic wife that she had to be a bit 
Jewish too. All his Jewish lawyer friends answered his questions 
with another question. 
 Max started to get the feeling back in his arm and one hand, 
but he decided to go to the nearby Queensway Carleton Hospital 
just to be sure. He was gradually unlearning his father’s aversion 
to doctors and hospitals. The TIA mini-stroke diagnosis surprised 
him; a ‘transient ischemic attack’ that interrupted blood flow 
temporarily in a part of the brain. Yes, he was now sixty, but still 
senior partner in Ottawa’s biggest criminal lawyer firm, a legal 
empire that had thirty-five other lawyers, paralegals and staff, a 
million-dollar plus enterprise. Max thrived on the files and 
workload. He was blessed, some say cursed, with an energy as 
deep as an Alberta oil well. Other managers half his age could not 
keep up with him. 
 “Best kind of stroke to have,” a neurologist would explain a 
few weeks later. A million dead brain cells but who is counting? 
No lasting physical disability. No loss of speech. 
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 The second stroke four months later was not the best kind to 
have. He had collapsed at his office desk. His last spoken word 
was “Elizabeth,” the name of his secretary who he called as he felt 
weird and dizzy, a swarmy soup spilling in his head. 
 This second diagnosis was the killer for everything he 
cherished. Fear gripped every corner of him. His mouth was so 
dry. He felt a panic move in. He was released from the hospital a 
week after the ambulance brought him from his office. But it 
would be almost four months of physical therapy and 
occupational therapy, excruciating, painful, every day work, 
before he was gradually able to use his left side, control his left 
arm and left leg. Still, Max had limited use of his right arm and leg. 
 With therapy, the doctors said he would learn to walk, 
perhaps with a limp and shuffle. But it was the loss of his speech 
that was his death sentence. A defence lawyer with no words. His 
eloquence in closing pleas was legendary. Legal associates, 
students would shuffle their appointment calendars to find the 
courtroom to hear Max argue. Better than a post-graduate law 
school credit, some had said. Max, who made a living with his 
eloquence, his closing arguments, his reputation to win in the 
courts against some impressive, damning evidence. Max could not 
speak after the stroke. 
 Max, speechless, was dumbstruck. It may have had no 
negative impact on his intelligence, but this smart man now felt 
so stupid. And other perhaps well-meaning folk could make him 
feel stupid too, talking about him in his presence as if he was deaf 
and blind too. And stupid. This man whose words had always 
swept Emily away had no words. And no Emily. 
 Except he could talk to Emily on the porch and ask her still 
what she would do. 
 Over months of therapy and exhausting efforts he learned 
how to write a bit with his left hand. He tapped his Blackberry to 
write some error-filled texts. He struggled to learn hand and arm 
signals. He could produce a guttural yes. Tears rolled down his 
craggy face more regularly. 
 While he might recover most of his capacity to walk, he felt it 
was over if he could not speak. He managed guttural sounds, 
words his kids guessed. They were certain they could make out his 
calling Emily. His wife’s name was one of the few words that 
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passed his lips. Again, the kids, grown up as they were, could not 
understand. They talked about him in the same house and room, 
as if he had lost his hearing. 
 “I can’t speak! I can hear, you fools!” he silently screamed. 
 The brain worked fine for the most part. He still spoke to 
Emily on the porch. He made sense to her. He was thinking 
clearly, talking to himself all the time, talking to his love. He just 
couldn’t talk to anyone, about business, the price of bread, sports, 
his beloved Senators hockey team, the weather. He couldn’t even 
scream out loud about the damn mice any more. On the pillow 
that night, he remembered more about the day he had planned 
after having now to scrape the latest mouse from the kitchen 
cupboard. There would be that family meeting in the afternoon at 
another speech therapist’s office, a specialist a friend knew. The 
speech therapy so far had not produced any significant results. 
Today’s appointment would be pivotal. Big decisions. Life 
decisions. Could he hear in his silence the surgical snap of the 
mousetrap snaring him? Would never speaking be his own death 
chamber? 
 
The meeting with the speech language pathologist includes two of 
his children, Ian and Rebecca, the only two who live in Ottawa. 
In the office downtown, Max is relieved that this doctor is not 
condescending. He is talking to Max directly, even though the 
doctor knows his new patient won’t be answering him directly. 
Max appreciates this. He abhors pity. The doctor wants to know 
if Max knows who Gabby Giffords is. 
 Max gets a barely recognizable “Yes” out. 
 Inside that head of his, he has a longer answer. U.S. Congress-
woman shot at a meet-and-greet Tucson Safeway Store in Arizona 
in 2011. The shooter killed six people and wounded many more. 
Giffords suffered a bullet wound in her head and took a long time 
to recover, eventually resigning her seat to concentrate on her 
recovery. 
 “Do you know she couldn’t speak for a long time because of 
the damage to her brain?” was the speech therapist’s next 
question. 
 Max’s “Yes” this time was stronger, clearer. 
 “But she did recover her speech. Do you know how?” 
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 Now Max, in his head again, was in the courtroom, waving 
and recounting the “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” music that the 
congresswoman joined her girlfriends singing in a hospital room 
after they sent the other staff packing to start their reunion and 
celebration. At some point, as her friends sang, Giffords started 
to sing along. The others stopped and the crying began as Gabby 
belted out the song. 
 This doctor wanted to try the music therapy with Max. He 
gave Max and his children the short tutorial on music therapy. 
Through functional magnetic resonance imaging, scientists have 
begun to map the brain’s many functions to specific regions. 
Whereas language is largely held in the left side of the brain, music 
activates visual, motor and coordination areas on both sides as 
well as areas deep in the brain involved in memory and emotion. 
The brain is this network of connections, super highways and 
smaller roads. Max had a major road block in the super highway 
we all use to speak. Now music and singing can get his words out 
via a brain detour. You have to find another way back to language. 
It is literally the road less traveled to get to the same destination. 
The brain’s ability to pave new pathways around damaged areas is 
called neuroplasticity. An adult might relearn to speak… with the 
right training and a lot of practice. And, yes, it doesn’t work for 
everyone. 
 This was a no-brainer for Max. He had laughed at his words. 
Never speechless, never at a loss for words. Sing, and you might 
speak, words that otherwise can’t come out. Pull the words out of 
you. Max was no singer. He hated when the kids dragged him to 
karaoke but changed his tune once there, whistling as Emily belted 
out their old love songs. 
 Cue the songs. Max was game. He would do anything to have 
his speech back. He gave thumbs up to the doctor. The kids 
guessed the songs for a playlist. The Be Not Afraid St. Louis Jesuit 
hymn he bellowed slightly off key a long time ago at church on 
Sundays, John Denver’s West Virginia, Leonard Cohen’s Hallelujah, 
some Beatles no doubt, Van Morrison and more. 
 Again, at night, on the pillow, Max feared his own death 
chamber. His own Mouseland. The snap of the trap executing 
him. Emily on the porch definitely wanted him to try this. Your 
precious life, Max. 
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 The music therapy was booked to happen a week Friday. The 
Friday appointments stretched into months. Futile. So little 
progress. For weeks he grunted, groaned and grew exasperated. 
He was singing the songs in his head. They weren’t finding the 
new highway. He felt as if he was boring through the deep granite 
of the Cambrian Shield. Then, it happened. The Friday past. How 
appropriate was it that the Jesuit hymn found the detour? 
 “You shall cross the barren desert. Wander far in safety, never 
lose your way…” 
 He had the verses all mixed up, but there he was, singing, 
speaking, words tumbling out of his mouth like a spring river 
gushing with the thawed, frozen winter water. The speech 
language pathologist was listening, smiling, and clapping. Fist 
pump too. 
 Only Adam, home for that weekend, heard his Dad singing 
that day in the office, heard his Dad’s barren tongue birthing 
words again. His eloquent, loquacious father, Lazarus now. Adam 
reached for his cell phone, so excited, contacting first Ian and then 
Rebecca instructing them to go to Dad’s home right after their 
work. 
 “Dad just swore,” laughed Adam. 
 “He told me to go to hell,” enthused Adam to his older 
siblings. 
 “Get home. He will tell you to go to hell too.” 
 Ian and Rebecca knew this was truth. It was a family joke, this 
fatherly affectionate “Go to hell.” Dad had started it, a phrase that 
would end a long, riveting story from anyone. Family speak for 
“You don’t say.” Dad’s Amen. 
 There would be months more of those Friday music therapy, 
bills Max now gladly paid. He remembered that first Friday 
singing, though. On the way home from the doctor’s office, he 
dropped into the basilica where Emily and he were married. He 
had not been there for years. He lit a candle. He liked the silence 
and aloneness of the cathedral, better than the services or the 
crowds. Max thought of Emily. He had been bitter to lose her, to 
have the kids gone, grown up, busy, too busy for him, no time for 
their father, exactly like he had been too busy for his parents. The 
bitterness stewed on Facebook, that he had grudgingly signed on 
to after badgering from Emily, a place he finally realized he could 
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get his family news. However, his reading of family events for his 
siblings who had all their kids there, and their grand-children, 
brothers and sisters still with their partners, only left him sad and 
jealous. 
 Max walked with the aid of a cane now. That day in the 
basilica, he fingered the cane like long ago he had fingered the 
rosary he would use to pray. He had stopped that long ago. Still a 
man of faith, but new prayers. Since Emily died, he had not been 
able to give thanks much for blessings others enjoyed. The bitter-
ness choked. Now, this day, he tried to utter a word of thanks for 
the return of his speech, for the gift of his family, his siblings, their 
blessings. Real words whispered softly in the basilica that day. He 
was still surprised by the words finding their exit at his mouth. He 
had found his voice. He found a place of gratitude too for his kids, 
their busy lives, their own families. This was hard to do. 
 On the way home, he remembered that he needed more 
mousetraps. Max slipped into the neighbourhood Home Hard-
ware. He managed to voice a simple question, asking where the 
mousetraps were. 
 A young clerk pointed him to Aisle 34. 
 He tried to speak some more. He wanted a live mouse trap, 
the ones that catch the mice but let Max release them. He decided 
he could carry the box to the woods without seeing or touching 
the damn critters. He figured that he would release the mouse in 
another neighbourhood, maybe the woods beside where a crown 
attorney friend who he enjoyed sparring with lived. Mouse parole. 
Max worked hard for parole for his clients. Why not the mice? 
 The young girl sales clerk smiled. “Yes. That’s nice. I will 
show you.” 
 Max looked at her. She had Emily’s hair. 
 “Have you ever had a mouse run across your face?” 
 It took time to say all those words but she understood what 
he was saying. 
 She gasped. 
 “Be not afraid,” Max smiled. 



 

100 

 

 
  



Gladys Galay 

101 

 

Doctor’s Orders 
Gladys Galay 

 
 
 
       erds of cattle, herds of goats, sheep, hundreds of pigs, dogs, 
cats, horses. Running, running, running off cliff edges, falling on 
rocks below. Piles of broken bodies, cries of pain. The stench of 
blood and death comes through her subconscious. The bed covers 
trap her, trying to keep her down in the nightmare. She forces 
herself up on the bed, suffocating, sweating and gasping for air. 
 
“Doc, I don’t know if I can keep it up much longer. I’m getting 
too old to be driving cross-country in all kinds of weather and 
road conditions.” 

“Mac, you’re in excellent health. Your physical exam shows 
no age-related problems and your reflexes are those of a much 
younger woman. And, besides, forty is not old. Other than this 
gradual weight loss over the past few months, I wish all the drivers 
were like you. What is the real problem; tiredness, boredom, 
monotony?” 

Mac stood up and walked to the window. She could see the 
rig in the parking lot outside the clinic. 

The doctor stood behind her watching her stiff back. Regard-
less of what was wrong, he couldn’t wait. No more patients for 
the day and there, waiting at the country club, was a martini with 
his name on. 

“Come on Mac, spill.” She jumped. 
“Sorry, sorry didn’t mean to shout.” The contract with the 

trucking company for monthly physicals and drug testing of the 
drivers was lucrative but they were a testy bunch. “Now, you 
know I’m only concerned about you. What’s the problem? You’re 
as healthy as a horse except for this weight loss. You’re not doing 
any of those ridiculous fad diets are you?” 

Mac turned abruptly and stared at him. He knew he’d hit a 
nerve. Now, he could get to the bottom of it, and then to the 
bottom of the waiting martini glass. 
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“So that’s it, is it? The minute you walked in I knew there was 
something. What is it, low-carb, high-fibre, protein shakes, what’s 
the latest fad in the diet world?” 

Mac looked at the doctor. His red cheeks and girth testified 
to a diet of rich foods and alcohol. No restraint there. 

“It’s not a fad. I don’t do fads. I’ve been a vegetarian for the 
past few months.” 

“What? What do you think you are doing to your body with 
that nonsense?” 

Mac knew the doctor was old fashioned, but she didn’t think 
he was that behind the times. 

“What do you mean nonsense? There are plenty of healthy 
vegetarians around and you said it yourself, I’m healthy.” 

“Yes, you’re healthy for now but you’re getting too skinny. So 
why the change?” 

“Okay, already. I’ve been having nightmares; nightmares 
every night for months. I haven’t slept at all. Always the same 
ones, animals dying, slaughtered, in pain.” 

“And for that you became a vegetarian? That’s not a reason. 
Take a sleeping pill. I’ll give you a prescription.” He turned to his 
desk to get his prescription pad. 

Was that all the help she was going to get here, sleeping pills? 
“But, I don’t need to eat animals. Why can’t I be a veget-

arian?” 
“You need to get some real food into you, some good 

protein.” 
“It’s the truck, okay, the meat truck. It’s the truck of death. I 

can’t stand to eat meat anymore; the look of it, the smell of it, the 
taste of it makes me sick. It has a stench.” 

“Well, what did you expect? Meat doesn’t come from Styro-
foam.” His belly shook when he laughed. “Get over it. Have a 
steak and while we’re at it, I’ll have one too. You must have a few 
extras in that big truck. Some that won’t be missed. What do you 
say? Just a couple for your favourite doctor?” More laughing and 
shaking. Mac’s stomach heaved. 

Stupid bugger; stupid, stupid, stupid. 
She hauled herself up into the back of the trailer and ignoring 

the hanging carcasses, took a package from the first freezer 
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compartment. 
Leaving him with his package and a satisfied look on his fat 

face, she sped out of the parking lot as fast as the big rig would 
allow. Crumpling up the prescription, she threw it out of the 
window at the first turn. How stupid was it to drug a truck driver 
anyway? She would report him if she didn’t have such a tight 
schedule. 

The loading was taking too long. Mac was sick and tired of the 
smell. She tasted the bile rising in her throat. The men doing the 
work glanced at her every once in a while, wondering what was 
wrong. She couldn’t tell them. That would just lead to laughing 
comments. She was the butt of enough jokes. 

The head butcher for the abattoir came out just as the last 
carcasses were going on board. Bright red blood covered old dark 
stains on the apron straining to cover his rotund middle. He car-
ried a loose paper package and the metallic stench moved with 
him like a cloud. He came to where she was standing beside the 
trailer and pushed the package towards her grinning. 

“I cut these ones myself just for you. I bet you like them rare, 
don’t you? I bet you like it raw.” The grin became a sneer. 

She stepped back shaking her head. “No thanks. I’m fine.” 
“Don’t be silly. You’re the best driver we have. You always 

pick up on time and deliver on time. I like to reward the best.” 
Mac covered her nose and mouth with her sleeve pretending 

to cough. 
“Fine, fine, just put them in the back with the rest. Can’t have 

them up in the cab with me. Too warm. They’d go bad.” 
The other men disappeared into the bowels of the building. 

She wished she could disappear. She wished he would disappear. 
He put the package down on the tailgate while she tried to 

close the door. 
“Now, hold on, you don’t want to be doing that? I thought 

maybe we could have some fun you know. You scratch my back 
I’ll scratch yours. I’m giving you my best meat if you know what 
I mean.” 

“Look, I got to get moving. You said it yourself, I am the best. 
I always pick up on time and deliver on time, and right now I have 
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to get on the road or the delivery on time won’t happen.” 
“Now, now, we both know you have time. You must stop 

sooner or later. You have to eat, don’t you? Have to sleep?” His 
big hand was heavy on her shoulder. “I just thought we could be 
good for each other, you know.” 

“Look, I have to check the cargo, have to make sure every-
thing is secure and then I have to get moving.” 

She jumped up into the back of the trailer away from his 
hands. He followed her up faster than she thought someone his 
size could move. 
 
Mac dragged herself out of the truck bed and pulled herself up by 
the door framing. She moved drunkenly, a ringing in her ears. 

She kicked the offending package of meat to the middle of 
the lot in a furious display of rancor. Stumbling down from the 
truck bed, she walked slowly towards it. 

 “Why are butchers always trying to push their meat at you?” 
Her laugh was tinged with hysteria. 

Kicking the meat package was very satisfactory and soon it 
was at the end of the property near the adjoining vacant lot filled 
with scrubby brush. Home of the wild dogs and feral cats and 
vermin of all types that hung around a slaughter house, or in it. 

Abattoir. Who were they kidding with a fancy French word? 
Slaughter was slaughter no matter how you dressed it up. All 
dressed; Mac was in rare form and the jokes just kept coming. 

She kicked it one last time and the packaging came undone as 
the meat flew into the bushes while the wrapping floated into the 
laneway to be driven over again and again. There was movement 
in the tall grass; something was slinking its way to the prize. 

And good riddance. She was not interested in that kind of 
meat, or any other for that matter. 

She stood for a while looking into the open maw of the truck, 
the meat truck that could swallow you whole. Slamming the large 
door down, she strode to the cab and pulled herself up and in. 

Glancing down, she was shocked at the blood on her shirt, 
she wrenched it open and ripped it off without thinking about 
sitting there in her bra. There was no one to see her. 

 



Gladys Galay 

105 

 

Mac rubbed her neck and stretched her stiff shoulders. The dull 
ache didn’t go away and waiting at the checkpoint didn’t help. She 
was tired, but she was sleeping better even without the pills. What 
would be worse than not getting a good night’s sleep? Doped up and driving a 
big rig. Stupid doctor. 

She hated waiting. 
Her truck, her cargo, and her documents were in order. She 

always seemed to get stuck behind somebody who was disorgan-
ized or just didn’t care. An hour later and it was her turn. She 
braced herself for the interrogation. 

“What’s in the truck? What are you hauling?” 
Mac watched the agent go through the documents stuck onto 

her clipboard. All of them clearly stated what she was hauling but 
she still went through the routine. No point in complaining. There 
were a dozen infractions they could make up if they wanted to. 
Repetition was the least of all evils. 

“Meat, I’m hauling meat.” 
“And where are you coming from?” Still looking down. 
Isn’t it enough that I wasted so much time at the abattoir? Why do I 

have to go through this every time? I want to get back on the road. 
Mac smiled politely, “I’ve come from Edmonton through 

Red Deer then through Calgary and now on to Banff.” 
“So, you’re carrying meat, are you?” Finally, the agent raised 

her head and looked at Mac. “Got a couple of extra steaks back 
there?” 

“As a matter of fact, I do. Like some?” Walking slowly the 
length of the trailer, Mac turned to watch the agent following her. 

“Don’t look so guilty or everyone will know.” 
“Yeah, sorry, just let me check that the other agents are busy.” 

The woman moved around scanning the checkpoint until she was 
satisfied. “Good, good, no one’s watching. No one will know.” 

Mac released the catch on the door. Mounting the tailgate, she 
turned, braced herself and bent slightly extending her hand to the 
agent. The woman smiled up at her, put her clipboard down on 
the trailer bed, grasped the hand and up she went. She was very 
light. Light and lean. 
 



Doctor’s Orders 

106 

 

Sitting on the stool, Mac wiped her mouth on the napkin as the 
waitress brought her the bill. She was about to pay when the cook 
ran out of the kitchen and pushed past the waitress, nearly knock-
ing her off her feet. 

“Wait a minute, wait a minute, that’s your truck outside isn’t 
it?” 

“It’s a company truck, but, yes, I drive it. What of it?” 
Looking right and left, he lowered his voice to a whisper. 

“Well, I’ve been wanting to hold a barbecue evening for my cust-
omers. You know, when you roast an entire animal. A whole pig 
with an apple in its mouth. I could make a lot of money… I 
mean… I could make a lot of people happy. What do you say, can 
you fix me up?” 

“I’m not supposed to sell off the truck. That meat is ear-
marked for the tourists in Banff.” 

“Hey, I'm not asking for the whole truck. Just a pig or a side 
of beef. You know, something small. And cheap. I can cut you in 
for some of the profit. Come on. It wouldn’t cost you anything to 
let me have it. Everyone understands about spoilage. Just say it 
went off and had to be destroyed.” 

“I can’t let anybody know that I’m doing this.” Mac said as 
she moved towards the door. 

“No, no, of course not. I understand. You just back the truck 
up like you’re leaving but back it up a little further around the side 
of the building. There are no windows on that side so no one’s 
going to see. I’ll slip out the back door and no one will know what 
we’re doing.” 

Mac drove out of the parking lot slowly, whistling under her 
breath. A deal was a deal and there were a lot of deals to be had 
in this town. And, everybody was making sure that she would not 
get caught. 

 
How many stops did she make? 
 How many people thought she was their personal supplier? 

The chef at the resort wanted to pay half of the worth for 
double the order. “No one will know.” 

The motel owner wanted dozens of pork ribs for Saturday 
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night poker games to shore up a poorly run business. “No one 
will know.” 

The student wanted a free ride jeopardizing both her job and 
her licence. “No one will know.” 

She started using the sleeper cab and was surprised at how 
well she slept. 
 
“I see you’re back again for another checkup. How long were you 
on the road this time?” 

“Not long, about a month.” 
“Well, you seem less stressed this time. You’re still healthy 

and strong. Maybe even a little bigger. Are you bulking up now? 
Given up that vegetarian nonsense that you were into?” 

“Yeah, I started eating meat again.” 
“So how about the nightmares? How are you sleeping?” 
“Sleeping well, no nightmares.” 
“That’s because you’re getting all the protein you need to keep 

strong. You know that big brain of yours needs a lot of protein 
too.” 

“Yeah I guess you’re right Doc. Things have been better 
lately.” 

“Glad to hear it. So, now that we’re done here; how about I 
get a few more of those steaks? They sure were good.” 

“I can’t stop long, Doc. Since we’re finished, I’m off again.” 
“That’s okay. I can walk down to the truck with you. Get my 

steaks and you can go on your way. No more patients today. I’m 
off to the country club. They have the best bartender in town. He 
makes amazing martinis.” 
 
Mac opened the door of the trailer and motioned for the doctor 
to follow. 

“Why do I need to go up there? You can just hand them out 
to me like last time.” 

“No, that’s not a good idea. I have too much variety this time, 
you need to come up and choose the ones that you want.” 

Huffing and puffing, the doctor finally managed to climb up 
and moved inward, taking care to not touch any of the hanging 
carcasses. He couldn’t see where Mac had gone, lost in the sea of 
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torsos and limbs. 
They’re torsos and legs and arms… 
They’re legs and arms… 
They’re arms… 
Turning around and round, his mouth open in a silent scream, 

he backed up against a torso, slim, with breasts. Everywhere was 
the sweet, sickly odour of rotting human flesh. 

He whirled again trying to make out Mac in the gloom, but he 
couldn’t find her. He turned towards the light, and there she was 
between him and the open door. She was smiling at him; holding 
a bottle of alcohol in one hand and a thin bladed filleting knife in 
the other. 

“It was your advice, Doc. Eat more meat, more protein. And, 
you were right; no more nightmares.” 

She tossed him the bottle of alcohol. 
“There you go Doc, have a drink on me. Don’t worry; you 

can drink as much as you like. I’m not interested in your liver. I 
want a rump roast today.” 

And no one knew. 
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If You Do Not Mind 
Majid Kafaï 

 
 
 
     he is tough… very tough. Trying to reach the front door of her 
heart is like driving on a very bumpy road full of stop signs, or  
like walking on a minefield which can suddenly blast and tear you 
apart. Moreover, she is unreachable, for she lives in her fortress 
and the road leading to it is full of curves. Indeed, the road is very 
shady because she is a very complicated young lady. Why? I just 
do not know! Maybe it has something to do with her past, which 
is well hidden the way a wolf is hidden inside a vast dark forest. 
 But I am not interested in her past. I am interested in her 
present. In her intelligence and elegance, and above all there is a 
mysterious light in her eyes which caresses my soul the way the 
light of the stars twinkling in the skies caresses our eyes. And, 
Lord Behold! How soft her complexion is; a softness which is as 
enchanting as a perfumed breeze coming from the tulip and 
jasmine fields, embracing the colorful flowers and the green leaves 
of the trees. And her soothing smile is such that it will bring art 
lovers to their knees. And when she looks at me I sense that some 
fine wine is running inside my veins, and like a prisoner in chains 
who holds dear his liberator, I hold her dear for she is my only 
liberator. And on rare occasions that I am with her, I want to tell 
her ‘look I cannot live in the prison of loneliness anymore. Please 
open this iron door. Please set me free, for only with you I want 
to be’. 
 But my heart sings this sad song silently for as soon as I sit in 
front of her I lose my control. I do not know who I am anymore. 
For in her presence I do not exist. I disappear. I vanish the way a 
shadow vanishes in front of the sun, and has no place to run. Yet 
despite this romantic ecstasy, despite this lovely fantasy, I some-
how recognize that she is my unkind jailer. Somehow, I know 
without her the boat of my life has no sailor. For I love her with 
devotion and I think about her the way a dizzy whale imprisoned 
in a small pool thinks about the ocean. And despite her looks, as 
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docile as a dove, she has mercilessly enchained me in her prison, 
the inspiring prison of love. And when I stare at her fascinating 
face, which is the essence of grace, I have no choice but to confess 
that she is of a superior make, nothing more, nothing less. For the 
softness of her countenance would take me to the shores of a 
placid lake, a lake which is lit by moonlight in a silent spring night. 
 And right now, let me tell you that the other day I was lucky 
to have lunch with her in an elegant restaurant, and I was sitting 
there thinking about her, about this cascade of charm, for whom 
I wished happiness and no harm. Finally, she came, and with a 
lovely smile she sat next to me. I felt I am sitting near a fireplace 
at blaze, a fireplace whose dancing flames warm you up in cold 
winter days… It did not take long until she ordered what she 
wanted to eat. I was motionless in my seat. But when she started 
eating her salmon steak my soul started to shake, for I stealthily 
looked at her beautiful breasts where the prettiness of their 
cleavage stood against all Miss Universe tests. And in the golden 
palace of my dreams I heard my joyful screams. For looking at 
them was like looking at a holy shrine; was like drinking a fine 
wine. And let me say that her breasts were nothing but a source 
of joy and desire wherein my heart and soul loved to retire. 
 I do not care if you condemn me, I truly could not help but 
look at them, for my eyes were hungry too. I know you would boo 
and you would say what!? And I tell you I care not! For you should 
know that not all human beings are pious priests, and God knows 
how some of them are. Let me not go very far. To cut a long story 
short, and bring this boat of sadness to port, I was wondering 
what she will have as dessert? She who had a good taste and a 
lovely skirt. In due time she chose an ice cream, the name of which 
I have never heard, the shape of which I have never seen, the taste 
of which I have never tried. But when I tried, I saw it was as sweet 
as her e-mail address! 
 “Where can I buy this?” I eagerly asked. 
 “In food stores,” she kindly replied. 
 Not wanting to discomfort her, I hesitantly hinted that I loved 
her but she visibly did not care. Because for her cold heart any 
expression of warm feelings was nothing but hot air… After we 
finished our lunch, alone she left, and although I offered to give 
her a ride, she rejected it, as if I was talking about a theft. 
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 And later on I saw her walking towards her home, and my 
mind started to roam, for I kept wondering why she did not let 
me give her a ride. I knew her rules and I knew that in my corner  
I must always abide. Nevertheless, she behaved like a stranger, like 
somebody who wanted to avoid a danger. Indeed, her bizarre 
behavior was out of my hand and her mentality was hard to 
understand, for she acted as if she had fled from somebody she 
hated to wed. And to myself I said, ‘what can you do? After all, 
you are old and she is a mysterious young lady, and her demeanor 
is strange and shady’. I helplessly drove by, feeling bad for I was 
sad, but ‘c’est la vie’ I said to myself, and added one cannot always 
have what one loves to have, even if one runs after what one loves 
to love. And in order to console my soul, I decided to look for 
that ice cream whose sweetness had a tiny touch of her lovely face. 
Lo! I could not find it in any place. 
 A seeker is finder, and I should add not always. I finally found 
it on sale in a market place next to some ice-cold ale, and I bought 
a dozen of them. 
 The seller, a pretty young girl, with brilliant blue eyes asked 
happily, “Are you having a party?” 
 I said, “No!” 
 “Then why you are buying so many of them?” she smilingly 
asked. 
 “Because they are as sweet as my young sweetheart,” I boldly 
replied. 
 She looked at my white hair and beard and somewhat 
scornfully said, “But you are in your golden age and you have a 
young sweetheart?” 
 “Why not?” I told her firmly. 
 The pensive girl stared at me for a while, then asked with a 
smile, “Have you run away from an asylum or something?” 
 I smiled and said, “If you do not mind.” 
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PTSD Africa 
Susan Taylor Meehan 

 
 
 
    ve been running for hours, days, maybe longer. I’m halfway 
across the Portage Bridge, leaving the government aid offices 
behind. I’m taking great, leaping strides up the hill to Wellington 
Street, past the Archives, the Bank of Canada, the Supreme Court, 
the Confederation Building. Sounds are muted. Cars and buses 
brush by in the early afternoon traffic. Pedestrians clear the way 
as I pass. I’m heading for Parliament Hill, where the committee 
on Foreign Affairs and International Development is meeting 
today. 

I pass through the west gate and continue towards the Cent-
ennial Flame. I hear distant shouts and catch a blur of movement 
out of the corner of my eye. Something is happening, but I can’t 
stop to look. Time is the enemy; I must get to the committee, I 
must tell them what I know before it’s too late. 

