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Winning 
Barbara Florio-Graham 

 

    t was Monday morning, but the bus was on time, thank good-
ness, because the windchill was fierce. Although she had selected 
the heavy winter hat and pulled mittens over the thin Dollar Store 
gloves, she was happy not to have to wait long in the bus shelter. 
She had hoped it would be mild enough to stop at the furniture 
store on the way home, but that would have to wait for another 
day. They had a great website, but she really wanted to see the 
most important pieces in person. She had copied them into her 
notebook, and paged through during the twenty-minute ride. She 
had divided it into sections. The first one contained notes on floor 
plans of  various condo buildings under construction. Then there 
were pages where she had begun to list appliances, furniture, 
draperies, linens, small appliances and other things for the kitchen. 
She would replace the old microwave and toaster-oven, and get 
one of  those fancy one-cup coffee makers George Clooney 
advertised on TV. 

There was plenty of  time before the move, but she wanted to 
be ready well in advance.  

“Hi, Grace, cold enough for you?” 
The receptionist at the nursing home repeated the same 

greeting every day. Grace went straight to Walt’s room, where his 
lunch had already been delivered. As usual, he didn’t want to eat, 
tried to get out of  bed, and demanded that she get his clothes and 
take him home. 

She tried to coax him into eating at least a bit of  the colourless 
mush on the plate, then some Jello. He was losing weight, but she 
was powerless if  he refused to cooperate. The doctor had told her 
they might have to insert a feeding tube, and suggested that if  he 
continued to get so angry when she visited, she might want to cut 
back to just once or twice a week. That would certainly be a relief, 
especially since this winter was so challenging. She wished she 
could discuss it with James, but her son kept dodging her phone 
calls. Every time she called, his new girlfriend (who never revealed 
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her name) said he was out of  town on business, and promised to 
tell him that his mother called. Grace didn’t even know what 
company James worked for. She hoped he’d got help managing 
the anger issues that had ended in his divorce from Marcie and 
losing custody of  his daughter Olivia. Had he finally stopped 
drinking, after seeing what it had done to his father? 

She and James had been estranged since the incident with his 
father when James felt she should have been on his side. It didn’t 
help that James was also drinking at the time and had provoked 
the argument. Walter had bullied the boy since he was a child. 
James had been expelled from school twice, had dropped out of  
college, and had several severe fights with his father before the 
final blow-up when he threatened his father with a gun and she 
had to call the police. The gun hadn’t been loaded, but as soon as 
James was released, he packed up his things and moved west. He 
arrived at the house with boxes and a borrowed van but he refused 
to talk to her as he packed, even though she tried to apologize. 
She replayed that scene over and over again. What if  the gun was 
loaded and she hadn’t called the police? 

After James left, Walter insisted Grace remove all photos of  
their son, and she had to grab a few favourite ones before he took 
all the photo albums and tossed them into the fireplace. After he 
had drunk himself  into a stupor, she raked through the ashes and 
was able to retrieve a few charred pieces, although the heat had 
fused them to each other. 

To erase the painful memories, she decided to stop at the 
furniture store after all. It had a strange name, Blueprint Home, 
but was as stunning inside as it was on the website. When a clerk 
approached her, she replied that she was just browsing as her new 
condo was still under construction. 

Back home, she turned on the kettle before hanging up her 
coat. Tomorrow, when they had lunch, she’d ask Sharon for her 
advice. Her old friends were sympathetic but not very helpful 
when it came to decisions about Walter.  

Mary, whose husband had already died from liver disease and 
dementia, understood best what Grace was dealing with. “You 
suffered enough with that man. You have to move on and make a 
new life for herself.” 

And that’s what she was doing. Thanks to the laptop Walter 
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left behind, she was able to search for trips to places she’d always 
wanted to visit. Walter kept saying they’d travel after he retired, 
but cancer curtailed his career as a salesman, and medical expenses 
not covered by the government ate up their meager savings. Walt 
didn’t believe in supplemental health insurance, and Grace was 
surprised at how many things the government plan didn’t cover. 
And he drank so much on the road that his travel expenses 
sometimes exceeded what he earned. For many years it was 
Grace’s salary as a secretary in a real estate office that paid the 
bills. 

As she sipped her tea, she checked her email. There was a 
message from Betty reminding her of  the monthly dinner group. 
But she’d been avoiding them, although Betty, Mary, and Phyllis 
were among her oldest friends. Betty’s husband had been a doctor, 
and some months ago she had explained to Grace why he had 
decided to donate his body to science when his lung cancer forced 
him into palliative care. Evidently, you don’t need to pay for 
anything, as the medical centre removes the body, and when 
they’re finished their examinations (or whatever else they do) they 
have the remains cremated and returned to you. Grace had 
downloaded the forms from the website when she heard this, and 
had taken them to the hospital for Walter to sign. His reaction was 
typical: “I don’t give a shit. I won’t be around, and I think funerals 
and burial are a huge waste of  money.” At least, she had managed 
to deal with that duty before Walt became incapable. 
 
Phyllis was also a widow. Her husband, a lawyer, had been the 
most recent to die, having a massive heart attack on the court 
steps. She still teared up when anyone mentioned him. All three 
of  Grace’s friends were able to afford the nice restaurants they 
chose for these get-togethers. They had purchased lovely condos 
after selling their homes and collecting their husbands’ life 
insurance. Walt had cashed in his life insurance without telling 
anyone. Only when Grace tried to borrow against the policy did 
she find out. 

Grace and Walter’s home had been on the other side of  the 
river, where prices were much lower. It was what Grace had 
thought would be their ‘starter’ home, but Walter refused to move. 
He also delayed replacing the roof  until the leaks damaged ceilings 
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—which he patched himself—and by the time he could no longer 
manage stairs, the house needed major repairs and upgrading. The 
only full bath was on the second floor, so moving to an apartment 
was the only choice. This was not the building she would have 
chosen but, as usual, Walter prevailed. He had always handled the 
money, and insisted that since he was the primary earner, he 
should make all the decisions. Why hadn’t she fought with him 
over this? Why had she stayed as his drinking got worse, and he 
wouldn’t let her see the bank accounts or tax returns? Did she 
think, as her mother often said, “Things will get better after he 
retires and isn’t under such pressure from work.”  

Her son James didn’t agree. “What’s wrong with you, Mom? 
Why did you stay married to this abusive bastard, and allow him 
to ruin my life as well?” He had asked that many times. Moving 
back home was not an option. Grace’s parents had already started 
to spend winters in Florida and summers at the cottage. 

After James was born, she tried saving some money for an 
eventual get-away, but often she had to use her salary to buy food 
or essentials, because Walter questioned every small expense. Why 
did James need new shoes all the time? Why didn’t she make 
oatmeal for breakfast every day and make James sit at the table 
until he ate it, instead of  giving in and letting him choose dry 
cereal? It was depressing to remember all this, and Grace kept 
depression at bay by turning her thoughts to the future. They tell 
you, when you win the lottery, not to tell anyone until all your 
plans are firmly in place. But she didn’t have to share her special 
notebook with anyone else in order to enjoy it. 

Now that she’d picked out furniture for the living/dining 
room, it was time to check on the construction of  the new condo 
tower. She’d had a brainwave earlier in the week, realizing that she 
could select two one-bedroom apartments to combine into one. 
She’d use the living/dining room in one apartment for a combined 
bedroom and den, with her desk under the windows. There would 
be a new power recliner beside the bed so they both faced the big 
flat-screen TV above a large entertainment unit containing a DVD 
player, stereo components and shelves for books and CDs. What 
was supposed to be the bedroom in that unit would be turned into 
a dressing/sewing room, with the long wall housing a closet with 
sliding mirrored doors, and a washer/dryer installed into one of  
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the small closets leading to the ensuite bathroom. That kitchen 
would be used for breakfast, snacks, and storing extra supplies. 

The kitchen in the second apartment would be for preparing 
dinners for herself  or for visiting friends. She would need 
microwaves and fancy coffee makers for both kitchens. This unit 
would contain the kind of  elegant but comfortable furniture she’d 
seen at the store, and that bedroom would be for Olivia. She was 
certain her granddaughter would want to visit when she was old 
enough to decide for herself. 

After James had lost custody, Marcie cut off  communication 
with Grace and Walter. She blamed Grace for James’ alcoholism 
and volatile temper. “He’s just like his father. You should have 
removed him from that toxic influence, or at least put him in 
therapy when he was young.” 

Why was everything always Grace’s fault? 
Surely Olivia would want to visit Canada’s capital and stay in 

the bedroom reserved just for her. Grace would let her choose 
which museums she wanted to visit, take her to a children’s show 
at one of  the local theatres, and since she’d be visiting during 
summer holidays, to one of  the many fairs in the area. Grace 
would rent a car, as she’d wisely kept her licence after she let the 
car go. She had kept the car after they moved into the apartment, 
but within a few months Walter was no longer able to bathe and 
dress himself, refused her help, and getting him to and from the 
hospital for treatment became increasingly difficult. 

The doctor was adamant: “We didn’t catch the liver cancer 
early enough for treatment to be viable, and his agitation and 
memory lapses are increasing. We have to put him in a nursing 
home.” He paused and eyed her. “I’m also worried about you, 
Grace. You’re losing weight, and one bout of  flu or one fall as you 
try to help him will put you out of  commission. I’m going to have 
Walter admitted as soon as there’s a bed.” 
 
On Tuesday morning, she put her laundry into the rolling cart and 
kept her eye on the clock. She set the table first, and filled the 
kettle, because Sharon would come for lunch afterwards. She and 
Sharon had met in the laundry room, discovered they had a lot in 
common, and began to meet there every Tuesday morning, going 
back to Grace’s apartment for lunch afterwards. Grace was allergic 



Winning 

6 
 

to Sharon’s cat, so she suggested they eat at her place. Every other 
week Sharon brought the sandwiches and fruit. Sharon had 
married late, and her husband, who already had three children he 
had to support, had died the previous year. Most of  his estate 
went to his kids, so Sharon lived frugally, as Grace did. She was 
able to afford two weeks in Florida every February, because her 
only child had married a real estate developer, and they sent her 
plane tickets and paid for her to stay in a nearby motel when she 
visited them. It wasn’t ideal, but at least she saw her grandchildren 
once a year. 

Sharon was one of  the friends Grace decided she would invite 
to visit frequently after she moved into the condo. She’d also invite 
the book club to her new place, ordering those fancy plates from 
Thyme & Again, the catering firm she passed on the bus every 
day. She didn’t go to book club regularly any more, unless the book 
they chose was available from the library. She didn’t want them to 
know that she couldn’t afford to purchase books, and instead 
bought paperbacks from Value Village. 
 
Grace had always loved to read, but since she was young, she had 
also created complete fantasy worlds in her head. It was a way to 
escape from mundane tasks like walking to school alone, because 
her mother wouldn’t let her take the shorter route her friends had 
discovered. The early daydreams, when she was a child, were 
adaptations of  favorite plots, Beauty and the Beast, Cinderella, or 
the weekly drama they listened to on the radio, One Man’s Family. 
Going into another world, where she could design clothes and 
imagine having a bedroom of  her very own instead of  a single bed 
and dresser in the sewing room, was also a way to tune out 
Mother’s latest rants. She was always complaining about 
something, whether it was the way the current elected official was 
running things, or about the next door neighbours. Often it was a 
former friend like Alice, who mother resented because she moved 
into a much larger house. 

“She was never a real friend, you know. Grace, you remember 
when she tried to get me to stop smoking? She was so selfish!” 

Grace’s parents never argued in front of  her, but their raised 
voices could often be heard, late at night, when Grace couldn’t get 
to sleep. The arguments were usually about his heavy drinking, but 
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things did get better after he retired and they began to spend 
winters in Florida. Grace began to fashion an elaborate fantasy life 
in childhood, in order to block out those overheard fights, and 
carried this into adulthood. It was a way to ignore Walter passing 
out on the couch, to avoid confronting him when every discussion 
involving money ended up with his picking up something and 
throwing it at her. Maybe things would improve after he retired, 
too. 
 
Winning the lottery would offer a much wider range of  
possibilities than had seemed feasible before. It didn’t depend on 
some prince/knight/millionaire rescuing her, or moving to a 
different city. It meant she could continue to live alone, which she 
had come to enjoy, but to go out to nice restaurants or order in 
meals, hire someone to clean, take taxis, buy subscriptions to the 
National Arts Centre theatre and concert series and, most 
important, to be able to tell friends that she wouldn’t be available 
for an entire month because her granddaughter was flying in from 
California to visit! She imagined how old friends like Mary, Betty 
and Phyllis would react. Phyllis would ask how much she’d won, 
but she’d already decided she wouldn’t reveal the amount. Let 
them guess how much it was for her to afford the double condo 
and the fancy spread that the caterer delivered after they were 
seated in the lounge chairs in the living room. Betty loved art, and 
would notice the set of  prints she planned to hang in the hallway. 
She’d be cagey about answering that question, too. She’d found 
them online at a gallery in a town up the river, but it was not a 
place any of  them would find easily, and she wanted to keep it a 
secret. Mary had been her best friend since childhood, but Grace 
wouldn’t even tell her anything specific. Not even which lottery 
she had played, or where she bought the winning ticket. 

After Grace took a shower and got into bed, she reviewed her 
plans for the condo. She’d look online for drapes, rugs, and a 
bedspread. She would wait to choose a bedspread and linens for 
the guest room until she could find out Olivia’s favorite colour. 
Grace had made various gifts for Olivia over the years, many of  
them created at the weekly knitting club she used to belong to. 
After they moved, she couldn’t continue with those women, but 
she stayed in touch with a few of  them via email, and continued 
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to find patterns online for doll clothes. She couldn’t send Olivia 
hats, scarves or mitts, because those weren’t needed in California, 
but knitted small purses and other accessories little girls seemed 
to enjoy. She just wished Olivia would respond when she received 
these. But there was always just a curt, “Thank you,” from Marcie, 
with no indication of  whether Olivia liked her birthday and 
Christmas presents. 
 
The morning the nursing home phoned to tell her that Walt had 
died, she was online checking river cruises. She’d just found one 
on the Danube that stopped in Vienna for two nights. She was 
ready to research her travel wardrobe when the call came. Before 
she dressed for her final bus ride to Sunnyside, she phoned James. 
The nameless girlfriend answered, as usual. Didn’t she have a job? 
She took the message, saying she’d tell James, but that he wouldn’t 
be able to get there for the funeral. 

“There won’t be a funeral,” Grace replied. “But I’m hoping 
he’ll come to see me.” 

“I’ll tell him.”  
Grace took the brown envelope from the desk drawer. It 

contained the obituary she’d already written, the forms he’d signed 
to donate his body, and a list of  other information and contacts 
she thought might be important. He had no pensions except OAS 
and CPP. She’d copied the forms for applying for death benefits, 
and instructions for how to notify Service Canada. Mary had 
shown her how to close the joint bank account and open a new 
one in her name only. The doctor had written a letter to help with 
that. She had always had a small savings account, but there were 
no joint investments. Everything was in order.  

She waited just five minutes for the bus, and on the ride west 
she realized that this was the last time she’d have to make this trip. 
There was nothing of  Walt’s to bring home, as they’d given her his 
wallet and watch when they admitted him. 

“These things are too easily misplaced or stolen,” the nurse 
told her. There was nothing in his wallet except his ID, an expired 
driver’s license, and several slips of  paper containing names and 
phone numbers. She had no idea who these people were: “Dick, 
Stanley at Cosmo, Marie the receptionist at LEMCO.” No cash. 

She took out her notebook and made a list of  who to call: 
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Sharon, Mary, Betty, Phyllis, their family doctor, a few others. She 
would email the obituary to the Ottawa Citizen once she got home. 

“You’ll need a few copies of  the death certificate.” The 
receptionist was calm, comforting. She’d done this many times 
before. “We can do that here, but it’s cheaper to take it to the 
convenience store on the corner.” 

Grace already knew that, and had planned to stop there 
anyway. After making the copies, she took out her wallet and asked 
the store clerk for help. 

“I’ve never done this before,” she explained. “Which lottery 
has the best odds? Could you recommend one to me and help me 
fill out the ticket?” 

On the way home, clutching her lottery ticket, she was 
tempted to stop at the furniture store again, just to see the solid 
walnut entertainment unit she’d picked out for the living room, 
along with the velvet tub chairs, two deep purple and two dark 
green, that she would place around the glass coffee table. The 
dining set would also have a glass top, but she was still considering 
three different sets. 

But there would be time for that. She had a cruise wardrobe 
to select. 
  



Winning 

10 
 

 

  



 

11 
 

The Essence of a Mother 
Peggy Lehmann 

 

    t was a damp and chilly weekend afternoon; the kind of day for 
indoor pleasures, like a warm cup of tea sipped while resting in a 
comfortable chair. Add a cozy blanket and a good book, and that 
would normally guarantee several hours of solitary enjoyment. 
However, today would be a little different. A promise I made to 
myself needed to be fulfilled. The promise of a trip back in time, 
mysteries, memories, and connections. 

As I walked up the stairs with my tea, I felt a surge of 
excitement. What would I discover? What would that mean? 
Where should I start? Entering the small room at the end of the 
hall, I turned to the corner where they were sitting undisturbed 
for over a year; the boxes, bags, and blankets protecting the 
history that was so much more important to me now. 

At the top of the stack I reached for a crocheted blanket and 
gently unwrapped a large photograph in a cardboard folder. The 
young faces of my parents on their wedding day stared back at me. 
The year was 1943; she was nineteen and he was twenty-six. They 
both had solemn smiles on their faces, undoubtedly for the 
formality of the picture rather than a measure of their happiness 
on that day. My father looked very tall and handsome in his three-
piece suit and he had a boutonniere fastened to his left lapel. My 
mother wore a floor-length white dress with a collar and plenty of 
lace accents. Her veil flared like a halo around the top of her head 
then draped over her shoulders. She had one hand tucked into the 
crease of my father’s elbow, while her other hand was holding her 
small white prayer book adorned with dangling ribbons. Looking 
closely at each of their faces, my father’s expression was of 
confidence in himself and pride in being a husband. My mother 
had a serenity in her face that seemed to say she felt secure and 
content; a promising start to what would be nearly forty-two years 
of marriage. 

One might wonder if they could manage the challenges of life 
as such a young couple. A glance into their earlier years would 
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answer that question unequivocally. They both were raised on 
farms and had several siblings; my mother had eight and my father 
had five. Farm life teaches young people about the value of hard 
work, how to make what you have last, and the benefit of working 
together and helping your neighbours. Each of my parents saw 
one brother succumb to illness in their teen years. When my 
mother was eight years old her father passed away. She never 
discussed what that was like for her; she only said nothing could 
be done for him and they all helped their mother on the farm. I 
never met my maternal grandmother, but I believe she was an 
amazing role model of strength. During those years every family 
experienced the hardship of the Great Depression and relied on 
the support of community to get through it. Then in 1939 her five 
remaining brothers were called to serve in World War II. Only 
four returned. My father was enlisted but was not sent overseas. 
Unfortunately, their experiences were typical of many families at 
that time, so their youth belied a maturity born of deep inner 
strength. Marriage was a commitment they took very seriously, 
and they were truly ready for whatever that meant. 

Unfolding the flaps of the next box on the stack, I saw an 
assortment of picture frames and photo albums. Two oval shapes 
caught my eye. One held an image of my maternal grandmother, 
and the other my maternal grandfather. They used to hang on a 
wall in my mother’s home, but I never took a long look at their 
faces before. Comparing them to a picture of my mother, she did 
not have entirely the same facial features as one or the other, but 
a combination of both. It is fascinating to see how family traits 
reappear through the generations. Two of my uncles looked 
identical to their father, and I see that resemblance to a lesser 
degree in one of my brothers and some of my cousins. My 
grandmother’s facial features were evident in one of my sisters, 
one of my daughters, and in my great-niece. Such is the 
connection of family. 

A unique-looking photo album was next for scrutiny. It was 
dark green textured cardboard on the outside and bound with a 
shoelace. This would surely yield some historical information! 
Inside were thick black paper pages and fixed to them were small 
black and white photos with scalloped edges. They were neatly 
tucked into black corner pieces glued to the page that held the 
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photos in place. There were several individual images of my uncles 
dressed in formal coats and berets, preparing to go to war. 
Someone had written their names and regiment numbers on the 
edge of the photos in tiny print. Another picture showed my 
grandmother standing between two of her sons in uniform. I 
cannot even imagine how heartbroken and frightened my 
grandmother would have been to watch all her boys leave. There 
were pictures of other young men also going to war who were 
relatives or family friends, then a photo of my uncle Stan who died 
overseas, and written on the edge: To Rose, Love Stan. 

Turning a page, there was a photo of my mother sitting with 
a young man in uniform who had his arm around her. Many years 
ago, I asked her if she had a boyfriend before she married my 
father. This was the “guy she was seeing for awhile.” Apparently, 
her older brother served with her boyfriend overseas. When her 
brother returned, he told my mother that her boyfriend was not a 
suitable man for her. 

There were many other pictures of mom with her sisters and 
brothers. They were laughing and enjoying each other’s company. 
On one occasion, my mother went with a group of ladies to the 
city and had their picture taken with the mayor. Later they posed 
on a friend’s porch, and the caption read: Chicken Dinner at Kelly’s. 

During the war, a photo was taken of my mother and her 
older sister working at a bullet factory. I remember asking her 
about that one day during a visit. She shrugged her shoulders and 
said they all did that. In those days people didn’t question things 
the way we do now, I suppose. 

Digging further through the box I found rolled up paper in a 
tube. As I opened it, I saw a beautiful religious picture on 
premium paper. This was an official certificate of my mother’s 
First Communion on June 30, 1935. Inside was another First 
Communion certificate for her brother Ralph dated June 18, 1939. 
Ralph was her brother who passed away in his teens. How 
beautiful that she kept that memory of him! 

Religious faith was an integral part of life for families when 
my mother was young, and she never wavered in her loyalty to the 
Catholic church. It is not surprising that among her possessions 
was a large Bible printed in 1950 that used to be on display in our 
home. I knew from my childhood that special and important 
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documents were often tucked into bibles for safe keeping, and I 
found some, used as “bookmarks.” 

Obituaries in the local paper at that time were laminated onto 
cards, and there was one for my older sister who died at a young 
age, and early into my mother’s pregnancy with me. Another 
obituary several pages later marked the sudden passing of 
mother’s youngest brother. Both precious and always 
remembered with love. 

The rest of the boxes and containers had beautiful pictures; 
some of angels, others of flowers, and many of family. There was 
a large wooden frame holding a very old picture of the Last 
Supper. It was on our dining room wall at my childhood home 
and still looked the same all these years later. 

My mother was sixty years old when my father died. She never 
remarried and always wore her wedding ring. After many years of 
hard work and raising a family, she pursued interests she enjoyed 
in her life and was happy. I admired her strength and independ-
ence as she must have admired those same traits in her mother. 

A couple of years ago my mother moved into a senior 
residence to enable her to have access to physical care when she 
needed it. Her house was eventually sold, and her belongings were 
distributed among her children. I was happy to acquire her 
photographic and sentimental memories in addition to the special 
keepsakes I had saved on my own over the years. 

Earlier this year my mother passed away. She was the longest-
living member of her family and survived many of her friends. As 
a child she was my mom, the constant in my life. As an adult, I 
now understand more clearly the many experiences that shaped 
who she was as a person. Her legacy is family and faith. She had 
eight children, twelve grandchildren, eighteen great-grand-
children, and one great-great-grandchild. The church and its 
community were also a big part of her life. 

When I reflect on her memories, I also think of my own 
childhood and the events and experiences that shaped who I am. 
I remember the joy of having my own children and the long, busy 
days of working and raising them, but realize that they know little 
about my life before they knew me. With so much already 
demanding our attention, there was never time. However, I was 
always amused by the quizzical stares when I would tell them that 



Peggy Lehmann 

15 
 

microwaves, CD players and personal computers did not exist 
when I was their age. 

As I look forward to becoming a grandmother for the first 
time, I think a lot about passing the knowledge of my personal 
history to my children and eventually my grandchildren. I want 
them to treasure all the special memories I will leave behind some 
day, but I also want to create new memories by telling them stories 
of my experiences. 

Storytelling is known as a means of cultural preservation. It 
also creates a maternal legacy for the next generation to define. 
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The Line Cutter 
Norm Rosolen 

 

   n mid-March 1962, north of  Great Slave Lake in the great boreal 
forest of  Canada’s Northwest Territories, a linecutter by the name 
of  Jacques Doucet sits on a small pile of  spruce boughs on the 
bank of  his fire pit. An orange sun is sinking behind the snow-
shrouded jack pine, black spruce and leafless poplar trees that ring 
the open area that’s his basecamp. The cloudless sky is dark blue, 
the bush is black and shadows are gradually blanketing his small 
canvas tent and wooden supply box. Jacques still has an hour or 
so of  light to eat and then file his axes. 

A dressed grouse, stuck on a stick, is sputtering juices over the 
small fire in the bottom of  the pit. A few hours earlier, he shot 
two of  them with his .22 on the way back from cutting line, half  
a mile to the east. He’s gutting the second one and rubs the smoke 
from his eyes with the sleeve of  his black wool coat. Grouse are 
stupid, he thinks. Maybe not just them. 

He’s singing and humming Elvis Presley’s You ain’t nothin’ but 
a hound dog, which is better than talking to himself. After three 
weeks, with no companionship and no radio, just some magazines, 
he’s feeling the loneliness. They call it getting bushed, and he’s 
looking ahead to flying out in a few days for a week of  paid 
recuperation courtesy of  his employer, Segal Geophysics. After 
his break, they’ll fly him back in for another month of  cutting 
straight lines through the bush. 

For the most part, he likes the quiet, though his outlook has 
shifted over the last few years. His joints ache now, and he’s more 
tired than ever at the end of  a workday. And it has finally 
penetrated through his thick skull that if  he has a serious accident 
out here, he’s screwed. Just one more year of  this, maybe two, and 
he’ll have enough cash to buy the small retirement farm he’s had 
his eye on near home in Shediac, New Brunswick. It would be 
good to have a wife to share the farm with, but he hasn’t been 
anywhere long enough over the last few years to develop that sort 
of  relationship. Maybe there was chance once, but they were too 
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young. Then the War came. 
Being a sniper is not good for the soul and getting wounded 

didn’t help. They gave him some nice medals, but the War messed 
him up, and the end of  the War didn’t fix him. The following years 
were a bleak, black period of  drinking binges, wayward women 
and fights. Six months in jail was the last straw. After four more 
years and his family’s support, he was more or less respectable 
again, even though he occasionally worries that that deep dark 
hole could swallow him again. But overall, he’s doing okay now. 

 
As Jacques reflects on his past and future, not far away a large 
black bear stirs in its den. The fall berry crop was poor so it 
awakens early, well before the spring melt, and stumbles into the 
cold and shoulder-high snow. It stands, stretches, swivels its head 
and sniffs. A faint odour of  blood, mixed with the scent of  fire 
and the scent of  a strange animal attracts its attention. Instinct 
commands it to return to its den, and it knows to avoid fire and 
somehow it knows it should stay away from that strange animal. 
But hunger overwhelms discretion, and the odour draws the 
groggy bear through the deep snow and thick bush. It lollops for 
a while, then slows and stops when it nears the source of  the 
odours. The fire is worrisome, but it’s only a small blaze. The 
strange animal is sitting near the fire and is holding a dead bird. It 
is making an unusual noise. 

 
Jacques is startled out of  his musings and singing by a huffing 
sound and snapping tree branches. He begins to turn and the bear 
runs over him. It charges through the fire pit and scatters 
everything. Jacques is thrown on his back and his hunting knife is 
knocked out of  his hand into the snow. A hunk of  snow lands on 
the fire, hisses and sends a cloud of  steam into the cold air. 

“Merde,” he swears and scrambles on his hands and knees 
towards his supply crate for a rifle or an axe. The bear tumbles 
and storms back. Jacques has crawled a couple of  feet, when it 
flips him over like he’s a doll and slashes with a paw. A claw gets 
by Jacques’ left arm and gashes his face, and the bear sinks its teeth 
into the arm through the thick wool of  his coat and shakes him. 
It smells of  wet fur and bad breath. Jacques thrashes and bellows, 
and the bear hesitates for a second. Jacques’ right hand brushes 
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the hilt of  his hunting knife, and he grabs it with fierce 
desperation. Then, with all his considerable strength and fuelled 
by intense anger, Jacques shoves the blade into the bear’s chest. 

“Fuck you,” he yells. 
The animal drops his arm, stands, its limbs flailing, woofs and 

bellows. Jacques can see the hilt of  his knife through his one eye 
that’s not blood-soaked. The blade is seven inches long, and the 
bear drops like a felled tree. 

Jacques grunts as the bear falls across his body and twists and 
bends his left leg. Swearing profusely, he beats at the bear with his 
fist and pushes it a few feet down to his legs. He takes a breather, 
then slowly, carefully, drags himself  out from under the corpse. 
His left leg hurts as if  a baseball bat was laid into it, and his face 
feels numb because it’s a good deep cut. His ribs hurt and 
breathing is painful as, hand over hand, he makes his way to his 
supply box. Blood dribbles from his face and leaves a trail across 
the packed snow. 

He digs out his whisky bottle and swallows a spoonful, then 
takes a mouthful and spits it out. “Merde,” he says again. This is 
not the time to go on a binge. 

He digs a hardtack biscuit from his supply box, nibbles, uses 
his tin cup to break the skim of  ice over the water in his bucket 
and drinks his fill. Dusk is settling in, the temperature is dropping, 
and he needs to deal with his mangled arm and face. He fishes out 
a T-shirt, and holding it in his teeth, rips it in half, soaks the pieces 
with whisky, tapes the wadded-up cloth over the arm wounds, 
dabs his face gash and grunts. 

The cold penetrates, and Jacques begins shivering. On his 
knees, he opens his fly, pees and buttons back up, then pulls his 
coat on, crawls into the tent and under his moose hides and 
blankets, still wearing his canvas pants and mukluks. He tests his 
legs and ribs and winces, but nothing seems to be broken. The 
blood flow from the gash on his face, slows and begins to dry and 
cake, and he concentrates on keeping still. As he warms up, the 
pain recedes enough for him to fall into sporadic sleep. 

When Jacques does sleep, he dreams of  the War, a German 
bullet plowing through his thigh and a piece of  shrapnel slicing 
into his side. He tries to shake off  explosions and screaming men. 
A grim German soldier floats by with a bullet hole through his 
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helmet. In one dream fragment, Emilie reaches out to him, then 
recedes into a haze. He jolts and mutters. Between these bouts of  
dream-disturbed sleep, Jacques considers his options. Weather 
permitting, Wally will bring the plane in on Lake Charles, mid-day 
Saturday. That gives him two days to get there. Though normally 
it’s a half-day jaunt, in his condition it will be tough to make it in 
time, pulling his toboggan with food and bare-bones gear. 

 
In the morning, Jacques starts off  with a last glance at the dead 
bear. In a few days, it’ll just be some fur and bones. He wears a 
makeshift splint around his left knee, cradles his throbbing left 
arm and follows the barely visible trail he made into his camp 
almost four weeks earlier. Obstacles easily managed on the way in, 
are ridiculously difficult to climb over or around on the way out. 
He stumbles along on snowshoes, an old draft horse on its last 
legs, harnessed to a toboggan. 

The trail is more or less flat, but has enough deadfall and 
young trees to slow him down. He stumbles a few times and 
struggles in the deep snow to make it back up. Overhead, ravens 
caw, no doubt waiting for him to drop so they can peck at his eyes. 
Adding to his misery, his wounds fester. Late afternoon, he eats 
some pemmican, biscuits, barely enough water, lays his blankets 
down on spruce boughs next to the trail and is soon asleep. The 
dreams are less vivid tonight. 

Late on the second day, he arrives at Lake Charles, thirsty, 
hungry, exhausted and wracked with even more pain. This night 
he has a view over the snow-covered lake and as dusk settles into 
night and his aches recede, he feels satisfied. Now, it’s up to 
fortune, good weather and a good plane. The vivid stars and green 
undulating curtains across the sky help his mood. A shooting star 
streaks across the blackness, wolves call, an owl hoots. As he falls 
into an irregular sleep, he asks God to be on his side, though he 
has his doubts 

Saturday is a good day, clear, not too cold and only a light 
breeze. Around noon, Jacques picks up the distant buzz of  an 
aircraft and throws green spruce boughs on his fire. Smoke rises 
straight up, and a silvery, lumbering Beaver bush plane waggles its 
wings as it passes low over the lake. Jacques watches it circle then 
land with plumes of  snow swirling behind. Wally steers as close to 
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Jacques as possible, stops, climbs out onto a ski and waves. 
“Wally, I need help. My leg is not too good.” 
Wally dons snowshoes, gallops over to Jacques and helps him 

stagger to the plane. Huffing and puffing, Wally asks Jacques what 
happened. 

“I fight the bear,” Jacques grunts. 
“Who won?” 
Wally helps Jacques get seated and retrieves two morphine 

tablets from his first aid kit. Jacques downs them with a whole 
thermos of  water and conks out. 

In the air, Wally radios Yellowknife and calls in the emergency. 
He then dials Hay River and tells them he’s changing plans, 
heading to Yellowknife and to let Jacques’s boss know what 
happened. They land in just over an hour. 

Wally and the ambulance crew jimmy half-comatose Jacques 
out of  the plane, place him on a stretcher and whisk him to 
Stanton hospital under a yowling siren. The emergency room staff  
remove his stinking clothes and makeshift bandages, swab him 
clean, x-ray him, hook him up to an IV bottle, and shoot him up 
with penicillin. There are no broken bones, so they just put a cast 
around his knee, and stitch and bandage his arm and face. 

 
Jacques awakens, lying on a bed in a small room, illuminated by a 
wall light over his head. He remembers the bear and the fly-out, 
then nothing until now. Sunlight penetrates through cracks around 
the window shades, so he guesses it’s the next day, that he’s in a 
hospital in Yellowknife, and the female voices filtering through the 
door belong to nurses. A snow-white bed-sheet and a thick grey 
wool blanket cover him up to his chest, and he’s wearing a hospital 
gown. There are dressings on his arms and face, and he reaches 
under the sheet to a small cast around his left knee and winces 
from a minor pain that shoots from his ribs. The last time he was 
in a hospital was 1945, in Holland, and he was in a tent with fifty 
men and their moans, groans and occasional screams. 

Jacques presses the call-button pinned to the bedsheet, and a 
young uniformed nurse is soon lifting the window shades. She 
chats for a few minutes, then checks his vitals which are fine. 
Thanks to a Mr. Segal, she says, he has the only private room in 
Stanton Hospital and has slept for almost two days. 
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After breakfast and the doctor’s visit, his nurse asks how he is 
for visitors. A couple of  reporters want to interview him as well 
as CBC Radio. Jacques groans. And there’s someone else. She 
walks to the door, opens it, and a miracle walks into the room. 

“Mon Dieu,” he says. “Emilie.” 
Emilie walks over and grasps his right hand. After a wordless 

minute, she lets go and steps back. Her smile sucks the breath out 
of  him. 

“You remember me?” she says. 
“How could I forget?” 
“It was so long ago. And I’ve changed.” 
“Not so much.” Her hair is the same burnt blond colour and 

thick, but shorter now, professional. Her face is only a bit older, 
her smile is still broad and generous, and she’s still slim and pretty. 
“Last time was 1935. Then I left for the lumber camp, and you left 
for Saint John.” 

“You didn’t answer my letters.” 
Jacques says nothing, and after a short silence Emilie tells 

Jacques about her marriage to Frank. She liked that he had a good 
steady job. Then the war came, and she joined the Army as a nurse 
in Sussex, New Brunswick. 

“I read about you in the Army newspaper,” she says. 
“Sergeant Doucet, wounded in action. A war hero. I was very 
proud for you. But it made me cry, because you might die.” 

“A war hero twice. And still alive.” He tries to chuckle. “And 
now here in the bush. Lucky, eh?” 

Emilie guffaws. “I think you should stop testing your luck.” 
She turns serious again. “Frank tried to join, but he had asthma. 
He said he was more use as the accountant at the shipyard... That 
was important, too.” 

Jacques smiles and nods. “Yes. Very important.” 
After the War, Frank took a job as head accountant at Giant 

Mine in Yellowknife, and she got on as a nurse. They had two 
boys, Hank and Pete. 

“Frank died two years ago. Pneumonia.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“I’m over it, now. I thought about going home, but I have a 

good career here. And good friends.” 
Emilie’s smile returns. “That’s about it. Your boss is arriving 
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tomorrow afternoon, and you can tell both of  us what happened 
with that bear. I have the impression Mr. Segal is a good friend.” 

“Dr. Segal is good to me.” 
“He’s a doctor?” 
“He’s a doctor in geophysics. He knows how to find minerals 

without digging.” 
“Is that what you were doing, looking for minerals out in the 

bush, by yourself?” 
“No. I don’t have brains for that. I’m a linecutter. I make 

paths, long straight lines through the bush so the survey crews can 
do their measures in the summer. They use electricity.” 

“The money must be good.” 
“Very good. Why else would anybody do it? I have to save 

because I’m getting too old.” 
“You’re only forty-eight.” 
“In my business, there’s not too many doing this in their 

fifties.” 
“We’ll talk some more, but I have work to do myself. Have 

you talked to your family? Your wife?” 
“No wife. No girlfriend.” 
“Have a rest and make those calls.” 
“Do you have? A… a...?” 
“No. Maybe someday.” 
After a light snooze, Jacques takes calls from his family, then 

has lunch, and Emilie sees him again. 
“Do you remember when we met?” she says. 
“May 1933. The Depression closed the logging camps, and I 

came home and worked on the farm. We met at a dance in the 
parish hall.” 

“You were nineteen, I was seventeen. You were so big and so 
handsome and the most graceful dancer. That surprised me. Are 
you still a good dancer?” 

He nods yes. “Not bad.” 
“I have to get back to work.” Emilie pecks him on the 

forehead and leaves. But the feel of  her lipstick, the moisture of  
it, lasts for the longest time. 

 
Wally and the RCMP corporal greet Jacques in the morning. Wally 
hands Jacques the News of  the North newspaper with three recent 
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magazines in its fold, a Popular Mechanics, a Time and a Playboy. 
Jacques mumbles, “Merci, Wally,” and hides the Playboy under 

the newspaper. 
The Mountie asks some questions and takes notes. “You 

probably got the bear in the heart because it was so thin. You were 
lucky.” 

At about two, Emilie escorts a tall, gangly Dr. George Segal 
into his room. Segal sports a huge grin, holds his arms wide and 
feigns a brotherly hug. Segal pulls a chair up, and Jacques asks 
Emilie to stay. 

“Compadre, my best man in the world,” says Segal. “Glad to 
see you’re looking so good. We could fly you right back out there 
tomorrow!” 

“Give me a few days.” 
“Another fight to add to your folklore.” Segal turns to Emilie. 

“And with a bear would you believe. They say Jacques never lost a 
fight, and he’s been in a few.” 

Emilie frowns and her eyes widen. Jacques raises his gaze to 
the ceiling. He doesn’t need this.  

“Are you going to tell us what happened when the bear 
attacked you?” asks Emilie. 

“Ouai, ouai.” Thank God, an escape. Jacques relaxes a touch, 
but Segal’s mouth opens and closes like he’s a gasping fish. 

“Just a minute. I’ve gotta tell you this. I’m moving my head 
office here. And my family. Took some convincing. Here’s the 
thing. I need someone who can guide, lead and teach these 
scientists of  mine how to function up here. You wouldn’t believe 
how soft they are. The job’s yours.” 

Jacques is open-mouthed astonished and glances at Emilie. 
Her lips have parted as well. 

With a big smile, Segal says, “I don’t need an answer right 
away.” Then Segal’s head swivels back and forth between the two 
of  them, and he glances at his wristwatch. “I’ll leave you in the 
capable hands of  this lovely lady, and you can tell me what 
happened with that bear tomorrow.” A somewhat stunned Jacques 
tracks Segal’s hasty departure. 

They’re both quiet, looking at each other. Emilie looks down 
then back up and runs the tip of  her tongue over her lips leaving 
them glossy and enticing. And why would a beautiful, successful 
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woman be interested in him, even if  they did have those feelings 
long ago? She could do better, a lot better. 

Emilie fusses with his bedsheet and kisses him on the 
forehead. She touches his nose. 

“It got broke,” he says. 
“The rugged look, but I think you should give up the fights.” 
“I don’t do it for years. Too old.” And that’s sort of  the truth. 
She takes his hand and matches it to her own. “It’s like a 

baseball mitt.” 
Is this feature good or bad? He would dearly love to take his 

big rough hand and run it over every square inch of  her body. 
“Drinking, smoking?” she asks. 
“I don’t smoke. Well, maybe in the War a little. And I don’t 

drink too much no more.” 
“That’s settled then. My boys want to meet the man who 

killed a bear with a knife. I’ll bring them to see you on Saturday. 
If  you take that job, I’d like it if  maybe you could teach them 
something about the out-of-doors.” 

“Ouai.” But what does he know? Hunting, fishing, living in 
the bush. How about sharpening an axe or knife to where you can 
shave with it? How about trapping a beaver or dressing a moose? 
Maybe not. It depends on the boys. 

Emilie places her hands behind Jacques’ head and brings her 
lips to his. His tongue melts onto hers, and he feels the outline of  
a bra strap through her crisp, smooth uniform. After an eternity 
that’s much too short, Emilie pulls back, straightens her uniform 
and looks bewildered. Jacques grins at her predicament, and she 
returns a crooked, conspiratorial smile. 

Emilie tries to straighten her cap and pat her hair back into 
shape and gives up. She gives Jacques a peck on the cheek, picks 
up his Playboy magazine and leaves. 

