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Dedication 
 
     his edition of  the OIW anthology is dedicated to two of  our 
members whose energy, commitment and leadership stand out. 
Barbara (Bobbi) Florio-Graham is a long-time active member and 
has always enthusiastically supported OIW’s initiatives, especially 
the anthologies, to which she is a regular contributor. She has also 
fulfilled the essential role as parliamentarian at the Annual General 
Meetings over many years. 

Susan A. Jennings continues a long association with OIW in 
various official capacities, including her present role as President. 
The annual Writer’s Retreat, which she organizes, has been a staple 
of  the OIW’s offerings and has many enthusiastic supporters. She, 
also, is a regular contributor to the anthologies. 

Together, these two members symbolize the essential quality 
of  Ottawa Independent Writers with their devotion to the organ-
ization and their willingness to help other authors in many aspects 
of  the writing craft. We thank them. 
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In the Still of The Night 
Maggie Taylor 

 
 
         y friend, retired RCMP officer, Corporal Brodie Hill, had my 
full attention as he shifted into story mode. “Our informant, I’ll call 
him Benny, was in a small town outside of Ottawa, a little east of 
Hawkesbury. It was an area of mixed farming and woodland used 
for hunting. Benny had been sitting outside the general store, 
chewing the fat with other farmers when a guy chugged into town 
on a tractor hauling an empty wagon. He loaded up with 25 to 30 
cases of large mason jars then parked in the shade and waited. 
Eventually a truck from the seed mill pulled up and offloaded a lot 
of hefty sacks. 

“One rolled off the wagon and split open. With the sack reload-
ed, the tractor chugged off. Being curious, Benny checked out the 
spill. He couldn’t figure what a non-farmer needed with sacks of 
crushed corn.” 

Brodie told colourful tales of his service with the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police. Sometimes I’d slow him down, get him to fill in 
details, but usually his tales flowed like old home movies. 

“If the guy had been less obvious, he might have flown under 
the radar. But it was mid 1950s, and to the RCMP, canning jars and 
crushed corn spelled moonshine. 

“I sent out Constable Claude Belanger, dressed as a hunter 
complete with dog and rifle, to scout possible locations. On Benny’s 
suggestion, Claude followed a dirt track through some scrubland and 
forest for about a quarter mile until he came to an old two-storey 
farm house. Not far away, outside a barn, sat a tractor and wagon. 
At a safe distance and keeping to the shadows, Claude crept around 
the barn to the far corner. He found a window blacked out with 
tarpaper and there were wisps of smoke curling from a fairly new 
stove pipe. Just then his dog gave a low warning growl. 

“In the distance he could hear barking. The constable silenced 
his dog and retreated into the forest along what was likely a deer 
track. They made good time, avoiding an encounter that would tipoff 
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the owner. They actually disturbed some deer feeding in a small 
meadow.” 

“I bet the dog was keen to give chase,” I said. 
“Oh, he was. But he was well trained. Claude continued back to 

the main road, coming out a few fields or so away from the path he’d 
taken in. When he returned to headquarters, we coordinated our 
approach. Constable Alexie Litvin had already collected a fresh 
supply of bear urine from a small operation zoo. I sent Claude out 
the next day to drag a urine-soaked rag behind his car. He covered 
the main road and some of the sideroads around our target farm.” 

Brodie laughed as my jaw dropped.  
“Bear urine; because dogs have an innate fear of bears. The scent 

keeps the farm dogs quiet, close to home and inside if they can. The 
last thing we need on the night of a raid is for dogs barking, alerting 
our target.” 
 
We left Ottawa at dusk, heading east on old Highway 17. In those 
days the road was barely two lanes wide with deep ditches on either 
side. We’d had some heavy rain so we had to watch out for soft 
shoulders along some stretches of the highway. It took about two 
hours to get ourselves into position. 

Claude parked partway up the dirt road that led to the farm. 
Alexie and Constable Theo Haan pulled in behind us. A third car 
followed with two more constables. A grating noise broke the 
stillness. 

‘I thought you oiled the doors?’ I hissed at Theo. 
‘I did. All the dirt this rusty ’ol rattletrap sucks in, I’m surprised 

the doors work at all. When we getting a newer car?’ 
‘Not happening. That Ford looks like any other old farm car. 

Doesn’t attract attention.’ 
Claude led the way, shining his flashlight on the deeper ruts, 

showing the best way around. It was a warm night, early October. A 
light breeze rustled the grasses. Once we entered the woods, the 
sound of crickets faded, the air cooled, but without the moonlight 
the going was slower. Ten minutes in, Claude halted, pointing out 
the stone farm house, and the barn east of it. We paused, getting our 
bearings. I sent Claude around the house. He reported no lights or 
sounds from inside. 
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My team and I had worked together a long time, so with only 
hand signals I sent them to their positions. With a constable placed 
at each corner of the rectangular barn we would be able to cut off 
escape from any direction. 

Claude and I approached the double doors in the south wall, one 
slightly ajar. I grasped the wood in both hands. The ten-footer 
moved a few inches then stuck. I paused, listening, then heaved. The 
hinges gave a low groan as the heavy sucker shifted. We paused, alert, 
before the two of us slipped inside.  

The pungent smell of mash was intense. While we waited for 
our eyes to adjust, I got a sense of the layout. Bales of hay filled the 
far-left corner and the wooden floor was strewn with straw. I 
detected a faint glow coming from beyond a low wall in the northeast 
corner. That matched the location where Claude had seen a new 
chimney from the outside. Between us and the light was an untidy 
maze of hay bales and junk. The whisper of straw rustled beneath 
our shoes. We were almost at our target, when we stumbled over 
some chain. Our cover blown, we quickly rounded the corner. 

‘Police. Put your hands up.’ 
A solitary man, legs crossed, sat against the wall smoking. He 

took a deep drag on his cigarette, butted it on the sole of his shoe 
then tossed the remains into a can. With a crooked smile, he stood. 

‘Bonsoir, les gars. Welcome to ma distillerie.’ 
Straining to keep a straight face I said, ‘You are under arrest for 

the illegal production and distribution of alcohol in contravention of 
the Excise Act of Canada.’ 

‘Pas problem. I will give you no trouble,’ he said as he was 
handcuffed. 

I knocked on the east wall, signaling all-clear. Theo, Alexie and 
the other two constables joined us in the barn, eyes blinking in the 
glare of a bare lightbulb suspended over the vat. 

‘Nice little operation you have here,’ I said. On an area of stone 
floor sat a cast iron stove and a metal bucket holding a long 
thermometer and a three-foot wooden paddle. Split firewood was 
stacked neatly nearby.  

A two-foot high copper kettle of fermenting mash sat on the 
stove. The whole operation was copper, from the conical cap on the 
kettle to the cap arm that led to coils of tubing submerged in a barrel 
of cold water. The tube exited about two thirds of the way down the 
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barrel and the condensed liquid dripped into a collection pot on the 
floor. Cases of unopened mason jars stood against one wall, while 
on thick barnwood shelves were sacks of cracked corn and covered 
canisters of sugar, malted barley and yeast. Farther along were boxes 
of jars, filled with a fine, clear liquid. 

My men set about gathering evidence. Claude photographed the 
operation then used our dip tube to collect and label a number of 
samples from the fermenting mash and the distillate in the collection 
pot. Jars from the finished batches were also set aside as evidence. 
Theo did a complete inventory then the team dismantled the still and 
started the long process of pouring all that fine clear liquid down a 
hole in the floor. 

I took down information from our prisoner, Monsieur Jean-
Pierre Morreau. He smiled ruefully and sighed as the last of his 
moonshine flowed away. 

‘You will be taken to L’Orignal and booked. You will remain in 
custody until your hearing tomorrow morning.’ 

‘Oui, yes, I know the routine.’ 
We were leaving the barn when Monsieur Morreau paused. ‘S’il 

vous plaȋt. Please, we go to the house. I must tell my wife where I 
go.’ In the kitchen he shouted up the stairs. ‘Mon chéri! We have 
guests.’ 

His wife answered from above, ‘Mais il fait nuit.’ 
‘The police have come to give me a ride to L’Orignal.’ 
‘Attends. I will come.’ 
While we waited, Monsieur cordially invited us to sit at the table. 

Madame Morreau appeared a few minutes later, fully dressed. 
‘S’il vous plaȋt. You must have coffee first.’ 
The offer of coffee took us by surprise. My team looked at me 

with expectant grins. Considering the drive to L’Orignal, paperwork 
and the long drive back to Ottawa, the idea of coffee was appealing. 
I watched as Madame set a large pot of water on the stove. She 
stirred the embers, added kindling and wood. The room warmed. 
When the water boiled, she poured in scoops of grounds. The 
possibility of gritty coffee puckered my mouth. Madame opened the 
icebox and removed a large bowl of eggs and a package of butcher’s 
paper. I opened my mouth to protest. 

‘Non, non. Ne discute pas. You have long night. Jean-Pierre, you 
tell them.’ She smiled at her husband. 
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‘Ma chéri has decided. You cannot refuse her hospitality.’ 
After the coffee boiled, Madame ladled it into a hodgepodge of 

mugs and handed them to Alexie. To Theo she passed sugar and a 
bottle of milk. By now we were all laughing and using first names. 

I looked at Jean-Pierre’s manacled wrists. ‘Guess you can’t drink 
coffee with your hands like that? You promise not to run?’ 

‘Je vous assure.’ So, with handcuffs removed he settled back to 
enjoy his cup of sweet coffee. 

Madame was frying thick slabs of bacon in a large cast iron 
frying pan. She scooped bacon drippings into a second pan before 
breaking eggs into it, then set a loaf of homemade bread, a knife and 
a slab of butter on the table. 

As Jean-Pierre made a move, I placed a restraining hand on his 
shoulder. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ 

‘No fear, monsieur. I just get plates.’  
The kitchen was filled with the aroma of coffee and bacon. Theo 

passed round thick slices of bread while Madame added platters of 
bacon and fried eggs to the table. We helped ourselves, laughing and 
chatting like family. After more coffee we thanked Madame and 
Monsieur Morreau for their kind hospitality. 

Three constables brought the cars up to the barn and loaded the 
evidence. I was reluctant to put the cuffs back on our prisoner, but 
he good naturedly held out his wrists. Claude put Monsieur in the 
backseat of my old Chevy and we set off for L’Orignal. Two cars 
filled with evidence to substantiate the charges followed behind. 
 
Monsieur Morreau spent the night in jail in the county seat of 
L’Original. The next morning, I presented the case, from the 
receiving of information, to the raid on the still and the arrest of 
Jean-Pierre Morreau. The judge studied the photos and with a raised 
eyebrow asked the prisoner how he pleaded to the charge of 
unlawful operation of a still. Morreau pled guilty. He was sentenced 
to a five hundred dollar fine to be paid within one week, or to two 
months in jail. Jean-Pierre wore a lopsided grin as he accepted the 
fine. While being led from the courtroom, he tipped his head at me. 

‘Merci, Corporal Brodie. Until next time.’ 
‘You know you are paying a large fine?’ 
‘Juste une tap on the wrist. I’ll be back in business soon… un 

autre lieu.’ 
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I watched as he was led away by the bailiff. In the rear of the 
courtroom a very dignified gentleman in a navy suit stood up and 
approached the prisoner. 

‘One moment please,’ he said to the bailiff. Then turning to 
Jean-Pierre, ‘My card, Monsieur Morreau. Please contact me when 
this is settled. I would like to offer you employment at our distillery 
in Montreal.’ 

Seems Monsieur Morreau’s reputation extended well beyond the 
RCMP. 
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The Good Neighbour 
Margaret Southall 

 
 
   n just an hour of my leaving home to go to the health food store, 
our street changed from a quiet but trendy Toronto residential 
crescent into something resembling a scene from a television cop 
show. You name it—uniformed cops, detectives and cruisers every-
where, yellow police tapes criss-crossing the road, an ambulance, 
scene of the crime trailer, flashing blue lights, crackling radios and 
gawping residents—we had it all. 

The police wouldn’t let me drive up to my front door. “This a 
crime scene,” an officer told me. Well, I could see that. 

“But I live here,” I persisted. “Third house from the end. I have 
to cook supper for my husband and kids. What happened?” 

“Homicide,” said the officer, tight-lipped. 
He was soft-hearted enough to take pity on the plight of a plead-

ing mom, for after minute or two, he said, “Okay, wait here.” 
Following a short deliberation with a plainclothes officer, the 

constable said he would let me through the police tape, but first I 
must park my car on a neighbouring street, so it wouldn’t get in the 
way of the investigation. 

My arms hugging bags of organic vegetables, gluten-free pastries, 
almond milk and acai berries, I let the policeman lead me home, his 
hand cupping my elbow, as we skirted the police vehicles. We were 
two doors from our place when I saw her. Under the watchful eye 
of a cop, she sat immobile on the low wall in front of Mr. Claus’ 
house. I recognized her as being the only person on the street other 
than me when I left home: a small old woman in a thin shapeless 
brown coat and a pointed grey pixie hood that all but obscured her 
face. I didn’t think she was from around here; never seen her before. 
How could anyone wear clothes like that on a hot Toronto summer 
afternoon? Even though I was just wearing ‘booty’ shorts and a 
cotton T-shirt, I was glad of the car’s air conditioning. The old lady 
had been about to turn into Mr. Claus’ gateway just as I passed it. 
Mr. Claus was friendly enough so you couldn’t call him a recluse; 
even so, he never seemed to have visitors. I grinned. Was the old 
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lady a mystery woman from his past? Ho! Ho! Did the bachelor Mr. 
Claus have a secret girlfriend? He was very old, but then they do say 
you are never too old for that. 

And now, coatless, there she quietly sat on the wall staring ahead 
of her, unseeing and seemingly unaware of the noisy mêlée around 
her. I think it’s called a catatonic state. It was then that I saw two 
paramedics trundling a gurney, on which was obviously a covered 
body, emerge from the open door of Mr. Claus’ house. Oh no! It 
couldn’t be! Was Mr. Claus the victim? 

I gasped as if I had been punched in the gut. I was sure I was 
going to throw up. I didn’t, but I dry retched a couple of times. My 
head swam. I couldn’t believe it. Dear old Mr. Claus dead? The 
friendly, courteous old man with piercing blue eyes and carefully 
clipped white beard? The man with dignified military bearing? The 
man whose wave was almost a salute whenever he saw me working 
in the front garden as he went by? The man the neighbourhood kids 
jokingly referred to as Santa because it was easier to say Claus instead 
of his real name, which was spelled with a K and pronounced Klows? 
Why? Why would anyone want to kill him? 

He had lived on the street since just after the end of the Second 
World War, long before Barney and I moved there permanently with 
the kids. Our home on the crescent had been in my husband’s family 
since the early twentieth century, passed down from father to son 
through the generations. My husband’s parents had left it to Barney 
when they passed on. I wasn’t that crazy about it to begin with—I 
would have liked something more modern—but a mortgage-free 
house, even an old one if it is good condition, is not something to 
scoff at. We decided to keep the house’s exterior just as it was 
because it had character, while gradually eviscerating the interior and 
remodelling it. 

Then somehow, the crescent became trendy as the older 
residents retired and downsized, entered seniors’ residences or died, 
and a younger crowd moved in. Suddenly we were no longer the 
youngest family on the street, but the oldest in terms of age and 
longevity of residence. The new residents were university-educated 
like us, but they were ‘techies’, finance types, teachers and professors, 
not artists and writers like us. They too renovated, a couple of them, 
going so far as to install solar panels on their roofs, and everyone 
seemed to be growing organic veggies in their backyards. 
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Through all these changes Mr. Claus was a constant. The more 
things on the crescent changed, the more he stayed the same, ever 
smiling, ever friendly and ever helpful. He would willingly lend a 
hand to pump up the flat tires of a child’s bike, come over with his 
snowblower to unblock your driveway after a heavy storm, or lend 
you his lawnmower. When thanked, he would say, “You are 
velcom,” in very grammatically correct English with just a slight 
suspicion of an accent. I figured it was a European accent of some 
sort or other, but which country was anyone’s guess. It wasn’t 
important; so many immigrated to Canada after the Second World 
War, my own parents included. And eventually Mr. Claus’ accent 
became lost among all the other accents that newcomers brought to 
the streets of Toronto over the following years, they like him event-
ually acquiring the ubiquitous Canadian ‘eh?’ 

“You okay ma’am?” asked the officer. 
I nodded. 
“You knew the old guy?” 
“Yes,” I croaked. “He is… I mean he was a good neighbour.” 
Just as we reached our place, Barney opened the front door. He 

had been at the window watching for me. Dear Barney, his jeans as 
always liberally daubed in oil and acrylic paints, every colour of the 
rainbow. His arms embraced me and the grocery bags, and we just 
stood there, his beard brushing against my forehead in a way I found 
oddly comforting. 

Finally, I said, “The kids? Do they know?” 
“Rebecca is upstairs in her room doing homework,” Barney said 

taking the grocery bags into the kitchen. “She didn’t hear anything. 
It was a stabbing not a shooting. But she’ll be really upset when we 
tell her.” 

“And Joshua?” I said following him. 
But before Barney could reply, Joshua came through the back-

door like a whirlwind. 
“Tad saw her… come outta the house,” he panted, mentioning 

his best buddy. He paused, breathing heavily, his face a mixture of 
horror and excitement. “He’s gotta give a statement to the cops,” he 
said. “She… did it. Musta… stabbed… him. Coat… covered in blood. 
Cops… took it.” He paused again, his breath gradually slowing. 

Struck by an afterthought, he frowned. “Tad said she had a 
tattoo on her arm. The old lady! A letter and some numbers.” He 
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looked down at the small blue snake coiled around his own wrist, 
the tattoo he had had done without our permission, and pulled a 
face. “I mean really, letters and numbers!” He sounded really 
offended. “What sort of tattoo is that?”  

He shook his head in disbelief. “Besides, she’s much too old to 
have a tattoo.” 
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A Good Death 
Barbara Florio-Graham 

 
Death, a necessary end 

Will come when it will come. 