Bang! No warning. I’m face down on the ground, and some-
one is restraining me. “No!” I yell. “Let me go!” I struggle, 
becoming increasingly frantic. “Please,” I beg, “people are dying 
right now! I have to stop it!” 

I am helped to my feet. I look up into the narrowed eyes of 
an RCMP officer.  

“What’s your name?” he asks, keeping a strong grip on my 
arm. 

Now I’m completely out of breath. I break out in a sweat. My 
name? 

“Do you have some ID?” 
I look at him, blinking rapidly. 
He gestures to another officer, releases me, and steps back. 
The second officer, not quite so tall, comes up to me. He 

looks sympathetically into my eyes, touches my arm. “Let us help 
you,” he says calmly, softly. “What do you mean, people are dying 
right now?” 

The images that have haunted me since I got back from Africa 
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come rushing at me, overwhelming me, crowding everything else 
out of my brain. My adrenaline spikes and I break away. I start to 
run towards the Centre Block, but I don’t get far. The bigger 
officer has me again, in an even tighter grip so I can’t escape. 

“Ma’am, we can’t let you storm Parliament Hill,” he says. 
“You need permission to enter these buildings.” 

He brings me back to his partner who says reassuringly, 
“Come, sit with me. Tell me what’s going on. If I can help you, I 
will.” 

“Please,” I urge desperately, clutching and unclutching my 
hands. “you don’t understand. We have to stop it…” 

He leads me to a bench and we sit down. I’m still panting, my 
heart is pounding, I’m dizzy and sweaty and cold all at the same 
time. I close my eyes but I can’t shut out the images. I want to 
scream. I have to do something to relieve this hideous pressure. 

Then blackness. 
Lights, voices, the sound of a running motor. I fight back to 

consciousness and open my eyes. I’m lying on a hard little bed in 
a small space and things are attached to me. I start to panic. A 
hand rests lightly on my shoulder and a woman’s voice says, 
“You’re safe. You’re okay. We’re taking good care of you.” 

She comes into focus and holds up her other hand. “How 
many fingers do you see?” I count them and tell her. 

“What day is it?” I don’t know. 
“What is your name?” I don’t know. 
“What were you doing on Parliament Hill?” I don’t know. 
“That’s okay. It’ll come back to you. Now, relax and count 

backwards from ten. I’m going to give you something to make 
you feel better.” 

I barely feel the needle. Ten, nine… I sense movement, a 
siren, then blackness again. 
 

One Month Ago 
 
“Something’s terribly wrong in Luango,” Elizabeth told me. “We 
haven’t heard from them in over two days. You have to get out 
there right away.” 

Luango, a little fishing village, was the site of our community 
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development project upriver. It had a brand-new health post, 
schoolroom and market, all planned and built with the men, 
women and children of the community. The project was doing 
very well, thanks in part to its isolation from the fighting in the 
interior. It had no strategic value beyond a small, meandering 
river, so we thought it was safe. 

I left the relative comfort of the capital early the next morning 
and hired a motor launch with a pilot, Kivo, whom we knew and 
trusted. He agreed to take me to Luango and help me evacuate the 
community centre if we had to, but he demanded three times his 
usual fee up front. 

“This is not a good idea, Madame,” he said, accepting the 
money. “The insurgents will be there any day.” 

“Our staff could be in danger,” I said. “We can’t abandon 
them.” 

So off we went. I knew the river pretty well, but somehow it 
seemed different that day. Was it quieter, denser, greener? I don’t 
know. But the air felt heavy, ominous. Kivo was intent and watch-
ful; he barely spoke, constantly surveying the riverbanks and 
squinting into the bush. 

It took about an hour to reach the landing. The usual group 
of onshore fish sellers was absent. A pungent odour hung heavily 
in the air. We looked at each other, dreading what we were about 
to witness. We disembarked and Kivo secured the boat, grabbing 
a knife from under a seat. We climbed the riverbank slowly, hyper-
alert to the sights and sounds around us. When the village came 
into view, we stopped, frozen, unable to take in what we were 
seeing. 

Luango had been burnt to the ground. Nothing remained. It 
was a heap of debris and smoking ash. We walked around slowly, 
surveying the damage, and stopped at the spot where the com-
munity centre once stood. Parts of the exterior wall were still 
there, but the tin roof was gone. I peered in. The place had been 
thoroughly looted, but, to my immense relief, there were no 
bodies. In fact, there wasn’t a soul in sight. 

“Everyone’s gone,” I said, turning to Kivo. “How will we find 
them?” 

“Madame, we cannot stay here. It is not safe,” he said. “We 
must leave immediately.”  
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I was about to object when we both heard it: a slight rustling 
in the bush. We turned towards the noise, Kivo with his knife 
drawn, and me hanging slightly behind him. We both exhaled with 
relief when we saw it was Marguerite, one of the community 
health workers. She rose stiffly and came out to meet us. 

I raced up and threw my arms around her. Her eyes were 
glazed with shock and she was breathing in short, ragged breaths. 

 “Marguerite, are you all right?” I cried. “What happened 
here?” 

She struggled to speak. “They’re all gone,” she finally said. She 
burst into tears. “My babies, my mother, my husband, everyone 
was taken away but me,” she sobbed. “If I hadn’t been in the 
privy, they would have taken me too. I got out and hid in the 
forest. I was afraid they would come back, so I stayed there 
without moving for two days.” 

“Who took everyone away?” 
“The insurgents.” 
“Where did they go?” 
“Towards Tempi,” she said, pointing upriver. 
I looked at Kivo. 
“No,” he said emphatically. “We will surely die, Madame. We 

must leave now.” 
I knew that leaving now was the rational thing to do. But I 

couldn’t desert the people I had grown to love as if they were my 
own family. “You go on ahead and get help, Kivo,” I said. “We’ll 
try to find them. You know which way we’re going.” 

There was a bit of back and forth with Kivo. He was not about 
to leave without us. But when he saw that we were determined to 
stay, he just shrugged, shook his head and took his leave. Then 
Marguerite and I started the short walk to Tempi. 

About halfway there, we heard shouts, then screams, then the 
sounds of people running for their lives. We darted quickly into 
the thickest of the bush and waited, scarcely daring to breathe. 
Within minutes, scrambling people came into view, some on the 
path, some crashing through the forest. They were being chased 
by insurgents, young men and boys, some no older than ten or 
twelve. A few were dressed in ragtag uniforms. Most were armed 
with machetes and a couple had assault rifles. They looked high 
on some drug, maddened by blood lust, even the younger ones. 
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The carnage continued for an eternity. Marguerite and I 
watched, frozen, unable to look away. It was excruciating. Finally, 
silence fell and four men entered the clearing near us. They had a 
woman with them. We recognized Hélène, a young mother and 
literacy teacher from Luango. The men were taking their time with 
her, pushing her roughly back and forth, kicking her, ripping her 
clothes, laughing and abusing her. 

She didn’t scream, didn’t protest, didn’t beg for her life. She 
was long past caring. The only time she cried out was when the 
men used their machetes. The brutality of the scene was over-
powering. We crouched, rooted to the spot in utter horror, just 
waiting for it to be over. 

When they finally left, we crept out, traumatized, not sure 
which way to go. We looked up and down the pathway; it was 
barely passable. There was no sound, no movement except for the 
flies gorging themselves on blood. There were fifty, maybe sixty 
dead. One glance told us that we would not be able to identify any 
of them. 

Both of us retreated into a fugue-like state, putting one foot 
in front of the other as we carefully made our way down the path 
and back to Luango. 
 

Aftermath 
 
Elizabeth sent me back home with the name of a specialist tucked 
into my wallet. “I don’t need a shrink,” I told her. “I need an army. 
We can’t let this go unpunished.” 

“I’ll have you met at the airport,” she said, putting me in the 
Land Rover. “You’ll be travelling with Jennifer O’Bryan from 
CIDA.” 

“I don’t need a babysitter either,” I objected. 
“Take care,” she said. “I’ll see you soon.” 
Jennifer told me later that I was very quiet on the flight home, 

that I just looked out the window and never slept. It was a long 
flight, through Nairobi, Johannesburg, Frankfurt, Montreal, then 
Ottawa. She told me that she dropped me at my apartment, offer-
ing to stay the night, but I said I was okay. I have no recollection 
of any of it. 
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I live alone, so I have no idea how I was the first week. I have 
a hazy memory of sitting in my chair, looking out the window. 
Not much else. 

The first thing I remember with any certainty is the phone 
ringing. It’s daytime, probably afternoon, and it’s Jennifer at the 
other end. She asks me how I’m doing, and if I am up to giving 
her staff a debrief. I say sure. We make plans for me to come in 
the following Wednesday. 

The next thing that comes to mind is signing in at the security 
desk. Jennifer comes to escort me upstairs. She greets me with a 
hug and asks how I’m doing. I say fine. So on we go, through the 
next layer of security, on and off the elevator, through the final 
layer of card swiping, and we’re in the boardroom. 

They are all sitting around the table, waiting. The murmur of 
conversation stops as we enter. I sit down next to Jennifer. She 
says a few preliminary words and then introduces me. I stand up, 
and suddenly, after the fog of the last couple of weeks, I experi-
ence a moment of clarity. I start with a few general remarks about 
the security situation: roving bands of mercenaries working for a 
whole range of clients: multinational corporations, criminal organ-
izations, internal political factions, warring ethnic groups, 
jihadists, state-sponsored terrorists. 

“Into this chaos,” I tell them, “is our little project, supported 
by you, and facilitated by the Canadian Embassy. A project that’s 
resulted in a ninety percent drop in illiteracy, infant mortality and 
maternal mortality, a three-quarters drop in water-borne illness, 
and a doubling of family income. It’s been an island of sanity in a 
country gone mad. A beacon of hope that even in a failed state, 
we can still do something. 

“But we were wrong. One month ago, our beautiful project 
was eradicated from the face of the earth, along with every man, 
woman and child associated with it. The insurgents torched the 
village, brutally murdered everyone and took everything of value. 
I saw the results with my own eyes. Marguerite, one of our health 
care workers, is the only survivor. She lost her husband and 
children and she’s living with her cousin in the capital now. She 
just sits in the doorway, watching for strangers, never speaking, 
hardly eating or sleeping. She’s experiencing her own kind of 
death. 
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“What I’m here to tell you today is that the insurgents didn’t 
stop at Luango. They are still marauding around the countryside, 
killing, destroying and plundering, still unchallenged and unpun-
ished. The world doesn’t seem to care, but I know you do. So I 
beg you to do something, now, today, to stop this. The longer we 
wait to act, the more people die. I don’t want that on my 
conscience, and I don’t think you do either.” 

I notice people shifting uncomfortably in their seats. Jennifer 
stands up hastily and thanks me for coming and sharing my 
valuable insights. I could feel the subtle dismissal in her voice. 

“But wait, I’m not done yet,” I object. 
“You must realize that this is a political issue now,” she says. 

“You need to take it to the Pearson Building.” She starts to put 
documents back into her briefcase. “We have appended our 
comments to Elizabeth’s report, and we didn’t pull any punches. 
That’s all we can do. It’s now with the Desk at Foreign Affairs 
and I know they’re discussing it. It’s up to them to take the matter 
further. And you know as well as I do that the decision rests much 
higher up.” 

“But we can do something,” I protest. “Start a donors’ group, 
get the NGOs aligned, sound out our allies, alert the press, put on 
the pressure. How about the parliamentary committee? Where 
does the Minister stand on this?” 

No one would meet my gaze. 
“It’s not that simple,” says Jennifer. “There are a lot of factors 

at play. We’re best to leave it to the diplomats.” 
“They’re too busy with the big chessboard,” I retort. “Mean-

while, people die.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Well, I’m sorry too,” I say. 
I sweep out of the room, move rapidly down the corridor and 

take the stairs to the ground floor. I think I hear Jennifer call my 
name, but I ignore her. She’d only hold me back. A few steps to 
security to drop off my visitor’s pass and pick up my driver’s 
license, and I’m out of the door. 

I start to run. 
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The Journey Back 
 
They tell me I have post-traumatic stress disorder. I’ve been in the 
hospital for two weeks, so they say, and now I’m stable. I can go 
home if I continue with my meds and keep my appointments with 
my counsellor. I promise I will, and I am released. 

It turns out that Jennifer was right. There were a lot of factors 
involved in the political situation surrounding Luango. While I 
was hospitalized, the national government fell, along with the 
tangled web of alliances, hangers-on and shifting factions that 
propped it up. The military took over, restored order and estab-
lished a caretaker government ahead of democratic elections. I 
have my doubts about the new gang, but the insurgents are gone, 
and peace has been restored. That’s no small thing. 

Meanwhile, I no longer have a job. The organization I was 
working for shut down their field office and Elizabeth relocated 
to Nairobi. She says she can find a role for me there, but I’m not 
sure I’m ready yet. Whenever I think of returning to Africa, a wave 
of panic comes over me. No, not just yet. 

I have savings. I can survive for a few months without having 
to work. I’m committed to rebuilding my interrupted life, so I take 
up an exercise program, go on a few social engagements and 
practice mindfulness. It’s not so bad. I find I enjoy those mind-
fulness things: listening, touching, smelling, seeing, staying joyfully 
in the moment. I garden, play the piano and go on long walks. I 
get back in touch with old friends. I call family members every 
day. 

I’m getting better. It just takes time. 
Then one day, while I’m waiting to see my counsellor—the 

one recommended by Elizabeth—I begin chatting with the man 
next to me. He’s an older man, in his early seventies, and he seems 
pretty well adjusted. He introduces himself as Jerry Adelman. 
After a few minutes of pleasantries, I take a chance: 

“What is your condition?” I ask him. 
“PTSD,” he replies. “I’m a Vietnam vet. Had a lost decade 

after I came back home. Then one day when I was visiting old 
buddies in Vermont I met this beautiful Canadian girl. We got 
together, and I went back to Canada with her. She convinced me 
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to go into therapy and it saved my life. We got married a year 
later.” 

“And every once in a while, you come in for a top-up?” 
He laughs. “Something like that.” 
I tell him my story. He listens intently, then says, “You know, 

one of the most important things I did for my recovery was to go 
back to Vietnam. I went on a special trip with a bunch of other 
vets to visit some of the old battle sites.” 

“What was that like?” 
“It was hard. I remember one visit in particular. Going out 

there, the bus was totally silent. The tour guide was very respect-
ful, let us have some time with our thoughts. When I got off the 
bus, it all started coming back to me. I didn’t know if I could do 
it, but I started walking. I recognized some of the landmarks from 
forty years ago, and I was able to find the spot where my squad 
dug in. 

“I stood there for a long time. In my head, I could hear the 
sounds as clear as day: the shouting, the rockets and bombs and 
bullets coming at us, the planes screaming overhead. I could 
almost feel the ground shake. I remembered when we got hit: the 
explosion; dirt and shrapnel flying; Rich’s one shout of surprise, 
then his body landing on top of me; Donny screaming with pain 
at the leg dangling from his thigh; me shouting for a medic, over 
and over. 

“That’s when the dam broke. I ended up on the ground crying 
like a baby. Hadn’t cried in all those years, and now I couldn’t 
stop. After a while, I looked around and I saw other guys doing 
the same thing. 

“That’s when I was finally free.” 
He looks into my eyes. “Don’t wait forty years to get well,” he 

says. “Talk to your therapist, and when you’re ready, go back. You 
won’t regret it.” 
 
Elizabeth meets me at the airport. It’s wonderful to see her. We 
both begin talking at once, burst into laughter, and agree that 
some things never change. We catch up while waiting for my bag, 
and I ask her when we’re going to Luango. 

“Luango is gone,” she tells me. “No one wanted to build there 
after the massacre.” 
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“What about the path to Tempi?” 
“Grown over with weeds. You probably won’t even be able 

to find it now.” 
My heart sinks. What is the point of my coming back if I can’t 

confront my ghosts? 
“Come with me,” she says. “There’s something I want you to 

see.” 
We take a taxi through the city, in and out of narrow streets, 

burgeoning markets, and crowded neighborhoods. My spirits pick 
up. The noise, the color, the people are a real shot in the arm after 
months in my carefully constructed world of serenity and mind-
fulness. We finally stop at a long, low building with a small patch 
of garden in front and a playground to the side. We go in to the 
cool of the building, our eyes adjusting to the dim light. 

There are two rooms. On the left, all is quiet. On the right, I 
hear children reciting the alphabet. Elizabeth smiles, puts her 
finger to her lips to warn me to silence, and leads me towards the 
open door on the right. She steps back so I can get a better look. 
I move up and peer in. 

I can’t believe my eyes. Standing at the head of the class, 
rapidly flipping flash cards, is Marguerite! Before I’m even aware 
of it, a cry of joy escapes my lips. Marguerite immediately puts 
down the cards, lets out a whoop of recognition, and makes a bee-
line for me. 

I don’t think I’ve ever hugged anyone so hard, or so long. We 
laugh, cry, try to talk and then hug all over again for a good five 
minutes. The students all gather around us and begin to sing a 
song of welcome. They clap and dance and sing, and soon, 
Marguerite, Elizabeth and I join them. 

It is the happiest day of my life. 
 
I’m working in Nairobi now, responsible for several community 
projects in the north. I still invest a lot of myself in my work, still 
fall in love with the people I’m working with, but I’ve learned 
from them how to cope with the kind of challenges we never have 
to deal with back home. They know all about mindfulness, and 
they know the importance of community and a deep spiritual life. 
I’m not saying we don’t know those things, only that we’ve drifted 
away from them. 
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My Vietnam vet friend probably understands better than 
anyone the changes I’ve been through. I’ll give him the last word. 
He sent me a long hand-written letter which I re-read often. 

“It’s a kind of grief,” he told me in closing. “It will always hurt, 
but you can live with that. It becomes part of you. It teaches you. 
It changes you. It makes you who you are today. 

“You once told me that you decided to become a develop-
ment worker because you wanted to make the world a better place. 
Well, my friend, who you are today has already made the world a 
better place. God bless, your friend Jerry.” 
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Sam Sighed 
Keith Newton 

 
 