Next morning, when George Segal visits, Jacques tells George 
he will take the job offer. 
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Closing the Shop 
Meghan Negrijn 

 

     hey were closing the bookstore. It was a sign of the times or 
so everyone kept telling me. I wandered the aisles, fingers lightly 
brushing the tomes I’d never find time to read. This was where I 
had met the man of my dreams. In this place I had discovered 
him, wooed him and spent decades in his company. It didn’t seem 
to matter that he was fictional. He was still the love of my life. 
 Clutching the books I’d selected to my chest, I gladly paid for 
them and started down the road. With the loss of the bookstore, 
after the end of Inter-library Loan, things were beginning to look 
bleak. How was I going to find new friends now? Maybe they had 
once graced the shelves of the local library but now they’d slowly 
been replaced by thrillers and romances and tattered copies of 
popular magazines. It just wasn’t the same. It was okay though. 
I’d go home and make some tea, settle into my chair and spend 
the rest of the afternoon with Bathsheba and Gabriel Oak. Maybe 
this time it would end differently? 
 About a week later, Moira called. That meant the phone rang 
and I spent all seven rings searching the living room before finally 
finding it and being able to call her back. 
 “There’s a gallery opening in town tonight.” 
 “Bully for you.” There was a sigh on the line. “I assume you’re 
telling me this for a reason?” 
 “I want you to come with me.” 
 Instant suspicion. “Who’s going to be there?” 
 “Just some people.” I didn’t have a good response for that. 
“Laura, you have to get out sometimes. You’re only sixty-five. 
There’s lots of time to meet someone.” 
 I didn’t have the heart or the energy to remind her that I was 
at least ninety in my soul and had been for about three decades. 
“I’m not looking.” 
 “But Laura…” 
 “I’m good here. I have the cats, Lyla and Henry, to keep me 
company. I want for nothing.” 
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 “Anyone who can use that turn of phrase definitely does.” 
 “And if I agree to come with you?” 
 “I’ll stop bothering you about it for another week.” 
 “A month?” 
 “Okay, it’s a deal. I’ll pick you up at seven thirty.” 
 The man we met at the gallery was lovely I suspect. He was 
tall and well groomed and polite for the most part. It was just that 
he couldn’t seem to get over my height. After sixty-five years, I’d 
certainly made my peace. You think he’d get over it in a couple of 
hours. But then at the very end, he stood next to me to say 
goodbye. 
 “I just… I’m sorry but I forgot when we were sitting down in 
there. You really are short.” 
 “I had noticed,” I replied tartly. He flushed slightly and went 
on his way. Neither of us suggested a second meeting. 
 Thankfully, I was able to go home and bury my sorrows with 
Horatio. I could be with him in the darkness of the ship, the world 
shifting around him and the rising sickness. The panic of trying to 
keep one’s weakness to oneself and then the final denouement. 
An epitaph that would follow him through the largest part of his 
career. With a sigh, I let the tattered book rest on my chest. There 
was a little ‘brrp’ noise and Lyla hopped up on my lap. I petted 
the small furry body and listened to the rough purring fill the 
room. My eyes closed and I slipped off to dream of my handsome 
man and a meeting on some rough pier. 

Of course, I was young. 
Of course, he was perfect. 
Of course, my height was irrelevant. 

 Moira was true to her word. It was a month… to the day 
before she suggested meeting another man. It wasn’t a good day. 
I’d been working in the attic and I was tired and just wanted to 
stay home and read my books. I was barely ready for the fictional 
Maria’s death, much less conversing with real people. But Moira 
has a way about her. So, at 5:00 pm I found myself at a small diner 
with Moira and her husband Jack and a small man named Fred. 
 I was surprised by him. He could converse well and we 
discussed books and music that we both enjoyed. For once I 
found a little curiosity. After forty-plus years of friendship, had 
Moira actually found a decent one? It had been one of my more 



Meghan Negrijn 

29 
 

enjoyable evenings out. 
 He was gay. Jack had gone off to pay the bill and Moira to 
‘powder her nose,’ giving us a little time alone. In a strangled 
whisper, Fred apologized frantically. He explained that he’d been 
roped into the meeting by Jack and that while I seemed like a 
lovely person, he wasn’t interested in women. Moira smiled 
benignly at Fred and I thanked each of them for the company and 
parted ways. I went straight home, unplugged the phone and 
turned on the kettle. Clearly Horatio remained the only man for 
me. 
 I turned down Moira’s next suggestion for a meeting. We still 
met for tea and to see a movie when Fred was out with his curling 
team but the dating was off the table. I think, for the first time, 
Laura began to understand. I’d been in my twenties when I’d last 
had a serious relationship. Between travelling and my introverted 
nature, meeting another man hadn’t come easily to me. After 
having my heart broken multiple times, it no longer interested me 
either. There was so much else to do. Countries to visit, things to 
knit and cross stitch, cats to rescue, plants to care for. I’d just built 
a life that was a little different from the mainstream. 
 As for Horatio, I hadn’t lost track of my mind. I knew he was 
a fictional character created by C.S. Forster. But the books, like 
my other favourites, kept me company. He was always waiting for 
me at home. He might have had his own romantic entanglements 
in Barbara, Maria and that Russian noblewoman but they didn’t 
affect our relationship. 
 Spring came that year with the whisper of warmth and the 
gentle nudge of green things in the garden. After a long day of 
gardening, raking leaves and tidying the yard I was going to treat 
myself to dinner at a restaurant. I decided to take Horatio with 
me. He was always a gentleman and never asked for anything. I’d 
just placed my order when someone approached. I looked up to 
see a medium-statured man, around my age with thick grey hair 
and a tentative smile. He pushed his dark framed glasses up his 
nose and then clutched his hands together. 
 “I’m sorry to interrupt. It’s just that I saw your book. I’ve 
been a Hornblower fan my whole life.” 
 “Really?” I looked him up and down. While beginning to 
show their age, his navy sweater and grey pants were clean and 
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pressed. His shoes were cared for and he had good teeth. Why 
not? 

“Would you like to join… us?” 
My, what a smile. 
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The League of Anti-Bullying 
Vigilantes 

Eleanor Abra 
 

    ohn stared at his phone, trying to come to terms with what was 
happening to him. He had never been so frightened in his life! The 
three bullies who were making him miserable had managed to find 
his number. They seemed to hate him just because he was alive! 

“We’ll get you. You can’t tell, or we will get you harder. Stay 
away from the locker bay.” 

That last instruction was going to make it really hard to be at 
school. His locker was in the locker bay. He wasn’t going to be 
able to go there anymore. He thought about the last few weeks, 
the three boys following him, mocking him, shoving whenever 
they could. Now he was afraid to go to most public spaces in the 
school; the cafeteria, the gym, and now his locker. 

John put his phone down and placed his hands over his face. 
He could not cope with any more of this. For the first time, he 
thought of ending it all, and then he was even more frightened. 
How could he think that way? What would happen to his mother 
if he did? 

His phone pinged and he steeled himself for another 
threatening message. What he saw brought him up short: “Need 
help? Contact the League of Anti-Bullying Vigilantes!” 

What? 
What was this all about? And who knew he was being bullied? 

And how could a League of Anti-Bullying Vigilantes help? And 
what did ‘Vigilantes’ mean? John couldn’t answer the last question 
so he Googled it: “Any person who takes the law into their own 
hands; avenger of crime.” Wow. He wouldn’t mind having an 
avenger close by, but he thought they only existed in fiction and 
were superheroes. He never thought there could be any kind of 
avenger willing to help him. 

John was a scrawny fourteen-year-old. He wore glasses, had a 
few too many pimples and looked a little geeky. That was because 
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he was a little geeky. He could never be called athletic, or cool, or 
anything that indicated being acceptable. He wasn’t even smart 
enough to be cool geeky. He had the self-esteem of an onion. He 
wanted to be in a group of kids, but he didn’t know how to start. 
In fact, he never really understood what the current slang meant, 
as he hung around on the edge of school society. He looked at the 
screen again. 

The League of Anti-Bullying Vigilantes. What was he 
supposed to do with them? Nervously, he replied: “I need help. I 
can’t even go to my locker tomorrow,” and hit send. Maybe he 
should have put an emoji in it, but he was afraid. Maybe the 
League was actually the bullies themselves, laughing their heads 
off at him and his feeble request for help. He didn’t want to make 
it any worse for himself.  

His phone pinged again, and he read: “Just go to school and 
act normal. We have your back.” 

Next day, John decided against having a stomach ache. He 
dressed slowly, and didn’t eat much breakfast, but his mother 
didn’t notice. She was getting ready for her midterm exams and 
was far too stressed about them to notice much else. John was 
proud of her for going back to school, but he really wished she 
would pay a little more attention to him. But what could she do? 
Walk him to school? If she did that, the bullies and the rest of the 
kids would decide that he really was a loser, and someone who 
deserved to be picked on. So, John left the house with a quick 
“Bye, Mom” and took the lump in his stomach off to school. 

He was half hoping that there would be an earthquake or 
something before school started. Or a flood. This neighbourhood 
had a habit of getting flooded, but there was no such luck today. 
Everyone was entering the building as if it were okay, so he 
muttered the words he had read on his phone: The League of 
Anti-Bullying Vigilantes had his back. Then he clutched the straps 
of his backpack tighter, and went through the doors. 

Nothing happened. 
Feeling a little more frightened, but still resolute, John went 

up the stairs to the locker bay. Nobody in the crowded stairwell 
shoved him aside. Nobody tried to push him up the stairs. 
Nobody yelled anything. It was as if he didn’t exist! John was 
getting more fearful; what were they planning to do to him? He 
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was small enough to be pushed into his locker, but it would be a 
really tight fit and he would be hurt, he knew. 

John put his coat away and got his books out for first period. 
He shut the locker door fast, just in case someone was planning 
to push him in, locked it and headed for the stairs to his first class. 
No one had mentioned that he was there! No one was bumping 
up against him! Something was very weird. 

What John had not seen was the two bigger boys standing a 
few feet behind him; facing down the bullies with arms folded 
across their chests, covering the ABV logo on their black T-shirts. 
As John turned, they moved quietly away, letting the bullies know 
that they were on notice. 

As John moved through the school day, his fear diminished. 
No one had shoved him, or whispered anything mean in his ear. 
He even dared to eat his lunch in the caff! Quickly, mind you, but 
he ate, and then walked calmly to the library, where he knew he 
could be safe. And behind him walked the two bigger boys, daring 
the bullies to do their cowardly worst. 

Of course, the bullies would only pick on the defenceless. 
John had been such an easy target; he was fun to push around. 
They had planned to lift him up to the top of the lockers and leave 
him there, but they didn’t like the look of these dudes wearing the 
ABV on their tees. The bullies were angry though. How dare 
anyone come between them and their prey? They decided to wait, 
and see if the ABV guys got bored with their little game of ‘dare 
ya’. 

Jason and Nam, two Grade 12 students, were delighted with 
the results of their experiment. They had been watching little John 
trying to deal with the constant bullying. They admired his 
courage. They were well aware that the boy was terrified, but that 
he just kept on, trying to make school work for him. Jason and 
Nam had heard about John from Jason’s younger sister, who 
knew John and how much he had put up with. Jason was 
impressed by the fact that John was staying away from Nessa so 
the bullies couldn’t get at her, so when the two older boys thought 
up the idea of becoming the League of Anti-Bullying Vigilantes, 
they decided to use John’s case as their first. 

It wasn’t as if the school they attended was a hotbed of 
bullying, but there were a few insecure students who felt that the 
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best defence was a good offence, so they gained status by 
becoming feared bullies. Jason and Nam didn’t like the way the 
other kids accepted the bullies, almost making heroes of them. No 
one wanted to cross the three, until suddenly Jason and Nam 
appeared. 

School culture flows below the teachers’ notice, and they miss 
much of the minutiae happening outside the classroom. The 
effects of bullying are noticed, and the teachers try very hard to 
catch the perpetrators, but the code against snitching is strong, 
and students are very good at hiding their activities. Jason and 
Nam knew that John’s homeroom teacher was aware of John’s 
problems, and that she really wanted to help, but she was unable 
to identify the bullies. Maybe, she wondered, she should persuade 
John to show her some of the messages he was getting. But this 
would label John as a weirdo and a snitch. So, she took no action. 

Jason and Nam discussed some of their ideas at length, and 
decided on a further course of action. After the first day of having 
the League protecting John, Jason and Nam knew this would 
probably make the lad more of a target. They decided to stick a 
little closer at lunch and breaks, even though it would make them 
a little late for class. It was a good idea to stay closer. 

The bullies decided to really hurt John. No more cyber-
bullying; they were going to spring out of the blue and do 
something that would show everyone who was boss. They 
decided to follow the little geek home and see if they could shake 
those ABV shadows, or even fight them, once they were off 
school property. They weren’t too happy about challenging two 
bigger boys, but it would be three-on-two and they could use the 
element of surprise. They decided to keep quiet about their plans, 
and take their time. How dare that kid get help? He was ruining 
their fun by getting a protector or two. They were going to get the 
kid, and teach the ABV guys a lesson.  

A few days later, the bullies decided to follow John home. 
They had telegraphed their intentions to do something by backing 
off John during the school day. Jason and Nam noticed this, and 
discussed it at lunch. 

“Do you think they’ve got tired of bugging the kid?” asked 
Nam. 

“I don’t think so,” replied Jason. “It’s driving them crazy that 
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they haven’t upset him for a while, and now he’s not so nervous. 
Notice how he doesn’t look around so much? But I think that they 
will probably be planning something big. Let’s keep a closer eye 
this afternoon.” 

Jason was getting a little worried. He had hoped that just by 
facing down the bullies once or twice they could get them to back 
off. Being a constant, shadowy bodyguard was not in his playbook 
and he was finding the task very difficult. With this constant 
vigilance school work was taking a distant second place for him. 
But he wasn’t going to stop. Jason enjoyed the feeling he got while 
doing something good for another person. 

“What if it is off school property?” Nam sounded worried. 
“Not so many consequences for them, if they decide to do 
something then.”. 

“We’ll keep an eye on him today, and make some definite 
plans later. Let’s make sure the kid gets home okay.” 

A strange little procession left the school that afternoon. John 
followed his usual routine, picking up books, escaping the locker 
bay quickly, and going out of the nearest exit to start his four-
block walk home. A few minutes later, the bullies followed, 
staying quiet and unobtrusive. Then Nam and Jason, purposefully 
keeping close enough to see, but not to be noticed. None of the 
other students saw what was going on, as they hurried to buses 
and jobs or home. 

Two blocks from the school, the bullies decided to make 
themselves known. “Hey, douchebag! Think you’ll be okay now? 
Where are your friends now, eh, douchebag? Do you think you 
can get away from us that easy?” 

The taunts terrified John. He picked up his pace, and prayed 
he could get to safety. He was afraid to run, because he knew he 
would trip, and the bullies could get to him before he could get 
up. Then he would be a goner for sure. Jason and Nam heard the 
taunts too, and started to run toward the bullies, mentally 
preparing for a fight. The three were not sure what to do when 
they saw the two bigger boys approaching at speed. They looked 
at each other, then decided that the best course of action was 
retreat; but they were not giving up. They were going to teach that 
little nobody that he could not escape them. As they ran away, the 
leader shouted: “Run to your friends, baby, but pray I don’t see 
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you tomorrow!” 
Nam and Jason pounded past John a few metres, but turned 

back when it appeared that the bullies were gone. They turned to 
the lad, who was shaking uncontrollably. 

“You okay?” 
“I… I think so. Thanks for being there. Are you guys the 

League?” 
“We are. I think you should just go home and calm down. 

And don’t be afraid to go to school tomorrow; we’re going to stick 
to you like glue.” 

Jason was even more worried about the way the kid was 
shaking; he knew that John was not going to be able to deal with 
anything physical, and the bullies were now escalating their 
attacks. Jason signalled to Nam that they should go back to Jason’s 
place; they had to develop a solid strategy for the next morning. 

John had to work hard to convince himself to go to school 
next day. He knew the bullies were not going to forgive the League 
for chasing them away. He also felt really dumb that he had not 
even asked their names! He couldn’t keep on calling his saviours 
the League, could he? Even his mother noticed how quiet and 
nervous John was, as he played with his cereal in the bowl but 
didn’t eat. 

“What’s wrong, son?” 
“Mom, I shouldn’t tell you. You’d worry too much, and 

besides, I’m getting help with a… a little problem. It’s almost over, 
I think.” 

“Now I am worried! You’re not getting pushed around at 
school, like you were in Grade 8, are you? You know there are 
things we can do about that.” 

“No, Mom. It’s okay. Like I said, I’m getting help.” 
Jason and Nam had spent the evening preparing for a 

confrontation. They wore their T-shirts, and had created utility 
belts for the equipment they figured they might need. They had 
also practiced some moves, just in case. Better yet, they had a plan. 
They put the finishing touches to it as they walked to school. 

“We’ll go straight up to John’s locker, because that’s where 
they’ll be,” Jason declared. “And we’ll make a citizen’s arrest. And 
then we’ll take the jerks to the office, and get them dealt with.” 
His goal was to be a cop, and he had done some research. 



Eleanor Abra 

37 
 

Nam was impressed with how forceful Jason was being. He 
was feeling just a little nervous about the whole deal. It felt good 
to help the little guy, but somehow, Nam felt things were not 
going to go their way. In spite of all their planning, there might 
have been something Jason had missed. 

When Jason and Nam entered the school, they could hear 
yelling up in the locker bay. They pounded up the stairs, pushing 
students out of the way, and got to the bay just in time to see one 
of the bullies grab John’s backpack and pull him down with it. The 
other two moved in, ready to kick, yelling names. The other kids 
pulled back into a circle, but did not intervene. 

“Stop!” Jason bellowed. “Get away from him!” and lunged 
for the bully who was kicking at John’s head. 

There was a flurry of activity. Jason pulled the leader away, 
turned him as he and Nam had practiced, and suddenly the 
leader’s hands were tied behind his back. Nam did the same with 
number two, and then Jason pulled out a gun and levelled it at the 
third. 

“I’m making a citizen’s arrest. We are all going to the office!” 
he yelled as he grabbed the third by the arm and shoved him 
ahead. Nam followed with the other two on either side. 

There was absolute confusion in the office. Teachers who had 
witnessed the whole episode, and some who had come in later, 
were all present. John trailed in, shaking and pale, but trying hard 
to look brave. Jason, Nam and their captives were facing up to the 
Principal and Vice-principals who were trying to get a straight 
story out of someone. 

“But the fact is, Jason, you brought a weapon to school,” said 
the Principal. “Even if it is a paintball gun, it is a weapon. You had 
your heart in the right place, but the way you went about fixing 
the problem… that sort of thing can’t happen in any school. No 
matter how close to your graduation, I have absolutely no choice 
but to apply the legal consequences…” 

John finally found his voice. “Listen! Jason and Nam tried to 
help me! And those guys were kicking me!” 

“All right…” began the Principal. 
“…and the rules aren’t fair!” he interrupted. “If you let the 

bullies get off, then get Jason expelled when he was only trying to 
help! And no one got hurt, and they wouldn’t have stopped until 



The League of Anti-Bullying Vigilantes 

38 
 

I got hurt…” 
“That’s enough, John! I know the rules aren’t fair to everyone. 

But they are all we have.” The Principal sounded kind, but she 
was exasperated. This was not the morning she had planned. 

“I’ll tell you everything they have done to me,” said John, not 
at all silenced. “I’ll be a snitch, but Jason put it all on the line for 
me. Then maybe those guys who have been bullying me will get a 
consequence. Then maybe Jason won’t be punished for helping me.” 

The bitterness in John’s voice defied description. But there 
was something else no one had ever heard in John’s voice before: 
determination and actual courage. 

Jason listened, amazed. He had tried so hard to be a hero, 
tried hard to help the downtrodden, but it wasn’t going the way 
he had planned. It was a failure, and he was going to be expelled. 
But he had never thought his actions would show John how to 
stand up. Maybe he had done some good after all. Maybe he had 
done better than he had hoped. 

Jason looked over at John, then at the Principal, and smiled. 
“I really screwed up, didn’t I? But I did get a good result.” 

And the Principal looked over at a new confident John, stand-
ing tall, and nodded in agreement. 
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New World Terroir 
Robert Barclay 

 

     approached the Captain of our colony a year or so after we had 
arrived and set up. Thirty of us had stepped off the ship at the 
beginning, each carrying as much as possible, and each in turn 
helping to unload the hold. Back at home we had worked on lists 
of everything we thought we might need, but it’s always the case 
that when you get where you’re going you wish it was such-and-
such you had thought of. Feeding ourselves was, of course, the 
priority. We had brought all sorts of preserved food, and the 
supply ship had returned once since, but self-sufficiency was 
essential. Colonies had failed before when the political climate 
changed at home. Remember Roanoke Island? Those poor people 
waited and waited on a promise from Sir Walter Raleigh, and they 
died of starvation while England’s royal patronage was directed 
elsewhere. That was a lesson that needed no repeating. 
 Food was our priority. We had to drill down deep for water—
we had been assigned a very dry region—but once we hit water, 
we set up irrigation and got our seedlings established, and then we 
felt a lot more comfortable. Now as I sat down with the Captain, 
I knew we were growing almost as much as we consumed. Break-
even was not far ahead, so I thought there might be room for a 
little luxury. 
 “Good morning, Simon,” Captain Goodfelloe smiled.  

“And a good morning to you, Captain.” 
“Excellent work on those storage bins. You have a good eye 

for found materials.” 
 Isaiah Goodfelloe sat back on his chair and beamed, the 

broad smile forcing through his silvery beard, his blue eyes alight. 
I smiled at the compliment and thought again how lucky we were 
to be led by such a one. He was a rock in this hard place we had 
been given. He was everywhere he was needed with advice and 
help, but he was also, and wisely, absent when he saw that work 
was going well and needed no interference. There are very few 
leaders who know when not to intervene, and he had that gift for 
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choosing just the moment to withdraw and leave you to it. 
Since our arrival he allowed me and my wife Agnes to do what 

we thought needed to be done. He knew if we wanted help, we 
would go to him, but he also knew the initiative would be ours. 
We had green thumbs, especially Agnes, and things grew for us 
almost unbidden. 
 “Thank you, Captain. It’s the Lord’s work, and I do it gladly 
in His name.” 
 “Aye, but you didn’t come to me for compliments on your 
handiwork…” 
 “No, sir, I did not. I would like to propose something to you.” 
 I had spent a long time after the idea first came to me form-
ulating my approach to Isaiah Goodfelloe. I was confident he 
would support the idea if I presented it cannily enough, but I felt 
the need to approach the subject circumspectly. 
 “We are now nearly self-sufficient in food, sir.” He nodded.  

“We eat well. The diet may be of plain fare but it sustains the 
body. Now, I feel that a little luxury might be afforded, so that 
sustaining the body is augmented with sustaining of the spirit.” 
 Again, he nodded, seeing my preamble building to a proposal, 
and not wishing to deflect me from my path. 
 “Do you ever consider sir, how the good food we grow, that 
our dear wives cook, might well be enhanced by a glass of wine?” 
 He laughed in that deep, rattling way of his, all moist and jolly, 
his beard wagging. Ours was by no means a Puritan colony. We 
had heard of outposts of abstemiousness where no joy was to be 
had, smiles were anathema, and the Lord was worshipped with an 
ardour verging upon fanaticism. Not us; we believed that the Lord 
had put alcohol into our world because he wanted us to be happy. 
The Lord Jesus Christ proved so at Cana, did he not? 
 “Oh, yes! Of course, I do. But honestly Simon, we ask enough 
already of the supply ship. We must keep our requests to the very 
basic of necessities that home can provide.” 
 “I agree entirely sir. And that is why I would like to request 
on the next visit of the supply ship, but one small consignment… 
of grape vines.” 
 “Vines? We make our own? Here?” Behind his eyes he was 
sifting and analyzing my request, looking for problems, anti-
cipating pitfalls, perhaps trying to find a way to let me down 
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gently. “It’s not a straightforward process…” 
 “No sir, it is not. But I have thought it through and I think it 
can be done,” I replied hurriedly, then realizing my haste, I took a 
breath and slowed a little.  

“I have studied the processes and I can make most of the 
equipment. After all, what is there to lose in the end but a 
consignment of vines?” 
 I could see in his demeanour he was far from enthusiastic. 
More persuading would have to be done, and I was prepared for 
it. 
 “Look Simon. It’s not just a few vines really, is it? It’s your 
time. You and Agnes work hard and long over the farming. Can 
you afford the time it would take in addition to your chores? Can 
the colony afford it?” 
 “I think I can. Find the time, I mean. You see, we are man-
dated to take our ease, are we not? Our constitution specifies that 
all colonists must have time for themselves.” 
 “Of course, I know that. Work and play demand a fine 
balance, and we maintain it with healthy relaxation. Reading, 
making music, painting, pottery…” 
 “Exactly sir! And the making of wine will be my hobby. That 
will be my relaxation.” 
 “You will work yourself too hard.” He curled a finger in his 
beard. “I value you. We all value you. Here, in this environment 
we are susceptible to illness. The stress could be too much for 
you.” 
 “Then monitor me. Check my health. Watch me. If, as you 
say I am a valuable asset, keep your eye on me.” 
 He looked long and hard into my eyes. “You are set on this, 
are you not?” 
 “Yes,” I nodded. “Yes, I am. It’s possible. I know it is.” 
 “Then do it.” 
 So began the most exciting, rewarding and daunting years of 
my life. The first twenty years of my existence on the farm in 
England had prepared me for hard work, it’s true. I had laboured 
with my family since before I could remember, and when I left to 
marry my lovely smiling, brown-haired Agnes, and when we set 
out to be colonists, I knew what hard work with your hands deep 
in the soil was all about. I thrived on it—we both did—because 
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growing things was what God had put us here in this life to do. 
 The vines thrived under our attention. They needed very deep 
tap roots and I knew it would take time for them to find their way 
to water. We irrigated from the surface, digging ditches for the 
water pumped from the wells to flow around the plants and sink 
back to its source. And all the while, we pruned them back to 
concentrate their energy.  

“I am the vine,” said Our Lord Jesus Christ, “and my Father 
is the husbandman. Every branch in Me that beareth not fruit, He 
taketh away.” They sought deep, those roots, thrusting their 
fingers to moisture. I chose three separate locations for my vines: 
one place where the soil was sandy and red, another where the 
grey, friable stuff was almost like eroded shale, and a third where 
volcanic ashes had made the ground almost black. Three terroirs. 
 I knew the first year’s crop would not be a big one, but I was 
dismayed at just how unproductive my vines were. We know that 
Satan sits on our left shoulder and whispers in our ear, and truly 
the Dark Lord told me to stop wasting my time over this stupid 
project. And the other colonists, while they never said so openly, 
were very clearly skeptical. Captain Goodfelloe took me aside 
once he had looked over my vines and seen the tiny, ill-formed 
grapes they bore. 
 “Well, Simon, this is not what was hoped for, is it?” 
 I put aside the devil on my shoulder and resolved then and 
there to urge patience.  

“I had not expected better for the first crop, sir. I have heard 
tell that many famous vineyards took years to bear good fruit. We 
must be patient.” 
 “Yes, but what reserve of patience can we draw upon? We 
feed the colony on the labour in our fields, and we can scarce 
afford luxury.” 
 “Sir, in their spare time our people paint pictures, they turn 
pots of clay, they stage musicals and plays for our enjoyment. My 
leisure—my spare time—is in the tending of my vines. I am fit 
and able, and it is work I love. We both do.” 
 “Well, you have not suffered by it,” he agreed, eyeing me up 
and down. “But your vines do take valuable space.” 
 “Their roots grow deep, sir. Theirs is not a soil for food crops. 
We could scarcely grow the cereals and vegetables we rely upon 
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in such soil, so it might well lie barren.” 
 “True, true,” he nodded. “Well, let’s see what the next turn of 
seasons will bring.” 
 Another long year passed. Our seasons were strange and I 
wondered if this was why the second crop was not much better 
than the first. We had nurtured, we had pruned and babied… and 
we had prayed. We had carefully cross-pollinated between our 
strains, not knowing if the male and female parts could do it 
themselves in this new environment. So, when the grapes 
emerged, I had really hoped for better. Captain Goodfelloe saw it 
in me, as he found me one day between the rows with a pruning 
in my hand. 
 “Simon, be honest with me. I can tell from your entire body 
that you are deeply disappointed. Is it not time to rethink this 
project? Examine whether the energy you have put in will yield a 
result worth the effort?” 
 “Sir, to stop now would be premature,” I replied, with this 
sad branch of small grapes displayed on my palm. “We must be 
patient.” 
 “Aye, but vineyards back at home don’t carry the burden you 
have here. You are on your own, you and Agnes, with little 
recourse.” 
 “But I have faith.” I stood before him and held his eyes. We 
locked gazes for a long while. “I have faith, I have confidence in 
my ability. I cannot stop now.” 
 “Because if you do, you will never know?” 
 How perceptive he was. He knew I would live the rest of my 
life in regret, not knowing whether it would have been a success 
or a failure. Better to fail, know you have failed and come to terms 
with it than live a life unrequited. 
 “I would never know…” 
 “All right,” said the Captain. “I must say, disappointment 
aside, your health is excellent and your agricultural work is 
exemplary. Keep at it.” 
 So, the sun turned through his course again, and the buds 
appeared, and the buds became leaves, and the leaves sucked at 
the sun. We nurtured them as we had never nurtured before, and 
we prayed to God that He might smile upon us. And as they filled 
out, those vines, there came a crop to warm our very souls. The 
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grapes were abundant! The vines hung heavy with their load, fruit 
filled with water and all the good things drawn from deep in the 
terroir by those thrusting, searching roots. We purged the vines, 
selecting the best fruit bunch by bunch, discarding the smaller 
grapes, encouraging the bigger ones.  

‘Every branch in Me which beareth fruit,’ Jesus Christ has told 
us, ‘He purgeth, that it may bring forth more fruit’. 

And as the vines matured, the grapes became enormous. I had 
never seen such grapes upon a vine. 
 All too soon it was harvest time. Now Agnes and I spent long 
hours picking, again taking only the best and discarding the sickly, 
the weak and the immature, though they were few among such 
bounty. It was the backbreaking labour of days. I had built a press 
from discarded pieces of material; no fancy screws or such 
luxuries, just pressing by the weight of heavy, flat stones dragged 
from a nearby scree. The amount of juice we ran into our recycled 
containers from that first yield was wonderful to see, and the 
aroma carried with it the promise of good things to come. 
 Wine can be made by natural fermentation, where yeasts 
carried in the air settle upon the grapes and perform God’s 
wonder of wine, which is surely a miracle from on high. I was 
more cautious than this, because I had no idea of the local 
conditions. The colony had laid in supplies of yeasts, so I was 
taking no chances. Agnes and I found it rather amusing to make 
three batches of wine, one from each of our terroirs. It was a level 
of silly sophistication that quite exceeded our modest project, but 
why not? 
 “Well, Simon,” asked the Captain, eyeing the row of vats in 
our ‘winery’, the shed I had set aside for performing the vintner’s 
art. “Will we drink to the success of your project this year?” 
 “I am quite certain we shall,” I replied. “I check daily on 
progress, and my nose tells me that there are wonderful things 
happening. But we must be patient.” 
 Fresh, newly made wine is never as good as it will become. 
There is a magical, alchemistic menuet that the juice and the yeast 
twine with each other, and the dance continues in the bottle long 
after the fermentation has stopped. But who involved in this 
grand experiment, or who watching it unfold, could possibly wait 
for the full alchemy to take its course? Not I! Not Agnes, and most 
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definitely not Isaiah Goodfelloe! At the earliest possible moment, 
we convened at the table in our Captain’s quarters in the company 
of his wife Tabitha. She distributed cups to the four sides of the 
board, and I poured two fingers or so from one of our three 
mismatched, recycled bottles. We four sat with the wine in front 
of us, almost shy, no one ready to be the first to sniff, swirl and 
taste. I broke the spell and hoisted my cup.  

“So, here my friends, is the wine from the red, sandy soil.” 
 We all swirled, sniffed and sipped. It was not great wine; of 
course it wasn’t. But it was ours, and just that fact—the fact of our 
trials, our downs and our ups again, our worries, fears and 
expectations—most definitely made it better than it was. We 
sipped in silence, each of us expressing in our faces more than 
words could, until our cups were done. 
 “Now for the grey, shale-like soil,” I cried, and poured again. 
Once more we sipped and now there were smiles of appreciation. 
 “It is very good,” said Agnes. “You did it, my love, you did 
it!” 
 “We did it.” 
 “This is very the gift of God,” sighed Tabitha as she savoured 
her cup. “He has smiled upon you.” 
 “How about number three?” asked the Captain, draining his 
portion and smacking his lips. 
 I poured for a third time, this one from the bottle of the 
volcanic terroir, and we tasted. And, you know, there really was a 
difference. Sandy soil had been astringent and edgy, shale grey was 
warmer on the palate, and the volcanic had deeper, primordial 
hints and a long finish. Same grapes, same vintner. Only God 
knows how grapes can do this. 
 “Now,” said Tabitha, all practicality. “What shall we name 
your vineyard?” 
 “Oh, it must be Chateau Ares, surely!” cried Agnes. 
 “Oh, no,” I replied. “Too pretentious. Those second-hand 
vats in a spare shed hardly constitute a chateau. And look at these 
miscellaneous bottles!” 
 “So, how about simply Domaine Martius?” asked Goodfelloe. 
 “Or, Under the Dome Winery?” offered Tabitha. 
 “No,” I replied, “there is only one name for what we have 
done here.” 
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 I paused, bringing the drama to a high pitch, their eyes all 
upon me. I smiled, lifted my cup and cried: 
 “Here’s to Martian’s Vineyard, the very first extraterrestrial 
winery.” 
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To the Hunter 
Majid Kafaï 

 

and the bird said: 
why would like to kill me? 
i that am sitting on a tree branch 
and singing a sweet song for you. 
 
and the canary said: 
why would you like to put me in a cage? 
i that have two wings 
and would love to fly 
with my kids 
in the parks. 
 
and the pheasant said: 
why would you shoot 
at my colorful plumage? 
i that am living harmlessly 
under the bushes 
in the green fields. 
 
and the duck said: 
why from the sky 
would you like to bring me down? 
i that am flying with my sweetheart 
towards the faraway lakes. 
 
and the gazelle said: 
why would you put a bullet into my chest? 
i that have just given birth 
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i that am hungry and thirsty 
and am drinking water 
from a limpid brook. 
 
and the baby gazelles said: 
Oh! hunter why did you kill our kind mother? 
she that never harmed you 
and from now on 
who is going to give us milk? 
we that are so hungry and motherless. 
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A Wing and a Prayer 
Keith Newton 

 

     was a bit later than usual ’cos we’d had cross-country practice 
after school. “What’s for supper, Nan,” I asked, as I breezed in 
and dumped my rucksack. 

She grinned. “Buttered brick,” she replied with her weird 
Welsh humour. “Anyway, before you sit down—and after washing 
your hands—you may want to open that letter on the hall table.” 

Plain brown envelope, official-looking, but no hint of the 
contents. Could it be? My not-so-nimble fingers tore it open. Yes! 

You have been selected for Gliding Instruction at RAF Centreton. 
You will report 16/05/1958 at the Security Office at the Main 
Gate. You will be directed from there. 

Candidates receive instruction until they are adjudged com-
petent to fly alone and unaided, at which time they will fly three solo 
flights, each judged for precision of manoeuvres and overall 
execution. Successful candidates will be awarded a Certificate of 
Proficiency and the accompanying badge. 

Enquiries: Stockborough 54086 
I let out a whoop, grabbed Nana and danced her around the 

kitchen. Not very well, I confess. I was a sixteen-year-old with two 
left feet and she was a frail little lady ‘of a certain age’. 

“Phew,” she dropped into a chair. “Now out with it. You look 
like the cat who swallowed the canary.” 

“I’m going gliding,” I announced happily. 
“It’ll be a snowy day in hell before you can glide around a 

dance floor, that’s for sure.” 
“No, Nana. Gliding in the sky. In a plane. Well, sort of. No 

engine, you see. Just warm air. Wing and a prayer, and all that.” 
“Prayer, eh? Better get religion quick, is my advice.” 
I laughed dutifully and dashed off to phone my friend Ken. 

He had been gliding for some time. He’d soloed weeks ago and 
was continuing with advanced instruction to earn an instructor’s 
licence. Ken, who was quite a bit older, and nine inches taller was, 
of course, much more mature than me. A little cynical, he was 
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nevertheless always able to see a bright side to things. Of his time 
with the cadets he would say, “It passes the time, and where else 
can you learn about the innards of an internal combustion engine, 
navigation, target shooting, gliding and disdain for authority? And 
it’s free!” 

He was delighted to hear my news. “We can go together on 
the sixteenth. I’ll meet you at the station. The train’s at seventeen 
oh five. It’s a short walk to the Main Gate.” 

RAF Centreton was a largish ’drome that was home to a 
squadron of twin-fuselage Vampire jets. I spotted a couple of 
twin-jet Meteors and a battered old Anson. We showed our papers 
at the gate and Ken led us to our billet. A bit Spartan, but spotless 
and plenty of hot water. There followed a remarkably palatable 
meal in the mess. To my surprise there didn’t seem to be an 
exclusive retreat for the officers; just cafeteria style with a bar at 
one end. Billiard tables, dartboards and tables for cards and 
dominoes separated the bar from the dining facilities. We spent a 
couple of hours listening to tall tales from some of the veterans. I 
nursed my beer as manfully as possible, turned in and slept well. 

Saturday morning, I was issued an enormous, all-consuming 
pair of coveralls and a pair of Wellington boots. Yes, ‘wellies’! Not 
exactly the glamorous get-up I had envisaged for the intrepid 
glider pilot. Ken and I strolled over to our instructors who were 
sprawled on the grass in front of four gliders, each of which was 
leaning gracefully on one wing-tip. These babies were designed to 
land on a single central wheel so, in repose, had one wing-tip on 
the ground and the other pointing skywards. Two of the larger 
models looked like, well, planes. But the two smaller machines 
looked like misassembled garden sheds. 

“Do those things actually fly?” I whispered. 
“You’re about to find out,” said Ken, grinning. “They’re the 

T-14s. Not bad once you’re up. Those others are called 
Sedburghs; they’re a bit nicer.” 

Soon I too was seated on the grass, receiving a clipped, 
concise briefing from my instructor, Flight Lieutenant Davies 
(“call me Jake”). I then trailed him to one of the T-14s. We 
followed a meticulous cockpit check, which wasn’t too arduous, 
because the instrumentation in such a modest glider is absolutely 
minimal. The altimeter is probably your best friend, and the turn-
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and-bank indicator/artificial horizon is handy too. 
A hook, at the end of a very long steel cable, is attached under 

the nose of the glider. The other end is wrapped around a 
gasoline-powered rotating drum. “Take up slack,” came the order. 
The drum—which I couldn’t actually see well as it was at the end 
of several thousand feet of that oh-so-thin steel cable—began to 
rotate slowly until the cable was just taut. Meanwhile helpers lifted 
up the recumbent wingtip until the wings were horizontal. The 
drum now began to roll in earnest and the little glider began to 
scud along on its solitary wheel. The helpers let go of the wingtip 
as the craft became airborne. 

Man! What a feeling. When we reached maximum height—
approximately directly above the winch—we cast off the tow-line. 
Free! Free as a… well, I’m sure you’ve heard people rhapsodize 
about the rush you get when it’s just you and the plane and the 
elements. My instructor informed me that we’d “done about 
1500”, feet that is, at the top of the launch. He turned a few lazy 
circles to explore the possibility of finding a thermal, an up-
draught; a rising column of warm air that can lift a glider, or at 
least allow it to maintain altitude. 

“Nothing doing,” he reported, “too early. Warmer later.” 
Pause. Then came the magic words: “You have control.” 

Answer: “I have control.” Bliss. 
With the help of Jake’s calm, clear instructions on the timing 

of my first cross-wind leg, and the subsequent downwind and 
crosswind legs, I was finally on the landing approach. I managed 
to land on that crazy single wheel, putting the nose down gently 
on the skid, to come slowly to a halt. A wingtip was caught deftly 
by a helper and lowered gently to the ground. Exhilaration. 

“Super,” I said before the grinning Ken could ask. 
The instructor smiled as if to say “Here comes another one” 

and strolled off to join his mates. “Seems okay,” I heard him say. 
Two more flights that day did much for my confidence. I 

babbled shamelessly, endlessly (I was told) after supper. Nursed 
my pint. Slept soundly. 

Another beautiful day. Up again. Got a bit of lift on a lazy 
first crosswind leg. The sun was bright, the wind was light and the 
soft swish of the air was intoxicating. I spotted a train pulling out 
of Sweetham station, a couple of miles distant. 
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“Oh, boy,” came my instructor’s voice, “we’re going to do 
something very naughty.” 

With that he took control and squeezed the last bit of lift out 
of the thermal we had been riding. He pulled the kite around and 
lined it up directly over the railway track, which coincided rather 
nicely with our downwind leg. Then we shadowed the train 
passing beneath us. We saw a few startled faces at the windows. 
Seeing we were harmless, some waved. On landing, my instructor 
tried hard to affect a suitably hang-dog expression. But he needn’t 
have worried; his colleagues all seemed hard-pressed to subdue 
their smiles. 

“Let’s just hope no one reports it,” said one. 
“Fingers crossed,” said another. 
Then came my special day: solos! Lucky with the weather 

again. The first went smoothly. I jumped out elated. First time on 
my own. I felt good; brimming with self-confidence; cocky, even. 
Second flight: two in the afternoon, dazzling sun, lots of lift. 
Fooled around a bit, feeling the warm air lifting me gently. I felt 
on top of the… Then I saw it. The train. Too good to be true. 

“Don’t!” warned an inner voice. “You’ll catch hell.” 
“But look, it’s perfect,” said another. 
I weakened. Swooped. What fun! Better turn cross-wind pretty soon 

or… oh, shit.” The perimeter fence suddenly looked a long way off 
and terribly high. I nursed that crate. Prayed fervently. Put the 
nose down, gathered airspeed, hauled back and I was over. Could 
I get the nose back down fast enough and gather enough speed to 
salvage a respectable landing? Somehow the gods smiled and I was 
trundling on that silly single wheel again. I did not deploy the nose 
skid and ended up about fifty yards short of the knot of people 
who anxiously awaited me. 

“Bloody hell!” was my greeting from the Chief Instructor. 
“What the hell were you playing at? You know damn well that 
stuff’s strictly forbidden. Hope the bloody CO doesn’t get wind 
of this or it’s jankers for you.” That’s Air Force slang for a night 
or two in the slammer and a spell of the most menial tasks 
imaginable. 

He left me feeling wretched, and went and huddled with his 
colleagues. A rather heated debate appeared to ensue. Trembling 
I saw him turn and wave me over. I joined the group, steeling 
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myself for the worst. 
“What you just did was foolhardy in the extreme, and poten-

tially dangerous. You are hereby reprehended in the strongest 
terms. Any further such nonsense and you will be dealt with in the 
severest possible manner. Is that understood?” I nodded meekly. 
“Still, we are unanimous in awarding you a ‘pass’ on the flight. We 
agree that you showed remarkable skill in extricating yourself from 
a very dangerous situation. Third solo tomorrow.” 