Julius Caesar, Shakespeare 
 
 
   n the summer of 2006, I was preoccupied with my dying cat. Every 
pet is special. But this was the cat who comforted me when my 
husband left, who came to sit beside me when I got out of bed in 
the middle of the night. He helped break the cycle of wracking sobs 
and licked my tears through six years of frightening and expensive 
litigation. 
 Through the divorce, the loss of my father, then my mother and 
my niece, he provided companionship, physical contact and a warm 
welcome every time I came home. Certainly, I owed him a good 
death. I don’t like euphemisms. My parents didn’t ‘pass away’. They 
died. My 49-year-old niece did not ‘expire’. She died. 
 Tiki turned 19 at the end of July. That’s the equivalent of 93 
human years. The last birthday my mother celebrated was her ninety-
third. One Tuesday evening, when my sister, my niece and I intended 
just to stop at the nursing home for a few minutes, my mother 
became suddenly talkative. She recalled her teen years, when her 
father had insisted she go to work instead of to high school, believing 
only the boys needed an education. 
 She got a job at Moran’s Laundry, and repeated the story we’d 
all heard many times, about how Mr. Moran himself went down to 
the basement to single her out for work ‘upstairs’. Her new job was 
handling the detachable collars and, as she described this, the first 
time we had heard such detail, her brown eyes sparkled and her 
hands made the remembered movements. 
 These were the hands that also graced the piano at the 
Nickelodeon every Friday night, where she accompanied silent films. 
It was a precious moment, the last time she was conscious. She 
slipped away two days later. No, she didn’t ‘slip away’. She died. 
 I didn’t grieve the way I did for my father. As my mother lay 
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dying that last week, my other sister phoned to say she was ‘too busy’ 
to come. It wasn’t a surprise, as the same thing had happened when 
my father was in a coma three years earlier. My father had lingered 
for 12 days, confounding his doctors. But I knew why he was hang-
ing on. He was waiting for his third daughter to arrive. Late one 
afternoon, when my oldest sister had taken my mother out for a 
cigarette, I sat by my father’s side and whispered in his ear, telling 
him it was all right to go, that my other sister wasn’t coming. He died 
later that evening. Research tells us that hearing is the last sense to 
leave, and no one can convince me that my father hadn’t heard me. 
My grief contained more anger than tears. 
 Tiki was a very vocal, demanding cat, more independent than 
any other kitten I’d raised, and extremely intelligent. He insisted that 
contact be on his terms, not mine, and he had the loudest purr of 
any cat I’ve ever heard. So when his purr began to lessen, I knew 
something was wrong. By August, he was completely silent, and 
wouldn’t stay in my arms for more than a few seconds. 
 The week after he suddenly went blind, I awoke every morning 
with a start, thinking I heard him crying. This was a cat who’d never 
had an ‘accident’. When he began to leave little puddles on the hall 
rug, I accepted these lapses as part of the process. I even joked to a 
friend that not only was Tiki considerate enough to select the old, 
worn rug to deface, he was forcing me to clean it, one six-inch square 
at a time. 
 But it was obvious his kidneys were failing. For 18 years his 
weight remained between ten and eleven pounds, but in the past year 
it had dropped to nine, then eight, then seven. In July I abandoned 
my previously careful regimen of veterinarian-approved foods to 
search for anything that might tempt him. I bought baby food, 
opened a carton of chicken broth, held spoonfuls of butter out for 
him to lick. I had always shared my ice cream, but now I put a tiny 
scoop in a dish just for him. 
 As his appetite waned, so did mine. 
 I kept thinking of my niece when she was dying of lupus. This 
insidious disease had turned a sweet, generous and talented young 
woman who had always been slim and athletic into an un-
recognizable blob of Prednisone-induced obesity. Lupus (or the 
drugs she was taking to keep it in check) had also made her diabetic, 
but at the end she defied the glucose meter and asked for marsh-
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mallow fluff on her peanut butter sandwiches, premium ice cream 
and flavored creamers for her coffee. 
 Watching my niece decline rapidly, from walking with a cane to 
using an electric wheelchair and then, the last time I saw her, 
confined to bed with oxygen tubes in her nose, made me resolve 
never to allow this to happen to me. I made her older sister, a nurse, 
promise to carry out my wishes not to have any heroic measures 
performed if I reached the stage where life was no longer worth 
living. 
 It was one of the reasons why I decided not to take Tiki to the 
vet. I knew it was very likely he had diabetes, but decided I didn’t 
want to prolong his life if it meant insulin shots and vet visits. How 
many more months might that have offered? And at what expense 
to his comfort and dignity? 
 A friend who is a respiratory therapist told me a few days ago 
that she was disturbed when ordered to insert a breathing tube into 
the throat of a 94-year-old patient who no longer knew her name or 
recognized any of her loved ones. 
 When did our society slip into death denial? Previous gener-
ations were familiar with having family members die at home. But 
most people now die in hospitals or nursing homes, and the family 
is either called after staff have ‘taken care of things’, or the family 
who might have been present at the time of death is banished from 
the room until the body is ‘made presentable’. If someone should die 
at home, we call a funeral director, who whisks our loved one away 
on a stretcher or in a body bag. Meanwhile, ‘heroic measures’ keep 
the elderly and brain-dead alive, postponing the inevitable. 
 I searched my large library of cat books, but even those that deal 
frankly with euthanasia don’t tell you what to do if you want your 
pet to die naturally, at home. Fortunately, a veterinarian friend 
answered my questions. She advised to me to keep a cooler, plastic 
bag and ice packs handy. I was so afraid at one point I almost gave 
in to my dread and called the vet. 
 But Tiki hated going to the vet, and I felt he deserved better than 
to have his last waking moments in that dreaded sterile environment. 
So I steeled myself, and took my cues from him. One night, as I was 
preparing for bed, he came into the bathroom and climbed into the 
shower, where he stretched out full length. I was a bit alarmed, 
petted him a bit, and kept postponing going to bed so I could check 
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on him one more time. I put a small dish of water beside him, so he 
wouldn’t undergo the stress of being thirsty and not be strong 
enough to get up and go for a drink. He slept in the shower every 
night for a week. Each morning I’d wake, apprehensive, only to find 
him waiting for me in the middle of the kitchen floor, or in the hall. 
 Then, one morning, he was still lying in the shower. He respond-
ed, although barely, to my petting, and I knew the time had come. I 
kept checking on him every 20 minutes or so, talking to him and 
petting him, although I knew he was unconscious by then. But I 
remembered my father, and wanted Tiki to be eased out of this world 
to the sound of my voice and the touch of my hand. 
 Considerate to the end, he made sure I didn’t need the ice and 
the cooler. When his body stiffened, I just lifted him onto the soft 
fabric I’d placed in a carton, and took him to the SPCA for individual 
cremation. 
 I have lost another cat since then. Terzo developed an aggressive 
cancer when he was just seven-and-a-half. He went from being lively 
and active to spending hours lying on his back in my arms, unwilling 
to eat. The major animal hospital who had done the ultrasound and 
biopsy suggested 25 weeks of chemotherapy at a cost that made me 
gasp. It would have meant a full day, once a week, for the first four 
weeks, then at longer intervals for six months. I would have to leave 
him there for the day, alone and frightened, in a steel cage. If he 
survived for six months. The chance of remission was only fifty 
percent. And how long would that last before cancer recurred? 
 My local vet told me about a hospice vet who would come to 
the house, and I was surprised at how Terzo seemed to relax when 
I put him in her arms. After a gentle examination to confirm a tumor 
on the stomach and also on one kidney as well, she confirmed that 
this was a very aggressive cancer and chemo would have been 
useless. I spared Terzo from dying in a cage at an animal hospital. 
 She had brought a candle, a stone with Terzo’s name painted on 
it, a white cloth to wrap him in, and a hand-lettered death certificate. 
She encouraged me to hold him and take my time to say goodbye. 
Then, as I held him, she gave him an injection to sedate him before 
administering the final shot. It was very peaceful and dignified. She 
said it was okay if I cried, but no tears came until much later, well 
after she left. Terzo’s ashes are now in special box beside Tiki’s on 
the shelf in my office. Each of their favourite toys are there as well. 
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It took me eight months before I was ready to adopt again. But I 
finally found a one-year-old female who was grateful to have a home, 
and responded quickly to training. 
 As I enjoy watching Penny play, I ask myself the question: What 
is a cat? If he is no longer able to play, look out of the window, eat 
without feeling nauseous afterwards, spending most of his time lying 
listlessly in my arms or curled up in the shower, he then becomes 
‘my pet’ and not himself. 
 The last time I saw my niece before she died, she was furious with 
everyone in the family. She accused us of being in denial, because we 
tried to get her to talk about things other than her suffering and funeral. 
She wanted everyone to listen to all the details she’d arranged, 
although we’d already heard, repeatedly, about the doves, the special 
quilt she wanted to be wrapped in, who to phone to place the death 
notice in the paper. Ironically, she had continually postponed making 
a list of special possessions she wanted her sister, brother and other 
close relatives to have, and since her will, prepared years before she 
became ill, left everything to her husband, even the daughter from 
her first marriage received nothing. 
   I mourn the fact that she didn’t have a ‘good death’. 
 A close friend who died after a long bout with cancer, took a 
different approach. He asked the family to bring him funny movies, 
laughed at cartoons, delighted in a birthday party with Dollar Store 
decorations and gag gifts. He decided he wanted to live as fully as 
possible, right up to the last. He gave some special things away 
personally, and although his grandson wept as he received the prized 
leather jacket, it seemed more fitting than taking that home after the 
funeral. His wife confessed that after the initial grief, she felt a great 
relief and a sense of peace. She told me she was embarrassed to admit 
that to anyone, because she thought she ‘ought’ to be grieving longer. 
I don’t agree. 
 “Mourning,” I told her, recalling wisdom I’d read somewhere, 
“lasts as long as it lasts.” 
 I have photos of both Tiki and Terzo in the den and my office. 
I gave Penny a few of their favourite toys, and choose to think she 
understands that she has big paws to fill. I take really good care of 
her, feeding her premium food and brushing her frequently. She lets 
me clip her claws and brush her teeth. I hope she will live a long and 
healthy life. 
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 Robert Heinlein said, “How you behave toward cats here below 
determines your status in Heaven.” 
   That’s a nice sentiment, but what really comforts me is that I 
gave both Tiki and Terzo what they deserved: a good death. 
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Mosquito Macaroons 
Keith Newton 

 
 
     ome years ago, after a serious head injury and five weeks in 
hospital, I found myself on the special care floor of a seniors’ 
residence. After a few days horizontal I graduated to a wheelchair 
and eventually to a walker. I was then ready to meet my new 
neighbours. 

Entering the lounge, I found a seat as unobtrusively as possible 
and furtively observed the other denizens from behind my magazine. 
They seemed terribly quiet. One gentleman had obviously grappled 
with the news for a while, yielded, and now lay sprawled in his 
comfortable chair, legs extended, head back, mouth agape, still 
clutching his paper. A large woman attired in a sweatsuit and hi-tech 
trainers was deep into a murder mystery, brows knit, lips working 
hard. But the preferred activity for most people seemed to be 
meditation: concentrating contentedly on some object in the middle 
distance. When the rustle of a newspaper distracted a couple of the 
gazers they offered dreamy smiles. 

But I soon discovered that on occasion there are some quite 
lively conversations in the lounge. For instance, there’s the gossip. 
Much of this is of a highly speculative nature. Life histories—
‘pasts’—are invented and attributed to the more reclusive residents. 
Facts are rare; substantiation rarer. But that doesn’t matter. There 
are usually enough hints and guesses to prod people’s imagination, 
and the rumour mill jolts into action. There are lots of places where 
you can participate. Apart from the dining rooms and the bistro 
there are several lounges, a hair salon and even, for clandestine 
exchanges, the chapel. ‘Koffers’ Korner’ provides shelter for those 
who doggedly trudge out in all weathers to light up their weed of 
choice and swap slander. 

Apart from the daily condemnation of the weather (whatever it 
happens to be) the main topic of conversation is ailments. One 
learns to be selective about greeting people with “Hi, how are you?” 
lest the question prompt a serious, detailed and lengthy response. 
New arrivals inject fresh spice into the conversation, especially if the 
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newcomer brings an air of the exotic and mysterious. 
But what mostly sustains the intercourse in this society is the 

culture of complaint. While the residence offers a wide variety of 
activities from bridge to bingo and euchre to yoga, by far the most 
popular activity, in which almost everyone participates, is com-
plaining. Some are better at it than others, of course. Clearly, they 
study the policies, procedures, and protocols of the residence with 
care. They closely monitor its operations from day to day. Thus 
armed, they can bring the tenor of complaint to a high level; an art 
form, almost. 

By far the easiest target, because it is least equipped to protect 
itself, is the food. Meals are the most important social event of the 
day; every other activity is squeezed into the spaces between meals. 
People gear up for them and wind down afterwards. For example, at 
11:37 each morning there is a discernible stirring, a gradual communal 
build-up of tension, as the hour of the first sitting of lunch 
approaches. From their various vantage points the residents begin 
nervously to eye the heavy, closed dining room doors. Soon there is 
a line of wheelchairs and walkers as they wait impatiently, as if for 
the starting-pistol, for the doors to open. Minutes later, comfortably 
ensconced in the elegant dining room, they debate over the daily 
menu. Their orders politely served by amiable staff, the diners begin 
the business of evaluating the qualities of their chosen meals. 

When I heard about the Food Committee I was intrigued. 
Apparently, all complainants were invited to bring their grievances 
to its regular meetings. I resolved to go to the next one. 

In the library at the appointed hour a subdued Food Services 
Manager stoically listened to the litany of complaint. With the 
resigned expression of the oft-defeated he rose to explain his 
position. He and his staff, he told us, carefully planned balanced, 
nutritious, wholesome daily menus. These were based on standards 
and guidelines set by various layers of officialdom and the recom-
mendations of innumerable experts on dietary requirements. They 
did this, he patiently explained, with appropriate attention to special 
individual medical restrictions and, to the extent possible, particular 
passions and aversions. In addition he was at the mercy of suppliers 
and the temperaments and turnover of kitchen and serving staff. 
Finally, mustering a little brave defiance, he informed the assembly 
that this all had to be done within a cripplingly tight budget constraint. 
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The forest of hands at the conclusion of his discourse told me 
that sweet reason was not what the mob had come to hear. Since I 
myself thought the food was remarkably good, I decided to try to 
express my own views somehow. But how? This forum was not the 
place. I decided to try a polite note with just a dash of humour: 
 

Dear Ms. Garagaunt, Food Committee Chair, 
Following yesterday’s Food Committee Meeting I resolved to 

attempt a few observations. 
I firmly believe that, generally, resident diners enjoy 

wholesome, nutritious meals served in pleasant surroundings by 
polite staff, at remarkably reasonable prices. 

That said, there will inevitably be room for improvement. It 
is in everyone’s interest to pursue this goal and the Food 
Committee should certainly strive to provide leadership. 

However, it is important to ensure that the FC not become a 
platform for the airing of personal, individual, selfish carping 
based on unique experiences, tastes, likes and dislikes. (One’s 
heart goes out to the individual at the meeting who found the 
pineapple lumps too large, for example.) 

Consider the realism of residents’ expectations, bearing in 
mind the obvious constraints. The catering staff have to satisfy 
30-40 epicures at every sitting. Each discerning diner has 60-odd 
years of accumulated personal prejudices about food. Some have 
temperamental tummies, some have diabetes, some have allergies, 
dietary regimes, religious taboos or are just plain hard to please. 
(Vindaloo, anyone? A side order of jalapenos, perhaps?) 

 Rules and regulations abound. There’s a very tight budget, 
too. Of course it would be nice to have caviar, lobster tails, beef 
Wellington and baked Alaska, washed down with plenty of 
Bollinger. 

These comments are offered as food for thought in the hope 
that they may be of constructive help and worthy of your serious 
consideration. 

Respectfully, Ned 

 
During the next few days I got a lot of strange looks. Some civic-

minded FC member had copied my note and distributed it widely. 
Since my outward appearance is not, I think, particularly bizarre I 
interpreted the looks as concern for the state of my mind. 

 In due course I did receive a response from the FC chairperson. 
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It grudgingly acknowledged that the rez meals ‘may’ be wholesome 
and served politely in pleasant surroundings. However, it went on to 
declare that they were “often badly-prepared, of mediocre quality, 
tasteless,” and lacking in variety. With respect to this latter point, 
management was urged to exercise more imagination. 

By now I was on a bit of a roll and felt the need to respond. I 
tried (honestly!) to be polite. I fired off another note that posed a 
few questions and offered a few suggestions. Who, I asked, was the 
gourmet who judged the food to be of mediocre quality? Who’s the 
epicure who finds it bland? One person, or a howling mob 
demanding more Madras curries and 5-Alarm chili? As for variety, I 
pointed out, some people like kimchi, kippers and blood pudding 
once in a while but, realistically, don’t expect such idiosyncratic 
treats. I then quoted her assertion that “management should exercise 
more imagination.” Sounds good, I wrote, but what does it mean, 
exactly? Adventurous? Innovative? What one person applauds as 
imaginative might cause others to recoil in horror. I invited her to 
consider the following little scenario in which a dutiful sous-chef 
addresses a particularly demanding diner: 
 

Yes, sir. Glad you enjoyed the sheep’s eyes in the saffron and 
sesame seed paste. Unfortunately not everyone liked it. We 
actually had a few complaints. Hard to believe, I know sir. Sorry 
sir. Peasants. Oh, yes sir. Yes, we’ll try the grass snake tongues 
again. Probably just an acquired taste. 

 
My note went on to ask the good lady how else might one be 

imaginative. Menuless Mondays, perhaps? Mystery meals with a 
prize for the first person to correctly identify all the ingredients? 
Maybe, I wondered, is it the presentation that should be more 
seductive? I confess I was being a bit sarcastic when I said that I 
couldn’t wait for the baked beans on a bed of frangipani petals. I 
then offered another scenario in which the sous-chef excitedly tells 
his boss: 

 
Madam, we’ve come up with something very imaginative! Cheap, 
nutritious and tasty. Scientists tell us that insects are the wave of 
the future. Plentiful supply. Great source of protein and essential 
vitamins. We could get butterfly nets. Residents could catch their 
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own meals out on the deck or the front porch or in the garden. 
They bring them to us and we dip ’em in molten chocolate and 
presto! Nutritious and delicious. Cheap and lots of summer fun. 
And think of the variety! Lady bugs, blackflies, monarchs, beetles, 
houseflies, June bugs in season, red admirals and the occasional 
cicada. What about ‘mosquito macaroons’? Neat, eh? 

  
Following the circulation of my second missive the strange looks 

continued. Some were of the knowing variety, with just a hint of a 
smile; others a bit fearful. Most residents managed a “Hello” but I 
concluded that a few had put me in the ‘slightly-batty-but-seems-
harmless’ category. One lady, however, had clearly found my 
musings about ‘imaginative’ repasts of interest. She cornered me 
during a quiet time in the bistro. 

“With the increasing acceptance and use of medical marijuana,” 
she asked enthusiastically, “how soon can we expect brownies?” 

Meanwhile the FC Chair informed me that she would not deign 
to reply to yet another ridiculous note, so I have temporarily with-
drawn from the fray. 

But I’ll be back. 
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Sunday’s Grace 
Angelo Fulco 

 
 
     he midday sun was brilliant. One could not look directly into its 
blazing smile for fear of being blinded. Cloaked in the sun’s glare 
were the silhouettes of two lonely falcons circling lazily above the 
hills. 

A father and his young son were cycling home from their regular 
Sunday morning outing to the town’s bakery for fresh bread. Filone 
bread was always baked so perfectly in ceramic ovens. The crust was 
hard and warm, while the inside was deliciously soft, yet hot. It was 
a tradition for townspeople to come to the bakery early Sunday 
mornings and lineup for their order of fresh bread and cannoli 
Siciliani. 

The trip home from the bakery was always enjoyable for father 
and son. The man cherished the time he had with his young boy; it 
seemed there was never enough. The aroma of their bakery purchase 
drifted toward him from the bicycle’s basket and reminded him that 
lunch was less than an hour away. Sunday lunch was very special. His 
wife made certain she had as many of his favourite foods as they 
could afford, always including pasta, meatballs and Italian sausages. 
Sundays were for her husband. 

The young boy’s eyes never stopped moving, as he sat securely 
on the top tube of his father’s bicycle holding on tightly to its handle 
bars. The pristine beauty of springtime in the hills of southern Italy 
was something to behold and he was daydreaming about adventures 
soon to come. A lush carpet of green grass cloaked the hillside 
creating nature’s blank canvas. Sprinklings of dewy petals in blue, 
red, yellow, white and purple added a visual boldness that was 
breathtaking. It seemed as if God had personally taken a brush and 
painted this masterpiece Himself, which of course He had. 

It was on this very day that Little Anthony, or Tonino as he was 
so sweetly and lovingly called by his mother, would kick a soccer ball 
for the very first time in his young life. 

“Papa, can we stop a while and watch the game?” he asked, as 
he pointed to a group of teenage boys playing the Italian national 
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sport. Before answering his son’s question, Giuseppe Falcone quickly 
glanced at his watch, a Swiss-made timepiece that had stood up 
rather well under the strain of its daily life. This was not an ordinary 
watch to Giuseppe, but a precious reminder of God’s Grace. 

 
Several years ago, what started out as a friendly game of briscola, 
turned out to be much more serious than any of the players expected. 
What few extra lira a man had in those days were spent on playing 
cards. Briscola was a way of forgetting about life for a while; forgetting 
about the fifteen-hour days ahead of working the land; forgetting 
about waking up long before sunrise for the next six grueling days; 
forgetting about the scorching heat they would endure that drained 
every ounce of strength and willpower; forgetting about the intense 
pain that runs through your arms and back due to the constant 
pounding of the pitchfork and hoe against the hardened, dry earth. 
Yes, Sunday afternoons were reserved for relaxing, playing cards and 
drinking some bello vino, a little luxury grown from the vineyards on 
the same land Giuseppe worked. This was their right. They had 
earned it. 

On that particular day after playing for two hours, Giuseppe was 
up about 500 lira, a week’s wages. He told the other card players that 
the next hand was going to be his last. The host, Augusto, had not 
had a good afternoon at the table. Lady Luck would not smile upon 
his very large frame. Or perhaps it was the fact that the vino was impairing 
his judgement. He had spent every last lira in his pocket; a chance 
each man took. At the small oak table in the giardino at the back of 
Augusto’s modest home he suddenly found himself broke, and 
wanted to win some of his money back. Augusto took off his Swiss 
watch, also won at a card game many years ago and put it on the 
table. His loss was predictable; too much vino and not enough luck. 