 
     he curate was fit, good-looking, far from naïve, but young 
enough to exude great optimism and enthusiasm about his calling. 
Sam Fisher had served short ‘apprenticeships’ (as the Bishop 
called them) in three parishes. One in a small old mining town, 
which he mentally labelled as ‘stubbornly heathen’. Another was 
a crime-ridden inner-city patch which he found exciting, challeng-
ing and ‘worthwhile’ until he was knocked silly in a bar fight. 
Yanked summarily from that milieu, he had found himself in the 
lavender-scented bosom of a genteel country domain in which he 
soon tired of fetes, funerals, festivals and flower shows; boaters 
and blazers; galas and garden parties. Then came the message 
from the Bishop. Oh, hell. The Bish. What now? Another move maybe? 
His spirits lifted a little. Rescue? Sure enough. The Bishop’s voice 
was calm, guardedly enthusiastic about the new opportunity. 
 “Norbert Middlen’s up at Earlston, you know. He’s been 
rather poorly since his good lady departed. Not himself at all. 
Needs a good rest and a complete change. So, he’ll go back to St. 
Dave’s as a teaching fellow. More his style anyway, I should think. 
We want you to spend a couple of weeks with him, get the lay of 
the land, then take over.” 
 “You mean...?” 
 “Yes, yes. That’s right. Congratulations.” 
 Great! Fast-tracked. 
 “When do I start?” 
 “Would Tuesday be all right?” 
 The Reverend Norbert Middlen met him at the station. Sam 
had travelled lightly: one suitcase and a backpack containing his 
dog collar and the clean sheets he always took to a new posting. 
He was wondering where best to wait when a rather ordinary look-
ing man approached. His weary, resigned expression brightened 
as he sized up Sam. 
 “Finch, is it?” 
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 Sam smiled. “Fisher, sir.” 
 “Good, good. This way. Got the car. Just ten minutes to the 
old pile. Well, should be. Traffic’s bloody awful. Good trip? Bit 
tired I should think. Schooner of sherry’ll fix you. Where’re my 
damn specs?” 
 The vicar’s sentences, though clipped, were offered in a kind 
of preoccupied drawl. The drive down the main street of the little 
town was accomplished without incident, though the driver’s 
white knuckles and steady stream of inventive curses lent a little 
drama to the short trip. The vicarage looked decent enough: old 
brick, slate roof, dormer windows, roses. It was set at one end of 
a spacious and well-kept churchyard, from which it was separated 
by a low stone wall. 
 He followed his host into the drawing room. A comfortable, 
well-used leather sofa and matching armchairs faced a sizeable 
fireplace and a spacious tiled hearth. Newspapers, books, cush-
ions and an afghan littered the furniture. Through an archway Sam 
could see dusty dark-wood dressers, dining tables and chairs. The 
late afternoon light slanted through half-drawn drapes. On one 
wall bookshelves rose to the ceiling. A large chandelier held a few 
light bulbs, some of them lit. On a large mahogany coffee table 
were an open magazine, a sad-looking pizza box and an interesting 
pattern of interconnected ring-stains from a long history of glasses 
and bottles. Two giant sherry glasses and a full bottle of Bristol 
Cream stood on a silver tray. 
 “Sit down, sit down. Good man. Here. Cheers. And, oh, yes, 
welcome.” 
 Sam quickly settled into the vicarage guest room. Open wind-
ows and the fresh sheets that he had prudently brought along 
made it habitable. His slow introduction to the parish began next 
day. First was a quick tour of the town. The vicar drove with a 
bemused air as if seeing it for the first time. Sam took in the salient 
features: town hall, library, courthouse, cinemas, pubs and rival 
churches. 
 Several days were taken up with scheduled visits to parish-
ioners who had expressed a special interest in personally 
welcoming the new arrival. A certain Mrs. Watt, who he was soon 
to know as a self-appointed organizer and general busybody, had 
thoughtfully provided the vicar with a list. Despite a few hitches 
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(“forgot the bloody map;” “lost my damn specs again.”) they 
made it to all their appointments. As Sam had anticipated these 
proved to be quite ghastly. Tea cups; primly-primed pinkies; 
gossip demurely divulged. 
 Sam came away with important pieces of information. First, 
in each of the half dozen encounters he discerned a definite sense 
of relief. Salvation, he muttered sacrilegiously. Like the bloody 
Seventh Cavalry appearing over the hill to relieve the besieged 
fort. What the hell has been going on here? All he had picked up were 
vague, faint hints of some sort of problem that the dear ladies—
he had met no men—seemed to assume he was aware of. Second, 
it was clear that a certain family, the Auldriches, were a force to 
be reckoned with in the town. The clan had owned land in the 
county for eons and they controlled a large share of the local 
commerce. Third, to his considerable discomfort, it was apparent 
that his age, marital status and presentable appearance, were of 
considerable interest. 
 Sam sighed. 
 Various administrative requirements occupied a tedious but 
inevitable part of his time: the parish accounts, registers and all 
the ecclesiastical formalities needed to sanctify his new position. 
But he liked the old church building and took a little time to 
explore it. One morning as he sat in one of the handsome pews 
he became aware of low voices in the vestibule. In the dimly lit 
space that accommodated the shedding and hanging of coats, 
stacking of umbrellas and general milling around were shelves for 
hymnals, psalters and prayer books. Sam stood silently at an open 
side door. Two men, one old, the other older, were arranging the 
books with care, mumbling softly about the state of their disrepair, 
or the confetti that fell from some. Sam coughed gently, moved 
forward and stretched out a hand. 
 The men greeted him cheerfully and introduced themselves 
as Kirk Vole, churchwarden, and Andy Roper, “Sidesman, sexton, 
bell-ringer, and I does the roses by the gate.” 
 They chatted pleasantly till the gold-handed clock in the stone 
tower struck midday. Grins creased their faces when Sam suggest-
ed they repair to the pub across the street for refreshment. The 
laymen were obviously well known there. Greetings were ex-
changed, introductions made, welcoming noises offered. The trio 
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settled with their pints. Sam’s new friends were a fount of 
information. Unprompted, they too expressed their relief that the 
church could now turn over a new leaf. They took care to 
emphasize that not all the rumours were to be believed. God 
knows they’d done their best to damp them down, they said. 
 Ah, here comes the dirt, Sam thought, trying to contain his 
excitement. His new friends continued. Sadly, it was true, they told 
him, that the Rev had taken to the booze in a big way. There was 
no way of ignoring the regular deliveries; and the housekeeper had 
purchased an extra bottle on several occasions. The alleged ‘sexual 
assault’ (Sam tried not to look astonished) had been nothing 
much, really. The (admittedly attractive) young housekeeper had 
easily repelled the clumsy advance but had resigned on the spot, 
“Just in case.” They were sure she’d be happy to come back when 
the new man (“your good self”) took over. As for the bum-
patting, well, none of the choirboys or ladies had actually made an 
accusation. But rumours spread and some people (“no names, 
mind”) liked to feed ’em. 
 During Sam’s first week of orientation the vicar kept pretty 
much out of the way, hidden in his room most of the time. 
Norbert (“They used to call me Nobby at St. Dave’s but you can 
call me Bert if you wish”) was obviously preparing himself for his 
forthcoming donnish existence. At the church they worked to-
gether well enough when officiating at services. Sam was versatile 
and savvy enough to extemporize when any of the Rev. Middlen’s 
unorthodox flourishes caught him momentarily by surprise. 
Meanwhile, for various reasons, everyone seemed to anticipate a 
big turnout for Bert’s last evensong; a send-off indeed. 
 By the middle of the second week Sam was beginning to feel 
more comfortable in his new bailiwick. The allegations against the 
vicar were not so serious; he’d be gone soon, all would be 
forgotten and parochial life would resume its comfortable course 
once again. He allowed himself a smile. It faded. He had forgotten 
tomorrow’s important commitment: The Social Tea. He sighed. 
 He went alone to the Meeting House, an austere brick 
building that had originally housed a small thrifty Quaker com-
munity. Then, equally dour Methodists. It had fallen into disuse 
until taken over by the current users, the Women’s Commission 
under the command of the estimable Mrs. Watt. Sam steeled 
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himself to be gracious, polite and charming. 
 “You’re staying at the vicarage, I suppose? Bit shabby since 
Mrs. Middlen left. Vicar rather went to pieces, you know. Still, 
you’ll get it shipshape no doubt. Needs a woman’s touch, mind 
you.” 
 “So pleased to meet you. Nice to have an eligible bachelor in 
our midst, eh, ladies?” Smiles, blushes, nods and giggles. 
 “So good of you to come to our little gathering. Poor Vicar 
hasn’t been to see us much since dear Emily left. Frankly, we’re 
rather relieved that you’re taking over. It’s been a bit worrisome… 
what with the rumours and all.” 
 Sam nodded gravely. He gave a wry smile and an under-
standing nod. “Yes, of course, but one really doesn’t learn much 
from the church’s powers-that-be. Stiff upper lip and all that. But 
if you could, er, well…” 
 “Enlighten you? Oh yes. Just between you and me of course. 
Let’s step into the annexe.” 
 He followed Mrs. Watt into a small room off the main hall. 
He thought ruefully of the nudge-nudge, wink-wink routine, the 
hints, the looks, the giggles. But he guessed he was going to hear 
something much more important. One little point in particular 
was bothering him: why did everyone use the same expression 
about Bert’s wife? He assumed that she’d died, but they all said 
‘left’. He soon learned why. From his eager informant’s revel-
ations, it soon became clear why the women folk were much more 
concerned about the ‘goings-on’ than the men had seemed to be. 
Quite simply, they knew much more. Accordingly, they worried 
more about the possible damage to the image of the church and 
the parish. They had good reason. 
 The official version of the ‘housekeeper incident’, he was told, 
was a crude but so far successful cover-up. The vicar had been 
‘bothering’ her for some time before the day he found her 
changing his bedsheets, pushed her down and attempted to—as 
Mrs. Watt put it delicately—“Have his way.” The girl had been 
strong enough to escape and had luckily, thankfully, come to Mrs. 
Watt. With characteristic resourcefulness this lady had calmed the 
girl, gained her confidence and her silence. The Bishop had been 
informed. A sum of money had been arranged. The girl had 
suffered no lasting harm; was in fact well and looking forward to 
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resuming her duties for the new vicar. 
 As for Mrs. Middlen, she had, indeed ‘left’. The vicar’s affair 
with a young widow had come to the attention of some of the 
women parishioners, who had observed the couple in the hotel 
bar of the nearby town of Daltry. Other sightings by ‘the girls’ lent 
further credence to the rumour which, “We tried to keep under 
control; sworn to secrecy, we were.” Meanwhile, Emily, the vicar’s 
wife, had appeared progressively distraught at the bi-monthly 
meetings of the Women’s Commission. Finally, she had poured 
out her heart to Mrs. Watt then left next day for her brother’s 
place in York. 
 “The irony,” Mrs. Watt went on, “is that the little Daltry 
Jezebel broke it off and the Rev went completely to pieces.” 
 Mentally reeling from this new information, he thanked Mrs. 
Watt and reverting to his best clerical manner he followed her 
back to the throng. Expertly steered, he found himself in front of 
a generously built woman in a navy suit and a cream blouse with 
modish though sensible shoes, lots of pearls and a steely coiffure. 
Impressive, he thought, the esteemed Madam Auldrich no doubt. And the 
tall gawky one, all lanky limbs, tight little smile and downcast eyes, 
must be the daughter. Painfully shy, he guessed. 
 They shook hands. Mrs. A declared that it was so good to 
have the opportunity for a nice private chat because of course he 
had been, “Simply mobbed” after services. Sam assured her that 
it was his pleasure; absolutely. He smiled at them both. Mrs. A 
beamed; Miss A smiled even more tightly and softly whispered 
something he didn’t catch. Sam was soon apprised of the family’s 
standing in the community, the extent of its business interests and 
its hopes for the future of the town, its church and its 
congregation. Her family, Mrs. A emphasized, were of especial 
importance to her. Her adorable son with whom he would soon 
be acquainted was, “Quite gifted.” Sam could not tell from the 
tone of voice whether the ‘quite’ was intended as an absolute or a 
diminutive. He would soon see as Mrs. A ploughed on to say she 
was quite sure that Jeremy and he would soon become good pals 
and that Sam would no doubt take a great interest in Jeremy’s 
studies. Mrs. A was now on a roll in motherly mode; protestation 
would be useless, he judged. Charlotte, he was informed, was 
“Rather accomplished” in a variety of ways, of which girl-guiding, 
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equestrianism and highland dancing seemed to be mentioned 
most often. The young lady’s blushes deepened and with a whisp-
er to her mother she demurely withdrew. Mrs. A forged ahead 
forthrightly. 
 “Poor dear. It’s not often she enjoys the company of an 
attractive young man. The decent ones go to university then 
there’s nothing to bring them back here. It’s off to the city for 
high finance or high-tech. We do have our summer poetry festival, 
with parties and dances, and that brings some of them back; and 
of course, we have our winter ball at the Hall—you must come 
soon, by the way—and our garden parties. The boys come back 
for those and visit their families, you see. But they don’t stick 
around. So I’m delighted that you’ve come to us. I’m sure you and 
Sharl will hit it off splendidly.” 
 Bloody hell, he thought, not very subtle. He suppressed a sigh, 
fought a blush and glanced imploringly at Mrs.Watt who hovered 
a discreet distance away. The woman’s a pro he thought gratefully as 
that resourceful woman quickly took the hint and glided forward 
to break up the tête-a-tête. Before she could guide Sam to less 
exacting company Mrs. A thrust a card into his hand. 
 “That’s us,” she said firmly, “and Henry’s secretary will call 
you about dinner.” 
 More of a prospective summons than an invitation. Sam 
sighed. With help from his chaperone (and saviour, thought Sam) 
he successfully smiled his way through a few more obligatory 
sessions of hand shaking and pleasantries. Dismayed and indig-
nant he drove home. 
 Sam sat on the wrought-iron bench in the vicarage garden. 
The grass was a bit long on the shaded lawn and a few weeds had 
invaded the flowerbeds; but the trees were splendid and the busy 
birds were cheerful and well-behaved. He began to take stock. 
 “Shit,” he said firmly. Why hadn’t the bloody Bishop explain-
ed all this? All that bloody claptrap about Middlen having been 
unwell and needing R&R and a backwater seminary to retire in. 
So I inherit a jaundiced congregation, spooked and suspicious if 
not downright hostile. How many people really know? How many 
people know and keep up appearances for the sake of the church, 
its reputation and—by association—their own reputations? And 
why didn’t the old devil warn me about the Auldriches? Big 
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wheels, lots of clout. Lord and Lady of the manor, with yours truly 
as the loyal, grateful cleric. Respectable match for that ghastly 
daughter. And now I have to meet them all at the bloody baronial 
hall. The boy will be a spoiled brat, no doubt. And if the old man 
is any match for the battleaxe wife, he could also be a lasting pain 
in the arse. 
 Auldrich Hall had many of the features he had imagined: 
stone walls, gates, extensive lawns, fountain, well established trees, 
circular driveway, regimented flowers and a scattering of statuary. 
He left Middlen’s car, borrowed for the evening, and was greeted 
at the door by a smiling young woman in a server’s uniform. 
Ushered into the drawing room he had little time to take in the 
diamond-latticed leaded windows, the panelling, monstrous hunks 
of mahogany. 
 “Henry Auldrich,” uttered from the florid face above the out-
stretched hand. “Heard all about you from Archie.” Dr. Archibald 
Ludley, my boss, Sam assumed. 
 A hint of teeth between full lips, a precisely thin moustache, 
gimlet eyes and no-nonsense dark hair made up the visage. Thank 
God, no tux, thought Sam, who had dug out a pair of suit pants 
and a serviceable cord jacket. Along with a fresh shirt and a 
modest tie he looked okay, he thought. Auldrich was relaxed, 
confident in the comfort of his enviable surroundings. 
 “You’ve met my good lady, of course, and Charlotte too, I 
believe. And this young scoundrel is the son and heir. Jeremy, this 
is Doctor Fisher, our new curate, very-soon-to-be-vicar.” 
  Sam shook the limp hand of the doughy youth who clutched 
in his other hand what appeared to be a glass of chocolate milk. 
The maid glided up with a tray of aperitifs. 
  “Ah, the kir. At last. Cheers.” 
 After a brief exchange of vacuous pleasantries, the ladies and 
the male scion departed; the maid (Molly) recharged the men’s 
glasses and Mr. Auldrich got right to the point. Points, in fact. He 
gave a concise but emphatic enumeration of his local, and wider, 
business interests in which he made it clear that he was a “Force 
to be reckoned with.” Mr. A surged on. His businesses were 
humming. He demanded, and received, absolute loyalty and 
obedience from his competent and hand-picked staff. He now had 
time to spread his personal talents more generously on the wider 
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community at large. Hah! Politics, thought Sam, he’ll start by running 
the town and then move up. Sure enough. 
 “Thought I’d start by running for Mayor. Get things ship-
shape around here, then scan the horizon. Now, I must make it 
clear that I’ve always been a staunch supporter of the church. And 
here’s a chance for the church to support me. I want you on my 
team. I’ve had good reports about you. I’m sure we can work 
together. I’ll show you how. We’ll work closely. I’m counting on 
you.” The short sharp sentences came rapidly, like a boxer 
working in close. 
 Sam scarcely had time to formulate a response when a gong 
signalled dinner. They took their seats in the dining room, Sam at 
his host’s right hand. Charlotte mumbled grace. The conversation 
flowed lightly around local affairs. The new hospital wing, the 
extension to the motorway, the success of the nursing college and 
the fine art at the old antique shop soaked up thirty-five minutes 
by Sam’s watch. He and the parents made good inroads into the 
wines while Charlotte sipped water and Jeremy continued with 
chocolate milk. 
 Sam declined a second helping of the baked Alaska, declaring 
himself replete, and thanking them graciously for the excellent 
meal. It was Mrs. A’s cue. 
 “I’m so glad you liked it. I suppose you and poor old Norbert 
have been batching it at the Vicarage.” 
 Sam protested modestly with, “It’s not so bad, actually. I’m 
quite a decent cook myself.” 
 “Oh yes, but there’s nothing like a woman’s touch, I always 
say. Charlotte’s most accomplished in the culinary arts, aren’t you 
darling.” 
 “Thank you, Mama,” said Charlotte, blushing. Oh, Lord, sigh-
ed Sam. 
 Mr. A drained his coffee, threw down his napkin and pushed 
back his chair. 
 “Time for my little indulgence. Routine. One of life’s little 
pleasures. Brandy and a cigar in the library. Care to join me?” 
 Uncertain, Sam hesitated. 
 “Oh, I get it. Young fellow like you: no nasty habits, I’m sure. 
Charlottte, why don’t you show off your paintings?” 
 Sam saw Mrs. A cast an approving glance at her beloved. 
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Charlotte led Sam primly into a long room with a grand piano at 
one end and, at the other, a desk, a couple of easels and tables 
covered in an assortment of palettes, tubes, pots, jars and boxes. 
The easels held finished paintings. A rolled, protective floor 
cover-ing and several canvases were stacked by the desk. 
 Sam saw that he was supposed to admire the pictures. He 
strolled to the easels. On one was a competent landscape that 
could have been the view from one of the windows of this 
spacious room. The other was a remarkable likeness of Mrs. A. 
The artist had skillfully captured the proud features. The set of the 
jaw, the piercing, determined gaze, the slight hint of self-
satisfaction, had all found their way to the canvas. Mother must have 
been gratified, he thought. As he continued to gaze he began to see 
some subtleties in that formidable mien. Determined, yes. Strong-
willed, yes. Ruthless? Very likely, he told himself. 
 He sensed Charlotte’s presence, uncomfortably close. They 
stood side by side looking at the portrait. Finally, “What do you 
think?” she asked. 
 “Brilliant,” he said honestly, half turning to address her. 
Swiftly she flung her arms around his neck. Astonished, Sam 
reflexively raised his arms to fend her off. The door opened and 
Mrs. A caught them frozen in a near-complete embrace. They 
hurriedly stepped back. Gaily, Mrs. A declared, “Sorry to startle 
you, my dears. Daddy proposes another post-prandial in the 
drawing room. Come along.” 
 Sam had greatly enjoyed the wine at dinner but gratefully 
accepted the generous glass of port, which his host proffered. 
Shaking a little he gulped it down, then managed a few more 
politenesses and a reasonably decorous departure. On the drive 
home he recalled and assiduously practiced the colourful profanity 
he had heard from Norbert at their first meeting. In the living 
room at the vicarage he found Norbert slumped in his armchair 
watching TV. 
 “How was the feast?” he called to Sam, who was getting a 
beer from the kitchen. 
 “Bloody awful,” said Sam. “Those monsters just assume that 
I’ve been placed here for their use.” 
 “Quite so, quite so,” murmured the Reverend Norbert 
Middlen, and fell asleep. 
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Just in time for the train, Norbert and Sam waited on the platform. 
A greying bespectacled gentleman with a bemused expression, and 
a strapping young fellow in jeans and a Stanford sweat shirt, they 
could have been the dutiful son seeing off the widowed father for 
a post-mortem holiday. The train disgorged a few passengers and 
Sam stowed Norbert’s luggage, took his hand and wished him 
good luck. He meant it. Silly old devil screwed up for sure. But he’s paying 
for it. Moodily, he drove back through town in the car that he had 
purchased (unwisely, he wondered) from the vicar. Pub? Good 
idea. His mood lightened. 
 Kirk and Andy were at their usual table by the bay window. 
A glance at their near-empty glasses told him that his timing was 
good. He joined them with three pints. The conversation soon 
shifted to the question of the congregation. On this subject they 
were enthusiastic students. Between them they had an encyclo-
pedic knowledge of the numbers of congregants at all forms of 
service and worship over many years. They could rattle off the 
numbers of attendees at christenings, weddings and funerals, 
memorials, festivals, communions, nativity tableaux, oratorios, 
and episcopal visits. The turnout at evensong for Norbert’s 
departure had been the best in over a year. Bets were being laid 
for the numbers at Sam’s first solo. 
 “Tomorrow night’s the big one,” they informed him. “You’ll 
have a good gate in the morning, but at evensong the big guns will 
be out in droves.” 
 “To see and be seen, if you see what I mean,” said Andy, 
pleased at his own wit. “So tomorrow morning’s a breeze. Cheer-
ful bunch. No trouble at all. But the evening crowd are a bit full 
of themselves. Airs and graces. But you’ll do fine. We’ve had 
nothing but good reports. You’ll knock ’em dead.” 
 “Oh, no”, said Andy, “that would mean more bloody 
funerals.” 
 The curate stood on the lowest of the red-carpeted steps 
leading up to the chancel. The low evening sun streamed through 
the coloured glass. The soft glow of candles in the dimmer 
recesses of the old limestone church provided a calm atmosphere 
for his first, his very own, evensong. The light caught the sturdy 
carved ends of the polished oak pews. The pipe organ was playing 
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softly and the choir waited patiently behind him, ranged in their 
stalls. The lectern gleamed: a gorgeous brass eagle, wings out-
stretched, it bore the great Holy Book on its back. Divine, he 
mused grimly. He glanced at his watch: 6:33; three minutes late. 
 A little commotion in the vestibule. Here they come. Fashion-
ably late. Tiny contrition struggling vainly against giant smugness. 
Other would-be worshippers’ whispers silenced. Heads turned to 
watch the ritual. Haughty bearing. Measured tread. Expensive 
leather on the marble chessboard aisle. They filed into their 
appointed (anointed? Sam mused) places. The front-pew people. 
Ample bums on polished seats. He sighed. 
 Once the Auldriches had been installed, Sam swung into 
action and conducted the service admirably. He gave a safe 
sermon about the children of Israel, delivered from their travails, 
setting forth, faith renewed, to the promised land. From the pulpit 
he stole a few glances at the faces below and was heartened to see 
that the allusion was appreciated. At the end of the Nunc Dimittis 
he slipped into and through the vestry to his office where he 
hastily gulped a glass of wine. Within a couple of minutes he was 
at the church door shaking hands, beaming and mouthing the 
appropriate fatuous niceties. 
 The Reverend Samuel Fisher, soon to be officially Vicar of 
Earlston, sank comfortably into an armchair. It was in the bag. 
Any minute now Henry A would be on the phone to the Bish with 
a glowing report. Mentally he ticked off all the pluses. The mood 
of the parish was good. He had acquitted himself well. He had 
made friends, allies. He would skilfully manage the Auldriches: 
keep them at bay, baffled and busy with all the worthy projects he 
would recommend for their involvement; he would lavish praise. 
He was optimistic. He stretched, poured more wine. Put his feet 
up on the hassock. The phone rang. 
 “Sam! Dearest! How are your latest little heathens?” 
 “Oh, I… er…” 
 “Awfully sorry I couldn’t see you off at the station. I just 
couldn’t miss that audition. But guess what, my love. I’ve chucked 
that awful job with that horrid woman. Oh, a genuine Gorgon, 
darling, I tell you. Well, by yesterday poor little me had just had 
enough. Put my foot down. Stormed out. What a scene, darling! I 
mean, honestly, I just bawled her out and made the most im-
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pressive withdrawal—if I do say so myself—in front of the whole 
cast! Really, I was magnificent. So you see, dear man, I’m free as 
a bird…” 
  “But I, well… I don’t… I mean…” 
 “Isn’t it just wonderful? Can’t wait to see you, and I’m sure 
you must have lots of room for me. I’m having all my stuff sent, 
of course. I arrive at 3:10 tomorrow. So, come and meet me at the 
station. I’m practically breathless already.” 
 “But Geoffrey, I’m…” 
 Click. 
 Sam sighed. 
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Making it Right 
Maggie Taylor 

 
 
 
     he alarm sounded at 03:17 a.m. Within minutes the search and 
rescue rig was on the road, the driver focused as he rolled through 
stop signs and streetlights of the sleeping community. The captain 
rode shotgun. He briefed the four in back of the rig what to expect 
and gave them their assignments. He wanted them geared up and 
ready for action the moment they arrived. Two: in and out, fast. 
Two: outside and ready. 
 Their adrenalin was pumping as the rig braked. Drew and 
Quon threw open the rear doors, jumped down and grabbed their 
tools in one smooth practiced motion. They gave the building a 
quick assessment: one apartment above a store. Their boss had 
outlined the floor plan and the location of their targets. They don-
ned masks as the other two assumed position by the entrance. 
 The door was unlocked, the place in darkness. Drew took the 
lead. By the time they reached the top of the stairs both men were 
walking bent over, barely able to see their feet. When they entered 
the apartment their headlamps could no longer penetrate the 
thickening smoke. Drew placed his left hand on the wall and 
counted off the doors as they crawled forward. Third on the left. 
The door was closed but gave off no heat to his gloved hand. 
Hoping this was a good sign, he gave a hard twist to the handle 
and entered. Quon took his post outside the door. 
 Dark smoke filled the room and his respirator further restrict-
ed vision. Unhooking his prybar, Drew prepared to do a right-
hand search of the room. Keeping his right hand on the wall, he 
slid the bar in a wide arc to his left. Something soft and rippling. 
A small rug tangled in the hook. Moments were lost freeing the 
bar. He moved forward coming up against a piece of furniture. 
He slid the bar underneath. Nothing. He moved forward again, 
this time knocking his helmet. He swept the bar around under-
neath something wide, banging it into four uprights. Again 
nothing. Keeping the wall to his right so he wouldn’t lose his 
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direction, Drew raised himself, exploring with his hands. He had 
located the crib. 
 Standing and reaching in, his hands skimmed the surface of 
the mattress. Finding the infant, he lifted its still body and cradled 
it in his left arm. He found a blanket and draped it over the small 
face and body. The smoke and gases were becoming darker. Time 
was running out. Drew’s shout was muffled by his mask. 
 “Found the baby.” Quon radioed the Captain. 
 As Drew got back down on the floor he noticed a glow along 
the floorboards in the corner behind him. The Captain’s voice 
came over the radio. 
 “Get out. Active fire in the store below you.” 
 “Quon! Tell Captain one more to find. Then get in here. Start 
searching on the left. The boy has to be here somewhere.” 
 With his hands full, progress around the room was much 
slower. Drew now swept the bar with his right hand, using it to 
maintain contact with the wall. He turned a corner, moved for-
ward and bumped into a mattress on the floor. He started search-
ing it, inching forward as he went. 
 Quon shouted from the blackness, “Fire! Behind you! Let’s 
move it!” 
 “I’m checking this mattress. Look for a closet.” 
 The room began to crackle as naked flame shot up the corner. 
Drew shuffled forward, sweat beading his brow. 
 Quon shouted, “Found the closet.” 
 Precious moments passed. Heat rose sharply in the room. He 
rummaged around until he found a small whimpering body. “It’s 
okay. It’s okay, we’ll get you out of here.” He held the child in his 
left arm. “Hang on to my neck.” Finding a piece of clothing he 
held it to the boy’s face. “Breathe into this.” 
 By now Drew had reached his partner. “Go, go,” he urged. 
Before the two fire fighters could shuffle out of the doorway the 
entire outer wall of the bedroom erupted in flame. Turning to 
their right into the hallway, they counted off the doors until they 
reached the exit. 
 “Get out. Now!” commanded the Captain over the radio. 
 Drew managed to toggle his microphone. “Leaving. We’ve 
got two to hand off.” 
 As he positioned himself to descend the stairs backwards, the 
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infant twitched slightly in his arm. Relief surged through Drew. 
The stillness of the little body had been weighing heavily in the 
back of his mind. At the bottom of the stairs, the firefighters 
handed the children over to the other members of the rescue team 
and jogged along beside them. 
 “They need oxygen. The baby was in a crib, in the smoke 
longest. The boy’s mattress was on the floor.” 
 “I found him in the closet.” Quon bent in close. “That was 
the smart thing to do, little buddy.” The boy just stared ahead. 
 Their Captain, Leo Howell, greeted them with a pat on the 
shoulder. “Good work you two. Get some water into yourselves.” 
 Drew watched as the paramedics began working on the 
children. There was something strange about the baby’s eyes. He 
wanted a closer look. Light and noise bombarded him as he 
removed his helmet and mask and swiped away perspiration with 
the back of his hand. Above the sounds of the other crew working 
the fire, a woman’s voice cried out. 
 “Let me see Lainy! Let me see my baby.” 
 Drew took hold of her shoulders as she rushed in. “You have 
to let the paramedics do their job. And look, your little boy is just 
over here.” He guided the mother to the second ambulance. 
 “Oh, Gabe. You’re safe. Momma’s here. Gabe? Gabe honey? 
What’s wrong with him? He doesn’t look at me?” 
 “He’s in shock. He’ll be okay soon. You’ll see.” 
 “Damn it, Marie. Stop bothering people and let them work.” 
A man grabbed her arm and pulled. 
 “Hey, it’s cool,” Drew replied. “Come on over here with me, 
to the command centre. We’ll get some coffee into you. Careful 
of the hose lines.” 
 Drew wrapped a blanket around the young mother. She was 
shivering, having escaped in only a thin housecoat. She sat alone 
on the wide tailgate, with her hands wrapped around a paper cup. 
The father refused coffee and stood off to the side, scowling, 
watching. Drew unzipped his jacket and observed the pair while 
he drank water. The Incident Commander first approached the 
father for a statement. There would be the usual questions: name, 
address, contacts. Then, who called in the alarm and dozens of 
other questions. The only thing Drew heard was the man’s name, 
Don Beal. When the IC was finished with the wife, she joined her 
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husband. Don’s angry words rose over the noise of the diesel 
engines. “What the hell would you know!” They were interrupted 
by a neighbour who gently led the wife into a house three doors 
down. By the time Mrs. Beal emerged ten minutes later, dressed 
in borrowed clothes, both ambulances were gone. Drew watched 
as the couple caught a ride to Sick Kids Hospital in a police 
cruiser. 
 
Back at Fire Hall 8, both the rescue and pumper crews were get-
ting their equipment clean and in order for the next call. Quon 
stood in the doorway of the scrub room watching Drew. 
 “Do you think it’s clean enough yet?” 
 Drew looked at the dark froth he had worked up with the 
scrub brush, rinsed his helmet and dried off.  “Yah, I guess.” 
 “Something bothering you?” 
 “You might say.” 
 “Come on. Let’s go grab a coffee. They’re about to debrief.” 
 Once they joined the others around the kitchen table, the 
Incident Commander reviewed actions taken to rescue the child-
ren and those taken to suppress the fire. Some of the guys called 
the old buildings in that part of the Kensington neighbourhood 
‘bonfire kindling’. 
 “It’s a good thing that store ’neath the apartment was aband-
oned, or we’d of had scads of unknowns fueling the fire,” com-
mented one firefighter. 
 The IC looked around. “Something on your mind, Drew?” 
 “It’s not right.” 
 “What isn’t?” 
 “Kids getting hurt.” 
 “Agreed. But you and Quon got there in time.” 
 “Did we?” 
 “We do our jobs. The rest isn’t up to us.” 
 “It’s not right.” 
 “Are you saying something that maybe should be written up?” 
 Drew paused. “Possibly.” 
 “Okay, do it. And I’ll need a chronological report from each 
of you. Then we’ll see what we’ve got.” 
 That was Monday morning, the 4th and the end of the Canada 
Day celebrations. 
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The next time crew C was on duty was Wednesday of the same 
week. Since it was his turn to cook, Drew stopped at an early 
morning market, then decided to drive past the site of Monday’s 
fire on Augusta Avenue. He stopped and parked. There was 
something definitely unsettling about this incident. He was leaning 
against his car, deep in thought, when he heard an angry voice. He 
looked over to see the officer on duty preventing someone from 
entering the building. 
 “This is my house and I’m going to get my things.” 
 “I’m sorry, sir, but the fire is still under investigation.” 
 “What the hell are we supposed to do for clothes?” 
 Calmly the officer replied, “Once the investigation is 
completed you could be allowed in.” 
 “And when the hell will that be?” 
 “I don’t have that information, sir. You could try calling the 
office of the Fire Marshal.” 
 “Don, please.” Marie was trying to lead her husband away. 
 “Butt. Out!” 
 Marie averted her face from the verbal slap. She started 
walking down the street. Her eyes were red and swollen, her face 
pale. She paused when she saw Drew. 
 “Do I know you?” 
 “I’m one of the firefighters…” 
 “Are you… did you… rescue my baby?” 
 Drew nodded. 
 “I’m sorry, my husband is just so upset…” 
 “How are the children doing?” 
 By then Don had caught up. He pushed in front of his wife 
and got in Drew’s face. 
 “The boy’s just fine. But the baby’s not. Thanks to you.” 
 Drew was stunned. 
 “If you hadn’t taken so damn long in getting her out, maybe 
she’d be okay. And I’m telling you right now, to your face, that if 
she dies, it’s going to be,” and here Don punctuated his final 
words with a finger poking in Drew’s chest, “it’s going to be all… 
your… fault!” 
 This outburst so unsettled Marie that she broke into heart-
rending sobs and was barely able to choke out, “Stop. Please… 
just… stop.” 
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 “There’s nothing I hate more than a damn cry baby… so shut 
your face up.” 
 By this time the shouting had attracted attention. A few neigh-
bours stood in their doorways, still in their pajamas. 
 “All of you, you mark my words,” he shouted. “If that baby 
dies I’m going to sue.” He leaned in with eyes slitted. “I’m going 
to sue you, Mr. Fireman. Hell, I’m going to sue the whole damn 
Toronto Fire Department, and the owner of this fire trap of a 
building.” 
 He flung his arm in a wild gesture, then grabbed Marie and 
hurried her down the street to his car. His parting words were 
shouted towards the police officer, “And I’ll be back to get what’s 
mine.” 
 Drew watched as Don gunned the engine and sped past him 
before he got in his own car.  
 
Quon took the groceries from Drew as he hurried into the hall. 
 “You’re late. What’s up?” 
 “Is the captain in his office?” Drew didn’t wait for an answer 
as he took the stairs two at a time. He knocked on the door. 
 “Sir, we need to talk.” He paused briefly, waiting for a nod 
before he closed the door. “The security on the Augusta Avenue 
site needs to be increased. I was there this morning when Mr. Beal 
attempted to enter the building.” 
 “Back up a bit. Take a seat and tell me how you happened to 
be there.” The Captain listened carefully. “I’ll make some calls.” 
 Drew joined Quon in the bay where he and the rest of their 
crew were checking and restocking the Rescue Engine. 
 “Everything okay?” 
 “I’ll fill you in later.” 
 “Did you see the fire news in the City Section?” 
 “Not today’s. Why?” 
 “It seems, ‘The father of two children injured in a fire on 
Augusta Avenue thinks the Fire Department’s response was too 
slow’.” 
 Drew just raised an eyebrow and changed the subject. 
“What’s left to do here?” He focused on his maintenance duties 
and was glad the rest of the morning was uneventful. 
 “I’ll see you guys later. I’m cooking today.” 
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 In between chopping and sautéing, Drew glanced at other 
headlines. ‘Police seek the public’s help in locating the owner of a 
building that caught fire early Monday morning…’ One of the 
local rags ran a story on the, ‘Known criminal activities of the 
missing owner of a building that caught fire…’ His attention 
wandered from his cooking as he mulled over this information. 
 “Hey. Earth to Drew. Don’t burn our stew.” Quon chuckled 
at his own humour. “Is lunch nearly ready? We’re all hungry.” 
 “Sure…” 
 “What’s eating you?” 
 “Later… after I figure it out.” 
 “Got that. So, does it have anything to do with the kids we 
rescued? Cuz if it does, we did a good job there.” 
 “Geez, Quon, give it a rest, will you?” 
 
At the end of his 24-hour shift, at seven in the morning, Drew 
grabbed a coffee and bagel and went outside to read the news-
paper before heading home to bed. He lost his appetite when he 
read, ‘Infant, suffering serious complications from smoke inhal-
ation, not expected to survive’. 
 “You stupid insensitive idiots. How are the parents supposed 
to feel when they read that?” 
 “Talking to yourself again?” Quon joined him on the bench. 
 Drew shoved the paper in his face. 
 “Oh, crap. Look. It was a good rescue. We did all we could.” 
 “Save it.” 
 Drew drove along Augusta Avenue again. There was now an 
eight-foot chain link fence surrounding the house, plus the police 
cruiser. He sat looking at the house, his chin resting on hands that 
gripped the steering wheel. He reviewed the critical details of the 
fire, then did it again. Was he missing something? Something 
obvious? 
 He got out, crossed to a park across the street, and looked 
back at the house with its blackened storefront and the charred 
bedroom wall above it. Maybe if he looked at the photos 
documenting the fire, something would jog his memory. He was 
about to leave when he spotted Marie and young Gabe in the park 
behind him. Marie sat with a tote bag. She laid out a small pink 
comforter, then carefully and reverently laid out toys and infant 



Making it Right 

146 

 

clothing. Drew turned slowly, intending to return to his car. 
 “Don’t go.” 
 She was not looking in his direction so he was surprised she 
was even aware of him.  
 “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
 “Stay.” 
 He hesitated, rationalizing the risk of meeting up again with 
Don, then coming to a measured decision, climbed over the short, 
wrought iron fence and joined Marie and Gabe on the grass. 
 “How are you doing, Mrs. Beal?” 
 “Marie.” Her voice was low, the tone flat. Silence stretched 
out between them. “My name is Marie.” She turned sad, dull eyes 
towards him. “I don’t know how I am… I don’t know how I 
should be.” Then for a while she watched her son playing with a 
stuffed rabbit. “Gabe hasn’t talked since the fire. His eyes seem to 
slide off my face when I try to get him to look at me… and he 
eats so little…” 
 Drew was about to speak but Marie raised her hand to stop 
him. “We’ve lost our home. Even if we could salvage our things, 
I don’t want them. Not now. Now that Lainy is gone.” 
 “Oh, Marie… I am so very sorry for your loss.” He laid his 
hand over hers. 
 She shook her head, as if to shake away his words, his touch. 
Drew prepared to sit quietly. After a while, she took out a tray of 
frosted glass, and placed it on the comforter. From a crumpled 
yellow box, she gently turned out two small cones of incense. She 
shook the now empty box, closed it, and placed it and the bag to 
one side. From her purse she took wooden matches, a small note 
pad and a pen. More rummaging produced a stub of pencil. She 
neatly tore a few pages into small strips and set them aside. She 
then lit each piece of incense. When the tip glowed red, she blew 
out the flame and placed it on the tray. Seeing the flame, Gabe’s 
eyes went wide, his body rigid. After his mom waved a hand over 
the incense, circulating the fragrance, the child seemed to relax, 
but did not return to playing. Marie handed the pen and some of 
the paper to Drew. “Write something… for Lainy.” 
 What would he wish? That she hadn’t died, for sure. Then 
what? He needed to sort out his feelings, his uncertainty about the 
fire. He wrote, ‘Resolve?’ on one piece. On others he drew a heart, 
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and Xs and Os. Marie sighed, then took one of her papers and 
held it against the incense. The paper was as thin as tissue and 
quickly caught fire. She held it for a moment with eyes closed, 
then laid it on the tray and watched the edges curl, the paper black-
en and crumble to ash. 
 “Now you.” 
 They offered their thoughts, their wishes to Lainy, the little 
one who had lived only five months. After a while, when no more 
bits of paper were flaring up, Gabe walked over to the tote and 
pulled out Lainy’s pink bear. He sat cradling it in his arms, rocking 
back and forth.  
 Marie gasped. “Poor little Gabe. He’s going to miss his sister. 
He liked to tell her stories at bedtime.” 
 “I expect you will miss her most, won’t you?” 
 “Yes, her sweet little face… the way she smelled. Do you 
know that smell of little babies?” Drew smiled. “There was so 
much I was looking forward to… doing with her…” Marie sighed. 
“Lainy was colicky… cried at night.” She watched her son for a 
while. “Don will miss her too. Sometimes he would get up so I 
could sleep… He was so upset when she died. They mentioned 
autopsy… and he screamed, ‘Isn’t it bad enough she died from 
the fire?’” 
 Gabe was making growling noises and was shaking the bear. 
Marie laid a hand lightly on his arm. “Be gentle, sweetie.” 
 Turning back to Drew she continued. “Don might have come 
with me, but he needed a bit of something to calm him down. 
He’s kind of sensitive that way, you know? Not like we mothers, 
who have to cope with everything.” 
 “Marie… you know you don’t have to deal with this alone, 
don’t you?” Drew waited until her eyes met his before continuing. 
“They offer wonderful support at Sick Kids Hospital. Did they 
tell you about how they can help you and your husband? And the 
special programs for Gabe too.” 
 “Oh, Don wouldn’t go to any of those counselling things. 
And I can get by.” 
 Gabe growled even louder. Marie placed her hand over his, 
calming his rough play. 
 “Marie, talk to them, even without Don. You need their help 
through this.” 
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 “I have to go. Gabe needs some mommy time.” 
 “Do you need a ride somewhere?” 
 “Thank you. No. We’re staying with the neighbours over 
there.” 
 While Marie gently replaced Lainy’s things in the tote, Drew 
checked that the incense was out, and cleared the ashes and litter. 
 “Please take care of yourself, Marie. Think about the Sick 
Kids program, okay?” 
 There was no way Drew was going home to sleep now, not 
with the chance that Don might carry through his threats. Bad 
press for the fire department was never good, but Drew’s 
reputation was on the line too. With a fire-related fatality, the 
police would be taking over the fire investigation and he really 
wanted a good look at the photos from Monday’s fire. 
 