 
I took a lot of ribbing in the mess that night. Finally, I was asked 
how I’d felt on that last approach. I thought for a while and then 
offered, “They say that a good pilot flies by the seat of his pants. 
Well, I can tell you that when I saw the height of that fence I very 
nearly did something unspeakable in the seat of mine.” 

The next day was grey but the visibility was ruled acceptable. 
Slightly subdued, I determined to fly a flawless circuit. I did. No 
exploratory circling at the top of the launch. Just executed very 
carefully and expeditiously as possible. Relief. Sigh. Made it! I was 
already anticipating a modest celebration when I heard, “Oh, shit. 
Here comes the CO. He must have heard about yesterday’s little 
prank.” 

The jeep bounced to a halt. The CO, in full uniform, jumped 
out. Strode over to the group. Drew himself up to his full height 
and demanded, “All right. Who in God’s name was responsible 
for yesterday’s total fucking stupidity?” 

Meekly I stepped forward. 
“My God, are we training children now?” he asked the Chief 

Instructor. “Well, boy, you have just contravened a most import-
ant regulation. You have potentially endangered public safety… 
and your own. Do you understand?” 

I wilted under the stern gaze. “Yes, sir,” I whispered. 
“Bloody phone’s been ringing off the hook,” he informed the 

instructors and their retinue. Then his face softened a little. “The 
usual, of course. ‘Jeopardizing public safety’ and all that. Gave ’em 
the routine: humble apologies, then remind them of the air show 
coming up in September. “But,” and here his face softened again, 
“there were a couple of interesting ones. One fellow found it quite 
amusing. Thought it should be a regular feature of the Sweetham 
to Stockburgh run. And I had a charming call from a six-year-old 
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girl called Joanie who told me that she and five of her friends all 
had their noses to the window when they saw the shadow. They 
looked up, saw the glider and waved and cheered. Said she was 
sorry the train was going so fast that they passed under so quickly. 
She and her friends described it as ‘super’.” 

The CO actually smiled. “So, no harm done, apparently.” He 
regained his composure and turned to me. “Now, I understand 
that you have completed your course. Well done. By the way, 
what’s your name?” 

“Newham, sir.” 
“Well, from now on you’ll be Hopper.” 
That night we passed a lively time in the mess, with numerous 

wits and wags not strolling to fetch their pints but hopping to and 
from the bar. I slept well after saying a silent prayer for a little girl 
called Joanie. Next morning Ken and I took the early train from 
Sweetham to Stockburgh. The pleasant little journey was enjoyed 
in bright sunlight, with no silent shadow stalking us. 
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Steampunk Smackdown 
Susan Taylor Meehan 

 

     he clock strikes five and Arthur Fairfax’s work day is done. He 
doesn’t waste any time. Unlike his ambitious colleagues, he never 
stays late or goes for a post-work beer. He logs off, secures his 
devices, picks up his coat and leaves the office behind him. 

Within five minutes, he’s out on the street and heading for 
the subway. Down the stairs, tap the card, through the turnstile, 
then down more stairs to the north platform. The crowd is 
starting to build: young mothers hurrying to pick up their children; 
twenty-somethings talking on their phones; executives with their 
briefcases; older folk caught in the swirl of rush-hour traffic. 
Crackling announcements over the loudspeakers compete with 
the babble of conversations and the screech of unoiled brakes. 

Arthur joins the swarm boarding the northbound train, 
surrounded by people pushing, racing for seats, grabbing hand-
rails and straps. He stations himself by the door to ensure a quick 
exit. The doors whoosh shut, the train pulls out, and its passengers 
assume the thousand-yard stare of the daily commuter. 

Eight stops later and Arthur is off the subway and heading 
down his street. He leaves the workaday world behind as he 
approaches his house. It’s a modest red-brick Victorian building, 
willed to him by his late aunt Persephone. All his life, Arthur has 
loved its gingerbread design, roomy front porch, converted 
carriage house and neat little garden. Inside, the décor is an eye-
catching mashup of items inherited from family members or 
purchased from antique shops, flea markets, second-hand stores 
and estate sales. 

Arthur climbs up the front steps, turns the old-fashioned key 
in the lock and enters his carefully constructed world. The house 
now has modern plumbing, heating, electrical and security 
systems; but there is no television, no radio, no upscale sound 
system, no gaming console, no kitchen gadgets. The house is 
frozen in some undefined era in the past when the pace of life was 
slower, people had manners, and hard work and discipline led to 
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success. 
Arthur goes up to his bedroom, casts off his work clothes and 

opens his wardrobe to select the evening’s attire: an old pair of 
trousers, a white shirt with sleeves rolled up, vest, no cravat, a 
well-worn lab coat, a green visor and a pair of goggles. He views 
the effect in the mirror and is pleased. 

Pleased, because looking back at him is his real identity: 
Doctor Magnus Pentium, alchemist, engineer and inventor, 
member of the city’s Royal Steampunk Society and author of 
several books on technology and the future. 

He goes down to the basement where he keeps his workshop 
and laboratory. It is a model of order and exactitude. His tools are 
hung systematically on the pegboard against the wall. All of his 
hardware—gears, sprockets, pulleys, springs, tubes, nails, screws, 
brass fittings and so on—are neatly stored in carefully marked 
drawers and boxes. Weighing scales, Bunsen burners and a 
microscope are placed with precision on the work table. The only 
concession to the 21st Century is a high-end laptop charging 
unobtrusively on a small table by the far wall. 

In the corner stands a three-cubic-foot safe. Acquired during 
an auction at the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce in the 
early 1920s, this small but imposing vault guarantees secrecy for 
his works in progress. Magnus Pentium has many rivals in the 
highly competitive world of scientific invention. Chief among 
them is his long-time nemesis, Professor Amadeus Moriarty, 
whose creations tended to resemble a cross between the worst 
excesses of Rube Goldberg and the quixotic imaginings of Tim 
Burton. 

It is in this safe that Dr. Pentium has stored his entry for the 
Steampunk Innovation Competition and Gala to be held in less 
than a fortnight. This year’s theme is Expedition to Mars and 
competitors are to design and build a handheld device or tool for 
use either on the voyage or on Mars itself. He rubs his hands 
together, flexes his fingers and dials the combination. Within 
seconds, the door is open. He reaches in and slowly brings out his 
prototype, which consists of several pieces carefully wrapped in 
soft suede leather. He places them lovingly on his work bench, 
unwraps them and begins. 
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When the day of the Steampunk Innovation Competition and 
Gala arrives, Dr. Pentium is ready. He has been testing his device 
all day and it is humming. He wraps it, places it in his locking 
briefcase and carries it upstairs to his dressing room. He stations 
himself in front of the three-way mirror and proceeds to 
transform himself into the very picture of a Victorian gentleman: 
top hat; beautifully tailored tails, waistcoat and trousers; pocket 
watch, chain and fob; crisp white shirt with high collar, cravat and 
pin; and perfectly fitting kid gloves. 

Dr. Pentium descends the stairs to his waiting taxi. The driver, 
a chatty sort, asks Dr. Pentium if he is going to a costume party. 
Dr. Pentium smiles and acknowledges that he is. He gives the man 
the address, a hall connected to an old Anglican church in a leafy, 
genteel neighbourhood close by. He then settles back to listen to 
the stream of commentary on politics, the youth of today, rap 
music, the Internet, traffic woes and the ongoing battles with his 
no doubt long-suffering wife. 

Dr. Pentium arrives at 7:20 p.m. The Gala began at six with 
cocktails and mingling, but Dr. Pentium does not drink and 
eschews idle chatter. He likes to keep his wits about him. He 
avoids the reception room and goes directly to the ballroom where 
the main event will take place. At the front of the room just below 
the elaborately decorated stage are several long tables for the 
contestants to set up their entries. 

This year, five proposals have been cleared to participate. 
Angus MacNeil MacFergus is at the first table, resplendent in his 
full tartan regalia, his invention hidden under a matching shawl. 
Augustus Severus, the Absent-minded Professor, unlit pipe 
clenched between his teeth, is at the second, guarding a mysterious 
angular form covered with a striped blanket. Miss Lilian of 
Southern Gothic Plantation, a vision in fluttering wisps of black 
and purple chiffon, lace and satin, topped by a veiled fascinator 
hat, is at table three, stationed behind a large crate marked 
“Danger – live animal.” 

Dr. Pentium takes his place at table four. He opens his 
briefcase, places his carefully wrapped entry on the table, sits 
down in his chair and watches the evening’s guests wander in. All 
four contestants now wait for Professor Moriarty to make his 
Grand Entrance. 
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Moriarty does not disappoint. 
At 7:40 p.m., after all the evening’s guests have repaired to the 

ballroom, Professor Moriarty arrives. He pauses theatrically at the 
entrance, attired in a military-style ensemble of brass-studded 
leather, top hat and goggles. He is accompanied by Lady Eulalia 
Goodbody, who clings to his arm possessively and looks up at her 
escort with cloying adoration. Behind them, a trio of trumpets 
breaks into a fanfare and follows them as they proceed to table 
five. Lady Eulalia deposits a good-luck kiss on Moriarty’s cheek 
and withdraws. A young boy, dressed as a page, brings up the rear 
with a large instrument case which he deposits on the table. He 
bows with an elaborate flourish, then vanishes. 

The Master of Ceremonies, Hiram Phileas Griswold, calls the 
room to order and announces that dancing will begin shortly. The 
competition will be judged at precisely nine o’clock. The winner, 
he exclaims, will be awarded not only a magnificent trophy, but 
also a very generous cheque made possible by Fantasia Costumes 
and Accessories Inc., one of the evening’s esteemed sponsors. 

The orchestra strikes up and the gorgeously attired guests 
begin to dance. The contestants stay at their tables, determined to 
keep their creations under wraps until the appointed time. 
Moriarty casts a superior glance toward Dr. Pentium, a sneer 
curling his lips. 

“So, Pentium, I trust we will not have a repeat of last year?” 
he asks smugly. 

Last year’s competition had been a humiliating defeat for Dr. 
Pentium. His invention, the sonic transducer, had overloaded the 
hall’s circuitry and sent a shower of sparks out of a wall socket. 
That triggered the sprinklers, drenching both costumes and 
coiffures, annoying the ladies extremely and putting a serious 
damper on the proceedings. Although he could never prove it, Dr. 
Pentium had his suspicions. 

“So unexpected after a day of successful testing,” he replies 
evenly. “Fortunately, this year’s entry does not rely on electricity.” 

“Pay him no mind,” Professor Severus whispers to Dr. 
Pentium. 

The others nod in affirmation. Moriarty is not popular with 
his colleagues; his intellect intimidates them and his sharp tongue 
alienates them. Promptly at nine o’clock, the orchestra finishes 
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with a flourish and Griswold takes over the microphone. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he intones, “your attention please! 

And now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for!” 
The hall erupts into enthusiastic applause and the crowd 

gathers at the front of the hall. 
“We drew straws to see who would start, and tonight, it is, 

fittingly, ladies first! Miss Lilian of Southern Gothic Plantation, 
please!” 

Miss Lilian glides forward. “Good evening,” she simpers in a 
passable antebellum accent. “Ladies and gentlemen, as many of 
you know, I am a very nervous traveller. For many years, I could 
not board a public conveyance without my smelling salts and a 
strong man to accompany me. But no more.” 

She reaches into the crate and, with a flourish, draws out a 
furry little dog, all tricked out in Steampunk gear: tiny top hat, 
waistcoat, cravat and goggles. 

“Meet Sprocket, my beautiful little therapy dog!” she exults. 
“I will not fear any interplanetary travel with him by my side.” 

The crowd breaks out in oohs and aahs as Miss Lilian begins 
a leisurely walkabout, presenting the little fellow to numerous 
admirers. Despite the many pettings and cooings, Sprocket 
remains imperturbable, befitting his status as an unflappable travel 
companion. 

The two next presentations go more quickly. MacFergus 
demonstrates his patented sporran protector, which releases a 
series of spring-loaded knives upon any unwary foe who comes 
too close in hand-to-hand combat. The men in the audience 
receive this entry with much enthusiasm. Professor Severus 
follows with his thrice-refracting telescope which can be twisted 
and turned to get around corners and over the tops of things. 

“To be used for scientific purposes only,” he warns the 
audience. 

When Moriarty steps up, the crowd crackles with anticipation. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he says grandly, “in my capacity as 

Lord Protector of the Expedition…” 
“Self-appointed,” snorts MacFergus. 
“…I have taken upon myself the responsibility of designing a 

new weapon that will stop any alien in his tracks.” 
He opens his case and draws out an elaborate, convoluted 
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brass affair festooned with dials, gears, tubing, valves and 
switches. The barrel is bell-shaped and polished to a brilliant 
shine. It is massive and heavy and impressive. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you…” he pauses for effect 
“…the blue devil vaporizer!” 

He swings it into position. “It is a battery-operated device 
based on the work of Mr. Nikola Tesla. It involves a coil and a 
piece of aluminum and produces 2,000 amperes of electric 
current.  I’ll be pleased to explain in greater detail later for those 
who are interested. 

“May I ask for the lights to be switched off? Now, everyone, 
stand well back.” 

Once the room is in darkness, Moriarty begins his 
demonstration. The circumference of the barrel’s mouth 
immediately lights up with a pulsating corona of blue; sparks burst 
from the barrel and a long blue streak snakes out. A loud bang 
resounds and repeats. The ladies scream and the men gasp. The 
banging and streaking go on for an agonizing thirty seconds 
before Moriarty releases the trigger. 

Griswold switches the lights back on. Moriarty’s expression 
of smug triumphalism indicates that he expects a thunderous 
ovation, but he is met with utter silence. Griswold, alarmed, fixes 
his eyes on the audience, nods, and begins clapping loudly. The 
audience complies, still stunned, but impressed nonetheless. 

And then it is Dr. Pentium’s turn. He brings a small table to 
the centre of the floor and positions it carefully, consulting his 
astrolabe, which he points at the room’s skylight. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, “what an amazing night! 
Thanks to my colleagues, we’ve learned how to overcome fear, 
how to protect ourselves and how to discover new worlds. We’ve 
even learned how to make war. 

“Now, it is time to learn how to make peace. And that is 
where my invention comes in.” 

He unwraps his items and places them carefully on the table. 
The first is a beautiful clear crystal, mined at the juncture of 
tectonic plates in Iceland. It sparkles with countless facets, and 
facets within facets, glittering deep into its core. The second is a 
small model of the planetary system revolving in carefully 
calculated rates around the sun. This he fits on the apex of the 
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crystal. His final item is a gleaming silver tuning fork. He brings 
this instrument to the central pole from which the model is 
suspended and slowly makes contact. 

The crowd holds its breath. One, two, then three seconds 
pass. Then a soft, melodious sound fills the air as the tuning fork 
starts to sing. It is sublime; it grows and sweeps around the hall in 
waves of exquisite harmony. The guests are soon lost in the 
wonder and beauty of the experience, closing their eyes, swaying 
a little, smiling and humming in perfect accord. The 
demonstration lasts for two glorious minutes, then Dr. Pentium 
disengages the tuning fork. 

The music stops, but the atmosphere of peace and tranquility 
remains. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he says simply. “The music of the 
spheres.” 

The applause begins slowly, then builds to a crescendo far 
exceeding that accorded to Moriarty’s demonstration. Griswold 
steps up to the microphone to announce Dr. Pentium as the 
winner, but Moriarty bursts in. 

“This invention does not meet the criteria of the 
competition!” he protests. “It is far too unwieldy in an emergency. 
It is of no practical value!” 

Griswold hesitates. Moriarty’s point has some validity. The 
crowd acknowledges this and starts chanting: smackdown! 
smackdown!; their traditional method for settling ties in a 
steampunk innovation competition. Griswold looks at Dr. 
Pentium. Dr. Pentium nods. He looks at Moriarty. Moriarty nods. 

The two inventors station themselves at opposite sides of a 
table, remove their jackets and assume the classic arm-wrestling 
position. They are well-matched: both are in their late thirties, 
neither is even remotely athletic, and both are more than ready to 
defend their entries and their reputations. Griswold gives the 
order and the struggle begins. 

“Completely useless!” grunts Moriarty. Their forearms tilt 
left, to his advantage. 

“Make love, not war!” strains Dr. Pentium. The arms tilt right. 
“Might makes right!” Left. 
“We come in peace!” Right. 
“Wimp!” Left. 
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“Aggressor!” Right. 
The crowd claps and chants. The competitors continue to 

exchange panted remarks for another sixty seconds or so until 
finally, Moriarty, weakened from wielding his heavy weapon, 
finally collapses and yields. He ignores Dr. Pentium’s outstretched 
hand and walks off, muttering, “You’ll rue the day you’re attacked 
and you have no weapon to defend yourselves.” 

Dr. Pentium gestures for silence. “My friends,” he says, 
“When we arrive on Mars, I believe we will be met in friendship. 
However, if we must do battle, we will need Professor Moriarty’s 
weapon to defend ourselves. 

“But at the end of the day, whether it’s friends or foes we 
encounter, we will need my invention to bring us, and our 
interlocutors, into harmony with the universe. I have a proposal: 
let’s break with our Steampunk tradition and declare a tie in this 
competition. Peace with strength!” 

 
And so it was that the Royal Steampunk Society reached harmony 
that night. Moriarty returned to the microphone, much mollified, 
and graciously agreed to share the prize. The evening was judged 
an outstanding success, and the dancing and the celebrating went 
on into the wee small hours. 

As the years went on, the competition between the two 
inventors continued, but the rancour did not. Moriarty and 
Pentium gradually became friends, occasionally even collaborating 
on special projects. Their work on time travel and alchemy was 
legendary; but it was their contributions to clean energy that won 
them the Greta Thunberg Prize for Climate Sustainability and 
changed the course of human history. 

It was all very dazzling, this walk down celebrity lane, but 
Moriarty and Pentium never let it turn their heads. They remained 
true to their Steampunk roots and, from time to time, they would 
meet in the quiet of the evening, travel together to the city’s 
highest point, and enjoy the music of the spheres. 
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The Bear Changed Everything 
Alex Binkley 

 

       mily Beattie looked out of the window above her kitchen sink 
searching for wildlife in the tree-lined ravine that ran behind her 
apartment building. It was part of her routine as she prepared for 
work. 

On a good morning, she might spot deer or wild turkeys 
drinking from the pond formed before the ravine flowed into a 
metal culvert carrying the water under Nixon Road. The animals 
usually turned around there rather than climbing the embankment 
to the road, then crossing it into downtown Bethany. 

A recent veterinary college graduate, Emily was working in 
this rural area to gain experience with farm livestock and, when 
she could, with wild animals. 

No large animals were in sight but plenty of birds flitted 
about. Suddenly a large black shape moving through the trees 
caught her attention. She studied it closely, then realized it was a 
black bear. Usually wildlife continually checked the buildings 
along the ravine for any humans. The bear did not glance about 
as it strode determinedly forward. 

It’s going somewhere in a hurry! 
Emily’s training had included companion and farm animals as 

well as wildlife. She had done a work term at a zoo. She had never 
seen an animal that moved as purposefully as the bear, except for 
a horse carrying an experienced rider. 

Glancing at her watch, she had about ten minutes before she 
needed to leave for the vet clinic and another busy day, so she 
hurried to the living room window for a better view of the bear. 
Will it go into the village or turn back at the embankment? 

The bear disappeared in all the foliage. There were thirteen 
buildings between hers and Nixon Road so it would take a few 
minutes for the animal to reach the embankment. 

She imagined the excitement if it entered the village. She 
hoped the clinic would be called on to tranquilize it rather than 
the police just shooting it. She thought about how big a dose that 
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would take. 
Her thoughts were interrupted when the bear reappeared 

walking as briskly as before. Behind it scampered a man carrying 
a wooden ladder. She stared until she realized he was the chap 
who lived alone in the third house from Nixon Road. It looks like 
he’s jogging to keep up with the bear. She remembered his name was 
Stan and that the locals were always talking about him. 

Well more about the strangers who came in limousines or 
fancy cars to see him. Others flew in private planes to the nearby 
airport. Some locals even claimed a few of his guests were 
accompanied by grim-faced bodyguards. Trucks regularly 
delivered large packages to his house. While he frequented the 
local coffee shops and restaurants, he kept mostly to himself 
checking his laptop or writing copious notes. 

When the bear and man were out of sight, Emily finished 
dressing and preparing for the drive to work. I won’t say anything 
about what I saw because it’d just become part of the gossip. 

However, she took a longer route to work to catch a couple 
more glimpses of the ravine and trail. At the second opening, she 
spotted Stan and the bear about to pass out of sight. 

As she pulled out her phone and clicked a couple of photos 
of the scene, a feeling came to her that whatever Stan was up to, 
he was in no danger. 

Waiting for her at the clinic was a couple and their dogs. The 
receptionist passed her paperwork for both. 

“When you’re done,” she said, “there are two farm calls to 
make. One place has sheep that are off their feed, and the other a 
cow that has suddenly gone lame.” 

One dog had to be put down while the other needed 
medicine, and the owners were given some education about 
proper feeding. The sheep had a low-grade virus and the cow’s 
left rear hoof was badly infected. She gave the cow a needle and 
told the farmer to come to the clinic for some supplementary 
medicine. 

Her boss was on a holiday, which meant Emily had extra 
work, but she liked the variety of cases in a rural area and the 
experience of being on her own. She had yet to decide what field 
of veterinary medicine she wanted to specialize in. 

She treated more dogs and cats at the clinic before heading 
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home. She stopped at the local grocery store for a few items, and 
to her surprise Stan was there. 

It was the first time she had seen him up close. He was at least 
in his late forties and plainly dressed. Hardly seems like a mystery man. 

He approached her when she was alone in the produce 
section. 

“I’d like to explain what happened this morning. It must’ve 
been a weird sight, but you’re a veterinarian and with your science 
background you might understand. I think the restaurant down 
the street is usually quiet on Tuesday evening. Could we could 
meet there?” 

Emily tried not to agree too quickly. An hour later she entered 
the restaurant and spotted Stan sitting at a corner table. 

“How did you know I saw you carrying the ladder, and that 
I’m a vet?” 

He glanced about before responding. “I sense people’s 
thoughts. Part of it is discovering whoever is paying attention to 
me. However, in your case I could also sense your curiosity about 
the bear and knowledge of animals. From that it didn’t take long 
to learn you’re a vet at the local clinic.” 

“Why were you following the bear and what was the ladder 
for?” 

“Glad you asked because that’s the interesting part, and why 
I want to talk with you. You’ll know a lot more about animal 
behaviour than I do.” 

He waited until she smiled. “About an hour before you saw 
us, I sensed an animal in great anguish. I guess she was several 
miles away at the time. It took a lot of effort to comprehend her 
thoughts but finally I could see her three cubs had fallen into a 
deep hole and couldn’t climb out. She would’ve crushed them if 
she jumped down after them. 

“Her situation reminded me of a video about some workers 
backing up a pickup truck carrying a ladder to a metal garbage bin 
at a big park. The truck scared away a bear long enough for a man 
to jump out of the cab into the back, and slide the ladder into the 
bin. By then the bear was on her way back and he quickly returned 
to the cab, moving the truck far enough away to record what 
happened. Within a few minutes, three cubs crawled up the ladder 
and jumped down to their mother. The video didn’t show how 



The Bear Changed Everything 

66 
 

they got in there in the first place.” 
Emily nodded and Stan continued his explanation. 
“I kept exploring the bear’s thoughts and somehow she came 

to understand I was aware of her situation. Then she made it clear 
she was coming to get my help. I would like to understand how 
she knew who I am and where I live. When the bear was probably 
a half mile away, I replayed the video again in mind followed by 
an image of my ladder. As soon as I saw her coming up the ravine, 
I sent her an image of me following her back to the cubs carrying 
the ladder. When she could see me, she nodded her head up and 
down several times so I grabbed the ladder and off we went. It 
was like she wanted to see me before she accepted my offer. After 
we reached the hole, I put the ladder in it and the cubs climbed 
out right away. The bear grunted and rubbed her head on my arm 
before they headed off. That must be ‘thank you’ in bear talk.” 

“When I saw you following the bear and carrying the ladder,” 
Emily said, “I thought you must be crazy. But you had the biggest 
grin on your face. Now I understand why. I hate to think what 
would’ve happened if anyone else saw you. You do have a 
reputation as an eccentric around here.” 

While his face remained blank, Stan fidgeted with his utensils 
and the salt and pepper shakers. She had never encountered 
someone who was as expressionless as him. 

“The locals don’t know the half of it, which is just fine by 
me.” 

“How did you… umm… communicate your plan with the 
bear?” 

“You know what extrasensory perception and telepathy are?” 
“What some people imagine them to be, yes.” 
“Well there are a lot of high-powered and wealthy people who 

believe my telepathic skills are real, which means governments and 
corporations want to use my services for insights into the strat-
egies of their competitors as well as public attitudes. They don’t 
understand how my ability works, and that it doesn’t always 
produce the results they want. Often, I tell them only what they 
asked for rather than all I’ve learned pursuing their request. By the 
way, I can turn off my telepathy, which I have done for this 
conversation.” 

“You read my concern this morning.” 
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“And your intention this afternoon to stop at the grocery 
store. Your thoughts are a lot more focused than most people 
around here. My primary concern today was the safety of the 
bears. It would be a real bonus if this incident leads me to 
comprehend how I read mother bear’s anguish and whether that 
would open the door to a wider understanding of wildlife 
thinking. I wish I could get them to look both ways before 
crossing a road. I’m always upset by the sight of the ones hit by 
vehicles. 

“Today I’m trying to have a normal conversation with a 
person who has scientific training to see if I can explain myself in 
a rational way about something that is generally regarded as a 
blend of wishful thinking and pseudoscience. If I’m imposing on 
you too much, please say so.” 

“Don’t worry; I’m driven by curiosity. In this case, how you 
convinced the bear you could save her cubs. As intriguing as that 
is, I’m even more curious about how she would know you could 
help her, and accept your idea of using the ladder.” 

Stan grinned. 
“I hope you can help me find answers to your questions. I 

became aware of sensing other people’s thoughts about thirty 
years ago when I was in high school. At first, I could just get vague 
impressions of what a person was thinking. It helped if the 
thoughts involved me. When I was in the school cafeteria or 
anywhere people were gathered, I would try to pick up on what 
they were thinking. By the time I finished university I was quite 
adept at it. Telepathy doesn’t have many applications in chemical 
engineering so I guess it became my hobby. 

“I can read a person’s thoughts regardless of their language 
because I sense the images of what they’re speaking or thinking 
about. When I realized that, I wondered whether it’d work on 
animals. It was difficult at first because animals don’t think in 
terms of reference like humans. I’ve focused on telepathy with 
humans and hoped someday to become better at it with animals. 

“Understanding animal thoughts began in grad school. I was 
sitting on a park bench one day thinking about a problem I faced 
with recycling plastic waste into useful products. I found myself 
surrounded by pigeons and squirrels although I had no food in 
my hands. That didn’t discourage them. Then I remembered the 
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sandwich and cookies in my backpacks. They must have smelled 
them. I pulled them out and shared them. While I was doing that, 
the solution came for my problem and I quickly scattered the rest 
of the sandwich and the cookies and headed for my lab. 

“My solution worked better than expected and what it led to 
is the main reason I get so many visitors. I have a specialized 
chemistry lab in the house that I work in when I want. It’s highly 
automated so I don’t have to be in it all the time, and when I am, 
I don’t have people’s thoughts intruding on mine.” 

“If you’re into specialized engineering,” asked Emily, “why 
are you living in this out-of-the-way village?” 

“Here I’m an oddball and mostly ignored so I accomplish a 
lot. At a major university, I’d be hounded all the time.” 

“What would you have done if the cubs couldn’t climb up the 
ladder?” 

“Put branches on it and they could’ve climbed them.” 
“It sure would make my job easier if I could communicate 

with animals. It would’ve been far better for the cow with the 
infected foot today if she had just lain still while I was treating 
her.” 

“At least you see the potential in what I can do and don’t 
think I’m a wacko.” 

“Well you’d have to prove to me that your telepathy works 
beyond making educated guesses.” 

“Fair enough, although you’ll have to experience it to really 
understand. I’ll think of a way to demonstrate it that doesn’t 
intrude on your privacy.” He smiled at her. “Is the food here 
acceptable to you?” 

“I’ve eaten here a couple of times and the fare was always 
fine.” 

“Good. Could we meet here two evenings from now? I hope 
by then to have figured out a way to demonstrate my telepathy is 
legitimate.” 

“Certainly, and I’ll read up on the topic. There’s probably lots 
online about it.” 

“Plenty, although the arguments for it aren’t very 
convincing.” 

That evening and the next morning before she headed for the 
clinic, Emily scanned the internet for information on telepathy 
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and ESP. While she read a lot, the information only made her 
more skeptical. What will it take to verify Stan’s claims? 

She drove through Bethany later in the day and spotted 
several vehicles outside his house. While they could be discussing 
chemical engineering issues, she suspected they would be 
discussing his unusual abilities because their presence would not 
be noticed here. 

Mostly she used her spare time to think about ways to test his 
claim. How could I do it without letting him read my mind? Her research 
suggested telepathy only worked if the people involved in the 
communication willingly participated. Did my curiosity about the bear 
and why Stan was following her open me to him knowing my thoughts? 

Once they placed their orders the next evening, Emily told 
Stan the only way she could think of checking his claim was for 
him to tell her what she was thinking about now. 

“The horse today. While the cut was deep, cleaning and 
wrapping it was all that was needed. You wished you could have 
convinced it that standing still so you could treat and bandage it 
would be a lot less painful than thrashing about. It obviously upset 
you a great deal because when I sensed you entering the 
restaurant, you were still projecting strong feelings about it.” 

“What other thoughts can you read?” 
“Well you’re curious about my visitors yesterday. It’s 

interesting that having received your thoughts when you first 
watched me following the bear, I can tell when you are nearby. 
You have a unique mental pattern. By the way I checked on the 
bear today. She and the cubs are fine. I told the township about 
the hole and they’ll arrange to fill it in. While that news makes you 
happy, you still want to know about the visitors. Well they actually 
came to discuss an engineering problem.” 

“Nothing about telepathy?” she asked. Stan shook his head. 
“Guessed wrong there. Nothing I’ve read so far makes a plausible 
case for telepathy or ESP but its supporters are passionate like the 
flat-Earthers.” 

“Please don’t compare telepathy to the charade of the flat-
Earth advocates. My house is cloaked to prevent electronic spying, 
which also stops my telepathy from working on what’s going on 
around it. So I only engage it when I’m working on something 
important in my lab. It’s not on when I have visitors because it 
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interferes with cell phones.” 
“So, there’s still the matter of convincing me telepathy works. 

While you correctly noted some of my thoughts, they could just 
be lucky guesses.” 

“Can you think of any instances when you successfully 
deduced what someone was thinking?” 

Emily thought for a spell. “I’m sure there have been occasions 
but I don’t remember any in detail. I would’ve attributed it to 
paying attention and thinking a bit.” 

“Those are parts of the process for sure. Telepathy doesn’t 
deliver instant insights. Take the incident with the bear. I was 
sitting on my back deck enjoying the morning when I felt this 
anguish. I focused on it and discovered it was coming from the 
forest not the village. While I wondered if someone was lost, the 
thoughts coming to me made no sense. 

“There are sounds with telepathic thoughts. Finally, I realized 
they were coming from an animal, which I correctly deduced was 
mother bear. Then I could see the bear’s view of the cubs stuck 
in this hole. I was puzzling over this when I remembered the 
garbage box rescue. You know the rest of the story. 

“As I was following the bear, I sensed someone was watching. 
I focused on it and could tell the person was in your apartment 
and wanted to understand what I was doing. You were curious, 
not alarmed. And I sensed you a bit later in your vehicle tracking 
us. By the way, I did some further checking on you. You already 
have a great reputation around here.” 

Emily smiled. “I try to imagine what my patients are thinking, 
but barks and moos don’t help me much.” 

“You should try projecting images of how you want to treat 
them. That’s what I did over and over with the bear, sending her 
an image of the ladder going into the hole and the cubs climbing 
out. I repeated it a lot as we were walking to the hole.” 

They parted after dinner with both promising to keep 
working on understanding telepathy. 

The next afternoon the vet clinic received an emergency call. 
A bull had slashed open its left front leg on a piece of farm 
machinery. The farmer had coaxed the beast into a pen but it was 
still bleeding and bellowing in agony. 

Emily was on the road and reached the farm in about twenty 
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minutes. The farmer led her to the barn where a couple of workers 
were watching the animal lying on a pile of straw. “I paid a lot for 
the bull.” He was still thrashing about. 

“Would you fellows please go outside,” Emily said. “I want 
to try something.” When they were gone, she spoke softly to the 
bull while she projected an image of her entering the pen and 
cleaning and wrapping his wound. She repeated it several times 
and to her surprise the animal quieted. 

She opened the door into the pen and stepped in carrying her 
vet satchel. The bull sniffed a lot so she put her hand in front of 
its head. The bull reached up to brush her hand with his nose, and 
then licked her fingers. Then he laid his head back on the straw. 

For several minutes, Emily cleaned the wound, and then 
sprayed it with disinfectant. The bull groaned a couple of times 
but did not even twitch at her ministrations. Emily finished by 
wrapping the wound, all the while projecting an image of the bull 
remaining quiet, the healing occurring, and the bull soon back 
outside. 

With her ministrations complete, she stepped back. The bull 
struggled slowly to its feet, and then gently moved toward her. He 
rubbed his head on her arm a couple of times and then stepped 
back. 

She choked back a rush of emotions. 
“I believe now Stan.” 
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A Good Job Well Done 
Maggie Taylor 

 

     signed in at the desk, and was still slathering sanitizer when I 
walked in. “Hey, Pa. How you doing?” 

“Luke, my boy. You’re just in time for breakfast. Pull up a 
chair. You can crack those eggs for me. You know how I like ’em.” 

In my mind I could hear Pa coaching every move as I smeared 
egg and marmalade and seasoned his toasted sandwich. I wrapped 
it in a napkin and placed it in Pa’s good left hand.  

“Ta Lukey.” Pa took a big bite. “Just one thing could make it 
better. Help me get my right hand up here.” 

I guided his stroke-weakened right arm up to the sandwich 
and watched his eyes twinkle as his fingers held the food loosely. 

“I been trying all week to do that.” At that point Pa broke 
into a Beatles’ tune. “With just a little help from my son.” 

I laughed at his old humour. “Good to see you making 
progress, Pa.” 

While he ate, I prepared a pot of tea. On Monday I had 
brought in his electric kettle and favourite blue teapot, mug and 
Tetley tea bags. 

“I remembered the tea cozy,” I said, as I pulled it from my 
backpack and laid it on the window ledge. 

“Your Ma quilted that last year. Finished it by hand just before 
she passed.” Pa heaved a sigh. Our eyes met for a long moment, 
then he inhaled a big breath. “Uh… kettle’s boiling. You got time 
for a cuppa before work?” 

“Thanks, but I got to go. Applying for that part-time job at 
CP Triple C.” Pa looked puzzled. “You remember. The Carleton 
Place Community and Conference Centre. Folks are calling it the 
Triple C. Kind of like a triple-A battery only CCC.” Pa still looked 
baffled. 

“That tea steeped yet?” 
I removed the bags and poured. “Sugar?” 
“Nah. Dietician wants me to watch the sweeties.” 
“When you’re ready for another cuppa just push the call 
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button. You be a good boy for the physiotherapist. See you later 
Pa.”  

 
It was eight-thirty when I pulled up to the community centre. The 
walkway wasn’t shoveled. I figured I had time to clear a path 
before going in for my interview. At five to nine I knocked on the 
manager’s door. 

“Come.” 
“Morning, Mr. Maguire. Just letting you know I’m here.” 
“Luke. I been trying to get a hold of you but your phone kept 

going to voice mail.” 
“Right. Had it turned off while visiting Pa at the rehab unit.” 

Just then I spotted a disagreeable relic from childhood in the 
visitor’s chair. 

“Luke. I’d like you to meet Derik Smit. He’s new in town. 
Well, relatively new, since it’s his first time back since he moved 
away as a kid.” 

Derik sat there with that same arrogant smirk I remembered 
from Grade Four. To be cordial, I extended my hand which Derik 
grabbed in a bone crushing shake, his eyes daring me to wince. 
Thankfully, Maguire distracted us. 

“Luke, I know I promised you some part-time hours until the 
conference centre is up and running, but Derik here needs 
something to tide him over until he can get work in his area of 
expertise.” 

“Mr. Maguire, I was counting on those hours to cover the 
cost of Pa’s homecare once he’s released from rehab.” 

“Sorry, Luke. I am sure you can pick up some hours 
elsewhere. This is only until the official opening of the centre in 
the spring, when the job will go to competition.” 

I felt heat rise up my neck as I struggled to remain cool. “I 
was here early and shoveled a path from the parking lot to the 
front door.” 

“Kind of you, Luke. Thanks.” Turning to Derik he continued. 
“I was going to have you start with the walkway but that still leaves 
six parking spaces to clear and the entrance hall to wash. That will 
be two hours today instead of two and a half.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Maguire. I’ll get right to it.” He shrugged his 
coat on, shook the manager’s hand, curled his lip at me as he left. 
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“Keep in touch, Luke,” he said. “Job competition will be 
posted April fifteenth.” 

 
In the parking lot Derik jammed his shovel into the snowbank 
and strode over. “So Lukey Luke. Still scoring brownie points?” 
He pinched my parka zipper and shoved it up the last few inches 
ending with a punch on the chin. 

“Back off Dutch,” I growled, using his old nickname. ‘Dutch’ 
not for his ancestry but for all the trouble he got into, daily. 

“See. Here’s the thing. I got this gig now, so don’t go costing 
me any hours like you did today.” 

“Still the same old bully I see. So, tell me, what happened to 
you after you were expelled and your family move away in 
disgrace?” 

“If you know what’s good for you…” Derik grunted.  
At the road I rolled down my window. “So, how’d you learn 

about the job?” 
“Some sap was bragging to the waitress at Granny’s Griddle 

this morning. About how the job was in the bag. So, I just beat 
him to it. Sucker.” 

As I drove away, I saw Dutch in my rear-view mirror 
brandishing the shovel like a trophy. I drove home, attached the 
show shovel to my truck and finished clearing snow for my 
customers. 
 
I inhaled the intoxicating fragrance of buckwheat pancakes and 
maple syrup as I walked into the Griddle at lunchtime. 

“Jeannie. You’ll never guess who’s back in town. Derik, 
‘always in Dutch’, Smit. 

“What? That obnoxious brute they expelled from elementary 
school?” 

 “The same.” 
“Why would he come back here? Wait. How do you know 

he’s here?” 
“I was at the conference centre for my interview.” 
“Did you get the job?” 
“No. Derik got there first. Seems he heard you and me talking 

about the job when I had coffee here this morning.” 
Jeannie held up a finger, putting me on pause, while she 
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delivered another order. 
“What can I get you?” she asked planting a coffee in front for 

me. 
“What he’s having, with a side of sausages.” I nodded at the 

customer beside me. Once she had placed my order I continued. 
“Derik was gloating. Gave Mr. Maguire a story about needing 
some hours to tide him over until he gets a job ‘in his area of 
expertise’.” 

“And that is what exactly?” 
“Not a clue. Have you got your laptop handy?” Jeannie 

delivered the computer with my breakfast. She Googled Derik, 
alias Dutch, Smit. We looked at old news reports citing the arrest, 
trial and sentencing of Derik Smit for attempted manslaughter in 
a robbery gone wrong in Toronto. “OMG. He got out six months 
ago.” 

“And here he is bullying you again. I’m worried, Luke.” 
“Don’t be. I plan to give him a wide berth.” 
 

I got a call from Malcolm Cooke. He needed help catering a city 
council meeting next day. The Mayor wanted to try out the new 
conference centre before the official opening. Malcolm was in full 
stride by the time I arrived at Glen Isle Catering. 

“Hey Luke. Glad you were available. Here is the menu.” 
We would be preparing a hearty casserole buffet. I ordered a 

variety of breads for pickup at 10:00 next day, but let Malcolm 
know I might be a half hour later due to snow clearing 
commitments. The forecast was for seven to eight centimeters 
overnight. 

“That should work.” Malcolm switched to ‘fetch’ mode, rarely 
using my name. He passed me a list scrawled on paper towel. The 
next few hours passed quickly. I left with a goodie bag for myself 
and Pa. 

 
“See you’ve been to my favourite bakery. Butter’s on the window 
ledge.” 

I slathered buns then helped Pa grip a soup spoon in his weak 
right hand before we tucked into generous bowls of chilli. 

“Still slopping on myself,” he griped. “I hate this big ol’ bib.” 
“You’ve come a long way in the weeks since your stroke.” 
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He was silent as he mulled that over. Finally, taking a deep 
breath, Pa smiled and asked about my day. 
 “Interesting. Ran into, or rather had a run-in with, my 
childhood nemesis.” Pa perked up. “After I left here this morning 
I went to the triple C, for that part-time job interview. Thought it 
was a done deal until I saw Derik Smit in Maguire’s office.” 

“What?” Pa sat up straight. “Not that nasty piece of work? 
His family moved away with their tails between their legs.” 

“Yup. Not a month after Derik was expelled from Grade 
Four. 

“What in the devil is he doing back here?” I grabbed Pa’s I-
Pad from the drawer and showed the news clips on Derik’s 
coloured past. “Says here he got out of prison six months ago.” 
Pa gave me a worried look. “You mark my words, son, he’s up to 
no good.”   

 
When I arrived at the banquet hall midmorning Wednesday, 
Malcolm already had the casseroles finishing off in the oven. I 
prepared the breads for warming. 

Malcolm was annoyed. “I had a look around the banquet 
room. Serving table is dirty and there are boot marks all over the 
place. Maguire assured me the hall would be ready.” 

“You want me to talk to him?” 
“Not enough time. Could you fetch a mop and spruce things 

up?” 
I cleaned the serving table first and set the burners under the 

water baths. I was mopping the last of the boot marks when Derik 
burst in, the door banging the bucket I was carrying, slopping dirty 
water. 

“What the… What are you doing here?” 
“We have a catered event starting in thirty minutes. The 

floor…” 
“The floors are my job!” Derik jabbed a finger emphasizing 

each word as his voice rose. 
Malcolm poked his head out of the kitchen. “Everything okay 

out here?” 
Derik lowered his voice and snarled. “I warned you not to 

cost me any more wages. Maybe I need to have a talk with your 
daddy. In rehab, is he?” Derik slapped the door out of his way, 
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again banging it into the bucket, slopping water. 
 “Who’s the Neanderthal?” Malcolm asked as I washed my 

hands in the kitchen. 
“An unsavoury twit from grade school.” I filled Malcolm in 

on Derik’s recent prison release and delinquent past. 
“Sounds like a guy on a mission.” 
 