In a feeble attempt to get his watch back, he tried to grab it from 
Giuseppe’s hand but he wasn’t fast enough. Before anyone realized 
what was happening, Augusto had lunged toward Giuseppe with a 
six-inch knife. The others tried talking to Augusto, tried to reason 
with him, then tried to come between him and Giuseppe. He turned 
to them, swearing that if any one of them took another step he would 
cut their goddamn throat. The men quickly retreated. Augusto 
continued his threatening stance toward Giuseppe, who had nothing 
to defend himself with but his hands and feet. Augusto was a large, 



Angelo Fulco 

 

 

heavy-set man who had developed a voracious appetite for pasta 
over the years. He thrust his weapon forward aiming for the heart, 
and narrowly missed. 

Giuseppe, a much smaller, but more agile man, side-stepped the 
initial strike and planted a well-aimed kick at Augusto’s groin. The 
ensuing pain only dazed Augusto and his knife was still poised. 
However, Giuseppe saw his moment of opportunity and with all his 
strength and speed he tackled the big man by charging head first into 
his gut. As the two men were falling, Augusto stuck his knife into 
Giuseppe’s side. They landed entangled; Augusto hitting the earth 
with tremendous impact. 

Giuseppe was bleeding noticeably from his left side. Augusto lay 
motionless, his eyes and mouth open. From the back of his head a 
pool of blood was growing by the moment. Unknowingly, Giuseppe 
had pushed Augusto’s head onto a large rock, killing him instantly. 
Giuseppe was lying on top of his former companion. As realization 
hit him, he began to shake with fear; fear of what had just happened; 
fear of what he had just done; fear of what might happen next. 

“Augusto! Augusto! Are you alright? Augusto answer me!” Giuseppe 
cried out. 

But Augusto did not answer, for he had played his last hand of 
cards. Life had dealt him a terrible hand and he should have quit 
when he still could have. 

The ensuing months were a nightmare for Giuseppe who had 
no intention of being held responsible for Augusto’s death. 
However, following the testimony of the other card players, 
Giuseppe was finally found not guilty by the court of law due to self-
defence. 

 
 “You want to watch them playing calcio, the greatest sport in the 
world?” Giuseppe asked his son. 

“Yes, Papa. Can we stop and watch?" asked Tonino again. 
“Just for a few minutes, bello. Mamma is cooking our favourite 

pasta today and we can't be late.” He reached for his son, his pride 
and joy―his one reason to live for and to die for―gently lifted him 
off the bicycle and set him on the ground. 
 
It seemed like only yesterday that his bride Maria was having labour 
pains. It was just before midnight on July 15th when she knew the 
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time had come. 
“Giuseppe… the pains… they are getting very bad… it’s time 

to get the doctor.”  
Getting to the doctor, however, was no easy feat in the hills of 

southern Italy, where the terrain was rough and the roads were 
usually full of rocks. Giuseppe jumped onto the reliable old bike that 
he had since he was a young boy. The only light to guide him to the 
doctor’s house in Rosaria―at least three difficult miles away―was 
the small bulb on his lamp and the glow of the gracious moon, who 
chose this night to show her full, beautiful face against the crystal-
clear, dark sky. 

Giuseppe rode as fast as he could, while avoiding the large rocks 
that littered the road. He couldn’t pedal fast enough, and his 
thoughts were on his beautiful wife Maria and the pain and dis-
comfort she must be enduring. He took a shortcut that meant cutting 
along the side of a hill, an even more dangerous and certainly 
rougher ride than he had already taken. Despite the terrain, he was 
buoyed by impending fatherhood and continued his ride. He was full 
of energy and felt so alive. The cool night air was soothing on his 
richly-tanned skin, which only hours earlier had been burning in the 
hot sun. His gasps for short bursts of air pierced the silence of the 
night, as he rode steadily the last long stretch and was finally there. 
It had seemed like an eternity to him, but only half an hour had 
passed. 

“Dottore! Dottore!” he shouted as he began banging on the 
door. “It’s Giuseppe Falcone! You must come right away! My wife 
is having my baby! Dottore! Dottore! It’s…” 

“I heard you the first time Giuseppe. I’m coming. I’m coming,” 
said Dottore Nazaro Vigilio, the only doctor in the towns of Rosaria 
and Fiorelli. 

“Dottore, hurry, hurry! Maria is having my baby!” 
And so, at precisely 2:50 a.m. on the 16th day of July 1952, a beau-

tiful baby boy with thick black hair and shiny, dark eyes was born to 
Giuseppe and Maria Falcone. 

 
“Papa, take the bread,” Tonino said to his father, who reached over 
to take the two steaming loaves as he set the bike down on the 
ground. The fresh-baked aroma was overwhelming. He could hardly 
wait to get home and dunk a thick slice in the spaghetti sauce that 
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Maria had been preparing since seven o’clock that morning. As 
father and son stood watching the young men make magic with a 
football on the dry and grassless field, Tonino stood there awed by 
their agility, their speed and the grace of the game. As the ball was 
kicked out of bounds, Tonino couldn’t believe his good fortune; the 
ball stopped right at his feet! 

At one time this ball had been the proud, shiny possession of a 
young boy, but after many years and countless soccer games, its 
shine had dulled. However, its value and importance to the would-
be superstars had never diminished. There was an understanding 
among the boys that the ball now belonged to all of them, and so 
they each took turns bringing it to the field every day, for it was every 
day that this collection of dreamers played. 

One of the young men playing, who knew Giuseppe’s family, 
waved and smiled at the little boy. His name was Gino. 

“Tonino, kick me the ball! Kick it as hard as you can!” Without 
being asked a second time, the little boy mustered all the power he 
had in his right foot, and with one swift motion launched the ball in 
Gino’s direction. The speed and the power of the kick certainly 
surprised him. 

 
Gino Olive was an excellent soccer player. At the age of 13, he was 
considered to be one of the best young players ever to play in this 
part of the country. With his soccer skills and his father’s influence, 
he was certain to make the city’s semi-pro team in the very near 
future. His father ‘Don’ Ciccio, was a very important ‘businessman’ 
in town. He, like most men from the hot and sunny part of southern 
Italy, was short and darkly tanned. His hair was jet black, always 
combed straight back and kept immaculate. ‘Don’ Ciccio always 
wore a tailored suit, clean white shirt and the finest of Italian silk ties. 
He loved wearing expensive clothes. He had an air of importance 
about him. He was a man whose very presence demanded respect; 
respect for who he was, what he had done, and what he was capable 
of doing. He was well-liked by the boys and young men of the town 
of Rosaria, particularly because of one thing that he did for them. 

Every Sunday afternoon shortly before two, he would invite as 
many boys and young men as he could fit in his living room to watch 
the featured football game of Seria A, Italy’s top football league. 
Most of the time there would be another twenty or thirty standing 
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outside his door. Not having the room inside, he would open the 
door to make sure that those outside at least got a glimpse of the 
game. At halftime, his wife Paula would serve everyone fortunate 
enough with freshly-squeezed lemonade on ice. This was heaven for 
these young men, since ‘Don’ Ciccio was the only one in Rosaria 
who had a television set and an icebox. He enjoyed having all his 
son’s friends over on Sundays, but there was a subtle impression left 
that at some point in their lives when they were a little older, 
perhaps―just perhaps―they may be asked to do him a ‘little favour’. 

 
The well-used brown football flew from Tonino’s kick and hit Gino 
right in the groin, at which point he doubled over and fell to his 
knees. The other players on the field got a big kick out of this and 
couldn’t hold back their laughter. Gino rose to his feet, looked at the 
little boy and also began to laugh. He approached Tonino with the 
ball, stopped when he was about a foot away and then knelt on one 
knee. 

“Tonino,” he said. “You have a beautiful kick. One day you will 
be a superstar just like the great Sivori. Don’t forget who first told 
you these words, Tonino.” 

With great excitement in his voice and joy on his face, Tonino 
turned to his very proud father and said, “Papa, did you see my kick, 
did you see my kick?” 

“Yes, Tonino I did and it was a great kick. Andiamo bello!” Guiseppe 
was now eager to get home. “Mamma is going to kill us if we are late 
for lunch, and the wonderful smell of this bread is driving me crazy!” 

Now just a few minutes from home, Tonino closes his eyes and 
daydreams.  It is Sunday afternoon and he sees himself playing in the 
jersey of his favourite team, Juventus of Torino. With only a minute 
to go in the game, he is dribbling the ball past defenders with great 
ease until he is facing only the keeper of the opposing team, AC 
Milano. With one strong and swift kick he puts the ball high in the 
top right corner of the net, past the fingertips of the keeper, scoring 
the winning goal as the crowd erupts in one unified joyous chant: 
Tonino! Tonino! Tonino! 
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In the Writing Desk 
Eleanor Abra 

 
 
            t the back of the closet it lingers 

Waiting to be found, or remembered. 
Containing the memories of times long past 
Held in a dusty time warp. 

 
Tiny pieces of crumbling paper. 

Treasures of stamps, perhaps. 
Letters from mothers to sons,  
From fathers hoping to instil 
Knowledge,  
Maturity,  
That good advice the young  
Don’t want to hear, but  
Perhaps might read. 

 
A telegram, 1855!  

“John kicked by horse,  
Come at once.” 
Photographs in leather cases, 
Precious, treasured. 
All waiting to be found again. 
All waiting to be read. 

 
Great-great-great Grandmother Jane 

Across the generations    
Her stern gaze meets mine 
Daguerreotyped       
Dour 
Strong 
More than farm wife,  
A little town named for her: 
Janesville 
A serious responsibility, accepted. 
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She travelled to the Klondike 
Age 74!  
To find a wandering son. 
“Your brother Hamish is no more,” she wrote 
And returned alone. 

 
Great-great Grandmother Christie Ann 

High Society in Bytown! 
Hotelier’s wife (and manager) 
Her portrait shows her will 
To be a helpmeet to her man. 
 
Romantic yet practical 
(Victorian, she kept a lock of her  
Lover’s “dear Beard,” snipped with 
Scissors from her reticule) 
Collected literature for her husband, 
Stayed in the background,  
A shadow of her mother. 

 
Great Grandmother Flora 

Holding on to past glories 
Convinced of her importance, she  
Ignored and endured widowhood  
And poverty. 
A street believed named for her, not a town,  
All due to her father’s influence. 
Took her first grandchild  
From the mother’s arms 
To raise as Perfect, and 
Destroyed her. 

 
The Grandmothers 

Known through their letters, 
Photographs, 
Saved for posterity. 
Family legends. 
Generations of history  
Found in a wooden box 
A treasure of time. 
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Calum’s Great Adventure 
Ian Prattis 

 
 
      obster. No Lobster. No Lobster. Crabs. Lobster. Crabs.” Like a 
medieval incantation old Angus sang out his greeting as the lobster 
creels came over the gunwale of the boat one by one. “Lobster. No 
Lobster. Crab.” Uttered with exact same pitch and feeling he intoned 
a greeting to the creature trapped within. His huge hands deftly 
unlaced the latticed side of the creel and with a slow rhythm he 
methodically passed the lobsters to Callum who was standing on the 
deck of the boat. The youngster watched in silence, transferring the 
lobsters from the gnarled hands of Angus to a large wooden box 
covered with a wet sack. He watched in fascination as Angus tore 
claws, shell and legs from the living crab to place the breast meat in 
the creel as bait, along with a salt mackerel. 

When the whole fleet of twenty creels were stacked on the deck, 
the skipper of the boat, Michael Martin, shouted above the noise of 
the engine to Angus that they were moving. If the old man heard he 
did not acknowledge, but peered keenly at the sea as the Atlantic 
swell rocked the boat in its turning. Angus was well attuned to the 
many moods of the Atlantic Ocean. With a short slow movement of 
his hand he bade the skipper move closer to a reef, white spumed 
from the breakers. Then once the spot was chosen, he again 
motioned to Michael to describe a large semicircle as he cast the 
baited creels one by one back into the sea. 

This was the fourth fleet of twenty creels to be serviced that 
April morning. Michael took the boat out to sea then cut the engine. 
The craft moved up and down with the swell of the ocean. The 
remaining fleets of lobster creels would wait while their leisurely 
lunch was consumed. Michael glanced fondly at the boy, his nephew 
Callum. 

The boy’s day had started early, just after dawn. He was drawn 
by something intangible about the morning. Leaving his snoring 
brother Donald whose bed he shared, he tip-toed past the back room 
where his elder sister Moira muttered and turned in her sleep. He 
shivered as he pulled on his green sweater and trousers in the cold 
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kitchen. He drank a cup of milk from the pitcher by the scullery and 
left the cup on the table. His mother would notice and know that he 
had gone. He made up the fire and put a match to it to take the chill 
from the kitchen for the rest of his family. Then he was drawn into 
his day of adventure. 

Closing the door behind him, he stood and marvelled at the 
beauty of the morning. The slow aftermath of dawn could be traced 
in a sky streaked with reds and grays, as though a child had smeared 
pastels on the horizon. He walked from his father’s croft house, 
skirting the bay that led to the pier. Here and there a light showed 
from a croft house but no one was about. This hour of the morning 
belonged to him and to the sheep. Their dominance uninterrupted 
by merchants opening up shop, too early for children to run to 
school shouting and laughing, too early for the first drunk to take up 
his station by the lifeboat shed. The sheep commanded this hour of 
the day and stared diffidently while the boy walked amongst them. 

Callum counted the small boats clustered by the slipway then 
made his way to the jetty. Two ring-netter boats with their crew 
asleep below lay at anchor in the lee of the breakwater. The clamour 
of gulls around them gave vocal testimony to the remains of last 
night’s catch. The boy spat into the water and watched the ever-
increasing number of rings on the calm surface. He spat again, this 
time to the left so the two sets of rings would collide, fuse, then 
break on the pier’s pilings. Small patches of oil drifted past like multi-
coloured jellyfish. In his waiting, he scanned the pier and took in the 
fishing nets hung on rails and piled in disarray amongst discarded 
warp lines and fuel drums. 

The sea was calm and flat as glass, scarcely responding to the 
whisper-like breeze that brushed it. He heard the noise of a diesel 
engine and stared out to sea, straining his attention to catch the shape 
of the boat. He knew the sound of it and peered anxiously until the 
familiar outline of his uncle’s fishing boat could be picked out to the 
south. His Uncle Michael lived on a neighbouring island, yet came 
to this pier for fuel. The boy willed the boat to come faster, before 
the village stirred, before his sister Moira with her quiet insistence 
took him along with herself to school. He had been promised a trip 
on the boat and today he wanted to go. He looked anxiously to the 
village, at the first signs of life there, and at the church clock that 
showed he would not be spared Moira’s insistence. 
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The wash at the bow of the boat grew bigger as his figure stood 
on the pier drawing it closer to him. The postmaster, filling his pipe 
before his day of commerce began, saw him and waved. The boy 
reluctantly acknowledged the salute. His elder brother Donald 
shouted from the hill to get along to school. Then Moira was before 
him, an amused quietness in her eyes. He allowed himself to be 
pulled into the way of things and reluctantly followed her to school. 

His teacher had smiled. Callum’s attention had been riveted on 
his uncle’s boat at the pier visible from the schoolroom window. He 
cautiously moved from desk to desk until he was close to the 
schoolroom door, an advancement that Miss MacDougall had not 
been unaware of. Then she gave him his chance by turning to the 
blackboard. Out of the class slipped Callum, down the brae, through 
the cut to the pier where Michael and Angus were standing smoking. 
His classmates giggled quietly, stifling their mirth behind fists over 
their mouths until silenced by a frown from Miss MacDougall. She 
walked to the back of the class and looked out of the window that 
commanded the bay and the pier. The morning sun cast a sheen on 
the water that was scarcely rippled by the wind coming from the 
west. Several trawlers had tied up at the pier and their crews were busy 
taking on ice and sorting their catch for market on the mainland. 

Miss MacDougall smiled to herself. It was a day for freedom if 
anyone would take it. Callum’s slight figure paused at the school gate 
and as he cast a glance back at the school, he caught Miss Mac-
Dougall’s smile on him. He stood stock still, unsure of retreat or 
flight. He was no stranger to her ruler across his knuckles and switch 
on his backside, yet she was there looking at him and smiling. She 
turned from the window. She was happy for Callum. He did not 
understand his teacher, yet exulted in his release, knowing of the 
punishment awaiting him the next day at school. 

He felt his uncle’s gaze on him. “You’re a wee bugger Callum, 
jumping school the day. What will your teacher do when she gets 
hold of you, eh?” 

“Why but she saw me and smiled as I took the short-cut to the 
pier.” 

While Michael wondered, old Angus nodded to the boy to get 
aboard. Michael and Angus had stopped in their smoking and looked 
at the boy as he shyly stood before them. A small slip of nothing, 
elf-like and ephemeral. This was his first time on the boat and as it 



Calum’s Great Adventure 

34 

 

pulled away from the pier, he felt like a bird soaring with wings wide 
open, as he went out to sea. 

Angus and Michael talked about where the fleets of creels would 
be placed. Callum sat quietly looking at them. Later, he shared their 
sandwiches over lunch, sipped tea from Angus’s large mug and 
listened to their talk of the sea. They did not explain anything to him. 
He learned by listening, watching and then doing. His left hand was 
ugly and red with two large welts suffered from lobster nips. He had 
borne the pain in silence but his tears had been noticed by the two 
men. They treated him with a gentle courtesy, which he shyly 
treasured. Angus sat on a wooden fish box filling his pipe. His pale 
blue eyes rarely away from the sea that sustained him. His weathered 
features, broad shoulders and massive hands, a contrast to the eager-
faced boy beside him. Michael started the engine and the boat 
headed to the islands further south. He slowed the vessel as they 
approached an inlet close to Mieray Island. In the shadows of the 
soaring cliffs Angus’s incantations, sung softly under his breath, 
seemed almost like a prayer. 

He had fished these waters for 40 years and was still awed by 
Nature’s stark edifice. Stretching sheer from the sea for nine 
hundred feet, the cliffs drew their eyes. It was as if to redefine their 
apartness, that a fleet of creels was set in a channel that cut through 
the soaring grandeur of the cliffs. An act of impudence almost; to 
snatch a morsel from the feet of the gods. The boat slowly picked its 
way through the dark channel. Angus deposited the baited creels into 
the sea, taking bearings from rocks he had brushed against countless 
times. All three blinked as they emerged from the grotto and sunlight 
brought them back to life. As Michael piloted the boat northwards, 
their eyes would frequently travel back to the darkness they had with 
impunity dared, until the cliffs were lost from sight. Angus and 
Callum busied themselves with securing the catch in wooden boxes 
that would be floated at a mooring in the bay. The boy’s arms and 
back ached from the lifting of heavy creels and his hand throbbed 
painfully. Angus observed this and put Callum in the wheelhouse 
with Michael. 

The noise of the engine made conversation impossible yet 
Michael shouted volubly above the roar but Callum still could not 
hear. His replies were similarly incomprehensible. Words strung 
together had no meaning above the noise. The osmosis of the sea 



Ian Prattis 

 

 

and beauty of the day united them in a way that required no words. 
They enjoyed their mutually unintelligible conversation all the way 
back to the pier. Callum was dispatched home with a large bag of 
crab claws. Michael and Angus took on some fuel drums, and Callum 
walked along the pier road and up the hill to his father’s croft. He 
moved the bag of crab claws from arm to arm as its weight strained 
his small, tired muscles. His sister met him at the rise of the brae, her 
bright red skirt a counterpoint to the green sweater of Callum. The 
two colours were soon lost to sight as they made their way home, his 
sister now helping in the carrying of the bag. Callum stopped at the 
top of the brae and waved with happiness as Michael and Angus 
returned to their island. 

It was now dark and Callum told the story of his day to his family 
while the crab claws cooked and split in the embers of the fire. He 
sat at the large kitchen table with small flecks of crab meat on his 
chin. His sister Moira demanded repeated telling of his day off from 
school. At one point she seized her brother and waltzed him around 
the kitchen until they collided with their mother and tumbled to the 
floor, all legs, arms and merriment. Annie laughed with her son and 
daughter, delighted at Callum’s adventure. 

“If you’re for dancing the pair o’ ye, we’ll have it done dif-
ferently. Donald, fetch your accordion.” Donald had watched his 
brother and sister whirl round the kitchen floor with admiration and 
not a little envy. He was not given easily to joy, too stolid for one on 
the verge of adulthood, but his transformation lay in music. With 
delicate rhythms and chords his fingers brought forth music from 
the accordion that directed the energetic scramble of his kin to slow 
strathspeys, then vigorous reels. And when at last the two were 
intoxicated by their steps they danced solo opposite one another, 
fiercely competitive now, turning and twisting with the grace of gulls. 
Callum was almost as light of step as his sister Moira, but her grace 
was something not of this world. At last Donald released them from 
his music. He was now part of them and could join in their 
animation. 