Back in the fire hall records room, Drew ran into Gordon, Captain 
of crew A. 
 “Yo, stranger. I thought you guys from crew C would be 
asleep by now.” 
 “Hey, Gordon. Just some things I want to check out about 
Monday morning’s fire. Do you think I could have a look at the 
documentation?” 
 “So this is official?” 
 “Yes, sir. I need to look at the photos.” 
 Gordon took the pictures from the file and handed them 
over. “You could look at them here but I got someone coming in 
at nine. Karl’s office is available.” 
 “Thanks Captain.” 
 “Never mind the thanks. Just be sure you document this.” 
 “Absolutely.” 
 As Drew closed the door to the empty office, memory of the 
rescue flooded back. With renewed energy he pored over the 
photos of the fire scene, speculating on the significance of every 
detail. “Yes… I knew I was forgetting something.” He noted the 
reference numbers, then decided to also make photocopies to 
attach to his report. 
 “That was fast,” noted Gordon as he returned the file to the 
cabinet and locked it. 
 “Thanks, but not done yet. Got some other things to verify.” 
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 Drew found the reference material he needed and carried it 
and a coffee back to the office. After checking out his hunch he 
made more photocopies then returned the books. He was rum-
maging through newspapers in the recycle bin when Quon called 
him on his cell. 
 “Where are you?” 
 “Work.” 
 “Is something wrong?” 
 “I wasn’t sure so I came to check it out.” 
 “Have you seen the latest edition?” 
 “Not yet.” Drew felt himself tensing up. “What’s it say?” 
 “I’ll bring it over. Stay there.” Quon rang off. 
 Drew got another coffee to wake himself up. He had com-
pleted his search for news articles related to Monday’s fire by the 
time Quon arrived. 
 “Prepare yourself,” said Quon sliding the paper across the 
table. 
 Drew’s jaw tightened as he read. ‘Monday’s fire has turned 
tragic. A five-month-old infant has died, presumably due to com-
plications arising from smoke inhalation. The father of the child 
cites incompetence by the Fire Department as partially to blame 
for this tragedy. He also holds the owner of the building res-
ponsible for failing to maintain it and believes that fire code 
violations also played a role in the death of his daughter.’ 
 “What can I say? On the one hand we have a grieving father, 
but he sure knows how to play the media.” 
 “Why would he do that, Drew?” 
 “I have my suspicions. Here read this.” 
 Quon skimmed Drew’s notes. “This… this is a serious 
violation.” 
 “I know and I can’t say anything until all of us who were at 
the fire are interviewed. Look, I have to finish this report. Why 
don’t you go home, get some sleep?” 
 Quon was leaving when Duncan Bartlett, the Incident Com-
mander, arrived. 
 “Working an extra shift?” 
 “No, just brought something for Drew.” 
 “He’s here too? What’s up?” 
 “He’s in Karl’s office finishing up a report.” 
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 “Look, stick around. The investigator from the fire marshal’s 
office will be here shortly, as will a detective from arson. The 
infant from Monday’s fire died so we have to get things in order 
to hand over.” 
 Duncan found Drew. “I hear you’re writing something up for 
me? Come see me when you’re done,” and he was gone. 
 
When Drew returned with his report he was directed to sit. As 
Duncan read, he started to scowl. “Well, I hope you haven’t 
compromised this investigation by talking to Mr. and Mrs. Beal.” 
 “No, sir. I was very careful not to ask any questions. I just 
happened to be there when they were.” 
 “You really think the father had something to do with this?” 
 Drew nodded. 
 “From what I can see,” said Duncan, “it’s all speculation, and 
flimsy at that.” He glanced down at the report. “And this part 
about the incense? It’s sold everywhere.” 
 Drew felt his face flush. “Please, just consider what I wrote 
when examining the fire site.” 
 “Since you’re already here, wait and talk to the official 
investigators.” 
 Not the response he had expected. Over an hour later he was 
in the middle of a huge yawn when called to the conference room. 
Detective John Fikis and Glen Andrews from the fire marshal’s 
office were introduced. The detective started. 
 “Glad you could stay. Now, we’ve all read your reports. You 
have been very thorough, and I appreciate that. The reason you 
cite for the father starting the fire, that’s quite a serious accus-
ation.” His cold stare stopped Drew from commenting. “From 
what I can see, there is no evidence to support it. Bad character 
traits are not the basis for arrest.” 
 Drew gritted his teeth and asked, “What about the autopsy?” 
 “That’s not something I can talk about, so best keep that 
theory to yourself. There’s lots of other reasons the fire could have 
started: negligence; insurance fraud; vandalism. At this point could 
be anything, based on the history of gangs and vandals in the 
neighbourhood. Besides, the fire did come at the end of the 
Canada Day long weekend. So let’s wait and see what the fire 
investigation turns up.” 
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 With that, Drew was dismissed. He waited outside the 
conference room for Quon. 
 “Well, a lot of good that did!” 
 “Drew. We’ve been partners for over three years now, and I 
have never seen you take shortcuts or give anything less than your 
best.” 
 “What really aggravates me is how some of the media is 
savaging Toronto Fire Services. And I’m feeling the heat too.” 
 “There’s a lot of uninformed opinion out there,” Quon 
concluded. 
 
By Saturday Drew was getting over his initial exasperation. As for 
the news reports, Quon suggested he stop reading them. Crew C 
got on with work: drills, tactics, training. It was good to keep busy. 
At break one of the guys quoted a headline: ‘Vandals blamed for 
fire that took infant’s life. Accelerant has been found and other 
evidence retrieved’. 
 Quon turned to Drew. “That does not make it official, you 
know. Just wait. That detective’s playing it close, so don’t expect 
updates to filter down to us.” 
 Something else did leak. Drew learned there were no smoke 
detectors in either the store or the apartment above. Surely any 
parent who cared, would make certain they had at least one 
working smoke detector, even if the landlord didn’t supply it. 
Drew felt helpless as Don Beal kept giving interviews, this time 
talking about how he and his wife were distressed by the changes 
in their son’s behaviour since the fire. Drew really felt for Marie 
and Gabe, but his opinion of Don, as a father, did not improve. 
 Once the members of the fire crews had been officially 
interviewed, Drew was finally able to share his suspicions with the 
rest of his crew. 
 “Did you notice the baby’s eyes when we got the kids 
outside?” Drew asked as they sat drinking coffee at break time. 
“They were red and bloody. And the soft spot on her head 
appeared to be bulging. That does not happen from smoke in-
halation. And the father… he showed no interest in how the kids 
were doing, just kept staring at the burning house.” 
 The crew listened closely as Drew rushed on. “And didn’t you 
wonder why he hadn’t at least tried, to rescue the children? Oh, 
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and the other thing; the bedroom door was locked from the 
outside. I felt the lock pop as I turned the handle. If it hadn’t been 
locked Gabe could have gotten out, alerted his parents. He’s over 
three years old, for crying out loud.” 
 “Which reminds me, Marie said that Lainy was colicky and 
with a temper like Don’s. Shaken Baby Syndrome isn’t such a 
stretch.” 
 The captain turned and spoke sharply. “I know you suspect 
child abuse but saying anything at this point is libelous. None of 
this leaves this room. Have you all got that?” 
 The crew answered in the affirmative. 
 Drew turned aside and dropping his voice muttered to Quon, 
“The worst of it is, Gabe may have seen his father shaking his 
sister.” 
 
The day of the autopsy was long past and still no official statement 
from the police or office of the fire marshal. The newspapers had 
moved on to other stories. The ensuing weeks wore on Drew. He 
needed resolution, for this to be made right. Finally, seven weeks 
after the fire, he got a phone call from the detective. This time 
Fikis was almost cordial. 
 “How are you doing, Drew?” 
 “Could really do with some news on the fire investigation.” 
 “I bet you could! Thing is, what I am about to share is already 
in the press release, but I’d appreciate you keep what I’m saying 
to yourself, okay?” Drew agreed. “So, here’s the scoop. It was 
arson.” 
 “Well… that was almost a given.” 
 “Had to call you personally. I sure was skeptical of your 
reasoning, your suspicion of the father. But… I have to say your 
reports, the attention to detail, really helped. When one of the 
suspect’s stories developed a few too many inconsistencies, we 
knew to dig deeper. Did you know that brand of chamomile 
incense is available only on special order? We checked the 
supplier, and there was the name of Marie Beal.” 
 Drew sat up sharply. “You’re not saying it was the mother, 
are you?” 
 “No reason it couldn’t be. We found incense ash in a number 
of spots in the store. And traces of an accelerant, a common 
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barbecue starter fluid. We brought in a sniffer dog. The little 
sweetheart located an empty can in the neighbour’s yard, probably 
just tossed over the fence after it was used. And guess whose 
finger prints were all over it?” 
 “If it wasn’t Don Beal’s, I don’t want to know.” 
 “You’re really convinced it was the father who set the fire to 
cover up how seriously he injured the baby?” 
 “Course I am. I still see Lainy’s eyes as the paramedics worked 
on her.” 
 “Well… the autopsy showed brain damage so severe she 
would have been permanently impaired, and based on the spacing 
and pattern of bruising that showed up on Lainy’s chest and back, 
we know the size of the hands that shook her.” 
 Again, Drew waited for Fikis to continue. 
 “We have arrested Don Beal for arson and the Crown is 
bringing further charges related to child abuse.” 
 “I appreciate your call,” Drew sighed as he disconnected, 
regretting that making this right would not bring Lainy back. 
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Alumnus 
P. Andrew Power 

 
 
 
       e looks out of the window as he dries the plate with a tattered 
tea-towel and considers my problem. 
 “I don’t think the fact that you took a couple of courses 
makes you an alumni,” he says, getting it wrong. He isn’t the 
writer. I am. Or I’m supposed to be. “Not to mention the fact that 
you dropped the last course you took.” 
 He shoots me a judgmental look intended to remind us of our 
father. Of the two of us, I look more like father. But I have no 
reason to judge my brother. I am the failure. He is a superhero. 
 “You would have dropped it too,” I say. “Grant comes into 
the classroom and says, ‘Hello. My name is Sebastian Grant. For 
those of you who’ve heard of me, here is a stack of course-change 
forms.’ So, there was this immediate scramble to drop his class 
and get into Professor Dufferin’s on Mondays and Wednesdays. 
But I work Mondays and Wednesdays so we can afford all of this.” 
 I gesture romantically about our rented kitchen. It is sched-
uled for fumigation on Tuesday morning because I’m available to 
let the fumigator in. 
 “I don’t know about that. I would have stuck it out a few 
weeks to see if he’s as bad as all that,” Jaime says. 
 “But then the university would keep my cash and my tran-
script would show an incomplete.” 
 “That would be terrible,” he says. “Imagine, someone know-
ing you decided not to complete Grant’s Theoretical Physics class. 
The horror. Why were you taking that anyway, some kind of 
Steven Hawking worship thing?” 
 “I’m writing a science fiction book.” 
 “Really, what chapter did you get to?” 
 I know he is baiting me. He picks a mug from the sink and 
rubs it until it is dry enough not to encourage more silverfish. 
Then he puts it upside-down on the shelf. I always put them right 
side up so the lip doesn’t touch the shelf. 
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 “I haven’t started yet. I’m still outlining,” I say. He takes a 
deft drag from the cigarette dangling from his bottom lip and 
returns it to its dangle, all without using his fingers. “That’s why I 
need to write this short story,” I say. 
 “What’s stopping you? You don’t know if you’re an alumni?” 
 “Alumnus,” I say. 
 “Whatever,” he says, and ashes his cigarette into the dish-
water. 
 “Christ Jaime, don’t do that!” 
 “Why? It’s not gonna cause a fire.” 
 “Because we eat off those,” I say under-handing my fingers 
to the dripping dishes in the rinse sink. 
 “Tell that to the silverfish that crawl all over them all night, 
shitting and pissing into your cereal bowl.” 
 “The guy’s coming Tuesday.” I can feel my sides beginning to 
itch. I hope it’s my winter eczema come early. Hope that it isn’t 
the… other thing. I have a story to write and a contest to enter. 
 “You can dry some too you know,” he says. “Or are you too 
good for that Oliver the Author?” He’d never used that line before. 
I like the sound of it. The internet told me that I was just a writer. 
I wouldn’t be an author until I published. And the internet said 
self-publishing didn’t count. I take up a cereal bowl and a towel 
and help my brother, sharing in the smoke cloud he’s made above 
the sink. 
 “Just write the story and send it in,” he says. “Let them tell 
you whether your couple of courses and running away from 
Sebastian Grant makes you an alum.” 
 He parses the word instead of admitting I am right. I feel vin-
dicated nonetheless. My grammar is his kryptonite, or so I play in 
my mind. The itching is becoming more of a digging into the skin 
of my sides. I feel too unlucky for eczema. Alumnus or not, I am 
going to have trouble writing like this. 
 “It’s a lot of work to write a story. It would be a pain to find 
that I lost on a technicality.” 
 “You read the rules right?” He puffs more smoke up to the 
fluorescent light. I think about how in the hell a silverfish can live 
in all the smoke we put out in this kitchen. Especially on poker 
night. 
 “Of course. They just said you had to be faculty or a student 
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or an alum.” I am proud to repeat the truncation. Screw him, keep 
him guessing. 
 “No definition.” 
 “No.” 
 “Then write the bloody story. Do it tonight. I’ll be out with 
the squad anyway so you’ll have the place to yourself. You can 
even use the typewriter and clack all you want.” 
 “Maybe I will,” I say grabbing the last glass. 
 “Good. Hurry up with that, I want to show you something,” 
he says. 
 He leaves me to the cloud of smoke swirling in the flickering 
fluorescent. Bloody silverfish would probably die of a headache 
from that light. I know I want to. I scratch my sides a little because 
I’m alone. Knowing that scratching only makes it worse and 
hurries them up doesn’t stop me. Usually it takes a little blood 
seeping to the surface to make me quit. Even then, sometimes it 
feels so good I keep on scratching. I put the glass away, right side 
up, and follow him to the living room. He’s lit another smoke, 
only this time it’s one he’s rolled for himself and it costs a little 
more. 
 “Check this out,” he says, holding up a new chest-plate. It’s 
cobalt blue and looks like shiny, extruded resin. Even to me, a 
non-superhero, it’s beautiful. 
 “That’s badass,” I say. “Where’d you get it?” 
 “We made it. Stevie found a great place to order resins and 
molds. The squad is going to pop this year.” He holds it out to let 
me touch it. It is hard and cold. 
 “It’s not bulletproof is it?” I ask. 
 “I can’t see how. It’s just plastic. Who’s going to shoot me 
anyway?” 
 “Uh, I don’t know… bad guys?” 
 “Not me. I’m too fast,” Jaime says, mocking up some ninja 
moves. He pulls off his jeans and sits on the couch puffing his 
joint and pulling on his blue, New Balance tights that are meant 
for jogging, not crime fighting. He sees me looking at him and 
says, “Shit man, sorry. You want a puff?” 
 “No, I’m going to write. I got a bottle of rum with my name 
on it.” 
 “That’ll only slow you down.” 
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 “Didn’t hurt Hemmingway,” I say. 
 “He didn’t have me to roll for him,” Jaime says twisting his 
fingers on an imaginary joint. “It’s the good stuff.” I shake my 
head and he is up again putting on his new chest plate. The yellow 
of his cape is brilliant against its cobalt. “Did you look it up in the 
dictionary?” 
 “Pot?” 
 “Alumni, dumbass,” he says. 
 “Yeah, it says someone who went to a school, usually a male,” 
I paraphrase. 
 “That’s gotta sit well with the women.” 
 “I think it’s because of the Latin. If it means they can’t enter 
the contest I’m cool with that.” 
 I walk to the picnic table that sits where a dining room table 
would if the landlord had rented this house to a normal family. I 
pour myself some rum. We stole the table from the chip wagon 
parking lot one night when we were stoned and had Stevie’s truck. 
Jaime has his mask on now; The Wasp blunts its joint in the ash-
tray and salutes me. I sneak another scratch. It is probably bleed-
ing now. 
 “You okay?” The Wasp asks. 
 “Yeah fine.” I drink some rum and it really feels like it is better 
for a second. 
 “They’re not real you know.” 
 “I know.” 
 “Leave it alone. Write your story.” His voice is muffled by his 
Wasp face. “I’m out. Wish me luck.” He swings about dramatically 
to be sure his cape flutters its own goodbye. 
 I pull up my shirt and look at the couple of miniscule dribbles 
of blood that have started their way south. If I look close I’ll see 
the telltale threads but, heeding The Wasp, I leave it alone, drink 
some rum and thread a piece of paper into my used IBM Selectric. 
The ass-hat I bought it from called it ‘an antique’. I hope it has 
another story in it, or better yet that novel I took Grant’s course 
for. Or rather didn’t take his course for. 
 For something that is all in my head, it itches like hell. Even 
when I’m drunk enough to not feel my nose, my sides still itch. 
When they insert their tubes you can barely feel it. It’s when the 
eggs they transfer into you from another dimension start to hatch 
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that the itching really gets you. Sometimes all you find is the tubes. 
They look like little rigid hairs, or fibres. The internet says they are 
the extent of what they can mold in our dimension. When they 
hatch, you can see them for a second and then they fitz out into 
their own dimension. And the cycle starts again. 
 The internet has told me two things about my Morgellons. 
Millions of people are afflicted worldwide, but it’s all in our heads 
according to our doctors. I have learned one more thing: the 
beings from that other dimension want to prevent me from 
writing. It is always worst when I’m writing or even planning to 
write. Deep down I think I know some story they don’t want told. 
 I re-read my half page about a girl building a kite with her 
friend. I’m honing my literary fiction chops, because that’s where 
the internet says the credibility is. Mr. Grant’s class aside (which 
was more about me proving my Morgellons are real than writing 
a sci-fi masterpiece) I wouldn’t be caught dead writing genre fiction. 
I’m no hack. 
 I look under my shirt again. There’s one! Faster this time. In 
the beginning I’d itch for weeks before a tube would be visible. 
Now it’s all in the same day. I take another drink and walk away 
from Kite-girl for a minute, although I know it will be hours before 
I’m back. I will spend the rest of the night with tweezers and my 
microscope, slowly pulling myself apart until I prove this is real, 
or I pass out. 
 I retrieve my microscope from under my bed. It’s my second 
one. Jamie made me get rid of my first microscope, so I have to 
keep its replacement hidden. And I have to finish my self-exam-
ination before he is home. 
 “Yes,” I say, quietly celebrating. There is no way this is a 
thread from my shirt. It’s a tube. I can see the hollow end. I snap 
a photo with my phone through the microscope. It is completely 
indecipherable. It doesn’t matter. To me it’s evidence. I’ll show 
Jaime tomorrow and he’ll roll his eyes and either mock me or hug 
me. I prefer the mocking. I push the microscope under the bed 
and pass out above it. 
 During our Tuesday breakfast of cereal and silverfish shit and 
piss he says, “I read the bit of Kite-girl you had going there. It’s real 
good. You should finish it.” 
 “I ran out of rum,” I say, rubbing my head for effect. 
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 He smiles. He downs his last dribble of coffee from his mug 
and drops it in the sink, presumably for me to handle before the 
fumigator arrives. “That’s it for me, off to my day job.” 
 I look at the ceiling. He is a sandwich artist by day, irrelevant 
crime fighter by night. He leaves through the kitchen door and 
shoots me a wink through the window as he goes by. 
 A small fly about the size of a fruit-fly pops out of my shirt-
sleeve; its oversized green eyes contrasting with my red shirt, 
confusing my sight. It seems to shift around in place as if it isn’t 
really there. It takes flight, looks at me with a tilt, and then flits 
away into a tiny pip of grey vapour. Fitz. Just like all the others. I 
am revolted when I think about it coming back to insert an 
ethereal straw into me to lay its interdimensional eggs, jumping 
through universes like a macabre salmon leaping up the river of 
its birth. I shake my head a little to clear its vapour trail. Jamie 
would be certain I had never seen it in the first place. 
 He isn’t gone more than five minutes before the fumigator is 
knocking at our kitchen door. I scratch a little, then open the door 
for him. I suppose he’ll just have to see our dirty dishes in the 
sink. 
 “Are you Jaime Pelzer?” he asks. 
 “He’s my brother,” I say. 
 “Good then this is the right place. You got some silverfish 
you need gone, right?” 
 “Sure do.” 
 “Mind if I have a look?” 
 “The place is yours. I’m just finishing up some coffee.” 
 He opens our cupboards and looks in, moves a few dishes 
from side to side, and then looks at me. “I’m not sure you have 
silverfish. It might be something else.” 
 “What?” I ask, wanting to know what else it could be. Shit, I 
hope they aren’t baby roaches. I swish my coffee around so the 
sediment on the bottom of the cup is whipped up into the last 
mouthful before I drink it. 
 “Can’t be sure. I’ll go get some gear.” 
 I drink the rest of my coffee and start rinsing the dishes so I 
can dry them. He returns wearing something that looks like night 
vision goggles on his forehead. He goes to the same cupboard and 
asks me to turn out the lights in the kitchen. I do, but it makes no 
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difference; daylight pours in through the windows. He uses his 
arms to block as much light as he can for his examination. 