I phoned Pa after the event to let him know I had leftovers. 
“Oh, hi son. Your old friend Derik Smit is here.” I heard a 

snide laugh in the background. “Mac and cheese tonight, so just 
something for yourself but dessert for two.” 

Knowing Derik was there really aggravated me. 
It was a relief to find Pa alone at five o’clock. “You okay, Pa? 

Did Derik upset you?” 
“Surprisingly not. He was all cordial. Asked how I was doing; did 
I need anything. Pa chose his words. “Seems he’s a bit annoyed 
with you butting in on his part-time hours. It was amusing to 
watch him edit his language. Makes me think he has one 
enormous crude vocabulary. 
 
Next morning, I was stamping snow off in the vestibule of 
Granny’s Griddle when Derik deliberately ran into me. “Was that 
necessary?” I asked. 

“Just wanted to be able to tell your daddy I bumped into you.” 
“So, you intend to see him again?” It was out my mouth 

before I could stop it. Showing annoyance was a red flag. I had 
unintentionally guaranteed that Derik, always in Dutch, Smit 
would make it his mission to visit Pa…again. 

With a snigger he banged out the door. “See you around, 
loser.” 

Jeannie, busy refilling coffees and delivering breakfasts, had 
witnessed my grand entrance. But she had that sweet smile ready 
with my coffee as I sat down at the far end of the counter. 

“He’s a real piece of work. Tried to chat me up as if I was 
some tart.” 

“Sorry ’bout that,” I sighed, hoping Derik didn’t discover that 
Jeannie and I were a couple. I didn’t want her targeted too. 

 
“Dinner’s here,” I said. Pa was sitting in an easy chair. “Look at 
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you, up out of bed! When did this happen?” 
“Physiotherapist said I could be getting out of bed more often 

on my own. Gave me that dang wheel-less contraption to get 
around with.” He waved his hand in disgust at the walker. “Derik 
came this afternoon.” Pa saw my jaw tighten. “Don’t worry son. 
Allows me to keep an eye on him. Sure loves to talk about 
himself.” 

“Anything I should know about?” 
“Guarantee I’ll let you know if there is.” 
After dinner we went to the patients’ lounge and worked on 

a large-piece puzzle. While Pa couldn’t always get his right hand 
to grasp and place pieces, his eyes were spot on finding and 
matching colours. 

“He was asking about ice fishing.” It was a moment before I 
realized Pa was referring to Derik. “Thinks it’s some kind of ideal 
father-son activity.” 

 
The rest of the week continued with snow clearing, small catering 
jobs and twice-daily visits with Pa. Saturday morning, I pulled into 
the rehab parking lot and recognized the rattletrap Derik drove. I 
nearly turned around and left. I could feel an angry heat rise up 
my neck. I sat in my truck thinking how best to handle this next 
confrontation. No way was I going to let that bully spoil my time 
with Pa. I could imagine Pa telling me to take deep breaths until I 
felt my heart rate slow. Then I imagined what reaction I could 
present to Derik that would really throw him. 

“Hi, Pa. Oh, you’re here too, Derik. Nice to see you again.” 
Pa gave me a cheery greeting, his eyes twinkling merrily. Derik, 
looking stunned, remained silent. 

“Did you want to walk down the hall with us, Derik? Pa has 
to give this sleek walker a spin twice a day.” 

Derik plodded along silently for a few minutes. He stopped 
suddenly, looked at his watch. “Got something needs doing. 
Later.” 

“Later,” Pa and I chimed in together. Once the door closed 
behind Derik, Pa and I doubled over laughing. 

“Well, Lukey, he wasn’t expecting that.” The walking and 
laughter had tired Pa, so I settled him in his comfy chair with a 
throw over his knees and a book. 
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 At dinner time I learned that Derik had returned mid-
afternoon, disturbing Pa’s nap. However, Pa being the gracious 
man he is, encouraged Derik to stay. What was that about? This 
became the pattern over the following weeks. Next time I saw 
Derik, he was loading ice fishing gear into his car. The clerk from 
the rental shop followed him out with an auger which he laid 
across the rear seat. My arms were full with a bakery pickup for 
Malcolm. 

“When you going to get into a manly activity like ice fishing, 
boy?” 

“Never cared to freeze my butt hours on end.” I climbed into 
my truck. 

Derik swaggered over. “Good chance to bend your elbow 
with a few cold brews. Try it sometime. It’ll make a man o’ you.” 
He was so busy sniggering he didn’t see the ice. 

“Great pratfall, Derik,” I laughed. He cursed a blue streak as 
I drove off. Oh yeah… I was going to pay for that. 
 
Heavy snow canceled my evening plans. Jeannie would meet the 
girls at the pub and I’d join them if I could. Course that didn’t 
happen. I’d be lucky to get a few hours sleep before I had to be 
up again. 

“Do you believe this snow?” I called from the doorway of 
Granny’s Griddle. The general talk was naturally the weather: 
snow records, longest cold spell and any other winter record 
dredged up to outdo one another. 

I plopped down in my usual seat. “Hey Jeannie. Sorry I 
couldn’t make it last night.” 

“No worries. The girls and I had a good time. Live music had 
the dance floor jumping… I hate to tell you this, but Derik is a 
fun dancer.” Jeannie blushed. 

My stomach dropped. “You danced with him?” 
“Well, not on purpose. He just worked his way around the 

dance floor, flirting. After another set, he sat at our table.” 
 I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You invited him?” 
Jeannie’s flush deepened. “Course not, but he had already 

ordered a round of drinks for us, which arrived at the same time 
he pulled up a chair. So, he sat there flirting.” 

I went quiet. I trusted Jeannie, but I had to admit I was feeling 
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uneasy about all the inroads Derik was making in my life. “Did 
you tell him you and I were an item?” 

“Do I look daft? I didn’t say anything, but Susie blurted it out. 
You know how she shares after a few. Your usual breakfast?” 

That news was a real appetite killer. “Coffee. Maybe toast.” 
At this point I stopped calling him Derik. He was visiting Pa 
regularly. He knew Jeannie and I were an item. Plus, I’d had that 
great laugh at his pratfall. He was now officially Dutch, though it 
felt like the one in Dutch was really me. 

  
I opened the rehab door and ran smack into, guess who? He was 
holding a large sealed bag of something grey and squishy. 

“Well if it isn’t Lukey. Your daddy was real pleased to see this 
little trophy of mine.” He opened the bag and stuck it under my 
nose. “Inhale the smell of success.” 

I reared back trying not to retch. “What the…?” 
“Your daddy has been teaching me all about ice fishing,” he 

smirked as he pushed out of the door. 
“Hey Pa. Just had a smelly bag of fish shoved in my face.” 
“Welcome to the club. Had to wash my nose.” Pa chuckled. 

“That fella has this idea I’m his proud daddy.”  
“Where’d that come from?” 
“No idea. The more he talks ice fishing, the more I feed him 

a line of hooey.” Pa chuckled. I didn’t. 
  

It was warmer for a few days and Jeannie and I had time together: 
ate out, joined friends at the bar. We were dancing when I spotted 
Dutch. He was wiggling his way through the crowd, pausing in 
front of the ladies to show off and leer. I tried to keep my back to 
him but then, there he was, between Jeannie and me. 

“Hey there, babe.” 
Pa’s voice in my head screamed, ‘Take the high road… take the high 

road.’ So, taking hold of Jeannie’s hand I said, “Sweetie, have you 
met Derik Smit?” 

She played along. “Pleased to meet you Derik. Seen you at the 
Griddle a few times.” 

“Don’t be forgetting the dances we’ve had together.” Dutch 
kept prancing in front of us, goading me. 

Jeannie hugged my arm. “Time to go, early day tomorrow.” 
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We picked up our coats and headed out. 
Dutch followed. “Hey, Lukey boy, come join me. Catch a big 

ol’ fish.” 
I helped Jeannie into the truck, locking her door. Dutch 

followed me. Man, his breath was rank. “Maybe you should head 
home. Seems you’ve had a few.” 

Dutch slapped my shoulder. “Don’t worry none. I got room 
for least three more brews. Take your lady home and we’ll have a 
friendly competition. Catch a fishy, make your ol’ daddy proud.” 

“Hey, sissy boy!” he jeered as we drove off. “My favourite ice 
hole is straight out the end of Maple Ridge Lane. Straight out on 
the lake. Come find me.” 

Jeannie and I had cocoa and cuddled by her fire. Dutch had 
soured the evening. We barely talked, preferring soothing music.   
 
It was real pleasant not running into Dutch next morning and Pa 
said he failed to show for his midafternoon visit. So we enjoyed 
ourselves: ate dinner, worked on a new puzzle, drank tea. It was 
after dark, when I was getting into my truck, that the sirens started. 
First a fire truck, then police, then ambulance. Being curious I 
followed the flashing lights out along the concession road that 
skirted the lake. The parade of lights turned left on a road heading 
towards the lake. I stopped at the intersection of Maple Ridge 
Lane. I had a bad feeling. Turned around and headed home. 
 
By the time I visited Pa in the morning he’d already heard about 
the accident. Ontario Provincial Police divers had pulled some 
dude from an area of thin ice. No name available. 

“Do you think it was Dutch?” 
“Remember the promise I made you, Lukey, when you were 

nine? Dutch had just put you in hospital. I swore I’d never let him 
torment you again. A good job well done, wouldn’t you say?” 

My jaw dropped. Then I remembered. 
“Pa,” I said in alarm, “the lake, at the end of Maple Ridge 

Lane. Doesn’t that area have a strong current?” 
The corner of Pa’s mouth twitched slightly. 
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Transitions 
Martin Bueno 

 

   t took forever and a day in the lineup to get to the solitary figure 
at the only registry desk that was open. Muffled sounds of the 
hundred or so bodies echoed throughout the high-ceilinged 
rotunda. Beings of all shapes and sizes were talking, snorting, 
growling, wheezing and shuffling along in a solemn procession. 
Standing taller than most, Vecco paused, stretching to try to see 
the front of the line. He complained to those around him that two 
moons would pass each other faster than this. He glanced at the 
titanium identification medallion slung with a chain around his 
neck to check the time. Each creature was unique, so there were 
few, if any, distinguishing common characteristics among them. 
They moved impatiently through their roped-off line that snaked 
its way across the floor. Not completely human forms, animal 
shapes, and those in between, were visibly excited as each one 
neared the front of the line. 

A monotonous voice rang out. “Next.” 
Vecco was dragging his feet and his tail. His small arms 

dangled and his three-pronged claws were clenched into fists. It 
was everything he could do to subdue his frustration. His leathery 
scales itched and rubbed as he crept forward. 

Situated at the far end of the room, a stooped figure sat 
behind an obscenely large desk. This surly being, the sole decision 
maker over everyone’s once-in-a-lifetime dream, was hunched 
forward, looking at a screen embedded in the surface of his table. 
The top of his head sprouted a mature crop of grey hair, mostly 
hiding rather large and floppy ears. When he looked up, he gest-
ured with his arms, waving them about as if he were conducting a 
symphony. Vecco was familiar with the computer interface based 
on a musical instrument called the Theremin. This official was the 
Gatekeeper to Transitioning. As a decision-maker, he would take 
the candidate’s titanium identification medallion, render 
judgement, and return the medallion to the hopeful individual. 
The applicant was waved on, and he would beckon the next in line 
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to come forward. The successful candidate walked over to two 
cathedral doors directly behind this judge. They were not the least 
bit imposing, even with two guards at attention, bearing 
ceremonial swords. Vecco watched the doors open, took a deep 
breath, and anxiously continued to wait his turn. Those doors 
were all that stood in the way between him and Transition. He 
couldn’t wait any longer. 

Vecco Implt672 had been standing, waiting, and shuffling 
forward for hours. Why not have six counters running at the same time? 
he thought. Politicians never cared for efficiency. The queues for 
everything from shopping for food to commuting to and from 
work were endless, even on this remote, overpopulated planet. 
Transition was purposely arduous and explicitly designed to 
dissuade one from undergoing the procedure. It also helped to 
flaunt the power of its bureaucracy. It was not “take and number 
and make yourself comfortable with a drink and we’ll call you.” If 
you wanted Transition, you had better be prepared to stand in line, 
wait your turn, and not even think about leaving for a minute or 
your place would be gone. 

 The elderly gentleman at the desk didn’t even seem fazed by 
the sheer number of those waiting in line. He had mere minutes 
to question and review each candidate’s application. Only upon a 
very subjective and biased judgment call, would he render his 
decision. No jury, no time to argue, and no appeal. His authority 
was final. Fortunately, Transitions were granted to more than 
eighty percent of applicants. Upon approval, he would enter some 
data and then, like magic, alter each applicant’s implanted elec-
tronic identity code. With one push of a button, each qualified 
citizen could be Transitioned into their desired phenotype. They 
claimed it was painless with full recovery after two days, 
depending on your skin type and weight, and Vecco was both 
scaly and heavy. Vecco was getting impatient and thirsty. He 
should have brought snacks like others in line. He hated the 
feeling of his toenails scraping on the marble floor, and his back 
ached. His reptilian tongue licked his thin lips. 

There was a wide variety of things to see as he looked around. 
Robotic busts were perched on short columns on either side. 
Their sole purpose was to remind the populace of the outstanding 
politicians, monarchs, and dictators of the planet’s turbulent 
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history. He could see paintings of galactic battles, holograms and 
animations that ran in loops, and sculptures of every historical 
leader, some of whom had gone on to colonize other planets. The 
eyes of the robotic busts, in turn, examined each candidate and 
kept a watch for any undue disruption. Police could be summoned 
in a matter of seconds by these figures. They could also answer 
questions, for a nominal price, if you inserted your titanium 
identification medallion into a slot in their pedestal. But mostly, 
they bragged about their accomplishments. A few bystanders were 
engaged in this way. Vecco examined each bust in turn. He took 
out his medallion and placed it into the slot of a heavily bearded 
bronze face and pushed the button. A somber voice emanating 
from a speaker in the pedestal told him that he was the one 
responsible for ensuring every parent was granted the offspring of 
their choice. The animation only lasted a minute. Some smiled at 
him, some didn’t. One whispered something about him to the 
person beside him. He didn’t know them all but remembered that 
this one had been responsible for the rules regarding the choice 
to make a Transition. 

It had been barely ten years ago that a narcissistic dictator, 
Lord Mansour, had decreed that instead of multiple opportunities, 
each citizen would be allowed only one Transition per lifetime. 
There were many who revolted, protesting in the streets, but they 
were duly silenced and later exported to far off colonies without 
trial or recourse. No one since had dared to change it back to the 
way it was. Eventually Mansour’s ‘only-one-transition-policy’ 
became his crowning achievement. Indeed, it was the only act for 
which he was remembered, having wasted the planet’s resources 
to fuel his own personal interests. The robot busts were a perfect 
example of his indulgence. Of course, Lord Mansour’s statue was 
full bodied, wearing a military uniform, and larger than any of the 
others. As was typical for him, he had even declared a holiday in 
his own honour, the busiest day of the year to request a Transition, 
Mansourimanimous Day. 

Vecco eased forward. Each applicant presented their 
medallion to be examined. The device contained all relevant 
personal information. The total Transition, from beginning to 
end, lasted over an hour but could commence immediately upon 
validation. Many chose that option. Vecco yawned, displaying his 
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many rows of pointed teeth. He was tired of the queue. His feet 
were sore but there was no way he was going to change his mind 
now. Not a chance. 

At long last, he could see the laser beam that you were not 
allowed to cross until it was your turn. He had been on the planet 
since birth but, as he matured, he knew the time was right to 
undergo the change he wanted. He wasn’t going to wait until old 
age to undergo a Transition. He was the sixth generation after the 
colonization and Lord Mansour’s declaration meant Vecco only 
had one shot at changing his image from that his parents had 
bestowed. 

It was Vecco’s biological parents’ firm decision to have their 
child more than ninety percent genetically modified, or more 
accurately, manipulated. There had been many prototypes to 
choose from but Vecco’s parents, Biots since birth, had decided 
to conceive his physical form from scratch. On this planet, it was 
customary for each inhabitant to be unique so no one would 
resemble another. In this way, there was no discrimination based 
on one’s appearance and, supposedly, no hate crimes against 
visible minorities. Of course, that was the theory but in practice 
there was plenty of prejudice, just not for an entire race. He 
became a new generation Biot, composed of equal thirds human, 
robot, and extinct animal characteristics. Parents gave the child a 
name and chose their appearance. Throughout the history of 
human evolution, children never had a say in what they were 
named. Not until recently could parents decide on what their 
offspring would look like as well. There were no more live births 
so size was not an issue. All embryos matured in vitro and had for 
the last five generations. Vecco would be the sixth generation and 
the number inscribed on the end of his tail was 672. So far, he was 
an only child, but still a Biot. He knew of those of privileged class 
who were over ninety percent human. The man behind the desk 
was one of them. He was of the authoritarian class, never mind 
that his kind were the minority of the population. This explained 
his position as Gatekeeper to Transitioning. 

Vecco’s parents had named him before birth and then spent 
months arguing over how he would manifest. The Reptiloid-
Velociraptor form was unique and his parents were jubilant about 
their creation. But, despite his power and stature, Vecco felt his 
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physical shape becoming a burden, trapped in the wrong body. 
He couldn’t stand it anymore. Enough was enough. It was 
sufficient to endure for the first seventeen years of his existence, 
under the protection and guardianship of his parents, but now, 
with puberty raging, there would be at least another eighty years 
he would have to cope with it. No way. He was tired of dragging 
around the scaled tail. It weighed a ton and he always had trouble 
getting around corners. His puny arms were much too short. He 
had wanted to transition earlier but his parents would not sign the 
necessary consent forms, nor were they willing to pay. He could 
not convince them that the length of his arms, even with his three 
hooked claws, made it impossible to even hug his own mother. 

He adored his mother, who had the neck and head of a swan, 
and towered over his much shorter dad who had the skin of an 
armadillo and the face of a badger. Last year, on Vecco’s sixteenth 
birthday, they had held hands, looked adoringly at each other, and 
reminded their pride and joy that he was exactly the 
dromaeosaurid they had hoped for when they first met. There was 
not much of themselves they had passed on, considering neither 
of them resembled a reptile. In school, Vecco had learned that in 
many ways he resembled a velociraptor, an animal extinct for 
seventy-one million years. Vecco decided that once he reached the 
legal age, he would undergo the Transition but not tell his parents 
right away. He might wait for days, weeks, maybe even a few years. 
Maybe forever! It would be his revenge for making him so 
awkward. But, then again, he didn’t exactly hate them either. He 
hoped that they wouldn’t mind if he disappeared for a while. He 
could always contact them and surprise them with his new look. 
But today he wished they would never find him after the 
Transformation. A Transition was for life and they would not 
recognize him. 

He was getting fidgety. He clutched the medallion again. His 
parents had tried to hide it from him last year on Mansouri-
manimous Day. They had reminded him that a Transition would 
not be reversible and that he was too immature to make such a 
life-altering decision. Still, he loved his parents. They had taught 
him about the value of life, as well as the value of owning things. 
His Dad, especially, constantly reminded him of the need for 
balance in life. 
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“Store your valuables in their own spot, Vecco. Be 
resourceful. If you can’t find a tool when you want it, there is no 
sense in even having it. At the same time, be careful about getting 
too attached to things, even your medallion. It’s not what you’ve 
got that’s important…  it’s what you do with what you’ve got. It’s 
not the thing that matters.” His Dad’s favourite example was that 
Vincent van Gogh had had a blank canvas and less than a handful 
of colours in his paint box. 

Finally, there were only two left in line in front of him. He 
was almost at the front. His turn at last. He was third, if he 
counted the dwarf rat standing behind the centaur who was up on 
its hind legs, impatiently sniffing the air. Vecco had been standing 
in line for ages and hadn’t noticed the rodent before. It was an 
enlarged white Wistar537h rat. Vecco could read the tattoo on its 
back. 

The centaur, who had made it to the front of the line, was 
restless. It stamped its front hoof and caught the laser beam. 
Instantly an alarm went off, deafening everyone in the room. It 
lowered its head and sheepishly backed up under the glare of the 
official. Was the amazing creature, a muscular human torso with 
long, flowing hair, and half white-stallion, actually standing in line 
for a change in physical form? What could be a more majestic 
combination? 

Vecco was relieved to be finally reaching the front of the line. 
When he looked down, the white rat was still in his way. It must 
have crawled out of the woodwork. Surely no parent would bring their 
only child into this world as a white rat, no matter how intelligent it might be. 
He wasn’t about to let a pink tailed white rat get in his way. He 
thought about stomping on it but swiveled around to move the 
rat away by swinging his tail in a broad circle. 

“Hey there, Mr. Teeth, I was here first,” said the rat. 
Vecco looked at the rat. He could easily move up a place in 

line by leaning over and gobbling it up.  He smacked his lips just 
thinking about it. After all, he hadn’t brought any snacks. 

The centaur was now at the counter and talking to the 
Gatekeeper. The government worker looked stern but spoke 
quietly to the creature. Vecco hoped the Gatekeeper would be 
reasonable. He put a stamp on the centaur’s medallion and waved 
his arms about. Now Vecco was closer, he saw that the 
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Gatekeeper was elderly, with unruly hair and very thick glasses 
resting on a rather large nose. He resembled Albert Einstein, with 
the addition of a small top hat and long droopy ears. Vecco mused 
that his parents must have had an obsession with the famous 
physicist when they gave birth to him. The man focused on the 
screen, lost in the pages of bureaucracy. 

Vecco licked his lips again with his reptilian tongue, looking 
down at the white rat. Lunch? 

“Sorry, I didn’t see you standing in line,” said Vecco to the 
rat. It was the only appropriate thing to say under the 
circumstances. The rat looked up but said nothing, obviously 
indignant. Vecco backed up a few steps, almost bumping into the 
person directly behind him. He stepped on toes and momentarily 
lost his footing. He heard a familiar sweet voice from behind, 
trying to sound stern. “Hey, watch where you’re going. At least 
say ‘excuse me’. Where are your manners? Why, hello, Vecco. I 
didn’t expect to see you here.” 

Vecco spun around to face the creature behind him. 
Recognition set in; it was the girl he had befriended in youth 
leadership summer camp the year before. Or had it been two 
years? 

“Remember me?” she asked. “I’m Angelica642 from the 
islands. You have not even turned around once to see who was 
behind you. I thought it might be you.” 

“You’re here for a Transition too?” he asked. “I can’t believe 
it. You’re not serious. I thought you said you liked who you were.” 

Angelica was a graceful, long-necked, feathery humanoid with 
narrow slanted eyes very far apart, and slender long fingers that 
she ran through her long dangly hair. She spoke in an accent unlike 
any other on the planet. 

“I did up until last year, but I desperately want a Transition. 
Isn’t it exciting? What are you going to Transform into? Vecco, 
please tell me… do you remember last July’s summer holiday?” 

How could he forget? Their bodies sprawled on the lush 
grasses. Stealing time away from the meetings to explore the 
terrain together. Trading secrets. It was the best summer of 
Vecco’s life. He had fallen in love. 

“I’ve been meaning to call you,” he said. After the Transition, 
you won’t even know me. At least I don’t think you would know 
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it was me. My parents don’t even know I’m here. The Transition 
is the only way out for me. Time for me to leave home.” He 
searched her eyes for empathy. 

“Do you believe in fate, and foreshadowing?” she asked. 
“Not really. Why?” 
“Because I intuitively knew you would be here. Really, I 

wanted you to be here. I mentally summoned you to be here.” 
 “For what purpose?” 

“So that we could be together,” said Angelica. Her eyes were 
wild with excitement, compassion, and love. 
 All the plans Vecco had formulated in his mind during the 
hours of waiting vanished in an instant. He looked at Angelica as 
if he were meeting her for the first time. 

“This is our moment in time, isn’t it?” he asked. “I’ve been 
fashioned after an extinct creature. Yet I know that any living 
species in our far past only lasted a few thousand years. Evolution 
is no longer necessary. Transitions can produce almost anything 
the imagination can conjure. Still, only the creatures existing today 
are of any importance. We are all that our civilization has to work 
with, to carry on. It’s how we define the future of our species. 
Once a species is extinct, it means it is lost forever. My parents 
couldn’t understand that. The velociraptor dream captivated my 
parents and all they wanted was to have an extinct being. But they 
forgot that each moment in time is fundamentally unique. It will 
never come again. Trying to bring the past back will never succeed 
unless we can come up with time travel.” 

“Vecco, philosophical as ever. It’s what attracted me to you. 
A reptile in body, not spirit.” 

“Angelica, I remember you were inspired by a swan. Your 
parents wanted delicacy, mine wanted strength. I doubt I will ever 
meet such a graceful creature as you and feel the way I did with 
anyone as with you last summer. I wish there were ways to 
suspend, or reverse, time.” 

“Don’t give up so easily,” she said. “We could Transition 
together.” 

“Do you think we could?” 
“What could be more real than the two of us standing in line 

to Transition at this very moment?” 
“Well, maybe it’s worth a try,” he offered. “Yes, as you say, 
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we must Transition together. The possibilities are limited by our 
imagination only.” 

He spun around in a circle almost wiping out the white rat. 
“To me it is a tug of war between wanting a more human form or 
an existing animal form. What you look like is less important than 
being happy in the skin you are in, and I’m definitely done with 
mine. My only regrets are of leaving my parents behind.” 

“Why does it have to be both? Allow your parents to come 
and visit. Why not choose just one? Children can be born or they 
can be hatched from an egg with a shell. Mine. And yours, Vecco.” 
She looked into his eyes and held them. “I’m proposing to you, 
silly reptile. Let’s make the egg ours. Let’s make the future ours. 
Fate has brought us together and now we need to seize the 
opportunity. The stars are aligned. Happy Mansourimanimous 
Day! We have so many years ahead of us. It’s a celebration of 
deciding to become what you’ve always wanted to be. Why 
Transition alone? What do you say?” 

Vecco grasped the delicate chain around his neck and 
carefully removed it. He placed both the chain and his medallion 
in her feathery hand. What was important was what this thing 
could do for them. 

Vecco thought, “I’ve finally got the one thing I own that will 
profoundly alter the meaning of my life.” 

The monotonous voice rang out. “Next.” 
He gingerly took her hand in his claws as they walked together 

up to the counter and announced, “We are Transitioning 
together.” 

The grey, wrinkled face of the Gatekeeper lifted slowly up. 
Bushy eyebrows conveyed surprise when raised, but the droopy 
eyes betrayed a look of boredom. 

“Medallions, please.” 
Angelica handed in the two round objects with her feathery 

fingers. He placed them into a drawer and closed it, pushing a 
button on the handle. He waved his arms about as if he were 
conducting a symphony over the top of his screen. When images 
appeared, he frowned. 

“No, I cannot process your Transitions because what you ask 
for requires that you be married. Your Transition also involves 
moving to another planet.” 
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Vecco turned to look at Angelica. Her eyes said it all. 
“So, that settles it. Marry us… here and now.” 

 
Two months later… 

 
The sun sparkled on the waves of the lake, casting shimmering 
patterns against the rocks of the small island, isolated and wild 
with evergreen trees bent from the wind. In a reedy bay, thick with 
bulrushes and swarming with dragonflies amidst the tall, feathery 
grasses, two herons gracefully landed on the shore. With long 
strides, they approached the nest, moving aside some grass to 
expose their one egg. Loons called and swam by, nodding 
approval before they dived below the surface and disappeared. 
Two turtles, sitting on a nearby sunken mossy log, craned their 
necks to see the contents of the nest. The female heron, with 
slightly slanted eyes, looked across the lake and then back at her 
mate. 
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Little Dog Lost, Reiki Found 
Susan A. Jennings 

 

      uddy Boy was a very special dog, who filled my heart to 
overflowing; laid-back Bud, we called him. He came into my life 
through serendipitous channels. I believe Reiki energy was 
working its magic long before I met him. He had spent his first 
three years with Diana, a home breeder. She owned Buddy and 
two female Bichon Frisés, Holly and Cricket, perhaps a Buddy 
Holly fan. Unforeseen circumstances forced Diana to seek a new 
home for Buddy Boy. 

The first person to adopt him was Judy, also a home breeder, 
who wanted to breed her little female so her granddaughter could 
have a puppy. Their usual stud was not available so Buddy found 
himself in a new home with a third wife. I’m sure he didn’t mind 
as he prepared for fatherhood once more. 

Three months later it shocked and disappointed Diana to 
discover an advertisement offering Buddy Boy for sale. Having 
found it difficult to part with him in the first place, she contacted 
Judy. Since the granddaughter had a puppy, Buddy’s services were 
no longer needed. The family wanted to recoup their investment. 
Buddy Boy was nothing more than a commodity to them, albeit 
they had treated him well. As if this situation was not distressing 
enough, it would get worse. They advertised Buddy Boy as a 
prolific breeding dog, known for fathering large, healthy litters, 
thus attracting the seedier side of dog breeding: unscrupulous 
puppy mills. Horrified at the thought of Buddy Boy used as a 
puppy-making machine, Diana wanted to take him back. 
Unfortunately, the new owners were bent on making a profit and 
it looked as though Buddy Boy would be lost to a puppy farm. 

Through a series of coincidences, I happened on the scene. I 
answered two advertisements, one for a three-year-old dog and 
one for a puppy. My inquiries revealed the connection between 
Judy and Diana. A three-year-old dog would be perfect. Living in 
an apartment, puppy training might be challenging. I did not have 
the means to pay for a valuable dog though and put my faith in 
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the Universe. After many emails and phone calls, a satisfactory 
arrangement was made between the three of us and they invited 
me to meet Buddy Boy. 

Oh, my goodness, they introduced me to the loveliest, gentle, 
laid back happy dog I had ever had the privilege of meeting. It was 
love at first sight for us both. Buddy Boy’s new home would be 
mine. Diana and Judy worked a plan out between them and in lieu 
of payment from me, Diana would maintain the breeding rights. 
Buddy Boy had it made, two loving homes and a little whoopie 
with the girls once or twice a year. Judy was now out of the picture. 

 As I mentioned, he fathered many puppies and my friend 
Kathleen bought Max-Zee, a puppy from Buddy’s last litter. 
Father and son made quite a team. However, the serendipitous 
energy continues as more of the story unfolds one winter’s day 
when visiting Kathleen and Max-Zee. 
 
The dampness sent a shiver down my spine as I tied the dogs, 
Buddy Boy and Max-Zee, to the tree in the front yard. It was mild 
for January. Instead of a bone-chilling minus twenty degrees 
Celsius—typical of winters in Quebec—the temperature was 
fluctuating around the freezing point. The heavy snowfalls of 
December were coated with a thin crust of ice from the freezing 
rain and the warmer air temperature had caused a dense mist to 
hover just above the snow. Bushes and trees appeared suspended 
in an opaque veil. It felt eerie and still. The muffled sounds gave 
the sense that something unsavoury was about to happen. 

Trying to escape the January blahs, Kathleen and I were at her 
brand-new house. We were looking forward to curling up in front 
of a warm fire, watching chick-flicks, and eating popcorn with 
Buddy Boy and Max-Zee, curly white purebred Bichon Frisés, 
sitting at our feet. 

Buddy Boy’s breeding days were over but this gentle soul 
minded his puppies as attentively as the mothers even when, on 
occasion, the girls kept him busy with two litters at the same time. 
He always took life in his stride. 

Max-Zee, a wiry, bouncy one-year-old, tried even Buddy’s 
fatherly patience. But he tolerated Max-Zee’s antics of pulling his 
ears and chewing his legs. When it got too much, he would jump 
on my lap with a pleading look of ‘get this kid off me’ but he never 
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snapped or growled. 
Still in our PJs at noon, in keeping with our lazy weekend, we 

prepared lunch and another bowl of popcorn. The Kleenex were 
strategically placed, ready for our next tear- jerking movie, but that 
was not to be. 

BARK… BARK! Looking out of the window, I could see no 
strangers or delivery people, only Max-Zee barking. Only Max-
Zee! Where was Buddy Boy? I ran outside but there was no sign 
of Buddy Boy and his leash was gone. Tears welled up with panic. 
I ran into the house and pulled jeans over my PJs, grabbing my 
coat and boots. My heart thumped inside my chest so hard I could 
hardly breathe. What if I couldn’t find him? What if someone had 
stolen him? 

“Kathleen!” I yelled, “Buddy Boy is gone!” 
Grabbing the car keys, I attempted to run to the car. The path 

shone with crystal clear ice; I could barely stand and slid 
dangerously to my car. I stared in disbelief at the ice sculpture: my 
car.   

“It will take hours to chip the ice off!” I shouted. 
Kathleen had her coat and boots on and called from the front 

door, “Don’t worry about the car. We have a better chance of 
finding him on foot. We’ll split up and each go in a different 
direction.” 

I nodded okay, but used the remote to start the car anyway, 
leaving the engine running. 

Buddy Boy was not the kind of dog to run off, but with his 
leash untied, he would just keep walking. With few street smarts, 
in unfamiliar territory, there was no saying where he might end 
up. 

Surrounded by bush, Kathleen’s house was situated in a 
construction site of suburban sprawl on the edge of wilderness. 
In my panic I imagined Buddy trapped in a basement, lost in the 
bush or, my worst fear, headed for the main highway. The panic 
was taking over. I darted this way and that, trying to stay upright 
on the melting ice. I clambered on snowbanks, the crust of ice 
snapping as I sank to my knees in the soft wet snow, too soft to 
even hold the weight of a little dog. I panicked again. Could he be 
stuck in the snow? Stop! I said to myself. I must calm down. My 
eyes strained to see through the shroud of mist. The stillness was 
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eerie and formidable and that unsavoury feeling crept down my 
spine again. My heart sank with every call and every step. I 
listened… but there was only muffled silence. Consumed with 
fear, I felt hot tears of despair roll down my face. I could not 
imagine life without Buddy Boy. 

I heard my inner voice whisper, Reiki… Reiki, let the 
Universe guide you. I chastised myself. As a Reiki Master, I should 
have thought of it sooner. The natural positive energy of Reiki 
was just what I needed to calm my fear-mongering brain chatter. 
I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and asked for guidance. 

The fear abated and my head cleared. I knew I must fetch the 
car. Relieved to see the warmth from the engine had shed the 
capsule of sculptured ice, I set out, I don’t know where. I drove 
down one street calling and calling, and up another calling again, 
but there was no sign of Buddy Boy. My intuition told me he was 
not far away. 

I said aloud, “Buddy Boy, be safe and stay where you are, I 
will find you.” 

Now I focused on planning my search. The plan would take 
me down each street until I reached the main road. At this point, 
if I turned left, I could cover the whole neighbourhood. The plan 
went well until the expected left turn. The street was blocked with 
concrete barricades, and my heart sank. Now what? The barricade 
forced me to turn right onto a busy road, which was definitely not 
in my plan. I tried to stay calm while looking for a turning lane, 
but there was none. I drove slowly but the traffic behind me was 
impatient. HONK! HONK! I sped up only to slow down for the 
approaching traffic lights. Thank goodness! Now I could turn. 
Thwarted again, as I stopped for the red light, I saw the sign… 
NO LEFT TURNS. This was too much. My eyes burned with 
tears and my confidence was shot. For a second time, I was forced 
to turn right. The road was narrow with tall hedges on each side 
and I felt claustrophobic. Where was I? Fearful that I would get 
lost, tears of despair sat waiting to fall from my eyelids. The car 
laboured up a steep incline and jerked me back to reality as a truck 
appeared on the crest of the hill. My heart missed a beat as I 
quickly pulled over and we passed with barely an inch to spare. 

At the top of the hill, it was brighter; a weak sun was 
struggling through the veil of mist. I could see a children’s 
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playground and open bush-land. My spirits rose as it looked 
familiar. I realized I was looking at the same bush that ran 
alongside Kathleen’s house. I scanned the horizon for movement, 
but there was only stillness… but wait… I thought I heard 
something. I leaned my head out of the car window and picked 
up a slight whimper, a noise that often annoyed me. Today it was 
music. My eyes drifted downwards and there he was, patiently 
waiting with his trusting brown eyes fixed on the car. His head 
was cutely tipped to one side and his leash still attached. My heart 
filled with joy and gratitude as I drove carefully towards him. He 
didn’t move. I parked the car and he still didn’t move. I smiled, 
remembering my own words. “Buddy, be safe and stay where you 
are. I will find you.” He had listened. 

“Come, Buddy, come!” I called and he leapt into my arms; 
licks and doggy kisses (which are not normally allowed) all over 
my face. His head nestled in my shoulder, I could feel his little 
heart pumping with joy. The tears, now uncontrollable, tumbled 
down my face into his white curly head as I hugged my precious 
Buddy Boy. 

Wet, cold and tired, we drove back to find Kathleen and Max-
Zee anxiously waiting. After much hugging and tears—the 
Kleenex put to good use long before the movie—we settled 
down. With Buddy snuggled tightly at my side, all of us sat just a 
little closer, appreciating the warmth of the fire and the safety of 
home. 

I believe it was the power of Reiki’s universal energy that told 
Buddy to sit and wait and that same energy calmed, comforted 
and guided me to the playground, making sure I could not turn. 
If I had stuck to my plan, I would have been miles away from 
Buddy, and, if I had kept searching on foot, I would never have 
found him. There was definitely something more than a misty, 
freezing rain in the air that cold, damp January day. Reiki guided 
and protected both of us. Three times Buddy Boy was almost lost 
and three times he was rescued. 

It is with great sadness that I have to tell you that Buddy Boy 
died a few years later. He developed thyroid cancer and surgery 
was out of the question because he had an enlarged heart. We 
always knew he had a big heart and Reiki couldn’t save him this 
time. It was his time to cross the Rainbow Bridge. Max-Zee still a 
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young dog, died of heart failure a year later. Their hearts met on 
the Rainbow Bridge and we miss them and remember them every 
day. 

 
What is Reiki? 

 
Reiki is an ancient Japanese technique discovered by Dr. Mikao 
Usui in the early 1900s. Rei means universal, in that energy is all 
around us and part of us. Some interpret this as spiritual wisdom 
coming from a higher place. Ki means the same as Chi in Chinese: 
life–energy, which is a non-physical energy living in all things. 
Reiki energy helps the body, mind and spirit to heal a multitude 
of ailments and conditions. It is an all-knowing universal energy 
that is limitless and can do no harm. Trusting, believing and 
practicing Reiki, either formally or informally, not only benefits 
the individual but all living things.  

Dogs, and in fact all animals, are particularly receptive to Reiki 
energy. They are instinctive, live close to nature and have no 
human inhibitions or beliefs. Reiki energy is used effectively to 
treat dogs with separation anxiety, sooth the pain of arthritis and 
much more. Reiki practitioners/teachers undergo stringent 
training and are attuned to act as a conduit for the flow of Reiki 
energy. 

Susan A. Jennings 
Reiki Master 
 

A shorter version of Little Dog Lost, Reiki Found is available in the Susan’s 
Singles Series at Kobo.com 
 

http://kobo.com/
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Crossing the Line 
Angelo Fulco 

 

        s the first rays of light stream across the sky, I leave my hotel 
and walk across the street to a coffee shop for some much-needed 
nutrition. Even though I will have pieces of protein bars to sustain 
me, it will be supper time before I have a full meal. The crisp, cool 
October air quickly awakens me and brings me to my senses. 

This is the day! This is what my last four years of training has 
led me to! 

Entering the coffee shop, I’m immediately seduced by the 
wonderful earthy aroma of freshly-brewed coffee. After several 
minutes in line I place my order, then step aside to wait. The place 
is alive with the buzz of conversation, interrupted randomly by 
bursts of excited laughter. As my eyes slowly survey the room, I 
see some familiar bibs already secured in place and note that there 
are many runners here. They have come from several regions of 
Ontario, Canada, the U.S.A., and other parts of the world to 
participate in the Scotiabank Toronto Waterfront Marathon 
today. 

In one corner I notice a team of six people—four males and 
two females—wearing Mexico logos on their track suits. They 
seem to be having a very animated discussion; perhaps strategizing 
their races. Next to their table sit three very athletic-looking young 
men wearing U.S.A. training jackets. They are much quieter and 
seem to be focused on their breakfasts. 

With my bagel and coffee now in hand I am searching for a 
place to sit. My attention is momentarily drawn to a man asleep at 
a table in the back corner. He is probably in his mid-forties but 
looks much older. He shifts position, knocking his well-worn 
Toronto Maple Leafs toque to the floor below, and revealing the 
tattered state of his dark green coat. It looks like it had been 
through several winters on the street. Near his feet is a large plastic 
bag that undoubtedly holds all of his life’s possessions. A cup of 
coffee on the house and a goodhearted manager ensured this soul 
a more comfortable place to rest from the cold night. 
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I choose a table next to two ladies eating their breakfast. We 
smile and exchange pleasantries. They are friends from Barrie, 
Ontario, and have been training together for this race. This is their 
first full marathon, and that gives me a small dose of comfort 
knowing I am not the only novice. After finishing breakfast, I say 
goodbye to the ladies from Barrie and wish them a great race.  As 
I get up to leave, I notice the man in the back corner is still asleep 
at his table, but someone has picked up his toque and placed it 
beside him. Soon it will be time for him to get back to his own 
race in life. Leaving the coffee shop, I notice the air appears to be 
warmer than it was earlier. I can now wear my preferred layers of 
running shirts rather than the jacket I would have otherwise 
needed. 

Entering our hotel room, I realize that my wife is still in bed, 
so I remove my shoes quietly and settle into an Art Deco armchair 
that was obviously not built for comfort. Savouring my last 
minutes of relaxation before leaving for the start line, I stare out 
of the window at the blue October sky and plan how I will achieve 
my goal of completing the marathon. Closing my eyes, I try to rest 
a little longer, but I also note the feelings of anxiety and 
nervousness beginning as the nine o’clock corral start time gets 
closer. 

“Honey are you OK?” my wife asks as she rises. The look on 
her face is one of love and compassion. Tracey has seen firsthand 
the time, energy and pain that I have endured to get to where I 
am today. She has been to every race I have ever run and has 
always been there for me. 

“Yup, I’m good sweetheart! I had a good night’s sleep, a good 
breakfast, and I’m ready. Cheryl and I will meet in the lobby in a 
few minutes so we can leave for the race together.” 

Cheryl is one of my running coaches and trainers. Although 
we are walking to the start line together, she is in a faster group 
than me.  At half my age and an enviable fitness level, she plans 
to complete her run today in four and a half hours or less. 