Annie wove the web of riddles and conversation that tied her 
offspring to her, feeding them, humoring them and forcing them to 
grow. The door opened to admit Colin, the old widower from the 
next house, who called nightly to fetch a jug of milk. He knew of 
Callum’s adventure and stumped into the kitchen with a mock 
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fierceness, demanding that Callum give a full account of himself. 
With a grin the boy started on the retelling and soon the old man 
was chuckling and slapping his thigh. The retelling was done several 
times more that evening as other neighbours, drawn by the music, 
came in, listened to the boy, feasted on crabs and drank from the 
bottle of whiskey that had appeared. The large kitchen table was 
pushed back to make room for the company to wend its way through 
a reel. Moira was called to dance and Donald’s music drew forth 
delicate, poignant steps from her. 

Colin, the widower, cleared his throat and began to recite a 
poem. It was received with murmurs of approval as he gave the story 
of the transportation of Highlanders from their hills and crofts 
across oceans and ice-laden waters to Canada, where a living was 
carved out of wilderness. He told of their heartbreak at being torn 
from their nurturing. His epic was received in a silence that was too 
eloquent. After a long pull at the bottle of whisky, old Colin struck 
up a ribald song about the adventures of a cockerel and the company 
learned to laugh again. Soon, however, the songs and Donald’s music 
were lost to Callum. He lay fast asleep by the hearth, his small body 
curled up to catch the warmth of the fire’s dying embers. Around 
him conversation had turned to crops, the sea, the latest catches by 
the fishermen, but he was oblivious to it all. Donald gently picked 
up his sleeping brother and carried him to his bed, unlacing the boy’s 
shoes and drawing off his trousers. 

“Good night to you Callum, my brave wee lad.” Then Donald 
returned to the company, the conversation and gossip that were a 
prelude to the evening’s end. And Callum slept. 
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Carrying Christopher Home 
Lisa Zanyk 

 
 
     here is no anticipating when you might rescue someone from his 
life. Rescue cannot eliminate the pain. 

I am running with my dog on a humid almost-summer morning, 
happy to have escaped a recent dance with depression, to feel 
appreciative of what I have. Though I am not yet physically home I 
am already there in mind: waking up kids—there’s a tight schedule—
showers and organizational notes, laundry I’d intended to fold last 
night. And it’s all routine until I hear, more than see, a streak of 
humanity running wildly and crookedly across the field into some-
one’s backyard. 

The human is emitting, as he runs, a sound that can only be 
named Anguish. 

When I come across him again on the other side of the houses, 
he has fallen, and is attempting, determinedly and frustratingly, to 
stand and resume his erratic run. We are in a grassy corridor under 
the endless line of hydro towers that doubles as green space in the 
suburbs. 

As I hesitate to speak to him, not knowing the risks, he gets up 
and lurches forward a few feet, keeling in all directions but that in 
which he wants to go, stumbles again, and pauses. I wait. It’s quiet. 

I say, gently, “You look like you need help.” 
He’s a boy, a little older than my eldest son, maybe 19 or 20. His 

hand is cut, he has the remnants of puke on his chin, and he’s been 
crying. He wears no shirt. He is drunk and alternates between lucidity 
and incoherence. He tells me he is trying to run home, and that if he 
runs far enough along the hydro corridor, it will take him all the way. 
I know he’d have to run three hours if he were sober, and the way 
he’s going, he won’t make it. He tells me he is running away from 
the pain. His face is that of a little boy. 

He tells me he cannot get over the grief of his mother’s death. 
He tells me she died of cervical cancer. It makes no difference that 
she died three years ago, because his hurt is present and of the moment, 
bleeding all over him, and on the grass between us, and then, on me. 
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He tells me his name. 
Naturally, I want to help him. My instinct is to hold him and let 

him weep until he is comforted, if such is possible, until he can sleep. 
I am, after all, a mother. Rationality prevents me from doing so. That 
I must protect my own children stops me from taking him into my 
house. 

I see the spectre of late-for-work peering over the fence. 
I consider options: pay for a cab, call the police, find his family. 
The young man agrees to sit at the back of my house, choosing 

the grass over a chair; much easier to fall into. We have established 
that he could call his father but the chances of his father coming are 
remote. 

“He’s a good father,” he says, “but he doesn’t understand.” 
He shares other intimate and painful details: that he wishes his 

father could be more like his mother, that men are different, that he 
is afraid he will turn out like his father, that he misses his mother 
desperately. 

He mentions, then, that his girlfriend and her mother are out 
looking for him. Ah. He has a girlfriend. Everything is obvious from 
this point on. His women will rescue him. I will hand this gentle, 
hurting man over to other women. 

I remember once stroking the soft head of my very young son, 
a lullaby entering my consciousness, a song that sang of how 
someday, when this little head was bigger and knew more, another 
woman would stroke this head, and I hoped that she would love him 
very much, but I knew she could never love him like I did. I think 
now of that almost-grown child, still sleeping inside while I am 
wishing away the pain of another mother’s son, and I know that 
another woman has already held my son like that, has lost her 
fingertips in his thick hair, and I hope she has been kind. 

The young man in my backyard with the injury to his heart sends 
me back a decade to a day when a group of children were playing in 
our backyard and a boy named Christopher fell from the lower limb 
of the then-small maple tree, and sobbed for me to take him home. 
He was not injured, just winded, but he didn’t know that, and I 
carried him, a boy almost as big as I was, his sobs against my chest 
causing me to cry so that when I delivered him to his mother, we 
were both in tears. Here, here is your son. 

Late one night, maybe a year ago, the doorbell had rang and a 
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young woman, the older sister of my son’s friend, delivered my son 
to me, a little tipsy from his very first drinking experiment, and 
looking very sheepish. 

“Here,” she said. “Here is your son; I took care of him for you.” 
This boy in my backyard keeps telling me things and apologising 

for crying. Over and over he says, “I’m sorry.” Why should he be 
sorry? Weeping seems a purely appropriate response to losing one’s 
mother. What’s killing him is, he is trying to be strong. “I am 
supposed to be like my father,” he says. I understand that this boy is 
like his mother. He is gentle. There are cracks in the rock. 

There is a stereotype that says women try to fix men. I like men 
the way they are. Mostly, the men in my life are strong. The ones I 
love the best are those who let their softness show. It does not mean 
they are not strong. 

There is intimate nurturing, I think, in the way women love 
men—sons, lovers, fathers—and the way they deliver them from 
one set of hands to another; mothers of the past worrying that their 
sons’ wives know how to make his favourite pie. Here, here is my recipe 
for the care and feeding of my son. 

I hope for my sons that they will be the kind of men who are soft 
underneath, the way this young man’s buff body belies his current 
emotional state. I wish for my children intimacy with the strongly 
gentle, men or women. 

When I eventually extract a phone number and reach the girl-
friend, I am both relieved and envious. It will be some other woman’s 
task to comfort this particular man. 

She walks up the driveway, her own mother waiting in the car 
on the street. I want to keep helping, but I have my own children to 
correct. “Stop trying to fix them,” my therapist says. “They are not 
broken.” But I rebel against their aggressive tendencies and think 
that I can nurture their tenderness into a full-grown self-awareness. 

“Thank you,” says the young woman as I hand over her man, 
and she means it. Here, I think. Here is your young man. He is no 
mother’s son… any longer. 
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The First Intergalactic Deal 
Alex Binkley 

 
 
      eith Bishop began the exploration of his newly-acquired forest 
by walking along the base of a steep cliff of well-worn rock that ran 
roughly from the southeast corner to the middle of the northwest 
side of his 450-acre property in Northern Ontario. His eyes con-
stantly shifted between the forest to his left and the patterns and 
colours in the towering cliff on his right. Then ahead of him he 
spotted a massive maple tree lying on the ground near the bottom 
of the cliff with its root ball fully exposed. 

Its leaves are still green so it must have blown over in a recent windstorm, 
he thought. How strong a gust of wind would it have taken to topple it? 

He peered into the hole left behind by the root ball, and then 
examined a gouge in the ground created by a tree root being pulled 
loose as the tree fell. The gouge ended in a pile of dirt and stone that 
marked an opening in the cliff just above the soil line. 

After he stepped over the rocky ground to the opening, he 
pulled a small flashlight out of his backpack and shone it inside. 
Instead of a narrow channel into the rock, he could see a large cavern 
with five rows of… something. Wondering what they could possibly 
be and why they were here in the middle of nowhere, he pulled out 
his camera. 

Who will believe me if I don’t have photos? 
He reviewed the first pictures, but they did not tell him anything 

about the stacks other than they almost reached the ceiling. While 
the opening did not look big enough to squeeze through, he wiggled 
himself a bit further inside to take more pictures. Then the dirt and 
stones blocking his progress gave way and he slid down a slope into 
the cavern. 

While his first thought was to scramble back outside, he was so 
close to a stack he could not stop himself from touching it. A bit of 
dirt fell away, exposing a dark fabric covering something with an 
irregular surface beneath it. He stood and lifted the fabric, dislodging 
a shower of dirt. Once it stopped, he piled the fabric on top of 
whatever it was covering, and then pulled out his flashlight to 
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examine his discovery. While he was certain it was a machine, it was 
utterly unlike anything he had seen or heard of during his career of 
developing specialized mechanical equipment. 

He made a cursory inspection of the other stacks. Under their 
coverings were devices of different sizes and shapes that he could 
not even begin to imagine a purpose for. He aimed the flashlight at 
the opening into the cavern. Although mostly plugged with dirt and 
rocks, he could make out that its sides were about three feet wide 
and four feet high and quite straight. 

What I slid in on appears to be a ramp. 
He climbed out and decided to put off his walk to the far 

boundary of his property for another day. Back in the mobile home 
he had brought to the property, he opened his laptop and soon 
found the Ontario government requirement to report anything that 
might be of archaeological significance. He emailed queries to the 
closest professional archaeologists and the next morning received a 
response from Veronique Blanchard, who had a long history in the 
field. Her rates seemed reasonable, so he hired her to inspect the 
cavern. He sent directions to his place and pictures of the cavern. 

“What you found looks unlike anything I have ever seen; I really 
want to check this out,” Veronique replied later in the day. 

She arrived three days later and at the site, crawled in without 
the slightest hesitation. She examined the stacks, and then the walls 
of the cavern, taking pictures as she explored. 

“This place looks like a full storeroom waiting for the owner’s 
return,” she said. “Not only is the cavern far larger than what you 
would expect in this type of rock formation, the walls and ceiling are 
smooth, not jagged, as if it was created to hold these things. The air 
in here is much drier and fresher than I would expect. 

“Another puzzle is the rocks that appear to have been placed in 
that spot on the back wall to block off whatever is behind the 
cavern.” She took more pictures before turning to Keith. “Whatever 
these things are, my hunch is they are very, very, very old. I am sure 
they predate anything I have seen in caves before. 

“The first humans in Ontario arrived between 7,000 and 11,000 
years ago, after the final retreat of the last Ice Age. I am quite sure 
this cavern and its contents predate the Paleo-Indians who were 
nomadic hunter-gatherers. They did not possess technology like this 
any more than the Europeans who came centuries after them did. 
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“Have you told anyone about this amazing discovery?” 
“Only you.” 
“Good. Do not mention it to anyone. I will share some of my 

pictures with people I can trust to keep this to themselves and who 
might have some ideas about it. I will do some research as well. 
When you have time, you might check the rest of the cliff to see if 
there are any other caverns like this.” 

She glanced about suddenly nervous. “I have been in much 
tighter confines than this and never felt concerned about it. Now, I 
feel like I really need to get out of here.” 

As soon as they exited the cavern, Veronique observed, “Whatever 
unnerved me is gone.” 

“I feel the same way,” Keith replied. 
During the walk back to his place, he explained that he sold his 

two engineering businesses in Toronto earlier in the year and used 
the money to buy the property. 

“I became interested in forest regeneration a few years ago. I 
want to experiment with it now that I have the time and place. I had 
a drone aerial survey conducted of the forest, and concluded from it 
that although the forest escaped wildfires and clear cutting, it was in 
an unhealthy condition after more than a century of not being tended 
to.” 

Veronique asked him to move the rocks on the back wall, and 
then departed with repeated promises to keep him posted. The next 
day Keith resumed his walk along the bottom of the cliff. A doe and 
two fawns scampered away at his approach and nearby a 
woodpecker tapped steadily. He slowed as he reached the cavern 
entrance. 

Until the movement of the tree root, the dirt and rock would have covered 
the opening. No one would have seen it. 

While he found a few openings in the cliff face, none were deep 
or wide. 

What if Veronique is right about the cavern not being natural? If it is as 
old as she suggests, how could it have been formed? 

The cliff petered out close to the end of his property and he 
returned home along the top. While he admired the view, he found 
nothing noteworthy. 

During the next two days, Keith finished uncovering the stacks 
and moved the stones he could from the back wall. Every visit 
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induced the discomfort that Veronique noticed. She returned the 
next day. 

“I brought a video camera with an extendable tube to help me 
see what’s behind the rocks on the back wall of this storeroom of 
mystery.” 

She extended the tube through the rock wall, and then touched 
a switch creating a bright beam of light on the other side of the wall. 

“So, let’s see what’s back there.” She took out a device with a 
small view screen, depressed a button, and the screen flickered to 
life. After staring intently at the screen, she said, “The space behind 
the rocks is a fissure just like what I’d expect to find in this kind of 
rock.” 

Shaking her head, she pulled out the cable. “Any ideas about the 
machines?” 

“They appear to be groups of components. About one third are 
solid surfaced, rectangular devices, while the others have many 
different shapes and external differences. I’ve no idea how they 
could be serviced or operated.” He pointed at a recessed place. “I 
found these spots all over the machines and suspect that’s where 
their sections are joined.” 

“Let’s find a place outside where we can discuss what we’ve 
found and how to proceed from here,” Veronique said. 

Outside, she pointed to a smooth rock. “Let’s sit there. I think 
about this place every spare moment. I haven’t found anything on 
any on the archaeological websites that even begins to explain what 
you found, or any suggestions about what causes me to feel uncom-
fortable in there. I’ve got a couple other contracts to work on for the 
next few days. If you’re available, I’ll come back Saturday, and we 
can look again.” 

On Saturday, she arrived with two small shovels and a sifter. 
“Even though there’s not much soil in the cavern, let’s check it 

out in case there are some clues in it.” 
They dug for about an hour. 
“The discomfort is worse than ever,” she said. “Also, we’ve 

found nothing of even the slightest interest.” 
They returned to the sitting rock to review their study of the 

cavern. “I can’t think of anything we’ve overlooked,” Veronique 
said. “I wish we could find some answers.” 

“I can help with that,” a voice behind them said. 
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Keith and Veronique turned around, and then gasped as they 
jumped to their feet. 

Staring at them was a creature about five feet tall with a boxlike 
head, two small arms on the front of its chest, and longer ones on 
its sides. It wore what looked like a camouflage jump suit that 
covered all of it except the face, which shone with a metallic luster. 
All four hands waved downward in a gesture for calm. 

“I did not wish to frighten you, but it was time to speak up. I 
mean you no harm. In fact, I wish to transact a deal with you.” 

It paused; its hands still signaling for calm. 
“Who and what are you?” Veronique inquired nervously. 
“I am an android. I am not from your galaxy and you could not 

begin to pronounce my name so just call me Joe. I can explain every-
thing, but it will take quite a while.” 

Still not knowing what to say but sensing no threat from the 
creature, Keith nodded. “What are you doing here?” 

“My species has spent about 150 of your years inspecting Earth 
in hopes of locating the equipment in the cavern. I doubt we would 
have found it without your intervention.” 

Shaking her head, Veronique said, “What is its purpose?” 
“Part of it contains the history of my species, while the rest is 

for terraforming planets on which we wish to create colonies for our 
organics. About 125,000 years ago, one of our exploration ships 
came upon Earth and thought it would be a safe place to establish a 
colony because it is so incredibly far away from other inhabited 
worlds. Then the crew discovered Earth’s early sentient beings, 
which meant the ship was forbidden to terraform it and would have 
to search elsewhere. The ship was preparing to depart when it 
developed propulsion problems, so the crew stowed the equipment, 
which was most of its load, in the cavern that they created. They 
selected here because there were no sentients on this continent at 
that time and it would likely be many centuries before there were, 
which meant our equipment was safe from discovery.” 

“How did they create it, Joe?” Veronique asked. 
“With a super laser that melts rock. It would have taken a couple 

of hours to do that.” 
“If this equipment is so important, why did you just leave it 

here?” Keith asked. 
“About a century later, a ship returned only to find this area 
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blanketed by massive sheets of ice that our technology could not 
remove. Before another recovery mission could be attempted, our 
home world was wrecked by an asteroid strike. Our species was 
preoccupied with settling the survivors on three alternate planets and 
salvaging what we could from the home world. 

“Among our losses was the location of this equipment. Once 
the colonies were stabilized centuries later and the home world 
stripped of anything useful, finding the contents of this cavern 
became a top priority. Androids who were developed after the 
destruction of the home world to take over many functions were 
given this task. The asteroid strike also devastated our population of 
organics, who reproduce at an extremely low rate. There still are not 
very many of them. 

“It took us until the beginning of your 19th century to finally 
determine that Earth―our name for it translates to the faraway blue 
orb―was the location of the equipment. Our first visit found no 
evidence in your technology that it had been discovered, but also no 
clues to its location. 

“Because our civilizations are so different, it was decided that we 
would not reveal our presence. Ships were dispatched on a regular 
basis to search your planet. I arrived two months ago. As your 
technology advanced, humans spotted what you call Unidentified 
Flying Objects. While at times you did spot our craft, most of the 
claims were imaginary. Your species has a high level of imagination.” 

“So how did you find this place?” Keith inquired. 
“Through your curiosity about the hole you found in the cliff. 

Your movement inside the cavern, combined with the open 
entrance, created enough air movement to start the spinners on the 
machines turning, which generated electricity to enable the machines 
to transmit location signals. My craft finally detected them about five 
days ago. The signals gave me the approximate location of the 
equipment. I arrived before your previous visit to the cavern. I 
spotted you two walking along the bottom of the cliff.” 

“I didn’t see or hear anyone,” Keith said. 
“Thank you for the compliment. I monitored your activities in 

there. I entered after you left and determined the equipment is well 
worth retrieving. We will collect it as soon as we complete the 
course-altering of an asteroid to make it appear to be on a collision 
course with Earth on the other side of the planet. The threat will 
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distract everyone while we remove the equipment. We will ensure it 
misses.” 

“What’s the deal you mentioned?” Keith was curious. 
“I will tell our governing body I found the equipment in a cavern 

as our records indicate. With your cooperation, no one will be able 
to question my account. Getting credit for the discovery will be a 
major boost for androids. 

“In my search, my seismic equipment found another cavern not 
far from here.” Joe patted a box strapped to a belt. “There are wall 
paintings and all sorts of stone tools, pottery and buried remains in 
there. That will be a major discovery.” 

“Can we see it today?” Veronique was quickly on her feet. 
Joe nodded. 
“I’m sure the cavern’s contents will reveal a lot about the early 

homo sapiens in this part of your planet and make you even better 
known.” 

Joe handed Keith a small device. 
“This spinner can be scaled up to any size. It will be a big step 

forward in your planet’s quest for reliable wind energy. The spinners 
are designed to create a vibration in the air to keep living creatures 
from approaching the machines. That was the discomfort you 
experienced in the cavern, which became stronger as the spinners 
turned faster.” 

“The vibration should keep birds and other creatures from 
flying into them as happens with windmills,” Keith said. 

“I’m sure you two can come up with appropriate explanations 
for your discoveries. While the machines are a treasure to us, humans 
lack the technical knowledge to build or make them function.” 

Joe extended its hand to Veronique and then also shook hands 
with Keith. 