“Humph,” he says. “I’m pretty sure I know what this is.” 
 “What?” This guy is starting to annoy me. Just spray the 
bloody bugs and get the hell out so I can light a spliff, pretend to 
write, and scratch the shit out of my skin and pull it off in bits 
with tweezers. 
 “Have you seen any flying bugs with green eyes? Tiny, almost 
like fruit flies. Depending on the light, they are there one minute 
then they are gone. The nasty ones have three pairs of wings.” 
 I just about shit my pants. I don’t know what to say. So I 
stand, dumbfounded. 
 “You have then,” he nods. “Don’t worry. I have the right 
spray for them. It doesn’t kill them; it just keeps them from 
crossing over.” 
 “What?” 
 “The gap between the dimensions. So far, these things are the 
only life forms that we know about that can cross. Have you had 
any symptoms?” 
 “But…” This is all too much, too fast for me. 
 “Itchiness? Pain? Unexplained cuts? Come on, I need to 
know if I’m going to help you. The doctors probably don’t even 
believe you, do they?” 
 “No.” 
 “You have the fibres now?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Let me see.” 
 I pull my shirt up and show him the scales of scabs I have 
been harbouring for the past year or so, all in different stages of 
healing. “There were tubes in this one here,” I point. 
 “I can do it right here if you want.” 
 “What?” 
 “The sealer. I can keep them from using you as a portal with 
a simple spray. Maybe a touch-up in a month.” 
 “You’re kidding.” 
 “I’m a professional.” He nods reassuringly. 
 “But how did…” I trail off. Somehow, I don’t really want to 
know even though I don’t know how I was planning to finish my 
question. 
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 “Take off your shirt, pants and gitch. It’ll be cold, but it won’t 
hurt at all. It’s completely safe. I could drink it to demonstrate if 
you want. Head office tells me not to, but I still will if it helps put 
you at ease.” 
 “That’s fine. I’ll try anything. It’s terrible living like this.” 
 “It’s got to be. Let’s fix that.” 
 I take off my shirt, pants and underwear and stand naked 
before a man I’ve met only moments before; a man who looks 
like a cross between Call of Duty and Ghostbusters. He sprays me 
with his pump-sprayer and I flinch at the coldness. He does my 
whole body, even the bottoms of my feet. “There. That should 
keep ’em. If it doesn’t, just call the office. You can get dressed; it 
won’t hurt your clothes.” 
 I drip onto the chair I’m standing on. And he is gone. I have 
more coffee, for once unconcerned about silverfish shit. I’m not 
sure if I have stopped worrying about the other thing. I jump 
when the phone rings. 
 “Hey,” says the sandwich artist. “Did the guy come?” 
 “Yes,” I say. I sniff the new coffee I am holding, letting the 
warmth fill my sinuses. 
 “Did it go okay?” 
 “Fine.” 
 “Nothing unusual?” Then suddenly I want to punch the sand-
wich-artist-by-day in his Wasp face. 
 “Asshole,” I say partially under my breath. 
 “Pardon?  I didn’t quite hear that?” 
 “Asshole! Who was he?” 
 “Stevie’s cousin. You should see your face, man.” He is laugh-
ing nearly uncontrollably. I look around the room and there it is, 
a webcam sitting on top of the fridge; a wireless one like the super-
heroes use. 
 “You dick!” I yell. “You stupid dick!” He is still laughing 
when I hang up. 
 I go to his room and drag his steamer trunk into the backyard. 
My sides start to itch again. As do my thighs and even the bottoms 
of my feet. The fake spray didn’t work, and neither did the lesson 
Jaime was trying to teach me. Asshole! I open the trunk. The Wasp 
stares up at me, flaccid. I spray him in the face and all over with 
charcoal lighter fluid taking care to fully soak the new chest-plate. 
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 Lighting the match to it doesn’t make me itch less, but it 
makes me feel better. The Wasp melts and fumes and twists in on 
itself, sagging onto the melting chest-plate. I close the trunk and 
wait to be sure the flames have choked themselves. Then I drag 
the trunk back to its daytime place, and wait for Jaime’s nighttime 
discovery after a day of crafting sandwiches for the citizens he 
protects. 
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     he little hand held in Jack’s broke free from his grip, and amid 
squeals of delight, Jack watched his grandson run as fast as he 
could to the swings. It had rained for three days straight this week, 
and despite the continuing drizzle expected this morning, they 
decided to walk to the park anyway. Tyler’s movements were more 
awkward in his rubber boots, but not even the light rain could 
dampen his enthusiasm to be outdoors once again. 
 ‘Grandpa’s park’ was situated a short walk from the home 
Jack shared for many years with his beloved wife Claire in the 
small town of Aurora. In addition to swings and slides and climb-
ers, it had wooded trails that the two of them enjoyed cycling on 
in the summer, and a large pond with small fish and many ducks. 
For Jack it was the solace of nature that beckoned him to rest 
awhile on one of the many benches scattered on the grounds. His 
favourite was located beside a giant oak tree that provided shade 
on a hot day and exuded an energy of wisdom from which Jack 
took comfort. He sat there often over the years to enjoy convers-
ations with loved ones, and lately, just to think about nothing for 
awhile. 
 At sixty-three, Jack Winston was a tall lean figure in his blue 
hooded raincoat, with greying hair neatly trimmed and a muscular 
physique belying his age. He enjoyed a long-time love of sports 
that he continued beyond his school years, and he still walked or 
ran outdoors almost every day. On this April day, he was hoping 
for a taste of the warmth of summer, and to recapture at least 
some of the joy that had seemed elusive over the past year. 
 “Push me higher Grandpa!” commanded the six-year-old, as 
Jack caught up to him. Tyler was already in the swing, and after a 
big push from Jack he surged higher in the sky. His delighted 
laughter echoed through the damp air as the swing returned 
toward the ground, then was pushed again to an even greater 
height. 
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 Tyler had his father’s stocky build and dark hair, but his 
mother’s sensitivity. One day he would likely grow to be tall like 
his father. Today, Jack was happy to watch him play and hear him 
laugh. Sometimes when his grandson giggled, Jack was reminded 
of his own beautiful first-born, Tyler’s mother Pam. He could still 
feel her chubby little hands on his cheeks and see that toothless 
grin from so many years ago, and it made him smile. 
 Jack’s thoughts were interrupted by the thud of his grandson’s 
feet landing on the ground after jumping off the swing. Tyler was 
now running toward the climbers. 
 “C’mon Grandpa!” he beckoned. Jack followed, deciding that 
he could admire Tyler’s agility on the climber from a nearby bench 
since his assistance would not be needed for this activity. 
 Once at the bench, Jack realized it had stopped raining, but 
the volume of clouds indicated the respite might be temporary. 
He removed the blanket from inside the tote bag he carried, 
placed it on the wet bench and settled into the seat. Tyler was 
comparing his height on the climber with the height of another 
older boy who suddenly jumped down into the sand. He dared 
Tyler to jump from the highest level as he just did. Tyler looked 
down at the ground from his perch feeling suddenly queasy, then 
over to where Grandpa was sitting. Jack was looking at him and 
shaking his head back and forth. Tyler declined the challenge, and 
the other boy shrugged his shoulders and wandered off. 
 Content to play on his own, Tyler continued to explore the 
climber, and Jack, now lulled by the singing of birds, relaxed into 
his thoughts. His first impression was the ever-present sadness. 
Everyone said it would pass, but Jack was not sure because it had 
been there for so long. For today Jack was determined to focus 
on happy memories, and that young boy in front of him was 
certainly his best reason to carry on. He loved when Tyler came 
to visit him, and he noticed that Pam seemed to bring him over 
more often lately. She understood. 
 Jack was ten years older than Tyler when he met Claire at their 
Toronto high school, and the two of them soon became insepar-
able. He loved the way her long blond hair became tousled in the 
wind, and how she always seemed to take charge and know what 
to do in her life, in her career and in every situation. Claire had a 
calming presence, and everyone was happier when she was 
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around. Like Jack, she loved high school sports; track and field 
events were her favourite. Her strong, athletic curves enhanced 
her medium-sized frame, and in her later years she would develop 
a love of yoga to stay fit. She also insisted that Jack participate in 
yoga, and Jack couldn’t say no to those dazzling blue eyes. 
 Many of their early dates were outdoors. They hiked and 
swam and explored nature on afternoon trips to parks outside the 
city. Claire loved to watch butterflies in the fields as they strolled 
and would marvel at their colourful wings and the grace and 
freedom of their movement. Jack was entranced by Claire and felt 
lucky to be near her. On their first weekend camping trip together 
after high school it rained repeatedly, so they were in and out of 
their tent often. Relieved that it was waterproof, they had oppor-
tunity one morning for board games and conversations about 
what they wanted in their lives. Jack already knew his future had 
to include Claire. He could no longer envision his life without her. 
Later that day the sky brightened, and they were able to leave the 
tent again. Their timing was perfect as the most brilliant of rain-
bows reached across the sky. Soon a second had appeared. Claire 
was spellbound and called out each of the colours she saw. Jack 
stood in awe of this natural wonder. They remained in place facing 
the sky for a long time before the rainbows eventually faded out 
of sight. That night as she lay in his arms while both of them were 
staring at the stars through the open tent roof, Jack asked Claire 
to be his wife. 
 “Grandpa, can you hear me? I said I want to play on the slides 
now, because it’s not raining anymore!” 
 Jack’s attention was suddenly diverted to the demanding little 
boy in front of him. He stood up quickly, grabbed his blanket and 
tote, then followed Tyler to the other side of the park. After 
inspecting the slides together, they declared them dry enough, and 
Tyler started up the stairs to the first one. Jack went to his 
favourite bench nearby that was also next to the oak tree. This 
time he settled in and took out a book, but it wasn’t long before 
his mind wandered again. 
 Claire finished college and became a nurse, a profession that 
everyone agreed was well suited to her. At the insistence of his 
father, Jack became an insurance adjuster. His father correctly 
reasoned that there were many positions available in that pro-
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fession and plenty of room for advancement. On a bright summer 
day in 1978 Jack and Claire married in an outdoor ceremony. With 
a large gathering of friends and family in attendance and the 
cooperation of the weather, the day could not have been more 
perfect. 
  Life in Toronto was good for the busy couple during the first 
few years of their new life together. One early spring morning 
Claire made it even better when she brought Jack his coffee and 
newspaper, smiling slyly as he opened it. Out fell an official 
document confirming Claire’s pregnancy. Jack read it and looked 
up at Claire in confusion at first. She smiled and nodded. Jack took 
her in his arms and told her how happy he was to learn that he 
would soon become a father. After they celebrated their news, the 
practical considerations for this impending life change were 
discussed. They both knew they did not want to raise children in 
a big city, so after a long search and several recommendations Jack 
and Claire found a perfect home nearby in Aurora, a place they 
would live in forever. 
 Their home was large and comfortable with a welcoming 
front porch where many board games were played, and teatimes 
were held. The rooms inside were spacious with three upstairs 
bedrooms, and on the main floor there was a newly-remodelled 
kitchen and dining area, which was often filled with family on the 
weekends. Claire tended her flower garden, ensuring there was an 
abundance of colour and plant variety for each season, and Jack 
helped with the painting and redecorating, especially in the new 
nursery. 
 Pamela arrived in the fall of 1982, and Jack fell in love all over 
again. She had her mother’s blond hair and inquisitive blue eyes, 
and as she grew she shared their mutual love of nature. She also 
inherited her mother’s athletic build and yoga practice. As a pre-
schooler, Pam started collecting feathers on her regular visits to 
this very park with her parents. Her favourite were the white 
feathers with a solid grey streak though the middle. Claire and 
Pamela would also both marvel at rainbows when they appeared 
in the sky, counting out all the colours they could see until they 
faded away. Jack witnessed those exchanges between the two of 
them many times over the years, and the memory of it put a smile 
on his sorrow-lined face. Pamela grew up to pursue environmental 
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studies at the university, where she met Evan Miller and fell madly 
in love. They were destined to marry, and their son Tyler arrived 
later.   
 When Pamela was three, their second child Sean was born. 
Jack and Claire were happy and content with their perfect family. 
Sean also loved visits to the park but as he grew, his interests 
became more technical and he eventually obtained a degree in 
computer science. Jobs were plentiful for him and he enjoyed his 
work, and the opportunities it afforded him for travel and having 
his own home. One day he would marry, but for now he enjoyed 
being an uncle to Tyler and remained close to his family.  
 A rustling sound pulled Jack’s attention away from the book 
page he was staring at. Tyler was rummaging through the bag they 
brought, looking for a snack for himself and the bread they packed 
to feed the ducks. It was still cloudy but getting warmer, so Tyler 
removed his hooded jacket and sat on the bench with his grand--
father to enjoy his snack. 
 “Do you like reading your book Grandpa?” Jack smiled and 
nodded in response, even though he hadn’t turned a page. 
 “Why doesn’t your book have any pictures in it?” Tyler 
persisted. 
 “Books for Grandpas don’t have pictures Tyler, but they have 
more words,” replied Jack. 
 Tyler pondered this as he was eating his granola bar. 
 “Did you see me go down the big slide Grandpa? I did it three 
times!” 
 “I sure did! You went pretty fast.” Tyler beamed with pride 
as he swallowed the last piece of granola, then jumped to his feet. 
 “OK Grandpa, we need to go feed the ducks now.” 
 Jack lifted their tote bag and Tyler grabbed Jack’s other hand 
as they made their way down the familiar grassy hill to the pond 
below. Tyler brought out the bread pieces and soon revelled in the 
crowd of birds surrounding him, all trying to get some. Tyler 
turned and smiled at Jack, who winked in return. As he watched 
the feeding frenzy from a distance, he realized that child was a 
bigger blessing in his life than he ever expected. 
 Jack had never experienced such a mix of emotion as the day 
he walked his daughter down the aisle to be married in the spring 
of 2007. He knew that Evan was right for her and would be good 
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to her, but a part of him would miss their father-daughter bond. 
However, when he glanced down the aisle he was about to enter 
with his daughter on his arm, he saw a handsome young man with 
dark hair and misting dark eyes at the other end looking in 
awestruck wonder in his direction. Jack knew that this man would 
take care of Pam forever and cherish her the way he cherished 
Claire.  
 Five years later when Tyler was born, Jack and Claire never 
knew a greater happiness than to be grandparents for the first 
time. They were able to retire together at the age of fifty-eight a 
year after Tyler was born. This brought them even closer and they 
shared a newfound love of golf and grandparenting. Sleepovers 
with Tyler were always full of fun and laughter, often including 
mock pillow fights, making peanut butter cookies, planting 
vegetables in the garden, going shopping, and playing at the park. 
But life is about balance, and sometimes our greatest joy is 
tempered with our deepest sadness. 
 Just over a year ago on a cold morning in February Claire did 
not wake up. After nearly thirty-eight years of marriage Jack was 
suddenly alone without any warning. He called the paramedics but 
knew she would not be revived. When the doctor came to speak 
with Jack, he said the only explanation he had was that her heart 
just stopped beating, and he offered his condolences. Jack was 
numb with grief. His heart was irreparably broken, and his world 
was changed forever. Tyler was too young to really understand 
death, but knew his beloved Grandma was gone and would not 
come back. 
 On the recent anniversary of her death, he needed to feel 
close to her, so Jack opened a purple box Claire had used to store 
special keepsakes. As he held and marvelled at every precious 
item, he thought of the memory that was attached to it, and he 
was happy like she was beside him again. There was the dried 
rosebud from the first bouquet of flowers he gave her, the 
colourful seashells they collected together at the beach, several 
small pictures of the two of them laughing together at football 
games, dancing at each other’s company holiday parties, a photo 
of the four of them as a family, and one of the two of them with 
Tyler when he was born. There were also various other trinkets, 
each with a story attached. As he got to the bottom of the box he 
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noticed an envelope with his name on it. Curious, he opened it 
and saw Claire’s familiar writing style. It was dated the day before 
their wedding. 

My Beloved Jack, 
Tomorrow I will become your wife and I look forward to 
our life together as a married couple. When we met I 
knew that you were the person I would spend the rest of 
my life with, and every moment we have had is a special 
memory in my heart. If I ever leave this earth without 
being able to thank you for loving me so much, I hope 
you find this letter. We can never take life’s blessings for 
granted, and I have received so many, but you are my 
greatest. 
Yours forever, 
Claire 

Tyler ran out of bread crumbs and the ducks moved on, so Jack 
brought out their football and they began tossing it back and 
forth. Jack was impressed by how much stronger Tyler’s passes 
had become. As the football spiralled through the air Jack won-
dered if he was doing everything right for himself and his family. 
 “Grandpa, I had a dream about Grandma last night. She said 
that she is a star in the sky now and she is happy, and she sees all 
the good things I do. Is that true Grandpa?” 
 “I believe that is true Tyler. Your Grandma is very special.” 
 “She also said we shouldn’t be sad that she’s not here. I am 
still sad sometimes though. Do you think that will make Grandma 
sad too?” 
 “No, I don’t think you could make her sad ever. Do you want 
to start walking home now? Uncle Sean is visiting later and maybe 
he will give you a piggy-back ride.” 
 Tyler smiled and returned the football to their bag. The clouds 
finally parted, and the afternoon sun came out as he took Jack’s 
hand for the long walk across the park to the sidewalk that would 
lead them home. Jack stared straight ahead so Tyler would not see 
the tears in his eyes. But then he felt Tyler pulling his hand and 
stopped to see him bending over and picking something up off 
the ground. 
 “What do you have Tyler?” He handed Jack a feather. 
 “Grandpa this is for you.” 
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 “Thank you, Tyler! This has a grey stripe just like the feathers 
your mother collected when she was a little girl. We will take this 
home and show it to her later.” The little boy grinned. 
 As Jack and Tyler were leaving the park grounds other fam-
ilies were entering. Suddenly some of them pointed ahead of them 
excitedly and looked up. Curious about what could be causing 
their reaction, Jack and then Tyler turned to view the sky. Right 
above the trees was the most vivid double rainbow Jack had seen 
since that night in the campground with Claire so many years ago. 
At that moment he felt Claire beside him so distinctly that he 
reached out his arm expecting to touch her. 
 “Wow!” Tyler was wide-eyed looking at the colourful celestial 
display. 
 “What colours do you see Tyler?” 
 “I see lots of colours. I see purple and pink and blue. Do the 
colours make you sad Grandpa?” 
 “No, the colours make me very happy.” 
 “Then why are you crying Grandpa?” Tyler was very con-
fused by Jack’s reaction. 
 Jack watched until the rainbow colours began to fade, then he 
picked up his grandson, held him in his arms and looked directly 
into his eyes. 
 “Sometimes grownups do things that don’t make any sense. 
Crying can mean you are sad, but crying can also mean that you 
have so many happy feelings inside you that you cannot hold them 
in anymore. Then the tears spill out of your eyes and fall down 
your cheeks. That happened to me today.” 
 Tyler nodded. Jack kissed his cheek then set him down. 
 “Let’s go home and make dinner. Then I will tell you a story.” 
 “Okay Grandpa. What kind of story?” 
 “A story about how I met your grandmother.” 
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The Value of Chickens 
Kelley Raab 

 
 
 
     was so very close to graduating. After three-plus years of angst, 
toil, and tuition, only four slim months were standing between me 
and my Bachelor of Science degree, with a major in Biology. 
Mother would be so proud. There was just one small problem. It 
had to do with Professor Thompson and the value of chickens. 

The small problem clouding my bright future as a university 
graduate was too tiny to tell Mother, since it would only upset her, 
but it was not so infinitesimal to keep a secret. Janet, an Environ-
mental Studies major, was my roommate and best friend and she 
knew. We had met in second year. Knowing I had a stressful 
meeting after class today with Professor Thompson, Janet had 
risen early to have coffee with me. 

My eight o’clock class was in the Life Sciences Centre, a 
twenty-minute walk from our apartment. Professor Thompson 
taught the upper-level teratology course, which I desperately 
needed to pass in order to graduate on time. It was cold this 
morning in the dining room; we had to be stingy with the heat. 
Janet was sitting near the window, sipping from her tall mug of 
coffee. I joined her from the kitchen, carrying my toast with 
peanut butter and jam. She looked at me cheerfully, as she always 
did. 

“I worry I’m leaning too much on you,” I said. Janet had been 
there for me a couple of years earlier, when I was engaged to a 
track athlete, until he broke it off and started dating a prettier 
woman. “Remember Evan?” I asked. 

Janet nodded. At the time she told me I was clearly a thousand 
times better off without him. And since then, her support had 
been unwavering. 

“Yeah, but remember how much fun we had in Spain?” she 
asked. After the breakup, I had sunk into a deep depression, nearly 
dropping out of school. Janet had provided emotional reassure-
ance, talking me into going together on a study group to Spain. 
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The stimulating environment did the trick, and I started to care 
about life again. 

“Yeah, maybe the breakup was worth it,” I said. “But it’s 
because of Spain I’m short on bio courses, and I need this one to 
graduate.” 

Pulling her bathrobe tighter around her body, Janet took a sip 
of coffee. Just behind her I noticed the icicles on the inside of the 
windowpane. “Why did it have to be teratology?” she asked. The 
study of abnormal fetal development was the only 400-level 
course that fitted my schedule. 

“And why did it have to be taught by Thompson?” I grim-
aced. Professor Thompson intimidated me. As chair of the pre-
med advisory committee, he could get you into medical school 
and make your life worth living, or he could hold you back and 
ruin it. 

“Didn’t you declare pre-med in your first year?” asked Janet. 
“Before we met?” 

I nodded. I was pre-med mostly because Mother, a doctor’s 
daughter, wanted it of me. “I stuck it out for two years; even 
survived organic chem. And, of course, Nancy.” I smiled in spite 
of my current stress. My first-year roommate used to rise at 5:00 
a.m. to shave her legs with an electric razor. 

“It wasn’t until I fainted in the hospital that I changed my 
mind.” On a one-month internship at the local hospital, I had 
been watching a doctor perform a bone marrow aspiration—
sucking blood and tissue from a woman’s hip—when I started to 
feel dizzy. I woke up on the floor with a massive bump on my 
head. It was a sign. 

Janet raised her eyebrows. She had probably heard my reasons 
before, but she listened attentively, as she always did. In contrast, 
when I told Mother I was no longer pre-med, she had quite a fit. 
But I knew enough to draw the line; fainting in a hospital was not 
a good start for a prospective doctor. 

“Wait a minute,” said Janet. “I have to feed the chicks. I’ll be 
right back.” 

Two weeks ago, Janet and her father, Mr. Brown, had accom-
panied me to the biology lab to collect a batch of fertilized eggs; 
we brought them to our apartment, where they hatched in an 
incubator. When the chicks were old enough, we would take them 
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to his farm, where they could live out normal chicken lives. 
Rising from the table, Janet walked into the kitchen, grabbed 

a container, and made her way to the side bathroom. I knew she 
was giving our rescued chicks a breakfast of starter feed. At the 
sound of their expectant cheeps, I smiled again. 

In the first class, Professor Thompson had informed us the 
Major Research Project was a large component of the course 
grade. Because teratology was an upper level biology course, it 
required us to do research and give a presentation. I had under-
stood, of course, that it would be on birth defects, but it hadn’t 
dawned on me that we were required to cause fetal anomalies, not 
prevent them. Given the option of chicken, mice or rats, I chose 
chickens. 

Working in the lab for a year had made me more aware of 
how chickens were treated. Talks with Janet also increased my 
consciousness. Janet’s parents raised organic poultry on their 
farm. From Janet, I learned, quite simply, that chickens had value. 
Herein was my small problem. In his teratology course, Professor 
Thompson was asking me to treat chickens as if they didn’t 
matter. 

“Remember the day your dad came to the lab with us?” I 
called out as Janet was busy being maternal with her babies, giving 
them fresh water and pine shavings on the floor of their cage. 

When Janet graduated in four months, she was planning to 
marry the son of a local farmer. Down the road she wanted to 
work in environmental science. But for the time being, she would 
learn the basics of agriculture first-hand, working with her hus-
band. In contrast, I was still trying to figure out what to do with 
my life. 

“Of course!” said Janet from the bathroom. “I’d never seen 
you so upset.” 

My project was to inject chicken embryos with lead nitrate. At 
the time, I told Janet I would ‘just do it’. Janet had merely nodded. 
Even though her family raised organic chickens and Janet was an 
Environmental Studies major, she didn’t question my decision. 
The project started out well enough. Too well, in fact. It didn’t 
take a research scientist to figure out injecting lead into a fertilized 
egg would not improve the life of a newborn chick. Thank God, 
most of the eggs didn’t hatch. The poor chick that had the mis-
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fortune to be born had a spine so crooked its head was facing 
sideways. It just lay there, looking at me, silently asking ‘why?’ 

Merely thinking about it made me tear-up over my toast. 
Using my napkin to wipe my eyes, I answered, “I couldn’t stop 
crying.” 

I had to ask Janet’s father to come and put the poor creature 
out of its misery. Even now, I still couldn’t get the image of the 
crippled chick out of my mind. I had caused its suffering. I alone 
was responsible for birthing a deformed chick with a twisted 
spine, all because of a stupid research project for a stupid course. 
Would this be the crowning achievement of my undergraduate 
career? 

“Chickens have value,” I said, more to myself than to my 
roommate or the chicks. 

“They think so, too,” said Janet from the bathroom, amidst 
happy cheeping.  

“And today is my face-off with Thompson,” I said. 
Last week I had sought out Professor Thompson during his 

office hours to explain the situation. It had taken all of my courage 
just to go to his office. Sweating nervously, I explained that since 
I already knew what would happen to fertilized eggs injected with 
lead nitrate, I was discontinuing my research project. It was my 
first important decision. 

In response, Professor Thompson had laughed at me. After, 
he looked down at me in his haughty, self-important way, bulbous 
nose bursting with veins, and said, “What do you propose to do 
instead, Karen-Ann? You need to do a major research project to 
pass the course.” 

I almost peed in my pants with anxiety. Instead I told 
Thompson I would think about it and let him know at the next 
class. Miraculously, he nodded his assent but I went home and 
cried. When Janet tried to comfort me, it didn’t help much. What 
was I going to do? After more crying that day, I pulled myself 
together. I went for a long walk in the woods, and after an hour I 
felt better. When I got back to the apartment, I started doing 
research. 
 
After finishing with the chicks that morning, Janet walked back 
into the dining room. Her sleeves were rolled up, exposing her 
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arms. The chicks may have been happy, but I wasn’t. Her forearm 
sported a huge bruise, like it had been twisted against its will. 

“Janet, what happened?” I asked in surprise. 
“It’s nothing. I fell.” Her face reddened as she quickly pulled 

her bathrobe sleeve over the injured arm. 
Instinctively, I knew she was lying. Janet never fell. I had seen 

this before, when Mother had taken me along for some volunteer 
nursing at the domestic violence shelter. 

Janet had visited her fiancé two days ago. She drank the rest 
of her coffee in silence, not meeting my eye. Kind to a fault, this 
was my roommate. Her greatest strength and, now I realized, her 
biggest weakness. If someone bumped into Janet in the hallway, 
she would apologize. She was always asking if she was annoying 
me. Janet wouldn’t leave her fiancé, not over a bruise. 

“What are you going to do?” I asked. I needed her to know I 
was no fool. 

She looked tearful but held back from crying in front of me. 
“Nothing, Karen-Ann. Nothing.” 

Janet had done so much for me; how could I support her? 
“We’ll figure something out,” I said, as I put on my backpack to 
leave for class, but I had no idea how to help her. 

Walking up the hill to campus from our apartment, I cursed 
myself for not noticing Janet’s distress earlier. Over the past week, 
the value of chickens had clearly hijacked my mind. Now my 
thoughts wandered to the subject of ethics. How had I known 
what I was doing for my project was wrong? I had just known. 
Just as I knew Janet’s fiancé was abusing her. Surely, I thought, 
there must be a way to combine my ethical sensitivity with my 
respect for all living things and make it into a career… But before 
I could get too lost in abstract thinking, the phone rang. 

‘Mother’. Her home number appeared on the screen of my 
cell. 

“Karen-Ann, I’ve been trying to call you.” 
“It’s early,” I said. 
“I know, but you’re so hard to reach. Can you just tell me if 

you have a plan yet?” 
“A plan?” I repeated. It was a rhetorical question. 
“For when you graduate.” Two weeks ago, we’d had the same 

conversation. Mother was a wannabe physician, still hoping to 
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fulfill her thwarted ambition through me. To make matters worse, 
she hated my indecisiveness. “Can’t you just decide and then tell 
me what you’re going to do,” Mother had said, “instead of 
changing your mind every week?” 

Today I didn’t have the patience. “I’m going to get a job in a 
flower shop,” I said, with more sarcasm than intended. 

“Karen-Ann, I didn’t pay all that tuition for you to work in a 
flower shop.” 

“Mother, I’m kidding, okay? This isn’t a good time. I have an 
eight o’clock class. Can we can talk later?” 

I could hear the intake of breath. “When is later?” 
“Tonight, okay?” 
“Okay. I’ll call you at six.” Dial tone. No ‘Love you’ or ‘Good-

bye, have a good day’. Mother was not happy, but neither was I. 
As Professor Thompson lectured that morning, I assiduously 

took notes. At the same time, I considered what I would say to 
him after class. He was pontificating on multiple factors in 
behavioral teratology, wherein a particular toxin could combine 
with a specific genetic characteristic, predisposing a child to have 
difficulty with certain types of learning. My idea was born. 

When class ended, I smoothed my hair, still plastered to my 
head from the hat. Professor Thompson motioned for me to take 
a seat near the front. “Well, Karen-Ann, have you decided what 
you’re going to do for your new major research project?” 

“Yes, I have.” I wished I hadn’t already put on my coat. “I’m 
going to the women’s mental health clinic in town to interview 
doctors on the relationship between domestic violence and birth 
anomalies.” 

His eyebrows rose. “You may not find very much, not enough 
for a major research project.” 

“After I interview the doctors,” I continued, “I’ll interview 
the clients with children at the clinic. I can design a questionnaire 
to ask about violence in the home, stress level, premature delivery, 
and low birth weight.” I paused. “That way I can look at multiple 
factors.” 

Professor Thompson pursed his lips in a sour expression. 
“And you’ll have this ready to present in two months’ time?” 

“Oh yes. I’ll get started on it right away. I know the Executive 
Director of the clinic.” I silently thanked Mother for being a nurse 
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there. 
“Okay then.” Professor Thompson seemed to be smirking at 

me. 
Standing up for chickens was the most difficult thing I had 

ever done. But there was more. 
“Uh, Professor Thompson, I have a request.” Again, the lifted 

eyebrows. I knew I was whispering in front of this pompous man 
with his very important job. I raised my voice a notch. “I’m very 
interested in going to graduate school. I’ve decided to apply to a 
program in Women and Gender Studies. Would you please write 
me a recommendation?” 

Professor Thompson was silent a minute. Meanwhile, I 
sweated furiously. Then he started smiling, a big toothy grin. “You 
know, I will. Yes, I’ll do that for you. Especially if you do a bang-
up job on your project.” 

It was then I had an epiphany. Thompson, Mother; they were 
merely paper tigers. Janet’s well-being was what really mattered. I 
prayed she could be convinced to drop her fiancé and move to 
the city with me when I started grad school. She could get a job 
saving the environment, and I could be a researcher in gender 
studies! 

Rushing back to our apartment, my head was full of plans. 
With the deadline for the graduate program only two weeks away, 
I didn’t have time to waste. I had picked a Women and Gender 
Studies program at a university located in a city large enough for 
Janet’s interests too; I was sure of it. Of course, I still had to 
complete the project. My thoughts got jumbled together as 
walked: Janet, project, Mother. Janet wasn’t home when I arrived, 
so I presumed she was in class. After checking on the chicks, I 
called the Executive Director of the women’s mental health clinic. 
The director thought my project was a great idea. In fact, she 
could see me immediately after lunch, so I spent the remainder of 
the morning designing my questionnaire. 

After a quick meal, I left for the clinic. Janet still wasn’t home. 
We usually didn’t see each other during the day, so I didn’t think 
much about her absence even though I was eager to talk to her. 
As I walked the fifteen minutes to the women’s mental health 
clinic, I could tell that the temperature had risen ever so slightly 
since my early morning teratology class. I wasn’t at all sure I could 



The Value of Chickens 

180 

 

pull it off though; the project, a successful grad school application, 
convincing Janet to move. 

My meeting at the clinic went well. The Executive Director 
sent her regards to Mother, who had recently left for another 
position. The director and I spent a few hours fine-tuning my 
questionnaire to screen for multiple factors in fetal anomalies—
violence in the home, maternal stress level, premature delivery, 
low birth weight—just as I had told Thompson. By the time I left, 
we had arranged for editing of the questionnaire and formulating 
an application for approval from the ethics committee. I also had 
appointments with the two doctors at the clinic. 

It was late afternoon when I started my walk home. I was feel-
ing buoyed up. Not only would I obtain my Bachelor of Science 
degree with a major in Biology in four months, but I also had a 
bright future as a graduate student. Everything was going to work 
out; I was sure of it. I thought about how to persuade Janet to 
move with me to the city. I knew I couldn’t ask her to break up 
with her fiancé, much as I wanted to. When I arrived at the 
apartment, Janet still wasn’t home. I vaguely remembered her 
saying something about helping her father today. Still, I began to 
worry. I sent her a text message asking when she would be back 
for dinner. No response. To entertain myself I spent time with the 
chicks. The feel of the soft yellow down and the sound of insistent 
cheeping were a pleasant distraction, yet I frequently glanced at 
my phone, willing it to conjure up my best friend. 

I had planned to make macaroni and cheese for dinner. As I 
was taking out the noodles, the phone rang. It was just before six 
o’clock. 

“Hello, Karen-Ann, this is Janet’s father speaking. How are 
you?” 

“I’m fine, Mr. Brown. How are you?” 
Luckily, farmers weren’t known for wasting time on small 

talk. “Janet has decided to stay with us tonight.” 
We were supposed to eat macaroni and cheese together, and 

I had planned to raise the subject of moving to the city. But I 
didn’t mention that. 

“Is everything alright? Can I talk to her?” 
“She’s resting now. She’ll call you later.” He paused. “If her 

ex-fiancé calls, don’t give him any information.” I could hear the 
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anger in his voice. 
I knew Mr. Brown would do anything for his daughter. He 

must have noticed Janet’s bruise, just as I did. I imagined him 
driving over in his red Passat, with its sticker ‘Farmers Feed Cities’ 
on the back window, and confronting Janet’s fiancé. Thank God 
someone had done it. 

“Please ask her to call when she’s feeling better.” 
“Sure will. Bye for now.” 
I hung up in a daze, reeling with the new information. A 

minute later the phone rang again. 
“Mother, hello.” 
“I finally reached you. We were supposed to talk at six.” 
“Yeah, sorry about that.” 
“I’m sorry I was so abrupt this morning. The stocks took a 

plunge, and I was worried.” 
If only she had become a doctor, maybe Mother wouldn’t be 

so uptight about money. 
“Mother, I’m going to graduate school.” 
“That’s great. In science, I hope.” 
“In Women and Gender Studies.” 
For a moment I thought she had hung up. 
“Karen-Ann, you’ll never get a job with that.” 
“Mother…” 
She cut in. “You’ll be on our own from here. I hope you know 

that.” 
“Yes, I do.” I knew it would be a struggle but it was the only 

way. 
“I’m working nights at the hospital, so I have to go. Call me 

when your plans are firmer.” 
“Okay, I will.” 
“Good luck.” 
“Yeah, thanks. Have a good night at work.” 
“Thanks.” 
As I hung up, I sighed deeply. I knew Mother deserved more 

sympathy. My grandfather had cut her out of his will, and being a 
doctor’s daughter hadn’t helped her very much financially. 

Then I realized Thompson probably had his own troubles, 
too. He wasn’t as bad as I had made him out to be. My problem 
was resolved, after all. Later that night, bundled up in the dining 
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room, I thought about what the situation would be like if my plans 
worked out, for me and Janet in the fall. Me—a poor graduate 
student in Women and Gender Studies—and Janet an environ-
mentalist on the run from her ex. 

On the one hand, it was a recipe for not-so-small problems. 
On the other, if chickens had value, didn’t we? 
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Pirates in the Pantry 
Meghan Negrijn 

 
 
 
         hy did you buy that shithole of a house?” 

Looking down the hill I could see it from his perspective. 
After all, it wasn’t exactly what I had set out to purchase. The 
finger of green reached out to the grey Atlantic Ocean in direct 
opposition to the steep slope of the land around it. Mostly rock 
and a bare covering of grass, it would not bear a huge garden or 
even much of anything in that salt spray. Even the pale blue house 
that sat in the exact center looked more like a double-wide trailer 
than anything else. He was right. It wasn’t the best place to have 
purchased, but there was something there, something I couldn’t 
identify. 
 “It’s not that bad,” I assured him. 
 “If you don’t get blown off the shore, you’ll walk off the edge 
in your sleep. Why, Lucy?” 
 Only the truth can hurt so well. “It’ll be fine. I’ll have a nice 
iron fence. Don’t you want to see the inside?” 

I looked back at the man standing just up the slope from me. 
His forehead wrinkled as he looked down at the house and then 
back up towards the car. 

“Desmond?” 
 “No, I’ll wait for you in the car.” 