Tracey and I now enact our ‘race day ritual’. I give her a kiss 
goodbye and as I leave I say, “I love you and I’ll see you at the 
finish line.” 

On route to our starting points, Cheryl imparts a few last 
words of wisdom.  
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“Remember not to start off too fast. Take your walk breaks 
and don’t forget to hydrate.” 

Once we complete the short walk from the hotel, we part 
ways to line up in our respective categories while wishing each 
other a good run. 

“See you at the finish line!” Cheryl calls above the noise of 
the crowds as she turns and heads to her place. That is her way of 
saying, “I know you can finish this race!” 

So now I stand with thousands of other runners waiting for 
the event to begin. Even though I am among so many people, I 
feel desperately alone. During the six months of training we 
always had a running partner. Having a partner makes the 
kilometers go by faster, and you get to know your running mates 
pretty well by the end of a run. Many good friendships have been 
formed during training. 

With a temperature of one degree Celsius and a windchill 
effect of minus three, I join the other participants in bouncing up 
and down on the balls of our feet, running on the spot, and just 
moving around to keep the blood flowing and stay warm. Despite 
the chill, I feel comfortable with my three layers of shirts, shorts, 
mitts and my favourite ITALIA hat. Other runners are wearing 
everything from track pants and jackets, to shorts and tank tops 
worn by a few women. Brave souls indeed I think to myself! 

Our corral start is still about ten minutes away and I look at 
my Garmin, which is fully charged to help track my distance, pace 
and time. My emotions are a mixture of anxiety, excitement and a 
nagging fear. 

Will I run too fast or too slow? Will past injuries flare up 
today? Will I have pain? But probably my biggest fear is ‘hitting 
the wall’ and not being able to finish. Let me make this perfectly 
clear. Runners don’t hit or run into an actual wall although it may 
feel like it! This phenomenon occurs when an endurance runner 
is too mentally, physically and emotionally exhausted to the point 
that he or she cannot continue. This is generally brought on by a 
lack of glycogen where your carbs are stored, and a lack of fluids. 

However, I use my nagging fear as a motivator. I see it as a 
hurdle that I have not yet conquered. This is my mindset going 
into this race. This is my mindset in life! I focus now on the advice 
I got from my running mates; run your race and trust in your 
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training. My training for this day began six months and one 
thousand kilometres ago. However, if I include all my training, it 
actually began with my very first run four years ago. It was a five-
kilometre race in the Ottawa area, and many of the runners were 
young high school kids among a sprinkling of a few older runners. 
I was not only able to keep up with some of these kids, but actually 
arrived at the finish line ahead of them, while also placing first in 
my age category. That meant a great deal to me. Since then I’ve 
gone on to complete several ten kilometre and half marathon 
runs, in addition to one very challenging thirty-kilometre run. In 
final preparation for this race, I continue another race day ritual 
by making the sign of the Cross and saying a little prayer. 

“Lord, please give me the strength, the courage and the 
determination to get to the finish line safely. In Jesus’ name. 
Amen.” 

The horn sounds! Here we go! 
As I step onto the rubber mat at the start line, the electronic 

chip inside my numbered bib is activated. Out of habit I also start 
the timer on my Garmin and double check it to make sure I see 
the seconds ticking by. 

I am shoulder to shoulder with other runners at this point. 
It’s impossible to get into a running rhythm or push to my 
comfort speed. My heart is pounding! I am excited! My adrenalin 
is sky high! Cheryl’s words come to mind and bring me back to 
the present: “Don’t start off too fast Angelo.” 

Short strides soon become longer strides as the crowds of 
runners finally begin to dissipate. My lungs crave the expansion of 
maximum respiration. My legs are longing to churn at training 
speed to reach my planned pace. Soon there is more space to 
move as the faster runners begin to separate from the slower 
runners. I now find myself running alongside a fellow I just met 
at the start line. Prakeesh told me he has run several marathons 
including this one just last year. His goal today is to finish between 
four and a half hours and four hours, forty-five minutes. I am 
impressed by him, but also quickly recognize that his pace is too 
fast for me to maintain. Checking my Garmin, my pace is 6:15 
minutes per kilometre, which is much faster than my planned 7:00 
to 7:30 minutes per kilometre. My coach’s words come back again: 
“Angelo, run your race, not someone else’s.” 
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“Prakeesh, you are too fast for me my friend! Have a great 
run. Hope to see you at the finish line.” 

A final wave goodbye and he’s off as I slow down to my 
training pace. The slower pace at the onset of a race, especially a 
marathon, may seem easy, but discipline and holding back on your 
speed will be rewarded in the latter part of the race. A large red 
board on the side of the road, tells me I’ve reached kilometre five. 
Time to hydrate with some Gatorade that I have in my CamelBak 
water bag. It stores two litres and I’m sure I’ll use all of it by the 
end of this race. I reach into a side pouch and take out a cube of 
a Pure Protein chocolate bar that I had prepared back at the hotel 
room. Stay hydrated and take your protein I remind myself. 

Feeling good! Feeling strong! 
One of my strategies is to break down the total marathon 

distance into smaller fragments.  Someone once said to me that 
the best way to eat an elephant, metaphorically speaking of course, 
is one small bite at a time. I’ve taken my first small bite out of this 
marathon. As we approach Lakeshore Boulevard, the wind from 
Lake Ontario to our right has really picked up.  Even though I 
didn’t wear my light windbreaker in favour of three layers of 
running tops, I am grateful for my light wool gloves and my 
favourite blue ITALIA cap. Generally, one loses more heat from 
their head and hands when running, so I always make certain that 
those areas are well protected. Thankfully, my skin temperature 
has increased since the start of the race, so even though it’s quite 
cold, I no longer feel it. 

Further along beside the road, I notice a discarded assortment 
of mitts, hats, sweat tops, and even large garbage bags used to 
shield runners from the wind, that were shed by some of the faster 
runners. The clothing will eventually be picked up by race 
volunteers and given to the needy who live in the city. 

Kilometre ten, soon leads to kilometre fifteen. Two more 
small bites out of the way! 

Feeling good! Feeling strong! 
Looking at my Garmin, I am running at 7:30 minutes per 

kilometre. I’ve slowed down a bit but feel very comfortable at this 
pace. Approaching kilometre sixteen I notice the first hill, a fairly 
steep one that Cheryl had told me about. Although this race is 
promoted as a ‘flat course’ it obviously is not. I ready myself for 
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this hill and once again I hear my coach’s words in my head, 
“Keep your head up, look forward to the top of the hill. Keep a 
steady pace. Pump your arms.” I really dislike running hills; always 
have. I’ve trained to run hills and I’ve run them many times. 
Running up hills, in my mind is the toughest part of a race. It’s 
like taking that awful tasting cough medicine that you really dislike, 
but know it will make you better. That’s hill training. 

We are now approaching the downtown area of Toronto, 
known as the Greek section of town. As I gaze upon a huge Greek 
flag alongside the road, I think back to a story I read not long ago 
about the origins of the marathon. In the year 490 BC, when the 
invading Persians were defeated by the Athenians, legend has it 
that a messenger by the name of Pheidippides was ordered back 
to Athens to announce the news of their victory in the city of 
Marathon. The distance between Marathon and Athens was 
exactly 42.195 kilometers. Pheidippides ran the distance without 
stopping and arrived to announce that the Athenians had won the 
battle against the Persians. Unfortunately, soon after his 
announcement, this first ‘marathoner’ would collapse and die of 
exhaustion. Marathon running has certainly developed since then. 

The tantalizing aroma of barbequed meat brings me back to 
the present. It is emanating from a tent across the road where 
there is a very large blue and white striped flag, and I notice several 
cooks hard at work preparing lunch. My mouth waters as I 
imagine myself chomping down a delicious lamb gyro. Instead, I 
start chewing on two more cubes of my protein bar and wash 
them down with some Gatorade. Yum! 

Along the route one encounters some interesting characters, 
both on the race course and along the sides of the road. The 
volunteers along the full 42.2 kilometres are amazing. There are 
live bands rocking out some great songs, cheerleaders cheering, 
and just plain folks who came out to encourage the runners. On 
the course, I meet a couple of runners in very non- traditional 
running gear. The first is what I would describe as a ‘ninja warrior’. 
He is wearing ninja-style pants and top, but instead of the 
traditional black, it is a sky-blue outfit with various emoji 
characters. He has what appears to be a very long samurai sword 
in its sheath. That certainly must be very awkward to run with! As 
I approach him, I smile and give him two thumbs up as if to say, 
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“You’re looking good my friend.” We run together for a while and 
I try to have a conversation with him, but I don’t think he 
understands a word I say, and he replies to me in an Asian 
language I don’t understand. Another participant is in full 
firefighter attire, even carrying a fire extinguisher on his back. It 
looks so heavy on him and it is incredible he has made it this far. 
We chat a bit as we take a walk break together. He appears to be 
struggling to continue. After a minute or so we part ways. I wish 
him luck and tell him not to give up. Once again, I am needing to 
make up for a little lost time. A short distance further, I can see 
the large red sign for kilometre twenty-one. Halfway there! 

Feeling good! Feeling strong! 
So far, the kilometres have gone by quickly. My body is 

holding up really well. No signs of past injuries returning, and I’m 
praying that they don’t. Injuries seem to be a part of running, and 
you do whatever you can to avoid them. Over the years, I’ve been 
burdened with calf injuries, Achilles heel injuries, ankle injuries 
and an IT band injury. Of these, the worst and most painful was 
the Iliotibial (IT) band injury I suffered during a thirty-kilometre 
race in Hamilton, Ontario. The Around the Bay race claims to be 
the oldest road race in North America, older even than the Boston 
marathon! It is a challenging course because of its many hills; 
several small and medium sized, and one incredibly steep hill that 
was almost impossible to run completely. 

Cheryl and I had started the Hamilton race together and even 
though she is much younger and faster than me, I was actually 
keeping up with her until kilometre nineteen. At that point the 
course took us out of Hamilton and onto highways crossing over 
the Queen Elizabeth Way as we made our way to Burlington. 
Approaching kilometre nineteen I began feeling pain in my upper 
left thigh and hip area. I could feel myself slowing down and 
falling behind the pace I had kept with Cheryl because of the ever-
increasing pain. I told her to go ahead and we would meet later at 
the finish line. As we waved goodbye to each other I really wasn’t 
sure if I was going to be able to make it there. The last ten 
kilometres were the most difficult I had ever run due to the 
excruciating pain. However, I was determined to finish this race, 
and as Cheryl had promised, she was at the finish line to greet me. 

As a runner, you need to know your body and what it’s telling 
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you. My body and my mind were telling me to quit and maybe I 
should have. However, my heart would not allow that to happen. 
I finished the race as I had promised myself but needed several 
weeks of painful physiotherapy after to correct my IT band injury. 
My trusted therapist Arthur strongly suggested that I start 
practicing yoga. I took his advice seriously and began to go to yoga 
classes four times a week. The results for me were improved 
flexibility, a stronger core and a stronger mental attitude. These 
benefits of yoga come to mind now as I have completed over half 
of my first marathon. 

Another bridge coming up! I’m now at kilometre twenty-nine 
and the physical and mental stress can no longer be ignored. 

Am I hitting the wall? I know it is time to make some serious 
decisions. 

Your mind can play games with you. It can tell your body to 
go sit by the side of the road, relax, and someone will come along 
shortly to pick you up. It can tell you that you’ve done your best, 
but now it’s time to go back and have a nice hot lunch. I remain 
in control and tell myself to stay focused on my breathing and stay 
in the moment. I’ve trained for this! Even so, my mind does 
wander. I struggle to stay in control over several kilometres until 
I feel that most of the stress is gone. My Garmin shows that I’ve 
now completed thirty-five kilometres. Even while training, the 
longest runs I completed were not greater than thirty-two 
kilometres. I feel the exhilaration of being in unknown territory. I 
have never run this far. Ever! Only seven kilometres to go! 

My pace has slowed considerably from the halfway mark. I 
slowly and painfully complete kilometre thirty-six. 

Feeling good?  Feeling Strong? 
No, I’m not!  In fact, my quads, hamstrings, and especially my 

calf muscles are tightening up rather severely. 
Kilometre thirty-seven coming up. 
Looking ahead I see the biggest hill yet! It’s an overpass that 

is both long and steep. I had been warned about how difficult this 
would be. It will take every ounce of strength, determination and 
grit that I have. I begin the ascent and tackle it by running slowly 
but steadily. With every stride I take, I feel my legs getting tighter 
and tighter. I manage to get up about a third of the way, then I 
switch to a fast walk, run, then walk again. In increasing pain and 
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breathing very heavily, I am now only about fifty meters from the 
top of the hill. I’m here! I’ve finally reached the top! That’s the last 
hill! I’ve got this! Only five kilometres to go! 

I see the CN Tower ahead of me. Nearer to the finish line 
with every stride, and now running downhill, I get a second wind 
that enables me to pick up my pace slightly. I concentrate on the 
CN Tower as a point of focus and to distract me from the 
discomfort my body is going through. The volunteers are 
directing runners to turn right. Looking straight ahead, I see the 
famous Clock Tower about a kilometre away. I am now almost 
totally out of gas. In fact, I’m pretty much running on fumes. 

Five hundred meters to go now, which at this moment looks 
more like five hundred kilometres. I have never been so exhausted 
in my life! I’m now running at a very slow pace and staying 
focused on the Clock Tower. I think my head is playing tricks on 
me when I hear a small voice calling, “Angelo.” I shake my head 
thinking that the extreme exhaustion and dehydration have 
confused my reality. At two hundred and fifty metres away, I hear 
the voice again, but now more loudly and more clearly. 

“Angelo, you’re almost there. Keep going! You’re almost 
there!” 

I look to where I think the voice is coming from. I’m not 
imagining things. It’s my wife Tracey. She’s standing behind a 
barrier along the course. I wave at her and do my best to smile, 
even though it seems to take too much energy. 

“I’ll see you on the other side,” she says as she motions to me 
with her arms. I give her the thumbs up as I focus once again on 
the Clock Tower. 

Almost there! A slight left turn at the Clock Tower and there 
it is! The finish line is only about fifty metres away. My legs are 
starting to give out on me. With every stride I take I feel off 
balance and slightly sideways. 

“Focus! Stay in the moment! Breathe!” I keep repeating out 
loud. My eyes are locked on the finish line. With every ounce of 
strength I have left, I start to pump my arms, and my legs follow. 

Twenty-five meters to go! I hear an announcement over the 
loudspeaker. “Here comes Angelo Fulco, number 1337 of 
Ottawa. Congratulations Angelo you’ve done it!” 

Crossing the finish line, I raise my arms as high as they will go 
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with the biggest smile on my face. 
“Yes! Yes! Yes!” I yell at the top of my lungs to no one in 

particular! 
I have just completed my first full marathon! The official 

clock time: 5 hours, 30 minutes, 43 seconds! I make the sign of 
the Cross and thank God for being there beside me, for giving me 
the strength and determination to make it across the line safely. 

I am aware that I look rather wobbly on my feet. When a 
medical volunteer approaches me and asks how I am, I reply, 
“Thirsty, hungry and exhausted, but other than that, I am great!” 

He passes me a bottle of water and wraps me in an emergency 
foil blanket to regulate my temperature as my body heat has 
dropped. A few more steps and a young volunteer places my well-
earned race medal over my head. 

“Congratulations,” she says with a smile. 
It’s a beautiful medal. I remove it from my neck to have a 

better look. The front is designed in bright colours of gold and 
blue. Across the center is a classic red and black TTC streetcar 
from the 1970s, crossing Riverside Bridge. The back is one solid 
gold colour and shows that this is the 29th Annual Scotiabank 
Toronto Waterfront Marathon. It also describes the name of the 
streetcar known as the Red Rocket. This medal means so much 
more to me than this single accomplishment. It is the culmination 
of all the races I’ve run in the last four years. It represents the pain 
and suffering I went through during my training, the many injuries 
I have had to overcome, and the many hours of painful physio. It 
represents the early morning and late-night runs, the cold winter 
runs in the snow and ice, and the many runs in rain and through 
the heat and humidity of summer. 

People ask why I put myself through this. It is a fair question. 
Initially, I did it for me. I wanted to lose weight and get in better 
shape and look better. On reflection though, it wasn’t just about 
me. It was for my wife, my children and my grandchildren whom 
I love dearly. I want to be around for a long time and stay as 
healthy as I possibly can for them. I am fond of saying that I may 
be aging, but I’m not old. 

I follow the path the other runners have walked and make my 
way to the photo area. My body is in great pain. My legs can barely 
move. Yet in spite of this I have the most amazing feeling of 
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euphoria! This was my climb of Mount Everest! Once the pictures 
have been taken, I continue to the spectator waiting area where I 
spot my wife Tracey. I want to run to her, but I just don’t have 
the strength. She quickens her pace toward me with a beautiful, 
radiant smile and outstretched arms. We embrace, and I never 
want to release her. 

“I am so proud of you! You did it! You did it!” 
The excitement in her voice brings my emotions to the 

surface. I can’t speak for a moment, then the lump in my throat 
dissolves into a stream of tears shamelessly trickling down my 
face. All the joy, love, relief and gratitude I feel is captured in that 
moment. 

Thank you, Lord! 
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Angels on Drugs 
Rem Westland 

 

      eter Worthington was just like everyone else.  
His mixed parentage had given him a skin of light-brown hue, 

black hair, height of six feet, and slightly more than average 
intelligence. His achievements in life were better than most, not 
because he had a special gift but because both of his now-elderly 
parents had had good jobs. When a young man, through them, he 
had the connections a person needs to set off on the right foot. 

Now fifty years of age, Peter was secure in his position in the 
world economy. He was no different than any other human in his 
place would have been, if they were of the same gender, born of 
the same parents, on the 2nd of June in the year 1969. 

Also, just like every other human being, Peter Worthington 
had two guardian angels. They hovered above and around him 
twenty-four hours a day, every day of the year, for every year of 
his life. 

We should pity our poor angels. To give us the protection we 
need, they must endlessly weave and bob, to the point of creating 
an annoyance in our heads. They must dodge the tens of 
thousands of messages we send, flying back and forth through the 
ether on the internet like arrows. Emails, texts, Instagram 
messages, tweets; for an angel to be pierced by one of those is to 
lose a wing, a curl of bright hair, a piece of heavenly shroud. I bet 
you didn’t know that. The experts say we should cut back use of 
the internet for our mental health. In truth, the angels are more at 
risk. 

Peter’s guardian angels, just like the man himself, were 
nothing special. He thought of them as Angel One and Angel 
Two. 

Peter’s otherwise ordinary existence became noteworthy 
because of what he called his heart ‘event’. 

Peter refused to call the event a heart ‘attack’ because there 
was absolutely nothing wrong with his heart. He had maintained 
a high level of fitness all his life and had been tested many times 
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by the intensity of the sports he played. The check-ups his doctor 
put him through, the last one taken the day before the event, 
showed him to be in excellent shape. He was attacked not by his 
heart. Indeed, it was his heart that had been attacked!  

A miniscule blob of fatty tissue had broken loose in one of 
his arteries. Peter’s heart had suffered a blob attack. And now he 
had to learn how to cope with the trauma of it. 

Angels One and Two ducked this way and they ducked that 
way. They stayed right above Peter and around him while he lay 
in a bed at the Heart Institute. Peter’s angels took some credit for 
manoeuvring his wife, by working her angels into a position where 
she knew to call 911. The angels had saved Peter’s life. Regardless, 
the gods thought Peter’s angels should have known about the 
blob. 

To regain standing in the eyes of the gods, Peter’s angels did 
their upmost to help their human regain his confidence. While the 
drugs administered to Peter in the Heart Institute calmed him, 
they also left him feeling listless and blue. Desperately blue. The 
Institute discharged him with an inhaler in his pocket. He used it 
to propel nitroglycerin into his blood stream to improve the blood 
flow whenever panic had him fear another ‘event’. 

Despite the efforts by Angels One and Two, Peter 
Worthington’s despair got worse. 

“His confidence is lower than whale shit,” his brother joked. 
And then Peter died. He killed himself. He had been much 

more troubled than anyone thought. 
The angels had not seen it coming. The doctors professed 

surprise. None of Peter’s friends had seen it coming. His wife and 
his children were broken. His brother felt terrible. He had not 
meant to taunt Peter.  

However, even if Angels One and Two knew it would 
happen, they could have done nothing about it. The power of 
angels, after all, is limited. Yes, the angels can get into our minds. 
When both angels, one at each ear, repeat the same refrain many 
times over we humans can tune in. We begin to understand what 
the angels are chanting. But angels, being only wisps in the wind, 
are unable to move physical objects. Surely everyone knows that! 

Angels One and Two were unable to stop Peter from walking 
fixedly to the train station and onto the platform. At the point 
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where he began to sprint, they knew. They shifted their attention 
to the train. They messaged their spirit colleagues, the ones who 
hovered around the head of the train engineer. They all tried their 
best.  

Angels One and Two were chanting, Don’t Do It, Don’t Do It! 
in loud refrain. The angels in the train engineer’s cabin were 
chanting, Stop the Train, Stop the Train! The engineer, frozen with 
dread, was uselessly screaming “Don’t jump! Don’t jump!” into 
his triple-paned, sound-proof window. The humans on the 
platform, the engineer, and the passengers in the train had all 
tuned in to what their respective pairs of angels were chanting. 
That is why there were dozens of witnesses when Peter jumped, 
but no one had been able to help. 

After Peter’s death, Angels One and Two were awaiting their 
re-assignment to another human. Peter, upon his ascension into 
the ether, lined up with other newcomers to learn what his first 
assignment was going to be. Along with another angel exactly like 
himself, he would be positioned above a little child soon to be 
born to a poor family in southern India. 

While Angels One and Two and Angel Peter were in trans-
ition, they and several other angels caught between assignments 
were asked to attend an important seminar.  

A couple of middle-level gods, each of whom managed 
hundreds of thousands of angels, noted the growing number of 
new arrivals being launched into heaven by suicide. The launch 
pads of those former humans were often train tracks like Peter’s, 
sometimes highways, sometimes knives and sometimes guns. The 
trajectory of those lives to suicide began in a great many cases with 
drugs. Especially opioids. Sometimes the drugs were also what 
killed them.  

The gods called together five hundred thousand angels, a 
modest-sized seminar by heavenly standards. A young lady named 
Jessica Winslow was assigned Angel Number 500,000. Angel 
Jessica still had a headache from her drug-fuelled jump off a 
balcony. She was almost late for the seminar. 

Why the drug epidemic? Why the opioid crisis? Why the 
suicides? 

Every spirit at the seminar was invited to speak on its own 
behalf, or if preferred, through others. You see, angels are shy. As 
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is always the case when heavenly folk talk to or through each 
other, attribution is impossible. No one in heaven has an ego. No 
one is distinct. All that matters is stream of thought. 

So, who is going to start us off? the god in charge asked. 
Let it be me, offered Peter’s Angel One. 
A breeze wafted through the assembled gasses. 
Peter’s Angel One and Angel Two were at the station when Peter 

jumped. We will start with that example. Angel Peter is winging around here 
somewhere as well, by the way. Where are you, Peter?  

“Here I am!” called Peter, not yet adjusted to ethereal 
existence. 

The sudden wind of a hundred thousand retreating angels 
whooshing away from the intensity of Peter’s voice created an 
unexpected sound volume. 

Whisper! For the gods’ sake! he was told. Remember to whisper when 
you speak. Tone down your mortal voice. 

 “Sorry, gods,” muttered Peter in a low hush. 
Okay. Angel One? Why did Peter kill himself? Why were you and Two 

unable to stop him? 
We didn’t think he was serious. 
That’s hardly an excuse, grumbled the god. 
After Peter’s so-called ‘event’ he received excellent medical care, 

protested Angel One. His life was saved by a stent in a major artery on 
the right side of his heart. He was guaranteed a long life by two more stents 
on the left side that removed blockages no one had been aware of. 

He was good to go, the cardiologist said, continued Peter’s Angel 
Two. 

Angel Two? 
It was the drugs. To help him get through the trauma he was given a 

little green pill. 
“Me, too. A white one. Oxycontin. Sport injury,” peeped a 

very young angel somewhere in the crowd, still new enough to 
retain voice.  

“Us too. Blue pills. Depression.” Dozens of brand-new mem-
ories gusted like a sirocco. The swish of it could be heard by the 
human ear. Undecipherable sound emanated from thousands of 
other angels. It would have been a cacophony if all of them still 
had voice. 

“I had no idea.” It was said in a low tone that prevailed over 
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the audible swish and the great many half-sounds. Peter was 
speaking again. 

“I went to exercise classes at the Heart Institute. I went to 
relaxation lessons where we were shown how to ward off tension. 
I participated in a sleep laboratory where breathing in and 
breathing out was offered as the solution.” 

Peter was so unhappy, so stressed, murmured Angel One. With every 
sensation in his body, with every skipped beat of his heart, he thought he would 
die.  

Nothing was working, continued Angel Two. 
“When I went to my family doctor, I told her I was so very 

nervous. I tried everything I had been taught. My only release had 
come from the little green pill that the Institute had given me for 
the few nights I was there.” Peter was whimpering. 

We worked with him. Angels One and Two were eager for the 
gods to know they had tried. 

We were with him at the lessons, we soothed him with our words. 
We told him to buck up.  
We told him to not be such a sissy. 
“My doctor said I needed ten days of uninterrupted calm. She 

wrote me a prescription for twenty pills. Take one every night for 
ten nights, she said. After that, just take one when you need it. 
Come back in six months and we’ll see how you’re doing. That is 
what my doctor said.” 

Peter shed tears like drops of water condensing from a mist. 
Peter was very sad. He had enjoyed his life. He was only fifty. He 
wanted to be there for his parents. He loved his wife and his kids. 
“What an awful memory I left them with.” 

No one had told him, One and Two said together. 
No one told him what? 
“Let me tell you what no one said,” Peter’s voice broke 

through again. The warm air of panicked angels whooshed like a 
reverse Chinook. Out of the valley, into the hills.  

Keep it down! commanded the god in charge. 
“Sorry,” said Peter. He softened his tone. He forgot what he 

was going to say. 
“I remember a class I attended,” Peter said, shifting topic. 

“There were eighteen of us. Humans I mean. Men and women. 
All had had heart events like mine. We had all been perfectly fine 
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before our event. Yet there we were, begging and pleading for the 
psychologist to make us feel better. What the hell had happened 
to us? Why were we all so stressed? Why so anxious?” Peter’s 
reflection ended with an uptick in decibels.   

“Sorry. Sorry.” Peter was too disturbed to go on.  
Peter’s questions had upset everyone in his class, said Angel One.  
Three of the participants, said Angel Two, ran out of the classroom 

while sucking desperately on their puffers. Their eyes bulged out like ping-pong 
balls! Two giggled at the memory of it.  

Angel One tittered.  
A fourth was lifted from her chair and rushed to a bed in the hospital 

wing. Remember that, Two? 
The psychologist told Peter to shut up. “Can’t you see? You’re 

scaring the others!”  
One angel after another began to chant.  
The experts have no idea. The experts have no idea. 
Stop it, everyone! 
Let’s let Angels One and Two continue, said the gods, and stop with 

the chuckling. It’s not funny. For the most part, heaven is a pretty 
serious place. 

The psychologist made Peter feel very bad, said Angel One. The tone 
was once again solemn, as it should be for an angel.  

The psychologist told the fourteen patients still in the room to breathe 
deeply in and count to ten while letting the air out of their lungs. Again! 
Again! Again! They did as they were told. The class was dismissed. They all 
blamed Peter for the upset of their colleagues. They blamed him for the 
psychologist’s anger. 

Peter was full-on crying now. He had hurt everyone. The 
drops of mist had become like rain falling on the broad leaves of 
an oak. He remembered what he had wanted to say. No one had 
told Peter, no one had told all those others, where the despair 
came from. Dependency and despair? They go together. Only 
three nights on one of those little pills can begin a dependency. 
Ten nights? More than enough! Dependency changes people. 

It’s okay, Peter. It’s okay to cry. It wasn’t your fault. 
Can you imagine it? Peter’s dependency on opioids began during the three 

nights he spent at the Heart Institute. The very place that saved his life! The 
prescription of his family doctor made him an addict, Angels One and Two 
explained. 
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“I couldn’t break away from those pills. I just couldn’t.” 
Let us handle this Peter. The god in charge understood.   
“No, I’ve got to say this myself.” 
Angels One and Two wrapped themselves around Peter’s 

voice. They would be there to insulate the decibels should that be 
necessary. 

OK, Peter. Go ahead. 
“I had been calm at the Institute. I loved it there. Back home 

I couldn’t cope. I couldn’t sleep. I tried to space the pills my 
doctor prescribed to one or two a week. I was so frightened.” 

He really tried! We saw him struggle, both Angels confirmed.  
But darned if you weren’t desperate for a good night’s sleep, added 

Angel Two. 
My human, too. 
And mine. 
And mine. 
Angels were bouncing up and down all over the place, to echo 

what Peter had said about the difficulty of stopping the pills. 
Intense worries. Jolts of anguish. Every hour on the hour. Every 
night. All the angels had something pithy to say. 

You know what Peter did? asked Angel One. 
What? 
What? 
A thousand times, What? 
He asked his wife to parcel out his pills. 
His wife did what she could. She hid the pills behind a can of 

beans in their larder. Each time he wanted a pill, which was pretty 
well every night, she said he should try to sleep without it. He 
turned to melatonin, Tylenol, magnesium, and over-the-counter 
sleep aids of all kinds. All in vain. As a result, he berated his wife 
and became nasty. Weeping, she would go to the kitchen and take 
out another pill for him to ingest. It would buy them both a couple 
of days of quiet. When he found out where the pills were hidden, 
he began to help himself. His wife conceded. She stopped fighting 
back. 

Let’s be candid, said Angel Two. Peter was hooked. He went back to 
his doctor when his prescription ran out and got it renewed. Another twenty 
pills. Peter’s Angels were somber now. 

“All my life I lived to the best of my abilities. I was a good 
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student in school. I worked hard. I tried to be fair with friends and 
colleagues at work. I tried to be a good husband. I was a good 
father. I exercised regularly and I ate well. I never drank too 
much,” remembered Peter. 

The rain fell again. Peter felt very sorry for himself. 
We tried to help! protested One and Two. 
The gods glared in their direction. 
We teamed up with the angels of his wife. We chanted as best we could. 

Stop. Taking. Those. Pills. We were not strong enough. 
“I was cruel to my wife and my kids. Over the internet I 

traded my prescribed drugs for cheaper drugs because I needed 
more. Always more. I bought drugs from dealers on the streets. 
Mature as I was? Aware as I was? I tumbled into the downward 
spiral.” 

No one had told Peter about the anxiety, said Angel Two. 
“No! No one told me!” Peter cried. 
Dozens of angels winged in to buttress the insulation of 

sound that Angels One and Two could no longer provide 
adequately on their own. 

Peter, please. Keep it down! 
“I had never felt such desperation before!” he wailed. 
We didn’t know, said Angel One looking to the gods. 
We angels did not know that anxiety follows the relief those 

pills provide. Like night follows day. No amount of deep breath-
ing, no amount of yoga, no extent of talk therapy can reverse the 
over-whelming anxiety that comes from those drugs. Peter and 
those other patients never had a chance. Peter was not 
responsible. It was the drugs. 

An angel far from the front was speaking. 
I was a doctor before I crashed my Lamborghini. It takes weeks for those 

drugs to leave the body. Very difficult weeks. It’s a torment we doctors call 
withdrawal. 

It’s worse than that! An angel who was once a psychiatrist was 
agitating to be heard. The drugs burn memory into the brain. The anxiety 
rebounds, again and again, with every stress, forever. We’re seeing it all over 
the place, in all societies, in all races and creeds. 

“All I could think about was suicide.” Peter was whispering 
again. “I went back to my doctor. I told her I’d been thinking of 
suicide. You know what she did?” 
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She prescribed again more pills, said Angels One and Two in 
chorus. 

Blue ones this time. Another twenty. Same effect. 
After each pill he felt better, the Angels continued, he slept better. A 

day later the agitation came back. Two days later the desperation returned. 
Three days later suicide was all he could think about. He would take another 
pill. The doctors did not warn him.  

Anxiety. Despair. Thoughts of suicide. Those are side-effects of the drugs. 
The green ones, the white ones, the blue ones. The doctors should have known. 
The psychologist surely knew. 

“I jumped in front of that train.” All Peter wanted was relief 
from the torment. Relief from anxiety. Relief from pain. Relief 
from depression. The pills made him desperate. The pills drove 
him to suicide. It was not his fault. 

The patter of rain grew loud. Peter cried in torrents. 
He lamented the end of a life that should have been decades 

longer. As Peter cried, the air in the seminar room grew thick. The 
delicate tears of more and more angels poured into the heavenly 
space. The air grew thicker, with new angels and tiny tears, 
enveloping the gathered spirits as if in a fog. Peter’s lament 
became a moan, picked up by all those new voices, tens of 
thousands, hundreds of thousands! 

“I want my mother!” 
“Let me say good-bye.” 
“I hurt them so much.” 
“I didn’t mean to.” 
“Just one more chance?” 
“Please, God.” 
“Please help!” 
The spoken regrets rose to a soft crescendo. Too many new 

voices. Far too many teenagers, young women, brothers, sisters, 
friends, parents, and grandparents. The seminar grew full to 
bursting. The softly crying angels had stepped in front of trains, 
jumped off cliffs, cut wrists, shot away faces, strangled on ropes, 
overdosed on drugs. It had begun with little green pills, little white 
pills, little blue pills. It had begun, for over eighty percent of them, 
with pills prescribed by doctors. For others, it was pills or powder 
shared by friends. 

All of them, the owners of those sad new voices in heaven, 
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had slipped into a raging river created by billion-dollar pharma-
ceutical companies. The River Styx. They had been nudged 
towards suicide by doctors whose guardian angels had become 
complacent. They had been betrayed by so-called friends whose 
angels had given up. 

The gods sent a memo to all the angels on planet Earth who 
hover around the practitioners, chemists, sales representatives, 
and dealers who are in the business of addictive medicine. They 
sent the same message to the angels who attend the vulnerable, 
the sick, and the young people who have been hurt: 
 

For the sake of Humanity, the flow of drugs on your planet 
must stop! 
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Gloria and Harriet 
Joe Italiano 

 

       olding her smartphone while in an Ottawa mall, Gloria 
Gordon listened through earbuds to an afternoon talk show. 
Stephen Parker’s deep voice resonated. “Who is our next caller?” 

“This is Carla. I like what the Federal Government is doing. 
Its deficits help create jobs.” 

“Deficits are bad for the country. Governments should 
balance budgets and let business create jobs. Our government 
sucks.” 

“Well, I think…” 
Click. “No one cares what a moron thinks.” 
Gloria shook her head, ruffling her grey hair, a few red streaks 

of her natural colour remaining. Parker had cut Carla off and 
insulted her. Did he hate all women? She pushed her lean, cyclist’s 
body through glass doors and stopped at a payphone near the 
back exit. 

“Let’s go to the next caller,” she heard in her earbuds. 
“This is Jim. I agree with you. Like us, governments should 

balance budgets. The deficits are increasing our debt, hurting our 
children and grandchildren.” 

“Future generations will pay higher taxes to reduce the 
runaway debt. It’s nice that men can think. Thanks for your call.” 

Gloria rolled her eyes. Parker’s statement ignored important 
differences between a person and a country. People retire and die, 
countries don’t. She lowered the volume on her smartphone, 
surveyed the sparse foot traffic and grabbed the handset of the 
payphone. She had called the talk show twice before. Both times 
Parker had called her a moron. 

“Who is our next caller?” 
“This is Alyson, a first-timer,” said Gloria. 
“Enlighten us, if you can.” 
“Examining only the size of the debt isn’t good enough. 

Income matters. Economists…” 
Click. “You’re an idiot. Debt hurts future generations. Case 
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closed.” 
Gloria frowned and hung up. At least this time he called her 

an idiot instead of a moron. She exited the mall. The July sun 
baked as she walked to her grey Honda sedan in the nearly full 
parking lot. Gloria sagged. Why did she own a practical car? 
During her university years, Gloria, aka Red Rebel, examined 
economic data—what she termed her econnaissance—and 
protested government policies. What had happened to her? The 
police arrested her once. Dad got the charges dropped and 
convinced her to work within the system. She fashioned a career, 
married and had children. 

Her children now working, she was free to dissent. In the 
spring, she attended the Women’s March in Washington D.C. and 
waved a placard. Her daughter approved. Her son, a new father, 
did not. Should she further resurrect Red Rebel? She straightened 
and nodded. Last week, she and a friend discussed ‘re-educating’ 
Parker. He apparently had a Masters’ degree but had never worked 
as an economist. Gloria, on the other hand, had a Doctorate and 
had worked as a government economist for thirty years before 
retiring. 

Maybe Harriet and I should do it. She opened the car door. 
 

In her kitchen in west Ottawa, Gloria took her smartphone from 
the island counter and called Harriet Harkness, a retired 
accountant, a former part-time stockcar driver, and the widow of 
a mechanic. Gloria and Harriet had attended the Women’s March 
together. 

“Did you hear my call?” Gloria asked. 
“Yeah, Parker cut you off like he does everyone with an IQ 

above room temperature.” 
Gloria gulped. “Maybe we should implement the plan we 

discussed.” 
“Whoa! Parker disgusts me, but we were joking, weren’t we? 

You were laughing. You’re talking about committing a crime.” 
“True, but I think we weren’t totally joking and anyway, they’ll 

never catch us. It’s a good plan.” Gloria’s heart raced. “Yesterday 
while riding, I passed his house; it’s near the bike path. So I know 
his car and the time he arrives home from work. And I know how 
to subdue him.” 
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Following her husband’s death last summer, Gloria found a 
suspicious canister in her home’s crawlspace. The accompanying 
information showed it belonged to the Canadian Security and 
Intelligence Service and that it was a gas that had knockout effects 
which lasted an hour. The discovery had enlightened her; Frank 
had worked for CSIS. That explained why he often switched 
government departments and travelled across Canada and abroad: 
CSIS moved him to investigate suspects. It also explained why he 
enrolled himself and her in martial arts classes and a gun club. 

“Well, he does call women morons and idiots. Okay, Red 
Rebel, come over. We’ll talk, but…” 

 
Two days later, the wind blowing through her short black hair, 
Harriet Harkness drove her jeep, windows open, top down, along 
a gravel road outside Ottawa. A breeze rustled the leaves of the 
trees and bushes that decorated the area. Scents refreshed. 
Branches and leaves streaked the sun’s rays. Birds chirped. The 
gravel crunched. A brown rabbit scampered ahead. Harriet braked 
to avoid hitting it then drove forward, turned right onto the paved 
driveway of vacationing friends, took a remote from the passenger 
seat and pushed a button. The doors of the long, two-vehicle 
garage opened upward. She entered and parked beside her van, 
which she had brought there after meeting Gloria. A workbench, 
with a radio, tools and water pistol on it, jutted from the back wall. 

Out of sight of others, Harriet had altered the van’s once all-
white appearance by adding removable, broad red stripes to the 
side panels together with signs—Parker’s Plumbing—to the front 
doors. She had also covered its licence plates with two from her 
husband’s collection—the front and back plates’ numbers didn’t 
match—and replaced the tires with bald ones her husband had 
kept at their cottage. The van’s usual tires rested against the 
workbench. The outside of the van’s back door held a bicycle on 
a rack. 

Harriet got out of the jeep, entered the house through a 
connecting door, checked the windows and watered the plants 
before returning. She put a chaise longue, covered by a green tarp, 
and two lawn chairs with white and red webbing, in front of the 
workbench and on top of a blue tarp. 

Through the van’s open driver-side window, she grabbed 
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padded, grey overalls, a long grey wig and a grey beard. Shivers 
running along her spine, she put these on her matronly body, 
donned a baseball cap, entered and started the van, opened the 
garage doors and drove out. At the gravel road, Harriet surveyed 
the area. The warm air did not stop her shakes. She turned onto 
the road. The gravel crunched. She grimaced. Did anyone hear 
and see her? 
 
A half hour later, Harriet stopped on an Ottawa side street. Gloria 
ran from behind a maple tree and got into the van. She was 
dressed like Harriet, her hair was in a bun covered by a wig, and 
she carried a brown lunch bag. 

Harriet turned up the volume of the radio. “Parker is being 
Parker today.” 

“You’re a moron, Samantha.” Click. “Who’s our next caller?” 
“This is Sam. The government gave millions to a foreign 

country while us seniors got a twenty-cent increase in our monthly 
pensions. That ain’t right.” 

“The government has its priorities all wrong. Thanks for your 
call. That’s it for today.” 

Gloria slapped her forehead. “The government spends 
billions on seniors every year. This caller compares the monthly 
change per senior to a one time, fifty-million-dollar gift to an 
overpopulated poor country. It’s apple and oranges.” 

Having passed a golf-driving range on Carling Avenue, 
Harriet slowed. “It’s time to eat.” 

Opposite a large clearing, she turned left onto tree- and bush-
lined Rifle Road. At its end, she pulled into a shaded parking lot 
near Shirley’s Bay. Gloria took plastic-wrapped sandwiches from 
her bag. “Tuna or egg salad?” 

“Tuna.” Harriet held out a shaking hand. “Thelma, if things 
get rough, you handle it. You have the training and you’ve 
remained calm?” She pretended to deliver a karate chop. “Hai!” 

“Calm? I’m vibrating. I’m afraid you’ll drive us off a cliff, 
Louise.” Gloria giggled. “Great movie.” 

Fifteen minutes later they both put on gloves. Harriet drove 
to Carling Avenue, turned right, passed the driving range then 
turned left onto a tree-lined road. The gravel crunched. After the 
length of a football field, she turned left onto another tree-lined 
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gravel road that dead-ended after ninety metres. There were no 
houses on the right, and four on the left, Parker’s being the last 
one. Trees and bushes impeded the neighbours’ sightlines. Harriet 
U-turned at a clearing at the end on the right, blocked Parker’s 
empty driveway, and killed the engine. 

Watching, they waited. Cyclists passed. They waited. More 
cyclists passed. Gloria bowed her head. “He should’ve been here 
long ago.” They shifted in their seats. 

As the sun was setting, a Lincoln stopped beside them. Parker 
honked. He honked again. Harriet and Gloria lowered the brims 
of their hats. He pulled to the other side of the road and got out, 
leaving the engine running and the door open. This short, balding 
man, wearing a Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts, a cellphone 
holstered on his right hip, slammed his hand against the van’s 
passenger-side window. 