“The ship will send down small cargo vessels that I will load 
from the cavern. I would be glad to have your assistance. I will depart 
on the last vessel. There will be no UFO sightings after that. We will 
visit your planet every 100 years or so to observe how your civil-
ization is progressing. There is no one else out there capable of 
travelling to Earth.” 
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Galo, the Rooster of Barcelos 
As Told by Dragomir 

Martin Bueno-de-Mesquita 
 

 
       hen travelling in Portugal you will, no doubt, have come across 
the colourful and red-combed Rooster, labelled Galo in Portuguese, in 
all tourist shops. Some even call it the emblem of the country. You 
will find it embroidered on tea towels and table cloths, and made into 
statuettes of all kinds and sizes. 

The story surrounding this rooster dates back to medieval times. 
A mysterious traveler arrives in town and is invited to a festival 
banquet by a villager. In the midst of the drinking and feasting, some 
precious silver goes missing. In no time at all, the newly arrived 
vagabond is accused, arrested and charged with the burglary. No 
evidence of his crime is found. He is restrained and thrown in jail. 
In those days a magistrate could be summoned from anywhere, 
anytime, and within hours the poor wretch could be sentenced to 
hang. When asked if he wanted a lawyer or a priest, he replied that 
he did not. He insisted that he wanted to talk to the magistrate one 
more time. He pleaded his case and in a moment of mercy he was 
allowed this strange last request before the day of execution. The 
magistrate sent a reply that he would agree to the condemned man 
not only coming to visit him, but extended an invitation to sit beside 
His Honour at his dinner table to eat his last supper on earth. He 
reckoned it would be a good laugh. 

The next day, our traveller arrived at the magistrate’s house in 
time for the family dinner.  Tables were set with white cloths, hand-
painted plates, cutlery and enough food to feed an army. Seated at 
the centre table, the vagabond was surprised to find only five persons 
attending, not including the servants. He counted His Honour, the 
magistrate, wearing a dark robe and wig for the occasion, his wife, 
his daughter, her fiancé and her little brother, who sat carving his 
initials into the table with a hunting knife. They sat, hungrily eyeing 
an enormous roast bird, dressed and basted, on the centre of the 
table. There was also roast rack of lamb, roast pork, a large meatloaf, 
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boiled corn and heaps of vegetables. The magistrate looked up at the 
prisoner as he was about to sit down to his supper. The prisoner, in 
shackles, rags, and bare feet, bowed his head. 

“Good pilgrim, what brings you here in the midst of our family 
enjoying this joyous engagement party?” asked the judge jovially, 
knowing full well the man, bound and miserable, was in his final 
hours and was probably desperate to escape. 

“Here,” said the dinner host pointing to an empty seat and place 
setting. “Please, I invite you to sit beside my daughter and soon to 
be son-in-law.” 

“That’s very kind of you,” said the prisoner sitting down at the 
table and drooling over an abundance of food, fresh from the 
kitchen and steaming before him. He could smell the rack of lamb. 
He had not eaten in a day. He looked around him and saw a high 
wooden fence around much of the backyard, and spotted a hedge 
over which he thought he might be able to escape. 

“You know I’m an innocent man,” said the prisoner helping 
himself to some food, and noticing that the roast chicken on the 
table was actually a cooked rooster. “It would be so much easier if 
you could unshackle me from my bondage.” 

“Innocent or not, shackled or not, you’re going to hang 
tomorrow. Release this man,” shouted the magistrate to the jailor. 

“I hope you’re not a superstitious man,” said the prisoner, as his 
wrist irons clanged to the ground. He reached over and from a metal 
plate in front of him took a lamb chop as wide as his face. After a 
juicy mouthful he wiped the side of his mouth with his sleeve, only 
to notice no one else was eating. 

In fact, the plump magistrate was a superstitious man. He was a 
religious man. He felt and behaved as if he was royalty. He made a 
grand display of saying grace. 

“So, Lord, we ask you, in our Savior’s name, to receive the soul 
of this poor sinner and wretched man at the gallows. Grant him 
forgiveness. Grant him peace. We ask that you allow him to enjoy 
his last supper on your good green earth. And for this bounty, we 
thank you, Lord. Amen.”  He dived into the food. 

“I have powers,” said the condemned man. He pointed to the 
roasted rooster on the table and said, “If I am an innocent man, this 
bird will crow as if it were the dawn. If it happens, though, you must 
promise to release me immediately. What say you?” 
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The magistrate looked at the roast, and then looked astonished 
at the prisoner. He burst out laughing. He laughed so hard he spat 
his food all over himself, almost choking and turning red in the face. 
He laughed his wig off. 

Without warning, a rooster could be heard crowing loudly from 
the direction of the barn. Everyone turned and stopped laughing. 
Unsettled, the magistrate turned his carving knife to the leg of the 
roasted bird and as he was about to sever the drumstick, the table 
started to wobble. Cutlery launched into the air and plates smashed 
to the ground. A distinct crowing emanated from above the table. 

“Cock-a-doodle-dooooooooooooo!” 
The magistrate dropped his knife and bolted upright, knocking 

back his chair. All around the table they jumped to their feet 
dropping food on the floor; dogs rushing in to fight over the meat. 
The magistrate pointed a trembling finger at the man. 

“Take him back to prison,” he bellowed. “Now!” 
The prisoner took his chance and made a dash for it, leaping 

over the hedge. When they ran around the gate and into the grassy 
field, they found no trace of him. All they saw was a small red fox 
sitting calmly on a mossy log. They spread out to search for the 
escaped stranger. The fox sniffed the ground and then sauntered into 
the woods. 

A hastily assembled group of village folk could not find the 
escaped prisoner anywhere although they combed the woods for 
hours. The fox, meanwhile, padded quietly through the woods 
occasionally glancing behind.  Sniffing the air and satisfied that no 
one was following, the fox shape-shifted back into human form and 
became the prisoner once more. 

 
Well, at least, that is the story most tell about the Rooster of 
Barcelos. I should know, because I was there. If truth be told, that 
version is only part of it. Oh, excuse me. Please, allow me to intro-
duce myself. I am Dragomir, the wizard, the shape-shifter, trans-
former, trickster, and all-round maker of magical mischief. I have 
been able to trace my family back to a distant cousin of Merlin the 
Magician on my father’s side and to Pandora’s sister on my mother’s. 
I’ve taken my name from the fact that at one time I took the foolish 
notion to become a dragon. It didn’t exactly work out to be such a 
good idea. I had wanted some peace and quiet but all I got was riled-
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up townsfolk hell-bent on destruction, shouting at me and brand-
ishing farm implements. Everyone wants to be the hero. It has 
become a habit of mine that when I take human form, I like to go 
by the name, Dragomir. 

Now, don’t you go thinking that being a wizard is easy. It’s not 
like having the world under your control. It takes a lot of practice. 
Anyway, the real story of the famous Rooster continues weeks later, 
when I was visiting the picturesque medieval town of Barcelos. 

Upon entering the city gate through the Toro de Cimo de Villa, 
with its two square towers, I decided to become a stray dog. To do 
so is definitely an easy way to stay incognito, especially if you can 
befriend a young girl and end up with a rich and generous family. It 
is an assured way to find good scraps of food and a roof over your 
head for the night. Of course, there is the one little annoying 
problem involved with the mechanics of shape-shifting and that is 
the unavoidable fact that you cannot stay any shape for long. 

The next morning, after being patted by every member of the 
family, given a bone and left outside, I changed back into my human 
form, deciding to make my way into town to check into the local inn 
called The Red Rooster.  It was a sunny, warm day and the local men 
were taking time out from the fields to drink beer and socialize. I 
entered and sat at a crowded wooden table to order my breakfast. 
The peasant sitting next to me leaned closer and introduced himself 
as a pilgrim travelling through Barcelos on his way north to join the 
Camino Trail to Santiago de Compostela in northwestern Spain. He 
had been walking for days and wanted to visit the remains of Saint 
James to honour a promise he had made to his wife and son. He told 
me his wife, Rosita Ramalho, was a gifted ceramics artist and they 
had hoped to settle somewhere new in Portugal together. He 
explained he would pray for his son’s recovery from a persistent 
cough and fever. As I looked around the faces of those nearby, I 
could tell many were eavesdropping on our conversation. He and I 
were strangers in town. The pilgrim leaned forward again and 
whispered. 

“The last few days have been terrible. I’m at the end of my 
rope,” he sighed. “I’ve come from Galicia, been sleeping under 
bridges, begging for hand-outs and been robbed twice by roving 
gangs of bandits. I have very little money left and can only pray that 
I can finish my journey before returning home in one piece.” 
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I held out my hand to him in pity and empathy. “My name is 
Dragomir, and if you wish to accept my offer, I have some means, 
know the roads well and could accompany you. You have just found 
yourself a friend.” 

“Sebastian is my name,” he said taking my hand. “I’m humbly 
grateful for your sincere kindness but I have no way to repay you.” 

“You can repay me by praying for my soul when you reach the 
shrine,” I said. 

After eating a bountiful portion of eggs, cheese, ham and bread, 
and finishing our ale, I paid for his meal along with mine. As we were 
leaving the tavern together, we were followed outside by a group of 
workers who surrounded us and accused us of stealing silverware 
from the innkeeper. They emptied our pockets and satchels. Mine 
was mostly empty but in Sebastian’s, they found a knife along with 
other utensils. I looked skyward. “Not again,” I exhaled aloud. 

“Those are mine,” Sebastian exclaimed. They wouldn’t believe 
him and told me to go on my way as they summoned the local police 
to arrest him. Without a fair trial, from the same magistrate I had 
dealt with, he was summarily pronounced guilty and sentenced to 
hang in two days’ time. The situation was all too familiar to me. The 
magistrate was out for my hide, but nevertheless, I was determined 
to help this poor man. This, after all, is what friends do for each 
other when it matters. 

The next day, having turned myself into a mouse, I awaited the 
opportunity to scurry my way using the shadows, through the 
crowded streets flanked by street merchants selling fruits in baskets. 
A young girl with a flower in her hair was playing guitar and singing 
fado. I scooted across the bridge, over the Cavado River, into the 
jailhouse, past the sentry playing cards and from there into the cell 
where Sebastian was hunched up against the wall with his arms 
folded. He was in solitary confinement, sitting morosely with his eyes 
closed and so didn’t notice me. 

Once through the bars, I shape-shifted into an African grey 
parrot with orange tail feathers, white face, yellow eyes and a large 
black beak. When Sebastian looked up, he was surprised to see a bird 
perched on the rail of his bed. 

“What a pleasant surprise, my feathered friend,” said he. “Where 
in God’s name did you come from?” 

“Hello Sebastian, hello,” said the parrot bobbing his head up 
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and down. “Dragomir has arrived to help poor Sebastian.” 
“You wouldn’t happen to have a metal file with you?” asked the 

pilgrim. He let the parrot walk onto his finger and then set it on his 
knee. “Pretty bird. No matter, you are welcome company. I have 
very little food left for you and have only one day until my demise. 
You are welcome to this awful excuse for food.” 

“Hey, who the hell are you talking to?” asked a hoarse voice 
outside the cell. “You’re supposed to be alone.” 

“Your mother eats dead toads for breakfast,” said the parrot. 
“Where did you get that bird?” demanded the jailor, opening the 

door in a rage. 
“I don’t know how he got in,” said Sebastian. “Honestly.” 
“Sebastian must remember, the dead rooster crows,” said the 

parrot. The guard cornered the bird, threw a pillow case over it, and 
heaved it over his shoulder. 

“Galo, Sebastian, the rooster. The dead rooster comes to life,” 
screamed the parrot as he was carried away. The guard unloaded the 
noisy, foul-mouthed bird into the guardhouse. They kept the parrot 
in their custody for the afternoon, and it continued its barrage of 
insults until they finally released it by throwing it out of the window, 
watching it fly away into the daylight. 

The parrot alighted on a low branch in an apple orchard and 
morphed back into human form. Dragomir dropped to the ground 
and walked slowly, eyeing each soul suspiciously, winding his way 
down into the Barcelos Market. The town square was bustling with 
coloured canopies and waving flags. The vendors shouted and 
grabbed pedestrians ambling by. In the shade of the Igreja de Matriz, 
covered with ivy, stood the menacing gallows in view of all. 

Dragomir circled the area and sat for a siesta, his hat brim down, 
against a shady wall. When he was sure no one noticed him, he 
transformed into a rat. The rat climbed unnoticed onto the gallows 
and began to gnaw on the coil of rope. When the rat transformed 
into an orange cat, a girl with a scarf picked it up and took it home. 
As luck would have it, the family of the young girl had a hen farm. 
The cat was pampered with a bowl of fresh milk and a raw egg. 
Dragomir sedately washed his face with his paw, while he formulated 
his plan. 

On the day of execution, the prisoner was led to the gallows with 
his hands tied behind his back, with more rope than was necessary. 
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As it trailed behind him, a stray dog tugged on it, his head shaking 
from side to side and making the man lurch forward. Sebastian had 
been beaten by the guards. He was staggering under the strain. In 
front of the gallows a row of drummers was assembled. They started 
a low drum roll. Sebastian looked around, but could see no familiar 
faces in the crowd gathered to watch him die. Dragomir stood in the 
midst of the crowd with his hood up. He looked on as he saw his 
new friend led to the gallows. A monk was there with a prayer book. 
The executioner placed the noose around Sebastian’s neck. The 
magistrate, with long cloak and wig, stood at the end of the platform, 
making sure the hanging would proceed as scheduled. 

“Any last words?” 
“I am innocent,” said Sebastian. 
“That’s what the last one said,” mocked the magistrate. 
Dragomir made his way to the back of the square and noticed a 

small, single-horse hay wagon making its way through the crowd. 
The driver looked over to where the criminal was doomed to hang, 
not noticing a man climbing the open back of the cart and 
clambering to the top. He stood up and waved his arms until 
Sebastian noticed it was Dragomir. 

The wizard transformed. 
“Wait. The rooster… there,” said Sebastian. He tried to get free 

before the hood was placed over his head. “Look, over there on top 
of the hay wagon.” The magistrate and the executioner looked over 
the heads of the crowd at the bale of hay on the cart and noticed that 
there was indeed a dead rooster with its head hanging down one side, 
lying motionless. 

“If that rooster crows now, you must set me free,” exclaimed 
Sebastian. 

“Not this time,” said the magistrate. But no sooner had the 
drums started their roll again, a loud ‘cock-a-doodle-dooooo’ 
erupted from the rooster, who revived on the hay stack flapping 
wings. 

“Grab that rooster!” yelled the magistrate. 
It was too late. The rooster had flown off the cart and was 

running into a horse’s stall behind the hay wagon. The gate flew open 
and a great white stallion, saddled and bridled, jumped over a cart 
and ran to the front of the gallows. Sebastian, having freed himself 
from the rope around his neck, jumped into the saddle and galloped 
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away, crowing like a rooster in the loudest voice he could muster. He 
rode out of town, waving his arms, crowing and disappearing into 
the distance. The crowd cheered and flung their hats in the air. 

The next day on the Camino de Santiago Trail, two travellers 
with backpacks walked through the hills on their pilgrimage to the 
Holy Shrine. They stopped to let out a rooster crow in unison, 
slapped each other on the back, hugged each other and laughed 
themselves silly. 
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The Tiny Man Story 
Susan A. Jennings 

 
 
     he noise pierced the live music as the diners cringed at the shrill, 
unpleasant sound. Eyes were riveted on the performer who was 
trying to sing above the screech as the audience pretended not to 
hear the intrusion. 

A tiny man sat sheltered by a modern dining booth. His com-
panion, younger and more robust, sat across from him, an 
expression of resignation, even acceptance in his demeanour. It was 
obvious he would rather be anywhere but in the restaurant. A dutiful 
son perhaps? 

When this tiny man walked into the restaurant, the diners had 
recoiled. A homeless man in a fancy urban restaurant? He stepped up to a 
booth, sure-footed with the excitement of a child. His back was 
slightly bent making his less than five feet seem tinier. 

A leather aviator’s hat, snug like a child’s bonnet, fitted around 
his ears and face. No hair escaped to his forehead, but a straggly grey 
beard protruded from his chin. An old scuffed-up, leather bomber 
jacket fitted his shoulders as snugly as the hat fitted his head. The 
jacket lay open, revealing a long, colourless scarf twisted comfort-
ingly around his neck. Trousers, tied with a cord, bunched at his 
waist and hung in pleats to his ankles. Surprisingly, the trouser legs 
did not drag on the floor, shortened, perhaps, by someone who 
cared. 

I waited for an unwashed unpleasant odour to reach my nostrils 
as he passed our table. I admit, part of me thought, what is a man like 
that doing in a place like this? Judging by the judging faces around me, 
I was not alone in my thoughts. There was no odour. His strange 
clothes were quite clean, as was he. 

The two settled in the booth with minimal conversation. Beers 
and meals were ordered and the tiny man surveyed his fellow diners 
with an expectant smile, inviting a smile in return. Most looked away. 
His face, heavily lined, was happy, soft and warm. He swayed and 
tapped to the music, his eyes darting from one diner to the other. He 
just wanted to be friendly but only received awkward grins. 
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It was after he had eaten that the piercing noise jolted the diners 
into looking at him with stares of annoyance. Undeterred, he blew 
into his harmonica, pleasure puffing his cheeks, oblivious to the 
onlookers’ displeasure. For just a few minutes, he played along with 
the pianist and singer, a masterpiece, a symphony to his ears. I was 
grateful that no one told him to stop. 

What is your story, sweet, tiny man? 
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A Streetcar Named Denier 
Robert Barclay 

 
 
   t was a wonderful little streetcar. The Tourist had visited New 
Orleans and delighted in the trundling, clanking, old-world view that 
the streetcars gave him there. He had been to Memphis and had 
ridden the loop through the tourist areas, dropping off to eat and 
drink and enjoy the ambiance. But this one was new to him. Ottawa 
had not really been on his American-born radar, so finding himself 
here in high summer he was delighted to see not just reproductions 
of the streetcars of years ago, but even a restored original tramcar. 
Even so, why had he never even heard of this? A colourful map 
posted at a car stop showed the National Capital Streetcar Loop, 
indicating that one could get on and off wherever one chose. 
 He had walked south on Metcalfe Street from Parliament Hill 
and had encountered the tracks that ran along Sparks Street, a ped-
estrian mall. The map showed the National War Memorial and the 
National Arts Centre as the next stop. Then the streetcar would pass 
the Chateau Laurier, where one could partake of high tea. Trundling 
along Sussex Drive you would see the Byward Market to your right, 
where you could enjoy some poutine or a beavertail and visit the 
boutiques and food stalls. Further along the route past the American 
Embassy, the streetcar would be flanked by the National Gallery of 
Canada in glass modernity and the Basilica of Notre Dame, in hist-
oric counterpoint. The ancient Alexandra Bridge would convey you 
across the Ottawa River and then you would swing left to flank the 
Canadian Museum of History. The tracks along rue Laurier then took 
the visitor past the E.B. Eddy paper mill historic site, heading south 
to the Zibi development and then the Chaudière Falls. Crossing 
Chaudière Island, you could alight at the Canadian War Museum if 
you wished, or take a stroll across Le Breton Flats, soon to receive a 
long-overdue transformation. The streetcar tracks passed the Canadian 
Firefighters Memorial, with a view of Christ Church Anglican Cathedral, 
and finally swung back onto Sparks Street to complete the loop. 
 As the Tourist stood pondering this apparent streetcar impos-
sibility, a very real-looking vehicle came trundling along its rails 



A Streetcar Named Denier 

60 

 

toward him. Shaking off a sense of the unreal, he jumped on and 
paid the fare. First stop the National War Memorial and National 
Arts Centre. He noticed shuttered stores along Sparks, closed signs 
on their doors. A fellow passenger observed that the merchants 
hated the streetcar; it took business away, and rents were too high 
anyway. They had voted against it. As the streetcar emerged from 
the pedestrian right-of-way onto city streets, the Tourist was startled 
by a blast of car horns, and watched angry shaken fists directed at 
his vehicle. Only a short distance further while passing the Chateau 
Laurier the streetcar was held up by a group of placard-carrying cab 
drivers. On enquiring of the same fellow passenger, he was told that 
the streetcar route disrupted traffic and caused cabbies to lose fares. 
Trundling along Sussex Drive would have been pleasant had it not 
been for another passenger, who turned in his seat to observe that 
the Americans were leery of the streetcars. Too close to the embassy; 
too easy to hide a bomb. Then the man told him how the whole 
streetcar loop concept had been viciously debated at City Hall, 
declared a waste of money and resources, and thrown out; rejected 
outright. But… surely… here the Tourist was, sitting on the thing 
itself. 
 Passing over the Alexandra Bridge he could not help but notice 
a crowd of disgruntled pedestrians who were obliged to wait until 
the car had cleared the narrow walkway. A delay of a few minutes 
seemed too much to ask. More fists were shaken. The Canadian 
Museum of History was an impressive sight, marred only by a sense 
of unreality as the conductor enlightened him about the difficulties 
of establishing the route. It would have needed agreement between 
the City of Ottawa, the City of Gatineau, the National Capital Com-
mission, the Federal Government, and the Provincial governments 
on both sides of the river. Impossible to get all six of them to sit 
down together he was told, let alone agree on anything… The 
project never got off the drawing board. Impossible. 
 Impossible? The streetcar rumbled less and less substantially 
along. Impossible to be sitting here… sitting… where exactly? There 
was something wrong with his vision; the E.B. Eddy paper mill and 
the Chaudière Falls seemed unreal, as if seen through a gauze curtain. 
The Canadian War Museum and then Christ Church Cathedral floated 
past his eyes, laid mistily over a view of Sparks Street near the car stop 
on Metcalfe, where pedestrians were passing back and forth. 
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 What car stop? His vision came sharply into focus. There was no 
car stop. The Tourist was standing in Sparks Street. He remembered 
he had walked south on Metcalfe from Parliament Hill, but he had 
not encountered any tracks running along Sparks. There was no car 
stop or colourful map either. There was no streetcar. Of course, 
there wasn’t! He shook his head. This was the Capital of Canada: I 
guess they don’t do vision here. 
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The Story of the Leaves 
Majid Kafaï 

 
 

   nd they lived happily  
the green leaves on the trees 
the spring season was there 
and there was tender breeze. 
 
then slowly summer came  
with flowers and hot sun 
and young leaves joyfully 
danced with winds and had fun. 
 
then from land of anger 
autumn came with its sword 
it cut all the green leaves  
and of them was a hoard. 
 
they were then well scattered 
one here and one there 
and people walked on them 
nobody seemed to care. 
 
then winter came along 
with cold winds, heavy snow 
and buried all the leaves 
in a thick whitish dough. 
 
the story of the leaves is the story of man 
black and white or yellow 
no matter what the clan. 
 
as our end is out there 
let us help each other 
love is sure the answer 
oh! sister oh! brother. 
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Conversations 
Norm Rosolen 

 
 
    risp autumn breezes have cleared the fumes and greyness from 
the city. I normally don’t think much about trees in north Toronto, 
but now there seem to be legions of  them flaring with autumn 
magic. This is fun, simply enjoying a casual walk down Yonge 
Street, Sandy holds my arm tight and cuddles against me. 