His yellow jacket seemed to clash with the world that was all 
grey sky and faded green. With a shrug of my shoulders, I plast-
ered on some optimism and started down the hill towards my very 
first home. It wasn’t much better inside. The cupboards screamed 
mid-nineties and the linoleum that covered the kitchen had been 
white at some point. The sort of flotsam that gets left behind in a 
hasty move littered the place. To my right, facing toward the road, 
was a small living room and a bathroom, and then a bedroom took 
up the end. The brown carpet had seen better days but I could see 
potential. It just needed some love. 

Moving-in day came and went. Desmond wasn’t available to 
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help, which meant it took longer with the few friends who could 
make it out that far from the city. You’d expect more from a 
boyfriend but after weeks of his negativity, I didn’t miss him. 
Finally, my few possessions were safely inside. The pizza had been 
eaten and the beer drunk and I saw my friends back to the road 
with a flashlight and lots of relieved laughing. After their cars 
pulled away, I almost laughed with joy as I skipped back down the 
hill to the house, golden light seeping from the un-curtained 
windows. Once inside, I turned off some lights and dragged on a 
heavy sweater before going back to the kitchen. That the repairs 
were minor, meant less to me than the oddness of the house. The 
perfection was at the end of the house, a full wall of glass that 
looked over a small wooden deck and then… the world. A 
wooden chair in hand, I stepped out of the sliding glass door and 
turned off the last of the lights. When I’d adjusted to the darkness, 
it was the most amazing sight. The stars arched overhead in a 
stream of white glitter matched in no city or town I’d ever lived. 
In front of me was the black expanse of the ocean. Slouching 
down into the warmth of my sweater, I eased against the stiff 
muscles of moving day and closed my eyes. In the darkness, I was 
surrounded by the suck and roar of the ocean waves below my 
house. It was perfection. 
 Later, much later since the moon was now overhead, I woke 
up to salted lips and a damp sweater. Shuffling upright against stiff 
muscles, I heard a clank and then a couple of more odd sounds I 
couldn’t place. When you’re that tired, sometimes you don’t make 
the best decisions. 
 “Hello? Is someone there?” 

There was another muted clank and nothing. Suddenly realiz-
ing where I was and how late it had become, I turned back into 
the kitchen and dragged the chair with me. Shaking with tension, 
I turned all the lights on, locked the doors and waited. It took 
another few minutes for the adrenalin to cycle out and leave me 
feeling a little foolish. It was the first night in a new house. Of 
course, there would be noises I couldn’t explain. Feeling reassure-
ed, I headed to bed. I left the lights on though. 
 
Two weeks later, I had finally settled in. All the windows had 
curtains and the brown carpet was clean. The linoleum was still 
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stained but the whole place was immaculate, smelling of lemon 
cleaners and the flowers perched on the edge of the counter. It 
was home. Even Desmond had come around. He was visiting for 
the first time, begrudging me the distance on his car, but I was 
willing to take it for a first step. After all, now he’d seen the place 
all done up he could at least say it was cute. We settled down for 
a frozen pizza and popcorn party in front of the TV. The movie 
wasn’t that great, but just after it ended there was a knock at the 
door. Leaving Desmond behind, I opened the door to find a 
police officer. Lights from an emergency vehicle were reflected in 
the glass on the outer door. 
 “Are you Lucy Coombes?” 
 “Yes. Is everything okay?” 
 “This is a search warrant. Please step aside, Miss Coombes.” 

Numb, I took the paper he handed to me and backed up. A 
small army of technicians and officers invaded my home. 
Desmond was irate at first but became interested, following them 
around. I had no interest in watching them destroy my home. 
They were thorough, I decided by three in the morning. I couldn’t 
think of anything else to say. Exhausted by the move and working 
all hours to get the house together, I watched as the teams pulled 
it all apart. I was so shocked I couldn’t even cry. Finally, they 
packed up and left me with the officer who had started it all. 
 “Why?” I asked. 
 “There was a report, Miss Coombes. You must know that this 
is a smuggling coast. Piracy is rife and this is the best, if not the 
only, place to moor a ship in either direction. The house was 
empty for a number of months and then you purchased it and 
moved in rather suddenly. We’ve had reports of lights on the 
beach below your house too. It was a precaution.” 
 “Precaution?! What the hell are you thinking? I’ve never been 
in trouble in my whole life. I’ve done everything by the book. 
Can’t I fall in love with a house and go to live there?” 
 “Calm down, Lucy,” Desmond snapped. “That’s enough.” 

He grabbed his coat off the hook. “I’ll walk you to your car, 
officer.” He only turned back long enough to tell me to lock the 
door and then they were both gone. Leaning out to close the 
screen door, I could just hear the tail end of their conversation. 
 “Don’t mind, Lucy. She’s a bit emotional about this place.” 



Pirates in the Pantry 

186 

 

Shivering in what should have been a fresh breeze off the 
water, it was all I could do to close everything up. The place was 
a mess once again. 
 
It had taken longer this time to get everything cleaned up. 
Desmond had been around a couple of times but not exactly to 
help. He seemed excited about the house, but more about struc-
ture and measurements. I told him over and over that there wasn’t 
anything to find. After all, between the mess the place had been 
in at first and what the police had done, there wasn’t an inch of 
the inside of the house that I hadn’t cleaned. In case anyone tries 
to tell you otherwise, that powder they use to dust for fingerprints 
gets just everywhere. But a sense of normalcy had returned to my 
life. It had been more than a month since I’d moved in and it was 
time to celebrate with a whole bottle of my favourite wine. 
 Much later that evening, I sat outside on the deck, admiring 
the full moon and listening to the ocean. There was that clanking 
sound once again. I knew the house well enough now to know it 
wasn’t a normal sound. I was also drunk enough to be brave and 
investigate. Although what I thought I’d do with a silver serving 
spoon and a flashlight, I can’t say. I tiptoed around the corner of 
the house where the moon was blocked by the structure. I didn’t 
want to turn on the light so I tried to be quiet as I moved along 
the wall. Whatever noise I caused tripping over unfamiliar terrain 
in the dark was covered by the wind and waves. At the end of the 
house, I hesitated but then gripping the spoon tighter, turned on 
the flashlight. I’m not sure what I expected but it certainly wasn’t 
a young man, half soaked and dressed in dark clothes. The mom-
ent lasted a little too long. 
 “Shit,” he muttered and turned, disappearing into the dark-
ness. I walked far enough forward to see the beginning of a rope 
ladder before the rest of my brain caught up with me. In that 
second, I dropped the flashlight and spoon and ran back to the 
house, falling many times but not stopping until the door was 
locked behind me. The bathroom door I mean. I’d locked the 
front door and all the windows, then the bedroom door, but it had 
a window so I was finally safe between the toilet and the wall. I 
got my phone out and called Desmond. There was genuine 
concern in his voice as he promised he’d be over as soon as 
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possible. That half an hour lasted two lifetimes. 
 The next morning, I woke from a very deep sleep to hear 
banging from the kitchen. The first thought I had was that the 
man of the night before was in my house. Then I remembered 
that Desmond had stayed the night. With visions of coffee and 
pancakes making me smile, I stumbled out to the kitchen. Instead 
of breakfast, destruction met my eyes. Desmond had put every 
dish I owned on the kitchen table and every part of the room was 
covered in heavy dust and sawdust. He’d carved a hole into the 
back of every cupboard, panels being ripped out if they hadn’t 
given way. In the very middle of the kitchen there he was, looking 
dirty, sweaty and somehow pleased with himself. I was horrified, 
almost silent in shock. 
 “What have you done?” was all I could ask. 
 “They might have been pirates…” he began but I interrupted. 
 “Desmond, this is my house. Why on earth would you destroy 
my kitchen? Why?” 
 “That’s not important.” If I had been paying more attention, 
I would have noticed him slipping something into his pocket as 
he straightened up. 
 “Get out!” 
 “What? Don’t be ridiculous, Lucy, I…” 
 “Get out,” I repeated. “I don’t want to see you here again. 
Just… go.” He went and I crawled back into my bed. My one 
peaceful retreat. 
 
It was a month later when I was disturbed in the middle of the 
night again. This time there was no sound outside, no clank or 
mysterious man on a ladder in my garden. No, this time there was 
a cold salty hand clamped over my mouth in the middle of the 
night. I screamed and lashed out, pulling away only to back against 
the wall on the other side of the bed. 
 “Who are you and what are you doing in my room?” I 
screamed. “What do you want?” 
 “Just be quiet, okay? Man, I can’t stand the screaming. Look, 
we just want to know where they are and then we won’t be 
bothering you anymore.” 
 I was surprisingly logical in the dark of my bedroom with a 
strange man, and only wearing my nightgown. “Where what are? 
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What do you want?” 
 “Come on. They’re gone and you’re the only one here. Like I 
said, we’re moving on and we won’t be bothering you again. We 
just want them back and then you can pretend we never existed.” 
 “I don’t understand,” I could only insist. 

He was faster than I expected and the hand wrapped tightly 
around my wrist. I tried to scream again but he shook me hard 
enough to rattle my teeth. It was all I could do to stay on my own 
two feet as he dragged me out to the kitchen. The scene that met 
my eyes was almost a repeat of Desmond’s last visit, except this 
time there was only one cupboard emptied. The one between the 
wall and the stove had been pulled apart and some broken wood 
lay on the floor next to it. From the last tidying-up, I remembered 
that this one had gone back together better than the others since 
there was so much space to work with. There were four other men 
standing in the kitchen, while a fifth sat at my kitchen table and 
filled a pipe. I only had a moment to think how nautical he seemed 
before I was dropped to the floor in front of him. 
 “She says she doesn’t know what we’re talking about,” the 
man from my bedroom offered. 
 The older man, salt sprayed and smelling faintly of diesel and 
the smoke from his pipe, leaned forward to get a better look at 
me. “Is that right then?” 
 “I don’t know what you people want!” I was starting to panic 
talk now and I couldn’t stop. “Whatever it is, please tell me and 
I’ll give it to you. I don’t have much money. You’re welcome to 
whatever you want from the kitchen. Take whatever you need. 
Please leave me…” 
 “Quiet,” the older man ordered and with some surprise, I 
dropped into silence. 
 “Now, we’ll be getting to the bottom of this one way or 
another.” He leaned forward and I backed up and into the man 
who’d pulled me out of my bedroom. Flinching from him, I didn’t 
know where to look. 
 “Wait. Look at this.” A man I hadn’t noticed was sitting at the 
kitchen table with a computer. They all watched him as he turned 
the machine around so they could see. In a video that was clearly 
shot from above my back door, we all watched Desmond tearing 
apart my kitchen. When he reached the cupboard they were 
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interested in, he reached in and pulled out a worn leather bag. It 
was hard to see what he’d found in there but it was small enough 
to hide, and whatever it was, he seemed excited. Then I walked in 
front of the camera and I watched our last argument on fast-
forward until Desmond left the house. With a sigh, everyone sat 
back in their chairs. 
 “Well then,” the man behind me started. “I guess that answers 
that question.” 
 “And brings up another one,” the older man continued. 
“Who’s the man, girl?” 
 “What do you want with him?” 
 The old man stood. “We’re here for what was in that cup-
board. As we told you. We’ll leave you alone as soon as we get it 
back. Don’t be foolish now. That boy ain’t nothing to you. That’s 
clear enough.” 
 “Desmond…” I had only hesitated for a moment. If he was 
foolish enough to steal something from men like this… 
 “Desmond?” 
 “Gauthier.” 
 “Ah, I see. Boys, we be going to the village tonight.” 

The men in the room started to gather their things. 
 “And the woman?” The man behind me asked before they 
started to file out of the door. 
 The older man hesitated. “Bring her along, Andy. Let’s get 
this sorted out.” 
 They were gentle enough with me now I was cooperating. I 
couldn’t fault them for that but I was still terrified. We passed 
down the ladder, a slippery wood affair attached too loosely to the 
cliff next to my house. Any concern I might have felt for modesty 
in other circumstances went out of the window. I was just relieved 
when my feet finally touched the beach. Andy was the last to come 
down, clambering along the cliff and releasing the ladder when he 
reached the bottom. Ropes whizzed but I couldn’t see any details 
in the dark. I’d be more impressed by his feats later when I knew 
he was the first one up… without the ladder. The wind cut 
through my thin clothing and my teeth were chattering no matter 
how hard I clenched my jaw. They lifted me into the small 
rowboat that was pulled up on the rocky beach and then piled in 
until the boat was so close to the water, I couldn’t breathe for fear. 
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They didn’t seem at all concerned. There was a bigger boat further 
out on the water, and with disturbing dexterity they got me on 
board, then hoisted themselves inboard and we started out. There 
wasn’t room in the cabin for everyone and I ended up sitting on a 
cold damp plastic box outside. It was already the most miserable 
night I’d ever spent. Andy showed up again with a blanket to sit 
on and another to put over my legs. With some trouble, he helped 
me into what he called a floater jacket. It was some sort of padded 
coat that restricted my movement and seemed to swallow me 
whole once he’d done up the zipper. It was warm though and for 
that I even thanked him. The bouncing of the boat on the ocean 
was even comforting once I’d got used to it. For a brief second, I 
even smiled… before realizing that I was still being kidnapped by 
a bunch of smugglers who were about to go after my ex-
boyfriend.  

We reached the dock late at night, 3:30 a.m. by the clock on 
the drugstore we passed as we moved through the village. With 
much movement and internal discussion, they organized them-
selves and then we were off on foot. I got to keep the blanket and 
we were quite the thing to be seen on the streets that late at night. 
Of course, no one was looking. Desmond’s house was dark and 
his expensive sedan was parked in the driveway. With a hiss of air, 
someone punctured his tires and then we all trooped into the 
house. The fact that it was locked and there was an alarm didn’t 
seem to faze them or present a problem. The door opened and 
we trooped into the house in silence.  Whether it was the late hour 
or the fact that I was beyond fear, I set out automatically closing 
curtains in the living room and turning on lights. Andy stayed by 
my side and we waited with the older man and the technician while 
the four others went to collect Desmond. Not for the first time, I 
realized they were a dangerous bunch. There was the faint sound 
of a struggle upstairs, then two of the men dragged a very naked 
Desmond down the hall to the center of his living room. No one 
moved for a moment and then one of the men with him spoke. 
 “There’s a woman but Ryan knows her. She’s getting sorted 
out and heading home. She won’t be seeing him or saying 
anything. Ryan’ll speak for her.” 
 “Very good.” The old man beside me looked the trembling 
Desmond up and down and then settled back into the leather sofa. 
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“Now, boy, let’s be talking about what you took that ain’t yours.” 
 “What? I took nothing!” It would have been more convincing 
if his voice hadn’t cracked on the last word. 
 “We’ve not got the time to go through all this. We all saw the 
video. We saw you take the bag from Lucy’s house. Now you’re 
going to tell us where it is.” 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please…” He look-
ed around frantically and then his eyes set on me. “Lucy, what 
have you done? Tell them I didn’t take anything. I’m innocent.” 
 “From the cupboard,” I offered. “There was a bag.” 
 “She’s lying!” he screamed at the older man. 
 The man just sighed and stood up. “Well, there’ll be hell to 
pay for this one. Okay boys, tear the place apart.” 

Desmond made more noise but they tied him up and gagged 
him, and then someone threw a blanket over him. It was for the 
best. I didn’t need to hear that this was all my fault again or see 
him pleading to be let go. They were thorough and I couldn’t help 
but think that the cops could take lessons. They trashed the place.  
By 5:00 a.m. they’d found the bag and Andy was counting out 
what looked like diamonds and solid gold squares on the coffee 
table. No one else spoke. 
 “One of the pieces of gold is missing,” he finally said. “I 
checked twice. Inventory is off.” 

All eyes turned to Desmond, silently shrieking on the floor. 
 “Where is it?” the old man asked, removing the gag. 

Desmond simply blubbered so he tipped his pipe bowl out 
onto Desmond’s chest. He shrieked and even I winced. “Now I’m 
only asking one last time. Where’s the last one?” 
 “I spent it,” he finally offered. “I pawned the damn thing and 
I bought the new PlayStation.” 
 The old man looked up at me. “This seem likely?” 
 I looked at the television, which was a bigger model than the 
last time I visited. There was a brand-new machine in pieces 
underneath it. I could only assume that’s what it was. 

“Maybe.” 
 The old man nodded and stood up. “Okay, take it out of his 
hide and we’ll move on.” 
 Maybe it was the fact that I’d shared a bed with the man a 
couple of times, that I had once dreamed of some sort of future 
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with him, that my dispassion evaporated. I couldn’t watch him 
being tortured. 

“Wait.” All eyes were on me now. “Leave him alone. I’ll help 
you. You can keep using the house and I’ll have stairs built and 
have fires on the beach and no one has to know. I’ll hide whatever 
you need.” 
 “He’d have given you over to us without hesitating,” Andy 
said with a frown. 
 “I know. He’s stupid and cruel and I see that now. Just…” 
 “And what guarantee do we have that he’ll stay quiet? And 
that you will?” 
 “I could be arrested just as easily as you,” I said, thinking 
quickly. “If you get caught you have enough footage to prove I 
was hiding stolen goods. As for him… I don’t know. Something?” 
 “Andy, take her outside.” 
 “Please, sir. What else can I offer?” 
 A great big sigh as he perched back on the overturned couch. 
“You’ve bought his life with your offer. Yours is still the best place 
to be using on this coast. And with a girl living there the cops 
won’t bother with it. Now get out of here while we have a chat 
with this lad about his future.” 
 There wasn’t anything else I could do. Instead, I sniffed and 
pulled my blanket tighter as the two men sent the other woman 
off in a taxi and waited in the driveway. With boyish snickers, two 
of them played tic-tac-toe with keys on the hood of Desmond’s 
car. I just waited in silence, too tired and cold to care much. There 
were no screams from inside, so clearly they were just talking to 
Desmond. I was done with him now. I’d bought his life and that 
was all I could do. When they came out soon after, they were still 
talking but the grim feel of them had passed. The older man put 
a firm hand on my shoulder and led us off down the street and 
back to the boat. 
 “Now, my girl, tell me about these stairs that you want to 
build.” 

Well, I was in on it now, and set fairly well for a life of crime. 
 
I didn’t see Desmond again for a long time. Two years almost. He 
was on the same side of a city street and I crossed over to avoid 
him. He’d reported us all to the police and I’d had the house 
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searched again. It wasn’t the last time, but I was getting better at 
cleaning up the fingerprint powder. We knew they were coming 
this time and there wasn’t anything for them to find. Desmond 
had an accident shortly after that and lost a leg. Broke his nose 
pretty badly too, and messed up his face. I didn’t ask for details 
but it couldn’t have happened to a nicer man. I had played by the 
rules and had done well out of the bargain. 

Really well, to be honest. Andy and I got married last year and 
he’s moved in. Now I’m one of the pirates in my own pantry. 
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The Aftermath 
David Huffman 

 
 
 
       ait le jeu, mesdames et messieurs. Fait le jeu.” 
 The croupier reached out and turned the wheel. 
 After a moment of hesitation and with a flick of his wrist, he 
released a small ball in the opposite direction. 
 “Rien ne va plus.” 
 Silence. All eyes were focused on the tiny ball as it circum-
navigated the wheel. You could feel their stomachs tightening as 
the ball slowed, making its deadly machine-gun rattle just before 
it dropped into its pocket. 
 “Numero vingt-deux, rouge,” preceded a long sigh from 
around the roulette table. 
 Through the smoke-filled room at Rick’s Place, Karl, the 
manager, always knew who was gambling. He saw the greed and 
the fear at three in the morning, the horror of losing everything 
yet being compelled to try one more time…  
 
The Dominion Police Headquarters was originally housed in the 
East Block of Parliament Hill. When Canada’s Parliament Build-
ings went up in flames on 3rd February 1916, it was thought that 
all their files had as well; including the national criminal identi-
fication records, the collection of fingerprints, mugshots, and 
modus operandi files, as well the dossiers on all enemy aliens. 
Now the offices were temporarily located across Wellington 
Street. 
 It was impossible to tell how these events were affecting 
Louis Renault because his face betrayed little. He was a tall man, 
not overly heavy, who looked much more like a country farmer 
than a police detective. But those who knew him were well aware 
that a very keen brain was at work beneath his rather bucolic 
exterior. And that brain was particularly active at this precise 
moment. 
 It had taken only four days to apprehend the German 
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infiltrators who had set the fire as a diversion for stealing secret 
military documents. As a result, there was an air of relief floating 
like a mist in his office, but Renault was still anxious. He couldn’t 
get the thought out of his head that something was amiss. That 
something wasn’t right. Sure, the documents were safely retrieved, 
and the perpetrators were under arrest in Nova Scotia, where they 
had attempted to flee. He would relax only when he heard the 
crooks were off the train back in Ottawa and securely locked up 
behind bars. 
 Renault knew there were a number of questions that needed 
answering. But it was difficult to answer any of them without 
casting a veil of suspicion over his entire organization. He had to 
be cold and calculating, not assuming anything, and to hell with 
anybody’s pride. Everything pointed to someone passing his con-
fidential departmental information to a third party. 
 He had a spy, a traitor. 
 
On the other side of the country, lights illuminated a railway 
station platform. The sky was as black as the bottom of a coal 
tender. There was no moon. It had been raining. A porter carrying 
a mail bag, and one or two other passengers strolled onto the 
platform, while from down the line came the banshee whistle of 
the Ottawa train. With a loud clank the signal arm jerked up. Just 
before the train reached the station a shadow appeared out of the 
trees, slinked over to one of the cars, then went quickly back into 
the trees. It was too dark to see what had been done, but a couple 
of minutes later there was a huge explosion that ripped apart the 
mail car door. Then the gunfire started. 
 
In Ottawa, the outside air was clear, cold and crisp. No snow was 
forecast. Constable Francine Charlebois, nicknamed ‘Charlie,’ 
came into Renault’s office as he stood at the window staring at the 
burnt-out hulk across Wellington Street. He was smoking a cigar 
and had a drink in his hand. Just then, the candlestick telephone 
rang. Renault grabbed it. As he listened, Charlie could see the 
colour drain from his face in a rare show of emotion. He ended 
the call with a polite, “Keep me informed,” and, “Thanks Isaac.” 
He poured himself another large scotch, swallowed it, then 
poured another and sat down. 
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 “That was Captain Isaac Singleton from the army. Seems that 
two of the Germans who were captured escaped before the train 
had even left Nova Scotia.” 
 “Escaped?” exclaimed Charlie. 
 “Yup. Collaborators somehow managed to get to Stewiacke, 
just west of Milford Station, where they set up an ambush. There 
was an explosion in the mail car and the other four prisoners got 
away.” 
 “An explosion. Anybody hurt?” exclaimed Charlie. 
 “Yeah. Some soldiers and prisoners, dead or wounded. The 
army is out searching but we don’t know where they went. At least 
they didn’t get the documents, thank God. They’ve been loaded 
onto truck transport and are now en route back to Ottawa.” 
 Leaving Charlie somewhat dazed in her chair, Renault went 
to check on their new project upstairs in a secluded room. A man 
was sitting at a large table messing with a bunch of wires, and with 
tools scattered about. Two other technicians were working on 
wires attached to the far wall. 
 “Hello George.” 
 “We’re almost there, sir,” said Detective Corporal G.A. 
Hartnett with a smile on his face. “We should have everything up 
and running by tomorrow.” 
 “Good man, George,” Renault said, then went back to his 
office where Charlie was still working. He opened a drawer of his 
desk and pulled out a metallic device. 
 “Charlie, you might as well know what’s been happening 
upstairs, but keep it to yourself.” He showed her the device. “This 
is what’s known as an Almon Strowger switch. George Hartnett 
brought back a box of them when he returned from New York. 
You plug your telephone line in one end and some other person’s 
telephone line in the other end and when his phone rings, so does 
yours. You can listen to the conversation without them having any 
idea you’re doing it. Neat, eh?” 
 While Charlie was inspecting the device, Renault smiled and 
said, “We are almost up and running. Upstairs we’ve set up a 
listening room that we dubbed ‘The Bug Shack’. We’re now 
plugged into a number of suspected German agents. We’ll see 
what falls out.” 
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As far as any traitor was concerned, Renault expected there were 
going to be some unexpected twists and turns in the investigation; 
all that ‘cloak-and-dagger stuff’. 
 He needed someone who could work undercover, side by side 
with the unsuspecting targets, and for this mission that meant 
detectives who spoke German. No less essential—as Renault had 
learned from previous experience—he required men who could 
find their own way through sinister worlds, who could work alone 
for weeks or months with little more than their wits, ingenuity, 
and steely courage for protection. 
 Renault was looking for something else, too. Being taught to 
fight wasn’t enough. Renault needed men who wanted to fight. 
Men who wouldn’t back down, who wouldn’t hesitate to throw 
the first punch or fire the first shot. He wanted officers who had 
the grit to stand up to the Kaiser’s well-trained spies, because that 
was the type of men who torched Parliament, killed the guards, 
and stole secret military files. 
 Renault left the office early and from the privacy of his home 
office, made a long-distance telephone call to his long-time friend, 
Robert Mundy of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, 
asking if he was interested in doing a little undercover work. 
Mundy said he’d be there in a couple of days. Mundy was un-
known to the employees of the Dominion Police. 
 
Three days later, a man arrived in Ottawa representing himself as 
Johann H. Schmidt. He was a stock buyer of general merchandise 
who was making public inquires about a building to rent to 
establish a General Store, and making it clear he would stay in the 
town for a week or more to size up prospects. He lodged at The 
Bodega Hotel on Wellington, between Elgin and Metcalfe, an area 
he considered to be right in the centre of things. 
 As he was German, he wanted to find a way of getting 
acquainted with the Germans in this town. His realtor, George 
Graves, had put him onto Danis’ Billiards on Nicholas. There he 
learned about Rick’s Place in Hull, a known German hangout. 
 
Today, Charlie wore brownish speckled tweeds with wide lapels, 
a mannish shirt and tie, and nice shoes. Risking her smart 
appearance, she rushed into Renault’s office, stood breathlessly in 
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front of his desk and just stared. Renault looked up. 
 “Okay boss, spill it,” he said. 
 “Brierre’s dead. The police found him in his room at The 
Bank Hotel on DuPont in Hull.” 
 “Holy crap! What happened?” 
 “All they could tell me was that he was shot.” 
 “Shot? Shot by who? He’s one of our best… was. My God!” 
 Renault sat in thought for a while as he absorbed the news. 
Brierre was the Dominion Police liaison with the Minister of the 
Naval Service and was the only one who had access to secret 
documents. There must be a connection. 
 “Look,” he finally said, “since he was with the DP, the juris-
diction’s ours. Right?” 
 “Yes!” replied Charlie. “And I want to catch the son-of-a-
bitch who did this!” 
 Suddenly, Philip Ross, a newspaperman from The Journal, 
appeared at Renault’s open office door. “Tsk, tsk, tsk, Francine, 
swearing.” 
 “Screw off, Ross. Get out of here! This is private.” He showed 
no sign of going anywhere. 
 Ross was a typical newsman, messy hair under a soft hat, and 
a well-worn suit. Why is it that all newspapermen looked the 
same? 
 “Inspector Renault! What a pleasure! I hope you are both 
well? Sorry for your loss.” 
 Renault looked up sharply. “What do you mean, my loss?” 
 “Well, Brierre, of course. It should not be surprising that 
things like this happen in your line of work as, of course, your 
Sergeant Brierre has found out.” 
 “You know about that? How?” said Renault, surprised. 
 “It is our business to know about such things.” 
 Renault wondered for a moment who had tipped him off. 
“You are well informed. What have you found out from your 
sources about Brierre’s death?” 
 “Funny you should ask. Word on the street has it that his 
death has something to do with German spies. What do you think 
of that?” 
 “Interesting.” Renault despised the press with their nosy 
meddling, but recognized the need to keep information channels 
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open. Biting back his dislike, he said in icy politeness, “Would you 
mind keeping me informed when you find anything else?” 
 Ross smiled and nodded. 
 “Oh, and by the way, how did you get past the security at the 
main desk?” asked Renault. 
 “I’d like to say it was my charm but there wasn’t anybody 
there. Anybody could have just walked in.” 
 “Thanks.” Then Ross departed. 
 Renault looked at Charlie. “Brierre was in charge of the 
schedule for the front desk and it may have fallen through the 
cracks. I’ll take care of that. You really want to catch Brierre’s 
killer?” 
 Charlie raised her eyebrows and just looked at him. 
 “You’ve been bucking for more fieldwork. Why don’t you 
take a dozen constables and see what you can come up with at 
The Bank Hotel. Take some pictures of Brierre and show them 
around. Take a gun and don’t be afraid to use it. And for heaven’s 
sake be careful.” 
 
Constables Smith and Wesson were canvassing the other rooms 
of The Bank Hotel, while other constables in pairs worked their 
way along both sides of the street. Two of them kept a crowd 
from forming in front of the hotel while two others were standing 
guard at the doorway. Charlie’s search of the victim’s room wasn’t 
turning up anything. An examination of the victim’s corpse 
indicated that he had been shot once in the chest. In his pockets 
were gambling chits from Rick’s Place. No one in any of the other 
rooms, the desk clerk, nor anyone on the street, knew or had heard 
anything. Some recognized the picture but only to the extent of 
seeing him around. 
 Following up at Rick’s Place, Smith and Wesson continued 
showing the picture of Brierre and asking questions of the 
patrons, while Charlie was showing Karl the photograph. 
 “That was Brierre?” asked Karl. 
 “Yes.” 
 “He was there,” pointing, “at the roulette tables. He lost a lot 
of money. Every time he came in he seemed to lose more.” 
 “What else can you tell me, Karl?” 
 “He was always with another man… a German.” 
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 “Can you describe him?” 
 “Medium height, big bushy eyebrows, balding with a fringe of 
grey hair and a small pencil moustache. Fifty-ish. And he wore 
wire-rimmed glasses. He always wore a suit and an overcoat…  a 
flat hat… and he smoked cigarettes in one of those fancy ivory 
holders.” 
 “Any idea where he lives?” 
 “Nope. But he comes in a lot.” 
 