Carrying her husband’s canister and a sheet of paper in 
transparent plastic, her legs shaking, Gloria exited as Parker 
stepped back. 

“Move, woman; you’re blocking me.” He waved his arms in 
the air. 

Gloria could smell marijuana on him. She slid the van’s side 
door open and entered. 

“Move it, woman. Is the getup hiding an ugly face and body?” 
Shivers running along her spine, Gloria turned to Parker as 

Harriet got out of the driver’s seat. 
He surged into the van. “Stupid…” 
Hand trembling, Gloria aimed the canister. Parker raised his 

arms to block the spray. Too late. He groaned then threw a punch. 
Gloria ducked. He wobbled. Harriet pushed him from behind and 
he fell into the van. The women propped an unconscious Parker 
on a seat and attached the seatbelt. Harriet went to the driver’s 
side. Gloria snatched Parker’s cellphone, crossed to his car, killed 
the engine and took the keys. She put the paper and the cellphone 
in his Lincoln, locked the door, then re-entered the back of the 
van and put the keys in Parker’s pocket. She shut the door and 
slid into the van’s front passenger side. Harriet drove away as 
Gloria put wads of tissue paper into her mouth. Using a 
disposable cellphone, she called the radio station. 

“We have Parker,” she said in her muffled voice. “Our 
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demand is in his car in front of his house.” 
They parked in the garage of Harriet’s friends. Gloria took a 

hammer, put her disposable cellphone into a wooden box and 
smashed it. She planned to dump the pieces into a public waste 
bin. 

Parker groaned. They blindfolded and gagged him then help-
ed him to the chaise longue. Harriet tied his hands and legs to the 
chair. Parker grumbled. The women looked at each other and 
nodded. If he peed, he peed. His clothes and the tarp would catch 
it. They would burn the tarp. Both women slumped onto the lawn 
chairs. 

 
The following afternoon, Gloria and Harriet sat in the garage and 
tuned into the talk show. Parker squirmed, failing to cross his legs. 

“I am Allan Thoreux, station manager. Unknown persons 
abducted Stephen Parker last night. The police are investigating. 
His kidnappers issued one demand for his safe release. We must 
air a statement on government deficits and debt and have an 
economics professor discuss it. With me is Dr. Klaus Merkel from 
Carleton University. Welcome Dr. Merkel. Here’s what the note 
says: 

 
Consider a citizen named Carol. She owes thirty thousand 
dollars and earns one hundred thousand a year. Debt is 
thirty per cent of income. When lenders want their 
money, she makes the payments. Thus, she can borrow 
more. A debt of three hundred billion is thirty per cent of 
an income of one trillion. Debt size is irrelevant. Debt 
relative to income matters. 

However, being human, Carol retires. Her income 
falls. Her debt-to-income ratio rises. The lenders fear she 
will be unable to repay loans. They stop lending to her. 
Later, she dies. But if Carol were immortal, just like a 
country, her income or GDP rising, her debt-to-income 
ratio low, she could borrow reasonable amounts forever, 
using bonds sold worldwide. Economists use the debt-
to-GDP ratio as a measure of ability to pay. 
 
Interesting, so far,” said Thoreux. “Dr. Merkel, does this 
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make sense?” 
“Yes. Canada’s debt-to-GDP ratio is about thirty per cent.” 
Harriet held up her hand, palm out. Gloria blushed and 

slapped it. 
Parker jerked from side-to-side. Harriet pulled his ear. He 

squirmed. She pulled harder. He froze. 
Thoreux read more: 
 
“Presently, our deficits hardly impact the debt-to-GDP 
ratio. Should Canada run such deficits forever? No. There 
are times for surpluses, times for deficits, and times for 
balanced budgets. Economic conditions should guide our 
decisions.” 
 
Parker grumbled and squirmed, again jerking from side to 

side. Gloria stood and took the water pistol from the workbench 
and squirted his face. Parker stopped. 

The station manager asked Dr. Merkel. “Are there good times 
to run a deficit or a surplus?” 

“Yes. If the economy is below potential output, and there is 
slack in the labour market and growth is weak, government may 
run a deficit or increase the existing deficit to boost growth 
relative to what it would have been. It may prefer a surplus or a 
larger surplus when the economy is at potential and there is no 
slack in the labour market and growth is strong. The surplus or 
larger surplus reduces growth relative to what it would have been 
and lowers inflationary pressures.” 

Parker again struggled. He freed an arm and a leg, kicked and 
upended the chaise longue, landing prone. Gloria sat on his back, 
grabbed his bound hand, put her fingertips against his and 
pressed. Parker emitted a muffled howl and she eased the 
pressure. He again struggled and again she applied pressure. He 
howled and stopped squirming. Gloria eased the pressure while 
Harriet rebound his arm and leg. The women righted the chair. 

Thoreux read again from the note: 
 
“Whether or not the government should eliminate the 
debt depends on its approach to intergenerational 
fairness. Each generation builds roads, bridges, schools 
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and hospitals, equips the armed forces and gathers data 
to enable better decisions now and in the future. One way 
to encourage fairness is to have the private sector build 
and own roads, bridges, schools and hospitals. Users pay 
tolls, tuition and medical costs. The positives: simplicity 
and, without debt, no interest payments. The negatives: 
many capable people cannot afford an education; those 
lacking health insurance face high treatment costs. 

Another way to foster fairness is for government to 
spend on infrastructure by running deficits and building 
debt. Future generations inherit and use the infrastructure 
and assume the debt. Thus, they pay part of the 
construction costs in taxes. The positives: more people 
get an education; people are not hurt by the cost of 
medical treatment. The negatives: debt means interest 
payments; what is the optimal amount of debt?” 
 
Parker whimpered as the station manager asked the professor, 

“What say you?” 
“Well,” said Klaus Merkel, “future generations helping pay 

for the infrastructure built by this and past generations does foster 
fairness. If we don’t have a user-pay system and don’t leave a debt, 
future generations are freeloaders.” 

Thoreux said, “Thank you, Dr. Merkel. Now to the kidnap-
pers: we have done as asked. Please release Stephen, unharmed.” 

 
At ten that night, Gloria and Harriet plugged Parker’s ears with 
tissue paper before helping him to lie on a tarp in the van. The 
women climbed in. Cloud cover and a quarter-moon meant a dark 
night. 

At Carling Avenue, Harriet turned away from their destin-
ation. Yes, Parker could not hear, but he could count; they feared 
the duration of the trip would help searchers to backtrack and find 
the house. 

An hour later, Harriet drove onto the clearing opposite Rifle 
Road, U-turned before a metal gate and stopped. Wearing a dark-
coloured bicycle helmet, Gloria unhooked the bicycle while 
Harriet helped Parker from the van, led him through an opening 
in the gate to a narrow gravel path into woods and stopped. 
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Wheeling her bicycle, its front light turned on, Gloria guided a 
baby-stepping Parker as Harriet ran to the van and drove east. 

Shortly, her body quivering, Gloria loosened but did not 
remove his bindings, then hopped onto the bicycle and raced 
down the middle of the path, the darkness broken by her light. 

She heard Parker scream, “You’ll pay, bitch!” 
Silence now reigned. 
Gloria sped through the woods to a wider asphalt path, 

slowed and turned left. Her light showed flitting bugs, bugs and 
more bugs. They clunked against her helmet. Mouth closed and 
eyes down, she accelerated. Harriet was waiting two kilometres 
away at Corkstown Road. They would return to the garage and 
eliminate all incriminating evidence, including the bald tires. Sadly, 
the van’s red stripes had to go. 

 
The next afternoon, in Gloria’s kitchen, she and Harriet sat on 
stools and drank coffee at the island counter. Gloria yawned, her 
eyes closing while listening to Parker’s show on the radio. 

“I survived a kidnapping. I saw two disguised female abduct-
ors, so I cannot identify them. They gassed me. They held a knife 
to my throat. One put a gun to my head. They bound me and 
sexually assaulted me. They took me to a wooded area intending 
to kill me after the station met their demands. But I worked my 
hands free and ran. It was dark and I escaped.” 

Eyes wide, Gloria and Harriet gasped and looked at each 
other. 

“The police are searching for those animals. They were 
women. How could they know anything? They’re women; they’re 
dumb. They made nonsense claims and that economics professor 
pandered to them. Let’s take the first call… What the hell? We’re 
going to commercial already?” 

Five commercials later, Allan Thoreux, the station manager, 
spoke. “We have relieved Mr. Parker of his duties. We disavow 
his comments. It is not the position of this station that women are 
dumb. Until a replacement is found, we’ll play music at this time.” 

Gloria and Harriet gaped before smiles spread across their 
faces. 
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Cruising on a Mission 
Kelley Raab 

 

    t started as a mission to find him. Grace knew she shouldn’t. 
Everyone had told her so but she couldn’t help herself. She loved 
him; loved him even though he was evil, loved him despite his 
evilness. When she found him again, she planned to save him. The 
wrath of God would turn to mercy and he would be redeemed. 
Then the Prince of Darkness would transform into the Prince of 
Light and they would live happily ever after as a couple, spiritually 
and conjugally wed. 
 She should never have left Mexico but her family had pulled 
her back. They had put her in the hospital for a few months and 
even approved shock treatment to get him out of her system, but 
that was impossible. He would always be in her mind. Her sister 
had agreed to watch over her, a pact with the psychiatrist to enable 
her discharge from the psychiatric facility. 

Grace had met him by the will of God. On a whim, she had 
gone to Mexico to teach English. It had been going well. She had 
been set up with a school near her apartment and the students 
were keen enough. She saw him after class one day. He seemed to 
know another ESL teacher but Grace knew right away that he was 
hanging around because of her. They didn’t date in the normal 
sense. He never even kissed her but she could tell that he was 
obsessed with her.  Even then she knew he was dangerous. The 
Prince of Darkness wanted her soul. As proof of his character, he 
always wore black with a wide brimmed hat. 
 The problem with her family was that no one believed her. 
No one believed the Prince of Darkness existed and no one knew 
how dangerous he was. He was a spirit that took many forms, 
attacking the faithful and people she loved. He liked to make 
things go wrong for her, just to spite her. Like when the tour 
books went missing or when her mother started telling her not to 
talk about him. He had ears and eyes everywhere (even using look-
alikes to his dirty work). He was like the internet, always tracking 
her. 
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Why did she adore the Prince of Darkness? Was it because of 
a curse he had cast on her? Was it her own dark nature, responding 
to his relentless pursuit of her soul? Or was it God’s will that she 
save him by converting him through the power of God’s goodness 
and love? Her mission, she believed, was redemption. 

In the meantime, her sister Harmony made all the important 
decisions in Grace’s life, housing, finances, medical, and Grace 
knew she couldn’t survive without her. If something ever hap-
pened to Harmony, like a heart attack or a stroke, she would be 
lost. But everything would change once he was redeemed. 
 Seven years later, Grace knew it was her chance to find him 
and she knew how she was going to do it. Harmony had suggested 
a cruise to escape the harsh Chicago winter, a vacation for the 
three of them, Grace, Harmony and their mother Barbara. They 
had taken trips in the past, one to France and another to Cuba, 
and they had worked out okay. Harmony had pushed for the 
cruise, given her body weight and that walking could be minimal. 
Barbara didn’t mind as long as they went somewhere warm. 
Grace, when she found out one of the ports was San Juan del Rio, 
secretly decided she would leave her family there to pursue her 
mission. It was in San Juan del Rio that she had last seen him and 
she knew with all her heart that he was still there, waiting for her.  
 Grace packed extra clothes and cash so she could leave the 
cruise after two days. She didn’t know how long it would take to 
find him again or whether, after God’s miracle, he would be 
resistant to coming back with her to Chicago. But she did know 
one thing, that it was her mission to save him. God had given her 
a sign. She had found it in a pool, the symbol of her mission to 
redeem the Prince of Darkness. On her right hand, she wore the 
special ring, etched with a cross. 
 Their travel plans were carried out without incident. Grace, 
Harmony and Barbara boarded a plane for Fort Lauderdale the 
day the cruise sailed and, because the weather cooperated, they 
arrived at the port on time. They boarded and Harmony picked 
up her rented scooter to make moving around more comfortable. 
Grace, on the other hand, was an avid walker despite suffering 
several foot injuries over the years. Grace and her mother fol-
lowed Harmony in the wide scooter and, once on board, everyone 
immediately went to the dining room for a late lunch. They were 
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seated with a couple, John and Janine. John would not look 
anyone in the eye but Janine was bubbly and helpful. Like Grace, 
Harmony and Barbara, John and Janine were escaping a harsh 
winter, in their case Canada. The couple had been on numerous 
cruises and Janine gave them information on what to do in the 
ports. 
 “Once you get off, taxis are readily available to give you a tour 
of the island,” she said, smiling pleasantly. “But be sure you get a 
price in advance or else you’ll get ripped off.” 

John was very obviously looking at the ceiling. 
 “What about things to do on board?” asked Harmony. 
 “Oh, there’s tons of stuff. Shows, lectures, cards, whatever 
you want,” said Janine. “There’ll be a daily activity calendar in your 
room.” 
 “Yes, I think it was stuck on the door,” said Barbara, smiling 
congenially. 
 Grace looked around nervously and asked for a coke. The 
waiter, a small dark man with Ende pinned on his lapel, entered 
something into his iPad and scurried off. 
 “When do we get to San Juan del Rio?” she asked. 
 “It’s just San Juan, Grace,” said Harmony. “And not until day 
three. Just relax. This is going to be fun, right?” 

Harmony knew her sister was hell-bent on San Juan del Rio 
and even though they weren’t going there she was determined to 
keep her safe. No disappearing in San Juan or anywhere else. Their 
mother had agreed to keep a close eye on Grace for the duration. 
The last time Grace had been on her own was disastrous. She had 
stopped taking her medication and became obsessed with a local 
Mexican man. 
 The three women studied their menus. Janine politely picked 
at her chicken tenders while John bored a hole into the ceiling. 

“Well, we’d best be off,” she said. “We want to watch the ship 
leave from the dock.” 
 “Sure, go ahead,” said Harmony. “We’ll see you around.” 

The three women ate their lunches in relative peace. 
 After the meal, Grace, Harmony and Barbara went to their 
rooms to unpack. They noticed the sheet of paper in their adjacent 
doors listing the daily activities. Grace got confused easily from 
the electro-convulsive therapy she had been given, and asked her 
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sister when and where mass was scheduled. Harmony told her it 
was at 5:00 p.m. in the Oceanside Room. While Grace said she 
wanted to go, she didn’t know how to get there and couldn’t 
understand the map. Their mother said she would take Grace at 
4:30 p.m. so she would arrive on time. In the meantime, Grace 
and Barbara went to the Panorama Deck to watch preparations 
for departure. John and Janine were standing there too. Everyone 
gawked as the U.S. Coast Guard patrolled the waters in a small 
boat with a heavy machine gun pointing outward, a man standing 
behind it at the ready. 
 “At least we’re being protected,” said Barbara. 
 “That’s because of me,” said Grace. 
 “Grace, it’s because of all of us,” said Barbara, giving her a 
stern look. 
 “I plan to walk around the Panorama Deck to get my 
exercise,” said Janine. John was staring at the machine gun. 
  “Grace walks a lot too,” said Barbara. 

Janine looked Grace over, doing the comparing thing women 
sometimes did. Grace appeared about forty years old, five-foot 
ten, probably a hundred-and-seventy-five pounds. She had dark 
brown hair from a bottle, beautiful blue eyes and glasses. She 
could be a knockout if she wore makeup. 
 Grace frowned. “It’s a limp,” she said, succumbing to Janine’s 
scrutiny. “All those foot injuries.” 
 “No time for stories,” said Barbara, flushing. “Look, the 
boat’s moving.” 

They set their gazes on watching the massive ship negotiate 
its way out of port. Grace had to admit the warm, humid air was 
a relaxing respite from the arctic temperatures of February in 
Chicago. They were going to have a good time, declared Barbara 
silently. A good time. 
 Dinner was in the dining room again. Using her swift scooter, 
Harmony joined her mother and sister in the waiting area. 
 “You’re never going to lose weight if you take the scooter all 
the time,” said Grace, already sunburned from sitting by the pool. 
 “I’ll walk when we get off, don’t worry.” 
 “We won’t be getting off for another day,” said Grace. “It’s 
only because I love you, you know, that I say these things.” The 
wrenching decision to leave her sister behind in San Juan del Rio 
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demanded a great deal of faith 
 Harmony smiled sweetly as they were escorted to their table. 
Grace stumbled unevenly, her limp and the rocking of the ship 
making her gait unsteady. 
 You know there are look-alikes on board,” said Grace. 
“People who are duplicates.” 
 “Grace, stop scaring everyone,” said Barbara. 
 “Yes Grace, stop it,” said Harmony. “Where’s our waiter 
anyway?” 

A small dark man with Arif inscribed on a pin on his chest 
came over to take their order on his iPad. 
 Dinner was congenial enough. Grace focused on eating and 
watching Harmony consume three desserts, scowling only once 
or twice. Barbara looked at what everyone else was wearing. Grace 
knew that her mother was kind-hearted but a bit shallow and often 
weak. It was Harmony who was the linchpin of the family. 
Harmony who kept her out of the hospital. She prayed for her all 
the time. 

After dinner, Grace went back to the pool while Harmony 
and Barbara relaxed in their rooms. To Grace’s surprise, the priest 
she had seen earlier at mass was sitting at a corner table, smoking. 
She limped unsteadily over to him. 
 “Father, thank you for mass today.” 
 He looked up from his newspaper. “You are welcome, my 
child.” 
 He was older than she had thought, maybe eighty. The veins 
on his hands stood out like rivers and probably would burst at any 
second. His dark skin was taut from years in the sun and smoking. 
 “Will you be offering confession, Father…?” She couldn’t 
remember his name. 
 “Father Emmanuel. My name means ‘God is with us’. And 
you are?” 
 “My name is Grace. I’m from Chicago and I was born to die.” 
 “Grace, what a beautiful name. Means to have God’s favour. 
Nothing about death at all. Pleased to meet you, Grace. And yes, 
I will offer confession on the ship. Mass is at five p.m. daily, 
confession at four-thirty.” 
 “Thank you, Father.” She glanced at the unfamiliar script of 
his newspaper. 
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 “Well, I had better get a good night’s rest. I will see you 
tomorrow.” 

Finishing his cigarette, Father Emmanuel straightened slowly, 
each vertebra creaking with the effort. 
 “God bless you, Father.” 
 “And you too, my child.” 
 Grace watched the priest trudge slowly into the air-
conditioned section of the ship. She sat outside a while longer, 
feeling the warm, humid air on her face and arms, looking at the 
darkening sky. Memories of Mexico. Memories of him. It would 
only be another day or so before her own ministry began. Another 
day before she left her family to find him in San Juan del Rio. 
Then miracles would start happening: he would be transformed, 
Harmony would become healthy, and she would regain her 
memory. Grace’s reverie was interrupted by the sound of her 
mother’s voice. 
 “Grace, here you are!” 
 “Yes, Mom. I’m always by the pool.” Didn’t her mother know 
water was a sign of God’s power? 
 “It’s time to come in for bed.” 
 “Okay.” Grace followed her mother back to their set of 
rooms on deck six. 
 At five-forty-five a.m. Grace found herself sitting on the 
balcony of her stateroom in a T-shirt and shorts in February. 
Unable to sleep due to Harmony’s snoring, she had come out onto 
the balcony at dawn. A sliver of pink frosted the horizon, and 
despite a stiff breeze the air was warm and thick with humidity. It 
was minus ten Fahrenheit back home. She could hear the sounds 
of the engines and the soft rhythm of waves against the ship. 
Looking over the edge, she thought how easy it would be to fall 
overboard and disappear into the blue-black ocean. She wanted to 
die but she also wanted to find him and she was so close. Grace 
heard a knock at the door. The waiter with room service. 
 After breakfast, Grace passed time by the pool and in her 
room until her mother gathered her for an art tour where they 
were shown sculptures that looked like trumpets or harps. 
Harmony had said she would spend the day reading mysteries and 
would meet them for dinner. After the tour, Barbara took Grace 
to mass and then they ambled to the dining room for supper. To 
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their surprise, Harmony was not there. At six-twenty Harmony 
had still not arrived. She was never late for a meal. Barbara decided 
to go to the pool area and see if she could locate her daughter 
while Grace stayed at the table. A few minutes later, the priest 
from the previous night tottered by. 
 “Father Emmanuel,” said Grace. 
 “Yes, my child. You are the lady from Chicago, yes?” 
 “That’s right. My sister is missing, Father.” 
 “I am sorry?” As he strained forward, the hearing aid became 
evident. 
 “My sister. She’s gone missing.” 
 He smiled eerily. 
 “I know who did this,” said Grace accusingly. 
 “Who?” 
 “I can’t speak of him or he’ll attack you too. It’s because of 
me.” 
 “It is because of you?” he asked.  

She wondered if English was his first language. The priest 
seemed to have aged since the night before. He looked even more 
wrinkled and a vein in his hand had burst. He had dark spots 
around his eyes and in one she saw blood. Right away, Grace knew 
what had happened. He had been beaten up. 

“What happened to you, Father? Your eye?” 
 “It is going to be okay.” He put up his hand, as if in apology 
for the injury. 
 “No, it isn’t. It’s because of me. I know it.” Just then Grace 
saw John out of the corner of her eye, gawking at her from his 
table. “It’s him. He’s beaten you up. He beats up priests, you 
know.” 
 Father Emmanuel looked confused. “To whom are you 
referring, Miss Grace?” 
 “And he took Harmony. Where did he take her? What do I 
need to do, Father? Tell me and I’ll do it.” 
 The priest hesitated for a moment, adjusting his hearing aid. 
“It is true God demands sacrifice of us, my child.” 
 “I’ll do anything for my sister.” 
 “Then come closer to me and I will whisper in your ear.” 

He leaned towards Grace. She was unsure whether to kneel 
but didn’t know if she could get up again so remained sitting. Her 
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eyes became large blue orbs as the priest spoke softly and surely, 
her face falling. Afterwards, he moved away, rubbing his hand. 
 “Are you sure, Father? Are you sure?” 
 “Yes, my child. I am sure,” said Father Emmanuel. Then he 
looked over at John, gaping at Grace while his wife chatted 
amiably with another guest at their table. “But it must be our 
secret.” 
 “I understand,” said Grace. “It’s between you, me, and God.” 
 “Yes, my child. Sacrifice is the way of the cross.” 
 Barbara came back to the table as the priest left and she 
nodded to him in passing. 

“She’s not at the pool. She must have gone to one of the other 
restaurants for dinner or maybe she’s in the room. We’ll eat our 
dinner here.” 
 They had steak and lobster for dinner. As they supped, Grace 
couldn’t help spilling to her mother. 

“We have to go to the Cathedral in San Juan del Rio, Mom.” 
“It’s San Juan, Grace, just San Juan. And please, let’s just eat.” 
Distressed she couldn’t tell her mother what was going on, 

Grace ordered five cokes. John and Janine stopped by on their 
way out and Grace promptly put on her sunglasses to avoid his 
stare but he was intent on examining the ceiling. 
 “Are you enjoying the cruise?” asked Janine. 
 “Remember what I said about the look-alikes?” said Grace. 
“People posing as other people?” 
 “Grace, stop it,” said Barbara. “People are who they say they 
are.” 
 Janine laughed in a friendly way. “Enjoy your evening.” 

After dinner Barbara and Grace went back to the pool area 
but no Harmony. 
 “I wonder if she went to the bar,” said Barbara. 
 “It’s my responsibility. It’s my fault,” wailed Grace. 
 “Nothing is wrong, Grace. Nothing is your fault. She’ll turn 
up, I’m sure.” 

Grace stayed by the pool for a while until her mother escorted 
her back to her room. As they returned, the cabin steward stopped 
them. 
 “Miss Grace, Miss Harmony wanted you to know she will be 
out tonight.” 
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Grace still had her sunglasses on or she would have killed him 
with her stare. 
 Barbara sighed. “Well, you know Harmony. She must have 
met someone at the bar. What can you do?” 
 That evening Grace lay awake most of the night. She knew 
what she had to do and it had to be the next day in San Juan del 
Rio even though she loved him. Otherwise he would hurt her 
sister. He was that dangerous. The Prince of Darkness would 
spare no one, not even Harmony, in his quest for her soul. 
 “Harmony, where are you?” Grace barked at eight a.m. when 
the phone rang. 
 “I’m with someone I know from work. I didn’t know he was 
on the cruise until last night. Sorry I didn’t come for dinner. 
Everything is fine and I’ll see you at lunch, after you get back from 
San Juan.” 
 “You’re not getting off with us? You said you would walk 
around without the scooter.” 
 “I’ll see you later, Grace. I’ll give Mom a call too.” 
 At least Harmony was still alive but he had her. That John 
character, a look-alike, had infiltrated the ship and was holding her 
sister. Her chest ached with the choice she had to make. She had 
been waiting seven years to be reunited with him. The sacrifice 
the priest had whispered in her ear meant giving up her mission, 
her quest to find and convert him to the Light. But she couldn’t 
save both the Prince of Darkness and her sister. 
 Grace dressed and waited until her mother escorted her to the 
cafeteria for breakfast. Barbara had packed ponchos for their 
sojourn in San Juan. 
 “We need to go to the cathedral in San Juan del Rio,” said 
Grace, munching on a croissant, crumbs falling randomly. 
 “San Juan, Grace. And yes, I’ve read about it,” said Barbara. 
“Built in the sixteen-hundreds. Shouldn’t be too hard to find.” 
 “There’s something I need to do there.” 
 “Of course.” 

On orders from Harmony, Barbara was not going to let her 
daughter out of her sight, even for a second. 
 Once off the boat, a light rain commenced and they donned 
the ponchos. Barbara asked directions to the cathedral and soon 
the white building was within eyesight. The streets were paved 
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with a blue ceramic stone, which made walking tricky. Barbara 
slowed down while Grace forged ahead into the cathedral, cross-
ing herself at the entrance. She wished she could ask someone but, 
no, this was her job. She found the statue she sought and knelt in 
front of the Madonna. After a few minutes, she took a five-dollar 
bill out of her purse and put it in the donation box. She lit a candle, 
her to signal God to rescue her sister. Then she removed the ring 
from her hand and set it on the altar, renouncing her mission to 
reunite with him and be spiritually and conjugally wed. It was that 
simple. Her heart was weighed down with grief and, at that 
moment, Grace vowed she would never again succumb to the 
temptations of the Prince of Darkness. 
 On the way out, Grace looked around hesitantly. Her mother 
was waiting in front, and as they descended the steps Grace saw 
two men sitting on a bench by the blue cobbled roadside. Both 
were dressed in black, one with a wide brimmed hat. Father 
Emmanuel was smoking. She recognized the hunched back and 
veined hand. The priest was in deep conversation with the man in 
the hat. It had to be him. The man who had marked her seven 
years ago. The man she was in love with, the Prince of Darkness. 
It took every ounce of willpower not to run to him. Instead she 
muttered the words God had written just for her. 

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ 
sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 
 As they reached the ship, Grace saw Harmony in her scooter, 
waving to them from the deck. Her sacrifice had not been in vain. 
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Last Meal 
Stevie Szabad 

 

        enrietta, it’s almost time. Last meal choice is up to you. 
What’ll you have?” And the matronly guard waited, pencil poised. 

Henrietta recited her list. 
“Really, honey, are you sure? No T-bone steak? Cherry pie? I 

didn’t think you could eat dairy, Henrietta.” 
But Henrietta shook her head, stringy grey strands of hair 

swaying like naked winter branches around her face. “I’m sure.” 
The meal soon arrived on a creaky metal cart wheeled down 

the sterile concrete corridor. Cellmates along the way, usually 
boisterous with any hallway activity, were quiet, a traditional 
respect. The guard left with a pat to Henrietta’s arm. Henrietta 
lifted the clanging lids and for the first time in years, she felt 
happy. Gleeful even. 

Ice cream. French vanilla, creamy, the best she’d ever tasted. 
Stir it up and let it melt. Spoon the liquid and roll it around in her 
mouth. Velvety. Ignore the stabbing pains in her few, heavily-
restored teeth. Remember Grandma letting her eat a tubful at a 
time if she wanted. What had happened to that innocent little girl? 
Why hadn’t her own mother been as nice as Grandma? When had 
the visits to Grandma stopped? 

Sour cream and onion potato chips. She inhaled the salty tang. 
Just licking the taste off that pasty, powdered coating brought 
back the best moments of her youth. The time she finally left her 
mother. That first year alone in a rented room when she’d pretty 
much lived on sour cream and onion chips. Old Dutch—or was 
it Hostess?—were the best. The most complicated ingredients. 
Skinniest year of her life, as she recalled, chuckling. The chips so 
satiating that few other kinds of food had been consumed in that 
year. Hah! Chips as diet food! Not exactly truth, Henrietta 
admitted now. She’d quit her college science program. She’d 
enjoyed the night life, the parties, the dancing. That must have 
contributed to her bony new figure. Is that where it had started, 
her new life as a dangerous woman? At the bars? The bad 
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company. The opportunities to practice some of that interesting 
college theory. She knew she’d loved the clever research, the 
preparation, the thrill of delivery, although it was hard to 
remember those skills now, what with how bad she was at names 
anymore, and the sore knees and all. But those skills could kill… 

Now she smiled at that younger self, as proud of her as if it 
had actually been someone else, maybe a daughter she’d never 
had. Proud that she’d never had to do what other young women 
did to make their rents. No, young Henrietta, she’d had talent and 
was hired quite regularly after the first couple of jobs. That was 
something. She’d been something! 

Rum and Diet Coke. Yes, Diet Coke. Seems foolish today, 
but the taste was different, chemical, tinny almost, and Henrietta 
preferred it. Double please. Her drink of choice until the stomach 
troubles began. Later, all she could handle would be watered wine. 
Even that had hurt, but what could one do? Drinking must go on. 
Like the show, like the work. And she’d had her work, all right, 
plentiful and as much as she could handle. It more than paid the 
bills. Suppers started to include more than chips and rum. She 
wouldn’t stay skinny for long. So, people had died, so what? 
They’d got what they deserved, and her clients had got their 
justice. But the chips and rum had never tasted better than right 
now, just before Henrietta herself faced her own, her final, justice. 

Life hadn’t been so bad, Henrietta mused. She had chosen her 
own way, no matter if it had ended up here, today. She’d had her 
fun, made a living. And now, she would go out her way, too. All 
that forbidden delicious food, the final joy! She’d never felt so full, 
so content. Of course, this feeling wouldn’t last. Rumblings had 
already begun. She forced down the last of the rum. 

“There’s a pastor here for you, Henrietta. Shall I show him 
in? He can get you a few hours more, at least.” 

It was Doreen; or was it Elsie? Her favourite guard, anyway. 
“No thanks, really. Be a pet and tell them not to delay. I’m 

almost ready… to blow up.” 
Doreen’s eyes watered; she’d known Henrietta for years, so 

she tried a little laugh for her now. 
And after Henrietta shuffled down the corridor, unshackled, 

helped up by the guards to lay her wasted hulk on the gurney, a 
rare smile on her grizzened old face… she did.
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The Transfer Particle 
Ian Prattis 

 

        anny Fredericks was of Hopi descent, a brilliant astro-
physicist with a distinctive mystical flair. He had published a pro-
vocative treatise on parallel universes and combined astrophysics 
with traditional indigenous ways of placing energy and intent from 
one universe to another. Manny alleged that the mystical 
component mirrored the Transfer Molecule; a crossover particle 
that science had long sought in its understanding of coexisting 
universes. The elusive particle was believed to have properties that 
enabled it to cross from one universe to another and that such 
penetration could alter energy patterns. 
 Dr. Tom Hagen was intrigued when he read the manuscript. 
He was the chef-de-mission of the International Space Agency’s 
PRIME 3 project to locate a suitable planet, as habitation on Earth 
became increasingly compromised. The International Space 
Agency had established research stations orbiting Mars and on 
Jupiter’s moon Europa. Station One at Jupiter was the key 
construction. In 2080 probes from Jupiter, PRIME 1 and 2, were 
launched into the heliosphere through a wormhole into inter-
stellar space. In a neighboring galaxy they located a planet with 
two moons in an ecliptic plane with a dozen planets orbiting 
around a massive sequence star, the sun for this system. The 
planet had a liquid hydrosphere similar to Earth. The probes sent 
back information identifying distinct zones from tropics to polar 
with evidence of oceans, forests and mountains. No sign of 
habitation was revealed. Both probes identified a dense particle 
field in the upper stratosphere of the planet, similar to a Van Allen 
belt. The long-term plan was for Jupiter One to serve as a way 
station to ferry pioneers to the new planet. 
 Tom immediately tracked Manny through his advanced optic 
phone. He explained the PRIME 3 space project and was 
surprised to learn that Manny was aware of it. Their conversation 
focused on the mystical component alluded to in Manny’s treatise. 
They were both excited in their sharing and blending of thoughts. 
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The conversation ended with an invitation for Tom to travel to 
the Hopi Mesas in Northern Arizona. Tom jumped at the 
opportunity and days later he was at Phoenix International 
Airport. 
 It was hot and dusty inside and outside the airport. The 
expansion of desert had penetrated from the Sonora right into the 
city. Manny was waiting for him. He was tall for a Hopi, almost 
six feet. He wore a white T-shirt with ‘DON’T WORRY BE 
HOPI’ emblazoned in black across the front. His long black hair 
was pulled into a pony tail and his chiseled face lit up with a smile 
when he saw Tom walking towards him, extending his hand in 
greeting. There was a helicopter from the Space Agency to fly 
them directly to the Hopi pueblos. On the flight Manny explained 
that his people had largely evacuated their villages with the 
encroaching desert eroding pasture for their herds of sheep and 
cattle. Yet one pueblo was still inhabited by elders who kept the 
ceremonial cycle alive, and indeed developed it further to 
anticipate Earth collapse. There was a cadre of supporters taking 
care of them. His grandmother had called in the elderly Keepers 
of the Energies. They were patiently waiting Tom and Manny’s 
arrival. 
 On the flight to Northern Arizona, Manny provided a brief 
overview of Hopi cosmology. Tom was intrigued as he listened 
intently, fascinated at the year-round ceremonial cycle that chal-
lenged humans to develop through intricate and complex rituals. 
Generations of anthropologists who had researched the Hopi 
were baffled by this intricacy, not realizing that the obstacle to 
understanding was their lack of mystical grounding. Manny 
presented a rhythm of life through the chasm of disbelief, feeling 
certain that he and Tom would be instrumental in closing the lack 
of knowledge. He confided that he and Tom had already been 
‘seen’ by the elders, who were waiting for the cosmic order to 
unfold. 
  Manny asked Tom through the headphones, “Do you have 
the coordinates for the new planet’s location? My grandmother 
will need to know that very precisely.” Tom did have the location 
specs, but wondered why an elderly Hopi elder would need them. 
He did not voice his query, but Manny picked up on the concern. 
 “Tom, do not be fooled by my grandmother when you meet 
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her. She has Master’s degrees in both mathematics and quantum 
physics. She has already made it clear to me what she needs from 
you. She may look like a traditional elder, but there is much more 
to her than that.” 
 Tom smiled as Manny provided further information about 
this formidable woman. When she graduated from MIT her 
professors begged her to continue to a Ph.D., as they had rarely 
encountered a mind like hers. She declined, as her life trajectory 
was ceremonial, creating new vistas for harmony with what she 
knew from science and her tradition. Her entire thesis was 
grounded in ceremonial principles and built with impeccable logic 
to move the boundaries of understanding. She provided a new 
level of expression and intent and was the instigator for me to 
write the article that brought you here. You will find her an 
extraordinary woman.” 
 Tom nodded and changed the focus by asking Manny 
whether he was choosing science over ceremonial. Manny gave 
Tom a broad grin. “With a grandmother like mine, there was no 
choice to make. While I am devoted to science and love it, I do 
know where my starting point is. And if I ever forget, I have that 
steel trap mind of my grandmother to deal with.”  
 Manny dug into his pocket and pulled out an envelope 
addressed to Tom. “My grandmother has a message for you. Here 
it is.” Tom carefully opened the envelope and stared down at the 
neat handwriting. 

My grandson is integral to the ceremony we will create. It is necessary 
for him to accompany you on the journey to the new planet. He has 
the knowledge to provide a foundation for your enterprise. You will 
need him. 

 This note was not a request. Tom also intuited that he was 
about to face the largest leap of faith in his entire life. He carefully 
tucked the note inside his jacket pocket and asked Manny to 
provide some details of the ceremony that was being prepared by 
the Hopi elders. Manny composed himself and placed his mind in 
his grandmother’s and began to speak the words she would use. 
 “My grandmother asked me to wait until you posed this 
question. There are four Sacred Keepers, and that includes her. 
They have already prepared the kiva for a new departure in their 
ceremonial cycle. The kiva is a large underground ceremonial 
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chamber, like a womb in the Earth body. It enables life and death 
to enfold in seamless continuity. It is built of stone and placed in 
the central plaza of the pueblo in accordance with the four 
directions, North, East, South and West. The ceremony will take 
place in the underground chamber. It has a sunken fire pit in the 
center and this will be used as the central circle of a medicine 
wheel constructed in the kiva for the first time. My grandmother 
felt this was essential. Access to the kiva is by means of a ladder 
reaching into the upper chamber, which pokes up four to five feet 
above ground. This architecture is the heart of Hopi cosmology.” 
 He placed his hand on the medicine pouch at his belt that he 
had received from his grandmother when he was a young initiate 
into the mysteries. Manny paused for several minutes, as though 
he was listening to her voice before continuing the education of 
Tom. 
 “In the ceremonial chamber my grandmother has created a 
sand painting, using traditional symbols for animals, sea and lake 
creatures, corn seeds and plants, sky and earth. She has added new 
symbols for your spaceship and the new planet. You may 
understand now why she needs to know the precise location. You 
must inform her when you meet.”   
 Tom leaned in closer to Manny so he did not miss a moment 
of the archetypal knowledge that was being shared. Manny 
explained that the four Sacred Keepers were unanimous in their 
enthusiasm for the interstellar venture. Manny’s grandmother was 
the Keeper of the Sky People and would be sitting at the North 
stone of the medicine wheel. She would track and find the energy 
passage to the new planet once she was provided with location 
specs. The Keeper of the Animals was already gathering his 
essential energy to transport it through time and space. He would 
be at the East stone. The Keeper of Corn, Plants and Trees had 
spoken with these families and requested their co-operation, 
which was granted. That Sacred Keeper, an elderly woman elder, 
would sit at the South stone. The Keeper of the Earth would be 
located at the West stone for her to usher in the energy of new 
beginnings.” 
 Tears ran down Manny’s cheeks as he continued to realize the 
immensity of what the Hopi elders were offering.  “I will be at the 
fire pit right in the center of the chamber. My task is to keep the 
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inside circle of the medicine wheel open so there is a portal for 
the energies to pour through to their new destination. The Sacred 
Keeper at the East stone will also concentrate on the spirit world 
energies to assist me. My grandmother called me in to do this, as 
I have been trained by her and have the spiritual strength to hold 
the portal open.  The four Sacred Keepers have specific energies 
to concentrate upon and send them through the portal.” The tears 
had not stopped as Manny said, “The Keepers are elderly, all in 
their 80s, and I now realize that this ceremony is their last before 
departing this life.” 
 They were both acutely silent, struck by this blow of terrifying 
dedication, taken aback that the Four Sacred Keepers were 
offering their lives to enable a renewal on a distant planet that 
none of them would experience. 
 Tom had to ask, “Manny, will you survive the ceremony?” 
 It was Manny’s turn for silence. Eventually he answered 
slowly, “No, I will not die in the sacred kiva, because I am coming 
with you to the new planet. You did get the instruction from my 
grandmother did you not?” 
 They both allowed a grim smile, but were overwhelmed by 
the intentions of the four elderly Sacred Keepers of the Hopi. The 
helicopter hovered over the dusty main plaza in Orobai, the only 
inhabited pueblo. The Hopi villages clung precariously to six- 
hundred-foot high escarpments looming out of the desert terrain, 
distributed on three rocky mesas. The buildings in Orobai pueblo 
seemed almost surreal as they poked out of the desert surrounding 
the escarpment. Sunlight glinted on old pickup trucks, and barely 
into the remaining dwellings which were shuttered against the 
desert. Several horses could be seen tethered in a dusty 
compound. 
 They could see a gathering of people off to one side of the 
plaza where the helicopter put down to the north of the kiva. 
Orobai pueblo was the root of the annual cycle of ceremonies and 
this was where the remaining elders and their supporters now 
lived. The four Sacred Keepers were standing there wearing 
traditional garments: white tunics with dazzling Hopi woven 
blankets thrown over the shoulder. Their demeanor, calm and 
unworldly steadiness struck Tom forcibly as he looked over at the 
four incredible people who had offered to help his mission. He 
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was introduced to Manny’s grandmother and the three other 
Sacred Keepers. They had dark wrinkled faces and they spoke to 
Manny in a deep guttural manner that felt as if it emanated from 
an ancient time, - which it did. He sensed their all-seeing wisdom 
and deep stillness. They had something about them that was 
outside of time and space and it cast an eerie presence that made 
Tom shiver in the heat of the desert. 
 When he looked into the eyes of Manny’s grandmother, Tom 
sank down to his knees before her and wept, just as Manny had 
wept on the journey there. She calmly held out her hands to him 
and stood before him. He looked into the eyes of wisdom, beauty 
and power. She spoke to him in perfect English. 
 “I hope that Manny has instructed you well.” She chuckled 
with that deep guttural sound he had heard before. “You have the 
new planet’s location for me?”  
 Tom nodded; there was nothing he could say. She understood 
and said, “We know what is to be created here and treat it as an 
honor to be part of it. It will be your task to place it in order on 
the new planet. I will introduce you to the other Keepers.” Tom 
was included in a circle of the most magnificent people he had 
ever met. The tears continued to flow down his face. “This is 
good,” remarked Manny’s grandmother. 
 “Dr. Hagen, do not lament that we will not return from the 
kiva,” she said. “I reassure you that this is what we want. We are 
ready to move on and become part of the Sky People. That is 
something all four of us have yearned for. We gladly reach for that 
transformation. We cannot invite you into the kiva. You must stay 
outside, next to where the North stone is placed.  I will show you.” 
She took Tom by the hand and pointed out the chair placed right 
above the North stone in the subterranean chamber. 
 Her smile was quite amused. “We will be inside with the 
ceremony for the rest of the day. It will be completed by morning. 
You are to stay at this location throughout. Our people will bring 
you water and sustenance. At daybreak, Manny will come out by 
the ladder. There is a flat stone that fits the top of the kiva 
perfectly. You and Manny will place that over the entrance, as this 
kiva becomes our tomb, though it is only for our dead bodies. We 
will have gone elsewhere by dawn.” 
  She looked deeply into Tom’s eyes and he felt he was looking 
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into universe after universe. “I have one request.  Do not ask 
Manny what took place in the ceremonial chamber of the kiva. 
When the time is right, he will inform you. Until that time, please 
resist all curiosity about the Transfer Particle. The fact that you 
land safely on the new planet in the next galaxy is proof enough.” 
 Tom relaxed for the first time, “I now understand Manny’s 
reference to your steel trap logic!”  
 She smiled again and he felt the deep love she extended to 
him and to all beings. She summoned her three companions and 
they nimbly climbed down the ladder into the womb of the Earth. 
Manny was the last to enter the kiva, pulling a wood and vine 
cover over the opening. Tom took up his station at the North 
apex and for the first time in a long while he began to pray. He 
was not particularly spiritual but at that moment he became so. 
He remembered the chants and sutras from his flirtation with 
Buddhism much earlier in life, reflecting on the teachings of 
impermanence and emptiness. In that long night under the desert 
stars he internalized what he had ignored for so long. He knew 
that his contribution to the Four Sacred Keepers was stillness and 
the absence of thought. 
 He allowed his scientific mind to recede and felt deeply in his 
body the unification of universes. Tom opened up to the reality 
of something he had no prior knowledge of. The taste of the 
burning fire pit at the center of the medicine wheel was pungent 
in his mouth. Although the night was cold, beads of sweat broke 
out on his forehead and ran down his cheeks, splashing onto his 
buttoned shirt. He was starkly aware that the Sacred Keeper of 
the Sky People was directly below him. Manny’s grandmother had 
given him specific instructions and he kept to them as though they 
were sacred vows. He was in unfamiliar territory, which became 
more and more unusual as the night proceeded. Yet he was 
prepared to make that leap of faith to trust completely the elderly 
Hopi elders who were offering their lives. 
 Deep sobs arose in his chest and he cried uncontrollably 
several times during that long dark night. The first light of dawn 
on the desert horizon was not a relief, just a marker of the most 
significant act of his life. The morning breeze raised a brief sand 
storm. He gripped the wood of the sturdy chair upon which he 
sat. He felt the knots of the hard wood with his two hands. This 
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grounded him deeply in the experience of the four Sacred Keepers 
who he knew were now dead. Humbled by their nobility he waited 
patiently. He made it through the rest of the night until he heard 
Manny’s steps on the ladder and was there to embrace him as he 
climbed out of the sacred kiva. His new friend looked gaunt and 
bereft, yet had a steely determination in his eyes. Between them 
they lifted the stone slab and placed it on the opening of the kiva. 
They sat at the North apex where Tom had been stationed, very 
quiet, full of wonder and not a little grief. Breakfast was brought 
over to them by the remaining elders of the pueblo, who knew 
what had taken place. The coffee was good, as were the corn 
tortillas. There was no need for any conversation or analysis. Tom 
and Manny climbed into the helicopter and were quickly ferried 
to Phoenix International Airport. It was a silent journey. 
 Both men knew they had been radically changed. 
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Irma 
Anna Blauveldt 

 

   rma lived for her Sundays.  
For a few hours each Sunday, she got to breathe air that was 

fresh. Not the recycled kind forced through her retirement 
residence. She got to ride in her daughter’s Toyota to her 
daughter’s home and enjoy her cooking. 