Sandy is bubbly like a kid at a summer fair. She loves being a 
mom, but hasn’t had a break since Becky was born. And I’ve been 
working hard as a computer consultant at EDG Systems which 
means late nights, working the occasional Saturday and too much 
travel. So, when Sandy’s seventeen-year old sister, Abby, offered 
to babysit for a day, we grabbed her offer, and this Saturday 
morning we ran out of  the house leaving behind a wide-eyed 
teenager and a blubbering toddler. I hope they survive. 

Sandy looks good, delicious in fact, dressed in a favourite blue 
beret, tight orange leather jacket, pleated miniskirt and bare legs 
down to ankle socks and runners. In addition to looking like she’s 
going to freeze to death, her choice, she looks like she could be 
heading to high school accompanied by her dad. 

I feel I should skip, click my heels together and sing some-
thing. I try humming the opening bit to the Sound of  Music: “The 
hills are alive...” God, I hated that movie! Sandy took us to it three 
times. She reaches up and puts her index finger against my lips. 

We can take our time today, pausing occasionally, looking into 
stores, because we aren’t pushing a decrepit stroller containing our 
two-and-a half-year-old who screams whenever we have the temerity 
to stop. But this morning we can and we do linger at the window 
of  a dress shop. I check my watch over and over. 

“I’m glad miniskirts are back,” I say. “Those sack dresses were 
the stupidest things ever.” 

She squeezes my arm and tries to pinch me through my thick 
Irish sweater. The sweater is warm enough, but I wish I had brought 
mittens too. 

“Is that all you can think about?” 
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“Uh?” I’m not sure what’s wrong with whatever it is I’m not 
supposed to be thinking about. Then it occurs to me. “Miniskirts?” 
She squeezes and pinches my arm again. 

I point at my watch, and she gives me a scolding look. “I need 
coffee,” I say, and we move on. 

“Where are you off  to next?” Her hold on my arm loosens, 
and I reorient my thought process. She especially doesn’t like my 
out-of-town trips. 

“Montreal for a few days in a couple of  weeks. National Bank’s 
upgrading their IBM 360 to disk drives, and…” 

“What’s a disk drive?” 
“It doesn’t matter. The important thing is, National’s our big-

gest customer.” 
“I’d like to get away on my own too,” she says. “Even for just 

a few days.” 
“Well, it’s not fun for me, but the money’s good, and I get to 

keep my job.” We walk by a furniture store and I peer through the 
glass. “What do you think about a colour TV, a big 21-incher, and 
a roof  antenna?” 

“So you can watch hockey better?” 
“Hockey is only black and white ’til next year, but…” 
“But I think TV is a waste of  time. So, how much is it?” 
“You like some shows.” We have a 14-inch black and white 

with rabbit ears in our small study area. “Someone at work said…” 
“Doris Devlin, who you’re always talking about?” 
“She, and her husband, have one, and she says you need one 

to get a babysitter these days.” Sandy and I haven’t been anywhere 
in over two years without Becky hanging out with us, and if  a big 
colour TV is what you need to get a babysitter, well then… 

 People are standing at the entranceway to The Brown Bean 
Coffee Shop when we arrive, and I shoulder my way in to leave my 
name at the desk. I manage to wrangle seats in the waiting area. 

“So, how much is it?” she says. 
“Is what?” I say, hoping the host arrives to take us to our table 

before I have to answer. 
“The TV.” 
Crunch time. “Four hundred. Maybe we could get a 17-inch. 

Only three hundred.” 
She pauses for a few seconds and looks at me like I’m a 
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conniving fool. 
“That’s a year’s worth of  groceries or three months’ rent,” she 

says. I didn’t know her math was that good. “But I will think about 
it.” I sigh audibly. “You do know we could redo our whole living 
room for four hundred.” 

I sigh again and she says, “Don’t cry, baby.” 
Sandy smiles at me in that seductive way she has and cuddles 

against me. Then I forget about TVs and let my mind wander free. 
Most of  the customers in the waiting area are couples, more or 

less like us, maybe a trifle older; educated, middle class, denizens of  
the concrete jungle. I occasionally grunt noncommittally as I catch 
the drift of  Sandy’s conversation. 

People stand and leave. Others take their places, servers come 
and go, trays evenly balanced on cocked arms. The coffee machines 
grind and clunk and hiss and spew out heavenly odours originating 
in warm places from around the world I’ll never likely visit. Water 
flows, cups clang, voices babble. The atmosphere is alive, intimate 
and collegial. 

Halloween is coming and Sandy talks of  costumes, especially 
for Becky. I wear a tie and jacket to work. That’s enough costume 
for me, but for little Becky, I can think of  a few cute things like a 
princess or a pink bunny costume. 

“Pink bunny? Like a Playmate?” 
“Umm. A kitty?” 
A waiter arrives while Sandy is pinching me again and leads 

us to a table for two. He says he’ll be right back, but I know he’s 
lying. 

“I’m thinking a cowgirl or police lady costume,” she says. “Maybe 
an astronaut.” 

“Uh?” I reply. 
A couple at the table next to us pay their bill and leave. Then 

two men are led in and seated. While a waiter clears their table, I 
glance their way, and they catch my attention. The older one is 
animated. I can hear him fairly well over Sandy’s chatter. 

“How about a nurse?” I say. ‘You know, with a little white 
nurse’s cap.” I remember something about gender equality and 
toss in, “And a stethoscope.” 

Sandy squints at me and frowns. “How about a doctor? You 
know, a lab coat and a stethoscope.” I bow my head in shame and 
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take the opportunity to glance at our two new neighbours again. 
I think they’re homosexual; I read that you’re supposed to say 

‘gay’ now. That’s okay because I consider myself  to be pretty 
liberal and open-minded. Really. And Trudeau passed a law 
making it just fine, a few years back, for a man to have, excuse my 
choice of  words here, sex with another man. Heck, I’m so liberal 
I even protested in front of  the US Consulate about bringing 
school busing for black folks to Alabama, once. 

The older man looks to be in his forties and plain enough 
with a touch of  grey in his light brown thinning hair and average 
build and height. He wears horn-rimmed eyeglasses, a dark blue 
blazer, light red shirt, pink really, open at the top and grey flannel 
pants. He’s sitting straight up, like a master of  ceremonies. But his 
hands clutch and knead at some imaginary object, and his face is 
contorted into a kind of  earnestness. He reminds me of  an older 
me. 

When our server finally arrives, Sandy orders a cafe au lait and 
a croissant, and I order a regular coffee and a Danish. Sandy 
continues talking breathlessly, her hands waving and pointing. I 
just love her spirit, but the men’s conversation cuts through her 
chatter and the background sounds of  the cafe. 

The young guy is so good looking, he’s almost pretty, like 
Warren Beatty. I would venture he’s in his late twenties with a lean, 
athletic build and a solid pile of  shiny black hair, swooped back. 
He’s wearing a crew-neck sweater, under a black leather jacket, 
tight leather pants, and he’s slouching back in his chair, arms 
loosely crossed, his eyes half-closed like he’d rather be sleeping. 

The old guy says, “Why did you do it?” 
His friend smiles back at him with a languid indifference. I 

drift back to Sandy just in time to notice she’s asking me a question 
and looking very pleased. 

“Yes! Wonderful!” I proclaim. She nods agreeably and blows 
me a kiss. I blow her one back and wonder what I agreed to. I turn 
my attention back to our neighbours. 

“You didn’t mind too much,” the young guy says. 
“You left two months ago.” The old guy snaps his fingers. 

“Where the hell were you? Why didn’t you call?” 
The young guy shrugs. Their server arrives, they order, and he 

leaves. The old guy wags a finger. “I never wanted to see you 
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again.” 
“Really?” The young guy crosses his fingers behind his head. 

Neither he nor I buy the old guy’s lie. 
“Yes. Really.” The old guy is louder now and jabs the air. 

“You’re a slut. You know that?” 
Wow! Strong talk. I swivel my head around to see who else is 

in on this. No one it seems, certainly not Sandy who continues to 
chatter away at me. 

“No.” 
“And a bully and a… a…” 
“A great lover.” 
“No. A crappy lover.” 
Our server arrives with our coffees and pastries and seconds 

later their server arrives with bowls of  coffee. Bowls are for some 
type of  European coffee, I guess. The old guy returns to his rant 
when he leaves. 

“And you overwhelmed me. I opened the door and told you 
to get lost. You pushed right in. Not even a hello.” He runs his 
fingers through his thinning hair, down the back of  his neck. 

“You didn’t like it?” 
“Fuck off. I told you to leave me alone and you… you…” 
“What? Took advantage of  you?” 
“Well, yes. You’re younger. You work out. You’ve got a great 

body. I mean, I mean you’re too strong. I couldn’t stop you. You 
raped me. I could report you, you know. I think you’d go to jail.” 

“But you didn’t. What you did was make me a nice breakfast. 
So how am I supposed to take that?” 

“I didn’t talk to you this morning. Not a word.” 
“You moaned and groaned enough last night.” 
“Fuck off,” the old guy says. 
They pause and nurse their European bowls of  coffee or what-

ever. 
Then he adds, almost silently, “I hate you.” 
“Well, you did say we should go out for a coffee and a talk. 

So what is it you need to talk about?” 
The old guy blurts it out. “I need you back,” and slumps. He 

removes his eyeglasses, rubs his eyes and seems to be expecting 
the worst. 

The young guy takes his time, so I tune back in to Sandy who’s 
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oblivious to the drama and my inattention. It occurs to me at this 
point, I don’t know much about gay people. 

When I was in high school, I was an outsider, a science club 
loner and was clueless about things like ethnicities and lifestyles. 
But in the halls and the cafeteria the in-crowd used words like slut, 
fairy and dork. By Grade-10, I understood what those words and 
similar derogatory slang words were supposed to mean, and I 
knew it was wrong. I also understood I belonged in the dork 
underworld along with most of  my science club buddies, all boys. 
Fortunately, I didn’t care in the least except for missing out on 
girls. 

“I’ll think about it,” the young guy finally says. I don’t like his 
answer. 

His ex-partner sighs and peers into his bowl. 
Have some pride. 
I still hear that kind of  stuff; the slurs, the put-downs. The 

words are meant to make it okay to exclude people, deny them 
jobs, even to punish them for the sin of  belonging to a different 
group. Well, screw them. I ended up with a good job, a beautiful 
wife and a baby girl I adore. The revenge of  the cowardly. 

Sandy puts her hands on mine. “Ron? What’s wrong? You’re 
not drinking your coffee.” 

“Nothing sweetheart. The coffee’s good.” 
The old guy waves their server over, and I take another look. 

He’s a bit worn, but has a warm smile and an approachable softness. 
He gives the server a twenty and tells him to keep the change. 

He’s rich. 
As they exit, the younger one leans close to his friend and says 

something. The old guy laughs, and a broad smile follows. I feel 
relieved, but the young guy is playing him, and the old guy and I 
both know it. 

Maybe they’re heading down Yonge to where the gay folks 
live around Gerrard. They’ll have a costume parade soon on 
Halloween. Who knows, maybe one or both of  them will be in it. 

And it’s time for us to leave as well, so I wave the server over. 
The bill is three-ten. I give him a couple of  twos and tell him to 
keep the change. 

As we exit, Sandy says, “Generous today, aren’t we?” I grunt 
and look at my shoes. “That’s all right. I totally understand. I was 
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worried how you’d react and when you said, ‘Yes, Wonderful’. I 
felt so good.” 

“My pleasure,” I say. “Always.” 
I would love to share my story with her, how the two men 

were gay lovers and were having a melodramatic squabble, and 
how I overheard them plain as day, and how I wasn’t listening to 
her at all. But not today. 

“Pleasure?” Sandy laughs. “Don’t you remember what it’s like 
to be looking after a baby. Diapers and being up all night.” 

“Diapers?” 
“You’ll need to cut back on the overtime, too.” 
“Overtime?” 
“I asked Abby to take Becky over to Riverdale Park to look at 

some animals for a few hours after lunch. They’ll have fun.” She 
cuddles against me, hugs my arm and gazes at me with an 
expectant smile. “And so will we.” 

I feel my blood drain into my feet and hope I’m not going to 
pass out. 
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Floor Hockey and the One-percent 
Rem Westland 

 
 
    oach Mike had a problem.  

Throughout the winter season of the Midget Floor Hockey 
League at the Quebec City YMCA Michael Brown had been a 
friend to the nine boys and one girl who proudly wore Mighty 
Might jerseys. Not a boss. To demonstrate equality, he had worn 
the same outfit as they. At six foot three, two hundred and forty 
pounds, with a mess of greying hair and sharp features made soft 
by age, to read Mighty Mite on his broad chest was to laugh. 

Coach Mike was not a handsome man. To see him sit among 
the players when they reviewed the progress of a game was to 
wonder what a gentle ogre was doing among attractive young 
teens at the cusp of adulthood. Brown’s voice, drawn out with 
reluctance over the sand paper in his throat, was rarely heard 
above the din of running shoes that squeaked, floor hockey sticks 
that scraped, a goal stick that slapped, and a round-holed puck 
that whipped through the air before it slammed against walls and 
posts. 

Coach Mike achieved what he wanted for the kids—their 
victories―by example and persuasion not by shouted demands. 
He was anti-authoritarian. He was a contemporary man. 

 
The season was over. The team had come out on top in their 
league. At the request of the team, their celebration of success 
included a triple-sized version of Brown’s Apple Pie. It was a 
storied dessert served at the high-end restaurant on rue Ste. Anne 
owned by Coach Mike and his wife. The pie had been placed in 
the middle of the face-off circle. Set off to the side of the gym 
were ten ceramic dinner plates, ten sets of knives and forks, and a 
chef’s knife to slice and lift each section of pie. The coach gave a 
little speech about the pride he felt, coming to the edge of tears as 
he spoke, and then retreated to the ‘Y’ director’s spare office. He 
believed the kids deserved a little time by themselves, to enjoy 
their special moment. 
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The crash of Craig Jones through Michael Brown’s partly closed 
office door changed everything. Craig, one of the two boys who 
played defence, had an ugly gash on his upper right arm. There 
was blood on his shirt. His eyes were wild. The tall young fellow, 
whose long reach gave him an advantage over other players that 
he rarely used, looked like a frightened deer with a damaged limb. 

“Coach! We need you in there!” 
Michael Brown rushed to the gym. 
It was clear from the mess that the pie had become―most of 

it clumped on a plate sitting on the knees of Barton Smith―that a 
melee had broken out after Coach Brown had left the team on its 
own. The kids were spread away from the face-off circle in small 
groups. Barton, a thick and strong youth who played left defence 
to Craig’s right, sat closest to the centre of the gym with John, the 
star player, at his side. Peter, Larry, and Travis, three substitute 
players whose unremarkable skills meant they rarely played at all, 
sat together close by. Adam, the left winger whose fast moves 
made him a blur on the floor, seemed to be weeping in the arms 
of Becky, the goalie. These two were huddled in a corner far away 
from the five in the centre. Gerry and Don, the two Ward 
brothers, glared at Barton and John from a spot on the floor 
opposite Becky and Adam but equally distant from the centre. The 
Ward brothers, the one as talented as the other, had taken turns 
playing right wing in every game. They each always had the other’s 
back. 

 
The team was badly broken. 

Coach Mike had to sort things out quickly. The parents of the 
young teens were due back within the hour. He did not want, and 
he was sure the team did not want either, to have their remarkable 
season remembered by the mess he saw in front of him. 

His first step was to herd all ten kids into the hallway that led 
to the office door through which Craig had crashed with his cry 
for help. The second step was to patch up Craig’s arm, a repair 
adequately done with the first aid equipment stored in the top 
drawer of Brown’s desk. Stitches would be needed, but this could 
wait. Brown needed to learn what had happened. He would have 
to explain everything to Craig’s mother when she arrived and ask 
her to take the boy to hospital. 
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Craig, his arm in a sling, was escorted back into the hall by 
Coach Mike and ordered to sit between Barton and John. The 
urgent whispering between Barton and John seemed to unnerve 
other team members. 

“You will come in to see me one at a time,” Michael Brown 
said. “I will get to the bottom of this. Then you will go back into 
the gym and clean things up. I don’t want your parents to know 
what happened. We had a great season. I will not let whatever 
happened to spoil things.” Coach Mike had never spoken in this 
tone to his charges before. He loathed acting authoritarian. He 
was resentful. 

The teens were cowed by the forcefulness of Coach Mike’s 
words. Except for a hint of anger in the eye of Barton Smith, the 
team appeared chastened and willing to cooperate. 

“Becky!” called the coach as he walked from the hall into his 
office.  

The coach did not turn around. He closed the door loudly 
behind him, requiring a nervous Becky Hunter to open it, step 
inside and push it closed again. The teens in the hall had overheard 
their coach’s order. Shut the damn door. A gentle ogre no longer. 

One by one each young person took a turn in the office of 
the coach. The one going out closed the door upon leaving, the 
one going in had to open the door and close it again. Shut the damn 
door was a harshly spoken refrain emanating from within the office 
every time. The raspy voice of their coach lingered in the hallway 
between one lonely Mighty Mite stepping into the office and the 
next. It stifled whatever urge the team may have had to talk to one 
another when nine sat on the bench while the coach conferred in 
private with the tenth. 

 
It had begun innocently enough. 

“Okay. Who is going to cut the apple pie?” The question was 
asked by Craig Jones, a natural leader who was reluctant to impose 
his leadership on anyone. When others on the team were indecisive 
the impasse was usually broken by Craig. He would propose, not 
insist. Almost everyone liked this about him. They could take his 
direction to get off the pot, as it were, but not be ruled by his will 
thereafter. Barton Smith, however, disliked Craig a great deal. 

“You do it, Becky.” The suggestion, coming from Barton, was 
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an order. No matter who might cut the pie, Barton did not want 
Craig Jones to have the honour. Barton the bully they called him 
behind his back. 