Renault had worn a plain suit instead of his standard issue high-
necked tunic when he walked into the Dominion House on York 
Street and took a table in the back room. The room was empty 
and with inadequate lighting. Inconspicuous. But that was the 
whole point. He had already ordered a couple of ponies of Scotch 
when a man of medium height wearing a suit, a belted leather 
raincoat and hat, stood facing him. 
 “Mind if I join you?” he said as he continued to sit down 
without waiting for a reply. 
 Renault just smiled and said, “Robert.” 
 “Uh… Louie,” said Schmidt as he downed his Scotch. They 
both spoke in an undertone. 
 “Anything?” 
 “Well, there are lots of Germans in this town. They’re 
obviously quite suspicious of undercover cops. Since I hit town 
I’ve been scouting for locations for my ‘new hardware store’. I 
connected with a realtor who put me on to Danis’ Billiards on 
Nicholas. From there I found Rick’s Place in Hull, and, after a 
couple of beers there, the best of all, St. Paul Lutheran Church on 
Wilbrod.” 
 Renault leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Here’s what we 
know. We had captured the men who burned down Parliament, 
but they’ve escaped. They could well be on their way back to 
Ottawa. One of my sergeants has been murdered in Hull. We 
don’t know if there’s any connection but we have a team 
investigating. Where are you staying?” 
 “The Bodega Hotel on Wellington, under the name of 
Schmidt.” 
 “The Post Office is on the corner of Wellington and Elgin 
right near your hotel. I’ll set up a box under the assumed name of 
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Willoby Jones. Check it out every couple of days.” 
 Schmidt nodded. 
 Renault took an envelope out of his pocket. From it he fanned 
the corners of five C-notes and slid the envelope across the table. 
“Be careful.” Schmidt nodded, quietly palmed the envelope, stood 
and disappeared out of the back door, passing into the shadows. 
 Renault waited fifteen minutes then left by the front door. 
 
Back at the office, Charlie reported to Renault on what they had 
discovered about Brierre’s death. She also pointed out that after 
talking to Karl she suspected that Brierre was the traitor and was 
killed because he had stopped cooperating and wanted to spill the 
beans. 
 Renault sighed. “I knew there was somebody… There had to 
be a traitor. But, Brierre?” 
 Renault summarized Charlie’s findings in a note, including 
details of Brierre’s gambling partner, and had a boy deliver it to 
the post office. Once Schmidt got the note, he would be spending 
a lot of time at Rick’s Place. 
 It rained all the next day. The rain splashed knee-high off the 
sidewalks, filled the gutters, and people were wearing slickers that 
shone like gun barrels. Late in the afternoon, Schmidt sat in his 
black Chrysler roadster parked diagonally across the street from 
the saloon. 
 A Monroe coupé had just parked in front of his car. The guy 
who got out had a small pencil moustache and big bushy eye-
brows. He was wearing a dark green raincoat, a flat hat covering 
what looked like a ring of grey hair, and he used an umbrella. 
Schmidt believed his bullseye had finally arrived. 
 He waited half an hour, then sloshed across the street into 
Rick’s. Standing at the bar and nursing a large Scotch, he watched 
two men. The old guy from the Monroe was handing the young 
guy wads of cash who exchanged it for chips. The young guy was 
doing all the work at the roulette table and every so often he 
handed his bullseye a bunch of chips. Schmidt figured that’s what 
happened with Brierre. 
 The bartender drying a glass was also watching the crowd and 
leaned over the bar to Schmidt. “The old guy’s pickin’ ’em tonight, 
right on the nose.” 
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 “Who is the old guy?” 
 “I wouldn’t know his name.” 
 “The hell you wouldn’t know his name!” 
 “I just work here, mister,” he said without any animosity. “He 
used to be with another guy.” 
 Schmidt slid a buck across the bar with a picture of Brierre. 
Suddenly, the bartender’s memory woke up. 
 “Yeah, that’s the other guy he used to be with,” nodding 
towards the picture. “The older guy over there,” flicking his eyes 
at the roulette table, “is Petersen, Walter Petersen. The other guy 
he’s with now, the young one, is Carl Preston. He’s some MP’s 
aide.” 
 After another four hours of drinking and gambling, the two 
were pretty well sloshed and needed a bag to carry the loot. 
 “Boy, I never saw such a run,” Preston said in a jittery voice. 
“Eight wins and two stand-offs in a row on that red. That’s 
roulette, boy, that’s roulette.” 
 “It gives me an itch,” said Petersen. “Betting a grand at a 
crack. We couldn’t lose.” They took a table so they could finish 
their drinks. 
 
Schmidt went out for a walk. The rain had been replaced with a 
thick soupy fog that stopped anyone seeing but a scant dozen feet 
in any direction. He could see the outlines of the buildings but 
only just. He waited in the alley across the street. A little to one 
side he heard a man cough, maybe in the next alley. 
 The man coughed again, then stifled the cough with a hand-
kerchief or a sleeve. Schmidt couldn’t see well enough to make 
him out. Something made him hug the wall and crouch down. 
 Two sets of heavy steps came out from Rick’s and crossed 
the street. 
 “This is a gun, gents,” said a voice. “Gentle now. Just hand 
me the bag.” 
 They didn’t make a sound. The men stood motionless. 
 “Yell,” the voice said, “and I’ll cut you in half.” 
 They didn’t yell. They didn’t move. The guy with the gun gave 
off a dry chuckle. “It better be in here,” he said. A fumbling sound 
came as the man turned and started down the street with the bag. 
He took five or six steps and chuckled again. By this time, Schmidt 
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was behind him. 
 He may have heard the swish of the blackjack. Certainly he 
felt it. His eyes would have rolled up into his head as he dropped 
to the ground. 
 Schmidt took the bag and slipped away down the alley, 
circling the building and ending up following Petersen back to a 
hotel on Metcalfe. 
 The next day, after Petersen had left the hotel, Schmidt got 
access to his room with a skeleton key. Once inside, he searched, 
until he found a loose floorboard in the corner under which was 
a gun that had been recently fired, and of the same calibre as the 
one used to kill Brierre. There were also two passports plus some 
interesting Dominion Police documents. Schmidt photographed 
everything and quietly left the room. 
 
Two plainclothes detectives had picked up Preston as he walked 
home from work. He was now sitting at a table in one of the 
bedrooms of a safe house with a hood over his head. 
 Renault approached the man. “Mr. Preston, you’ve been a 
naughty boy.” He removed the hood. 
 “I haven’t done anything. Why am I here?” pleaded Preston, 
his hair in disarray and tears on his cheeks. 
 “Mr. Preston, my name is Inspector Renault. I’m in charge of 
the criminal investigation department with the Dominion Police. 
In time of war, we have the legal right to take you out back, stand 
you up against the brick wall and shoot you… We need to have a 
conversation, and for the sake of your life, you will cooperate. 
Your career is already over.” 
 “I d… don’t know wh… what you’re talking about.” Preston 
was trembling, stuttering when he attempted to say anything. 
 “I would like you to understand something; any freelance 
German spy is not first and foremost a spy. He doesn’t think like 
a spy. He thinks like a gangster. He’s a criminal. A murderer. 
Understand?” 
 “Why are you telling me this?” 
 “Because, the man you have been associating with, drinking 
and gambling with, is in fact a German spy. And he has already 
killed one of my sergeants. If you’re not careful, you’ll be next. 
Especially if you don’t do what he wants.” 
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 Preston had gone pale and his forehead was rippled with 
beads of perspiration. 
 “You may have won a lot of money last night but it’s 
gambling. Gambling odds are always with the house so, sooner or 
later, you’re going to lose, and your buddy will keep financing you 
until you have lost so much you won’t be able to pay him back.” 
 “But I need the money.” 
 “We all do, Preston. But are you willing to betray your 
country, get branded as a traitor, and shot?” 
 “No! No! I would never do that.” 
 Renault now sat down across the table from Preston and con-
tinued to talk in a low, calming voice. “As the aide to the Minister 
of the Naval Service, I would guess that since we’re at war most 
of the documents you handle are confidential, probably even 
classified.” 
 “Yes, but…” 
 “Sooner or later, Petersen will ask you to pay him back all the 
money he lent you and since you won’t have the money, he’ll ask 
you for some of those documents. The information you pass 
around every day is exactly what your Mr. Petersen is looking for.” 
 “Oh, that’s ridiculous!” 
 “Is it now?” Renault placed some photographs on the table 
in front of Preston. “These are pictures of documents that 
describe the coastal batteries and submarine nets at the 
approaches to the harbour in Halifax. These documents he already 
has, obtained through his previous source.” 
 “I would never do that. Why doesn’t he just continue using 
the source he already has?” 
 “He can’t. He’s dead. Killed by your roulette friend.” After a 
long pause, Renault continued, “Spies have to remain invisible or 
they get caught. That’s why he’s using you as a spy and you’re the 
one who will get caught.” 
 “I haven’t done anything for him yet. But I was wondering 
why he was giving me all that money. I think he was really 
surprised that I won so much. But we got robbed!” 
 “Oh, robbed were you?” said Renault with a knowing smile. 
“Sure you were. Put up job, if I ever saw one.” 
 Preston’s face showed dawning comprehension. 
 “So even after winning all that money,” continued Renault, 
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“you don’t have the money to pay him back. Right?” 
 “Yes, but how was I to know?” 
 “Try arguing with him, if you like. He’s like a bank you bor-
row money from. If you get robbed, you still owe the bank. 
Right?” 
 Preston hung his head down looking forlorn. 
 “We can use the fact that you haven’t yet done anything to 
our advantage. There may yet be a way out for you. Maybe we can 
help you. Here’s what we’re going to do…” 
 
The Bug Shack had started forwarding regular reports of Preston’s 
telephone calls, the latest that he had just called Petersen and 
arranged to meet at Rick’s Place. The detectives scrambled to get 
there before the pair arrived. Schmidt was already there. Preston 
and Petersen met outside, entered together and took a corner 
table. They ordered beers. By this time there were a number of 
undercover detectives in the room and Renault was observing 
from Rick’s office. 
 “Maybe today’s the day we can win back what was stolen,” 
said Petersen. Preston nodded but said nothing. “But, tell me,” he 
continued, “I noticed there was lots of military activity in Ottawa. 
Almost looks like the army is on maneuvers right inside the city 
limits. Did you notice?” 
 Preston told him the orders for that action had come from 
his office. 
 “Any idea what they’re looking for?” queried Petersen. 
 “Well, I’m not supposed to say.” 
 “Oh, come on! You owe me.” 
 “Well, my boss ordered the army to conduct an all-out effort 
to locate four Germans who started the big fire. Believe it or not, 
they’re actually doing a house-to-house search.” 
 “You wouldn’t happen to know their names, would you 
Preston?” 
 “Let me think… If my memory serves me correctly, one was 
Strasser, another Koch…  and Veidt and…  I forget the other 
one. Catching them is only a matter of time.” 
 Without saying a word, Petersen got up from the table, left 
Rick’s Place and walked west on Main Street, leaving Preston 
sitting and wondering. 
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 From his vantage point in the office, Renault had seen 
Schmidt get up and follow Petersen, but by the time he had got 
out on the street, Petersen was going around a corner to James 
Street. Schmidt had disappeared. Renault laid back half a block 
following Petersen, screened by the crowds pouring in and out of 
the saloons and eateries, and the passengers hopping on and off 
streetcars. Turning onto Du Pont, Petersen suddenly darted 
through another alley on the side of Eddy Paper Mill No. 5. At 
the corner Renault caught sight of him entering a door. 
 Renault and Schmidt arrived at the mill door at the same time, 
but from different directions. 
  “There are tunnels in here,” said Renault, “with a number of 
exits, so be careful.” They heard voices inside. He tried the door 
but it was locked. Renault jerked the .45 out of his coat, fired four 
shots in a circle around the lock, and kicked the door open. 
 They went through it fast, slewed sideways into a dimly lit 
anteroom and slammed their backs hard against the far wall. They 
heard a commotion just down the hall and when they raced into 
the first room, four Germans had scattered, upending tables and 
crouching behind them. Petersen was one of them. 
 “Ich werde den ersten Mann mit einer Pistole schießen,” shouted 
Schmidt, pulling out his pistol. Their faces showed they believed 
him; he would, indeed, shoot the first man with a gun. 
 They gasped, staring at him. Eyes flickered to the door, back 
to him, again to the door. Exchanging surprised glances, the 
Germans finally realized that there were only two of them, and 
rose menacingly to their feet. 
 Renault switched the .45 to his left hand and pulled out his 
Browning with the right. Now, with Schmidt’s pistol, there were 
three firearms pointing at the Germans. 
 “Jeder hat die Hände, wo ich sie sehen kann. Jetzt!” They all put their 
hands where he could see them. “Now!” 
 At the sight of the two armed detectives standing against the 
wall with their three guns sweeping the room, two dropped their 
weapons and displayed empty hands. Schmidt aimed at two who 
didn’t. “Jetzt!” he repeated, “Oder ich werde den Ort säubern.” Schmidt 
nodded; he knew Renault was itching to clean out the place. 
 Up came a German Luger, but Schmidt shot it out of the 
man’s hand. He cried out in pain, but another was swinging a 
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double-barreled sawed-off shotgun that could cut a man in half. 
Renault threw himself sideways as he fired the Browning. Buck-
shot screeched through the air he had vacated. He rolled across 
the floor and sprang up, guns ready, but the German who had 
fired the gun was already sprawled on his back, clutching his 
shoulder. 
 “Which one of you skunks is Heinrich Strasser?” 
 There was no response. He tried again. 
 “He ain’t here, mister.” 
 “Where is he?” he shouted again. 
 “We don’t know. We were all supposed to meet here, but he 
never showed up.” 
 “Could we put our hands down, mister?” 
 “No,” he said. “Leave them where I can see them.” 
 Outside in the street a taxi screeched to a stop with its horn 
blaring. 
 Renault looked over at Schmidt. “Time for you to leave. 
Thanks, buddy.” 
 Exiting the taxi was Charlie leading five grim-faced Dominion 
Police veterans bearing firearms. They were trailed at a distance 
by a squad of the Canadian Army on foot. Charlie had a sawed-
off pressed against her leg and a revolver tucked in her waistband 
and was assessing the front of the factory with an eye to storming 
it, when she spotted the open door with the lock shot out. They 
burst through the door and down the hall. 
 As the group entered the room, Renault said, “Evening, 
boys,” as nonchalantly as he could. 
 “Inspector! You okay?” asked Charlie, warily eyeing the 
crooks with their hands in the air. 
 “Tip-top. What’ya doing here?” 
 “Your friend Rick telephoned the office. Sounded real 
worried, said you needed a hand.” 
 “Ole Rick’s like a mother hen.” 
 “What the hell is going on here?” she asked, indicating the 
glowering hoods. 
 “Just out for a stroll.” 
 “Stroll?” They all stared at Louis Renault. 
 “And I suppose a mosquito drilled that hole in your coat 
sleeve?” one detective remarked. 
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 “Same one that shot the lock off the door out there?” smirked 
another. 
 “That same mosquito make these Germans hold their hands 
in the air?” said a third, smiling. 
 The soldiers were now entering the building, Renault smiled 
and said, “How about we let the army wrap this up.” 
 Charlie passed Renault a handkerchief. “You’re bleeding.” 
 Renault stuffed it up his sleeve. 
 “Did you get the four of ’em, sir?” asked Charlie. 
 “Only three, plus Petersen,” said Renault. “It looks like the 
fourth got clean away. They say he never even showed up.” 
 Charlie fished in her pockets. “Wire came in for you from the 
Montreal office.” 
 Renault moved under a lamp to read the wire. 
 “Bad news?” 
 “No. Not necessarily. Seems they got a line on a German 
sneaking around the docks.” 
 “The one we missed tonight? Heinrich Strasser?” 
 “Possibly.” 
 “What’s for him in Montreal?” 
 “Ships sailing for Europe… maybe making connections to 
Germany?” 
 “Fat chance! More like a prison cell in Montreal.” 
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Romance at Mr. Booker’s Bookshop 
Susan Jennings 

 
 
 
     rances hurried along Rideau Street heading east towards the 
bookshop, trying to stay dry. But the water bounced off the side-
walk into her new beige pumps and soaked her freshly pressed 
beige slacks. The neat telescopic umbrella was no match for the 
torrents of water the sky was emptying upon her. 

“Just my luck,” she said, jumping to safety as the spray from 
the Number 7 bus narrowly missed her. “Why did the heavens 
have to open now?” 

Working the noon to eight shift allowed Frances a couple of 
quiet morning hours to browse at Mr. Booker’s Bookshop. 
Frances supervised the tellers at the Dominion Trust Bank, a 
position she had earned through years of loyal service rather than 
ambition. She felt a pang of excitement as she remembered her 
impending retirement and all the books that lined the walls of her 
spare room. She called them her retirement collection. Soon she 
could sink into her new La-Z-Boy chair with her feet up on the 
matching ottoman—one of her few extravagances—and dis-
appear into the adventures of borderless and timeless literature. 

She chuckled as her lips curled into a smile. “Books without 
borders,” she said, stepping into Mr. Booker’s doorway. 

 
At the other end of Rideau Street, Paul Morris’s long, lilting stride 
was heading west towards Booker’s Bookshop. Paul didn’t care 
that his trousers were wet, and the rain had already penetrated the 
shoulders of his frayed tweed jacket. He loved the fresh coolness 
of the rain on his weather-worn face. Today he felt particularly 
happy. He had decided to retire. Thirty-five years in computer 
engineering, as a professor and latterly department head, had 
given him a good pension. He hated to admit that he was finding 
it difficult to keep up with the fast-changing technology. Instead 
of reading those indecipherable technical manuals, he could relax 
and read for the pure pleasure of reading. He liked Booker’s 
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Bookshop because Mr. Booker knew books. Not just those mass-
market paperbacks they sold in Chapters, but the masters of 
literature. Authors who knew how to write and who provoked 
thought with wisdom and intellect. Perhaps he’d also discover 
some obscure, unknown writers. 

“I’ll explore that little back room,” he muttered, “where Mr. 
Booker keeps his rare and first editions.” Deep in thought, his 
mind was already scanning the bookshelves. 

As he stepped into Mr. Booker’s doorway he heard a female 
voice say, “Books without borders.” Before he could look up, 
something poked him in the belly and he felt water trickle down 
his now wet turtleneck shirt. 

“Ouch!” the female voice yelled, “you’re standing on my 
foot!” Frances’ eyes glared at a large dirty brown loafer that 
seemed to engulf her beige pump. 

“Oh! I’m terribly sorry,” Paul said trying not to stare at the 
most beautiful woman he’d ever encountered. He needed a dis-
traction to stop his heart racing and glanced down, staring at the 
object impaled in his midriff; a dripping umbrella. He dared to 
look up, and with one eyebrow raised he tried to say, “Are you 
going to remove it?” But his voice was only a whisper. 

Annoyed about her wet, and now dirty shoes, Frances had a 
‘tut-tut’ ready on her tongue. Her bright emerald eyes snapped 
upwards, her mouth open, but no sound was uttered. She couldn’t 
help herself. Immobilized by his gentle blue eyes, she just stared. 

Paul relaxed his eyebrow, his whole face turning into a smile. 
Without saying a word, he reached for the wet umbrella and 
moved it to one side. 

“Oh my gosh!” Frances said, turning a bright pink and 
struggling to close the umbrella. “You are awfully wet. I’m… 
terribly… so really sorry.” Her words didn’t come out right and 
her stomach was doing flip-flops. Her shaking hands let go of the 
clasp, and the umbrella sprang open again showering them both 
with droplets. Still smiling, Paul took the umbrella, closed it, and 
handed it back to her. He opened the door and stepped aside to 
let Frances enter first. The old-fashioned brass bell perched at the 
top of the door announced their arrival. A musky aroma of books, 
wood and leather filled their nostrils, and in unison they took a 
deep breath and savoured the atmosphere. 
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Mr. Booker looked up from his counter. “Good morning 
Miss Tibbles. Quite the rain shower.” He directed his words to 
Frances and only nodded his head towards Paul. 

“Yes,” Frances answered, looking down at the puddle of 
water that had formed at her feet. 

“I’ll put that in the back room for you.” Taking the umbrella, 
he disappeared, returning with a mop and a white towel. Frances 
took the towel and dried herself off while Mr. Booker mopped 
the shiny wooden floor. 

“Thank you,” she said handing him the towel and thinking 
how unusual it was for a bachelor to have such white towels. But 
then Mr. Booker always wore a crisp white shirt and a plain or 
conservative striped tie, free of drips or stains. 

He pointed to the neat display island, set in the centre of the 
immaculate shop. “A new Elizabeth George mystery came in 
yesterday.” 

Frances turned and stepped towards the island and her arm 
reached for a book but stopped mid-way. The unusual man she 
had impaled in the doorway was studying the rare book section. 
He still looked soaked; his jacket and trousers seemed to have 
shrunk. The sleeves were two inches short of his wrist and the 
bottom of his trouser legs showed one navy and one black sock. 
Instead of tut-tutting her disapproval at his unkempt appearance 
Frances smiled with a fondness she didn’t quite understand. 

Paul sensed her stare and wanted to say hi but social chitchat 
with women had always been difficult for him. But, he pondered, 
this lady is different from anyone I’ve ever met. 

Frances edged her way around the display and nonchalantly 
stepped into the rare book section. Keeping her eyes fixed on the 
bookshelves, she reached for the red spine, only because it stood 
out from the others and legitimized her presence. Paul also reach-
ed blindly for the red spine. Electricity sparked as their hands 
brushed against each other. In unison they apologized to the knots 
and swirls in the polished wooden floor, too embarrassed to make 
eye contact. 

Paul broke the silence. “Cr... crum! Hello, my name is Paul 
Morris,” he said, extending his right hand. When Frances didn’t 
respond, he diverted his gaze to the bookshelf and slid his hand 
into his jacket pocket. 
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Frances didn’t answer because she couldn’t answer. Suddenly 
hot, she felt something foreign whirl around inside her body. 
What’s happening to me? Rudeness was a quality she abhorred and 
yet she was being rude. She took a big gulp of air preparing to 
introduce herself. Unfortunately, this set her off into a violent 
coughing fit. Now gasping for air, Frances thought she might gag 
at any minute and worsen the already embarrassing situation. Calm 
down and breathe, she told herself. But she gasped again when she 
felt his hand touch her arm as he guided her to a brown leather 
chair. 

Mr. Booker came rushing out from behind his counter. “Miss 
Tibbles, are you all right?” 

Frances concentrated as she took a careful breath. “Yes, thank 
you Mr. Booker, I am fine,” her voice a laboured whisper. 

“Can I get you a glass of water?” Paul asked. 
Frances stared at the floor. “No, thank you, I’ll be fine.” 
Not knowing what to say or do, Paul gave an awkward bow.  
“Um… if it’s… um, okay, I’ll be on my way.” His arm gave a 

penguin-like flip as he waved goodbye. The sound of the brass 
bell told Frances it was safe to look up. But Paul had lingered at 
the door, glancing over his shoulder. This time a natural con-
nection prevented them from averting their eyes and something 
special happened. 

Pulling the door open and with a great deal more confidence 
than he felt, Paul said, “Will you join me for coffee?” 

Francis tried to answer, but only a squeak came out. Paul 
didn’t hear and began to close the door. But his wave of con-
fidence came back. He leaned around the door. “A coffee might 
ease your cough.” He grinned and added, “and it has stopped 
raining.” 

“Thank you, a coffee would be nice,” Frances croaked. 
They walked across the road to Sophie’s Café and settled at a 

small, round table in the bay window. At first, they sipped their 
cappuccinos awkwardly, reluctant to catch each other’s eyes. Until 
Frances giggled as foam stuck to her nose and Paul gently wiped 
it with his napkin. They both laughed and the conversation 
unfolded naturally as though they were old friends. 

Frances glanced at her watch and jumped up, spilling her 
unfinished cappuccino. “I’m sorry,” she said and patted a napkin 
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in the pool of brown liquid surrounding her mug. 
Paul placed his hand over hers. His eyes warm with affection, 

he said, “It’s okay, the staff will clean it up.” He hesitated for what 
seemed like minutes. “Will you have dinner with me?” 

“Thank you, yes.” Frances felt her wet fingers as the spilled 
coffee seeped through the napkin. She didn’t want to move away 
from his warm touch. “I’m sorry, but I have to leave. I’m late for 
work.” She reluctantly pulled her hand away. 

“Of course, I’m delaying you.” Paul stood up and walked her 
to the door. She waved, hurrying along Rideau Street, heading 
home to change. 

 
Frances unlocked her apartment door. She patted her flushed face 
with one hand and placed the other flat on her racing heart. If 
she’d had a third hand she would have pinched herself. She 
wanted to swoon into the arms of this handsome man like one of 
Jane Austen’s romantic heroines. She closed her eyes, imagining 
Paul was Mr. Darcy and she was Elizabeth Bennet. 

 “Oh, what beautiful eyes,” she sighed. “And he wants to take 
me to dinner.” 

Throwing her damp jacket on the floor, she flopped into her 
La-Z-Boy chair and giggled. Her beige pants were soaked from 
the rain and her beige pumps ruined. But the prim and proper 
Frances Tibbles didn’t care. She leaned back in the chair, her arms 
outstretched, and laughed. She shouted out, “Dominion Trust 
Bank, what do you think of the mousy spinster now? I don’t care! 
In less than a month I will be retired. Not only will I be free, but 
I will be immersed in books without borders, and just maybe Paul 
will join me on my reading journey.” She giggled again, remember-
ing how she had impaled him with her wet umbrella in the 
entrance to Mr. Booker’s Bookshop. 

Frances called the bank to say she’d been caught in the 
downpour and needed to go home to change. She giggled again, 
thinking she could have changed instead of having coffee with 
Paul, but joining him had resulted in the invitation to dinner. 

By the time Frances arrived, unusually late, for her shift, the 
bank was full of customers, which was typical at the end of the 
month. The computers were slow, the customers were cranky, and 
the staff frustrated, but Frances couldn’t stop smiling. Her staff 
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gave her quizzical glances and asked if she was okay. She realized 
that her normal demeanour was often quite frosty. 
 
The working day now over, she stood at the bus stop wondering 
when Paul might call. Horror struck her. How was he going to 
contact her? The conversation at Sophie’s Café had been intense 
as they discussed books, the bookstore and the serendipity of 
them both retiring at the same time. But Frances could not recall 
giving him her phone number or email address. She remembered 
talking about emails, but they never exchanged information. Her 
heart, no longer racing, came to a halt. She glanced at her watch. 
It was too late to call at the bookshop. 

Opening her front door, she consoled herself that if he really 
wanted to see her again, he would find her. She settled in her chair 
with a steaming cup of tea and opened her new book. After 
reading the first page three times she closed the book and let her 
thoughts wander back to Sophie’s Café. Every word of their 
conversation repeated in her head as she looked for clues as to 
where he lived or worked. He spoke about computers; technical 
stuff, and security systems that protected massive corporations, 
most of which she didn’t understand. She had barely listened. Mr. 
Booker’s was perhaps the best place to find him. But, she thought, 
I’ve never seen him in the shop and Mr. Booker didn’t call him by name, so 
he’s not a regular. 

“Damn!” she shouted. “Finally, I shun shyness, accept an 
invitation from a man I like, but don’t give him my phone number 
or email. What a stupid thing to do; I can’t even remember his last 
name. Paul… Mun something. How can anyone find and lose 
someone in the same day?” 

She slammed the book on the coffee table and stomped into 
her bedroom. Tears clouded her vision, and anger stirred inside 
her. She had only just met the man. Why was she reacting this 
way? After all she knew little about him; she recalled she had done 
almost all the talking. He could be a con artist, one of these men 
who stalked women or worse, a serial killer. The last thought sent 
a shudder down her spine. Instead of going to bed, she walked 
down the hall to check the lock on the front door and slid the 
chain into place. She reasoned that The Colonial was a secure 
building and unless the man had Spiderman abilities, it would be 
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difficult to scale up thirteen floors. She had always thought 
choosing a condo on the thirteenth floor was adventurous, 
defying superstition. Was it a bad omen? Frances scolded herself 
for ‘awfulizing’, a word she often used to describe her tendency 
to overreact. But was she overreacting? 

She glanced at the clock, tempted to take a walk to Mr. 
Booker’s shop, but dismissed the idea as it was late. She trusted 
Mr. Booker and he might know how often Paul came into the 
shop. She decided to drop by in the next couple of days. If Paul 
wanted to see her again, surely he would try the shop first. And 
Mr. Booker would protect her if necessary. Reassured by this 
thought, she rationalized that if he was a sinister character, she’d 
know. And he seemed so kind and nice. Content with her latest 
plan, she opened her new novel and read. 

 
Paul breezed through the fourth-year senior class; the only senior 
class he taught, and one he enjoyed. These students were bright 
and eager to learn and ready to teach students of their own. It was 
hard to explain, but in the few hours since he met Frances, 
everything around him felt brilliant and sunny. His mind wander-
ed to Sophie’s Café, remembering how she had giggled when he 
wiped the smudge of coffee-foam from her cute upturned nose. 
He couldn’t wait to see her again. Right in the middle of explaining 
a complicated series of security codes he blurted out, “I forgot to 
ask for her phone number!” Paul stopped as he realized he had 
spoken the words aloud. The class hushed, and Paul heard a 
muffled giggle, throat clearing and shifting of bums. In thirty-five 
years of lecturing university students he had never felt so 
embarrassed and never had he let his guard down. He felt the flush 
of humiliation rise from his cheeks to his full face. “Crum…!” As 
hard as he tried to be serious, his lips lifted into a smile. “My 
apologies ladies and gentlemen. Hum… I meant to call my friend, 
my mother’s friend.” As if things couldn’t get worse the whole 
class burst into laughter. Paul laughed with them and called the 
lecture to an early close, chuckling as he left the building. 