Pick-up was always at 10:00, brunch at 11:00. Like clockwork. 
Just the drive itself was a treat. Irma used to take driving for 

granted until macular degeneration forced her to give it up. Now, 
she had to rely on the residence shuttlebus. Unfortunately, it 
wasn’t available for casual outings. Medical appointments and 
scheduled group excursions only. 

Sheila’s Sunday brunches were nothing spectacular. Irma 
usually had bacon and poached eggs and two slices of whole wheat 
toast. But somehow it all tasted better than the same offerings 
where she lived. And it was a big plus that she could brag about it 
later, over Sunday dinner with her fellow inmates. They weren’t 
really inmates, of course. She just called them that.  

Together with Sheila’s husband, Jeff and their children, Liam 
and Ella, there used to be five around the table every Sunday. At 
the time, Irma pretended she didn’t mind when the grandkids 
waltzed in, flopped down in their seats, grunted at her between 
mouthfuls, and took off again.  All in under ten minutes flat. They 
had better things to do. Young people were like that, weren’t they? 

Now Liam and Ella were gone. Off to university. Now it was 
only Sheila and Jeff. He was good to Sheila, Jeff was, but kind of 
boring. Most of the time, he just sat there while Irma and Sheila 
did all the talking. He was nowhere near the man her Frank had 
been. 

After brunch, if Sheila had time, they would run Irma’s 
errands. Mostly, they’d stick to the basics. Getting cash from the 
ATM, or stocking up on tissues or hearing aid batteries. Every so 
often, Irma would indulge in luxuries like audio books, or fancy 
crackers for when she’d invite some of the inmates in for sherry. 
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Life’s little pleasures. In the stores, Sheila would read all the labels 
to her. Nice to have access to someone’s good eyes once a week. 
Otherwise, Irma’s world was a blur. 

Everyone who visited her residence was impressed. This isn’t 
one of those old-fashioned nursing homes, one of them said. 
Doesn’t have that institutional miasma. Irma agreed right away.  
After, she had to look up ‘miasma’ in the large-print dictionary she 
got through the CNIB. Some even declared it was practically a 
resort. Classy furnishings, good food, interesting social agenda. 
Irma knew how lucky she was. A nice place like that didn’t come 
cheap. Thank God she had a decent widow’s pension after Frank 
passed. Frank, rest his soul, worked like a dog for forty-five years, 
only to drop dead from a heart attack at the curling club six weeks 
after retiring. That was nine years ago. She’d moved into the 
residence as soon as their house was sold. 

Despite what everyone said, though, institutional living wasn’t 
far off. It was in the building next door, just a short distance down 
an adjoining corridor. That corridor led to nurses and antiseptic 
smells, moans in the night and newly-empty beds where patients 
had lain the day before. Residents on Irma’s side were just an 
awkward tumble, just a hint of pneumonia, away from a trip down 
that corridor. Irma told Sheila she would never ever make that 
trip. 

So, she ate right and took chair exercises in the lounge three 
times a week. The other days, cane in hand, she walked the peri-
meter path around the entire seniors’ community complex. She 
did this even when her eyesight got worse. And after her left hip 
started acting up, she grudgingly got herself a walker. 

Irma didn’t gripe much about where she lived, unlike some of 
the others. The food is only so-so, they’d say, and the service is 
slow. The room temperature’s either too hot or too cold. Always 
the same complainers. If Frank were here, he wouldn’t put up with 
that, she thought.  She just ignored them. 

Alone at night in her unit, she sometimes reminisced about the 
years she had with Frank. Tried hard not to compare them with 
the way things were now. She had no illusions. He wasn’t always 
an easy man to live with. In fact, he acted like a damn fool at times. 
But they sure had something cooking together, didn’t they? Good 
or bad, there was never a dull moment. Not like this. Yet she’d 
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reconciled herself to the unrelenting sameness at the residence. 
After all, what was holding her back wasn’t the place or the people 
in it. It was her own near-blindness. Stick to the routine was her 
credo. It’s safer that way. Irma didn’t really have much choice. The 
only images she could see clearly were the ones in her mind. But 
at least, for an old girl, her mind was still pretty sharp. 

Thank heavens for small mercies. 
 
Irma noticed the first signs in early November.  

It was the Sunday after Hallowe’en. As usual, Sheila had 
picked her up for brunch. When they pulled into her driveway, 
Sheila pointed out the fake spider webs sagging in the branches of 
the tree on the front lawn. 

“They need to come down right away or I’ll have a soggy mess 
on my hands next time it rains.”  

“So, what did the kids wear for trick-or-treating this year?” 
Irma asked. 

Sheila unbuckled her seatbelt and peered over at her mother. 
You can’t be serious! was the look on her face. 

“Mom, they’re way too old for that… they haven’t gone trick-
or-treating in almost ten years!”  

Irma was confused. She didn’t know what to make of that 
answer. 

Sheila got out of the car, walked around to Irma’s side, and 
opened the door. Then she leaned in to help her mother out. This 
made Irma mad. 

“Don’t touch me! I’m not an invalid!” she barked. “I can get 
out of a car by myself!” 

Irma never spoke to anyone that way, let alone to Sheila. 
Other incidents like that followed. In fact, they got more 

frequent. Little slips of the memory. Little flashes of unprovoked 
anger. Irma always apologized after. She called them her ‘seniors’ 
moments’. The other inmates assured her they had moments like 
that all the time, too. 
 
There was no snow on the ground that December. That meant 
Irma could still enjoy her outings around the perimeter path. By 
then, she’d done the route so many times, she knew every step, 
every turn. It didn’t make one iota of difference that her eyes 
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couldn’t focus on its dips and rough spots. 
One afternoon just before Christmas, Irma set out a little later 

than usual. It was dark by the time she reached halfway around 
her circuit, near the visitors’ parking lot just behind the residence. 
She stopped and tried to get her bearings. Her remaining 
peripheral vision picked up lights from the nearby windows. But 
what building was that anyway? Where was she? 

Irma was terrified. Her legs gave out, and she sank sideways 
into the seat of her walker. Then she closed her eyes and tried 
hard not to gag from bile scorching her throat. A visitor returning 
to his car found her there twenty minutes later, shivering and 
crying in the gloom. He ran to get help. Staff from the nursing 
home side came out with a wheelchair and brought her in. She 
recovered the next day in bed. 

As usual, Irma stayed with Sheila and her family over the 
holidays. All in all, she thought, things went pretty well. No more 
bad spells, just little lapses. Still, she worried the whole time. When 
she went back, would they try to force her into nursing care? Or, 
God forbid, the memory care section further along? But they let 
her return to her own unit. Likely she was on probation, she told 
the inmates. One more slip-up and she’d be history. They just 
nodded. It could happen to them, too. 

 
The last Sunday in February, Irma got up early. She took particular 
care getting ready for Sheila that day. 

First, she pulled her best dress out of the closet and laid it on 
the bed. It was teal green, with flowers around the hem of its 
pleated skirt. Sheila always said that colour looked good on her. 

After her shower, Irma put a dark roast capsule in the Keurig 
machine and pressed the large cup button this time. The better to 
swallow all those pills. The sun was up by the time she finished 
her coffee and rinsed the mug out in the mini-sink. 

Next, she did what she could with her makeup. Foundation, 
powder, mascara, lipstick. Mascara was always tricky for her. She 
could never quite tell whether she smudged the black stuff around 
her eyes with that silly little wand. 

Face done, she put on the green dress and went for her comb. 
Irma always got a lot of compliments about her hair. It was dark 
chestnut when she was young, shiny and thick. Frank thought it 



Anna Blauveldt 

155 
 

was one of her best features. And after it turned silver-white, 
everyone told her she looked just like the Queen. 

She finished things off with a pearl earrings-and-necklace set, 
her thirtieth-anniversary gift from Frank. It seemed right for this 
occasion. 

Irma sat in the chair beside her bed, already pretty drowsy. 
She picked up the phone and called Sheila’s cell number. She knew 
Sheila had just left the house to come and get her. Right now, she 
was forty-five minutes away, like she was every Sunday at this 
precise time. Sheila wouldn’t answer while she was driving, but 
Irma didn’t want to talk to her anyway. She wanted to leave a voice 
message. How else could she explain? She hadn’t been able to see 
well enough to write anything for a long time. 

“Sheila, my dear, I’m so very sorry. I don’t want to make you 
sad. And I hope you won’t be angry with me either. But I’ve 
thought this through… a lot… and I’ve made my decision. It’s 
time for me to go. Quietly. No fuss. Before I lose what’s left of 
my mind and forget… forget everything… who you are... even 
who I am. I’d just be an empty shell then. A nuisance to every-
body. And remember, I told you I’d never go down that corridor 
to the other place…” 

Irma paused. There was something else she wanted to say?… 
oh yes… of course… 

“One more thing. You’ve been the best daughter, Sheila. You 
really have. Thank you for our Sundays… and for all the other 
things you’ve done for me. I love you so much, my darling.” 

She placed the phone back in its cradle, lay on the bed and 
smoothed her dress just so. 

“Ready or not, Frank, here I come.” 
Irma closed her eyes. Then she smiled. For a few wonderful, 

sparkling moments, she could see him perfectly. 
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The Last Drayman 
Ralph Smith 

 

    erry hears a horn bleating and someone on the radio singing 
he’s just a lonely boy. He pulls his team of horses to the side of 
the road and a red convertible with tail fins, crammed with high 
school kids, speeds by leaving a trail of dust that settles on his 
faded baseball cap and blue denim overalls. They are no doubt 
going to the town beach. A boy in the back seat gives him the 
finger and shouts, “Up your horses’ too!” Jerry looks on with 
infinite patience; it has happened so often with these young folks, 
even on early mornings like now. The older generation used to 
venerate him. He checks his pocket for the letter he received 
yesterday. When he thinks of the letter, it weighs him down like a 
piece of lead. 

The first stop is the station, in the pre-war years a gathering 
place where the wooden benches inside and out were packed with 
passengers waiting for the train, while other folk just hung around 
smoking or looking for a good spot to sluice out chewing tobacco. 
Back then, Jerry’s stocky, overbearing father made a good profit 
through the hauling business. His father never skimped on the 
hard labor and, especially when women were watching, he lifted 
crates that were heavier than his own weight and set them swiftly 
and expertly down on the wagon. That, unfortunately, was his 
undoing. 

The town had a fair every summer. Hugo, Jerry’s father, 
always won the strong man contest but in 1939 he overdid it. Men 
would line up to lift the end of a wagon loaded with increasing 
numbers of flour sacks. That year, Hugo began by lifting it with 
one hand, smiling at the competition and winking at the women. 
As the contest went on, his face became red. At last only two men 
were left, one a tall, broad-shouldered stranger who lifted the 
wagon with ease. Hugo asked for five more sacks to be thrown 
on the load and he strained and became purple, his eyes bulged, 
and at last he got it off the ground. He looked around with a 
triumphant smile and then suddenly his expression changed and 
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both he and the wagon dropped. The town doctor examined him 
and shook his head. 

The advice seventeen-year-old Jerry received was, “Take it 
like a man,” and so he did. On the following Monday, he hitched 
up the horses and resumed deliveries. He was used to it by then 
and prepared to live by himself. His mother had run away with a 
travelling salesman when he was a baby and he was brought up by 
the rough hand of his father and a neighbour lady who did not 
like him but needed the few pennies Hugo paid her. 

In the intervening years, Jerry has seen the station crumble 
into decay, and he has heard talk that the passenger trains will have 
to be flagged down rather than making their two regular stops a 
day. The wood platform is rotting, and the signs look bleached. 
The station is a frequent target for break-and-enter. Rarely is 
anyone around except for mornings and afternoons when Stan, 
the clerk who has worked there for thirty years, slumps behind a 
counter. Jerry asks for the manifests. Stan looks annoyed and 
hands them over. 

Jerry asks, “How’s the lumbago?” It’s the only topic they ever 
discuss. 

“Bad and it will get worse next week if it rains as they’re 
saying.” 

“Sorry to hear it.” End of discussion. 
The delivery stack takes him only ten minutes to load. The 

stack gets smaller every week. Most of the stores get their 
deliveries by truck or through the post office. Jerry’s business 
hardly pays for the property taxes and the groceries; he is obliged 
to keep chickens and to grow a garden to feed himself. 

At only ten o’clock the heat causes mirages to form on the 
horizon. Jerry wonders what it would be like to go in search of 
these images. He delivers parcels to the clothing store, the 
plumber’s, and to a few private residences. He drives out of town 
to a creek covered over with scrubby poplars. At this private place 
of retreat, he plays a game. He gathers a pile of pebbles and then 
throws one near the center of the bed of water. As concentric 
circles widen, he throws more pebbles at counted intervals, trying 
to have as many interrelated patterns operating at the same time, 
mingling with each other in their rhythms. 

He invented the game after he met Marjory Bray, just before 
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the end of the war. He was delivering water to the young wife of 
Major Connolly Bray who was stationed in England. The 
townspeople liked the Major but generally regarded him as having 
made a bad choice in bringing to the altar the former Marjory 
Sparks, a known flirt from the next town down the railway track. 

“You’re so good with those darling horses,” she called out of 
the window as he started filling her tank. “When you’re finished 
with that, would you mind coming in for a minute? There’s 
something I can’t fix by myself.” 

He came in and apologized when he saw that all Marjory wore 
was a nightgown. She giggled and said he was cute. 

“It’s right this way, something I’m sure a strong young man 
like you can fix in no time at all.” 

And so, it started. Marjorie taught him not to be awkward or 
ashamed, to just go ahead and plunge in. Their little secret. He 
wanted to neigh like the horses. 

The next day Jerry found himself going past Marjory’s house, 
only a small detour on his route to the store. A slender hand 
appeared at her window and drew back the drapes. Inside he saw 
the outline of a delicate female dressed in the familiar nightgown. 
He waved, drove on to the store and hurriedly unpacked the 
goods, much to the bewilderment of the owner who was used to 
a steady pace on the part of Jerry. At his barn, he unhitched the 
team and rushed back to the Bray house. The back door was open. 

A few months later Jerry sat in Marjory’s bedroom as she 
slowly applied makeup. He liked watching her; it was a new world, 
this deliberate and tender preservation of an image. Marjory sat at 
a tiny dresser with elaborate veneer designs and carvings around 
the glass. She smiled and pouted in the mirror, occasionally asking 
Jerry if he liked some shade she mixed for her cheeks and then, 
just as quickly, ignoring whatever answer he made and applying 
something different. Eventually he removed himself into the 
sitting room and stared at Marjory’s pet canaries. She let them out 
of their cages and they lived a precarious life, flying into the 
kitchen and landing beside pots of boiling water or nearly getting 
sucked up when Marjory hoovered the floor. Jerry took over this 
job as he was more careful than her. The birds treated Marjory as 
one of their own, perching on her head or hopping along her 
small, shapely shoulders and landing softly on her fingers where 
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she would bring them lovingly to her lips and play with their 
feathers. She talked to them as if they were doves. 

“Coo, coo, my little darlings, come and kiss, come and kiss, 
love the nice lady,” she would twitter, repeating the same 
enticement she said to Jerry when they made love. 

Each time Jerry visited he brought her a present such as a 
bouquet of flowers, a packet of postcards, or some discarded item 
he had repaired. One day, he had a special present for her: he had 
saved up and purchased a silk scarf that was on display in the 
window of Marcia Clothing. He had it with him, wrapped in pink 
tissue paper, concealed under his jacket. It was a game they played, 
his solemn declaration that he hadn’t brought anything and her 
playful questioning if he loved her anymore. He anticipated her 
cry of surprise as she searched him and discovered the package. 
Then she would accuse him of hiding it because he was saving it 
for some other woman on the route. Following this, she would 
rip off the wrapping paper, try it on immediately, perhaps change 
her clothing to find something to go better with it. She would strut 
boldly before Jerry and the canaries, pretending that an audience 
of wolfish men was looking on. 

One evening, as he passed her house, he glanced through the 
open window of her living room. He was stunned to see a man’s 
jacket draped on a chair and, beside it, a pair of heavy, well-
polished boots. A man came in, arm in arm with Marjory, stopping 
to kiss her halfway to the sofa. Jerry had seen pictures of Major 
Bray and it was not him. Who could this be? For a fleeting second, 
he considered breaking a window or knocking down a door, 
rushing inside to fight this man. But all he did was wander miser-
ably away from the light of the window and retreat to a row of 
trees that marked off the property. 

About half an hour later the stranger emerged from Marjory’s 
front door, gave her a hard kiss and sauntered out, sniffing the 
night air. He paused and took a leather pouch out of his shirt, 
rolled a cigarette, lit a match with his thumbnail, and proceeded 
to walk to the gate. He turned the corner, his heels sounding 
regularly on the boardwalk, the moonlight casting a shadow off 
him. Jerry followed until they had nearly reached downtown and 
then he touched the stranger on his shoulder. The man turned; his 
fists were clenched. 
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“Okay, what do you want?” he asked gruffly, blowing smoke 
towards Jerry’s face. 

“She doesn’t mean anything to you. Leave her alone!” 
“Look here, are you the town idiot? I don’t know what the 

hell you’re talking about. You’ve got a lot of gall stopping me on 
the street. Go play your silly game by yourself.” 

With that, the stranger turned on his heel and took a few steps 
before Jerry tapped his shoulder again, this time slightly harder. 
The stranger stopped, whipped around and pounded Jerry on the 
chest with his index finger to emphasize what he said in his cold, 
menacing voice. 

“Sonny, get this straight. You’re nobody to her. You’re not to 
bother people walking down the path. Maybe someone’ll teach 
you a lesson you won’t forget.” 

Jerry pushed the stranger’s finger away, which got him a swing 
that landed on the side of his head. Although he was strong, Jerry 
had never been in a fight. He remained standing, swaying a little 
from the blow. The stranger’s eyes became like fire and he 
followed the first blow with one delivered towards the jaw. Jerry 
managed to fend it off with his wrist. The next landed, a hard 
swing to the chest. One after another, the methodical blows 
scored direct hits or glanced off Jerry’s body, until he lay stretched 
on the ground. 

“Damn it! You’ve sprained my thumb,” the stranger said, 
standing over Jerry and giving him a kick to ensure he was on the 
ground to stay. He probed his thumb tenderly with his other hand 
and brought it up to his mouth. Then he straightened his clothes 
and walked away. 

Later, Jerry learned from the stationmaster that the man was 
an engineer stationed temporarily in town to prepare the way for 
a modern highway. For the short time he remained, he would 
chuckle and shadowbox whenever Jerry passed by on the street. 
Jerry went about his deliveries, pretending nothing had changed. 
Inside, he felt as if his heart had become a rotten tomato. 

Jerry rode by Marjorie’s house but there was no signal for him 
as of old. Whenever he saw her on the street, she pretended he 
did not exist. One day, Jerry heard that her husband had died in 
action overseas and he wanted to console her, come with her to 
the funeral. But he saw her outside her house, drunk and hanging 
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around with other men. And then, to his surprise, he spotted her 
singing with the Holy Rollers, a small group out in front of the 
town hall bravely chopping their way through a repertoire of 
hymns on Saturdays when the farmers came to town. Boys pelted 
the Holy Rollers with peas from their peashooters but mostly the 
townsfolk went by as if they did not exist. 

 
In the early afternoon, Jerry turns down the alley behind the hotel 
and passes the beer parlor for Men Only. Although he’s thirty-six 
and has lived in the town all his life, he has never been inside 
because he doesn’t want to become a carouser like his father. He 
catches a glimpse of a stranger in a crumpled suit stumbling 
around, teetering, and trying the handles of car and truck doors. 
It reminds him of that other man, a year ago. That man was a 
bearded tramp wandering in search of a bed and a meal. He 
flagged down Jerry to ask if he needed help on the wagon service. 
Jerry refused, to his lasting regret, because there was not enough 
work: trucks were taking over what had once been a flourishing 
business for the draymen. The man told him he had hitchhiked 
into town at early dawn and asked for work at the garage and the 
hotel. Jerry knew that money was scarce and that others came into 
town for the same reason, only to try the larger towns down the 
road. And, besides, this man had an unsettling appearance: he had 
a huge red scar on his face, his skin was an unhealthy white, dotted 
with warts, and some of his front teeth were missing. His 
animated style of talking gave the impression he knew more than 
he should for the menial jobs he sought. After listening to him, 
Jerry said he was sorry and gave the man the money he had in his 
pocket, a dime and two pennies. If only he had taken on the man 
as a helper, he might have had a friend to go fishing with him, fix 
up the house and barn. 

On that day, a year ago, it was unusually hot for the end of 
August and Jerry knew that the horses would be glad to return to 
the barn to cool their hooves on the cracked cement floor. The 
barn was the last one left in town, all the others had been torn 
down for garden plots, new houses or converted into garages. 
Jerry forked out the manure and old straw, carefully swept the 
floor with a heavy broom wedged behind the slats near the 
entrance. When the time came for him to pitch fresh hay down 
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from the loft, the horses became restless. They shifted back and 
forth and neighed, as if a stranger was present, capable of 
bewitching them back to the wild state. 

When Jerry tried to calm the horses by stroking their manes, 
he heard a thud up in the loft overhead. “Just an old harness that’s 
come loose and fallen,” he said. He would put it back up when he 
went to get the hay. 

Why did he feel queasy as he mounted the old wood ladder 
that he had used all his life? Each rung creaked under his weight 
and the deep, smooth grain of the wood pressed as always into 
the skin of his hands. He peered through the opening and scanned 
the floor. It was bare except for a litter of powdery chaff. After he 
lifted himself up to the loft floor, he glanced at numerous spikes, 
many of them rusted and hammered in thirty or more years ago, 
holding up old harnesses, rope and discarded cloths. Nothing out 
of order. 

He went over to the pile of bales near the front loft door. 
Someone could hide behind this stack. His shoes scraped on the 
wooden floor as he edged towards the pile and he saw the shadow, 
for the loft door was partly open and it cast a light on the rope 
tied to a spike, the noose, the head wrenched to one side, and the 
overturned chair. The shadow had more life in its movements 
than had the tramp on the rope whose body twisted slowly 
around, his eyes bulging out with the horrible residue from the 
last glance he had. 

Jerry took out the jackknife he always had in his pocket and, 
righting the fallen chair and standing on it, he grasped the man 
and reached up to saw the rope. The man’s body was spongy and 
awkward. Jerry had to lever it against himself while he balanced 
on the chair, and let the man slide down until he reached the floor. 
No breath was left in him. His neck had been broken and the last 
energy fled the body in nervous jerks. The escape of energy 
seemed uncanny; the man had been walking on the street less than 
two hours before. 

 
“Accidents, fights, folks dying, I just can’t get away from them,” 
Jerry says as he heads the team up the road to the well, his last 
delivery for the day to the few houses in town that do not yet have 
piped water. Gray Maud begins to limp; a slight change in her 
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movement imperceptible to the ordinary observer but clear as can 
be to Jerry. 

“I’ll get your hoof up to see if you’ve picked up a stone,” he 
says to the horse who seems to nod in agreement. 

He brings them to a stop, takes a spike out a bag and, sure 
enough, he finds a stone wedged in Gray Maud’s right rear hoof. 
He pries it out, jumps back on the wagon, and chucks to get them 
moving. Gray Maud is frisky now. Jerry returns to the barn, feeds 
and waters the horses. When he goes into the house he sits on a 
chair, takes out the letter, now sodden with his sweat, and he reads 
it again. It is from the Town Council. 

 
Dear Mr. Birchfield: 

For some time, council has received complaints 
about unsanitary conditions resulting from the keeping of 
large domestic animals within town limits. A bylaw has 
been passed which calls for the end to such practices 
within a period of six months from the date of this letter. 

While recognizing your long-standing service to the 
community, the need for animal-driven delivery has been 
supplanted by more modern services and therefore we 
ask you to adhere to the bylaw within the above-stated 
period. 

Council is confident that, if you acquire a modern 
vehicle and wish to continue your present occupation, 
you will receive the full co-operation of businesses and 
residents of the community. 
 
Jerry has no desire to learn to drive a truck. He tucks the letter 

in a drawer filled with his father’s old letters. He eats leftovers for 
supper and goes to bed. 

Early the next morning, Jerry stuffs his father’s battered 
suitcase with his few clothes. The catches on the suitcase have 
long ceased to work and so he binds it with rope. Then he fills a 
cardboard box with books from his childhood and papers from 
the drawer. He shuts and locks the door, and goes to the barn. 

He glances up at the window of the loft and seems to see the 
rope, the tramp’s body twisting slowly. He needs to escape. He 
caresses the horses, harnesses them, slaps the reins against their 
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backs. Even as these beasts leap to action, he hears the distant, 
discordant, hymns of the Holy Rollers. The wagon jostles and 
jiggles. The clopping of hoofs drowns other sounds of the town. 

He is nearly away, almost out of the place where he has been 
all his life. 
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A Dream in the Dark 
Tamara Miller 

 

     he dream is always the same. 
She is alone, but intuits movement around her; she reaches 

out. Her senses are tuned, prickling in the dark. She scans the 
empty blackness with her eyes and ears, knowing something or 
someone is out there. Every part of her feels she has to find it, or 
else the sadness will crush her. 

And then she hears it, faintly at first. A baby’s cry. It gets 
louder, and she walks towards it.  The sound is a physical link of 
blood, and tendon and muscle. Pulling into a void. She starts to 
run blindly towards the sound. Her heart burns in her chest, heavy 
and leaden as shrapnel.  Muted light bursts and then fades at the 
edge of her vision. With each step, the cries are fainter, her 
breathing gets louder, until the sounds merge. 

Suddenly, there are no more lines of sound to follow, just the 
weight of her breathing. She stops, because there is only silence. 
And her body collapses. 

Cassie wakes up, and the sadness descends, within which she 
can’t move. 

She lies in bed waiting for the wave of sorrow to crest and roll 
off into a distant ripple. Although she knows it will dull consider-
ably, she has had the dream many times and knows that it will take 
a few days for its echo to let go of her. 

Eventually, she gets out of bed and makes her way downstairs 
to the kitchen. 

“Morning honey! I’m making eggs. Would you like some?” 
Mom is always the first one up. Cassie offers a half grunt, half 

nod in return and sinks into the bench at the kitchen table. 
She hears the sizzle and pop of eggs on the stove. It is Cassie’s 

first morning back from school, and her mother is happy she’s 
home.  Her parents never have eggs when it’s just the two of them. 
Her dad hates eggs, and her mom is always going on about the 
cholesterol. Pancakes, with bananas and chocolate chips, are her 
parents’ preferred breakfast food. 
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Cassie watches her blond-haired, blue-eyed mother at the 
stove. 

Her mother’s skin is distinct by its very absence of colour. 
Beige seems the closest colour Cassie can imagine. Its tone is light 
enough to make out purply-blue veins racing through her hands 
and legs, deprived of oxygen but rich in colour. Her hair is fading 
to grey but stubbornly holds remnants of its original caramel 
brown. 

Cassie looks down at her own hands, which are many shades 
darker than her mother’s. She sits in this kitchen, her mother’s 
tan-skinned, chocolate-eyed, Chinese daughter. She has straight 
hair to her mother’s wild curls. Her eyes, a traditional almond 
shape, are a stark contrast to her mother’s watery blues ones, 
flecked with grey. And Cassie’s classically Asian figure, a plank 
with slight hillocks, is a far cry from her mother’s curvaceous 
contours. 

We could not be more different, thinks Cassie. And yet, she has 
never doubted that her mom is a part of her. 

Cassie knows there are thousands of kids like her. Chinese 
babies, mainly girls, brought to Europe or North America to join 
Caucasian families. We are rare, but not unusual, she thinks. Being 
adopted has never defined who she is, but it is part of her. Part of 
her history, her identity; being Chinese and Canadian, and a girl. 
She is a kaleidoscope of parts and experiences, and still exploring 
all the various facets. 

Outside, there is a promise of warmth, but still a little chill in 
the early spring air. Cassie turns to the sun streaming in the 
window by the table, stretches her legs out across the bench, so 
that her whole body is bathing in its honeyed light. The sunshine 
dulls the nudge of the dream’s memory. She floats on the waves 
of warmth, wraps home around her like a blanket. 

 
Cassie, Age 5 

 
“Where’s she from?” the man asked. Mom looked up. 

“Your daughter,” he jutted his chin towards Cassie. “Where is 
she from?” 

Her mom shifted back ever so slightly in her chair. The man 
was a grown-up, white, like her mother. 
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“She’s Chinese.” Her mother’s reply was short, and she kept 
her eyes on Cassie. 

“How much d’ you pay?” 
Cassie noticed her mother looking away, avoiding making eye 

contact. 
“I had friends of friends who went down there,” he continued. 

“They got a kid that was all messed up. When they complained, 
the orphanage people said they needed to pay thousands more for 
a good one.” 

Cassie noticed her mother freeze, as if she were playing Red 
Rover. Looking up to her mother’s face, Cassie recognized the 
pained look that comes just before a ‘talking-to’; Cassie hates the 
‘talking-tos’. She turned her attention back to raising a chicken 
nugget over her head and plummeting it into the goopy reddish-
brown sauce. 

“I can’t speak to your friend’s situation. We had legal fees to 
pay. Just like here in Canada when a family adopts.” 

 “She’s so cute. Does she speak Chinese?” 
“No.” Her mother’s answer was clipped, like a tape-recorder 

that gets shut off in the middle of a story. 
“Do you know her real parents?” 
At that, Cassie’s mom stood abruptly, sending plastic utensils 

tumbling off the edge of the table. 
“Time to go, honey.” Her mom picked up Cassie, even though 

the girl was only halfway through her chicken nuggets. To the 
man, she said over her shoulder, “I’m as real as it gets.” And 
walked away before he could respond. 
 
An unfamiliar sensation runs through Cassie as she stands 
uncertainly on the threshold. Having grown up in what would 
typically be called a white-bred suburban neighbourhood, there 
were few kids of colour in her school. She wasn’t the only Asian 
there, but she frequently found herself the only one in a room. 
When she moved to downtown Toronto for her first year of 
university, it was like putting a salve on skin parched for so long, 
she hadn’t even realized it was dry. She had visited the city before, 
but always as a sightseer, taking it in from a distance. Once she 
had moved there, and immersed herself in its day-to-day life, the 
hues of people walking the streets had overwhelmed her. 
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And now, she’s standing on the threshold of a room with 
about thirty people milling about, every one of whom is not only 
Asian, but Chinese. Yin and Yang, thinks Cassie before she steps 
into the room, inseparable and contradictory opposites. 

When she first saw the notice on the student bulletin board, 
she had dismissed it. Her experience with meeting fellow adoptees 
had always been mixed as they frequently became explorations of 
painful issues, and she would find herself unable to relate. The 
truth was, she was comfortable with who she was and with her 
white parents. 

“Oh my God! I had no idea you were going to be here!” comes 
a voice from across the room. Cassie looks over to see Bella 
coming towards her, a huge, goofy smile on her face. 

“What are you doing here?” 
“Ah-h, silly question, Cas. Unless you think this is an Asian 

speed-dating party. In which case, there aren’t a lot for us to 
choose from,” Bella winks. 

Cassie had met Bella the year before. Outgoing, loud and with 
a minimal verbal filter had made Bella the perfect friend for a 
newly arrived, introverted Cassie. 

“Who do you think is hosting this shindig? It’s already behind 
schedule. Can you believe this is a room full of adoptees? I mean, 
I knew there were a few of us on campus, but this is insane,” Bella 
prattles. 

“I’m not sure. I heard it was someone from the Sociology 
Department but haven’t…” Cassie’s words trail off as her eye 
catches someone heading to the front of the room, and the rumble 
of conversation starts to abate. 

The new arrival casually jumps up on the dais at the front. His 
short hair, held in place with ‘product’, is pushed up off his 
forehead. He has an oval face, with slivered almond eyes and a 
long nose bridge. His eyebrows, unkempt, are expressive when he 
speaks, and the shadow of a goatee doesn’t quite hide the dimple 
on his chin. Dressed in light jeans, a denim shirt and brown belt, 
his entire look is trendy and relaxed. Yet, Cassie can’t help but 
think it is calculatedly so. 

“Hi, everyone. If I can get your attention, we’ll get started,” he 
smiles effortlessly at the crowd, waiting as they take their seats. 

“Thanks so much for being here today. I can’t tell you how 



Tamara Miller 

171 
 

much I appreciate your time. My name is Jin Liu. I’m a graduate 
student in Sociology. The reason you’re all here today is that you 
likely saw the add posted around campus. And if I were to guess, 
I’d say you’re all feeling a little uneasy, and a little curious. But you 
can relax. Just because you’re here, does not mean I expect any-
thing from you. I get it. You just want to check out what this is all 
about.” 

He pauses, offers a disarming smile to the crowd. 
“Holy crap, he’s a hottie!” Bella whispers in Cassie’s ear. 
“So, what is this all about?” continues Jin. “In plain speak, I 

look at how minority groups fit into their communities, and I’m 
currently studying whether international adoptees have an easier 
time dealing with racism and prejudice than minority students 
raised by their birth families.” 

Jin goes on about the details of the study, but Cassie isn’t 
listening. Sitting near the back, her mind drifts from person to 
person in the room, wondering about their stories, amazed that 
there could be so many similar stories to hers. Jin’s final words 
pull her back. 

“Look, I understand. You may have similar experiences, but 
adoption is a very personal journey. And this study is looking to 
poke and prod into how you feel about that journey, and the 
legacy that you carry because of it. So, take your time to think 
about it.” 

That night, she has the dream again. 
 

Cassie, Age 7 
 
Her first clear memory of what it meant to be adopted came at 
seven years old, hiding under the table in the dining room, when 
her parents were hosting a dinner party on a blustery winter night. 
Until then, she hadn’t given adoption much thought. When you’re 
little, all you know is how things currently are. 

She loved the feel of the house on those nights. Every dinner 
party started the same way. In the late afternoon, music floated 
out of the house speakers to merge with the balmy sounds 
percolating out of the kitchen, chasing away the chill oozing 
through the windows. Not long after, the front window would fog 
over, while the most succulent smells spread through the house. 
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Once the guests arrived, the house became an island of welcome 
warmth, as the sounds of adults talking in soft lilts and staccato 
laughter melded together. When she was little, her parents would 
put her to bed, and she would float off into sleep on that river of 
supple sound. 

If she couldn’t sleep, Cassie would sneak down the stairs and 
nestle with her blanket under the dining table, out of sight from 
the grown-ups in the living room. She’d wake in the morning, 
relishing having been carried to bed by her father. It was while she 
was nesting under the table that she saw her adoption for the first 
time the way others saw it. 

“So, you think she has a sister out there somewhere?” she 
heard her Aunt Julie ask. 

Cassie’s ears perked up at that. She was an only child and had 
reached the stage where the idea of a sibling was appealing. 

“In theory, it’s possible. But it’s complicated,” her dad replied. 
“There were no birth records or anything, and the one-child policy 
in China is pretty strict. There’ve been some changes since, but at 
the time of Cassie’s adoption, it was pretty unforgiving.” 

“Could you ever find out?” Cassie’s uncle had pressed. 
“Who knows,” her mom’s voice, languid from the wine she 

sipped by the fire. “With the cultural importance placed on boys, 
it’s possible Cassie’s birthparents had needed a son. So, she could 
have an older sister. But it’s hard to say. The country has changed 
so much over the last few years. They’ve been relaxing the one-
child policy lately, and there are rumours that the government will 
be doing away with it soon. But it’s also possible that she has 
another story.  Maybe her birth mom was young and unmarried. 
We just don’t know.” 

The group of adults moved on to another topic that didn’t 
hold Cassie’s attention. Their voices returned to nothing more 
than gentle timbres accompanying the music that was playing. Her 
memory of that night was wondering what a sister would look like. 

That night was the first time she had the dream. The depth of 
the sadness she felt was incomprehensible to her seven-year-old 
psyche. She woke up crying, and her mom appeared moments 
later by her bed. 

“What’s wrong, little bit?  Did you have a bad dream?” 
Cassie couldn’t answer. She felt her mother’s hand against her 
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body. It was warm and soft, and seemed to cover her entirely. The 
tears flowed, while her mother’s hand gently rubbed her back, 
chasing away sorrow in the dark. 

 
“What can you tell me about your experiences in China?” Jin had 
asked the focus group of participants. Immediately, three hands 
shot up. 

Jin laughed. “This isn’t a pop quiz. There are no right answers 
and I don’t need you to put up your hands. Feel free to speak 
openly. Why don’t we start by going around the room? Tell us 
your name, how old you were when you were adopted, and what 
experiences you’ve had with Chinese culture.” 

“Nǐ hǎo. Wǒ de míngzì shì Heather,” says the first person. “I 
was a little under one when I was adopted, but my family lived in 
China for about two years when I was in middle school. My 
parents taught English in Wuhan. So, I’m pretty familiar with the 
culture and can speak passable Mandarin.” 

“Hi. My name’s Josh. I was three when I was adopted. I grew 
up in Vancouver. My dad is Chinese-Canadian also… well, er, I 
mean my adoptive dad…” A slight awkward chuckle rolls though 
the room. “Right, so I guess, a lot of my experience with the 
culture has been through my dad and his side of the family.” 

It continues around the room like this. To Cassie, it feels like 
everyone has had some connection to China. She feels out of 
place, a pretender. When her turn comes, she’s at a loss of what 
to say. 

“Umm, hello. My name’s Cassie. I can’t say that I’ve have 
much experience with China or Chinese culture.” She can feel her 
cheeks redden, as she hunts for some anecdotal nugget to put on 
the table. “Oh yeah, I was close to one. Year old. When I was 
adopted.” 

For most of the rest of the session, she leaves the floor to 
others. Hiding her shame behind a mask of silence. 

 
Cassie, Age 14 

 
The line was so long. It wasn’t fair. Mom had said this was only 
going to be a quick stop, and now, here they were, twenty minutes 
later, and not even at the front of the line. 
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“I’m sorry, honey. I know you want to get to Jenn’s. It 
shouldn’t take much longer.” Mom gave Cassie a weak smile in 
apology. 

Jenn was Cassie’s best friend and she was having a party 
tonight. Cassie was impatient to get there and annoyed that her 
mom had insisted on making this stop at the Passport Office. 

“We’re almost there. I promise it won’t take long once we get 
to the window.” 

Her mom looked straight ahead. Cassie’s body language said 
enough. She crossed her arms, swayed from side to side, checked 
her phone every thirty seconds. But the dead giveaway was the 
audible sighs. 

 “Can I help you?” the clerk spoke with her eyes firmly planted 
on the computer screen. 

“Yes, I’m here to renew our passports,” Mom said. 
“Forms?” Bureaucracy becoming rote and pro-forma. 
Mom handed over the small pile of forms, and the woman 

started entering information into the computer. She tapped away, 
and Cassie’s attention focused on her phone. Abruptly, the typing 
stopped, and the woman flipped through pages. 

“This is wrong.” Her head moved between the screen and the 
forms, a bureaucratic tennis match. 

“How so?” Mom’s eyebrow went up just a touch. Her face 
tilted ever so slightly, while her body braced for impact. She’d 
been here before. 