Becky, whose quickness made her good in goal, was shy 
among the boys. She was smaller than them all. She was the only 
girl. She took up the knife without a word and positioned it over 
the pie. 

“Ten pieces. Biggest piece to John.” Another command from 
Barton. 

“What the heck for?” asked Adam. Adam, quick like Becky 
but on the forward line, had excellent passing skills. Even though 
his passes meant the other players could shine, among the boys 
he had no friend. Only Becky tolerated his wild swings in emotion. 
Adam would be furious when a pass of his was missed. He would 
literally cry when an error with the puck was his own. 

“Come on, dude,” Barton said. “How many goals did you 
score this season?” The record, over 20 games, was 40 goals for 
John. Five for Adam. Adam passed the puck. He rarely took a 
shot. 

Becky’s first two cuts with the extremely sharp knife, after 
drawing five lines diagonally across the pie on the surface of the 
crust, went deeply into a section that reached half way into the 
piece to the immediate left. If all the other pieces stayed the sizes 
she had drawn, someone was headed towards a half-sized piece. 

“Wait a minute!” said Gerry Ward. He was a dark-haired boy, 
brother to Donny who was blond. Gerry was outraged. “Who’s 
going to lose out here?” 

“Not a problem,” offered Peter, one of the three substitute 
players. “Look, Larry, Travis and I didn’t play much this year. Hey, 
guys,” he said, turning to his left and then his right, “why don’t 
we three have a raffle among us? The loser gets the small piece.” 

“No way,” said Craig. “We were all part of the same team. 
You guys,” he said to the substitute players, “would have held up 
your end if you had had to.” 

“I’m with Craig,” said Don Ward. “My brother and I 
substituted for each other in every game. I think we made as much 
a contribution to the team’s victories as the rest of you.” 

“Okay,” said John. “Thanks, Barton, for the bigger piece.” A 
smile of self- satisfaction played on his lips. “I suggest,” he con-
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tinued with a generous flourish, “that Becky cut the rest of the pie 
into nine equal pieces. It’s a bloody big pie, anyhow.” 

“No fucking way,” said Barton. He was a boy whose bullying 
included an easy turn to foul language. He squared his broad shoulders 
and seemed ready for a fight. “I am not getting less than my fair share. 
I get what John gets.” 

Becky, upset by the tension that was growing among the boys, 
laid down the chef’s knife. The pie now featured one large piece 
ready to be lifted onto a plate, eight equal smaller pieces ready to 
be sliced, and one piece half the size of the other eight. 

“This isn’t going to work,” Becky said. “Why don’t I cut the 
pie in half and give one of the halves to Barton? Bart, you can split 
your half with John, Peter, Larry and Travis. I will share with 
Craig, Adam, Gerry and Don.” 

“No way!”  Travis, usually one of the quiet ones, would have 
none of it. “If Barton has the knife it means we three,” by which 
he meant himself, Peter and Larry, “will get a tiny piece each if we 
are lucky. Barton and John will divvy up most of the half between 
them.” 

Barton Smith had had enough. 
“You little girls, all of you, have no idea. The pie is for the 

winners. John scored most of the goals. He gets a big piece. I kept 
away most of the incoming forwards. I get a big piece too. Becky, 
tell the truth. You had what, five shots a game? Adam, you scored 
a few but it hardly ever made a difference. After John’s goals we 
were already on top in every game.” 

“What are you telling us, Bart?” asked Craig. “Was this a two-
person team? You think you and John are so much better than the 
rest of us?” 

“I’ll tell you what I think, Mr. Smart Guy,” said Barton. He 
pushed his face up close to Craig’s face and sneered. “I think you 
don’t have what it takes.” 

Barton reached over to the knife that Becky had left lying 
beside the pie. He picked it up. “I will make the cuts and hand out 
the shares that each of us have earned. And you, my friend,” he 
snarled at Craig, “get nothing. On your side our defence was useless. 
You let the other side score. I saw you. You felt sorry for them when 
they were losing. I had to do it all. Becky will tell you so if you 
ask.” 
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Craig looked over to Becky. She and Adam had pulled away 
from the group towards a corner of the gym floor. She shrugged 
her shoulders as if to say not my problem. Adam, always at the edge 
of one strong emotion or another, seemed about to have another 
of his cries. 

“You three want some of the pie?” Barton asked the three 
substitutes in a voice laced with sarcasm. “You don’t fucking 
deserve any, but if you are with me you will get at least a taste.” 

Peter and Larry slid together on the floor, to within arm’s reach 
of Barton and John. Peter reached over and pulled a reluctant 
Travis closer to the middle space. Among the five of them, Barton 
was in charge. 

“You two?” Barton launched the question at the brothers 
Gerry and Don. “You want some?” 

“The hell with you,” said Gerry. 
“I’ll show you who tells who to go to hell,” said Barton, 

scuttling over to where the Ward brothers were sitting. 
“Stop your foolishness,” shouted Craig. He moved onto all 

fours. With his long arms and legs, he closed in upon Gerry and 
Don before Barton could scuttle that far on one hand and his 
backside. In his other hand Barton held the knife. 

Craig darted between Barton and the Ward brothers. Craig 
and Barton were again face to face. It looked as though the fight 
was on. Barton, knife in hand, was the one who backed down. 

“Have your fun, babies,” Barton said as he pulled away from 
Craig. Barton scuttled back to where the pie still sat, in the centre 
of the gym. John and the three substitutes had stayed in their 
places. Becky and Adam―Adam with his head against Becky’s 
chest and her arm around his shoulder―had made no move to 
rejoin the group of five in the centre. 

“Anyone for pie?” called Barton into the air above his head. 
He had raised the pitch of his voice to be funny. Though Barton’s 
offer had been directed at no one in particular, hands went up 
from John, Peter and Larry. Travis was still having none of it. 

Barton lifted out the piece that had already been cut by Becky, 
put it on a plate, and shoved the plate towards John and the three 
substitutes. He selected one table knife and three forks, and slid 
the cutlery over as well. 

“Three of you get to help yourselves. Use a table knife. Travis 
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said he doesn’t want any.” Barton sat squarely on the floor, legs 
out, placed the rest of the pie on a plate on his lap, and began to 
dig in with the carving knife and his fork. 

“That’s not how this is supposed to work!” shouted Craig. 
The unfairness of what was happening, instigated by a bully 

who now sat with 90 percent of a pie that was meant for everyone 
to share, moved Craig to action. He sidled quickly up to Barton 
and went to grab the pie plate that sat on Barton’s lap. 

The flash of the chef’s knife told everyone in the gym that a 
line had been crossed. Craig felt the knife cut deeply into his skin. 
Blood spilled from his arm and onto his shirt. 

 
Coach Michael Brown, when he stepped into the gym on Craig’s 
heels, did not like what he saw. He did not like it at all. When you 
come upon a situation where a common good has been 
distributed so that one in ten―the so-called ‘one percent’―has 
almost everything and people have been hurt, what should a 
reasonable person conclude? Isn’t this what has happened all over 
this crazy world of ours? In the case of the Mighty Mites, doesn’t 
it mean that the one with most of the pie has done something 
terribly wrong? 

Most of us would tell Coach Brown to pull Barton Smith up 
by the ears and give him a good shake. Barton should be kicked 
off the team. No more Mr. Nice Guy. The pie should be gathered 
up, nine pieces cut, and equal pieces distributed to the nine team 
members who had had to deal with Barton’s abuse of power all 
season long. 

This is what Coach Mike decided to do. 
He picked Barton Smith bodily up from the floor and hurled 

him to the side. Brown cared not one whit about injury. Bones 
could have been broken. 

To Coach Mike’s surprise, when he returned breathlessly to 
the pie and cut it into equal pieces only John was still interested in 
having a taste of the famous Brown’s Apple Pie. Becky turned her 
head away. Adam dug his unhappy face deeper into Becky’s 
shoulder. Craig feigned illness on account of his wound. Gerry 
Ward said no thanks. He and his brother would be quitting the 
team. Donny, for his part, took the piece of pie Coach Mike held 
out for him and threw it back into Michael Brown’s face. 
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“Stick it where the sun don’t shine, Mr. Brown.” Donny’s words 
and action, a young teen’s profound insult towards a middle-aged 
man, was totally unacceptable. Coach Mike, however, sensed it 
was best to leave Donny Ward alone. Out of the corner of his eye 
the coach saw that Gerry Ward was ready to pounce in his 
brother’s defence. 

Barton Smith, off to the side, had painfully raised himself off 
the floor to a standing position. By his glare he had dared the kids 
to accept Michael Brown’s offerings. He took note of Brown’s 
inability to discipline Donny Ward. Coach Mike was weakening. 
Perhaps Michael Brown’s belief in equal treatment had been a 
canard all along? Barton was learning a thing or two about human 
behaviour. He felt his power grow. He felt the power of the so-
called ‘one percent’. 

 
Coach Mike told the teens to clean themselves up. The coach scooped 
together the crumbled pieces of fruit and dough, threw the goo into a 
garbage can in the storage room at the side of the gym, mopped 
the floor, and washed the dishes. Craig’s mother was told the boys 
had been roughhousing while slicing an apple pie. The knife 
wound was accidental. 

By the time Michael Brown headed home he was exhausted. 
“How did it go, honey,” asked Mrs. Brown. 
“Actually, Mavis, I am a bit tired,” said Michael. “Remember 

when I said this might be my last year of coaching? Tomorrow I 
will tell the ‘Y’ director that I am done.” 
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My Life’s a Cliché 
Molly O’Connor 

 
 
    o describe any aspect of my life would be best told in clichés, 
one cliché after another. For instance, one should-have-been-
simple project became a plethora of them. Let’s start with the 
shoemaker’s children, only in my family it falls into the building trade 
category. My oldest child’s promise (he’s really not a child any-
more; he owns a small construction company) to tile my bathtub 
wall-surround stretched from early October to late March. I did 
draw it to his attention on several occasions but simply refused to 
get my knickers in a knot and was as patient as a dormouse. Mothers 
instinctively develop this skill, don’t you think? Needless to say, I 
was definitely thrilled when my guy arrived at the door tools at the 
ready. Finally, three days later the tiles that had been stacked in 
boxes on my hall floor were clinging to the wall all grouted and 
beautiful. The finished result was a work of art and I was thrilled to 
pieces heaping praise where praise was due. Happily, I set about the 
task of painting the sad looking walls that had been stripped of 
wallpaper since the initial promise all those months back. With 
visions of soaking in splendid décor I made a trip to town and 
bought new mats and towels to complete the image. 
 That long-awaited moment arrived and, in perfect water temp-
erature, I wallowed in delicious luxury. Soaking until my skin shriveled 
and the cooling water chilled my bones, I reluctantly pulled the plug 
and reached for my dense forest-green bath sheet. That’s when 
the doodoo hit the fan. Alarmed cries coming from downstairs alerted 
me that water was pouring through the ceiling into my dining 
room. 
 A harried call to my craftsman boy quelled my worst fears 
when I learned that my long-awaited tiled walls would not have to 
be torn apart as he could gain access to the plumbing from the 
hallway side. Based on the fact the leak did not appear until I 
emptied the tub led us to believe the problem was in the drain. 
Once an access hole was opened at the back of the drain through 
the hallway wall, I called my trusty plumber. Unlike my craftsman, 
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he came right away. Of course, Murphy and his Law were playing 
his tricks and it turned out to be a simple problem with the spout 
and we needn’t have opened a hole in my wall. You do know 
Murphy’s Law, don’t you? That’s the one that says if anything can go 
wrong it’s bound to do so. 
 Naturally, the inevitable was now front and center—I had a new 
project—decorate the hallway. If truth be known, it was on my 
agenda anyway so my spirits were not dampened in the least. As with 
all simple tasks, the devil took his toll; the wallpaper had a mind of its 
own and was reluctant to leave the wall. Finally, after frustrating 
days of peeling wee bits and pieces I beat the odds and accomplished 
that task. However, I still had a hole in the wall as per the shoe-
maker’s children myth (it’s not a myth!). Like a true trooper, I forged 
ahead and prepped, sanded, scrubbed and painted all the other 
walls and trim. Four weeks later, craftsman boy arrived early one 
morning and repaired the wall. I was a happy camper and with a 
spring in my step left for my workplace looking forward to com-
pleting the painting project later in the week.  
 In the meantime, Murphy was at it again busy applying his 
law. I arrived home from work and as I entered the back door, I 
heard Kiki, our oldest, sweetest and dearest cat yowling; pitiful 
long drawn out cries. I gasped in terror! Was this every craftsman’s 
worst nightmare? No! No! Please! But of course, that hole had, 
unbeknownst to us, been her hidey-hole for four weeks, her 
special new go-to place. 
 Now you have to understand that Kiki always looks out for 
number one and will not tolerate any inconvenience to her person 
and is very vocal when she is not happy. She complained loudly 
and repeatedly in angry cat language that left its meaning very 
clear: ‘Get me out of here’. I talked and cooed constantly to the 
wall hoping to soothe out tabby’s angst. I assured her that 
craftsman boy would come to her rescue on his way home from 
his job site. I trotted up the stairs every few minutes to calm her 
and she answered in angry, impatient tones. An hour later she 
went silent and, in this case, silence is not golden. No amount of 
calling brought any response. Fearing the worst, my thoughts raced and 
my stomach churned. Kiki is 15 years old and had been without water 
and under duress all day. My mind conjured up all the dreaded 
possible scenarios. I had just decided to tackle the wall myself 
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when I heard craftsman boy’s truck, and at the same time a knock 
at the door. It never rains but it pours. A neighbour was at the door 
with one of our chickens that she found drowned in her pond; if 
it’s not one thing it’s another. I rapidly dealt with the chicken issue, 
having my own thoughts as to how it had got into her pond since 
her dog thought it great fun chasing my flock. I headed up the stairs 
following the man with the tools. As he admired his previous handi-
work and was reluctantly preparing to rip open the wall, he 
constantly asked me if I was certain Kiki was in there. I’m sure he 
was trying to ease his troubled conscience, not wanting to be found 
guilty of sealing a cat in the wall. 
 As pieces of the freshly repaired wall were pulled away in 
chunks, I expected Kiki to be sitting impatiently on the other side 
of the plaster; to saunter out, hiss and with a flip of her tail tell us 
that she was not pleased at having been trapped all day. The 
drywall fell away. No Kiki. 
 A discussion about construction of 100-year-old houses 
revealed that she could be anywhere between the floor joists, 
within two runs eight feet long, twelve inches deep and two feet 
wide. We tried looking along the channels with a mirror but that 
simply did not work. Fearing that Kiki was either in serious 
distress or dead—both of us were coping with serious anxiety—
me on the edge of tears and my boy feeling guilty as sin. This 
determined the ultimate decision. My son went the whole nine yards 
and cut away two of my beautiful pine floor planks to gain access 
to the cavity below claiming all the while that this hurts me more than 
it does you. I have to say that he did a stellar job with little damage 
to the boards. He lifted the planks, peered along the first run, then 
the other. I stood digging my finger nails deep into my palms. He 
lifted his head from the hole and beckoned me to look. There was 
Kiki at the far end of the run staring back at me, her eyes large as 
saucers, very much alive and very miffed. Curiosity had not killed this 
cat. 
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The Woman in the Mirror 
Susan Taylor Meehan 

 
 
     wake up slowly, surfacing from the deep, swimming towards 
the light. 

I open my eyes. Sunshine streams into the room: mid-after-
noon? Hard to tell. I’m on a king-size bed, with a fluffy comforter 
and at least six pillows. I’m lying on top, fully dressed. What is 
this? Where am I? How did I get here? 

I fight the rising panic. I sit up and look around. I’m in a hotel 
room: luggage rack, television on top of a long chest of drawers, 
desk, bar fridge. There are paintings on the wall, images of sea-
shores and mountains and forests. 

Okay, I tell myself. Relax. Breathe. I’m just waking up. It’ll 
come to me. 

I get off the bed and stagger to the desk. The hotel directory 
says Vancouver Marriott. How did I get here and where did I 
come from? 

I go into the bathroom and study myself in the mirror. A 
tired-looking, middle-aged woman stares back at me, her hair 
matted, circles under her eyes, a look of dull panic on her face. Is 
that me? I look on the counter: a cosmetic bag with comb, minimal 
makeup, deodorant, all the usual survival stuff. Nothing twigs. 

I’ve been erased from my own mind. 
My heart starts pounding. No, I think. Don’t give in to it. The 

answers to my questions exist. I just have to find them. I grip the 
counter and start conscious breathing, slow, deliberate, deep. It 
works. My brain kicks in. So: I am a person who knows about 
stress management. 

A clue. 
I go back into the main room and pull the suitcase off the lug-

gage rack. It’s light. No ID tags. I place it on the bed and open it. 
Empty. I turn to the drawers and open the top one. Carefully folded 
clothing appears. I sort through. Whoever these belong to obviously 
planned to stay for more than one night. 

Another clue. 
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I shut the drawer and look around again for a purse, a wallet, 
anything that’ll give me a name. Nothing in sight. Is there a safe, 
a strongbox, some kind of secure lockup? 

Yes. Above the bar. I try it. Of course, it’s locked. What’s the 
combination? Think. Think. 

Nothing’s coming. But I know that I can call security and 
they’ll open it and let me reset the combination. I call, identify my-
self by my room number and ask them to send someone up. A 
young man arrives within two minutes. He opens the safe, says no 
worries, it happens all the time. Just use a number that only you 
know and that’s easy to remember. I thank him, scribble some 
sort of signature on a form and he leaves. 

I look in. There’s a purse crammed into the smallish space but 
nothing else. I drag it out. The first thing I look for is a phone. 
Don’t find one. I look for travel documents; a ticket stub, QR 
code on a printout, anything. No luck. At the bottom is a wallet. 
At last! I pull it out. Driver’s licence, driver’s licence! Where is it? 
My hands shake and the document slides out of its window onto 
the floor. I pick it up, turn it over, and see a photo of the woman 
I saw in the bathroom mirror. I don’t recognize her. I check the 
name: Allison McKenzie. There’s an address. It means nothing to 
me. I sift through the rest of the wallet: credit cards, health card, 
union card, all bearing the same name. 

More clues. I’m from Ontario. I’m some kind of healthcare 
worker. Still, nothing twigs. 

I sit down heavily on the bed. Start doing the breathing thing 
again. Finally, I’m calm enough to think. I must have some form 
of amnesia. Okay, I can deal with that. I’ve seen enough Holly-
wood movies where a second bump on the head, or a memory 
cue, or the appearance of a significant person, triggers a recovery. 
But a recovery of what? Something tells me to be careful. No 
doctors, no police. I need to figure this out for myself. Time for 
some fresh air. 

I’m in the lobby now. I look over at the desk, and the concierge 
smiles at me. But there’s something wrong. His mouth smiles but 
his eyes are narrowed, searching, as if he’s trying to place me. I 
don’t like it. I head for the front door. He notices my manoeuvre. 
He starts talking discreetly to another staff member who moves 
quickly to the telephone. 
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He starts walking towards me and I pick up the pace. “Mrs. 
McKenzie,” he calls out. “Wait! I can call you a taxi!” 

Right, I think. There’s a whole long line of them just outside 
the door. They’re on to me. This is real, I’m in trouble, and I don’t 
know why. The only thing I do know is that I have to get out of 
here. 

I’m out of the door and speeding down the street. I look back. 
The concierge is stuck in the revolving door behind an elderly 
guest. There’s no way he’s going to catch me. 

So, I’m a runner. More information. Good. And I’m a fighter. 
Better. And I’m getting away. Best. 

I hear sirens in the distance, but I’m long gone. I pound down 
the street, switch directions, sneak down alleys and side streets. 
They’ll never find me. Finally, I slow down, panting, and stop 
outside a little curry house. My stomach rumbles. When did I have 
my last meal? 

I walk in and almost bump into someone. I look up, and it’s 
a woman, my height, staring back at me. The same woman I saw 
in my hotel bathroom. I reach out and my hand comes in contact 
with glass. Another mirror. I feel a spike of panic. I almost leave, 
but the waitress sees me and smiles, inviting me in. 

I follow her to a table. I try to focus on the menu but my eyes 
are drawn to the mirror behind the bar at the back of the rest-
aurant. I can see me/not me in the corner, eyes widening, still out 
of breath, looking like a trapped animal. 

I struggle up out of my seat and scramble out of the door, 
running again, this time even faster. I race down the street, around 
a corner, not thinking, just operating on instinct. All I know is that 
I have to get away. 