The Peace Tower clock at Parliament Hill struck the quarter 
hour fifteen minutes before closing time. He ran along Rideau 
Street towards Booker’s Bookshop. The doorbell clanged violent-
ly as he flung the door open. Swallowing hard and gasping for 
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breath he grabbed the counter to steady himself. 
“Mr. Booker, my name is Paul Morris. I was in the shop earlier 

and met a delightful lady, Frances. I forget her last name.” 
Mr. Booker jumped up from his seat behind the counter, his 

eyes wide with concern. “Yes, the lady is a regular customer. You 
invited her for coffee at Sophie’s Café. Is something wrong?” 

“Very much wrong. Mr. Booker, I invited Frances for dinner, 
but I don’t know how to contact her. Do you have her phone 
number?” 

Mr. Booker gave a wry smile. “I can’t do that, Mr… er?” 
“Morris, Paul Morris.” 
“Mr. Morris. If you leave me your phone number and name, 

I can give it to Miss Tibbles the next time she is in the shop.” 
Paul handed him his card and left the shop. He appreciated 

Mr. Booker’s caution but felt frustrated and annoyed for not 
asking Frances himself. He walked home to Sandy Hill, muttering 
to himself about being stupid and having to meet her all over 
again. What if she thought he wasn’t interested and the dinner 
invitation a mere whim? 

Frances didn’t know him; she didn’t know how shy and inept 
he was around women. He had been married for a short time 
many years ago, but his wife had left him without a word until 
divorce papers had arrived two years later. He remembered 
opening the front door to their house and a stranger shoving 
papers in his hand and saying, “You have been served.” She 
wanted nothing, not that they had much then, just the divorce. He 
strode up the pathway and unlocked that same front door. It had 
never occurred to him to sell and move; he liked where he lived. 
And here he was, thirty something years later, feeling like an 
undergrad, pining for a woman he had only just met. “Patience,” 
he said, “I will have to wait for her to call.” 

 
Frances tried to put Paul out of her mind. She had never been 
lucky with boyfriends; in fact she had not had a boyfriend since 
high school and her life had been quite full enough. Did she need 
to cook and cater to a man in her pending retirement? I don’t cook, 
she thought, frozen dinners and Farmboy store takeout serves me well. Who 
wants to pick up dirty socks and underwear and do laundry? She 
shuddered at the thought; domestic stuff was such a waste of time. 
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But, she thought, he was handsome, and he looked as though he 
needed someone to take care of him. Anyway, it’s a moot point as 
she doubted she’d see him again. At her last thought she felt 
moisture blur her vision and an intense sense of sadness, even 
loss. She wiped her palm across her face, surprised that her cheeks 
were wet. “Am I throwing away a chance of happiness? No, I’m 
fine as I am.” She pursed her lips and gave a tut-tut at her own 
behaviour. Switching off the lights she got into bed and stared at 
the ceiling. 

The alarm jangled in Frances’s ear. “6:30 a.m.,” she said, then 
groaned and forced her eyelids to open. She had slept little and 
felt sick as she sat up in bed. “I must be coming down with 
something.” She felt her forehead for a fever but it felt normal. 
Should she call in sick today? She was definitely unwell. Was it flu 
or a cold? It didn’t feel like either. She felt clammy, anxious and 
her stomach was queasy. In thirty years at the bank she had never 
called in sick. 

After a shower, a slice of toast and coffee, Frances felt better 
except the coffee had reminded her of yesterday. She giggled and 
rubbed her nose, only to feel annoyed that she hadn’t given Paul 
her number. If he’s interested, he’ll go to the bookshop and try to find me. 
She doubted Mr. Booker would hand over her number. “I’ll drop 
by on my way to work and tell Mr. Booker it’s okay to give him 
my number.” 

Frances was working the morning shift and needed to be at 
the bank for 8:00 a.m. She left home early, allowing time to call at 
the bookshop. She pushed hard on the locked door. The sign said, 
Closed. Of course, what was I thinking; he doesn’t open until 9:30. She 
stepped back and looked up at the window of Mr. Booker’s 
apartment above the shop but there was no sign of life. She 
stomped along Rideau Street berating herself for being so silly, 
arriving at the bank early and not in good humour. 

It turned out to be a long day; three of the tellers had not 
balanced, the bank manager had accused her of being moody and 
her staff tiptoed around her afraid to talk to her. Frances worried 
as she wondered if she was always nasty? At noon she left the 
bank on the pretence of going to the doctor. Not accustomed to 
lying, her stomach clenched as she walked to the bookshop. 

The bell jangled as she entered, and a young fresh female 
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voice said, “Hello, welcome to Booker’s Bookshop. How can I 
help you?” 

Stunned, Frances stared at this strange person. “Where is Mr. 
Booker?” 

“He had errands to run. I’m his new assistant, Tiffany.” 
“Oh, I really wanted to talk to Mr. Booker. When will he be 

back?” 
“He said he’d be back by four p.m. Can I take a message?” 
“No, but did anyone leave a message for me, Frances 

Tibbles?” 
“Mr. Booker didn’t mention anything. Are you waiting for a 

book?” 
Frances shook her head. Her cheeks pink with embarrass-

ment, she left the shop and hurried to catch the bus home. She 
felt unwell; sick and feverish. Something was wrong, and she 
needed to call her doctor. 

 
Paul had spent the night churning over the conversation at 
Sophie’s, looking for clues of where she worked; he remembered 
a bank but not which bank or branch. He lay in bed staring at the 
ceiling, picturing her face. Her mysterious emerald eyes were 
beautiful, and her smile was warm enough to melt the polar ice 
cap. He wanted to hold her and kiss that cute upturned nose. 

Walking to work he continued to think about her and stood 
in the lecture hall with Frances at the top of his mind. How was it 
that he felt he knew all about her and yet he knew nothing? Perhaps 
she’s married. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, but that didn’t mean much 
these days. No, she must be single; she would never have accepted coffee or 
dinner otherwise. She’s too innocent, that’s what I like about her. 

He glanced at his phone for the tenth time and heard 
coughing, giggling and a gradual increased volume of muffled 
voices. Paul was standing in front of his morning class. He glanced 
at his notes as a couple of undergrad women giggled. He shook 
his head, undergrads were so immature. On a normal day he 
enjoyed their youthfulness, but this morning they irritated him. 

“Miss Philips, can you tell the class why IT security in a large 
corporation is so important.” That’ll wipe the giggles away, he thought 
then regretted being so mean. “Sorry that was an unfair question.” 

Paul forced his attention back to the students and continued 
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the lecture as the professional he was but released the class early. 
He remembered that as Frances started work at noon she might 
have popped into the bookshop. Mr. Booker could tell him if she 
had taken his card. If he was lucky, he might bump into her again. 
He glanced at his watch; he had enough time between lectures to 
walk to the shop. 

Paul arrived at Booker’s Bookshop anticipating good news. 
He hesitated in front of the shop window and his heart sank. A 
young woman stood behind the counter, a student. Miss Lytle, 
Tiffany, one of the giggly ones from the university, was sorting 
books. He cupped his hand over his eyes and leaned into the 
window, scanning the shop for Mr. Booker but he was nowhere 
to be seen. 

Disappointed, he headed back to campus; his shoes full of 
lead making every step an effort as he realized the chances of 
finding Frances were remote. Unless I stand outside the shop every day. 
The thought sparked an idea: Sophie’s Café. He could sit in the 
café and watch as people entered and exited the shop. 

As soon as the class was over, Paul grabbed his laptop and a 
stack of papers, shoving them in his oversized backpack. He 
planned to sit and mark papers at Sophie’s Café. His feet, no 
longer heavy with disappointment, were light and bouncy as he 
headed towards Rideau Street. His grin filled his face, making his 
eyes dance with anticipation. 

Sophie’s Café was quiet in the middle of the afternoon. A few 
writers were clicking away at laptops and rubbing their chins in 
thought. Paul smiled. I could write a novel one day. Settling at one of 
the window tables, he ordered a large latte. Picking up his drink, 
he scanned the display fridge wondering if he should have a 
sandwich since he’d missed lunch. He decided not to eat because 
if he saw Frances he planned to take her for dinner. It was slow 
going trying to mark papers because he kept stopping to glance at 
his phone and at the bookshop, afraid of missing Frances. Even 
the bookshop was quiet today and only a few people entered. Mr. 
Booker returned at 4:00 p.m. but left again shortly afterwards, and 
to Paul’s surprise Tiffany turned the closed sign and locked the 
shop. 

He glanced around the cafe and asked, “Why is Mr. Booker 
closed early?” 
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Sophie the cafe owner said, “He always closes at six, except 
Thursday and Friday.” She gave Paul a knowing look. “And so do 
we, close at six every day. We don’t get evening traffic here.” 

“Oh, I didn’t realize. I’m leaving now.” Paul loaded his 
backpack and left with lead in his feet again. He went back to his 
office at the university and spent the rest of the night marking 
papers and wishing he’d had that sandwich. A chocolate bar, a bag 
of chips and a can of too-sweet Coca Cola left this stomach 
rumbling. Undeterred by hunger, he finished marking the papers 
before he packed up and walked home. He didn’t have classes 
until tomorrow night, so he planned to take up residence again at 
Sophie’s Café. 

Paul sat at the cafe all day. He drank so much coffee his hands 
were shaking. To soak up some of the caffeine, he ate two ham 
sandwiches and a large piece of Sophie’s homemade lemon cake. 
Today was Thursday and although Mr. Booker was open until 
9:00 p.m., Sophie closed at her usual time. Paul had classes all day 
Friday. It made sense to take a break and wait until Saturday when 
he could talk to Mr. Booker. If nothing happened on Saturday, he 
decided he’d stop thinking about Frances. 

 
Obsessed by the thought of Paul inviting her for dinner, Frances 
had returned to Mr. Booker’s and was surprised to see Tiffany 
locking up and no Mr. Booker. She had hoped to ask him about 
Paul. Feeling embarrassed by appearing at the bookshop twice in 
one day, Frances nodded to Tiffany and kept walking with a 
purpose. Once Tiffany was out of sight she doubled back. She 
waved to Sophie across the street. Sophie waved back as the last 
customer left the cafe, a man with an oversized backpack said 
something to Sophie as she locked the cafe door. Frances sensed 
the poor fellow had the troubles of the world in his boots as he 
plodded along the street. She bit her lip in thought; there was 
something familiar about this man. She gave him a second look, 
hoping to see his face, but he turned right and disappeared into 
the campus jungle of the university. 

Frances stopped at Farmboy and ordered a chicken wrap with 
wedge potatoes for dinner. She was careful about how much 
starchy food she ate. But having decided Paul was gone she in-
dulged in the potatoes and went home to read her book. 



Susan Jennings 

223 

 

Saturday morning, Paul sprinted along Rideau Street towards 
Sophie’s Café and ordered a large latte. He had no papers to mark 
today, so he just stared at the bookshop. 

“I don’t know why that bookshop fascinates you, but I’m 
beginning to question your motives.” Sophie placed a carrot 
muffin in front of him. 

Shocked, Paul realized he might appear to be stalking 
someone. “Oh no, goodness. I met this lady at the bookshop and 
she’s just wonderful. I invited her to dinner and she said yes but I 
forgot to get her phone number. Honestly, I’m not stalking. I just 
want to see her again.” 

Sophie smiled and patted his shoulder. “I remember you com-
ing in here and I thought you looked so cute together.” Sophie 
stared out of the window. “And, look, there she is walking out of 
the shop.” Sophie shoved Paul in the back. “Go! What are you 
waiting for?” 

Paul leaped out of the cafe and without looking ran into the 
road; his heart missed a beat when a car honked its horn, just 
missing him by inches. He gave an apologetic wave but kept going. 
Hearing the horn blast, Frances turned and called, “Paul!” Clutch-
ing a white business card, she waved frantically and beckoned him 
to join her in the bookshop. 
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Spiritual Rebirth 
Tanya Bailey 

 
 
 
     he church hall is filled with varied feelings of solace, anti-
cipation and distance. The smell of fresh-cut flowers, of lilies and 
roses, fills the air and personal family photos of everyday life 
surround the room. 

As guests begin to gather and fill the reception hall with 
sadness, joy and laughter, the stories of the ‘good old days’ in 
Toronto in the ’60s and ’70s electrify the room. Stories about 
humble beginnings growing up in the close, small towns of 
Manchester Parish, Jamaica, and others told by family relations 
from other islands. I glanced at the strong and distinctive group 
and I began to feel flighty. My breath started to become rapid and 
confined. Emotionally indisposed… I subconsciously start prep-
ping myself, holding myself from melting or losing control of my 
soul’s being. 

I stand in the hallway of the church mentally preparing myself 
to walk in. Then someone touches my shoulder, barely. It is my 
stepfather. He guides me to the church entrance so I can greet the 
guests coming in. I cannot prevent myself from gazing at the 
romanticized eighteenth-century replica door, with its old-world 
appeal. As I greet the patrons and sympathizers, my hearing 
becomes faded and broken. My smile feels like it could break into 
a thousand pieces, and my speech becomes virtually soundless. 

Then I begin to scream the words: “I’m sorry! I cannot do 
this! What kind of horrible dream is this?” My stepfather looks at 
me, starts crying and runs into the hall. Then I yell, “Who are these 
people? These people are not my mother’s friends!” 

Then I just stand there and sob, and as the tears trickle down 
my cheek I start to feel alone and abandoned in a crowd of people 
who are faceless. As I glance over at the other doorway I notice 
that my stepfather is there with one of his friends greeting our 
guests. My stare becomes intense with anger. Why are my 
stepfather’s friends coming around in droves now? When my 
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mom was sick and bedridden I didn’t see these people. All I could 
think of is, Fuck him and his friends. He should have been a better husband 
to my mother; our mother.  
 
It’s not surprising that I felt this way. I watched my mother go 
from independence to dependant, her former presence of confid-
ence passing to reliance. Her cultural tradition of putting family 
and friends before her own needs, changed to being alone just 
when she needed that reciprocation. I think that’s what changed 
me or opened my eyes to what gratitude looks like and what 
empathy feels like. In the same breath, what selfishness and vanity 
can look like and become in others. Especially, the ones you gave 
a shit about. 

The week and a half prior to my mom’s funeral it became 
increasingly crippling for me to start off the day. My appetite 
became less complete yet more varied as time passed. My ideas of 
sleeping, even as a pattern, became cold, numbing and random. 
My outer appearance and clothing became lifeless, mirroring my 
despair. This new shock—this abrupt change—made me navigate 
my life in autopilot. My once-tolerable work environment felt like 
a trance, like a made-for-television movie. A thriller starring and 
featuring myself. The narrative in each form or process of exist-
ence made me feel alone, exposed and vulnerable. I had to learn 
to recognise my pivotal defining moment, and act accordingly. My 
sense of the supernatural became unusually strong passing into 
transcendence of my truths. I abandoned my past social ideals for 
a renewed faith, a new religion. But onlookers assumed that I 
should be looking ahead or forward, while getting back to 
normal… after a few weeks. Because, life goes on? And we have 
to keep moving. 

So, first of all, my grieving was not like theirs or the masses’. 
Secondly, am I not allowed to mourn; to cry or sulk whenever I 
feel like it? Time is the essence for healing, and it cannot be forced 
or restrained. This loss was the hardest for me, yes, because she 
was my mother. Also, because I saw her as eternal and immortal 
without flaws. When my mom was unable to be self-sufficient I 
became her caregiver. I became the parental guardian, at least I 
thought until she could regain her strength again. Sadly, my 
calculations were incorrect. This experience was almost biblical to 
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me, perhaps from a chapter of Revelation, as just a few years prior 
my mom and I were at my grandmother’s deathbed; her mother’s 
death bed. So, I contemplated the real face of mortality, and how 
life can just end. I felt my security blanket slowly fade away, my 
fence of protection or shields disappear… without return. 

I witnessed my selfish older female cousins causing unneces-
sary havoc and unsettling emotions towards my mom at my 
grandmother’s deathbed. Instead of asking why they would 
behave in this way, I accepted their delusional classist entitlement 
based in idealism, and I rebuked them that my aunt had given birth 
to these ungrateful bitches. 
 
We fast-forward to the closing section of the funeral service. 
Pastor McKenzie informs the guests that I will be opening my 
mother’s home as a communal space of joyful memories and all 
are welcome. As I mask a smile to the crowd, my feelings of 
permanent loss, pain and uncertainty suffocate me, stifle me, and 
taunt me to hate everything and everyone. I do the opposite; I do 
nothing. Yet on the inside I am shattered into many jagged small 
pieces. 

Listening to various guests’ condolences and wishes of hope 
and religious encouragement in my family’s mourning, I finally 
maneuver a getaway to a vacant room; quiet, hidden and my 
solace. As I enter this back room I remember this is the place I 
found my mom, in her bed seeming like she was still sleeping. Yet, 
physically cold as ice. As I shut the door behind me the shock of 
fear embraces my being again. My life with her has ended abruptly, 
viciously, and carelessly. My thoughts on her long-term illness 
have puzzled me, complicated me and angered me. 

Diabetes is a chronic, life-altering disorder of complications, 
especially when the body becomes resistant to insulin. This can 
build a retroactive mask of depression in close relatives that, in my 
case, sadly won. The source beneath this venomous villain started 
with a chronic lack of control. It started with my stepfather, my 
mom’s husband, with his lack of support for her health 
emotionally, which affected her work, so that her social friendship 
circles were blurry, amplifying life’s individual isolations and 
challenges. Each day there were various medications and insulin 
intakes that created weight gains and health management follies. 
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The other connection to this experience was bloating compli-
ments of the insulin intake. This, mixed with antidepressants, turn 
your body sadly into a scientific testing lab rat. 

Dear Mrs. Rose’s only true love of hope and strength and 
success was for her two children. As I gaze on the visibly blotched 
spots of my mother’s blood on the wood floor, and as I watch the 
bearers lift the now-concealed body, it occurs to me sadly that my 
mom may have thought that she was a burden to us, a burden to 
me, or a burden because she was bedridden. Her life had become 
stagnant, dependant and altered. If only I had the chance to let 
her know it’s her support system that was flawed. Or maybe… 
secretly she knew… and did not know how to change it. I drew 
strength from my loyalty of obligation and of finding a balance in 
a challenging family. Mostly, because it’s the right thing to do, but 
I noticed my mom’s circle neglected to let her know that her 
husband was selfish… or did they? Her fear of failure felt final. 
Because of her long-term sickness she forgot to love herself 
enough, and Mr. Husband forgot his vows to love in sickness and 
in health. These actions are very life changing. 

I thought at first that maybe my aunts and uncles did not 
know how to address this issue. Or maybe they were shy to make 
suggestions about my mom’s choices. But no; my conclusion was 
that her circle of friends and family were one-sided and selfish. 
Only a few gave a damn. That includes family who should have 
known better; cousins who should have been more protective, 
supportive and invested. Or maybe that’s just what I would do… 
or cared to do. 
 
I glance in the left corner of the room near the back window. I 
notice a box that is half-full, and when I look inside I notice an 
old photo album and an older box of memorabilia of my Mom’s 
life growing up in Jamaica. I also open an old notebook that has 
vivid accounts of experiencing snow for the first time, and being 
on a plane and feeling surreal and anxious during turbulence. 
Then finally getting off the plane and not being dressed for the 
weather, and crying because she wanted to go back home. Going 
through this box of memories makes my heart feel comforted, 
emotional and happy. I have read and seen many of these keep-
sakes before, but now I feel like this will be the last. 
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As I reach for the box of tissues on the end table of the bed 
I hear a voice that says, “I was wondering where you were.” It is 
my god-brother; our mother was like his second mom.  He walks 
in with a cup of tea, “This is for you.” He sits down beside me on 
the side of the bed and begins to tell stories of my mom: growing 
up in our old neighbourhood in the Toronto west end, funny 
family and close friends, moments and great compromising weird 
times where we both got in trouble together. Ah, the memories. 
Then the door slowly opens and I hear, “Oh here you are, hiding 
we see.” It is my brother and a family friend. I am handed my baby 
nephew, and my god-brother leaves with my brother and our 
family friend. 

I sit alone in my mother’s room with my baby nephew in my 
arms and his pretty brown eyes looking up at me; his warm smile. 
A few tears of joy and comfort fall on my cheeks. The idea of 
hope, change and new beginnings can be humanity’s only hope or 
honest companion in a world that can appear unkind. I embrace 
the solace of remembering the joy on my mom’s face, exper-
iencing the birth of her first grandchild. Holding him for the first 
time and not wanting to let him go. Then gazing in her grandson’s 
eyes, calling him by my brother’s name and for a brief moment 
not realizing she had done that. When I heard the news, I was so 
happy for her because she needed this feeling of hope and joy. 

Our family needed to feel like we could win at something, at 
least on a few occasions. As the sun’s gaze begins to set off the 
windowpane, we embrace our solitude, and my nephew falls 
asleep in my arms. Then I hear a light knocking at the door and 
then a slow creaking, the sound of the door opening. My friends 
Jade and Joe appear at the doorway and Joe says, “I think you 
should make your way to the kitchen.” I reply, “Why? What’s up?” 
Joe looks awkwardly at the ground and Jade replies, “Just follow 
Joe, and I will stay here with the baby.” 

As we come into the kitchen Pria, my brother’s common-law 
wife and my nephew’s mom, is singing at a high pitch with a drink 
in her hand that was more acquainted with the floor than her glass. 
So, yes, obviously I have been called because she is intoxicated. 
I’m not implying that she is a heavy drinker, but she can ‘partake’. 
Not only is she slurring her singing, she is also breaking items on 
top of the fridge as she tries to reach for another bottle of wine. 
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Four friends of the family who were socializing around the 
kitchen table have seen her mood swings and tried to contain her, 
with very little success. So, when I’m called in, the hope is that I 
can better address this situation. 

As I approach her she says, “Oh, hi! I was just trying to get 
this bottle of white wine to share with my dad.” She continues, 
“He is also a diabetic and I’m worried that he could get sick like 
your mom and die abruptly.” 

I look at her and sigh, but before I can respond and place her 
mug on the kitchen table, there is the heavy sound of shattered 
glass. Two bottles come crashing down, illuminating the wooden 
floor with broken glass and white wine. What also crashes to the 
ground with this decorative mess is Pria herself, crying, “I can’t 
believe I broke the bottles, what is going to happen to my dad 
now?” Then she cries, “Your mom is gone and all I have left is 
my dad!” 

I am speechless. At first, I have no reply or abrupt answer. 
Then all that comes out of my mouth is, “You’re bleeding. We 
have a first aid kit in the bathroom… Let me get someone to 
attend to you while I clean up.” 

I ask my cousin Andrea if she can take Pria to the bathroom 
and she agrees. As I begin to pick up the broom, my friend Joe 
takes it out of my hand and says, “Sit down. I’ll do it.” 

I ask him about my nephew. “Is he still sleeping?” and Joe 
replies, “Yes, Jade is still with him in the bedroom.” 

As I sit at the kitchen table a small plate of food and a cup of 
tea is placed on the table in front of me. “Eat something,” Joe 
urges and I proceed with veggies. Then Jade appears with my 
nephew. He is still sleeping so she places him back in my arms. 
Then Jade steps over to the remaining bottles on top of the fridge. 
“I’m going to put the rest of the wine bottles away, in everyone’s 
best interest.” We all smile and agree.  

As I am about to switch my nephew to my other arm, so he 
can continue to sleep peacefully, and so my arm doesn’t fall asleep, 
my brother walks into the room with one of his best friends, 
David and his son’s godfather. David takes my nephew and my 
brother asks, “Where is she?” meaning his common-law partner 
Pria. 

“The last place she went is the bathroom,” I reply, “with our 
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cousin Andrea. She was trying to bandage her up. She had a bit of 
an accident.” 

“When you see her, tell her it’s time for us to go home,” he 
replies. 

“I will let her know.” 
As I walk them to the door, I hand my brother the baby’s 

diaper bag that also has his step-daughter’s extra clothes and her 
favourite doll. As I turn around, leaving the screen door just ajar, 
and walk through the living room, I see various photo albums 
opened and left on the sofa. At the far end of the room I notice 
another bundle of photo albums and old notebooks that are left 
on the coffee table. As I walk into the room to pick up the books 
in the corner, I notice one of my mother’s best friends, Lydia. She 
is on the floor sorting through a mid-sized brown box of what 
was left from the opened box of memorabilia. 

“You are the spitting image of your mother,” she says. “Did 
you know that?” 

I reply, “Thank you.”  
“Your mother was such a strong woman. The least that I 

could do was be there for you and your brother. I owe her at least 
that.” 

“Thank you,” I reply again. 
As I hand her the bundle of photo albums that I have picked 

up off the sofa she says, “Can I keep a few of the photos, or even 
better make a few copies and bring them back?” 

“Sure, no problem.” As I turn around to reach for the other 
bundle, I see another of my mom’s close friends sitting on the 
sofa and reminiscing with her son. I smile and walk away. As I get 
to the hallway I hear another crash. What now? This crashing noise 
also comes from the kitchen. In the kitchen my cousin Andrea 
was—or, should I say, was trying to—get a wine bottle out of Pria’s 
hands and the bottle broke and they were throwing irate words at 
each other. 

I yell in a monotone, “Pria. Just. Stop.” 
My cousin replies, “Sorry, I tried.” 
“It’s okay.” 
“Fuck this bitch!” Pria responds. “That was my bottle!” 
“It’s time to go home,” I reply. “My brother is waiting for you 

in the car.” 
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“I’m not leaving without another bottle,” Pria replies. “I’m 
owed another bottle.” 

I’m exhausted and fed up. “This is our mother’s funeral 
reception and you are acting like an asshole. Go home. You drank 
too much, and I think you may have a drinking problem.” 

I escort her out of the door to where my brother is waiting in 
the car. I can tell she is shocked at what I just said. She gasps and 
says, “Why you are being a bitch to me?” 

“Because you are showing no respect to our mother, so get in 
the car and go home. Now!” 

I ask my brother, “Where are the kids?” 
“Home already, with David.” He is my brother’s best friend 

and the kids’ godfather. 
“Okay.” 
Pria gets into the car and yells out of the window, but I am 

unable to make out exactly what she says. For sure it’s not nice. 
As I watch their car turn down the street, I don’t realize that 

my aunt is beside me until she taps my shoulder. 
“Good,” I say to her. “Now we can start cleaning up.” 
I hear a voice in the background, “Who wants to order a 

pizza?” 
“That’s got to be my godbrother,” I say to my aunt. 
“She laughs and says, “Probably.” 
As we go back inside, my aunt grabs my hand and says, “You 

have done well. Your mother is proud.” 
I smile and say, “Thanks,” and shut the door. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: This version has been adapted from the original specifically for 

inclusion in this volume. 
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The Deep End 
Benoit Chartier aka Michaelcj 

 
 
 
    his story has a strange, ironic life. It started off as a critique of a writer’s 
group I belong to on the internet. A den of snarling animals, and a very few 
decent human beings who usually end up leaving, after most comments are met 
with derision or outright hostility. I posted this piece on the group as a scathing 
observation of their goings-on, and it barely got a mention. I left it there and 
forgot about it. 
 A few months later, I decided to see if any of my stories were roaming the 
internet of their own free will, and so I did a quick search of this one, where I 
found it being claimed by someone on a paid site as his own. This person had 
stolen it from the aforementioned den of depravity and had made money off it. 
I think that proved my point. 
 In any event, here it is, in all its inglorious glory: 
 
 
       e lurked, ten legions, beneath the surface of the not-waters, 
motionless and in wait. Still and still and still the not-waters had 
to be, so that the Others would come. If We moved a muscle, the 
Others would flee, and We would have to wait longer. We could 
see the rippling figures as they passed, peering into the dark not-
waters and saw Us not. Steady, heart beating a little too fast, body 
a little too stiff We held our breaths. Then an Other would appear 
out of the midnight forest and come to look at itself or drink from 
the not-waters, the poisonous silt forming a greenish film around 
the rim of our hiding place. 
 As the Other knelt, its pure, delicate skin reflected in the pool, 
We felt our lips receding, revealing fangs our mothers would never 
have recognized. Still, and still we waited. 
 A single red blood drop in the pool sent a ripple of nostrils 
flaring. Hearts that beat too fast pumped harder still, and we could 
feel ourselves growing harder. Still. 
 The Other dipped its hand in the not-waters and one of Us, 
near the surface, shot out and grabbed the Other, pulling It in 
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utter surprise into Our feeding ground, its legs waving madly as it 
bleated. But it was Ours now, and too late. 
 Ten legions rushed toward the Other as it stared, wide-eyed 
and terrorized at the foaming, grinning mass that slipped in from 
all sides, long teeth and psychotic grins. 
 We swam like eels in oil, slick and hard, slashing at the lamb 
We’d caught. Cutting and biting, where the frenzied We could 
reach. The We behind fought each other for a taste, a drop, a 
morsel. Blood filled the not-waters, cloud-like, expanding and 
roiling. 
 Viscera uncoiled, and a voiceless cry bleated from the Other 
in the form of a gaping, unbelieving mouth, a “Why?” that went 
on, and on, and on, until We clamped our powerful jaws around 
its skull and tore chunks of bone to spit, knowing We were in the 
right. 
 We whispered, grinning, cackling and cooing. We shrieked 
and yelled and hissed, in a cacophony so shrill, the Other’s 
eardrums could do nothing but burst. 
 Pop! 
 We filled the Other’s gaping, slashed holes with our turgid 
selves as we bit the meat that hung from its face in ribbons. Pissed 
Ourselves. Fought Ourselves. Slits for eyes daring anyone to deny 
Our right. 
 “For you! For your own good! To save you from evil!” We 
susurrated into unhearing ears, grasping the other’s skin in Our 
talons, strips of shredded, tattered flesh hanging like streamers 
from bones We’d marrow-gnawed, and fucked and chewed. All 
while gutting our prize. 
 Then Our work was done. 
 For a moment the bones floated clean, and We stopped, 
looking at this piteous thing sinking deeper into the darkness of 
the not-waters. To the poison-silted bottom. To rest. We stared, 
victorious, grinning madly like Kings meting out punishment to 
the unworthy, Our bellies full, cocks soft again. 
 We stared at those bones descending and returned Our 
attention to the banks of the drowning pool, knowing that the 
sacrificial lamb which had sated Us would return. 
 As one of Us.
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