Cassie’s eyes unglued from the phone, sensing a familiar 
conflict. 

“There’s no birth certificate for this one.” 
“That’s right. We’ve been through this before,” Mom choked 

back a frustrated sigh. “The document attached is the Certificate 
of Abandonment issued by the Civil Affairs Department in 
Jiangxi, China. It’s what we’ve used in the past. That, combined 
with the current passport and the citizenship card are sufficient 
documentation.” 

“But I need a birth certificate.” 
Mom let out a long, deep breath, echoing with impatience. She 

looked directly at the woman and responded in a voice edged with 
ice. 

“In fact, you don’t. This is not the first international adoptee 
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issued a passport, and it won’t damn well be the last. If you don’t 
have the authority to approve this, then get me a manager who 
does.” 

The woman looked up, surprise and confusion frozen on her 
face. 

“Mom,” Cassie hissed. “Chill out.” 
Her mom’s expression was unmoving, as she turned to look at 

her daughter, hurt evident in her eyes. She held her child’s gaze, 
but her words were meant for the woman. 

“We go through this every time we need to renew her passport. 
She’s fourteen years old, this is her fourth Canadian passport. The 
fact that she’s been issued a passport three times before should be 
ample proof that she is Canadian, and that those documents are 
sufficient.” 

Mom turned to look directly at the woman sitting behind the 
counter, who looked sheepish and affronted at the same time. 

“Look, it’s not only that there isn’t a birth certificate. It’s 
because her documentation is in Chinese, and… well… she’s 
Chinese.” 

And there it was. The crux of the issue. 
With those words, Cassie’s naïveté was pierced. Until that 

moment, she considered herself just another member of her 
family. With those words, Cassie understood clearly that the world 
would never see her as just another member of her family. That 
despite all her parents’ effort, despite being a Canadian kid, despite 
the large number of Chinese adoptees outside of China, she would 
always have an obligation to explain her roots. This would be her 
legacy from her homeland. 
 
“So, what do you know about your parents?” Jin sits across from 
Cassie in a small office. The only hangings above his desk are a 
National Geographic calendar, and a variety of university notices. 
It is a work station only. No personal touches. 

Cassie is there for a one-on-one interview for the research 
study. Jin’s tone working through the formal questions is so 
relaxed, it almost doesn’t feel like an interview. Almost. The 
giveaway is the phone on the desk beside Cassie, recording every 
word of their exchange. 

“Well, my dad is my dad. He’s an academic. Studies history of 
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all things. And he has a corny sense of humour. My mom’s a 
writer, but her job is flexible, so she’s really more of a stay-at-
home mom.” Cassie looks up, wondering if that’s enough. 

Jin smiles a little sheepishly, “Sorry, I meant your birth 
parents.” 

Her birth parents? When she was little, she’d ask her mom to 
show her all the ‘paper from China’ which was kept in a 
meticulously organized binder. Cassie would leaf through the 
remnants of her China life, none of which held memories, but all 
of it had significance. Of her birth parents, though, she has 
nothing. No memories, no knowledge. They are a concept only. 
No more real to her than faeries. 

“Nothing.” Her response is curt. Her cheeks flush slightly. She 
stares at the floor. 

Jin looks at her, a slight concern in his eyes, but a friendly smile 
on his lips. “I can’t really tell you what others have said in their 
interviews, but I don’t think I’d be breaking any rules by saying 
that you are not the only one to give that exact same answer.” 

She looks up and feels the colour on her cheeks fade. 
 

Cassie, Age 19 
 
It’s late when Cassie gets home. The alcohol colours her recol-
lections of the evening. The music was a loud techno beat, with a 
deep bass. They had gone to the club to celebrate Bella’s birthday. 
A small gaggle of girls, looking to feel adult through alcohol and 
sexual tension with strangers. Jin had come out of the crowd, a 
shy smile on his lips. The clinical, though relaxed, body language 
was gone, replaced with youthful charm. 

“He is still hot!” Bella shouted by her ear. “And he’s coming 
this way.” 

“It’s weird to see him here,” Cassie replied. 
“Go say hi, you dolt.” Bella had pushed her forward, causing 

her to stumble slightly. When she regained her footing, he was 
standing there with an indulgent smirk. 

“Hi Cassie. How’s it going?” 
“Good. I’m good.” The strangeness of the situation left Cassie 

tongue tied. Seeing him in a club, house music pulsing, Cassie 
couldn’t find her conversational bearings. 
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“So, study all done now?” Her voice grabbed at the only 
commonality. 

He started to describe the method they were using to turn 
subjects into data points. Cassie nodded in response, without a 
word entering her thoughts. Despite herself, she started to feel an 
attraction bubbling under her skin. Buoyed by alcohol, her eyes 
roamed his body freely, while he lectured to an inattentive 
audience. 

Watching him, it suddenly struck her that she had never slept 
with an Asian guy before. She’d had a few boyfriends, even a 
couple of flings, but all of them had been Caucasians. Pink 
skinned, hairy chested, white boys. What would it feel like to be 
with someone who’s skin matched her own, who’s eyes mirrored 
hers? 

Lost in thought, she belatedly realized he’d asked her a 
question. 

“I’m sorry,” she covered, “the music’s so loud.” 
“I said, I found it fascinating to speak to so many people who 

were Asian but had such a different minority experience. It would 
be a great follow-up study to see what communities they gravitate 
to in adulthood.” 

“God,” Cassie blurted. “You talk like we’re fucking lab rats. 
Next on Animal Planet, Chinese Adoptees, Wild in North America. 
Can they survive? Let’s follow them in their transplanted habitat.” 
Her words were formed on the foundations of alcohol and the 
driving beat. 

Jin stepped back as if struck. A look of surprise moved across 
his face. 

And then he started to laugh. “Damn, I didn’t know you had 
it in you.” The laughter ricocheted in his eyes, until his body joined 
in. 

Cassie stepped into the space between them and kissed him. 
Hands at her side, palms out, begging his participation. His 
rejoinder, while delayed, was firm. He pulled her to him erasing 
all space between their bodies. 

Back at his place, afterwards, Cassie studied him. She ran her 
hand over the smooth firmness of his chest, the moulded muscles 
across his stomach, the carved valley at his waist beneath the 
sculpted obliques. With her hand on his belly and head on his 
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chest, she felt his heartbeat and looked inward. Was she more who 
she was supposed to be now that she’d slept with an Asian guy? 
By having him inside her, was she more Chinese than she had 
been? 

She left shortly after he fell asleep. 
 

That night, she has the dream again. 
She is chasing sound through darkness and rising desperation. 

This time, the crying is getting louder. She runs on, confident that 
she is getting closer. Finally, she sees a figure ahead in the dark-
ness. She wills her legs to move faster, her heart to pump more 
blood, her lungs to inhale the air needed to drive her forward. 

And she is there. 
A Chinese woman stands with a baby in her arms. She gazes 

at the bundle, singing a soft, sad song. The woman lifts her head, 
looking Cassie in the eyes, and hands the baby to her. She smiles, 
though there are tears on her cheeks. Cassie looks down at the 
baby and is only mildly surprised to see that the baby is her, as she 
had been when she arrived in Canada. 

When Cassie looks up, the woman is gone. 
The last thing she remembers of the dream, is bringing the 

baby tightly into her chest and carrying on the song the woman 
had been singing. 

Waking after dawn, the usual sadness descends, but something 
has shifted. She lies there, allowing the feelings to settle. They are 
deeper, a part of her still, but suddenly soothing. She slowly sits 
up, and lets her feet drop to the floor. She weighs this more restful 
sadness within her. Gradually, she gets up, and quietly carries it 
into the morning. 

“I think I’ll make eggs,” she whispers, to no one in particular. 
“And pancakes, with bananas and chocolate chips.” 
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The Scarf 
Jill Morningstar-Janzen 

 

       lly tried to occupy herself, hoping that the weight of fear 
wouldn’t crush her. She examined a crack in the pale coral walls 
and perused familiar pamphlets. When her eyes reached the sad 
excuse of an end table, she couldn’t help but think of her 
husband’s shop and the furniture he had crafted. 
 She smiled at the sight of her approaching children. 
 “Mum,” exclaimed Laura, “any news on Dad?” 
  “Not yet. They haven’t told me a thing since we arrived.” 
 Orlen arrived minutes later. 
 “What happened? Did Dad have another heart attack?” 
 “I don’t know. I heard the sound of a plate smashing into 
pieces and ran down the hall. He was pale and sweating. I helped 
him sit down and called 911. Now we’re here and I don’t know 
what’s going on.” 
 “Mrs. McCarthy?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “I’m Dr. Chamberlain.” 
 “Is Joe okay?” 
 “He’s resting.” 
 Elly let out a sigh as the doctor continued. 
 “Our records show that your husband has had two heart 
attacks, one in February 2016 and another in 2017. Any changes 
in his health since then?” 
 “No. His checkups have been good. He takes his medications 
faithfully. He walks every day. Well, until recently.” 
 “Until recently?” 
 “He hasn’t had much energy and he’s often tired. In fact, he 
seems to be sleeping more often than not.” 
 “This doesn’t appear to be a clot or blockage. Mr. McCarthy’s 
heart is very weak. It’s not pumping enough blood. I know it’s 
hard, but I have to be honest with you. I’m afraid his heart will 
soon give out.” 
 “Isn’t there anything you can do for him?” Elly couldn’t grasp 
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what she was hearing. This was all unreal. 
 “Simply put, his heart is reaching the end of its life. It would 
be wise to say your goodbyes. We’re in the process of moving him 
upstairs. Once the nurses get him settled in, someone will advise 
you of his room number.” 
 “Does he know?” 
 “Yes. Your husband is a courageous man. He told me, if the 
news wasn’t good, he wanted to hear it on his own. He asked if 
he had reached the end of the road. When we advised him that it 
was likely to come soon, he said he couldn’t bear to see your 
reaction when you heard that he would have to leave you. He 
asked me to tell you this while they were moving him upstairs.” 
 Elly reached into her bag and pulled out a handkerchief. Laura 
seized a package of tissues and offered one to her brother. 
  “How much time do we have left with him?” 
 “It’s hard to say,” replied the doctor. “A few days maybe.” 
 Elly could only nod. 
 “Do you have any other questions for me?” 
 “Is he in any pain?” asked Laura.  
 “No, he’s just very tired. Unless there is anything else, I will 
leave the three of you alone. I know this is a lot to take in.” 
 “Thank you, doctor.” 
 As Elly clutched her children’s hands, a nurse approached. 
 “Mrs. McCarthy? We’ve moved your husband to C-304. You 
can go up now.” 
 “Do you want to see Dad by yourself first?” asked Laura. 
 “Yes, I’d like to be alone with him for a few minutes.” 
 Joe was sleeping soundly when Elly reached his bedside. She 
picked up his hand and held it to her face. Through a rush of tears, 
she whispered, “I’m not ready for this, Joe.” 
 Resting Joe’s hand on the bed, Elly blew her nose. She placed 
her handkerchief in her bag and surveyed the room and her 
sleeping husband. The grey skies outside did nothing to brighten 
the dull beige walls. The faded green bedside curtains had seen 
better days. Then there was Joe. With a fuller head of hair than 
most men half his age, he was still as handsome as ever. His round 
face was smooth, except for the laughter lines. She placed her 
hand on his chest, feeling the slow rise and fall, the surety that he 
was still breathing. He had an IV in his left arm. As Elly wondered 
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what they were giving him, a nurse entered the room. 
 “Hello Mrs. McCarthy. My name is Ian. I’ll be your husband’s 
nurse for the day. I’m going to check Mr. McCarthy’s vitals. 
You’re free to stay if you’d like.” 
 “Thank you. What’s in his IV?” 
 “Just some fluids to keep him hydrated.” 
 “No medication?” 
 “No, just fluids. How long have you and Mr. McCarthy been 
married?” 
 “Almost fifty-one years.” 
 “That’s a long time to be together.” 
 “Yes, and not long enough.” 
 Laura and Orlen stepped into the room in time to join their 
mother for the next stream of tears. Orlen wrapped his left arm 
around his mother’s shoulder. Elly leaned into Orlen and reached 
for Laura’s hand. 
 “Laura, can you stay with Mum for a few minutes? I’m going 
to look for two more chairs.” 
 “Sure.” 
 With Orlen out of the room, Elly turned her attention to her 
daughter. “Who’s covering your classes?” 
 “No idea. As soon as I got off the phone with you, I filled in 
my principal and ran for my car.” 
 Orlen appeared with chairs.  
 “Mum, why don’t you take the recliner?” 
 “Maybe later. Laura, what about you?” 
 “I think I’m going to pick us up some snacks. Does anyone 
have any preferences?” 
 “Around here, the options are Tim Hortons or Tim Hortons, 
unless you want some days old fruit from the cafeteria. Mum, you 
probably want an apple or something healthy, right?” 
 “Any other day, I’d want some fruit or nuts. Today, I want a 
chocolate dip donut. Actually, I want two of them. And some tea 
please.” 
 “Orlen, what do you want?” 
 “Well, if Mum’s having donuts.” 
 “Do you want tea as well?” 
 “Sure.” 
 Laura grabbed her purse and left her brother and mother 
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alone for a while. 
 “Did you have a chance to call Audrey?” 
 “I did.” 
 “What about Joseph and Anna?” 
 “I’ll head home for supper so I can tell the kids.” 
 “Were you at work when I called you?” 
 “Of course. You know I’m there by seven thirty every 
morning. You can’t run your father’s business and be a slacker, 
especially when your dad is a hard-working Irish immigrant.” 
 Elly stood and placed her hand on Joe’s chest. She didn’t 
notice when Laura returned. Her focus was on Joe’s breathing.  
 All day long, they took turns by Joe’s bed, holding his hand 
and watching him sleep. Occasionally, they shared a story. When 
Joe would open his eyes, all three stood beside him. They smiled 
at him, he smiled back, and then he drifted off to sleep again. 
 Orlen went home for dinner. Elly did not want to leave Joe 
alone. Laura brought them both some sandwiches from the 
cafeteria. When Orlen returned, he brought Audrey and Joseph. 
Laura’s husband, Larry, was not far behind. Audrey and Elly 
hugged. Larry went right to Joe’s side. Joseph placed two back-
packs on the floor, then squeezed his grandmother tightly.  
 “Are you going on a trip?” 
 “No, I’m staying here tonight so you can go home and get 
some sleep.” 
 “Joseph, no, you need your rest.” 
 “No, Grammy. I talked it over with Dad. You need to get 
some sleep. I’m going to take the night shifts. If there is any 
change in Granddad’s condition, I’ll call you immediately.” 
 “What about work?” 
 “My co-op supervisor agreed that I could start at eight instead 
of seven. I brought a blanket and I’ll sleep on the recliner in the 
room. I have my knitting to do and some snacks. I’ll be fine.” 
 “I don’t know…” 
 “Let me do this for you and Granddad. Please. I want to do 
the night watch.” 
 “How could I say no?” 
 “Is there anything I can do for you, Grammy?” 
 “Did you say you brought your knitting?” 
 “I did.” 
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 “Could you teach me?” 
 “Really? You don’t know how?” 
 “No, I never learned. What’s the easiest thing for a beginner?” 
 “A scarf.” 
 “Let’s make a scarf.” 
 “Do you have any dark green wool in your bag?” 
 “For Ireland?” 
 “For Ireland.” 
 “I had a feeling. We stopped by my favourite wool store on 
the way here.” 
 While Orlen, Audrey, Laura and Larry stood around Joe’s 
bed, talking quietly, Elly watched her grandson start the first row 
of the scarf. She looked on, intently, as he made slip knots on his 
right thumb and then transferred the yarn onto a needle in his left 
hand.  
 “The technique for the first row is called casting on. After 
that, we knit.” 
 “Great.” 
 “I’ll knit one row and you can watch me. Then you can knit 
the next row while I watch you.” 
 “Perfect.” 
 “Okay, here we go. First, we count each stitch that we just 
cast on. When we’re done each row, we count again to make sure 
we didn’t accidentally add an extra stitch or lose one.” 
 “What do I do if that happens?” 
 “Don’t worry about it and keep working.” 
 “But I want it to be perfect.” 
 “It’s your first project. It doesn’t need to be perfect.” 
 Elly started to cry. “You don’t understand; it has to be 
perfect.” 
 “I do understand. When you make something with love, the 
love covers the mistakes and makes it perfect. I know how much 
love is going into this scarf. It’ll be perfect.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 “You’re going to hold the needle with the scarf in your left 
hand. Put the needle in your right hand into the first loop on the 
left needle, wrap the wool around the back of the needle and pull 
it through your first stitch, transferring it to the needle in your 
right hand. Think of it as ‘in, around, through, off’ until all of your 
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stitches are on the needle in your right hand.” 
 Elly observed and pronounced each step with her grandson. 
 “In, around, through, off.” 
 When Joseph finished the row, they counted the stitches. 
With none lost or gained, he placed the project in his 
grandmother’s hands.  
 “Your turn.” 
 Tentatively, Elly poked her right needle into the first stitch on 
the left one, wrapped the wool around and through the first stitch, 
then transferred it to the needle on the right, reciting to herself, 
“In, around, through, off” as she went.  
 With her first row completed, and not a single stitch lost or 
added in error, Joseph pronounced her a pro.  
 “You’re just like your granddad; good at making things with 
your hands.” 
 “Granddad’s a whole other level of craftsman.” 
 “Indeed, he is.” 
 “Do you want me to keep working on this throughout the 
night?” 
 “How many hours will it take if I do it all by myself?” 
 “Maybe a day or more.” 
 “Let’s leave it for my return in the morning.” 
 “Sounds good.” 
 Elly knitted for more than an hour, until her hands began to 
cramp. 
 “Joseph, can you knit a bit for me while I take a break?”  
 “Only if you tell me how you and Granddad met.”  
 “He tells the story so much better.” 
 “I want you to tell me.” 
 “My father wanted to surprise my mother with a dining room 
set for their twenty-fifth anniversary. Six months before that date, 
he asked me to meet him at McCarthy Wood Furniture. Joe’s 
father ran the business while Joe mostly stayed in the workshop. 
As fate would have it, your great granddad had bronchitis and 
your granddad met us instead. My father asked if they could make 
something in a craftsman style. Joe quickly sketched a table and 
chair. We liked them immediately. 
 “Joe asked us to return in a month to inspect an unfinished 
table and chair. When we returned, we met with his father. My 
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dad needed to make another payment and arrange for delivery 
closer to their anniversary.  Before we left, a woman approached, 
asked if I was Miss Wilson and presented me with a note from 
Joe.” 
 “What did it say?” 
 “I’ll be celebrating a special occasion this Friday at seven p.m. 
I’d be honoured if you would join me for pie and ice cream at 
Rideau Bakery. No RSVP required.” 
 “What was the special occasion?” 
 “Our first date.” 
 “Seriously?” 
 “Seriously.” 
 “Granddad had guts.” 
 “He later told me that he knew instantly that he was going to 
marry me.” 
 “Love at first sight?” 
 “For him, yes.” 
 “For you?” 
 “He had me at pie and ice cream.” 
 At nine forty-five, Orlen suggested they leave soon as they 
would need to relieve Joseph by seven. With that, Elly stood next 
her husband, placing her hand on his chest. She closed her eyes 
and imagined her love for him, radiating down her arm, through 
her hand and into his heart, willing him to stay for at least another 
day. When it came time to go, she leaned over and kissed Joe good 
night” 
 “Check, every now and then, to make sure he’s breathing. 
And let me know if anything changes.” 
 “I will.” 
 Joseph took her place next to the bed and rested his hand on 
his granddad’s chest.  
 When Elly and Orlen arrived the following morning, Joseph 
was sitting on his grandfather’s bed. Joe had his glasses on. The 
two of them were looking at Joseph’s phone.  
 “Joe, you’re awake.” 
 “Hi Grammy. Hi Dad.” 
 “What are the two of you looking at?” 
 “I was showing Granddad photos from my co-op.” 
 “Very interesting,” commented Joe. 
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 “And you’re talking!” 
 “We’ve been having a wonderful chat.” 
 “Can I see the photos of your co-op too?” 
 “Maybe later, Gram. I have to get to work. See you later.” 
 “Bye sweetie.” 
 “Bye Granddad. See you tonight.” 
 Elly slipped off her jacket and kissed Joe.  
 “It’s so good to see you awake. How are you feeling?” 
 “A bit tired.” 
 “How long have you been awake?” 
 Silence. Joe leaned into his pillow. As his eyes began to close, 
Elly’s eyes filled with tears. When she squeezed Joe’s hand, he 
squeezed hers back.  
 Elly and Orlen developed a routine. She stood next to Joe, 
stroked him and whispered in his ear while Orlen read or went 
downstairs for tea. Then Orlen stood vigil and talked to his 
sleeping father about the shop and his kids while Elly knitted. 
Every few hours, a nurse came into the room, listened to Joe’s 
heart and checked his blood pressure. Every time Elly asked a 
nurse how Joe was doing, the answer was the same.  
 “He’s holding his own.” 
 At lunch, Elly and Orlen shared fruit and sandwiches that Elly 
had prepared in the early hours of the day.  
 Laura arrived in the early afternoon, having arranged for 
someone to cover her afternoon classes. Orlen went to work for 
a few hours.  
 With her father’s imminent death weighing heavily upon her, 
Laura snapped, “You don’t knit.” 
 Elly silently counted to three, reminding herself that they were 
all stressed.  
 “The nurse says he’s holding his own.” 
 Elly reached for her bag and pulled out a fresh handkerchief. 
Her chest heaved while she sobbed uncontrollably.  
 “I keep hoping that he’ll make some kind of miraculous 
recovery or that the doctors will tell us that they made a mistake.” 
 “Me too.” 
 “It’s not a mistake though, is it?” 
 “I’m afraid not.” 
 Laura dried her eyes and held her mother’s hand. They sat in 
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silence for a while until Laura opened her briefcase. 
 “I’m going to mark some papers while Dad sleeps. Is that 
okay with you?” 
 “Go right ahead.” 
 Elly held the needles in her hand and returned to her newly 
acquired craft. In, around, through, off. She found herself 
hypnotized by the rhythm. Occasionally, she looked up at Joe. She 
saw his chest rise and then, a few seconds later, fall.  
 “Stay with me,” she whispered. “Just a little longer.” 
 Orlen brought supper for all three of them. They positioned 
their chairs so they could be as close to Joe as possible. Elly 
jumped, almost spilling the contents of her plate, when her 
husband spoke. 
 “I smell lasagna,” he whispered. 
 “Joe!” 
 “Elly.” 
 “Orlen and Laura are here too.” 
 “Hi Dad.” 
 Their dinners grew colder by the minute as they stood around 
the bed. Elly stroked Joe’s hair. Orlen held onto his father’s right 
hand while Laura gripped the left.  
 “We’re all here, my love.” 
 “My love,” he whispered back before closing his eyes.  
 Eventually, their legs grew tired and they sat near Joe’s bed. 
Audrey brought Joseph around nine p.m.  
 “Hi Grammy.” 
 “Hello my sweet boy.” 
 “How’s Granddad?” 
 “The same. He woke up for a few minutes while we were 
eating supper.” 
 “That’s good. Did you have time to knit today?” 
 “I did. I think I might be done tomorrow. What do you think 
of it so far?” 
 “I think it’s great. Do you want me to finish it off?” 
 “Not yet. I want to work on it again tomorrow.” 
 “Sure.” 
 “Thank you, Joseph. I’m so grateful that you’re here with us.” 
 “Me too.” 
 Joseph stretched his legs in front of him, then stood and 
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walked across the room. Elly continued to knit. In, around, 
through, off. The quiet clacking of the needles pierced the silence 
of the room as Orlen and Laura tended to their father. She 
massaged Joe’s hands. He asked the nurse for an extra blanket, 
sensing that his dad was cold.  
 Later, Laura took advantage of the recliner, thinking she 
would close her eyes for just a few minutes. Elly sat next to her 
husband’s bed and held his hand in hers. She kissed each fingertip, 
treasuring the roughness of his woodworking hands. She tried not 
to think about how much she would miss these hands. Orlen 
wrapped his arm around his mother’s shoulder.  
 Elly squeezed Joe’s hand, willing him to open his eyes. She 
squeezed harder. Weakly, Joe squeezed back.  
 “More pie,” he whispered. 
 “What did he say?” 
 “More pie.” 
 “Did he have pie earlier?” 
 “Of course not. He hasn’t eaten since we got here. They’re 
just giving him fluids through his IV.” 
 “He must be dreaming.” 
 “Mum,” suggested Orlen. “We’d better be getting you home. 
You look exhausted.” 
 One by one, they said good night to Joe. Orlen and Laura 
kissed his forehead. Elly laid her head on his chest and lingered 
for a moment.  
 “Good night, my love. See you in the morning.” 
 As Elly made her way to the door, she turned to Joseph. 
 “I know, Gram. I’ll call you.” 
 She nodded and turned her head to hide her tears. 
 When the phone rang shortly after four a.m., Elly knew that 
it was Joseph. 
 “The nurse said you need to come soon.” 
 “Is he…?” 
 “Not yet, but come quickly.” 
 “Have you called your dad?” 
 “Yes, he’s on his way to pick you up. I can call Aunt Laura if 
you want.” 
 “Yes, please.” 
 By five a.m., everyone was there: Elly, Laura and Larry, Orlen, 
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Audrey, and Joseph. Each one took a turn, saying good bye, 
holding Joe’s hand, kissing his cheek, expressing their love.  
 “The scarf,” exclaimed Elly. “It’s not done.” 
 “It’s long enough, Gram. I went ahead and did the binding 
after I called you.” 
 Joseph placed the finished creation in his grandmother’s 
hands. Orlen gently lifted his father’s head as Elly wrapped the 
scarf around Joe’s neck and kissed his lips. 
 “Your dad preferred handmade gifts to store-bought ones. I 
couldn’t let him leave us without making him something and 
wrapping him in it.” 
 “It’s beautiful, Mum,” remarked Laura.  
 Orlen noticed that the sun was rising. “Dad’s favourite time 
of day.” 
 Elly placed her hand on Joe’s chest. She felt it rise and fall one 
final time. When it did not rise again, she rested her head on it. 
Her family stood silently, observing the start of a new day and the 
end of a life.  
 “Mum, should we call a nurse?” 
 “Not yet.” 
 Joseph reached down and opened his backpack. He retrieved 
a piece of paper and a rectangular blue box.  
 “Granddad asked me to give this to you when the time came.” 
 Tears poured down her face as she read it.  
 “What does it say?” asked Laura.  
 “I can’t. Orlen, would you read this?” 
 As everyone turned to Orlen, Joseph quietly moved to the 
other side of the bed and fulfilled his grandfather’s final wish. 
Orlen donned his reading glasses and began. 
 “Elly, my love, you have been my companion in the best and 
worst of times, my dearest friend and confidant. I am the luckiest 
man in the world because I shared a life with you. Joseph helped 
me choose this necklace. I’ve asked him to remove my wedding 
ring and place it on this chain. Wear it next to your heart, for that 
is where I will be until we meet again.  With eternal love and 
affection. Joe” 
 Joseph approached his grandmother with his grandfather’s 
wedding ring in his hand.  
 “May I?” 
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 Elly nodded. Joseph retrieved the necklace from its box and 
strung the chain through the ring. As he walked behind his 
grandmother, she lifted her white hair from her neck so that her 
grandson could close the clasp.  
 “Joseph, is this what you and Joe were really doing on your 
phone yesterday morning?” 
 “He showed me what he thought you would like and gave me 
his credit card to buy it after my co-op yesterday.” 
 “It’s perfect.” 
 “I think Granddad would say the same about the scarf.” 
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Breaking Free 
Susan A. Jennings 

 

     ara was pleased to find a seat. She wasn’t used to the swaying 
and lurching of the bus as it careened down the transitway. After 
sixteen years she was back at work. Not only had she nailed a 
manager’s position in customer service but she had completed her 
first day with flying colours. She was pleased how the midnight 
blue suit and subtle makeup emphasized her blue eyes and short 
blonde hair. She couldn’t stop smiling. She looked and felt like the 
cat that caught the canary. The job was perfect for her. She 
couldn’t believe how people had listened to her and valued her 
opinions. She was earning her own money. For the first time in a 
very long time, Sara felt good about herself. 

Now that Anne and Tommy were both in high school it was 
time to get back to work. Besides deep down she knew this was 
the only way out. She watched urban turn into suburban and her 
smile disappeared into a grey cloud of apprehension. Peter would 
be angry. He wanted her at home. It had taken all of her resolve 
to ignore his pleas and threats and accept the job.  

When she arrived home, she was relieved to see Peter’s SUV 
was not in the driveway. 

 “Hello! I’m home,” she called to Anne and Tommy. 
Anne came running down the stairs and followed Sara into 

the kitchen. 
“How was your first day, Mom?” she asked. 
 “It was great! I’ll tell you all about it later,” Sara answered 

anxiously. “I want to get supper ready before your dad gets 
home.”  

 Anne offered to make the salad and set the table. Sara and 
Anne both jumped as the front door slammed a little too loudly. 

“Is my dinner ready?” Peter growled from the hallway. 
“Yes, dear, would you like to eat now?” Sara answered 

cheerily. 
Anne hurriedly put the salad down and called Tommy before 

she slipped into her usual place at the table. Peter barged into the 
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kitchen and grabbed a beer from the fridge. 
 “So, did they fire you yet?” he smirked pretending to tease. 
“No,” said Sara angrily. She couldn’t help herself she always 

reacted to his snide comments. 
 “Well, they will tomorrow. Look at you! You look a mess.” 

He gulped as he drained the last of the beer, belched, grabbed 
another and sat at the table. 

“It went well. Ron Bradwell liked my ideas,” she said, trying 
not to show how his remarks hurt. 

In spite of the tension Sara smiled and pretended everything 
was normal. What was normal? She had made excuses for so long 
that she had pushed the bounds of normality far beyond normal. 

Anne and Tommy ate quickly and excused themselves. Peter 
took the whiskey bottle from the cabinet while Sara busied herself 
clearing the table and washing dishes. 

“So, who’s this Ron Brad. . . whatever?” Peter snarled. 
“Ron is the general manager and my boss. He was quite im-

pressed with my suggestions regarding complaints.” Sara cleared 
her throat nervously. “Peter I am going to like this job and I 
promise you I can manage…”  Sara stopped abruptly as Peter’s 
hand slapped the table. 

“Your place is here in the house, not gallivanting off with I-
don’t-know-who! How long do you think it’ll be before Mr. Fancy 
Pants Ron tries to get into your pants?” 

“Peter! How could you say such a thing?” Sara’s voice cracked 
as she felt her throat tighten and tears burn her eyes. 

She realized too late that he had been drinking long before he 
came home. How could she have been so foolish? She should 
have known better. He doesn’t like change. She should have been 
more careful. 

“I don’t want you working,” he screamed. His face was almost 
purple with rage. 

Sara stood up; her trembling knees could hardly support her. 
Terrified, she took a deep breath. “Peter, whether you like it or 
not, I am going to keep working!” 

The next slap was across her face. He gripped her arms so 
tightly she could feel his thumbs and fingers pressing deep into 
her flesh. Her face was stinging. All she could think about was 
how she would explain the bruises at work. 
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“I don’t like hurting you,” he said through gritted teeth, “but 
you ask for it.” 

Letting go of her arms, he threw her across the kitchen. Sara 
let out a groan as she felt the corner of the stove jab into her back. 
Peter scoffed, picked up the whiskey bottle and stomped into the 
living room. 

“Mom,” Anne called, leaning over the banister. “Are you 
okay?” 

Keeping her voice steady, Sara called, “Yes, honey, I just 
tripped over the chair.” 

It was important to Sara that she protect the children, 
especially Anne, from Peter’s violence. He didn’t really mean it. 
Or did he? Peter passed out shortly after that and was no longer a 
threat. That wasn’t as bad as I expected, Sara thought. 

At breakfast Peter apologized with the usual excuses. Kissing 
her on the cheek he promised it would never happen again and 
left for work. 

“Until the next time,” Sara said quietly under her breath. 
There was an ugly red mark on the side of her face, but make-

up had covered it well. Her back was sore but, unlike her arms, 
the marks couldn’t be seen. She must remember to keep her jacket 
on today, she thought to herself. Admiring her reflection in the 
mirror, she smoothed down her skirt, put on her suit jacket and 
left the house. 

There was a spring in her step as she walked to the bus stop 
smiling. She would enjoy working today knowing that it would be 
one day closer to her freedom. 
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Biographies of Authors 

 
Abra, Eleanor 

Eleanor is a retired English, history and writing teacher, 
pursuing many literary projects now that she has the time. 
Canadian history and local Ottawa history are passions, and 
they surface in the strangest places! Eleanor is now experi-
menting with ghost stories and hopes they mix well with 
historical fact. Her short story ‘On the Ridge’ appeared in 
Ottawa One Five O, OIW’s 2017 anthology. 

 
Barclay, Robert 

Bob lives in Ottawa. His career with the Federal Government 
entailed the writing of technical works in the field of musical 
instrument studies and museum conservation. On retirement 
he decided to steer away from writing facts and start telling 
lies. He is the author of four novels and a number of short 
stories. His present project is a historical novel, His Majesty’s 
Fireworks, to be published in 2020 if the gods of the printing 
press smile upon him with favour. He has been general editor 
of OIW annual anthologies since 2016. 
 

Binkley, Alex 
Alex is a freelance journalist and author. He’s is a member of 
the Parliamentary Press Gallery and has published three 
speculative fiction novels with a fourth book, a fantasy novel, 
scheduled to appear this fall. He has also had several short 
stories published in various anthologies. 
 

Blauveldt, Anna 
Anna is a former diplomat, a per diem justice of the peace, 
and a published children’s picture book author. Graduating 
this year with an MA in Creative and Critical Writing, her 
current all-consuming project is a novel-length manuscript of 
literary fiction. 
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Bueno, Martin 
Martin Bueno de Mesquita was born in Holland and immig-
rated to Canada in childhood. He has a Biology and 
Chemistry degree from the University of Waterloo, and has a 
professional career as a Pharmaceutical Representative with 
several major drug companies. He is author of The Rainbow 
Alchemist, a sci-fi/fantasy novel, and he has published a short 
story, ‘The Wooden Dragon’ in Hero & Heroine, an anthology 
of sci-fi stories. His short story, ‘Remembering the Sesqui-
centennial’, was published in Ottawa One Five O in 2017. He 
has played violin in the Divertimento Orchestra for 30 years. 

 
Florio Graham, Barbara 

Bobbi is an author and publishing consultant. She has pub-
lished three books: Five Fast Steps to Better Writing (20th 
anniversary edition), Five Fast Steps to Low-Cost Publicity, and 
the award-winning Mewsings/Musings. She served as Managing 
Editor for Prose to Go: Tales from a Private List. Her website, 
SimonTeakettle, contains a great deal of free information, 
including resources for writers and publishers. 
 

Fulco, Angelo 
Angelo worked as an insurance and investment financial 
adviser until retirement seven years ago. He now finds great 
joy in running, travelling, writing and, most of all, spending 
quality time with his six beautiful grandchildren. He has been 
working on a novel for several years, which he hopes optim-
istically to complete in the next few months. 

 
Italiano, Joe 

Joe developed his storytelling ability while working as a gov-
ernment economist in Ottawa. He placed second in the 2013 
Scene of the Crime Short Story Contest, second in the 2010 
Audrey Jessup Short Story Contest and third in the 2016 
Audrey Jessup. He served as vice-president of Capital Crime 
Writers in 2012-13 and has helped its program committee for 
a half-dozen years. 
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Jennings, Susan A. 
Susan is the author of The Sackville Hotel Trilogy a trans-Atlantic 
saga and love story: The Blue Pendant, Anna’s Legacy and Sarah’s 
Choice. She has also penned dozens of short stories and a 
memoir Save Some for Me, a serious story of spousal abuse with 
an amusing view of single motherhood. Susan is the founder 
of The Ottawa Story Spinners, authors of six volumes of the 
Black Lake Chronicles. Her current work, a contemporary and 
historical romance, Prelude to Sophie’s War, has been released, 
and she is developing an online course for novice writers, First 
Sentence to First Sale. 
 

Kafai, Majid (Abdol) 
Majid has a degree in Law and served as a diplomat for Iran 
from 1955 to 1980 in Geneva, Kabul, Vienna, Moscow, 
Milan, Rome, Ottawa and Paris. He was a Refugee Judge in 
Canada from 1984 to 1999. Majid is the author of several 
books in Persian, English and French, and had a show of his 
paintings in Paris. He was awarded the title of Poetry 
Ambassador by the U.S International Library of Poetry and 
the Poetry Ambassador Program in 2006 and 2007. More 
than 800 of his poems are on his Facebook page. He has 
recently published his memoir, On the Horse of Time. 

 
Lehmann, Peggy 

Peggy is a writer with a focus on spirituality. Her published 
stories include ‘The Message of the Rose’ in the OIW anth-
ology Thirty at Thirty, ‘Julie’s Choice’ in the OIW anthology 
Ottawa One Five O, and ‘Claire’s Legacy’ in the OIW anthology 
Twenty in Eighteen. She lives in Ottawa with her family. 
 

Miller, Tamara 
Tamara is a historian by training, a policy wonk by profession 
and a writer at heart. While she has a few non-fiction 
publications to her name, this is her first fiction piece. A firm 
believer in the Socratic notion that true learning comes in 
knowing you know nothing, she is pursing a life-long interest 
in fiction while never truly distancing herself from her love of 
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history and politics. She lives in Ottawa with two fascinating 
children, one patient husband and two long-suffering cats. 
 

Morningstar-Janzen, Jill 
Those who love Jill Morningstar-Janzen describe her as 
forthright, authentic, insightful, funny and occasionally 
impatient. She hopes she will figure out what she wants to do 
when she grows up before she retires. Despite her best 
efforts, she will never be acknowledged as a true writer as she 
never consumes coffee or tea.  

 
Negrijn, Meghan 

Meghan is a genre-crossing author with three novels and two 
collections of short stories in print. She also takes contracts as 
a freelance editor. Her work spans science fiction, historical 
fiction, romance, horror and poetry. She is currently 
completing a modern-day romance novel and a historical one. 
But don’t worry, her eyes are still set on the stars. There are 
several more science fiction pieces in the works. A relatively 
new arrival in the Ottawa area, she styles herself as a former 
reluctant nomad. 

 
Newton, Keith 

With seven dozen more-or-less academic articles and books 
behind him, Newton’s publications record dwindled when he 
retired and tried writing fiction: seven short stories, a satirical 
essay and two wee poems so far. The opportunity to contri-
bute to the current anthology has encouraged him. Onwards! 

 
Prattis, Ian 

Ian is a poet, global traveler, founder of Friends for Peace, 
guru in India, zen teacher and spiritual warrior for planetary 
care, peace and social justice. He mostly stays local to help 
turn the tide in his home city so that good things begin to 
happen spontaneously. He is an award-winning author of 
eighteen books. His poetry, memoirs, fiction, articles, blogs 
and podcasts appear in a wide range of venues. Redemption and 
Our World is Burning both won gold literary awards. Failsafe 
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earned a silver. Trailing Sky Six Feathers got the 2015 Quill 
Award. 

 
Raab, Kelley 

Kelley is a psychotherapist, teacher and writer. Currently, she 
works in the mental health field. In her first career, she taught 
religious studies at universities in the United States. As might 
be expected, she is interested in the intersection of spiritual 
themes and mental health. She also delves into women’s 
issues, particularly women finding their voice. 
 

Rosolen, Norm 
In 1965, Norm had a summer job prospecting for a geo-
physics company in the Northwest Territories. One day, in 
the bush, he met an Acadian lumberjack who was cutting lines 
that Norm’s crew would soon be using. They shared tea in 
the line-cutter’s small canvas tent and that became the 
inspiration for the story that appears here. Another inspir-
ation was the crazy camp cook and heroin junkie who had 
helmed a landing-craft during the Normandy invasion. 

 
Smith, Ralph 

Ralph is author of the novels Bright Deep (2013) and Concession 
Street Secrets (2019), as well as short stories and poems that 
have been published in journals and anthologies. In 2012, he 
completed a PhD in English Literature at the University of 
Ottawa and he graduated from the Stanford Certificate Pro-
gram in Novel Writing in 2016. Living in Ottawa with his wife 
and family, he continues to write historical fiction. 

 
Szabad, Stevie 

Stevie Szabad is the social media persona and speculative 
fiction penname for the real person Michele Sabad, author 
of Camp Follower: One Army Brat’s Story. Michele is retired from 
careers as a Database Administrator, computer programmer, 
and lifeguard. She was born in Calgary, Alberta, but grew up 
on military bases in both Canada and Germany, and now lives 
with her retired Air Force husband of over 40 years, Don, in 
Aylmer, Québec. 
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Taylor, Maggie 
Maggie is an Ottawa playwright of Murder Mystery Dinner 
Plays. Her fifth play, Twas a Dark N Stormy Night, was 
performed in May at Britannia United Church and at St. Paul’s 
United Church in Carp. The Nepean Senior’s Recreation 
Centre staged Barbeques are Murder in June at the Nepean 
Sportsplex. Her short stories have twice been shortlisted for 
the Audrey Jessop Award from Capital Crime Writers. Some 
of Maggie’s poetry can be found in the University of Ottawa 
publication Cutting the Keys. Recently Maggie has had short 
stories published in three OIW anthologies: ‘A Little Harm-
less Flirtation’ appeared in Thirty at Thirty; ‘Rebirthing’ in 
Ottawa One Five O; and ‘Making it Right’, awarded third place 
in Twenty in Eighteen. Maggie is back to writing poetry and 
always has a short story or two on the go as well as a longer 
piece in the works. 

 
Taylor Meehan, Susan 

A native of Edmonton, Alberta, Susan Taylor Meehan grew 
up as an Air Force brat, living in Canada, the US and Europe. 
She spent most of her working life as a writer and editor with 
the former Canadian International Development Agency. 
Since retirement, she has spread her wings to include a wide 
range of genres, including historical fiction, short stories, 
biography and poetry. Her novel, Maggie’s Choice, is set in 
World War I and reflects the experiences of her great-aunt, 
who served as a frontline nurse in Boulogne, France. 
 

Westland, Remmelt 
After careers in Canada’s military, public service, and con-
sulting, Rem’s writing began with a non-fiction account of his 
run for public office, Running for the People?, published in 
2015. His first novel, from which the story ‘Thanks for Your 
Service’ (OIW, Thirty at Thirty) was drawn, will soon be 
published. His current project is a novel about the impact 
of the global economy on a small community in one of 
Canada’s eastern provinces.
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