 
It’s starting to get dark. Where am I? This neighbourhood looks a 
little run-down, seedy even, with people lingering in doorways and 
wandering aimlessly up and down the sidewalks. I stop at an inter-
section, waiting for the light. 

“You look lost, my friend,” says a voice. I look over and see 
a sixtyish woman, with iron-grey hair and friendly brown eyes, 
standing beside me. Somehow, I feel I can trust her. 

“I am,” I reply. “Completely lost. I can’t remember anything…” 
She smiles. “That’s okay,” she says. “It will come back to 
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you.” She gently takes my arm. “My name is Iris. Why don’t you 
come in with me and get warm? You’re very welcome to join us. 
Maybe you’d like something to eat?” 

I allow myself to be led into a nearby building. We go into a 
roomy reception area, with lots of couches and chairs and a tele-
vision in the corner. It’s full of women and children, the adults 
talking easily with one another and the young ones playing with 
toys or clinging to their mothers. Some of the women look up and 
smile at me. That’s nice. 

“What is this place?” I ask. 
“It’s the Women’s Shelter,” she replies. “You’re safe here. 

Come on, let’s get you something to eat. Then we can talk.” 
We go to a small cafeteria. I randomly select some food and 

find a table. I eat. She sits quietly, gives me space, demands nothing. 
I feel comforted. When I am done, she smiles, tilts her head slightly, 
and asks me what I remember. 

I tell her about waking up, leaving the hotel, bolting from the 
curry house. I tell her about the woman in the mirror. She nods. 
“You don’t have to go back to the hotel,” she says. “You can stay 
here tonight. You can stay as long as you need to.” 

I thank her. We go back into the reception room. She asks me 
if I’ll be all right for a moment and I say yes. I sit down in front 
of the television. I don’t really watch it; I just go to a place in my 
mind where I can rest. But as my mind rests, sounds and images 
surface. Gunshots. Screams. Sirens. Blood. Blood on the mirror. 

I cry out and start for the door. Iris intercepts me. I say there’s 
something terribly wrong, I can’t stay, I need sanctuary. She says 
okay, I’ll take you to Father Joe. We hustle down the street to an 
old grey stone church. The priest lets us in the side door and they 
talk quietly while I sit in a pew. 

My mind goes to that comfortable place again and I see her. 
That woman in the mirror. Suiting up. Preparing for battle. Hair 
drawn back, no makeup. No jewelry. Boots, jeans, dark hoodie. 
Gloves. She nods in grim satisfaction. Then she’s gone. 

Father Joe comes over and takes my hand, smiling. He exudes 
reassurance. “You have sanctuary here,” he says. “You’re welcome 
to stay as long as you need. In the basement, there’s a small 
bedroom where you can sleep. All the doors are locked. You are 
completely safe. I’ll be up here in the rectory if you need me.” 
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I thank him and he disappears through a door at the side of 
the altar. 

Iris and I go downstairs and she settles me in. “Would you 
like me to stay with you for a while?” she asks. 

I shake my head. “I’m okay,” I say. “Thank you for all you’ve 
done for me.” 

“Are you sure you’ll be all right?” 
I say yes but I’m afraid to fall asleep. Afraid of the woman in 

the mirror. 
She sees my hesitation. “Tell you what,” she proposes. “I’ll 

stay for a bit, just to keep you company.” 
I nod, grateful. But I don’t really fall asleep. I’m in that twilight 

between waking and sleeping, fighting not to see the images that 
are churning just below the surface. I sense Iris’s quiet departure 
and finally, I drift off. 

I wake the next morning, not rested but too agitated to go 
back to sleep. I remember where I am. I sit up and notice a piece 
of paper on the night table. I read it: ‘Hope you had a good night’s 
sleep. I have left you a change of clothing and some toiletries. I 
will see you later in the morning. Take care. Iris’. 

I feel myself relaxing. I’m safe. Everything’s going to be okay. 
I’m still looking at Iris’s note. Suddenly, the letters and words 

begin to move on the page, to change and rearrange until the 
entire message is indecipherable. I feel that rising panic again. I 
rub my eyes, try to re-read it. Finally, after an eternity of con-
fusion, these words form: “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” 

I can barely breathe. My heart is pounding. I’m so sorry. Please 
forgive me. It repeats, over and over, until I bang my head with my 
fists to make it stop. After what seems like hours, I go into the 
bathroom to take a shower. I screw up my courage to look into 
the mirror, and it’s covered in red. 

 
I’m sitting in a pew in the sanctuary. How did I get here? Another 
chunk of time lost. Obviously, I’ve showered, changed and eaten 
some kind of breakfast. Maybe even interacted with other people. 
I don’t remember any of it. It seems the closer I get to the truth, 
the further I get from reality. 

I look at the multi-coloured beams of light streaming in from 
the stained-glass windows. It’s quiet and peaceful here. I see the 
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priest collecting missals left on the pews after early morning Mass. 
He comes and sits with me. His presence is comforting. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he says. “I love the light this time of day.” 
I nod. 
“How are you feeling?” 
“I’m all right,” I say. 
“Would you like to talk for a bit?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“I know it’s hard. But maybe I can help. I can see you want 

to know the truth. We can go slow and if it gets to be too much, 
we can stop. Are you willing to try?” 

I decide to trust him. I tell him what I told Iris. I tell him about 
the whole swaths of time that I’m missing. I tell him about the 
note. 

“Who is seeking forgiveness?” he asks. 
I feel myself rocking back and forth. “I don’t know,” I say. “I 

don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know…” 
Then, it comes out of nowhere, the answer to his question: 

“My boy, my beautiful boy, my precious Jamie,” I sob. Images roil 
around in my head: his sweet face, his curly blond hair, his blue 
eyes, his vulnerability. His struggles with depression and anxiety. 
Salvation through sports, with friends and tournaments and school 
trips. Then withdrawal this year; he won’t talk, spends too much 
time in his room. How helpless and afraid I feel. Then one grey 
day in November I find him in the attic. 

It all starts pouring out now. The day of the funeral. Robbie 
White, Jamie’s best friend, takes me aside afterwards and tells me 
he is going to take care of it. Take care of what, I ask. Robbie’s 
face hardens. He didn’t even have the nerve to show up today, he 
says. Coach Willis. Jamie told me all about it. I want to kill him. 

I understand right away. Rage rumbles up my gorge like a 
volcano but there’s no time to indulge that now. I turn to stone. 
I’ll take care of it, I tell Robbie. I’m his mother. Vengeance is mine. 

“Did you take revenge?” asks Father Joe. 
I tell him yes. 
There’s a long silence. Then he says, “How?” 
I remember now. I remember everything. Might as well get it 

all out. “Early yesterday morning, I went to his place of work,” I 
tell him. “Where the crimes were committed. He was in the locker 
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room, standing in front of the mirror folding uniforms. He looked 
up and told me I shouldn’t be there. I took out my pistol and told 
him that I knew what he did to my Jamie. He tried to argue but I 
cut him off. I told him prepare to die. Then I shot his brains out.” 

“And then?” 
“He was dead before he hit the floor. I was very calm. I can still 

see myself, holding a smoking gun, looking at the blood spatter on 
the mirror. Then I left.” 

I look at him, gauging his reaction. “What I did was illegal,” I 
say. “But it wasn’t wrong.” 

He draws in a deep breath. “Now that you remember,” he 
says gently, “what do you want to do?” 

I tell him there’s one more thing I need to do. It’s time to turn 
myself in. He offers to come with me. 

On our way out, as we pass the vestibule, I glance in the mirror 
by the coat rack. I see her. The woman preparing for battle. The 
woman with no regrets. The woman who will stand trial and 
proclaim the truth to the world. 

I nod. 
I’m ready. 
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Whispers of the Soul 
Peggy Lehmann 

 
 
        y feet pounded the ground in a steady rhythm as I ran as fast 
as my small legs could go, not daring to look back. The only 
sounds I could hear in the dark were the echoes of my feet hitting 
the road and heavy panting as my lungs expanded and contracted 
to give my muscles power. I knew they were following me and 
were not far behind. I did not understand why they were chasing 
me, but I sensed their evil intentions and knew I could not let 
them catch me. 

I rounded a corner and suddenly saw the small porchlight of 
my house. A wave of relief washed over me and I bolted inside, 
screaming for help as I quickly closed the door and locked it 
behind me. There was no response. As I moved through the 
house, I called the names of my family members, but again 
received no reply. Something was not right. I stopped moving and 
looked around. This was my home, but it appeared as a shell of a 
home. Except for a small window, everything was white from 
floor to ceiling. There were no pictures on the wall, no towels or 
rack, no chairs or tables and no colour at all. Nobody was there. 
For a moment, I pondered the situation I was in, until the sound 
of a car door closing outside caught my attention. I carefully 
peeked out of the window. 

A dark carriage-style car with spoked wheels was stopped on 
the road. Its small headlamps illuminated two official-looking men 
wearing long black cape coats and top hats. They were walking 
around their parked vehicle and looking for something; or someone? 
Chills ran up my spine as the fear returned, then one of the men 
turned and looked in my direction. 

I woke up with a gasp, my heart racing and body trembling as 
I lay in my bed. After a few deep breaths I realized that I was really 
in my home and everything looked normal. I could hear my 
mother making breakfast in the kitchen downstairs. Was that a 
dream? It did not feel like a dream. It was very real and very 
frightening. Those men were sinister, and I shuddered at the 
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thought of what they might have done if they had caught up to 
me. Where was my family in the dream? Why didn’t anyone 
respond to my screams? I know I was in the right house! Why 
didn’t anyone help me? Another shudder went through me. 

Sitting at breakfast a short time later, I told my mother about 
my dream. She assured me it was just a bad dream and it was not 
real. Then she suggested that perhaps I should refrain from 
watching television right before bed. I was willing to accept 
everything she said, but in defiance, I would continue watching 
television. I was almost school age and it was the first nightmare 
I remembered. 

As I grew older, there were scary dreams from time to time 
that would wake me up, but I could never recall them. Then, a few 
years later I was again being chased in the dark by official-looking 
men in an old car with spoked wheels. Again, I ran into my house, 
and everything was white, and nobody responded to my screams 
for help. The details were identical, and I woke up in the same 
panicked state. I never mentioned it again to my mother because 
I knew she would say it was just a dream, and dreams were not 
real. However, in my pre-teen years, I once again relived the same 
nocturnal drama. By then, I had a good grasp of the details, and 
the fear of the experience was changing to curiosity. Why did I 
remember that nightmare and no others? At some level, it started 
to become relevant to me and many of the details remained 
imprinted in my memory, even though that was the last time I had 
the dream experience. It would be many years later that I would 
recognize it did have some meaning for me. 

In my early twenties, I was living happily on my own and 
working in my chosen field of study. One of my great pleasures 
was, and still is, reading books. My library card was used regularly, 
and I borrowed mostly mystery books, but eventually my interests 
expanded to include books on paranormal and occult topics. Ruth 
Montgomery (1912 – 2001), was my favourite author of New Age 
titles. She had a long career as a renowned journalist and 
syndicated columnist, which gave her credibility and an eager 
following of readers as she channelled her guides from the ‘other 
side’ through automatic typing, and set out to verify phenomena 
such as life after death, past lives, reincarnation and extra-
terrestrials, among other topics. I read with fascination everything 
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she wrote. 
Listening and following my own gentle nudges, prompts and 

sudden opportunities that appeared in my life led me in the 
direction of spirituality. The more I studied and worked with 
universal or source energy, the more experiences I had that were 
unexplained by known means of measure, such as feeling the 
presence of departed loved ones around me and having know-
ledge I did not seek that proved helpful at a later time. Far from 
frightening, these occurrences validated the path that was opening 
for me. 

Flashes of intuition can happen to us at any time, and I was 
in my thirties when I was reminded again of that nightmare from 
so long ago. During a relaxing afternoon, images from the 
nightmare began appearing to me, and I started to connect the 
feelings and pictures, soon realizing that it was not a dream at all; 
it was a past life experience! Of course! After this revelation so 
many things started to make sense. 

It was obvious by the way the men were dressed and the style 
of vehicle they were driving, that the period of that past life was 
probably in the early 1900s. The house I had run to for safety was 
one I was familiar with in this life; however, it did not exist in the 
past life I was experiencing. That could explain why everything 
was white, and it was completely lacking furnishings. My family as 
I know it now did not exist either. 

The black coats and hats, black car with spoked wheels, and 
the mysterious presence of the men haunted me. I grew up near a 
community of Mennonites who were known to be reserved and 
quiet people. They favoured black vehicles and dress and rode in 
carriages with spoked wheels. For a long time, I was afraid of 
them. But after many conversations at farmers’ markets over the 
years I learned that they were gentle, sincere, and hardworking 
people. It was only what they represented to me that was 
frightening. 

It seems my stigma of the colour black did not resolve so 
easily. When I was given a brand-new black bicycle as a teenager, 
I refused to ride it because it was black. Even when it was 
repainted another colour, I still would not ride it.  

Other unexplainable aversions and longings still puzzle me 
today. The drone of bagpipes makes me cringe and leaves me 
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feeling unsettled. I believe the mournful music is related to a past 
sadness in some way for me. 

For most of my life I have felt a longing to visit England. The 
stature of its historical presence, the unique architecture of its 
many old buildings and castles, and the lush vivid green country-
side have always been images that captivated me. But there was 
more to the appreciation of its beauty in the deep feelings it 
evoked. I have a sense that I belong there, or maybe I once did. 
There is a natural comfort and a beckoning for me to explore. Maybe 
I will discover a personal mystery. Was my past life experience in 
England? 

 
The belief in reincarnation is not new, but it is a part of main-
stream thinking in the West now more than it has ever been. 
Though ancient Greek discussion of the concept of reincarnation 
dates to the sixth century BC, it has been a prominent doctrine of 
Hinduism and Buddhism. In those religions, reincarnation is 
believed to occur when a departed soul―thought to be eternal and 
existing in another plane of consciousness between life-
times―returns to the physical realm in a new body. A soul will 
complete this cycle many times, learning new things during each 
incarnation. 

In several recent surveys of people from many areas of the 
world, findings indicate that over 25 percent believe in reincarn-
ation. These people comprise many different religions or expressions 
of faith. There is also increasing interest and fascination with 
stories related by young people that reveal lives they lived prior to 
the one they are living currently. Though not all young people 
have such stories to relate, those who do describe a past life are 
usually between two and six years of age. It is believed that in 
children older than eight years such memories seem to fade. 
However, the details of my experience resurfaced many times over 
the years with enduring intensity. 

 What is most striking about the young story tellers is the 
conviction and accuracy with which they recount the details of 
their past life. In many cases, by researching historical 
documentation and speaking to people directly knowledgeable of 
the person or event being described, the facts presented can be 
proven. 
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Some typical behaviours in young children who still have a 
connection with a past life include: a longing to go back to their 
real home; a preference for, or aversion to, certain foods, practices 
or style of dress; an unexplained fear of something they are too 
young to have experienced, such as water, planes, fire, or any other 
factor that created such a fear in the previous life; or an 
exceptional talent that seems innate, yet quite unexplainable. 

Here are a few publicized accounts of past life stories that are 
entertaining, intriguing, and sometimes surprising. As always, it is 
the reader’s choice to accept these stories as proof of reincarn-
ation. 

 
A toddler named Sam was having his diaper changed by his 

father, when he stated, “I changed your diapers when I was your 

father.” This and other odd assertions prompted questions 

from Sam’s parents. Sam offered other accurate details of his 

grandfather’s life when he said that his grandfather’s sister was 

murdered, and his grandmother made his grandfather milk-

shakes with their food processor. Sam’s parents had never 

discussed these facts in front of him. When Sam was four years 

old, he identified pictures of his grandfather at different ages 

from old family photos without hesitation. 

 

“Airplane crash! On fire! Can’t get out! Help!” Two-and-a-half-

year-old James was having another nightmare. Shortly after he 

was able to talk, he began discussing aviation. Beyond a love of 

airplanes, his stories were incredibly detailed and soon revealed 

a memory of himself as a WWII fighter pilot named Lt. James 

Huston. The consistency and detail in his stories prompted his 

parents to take notice and research some of his claims, as they 

had no prior knowledge of aviation. James described being shot 

down by a Japanese plane with a red sun on it and recalled that 

he flew a plane called a Corsair, which was launched from a 

carrier ship named Natoma. After he was shot down, his plane 

was on fire and he could not get out. By researching war 

records, James’ father was able to verify a small escort carrier 

called Natoma Bay, which was in the Battle of Iwo Jima. And he 

found reference to a pilot named James Huston whose plane 

had been hit by Japanese fire and was struck in the engine on 
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March 3rd, 1945. With further investigation, Lt. Huston’s 

surviving sister and cousin, now eighty-seven years and 

seventy-four years respectively, were found. They listened to 

James’ account and were impressed by the accuracy of the 

details, even saying that it matched the account given to Lt. 

Huston’s family at the time. When James was six-years old, his 

father took him to a reunion of the veterans who had served 

on the Natoma. James recognized one of his former mates after 

60 years but was struck by how old they all were. 

 

Thomas was asked what he wanted to be when he grew up. He 

replied, “I don’t just want to be a firefighter, I have always been a 

firefighter!” That assertion, and details Thomas provided in later 

conversations, made his mother take notice. For a four-year-

old―who was not raised around firefighters―to describe how 

he used an axe to check for fire behind a wall, to know when 

to recognize danger at a site and run, and to describe a 

particular model of truck used by Manhattan firefighters, a 

Ford Johnson R8, was specific detail that he should not 

reasonably know. But most shocking was his reaction when he 

saw a picture of the World Trade Center in a magazine. “The 

bad men burnt these buildings! People had to jump, and I could not help! 

There were people waiting for firefighters, but I could not get there to help 

them!” His mother patiently listened to all his stories, recog-

nizing that a firefighter’s soul now inhabited the body of her 

little boy, and it was truly incredible. 

 
These stories are thought-provoking and may make us pay 

more attention to the unusual events that happen inexplicably in 
our lives. Does our soul incarnate into a new body after the death 
of the old one? Do we continue our life lessons as a new human 
in a new set of circumstances? Many people believe so. It is 
becoming more apparent that our soul is the constant in this 
process. It is our core being and appears to survive the physical 
death of our bodies. It stores information and memories about 
our lives yet keeps them available for us to access. It seems we are 
much more than our physical form, and our souls are always 
whispering. 

What is my next step in finding resolution for my past life 
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experience? It is possible that there are answers waiting for me in 
England. One day soon I hope to travel there to find out. In the 
meantime, I will remain mindful in each moment, be grateful for 
every blessing and continue to listen to the whispers of my soul. 
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A Constantinopolitan Wedding 
Scott Bury 

 

        e’re going to a wedding!” Flaccus led Javor and the others to 
a church in a neighbourhood he called the Third Hill. It was tall 
and grand, much newer than St. Mary’s beside the Abbey. Out-
side, it had a white façade and statues of men and women. Its walls 
were decorated with coloured mosaics of men and women with 
halos, and angels with white wings and gold-trimmed cloaks. A 
huge cross stood in front, gold and gleaming in the afternoon 
sunshine. A small crowd stood on the wide steps, men and women 
in rich clothes and scarves, talking happily. 

The crowd extended to the building next to the church. Its 
wide oaken doors were flung open, and they could see the crowd 
inside, illuminated by more candles than Javor had ever seen 
together. Even if Flaccus had not mentioned it, Javor could tell it 
was a wedding: women were gathered in groups, all wearing their 
best clothes, all vying to show off; men were in separate groups, 
laughing deeply and heartily. There was the bride’s father, keeping 
a watchful eye that every nummus’ value was evident in the food 
and the decorations and the entertainment, and that all the guests, 
particularly the other fathers, appreciated the expense of his 
daughter’s wedding. And there was the bride’s mother, watching 
the other mothers as well as the wedding party. 

Flaccus led them right to the door and without a word of 
warning embraced the bride’s father. “Uncle Lurco!” he exclaimed. 
“So good to see you!” 

Lurco looked at Flaccus, perplexity on his face. “Well, yes, so 
good to see you, too…” he shook Flaccus’ hand, obviously 
searching for the young man’s name. “And I see you brought 
friends.” 

“Yes, these are my closest friends from the Abbey: Ammon, 
Sandulf, and the big one is Javor.” 

“Pleased to meet you all,” Lurco said cheerfully. “Which 
abbey was that, again?” 

“St. Mary’s in the Copper Market,” Flaccus smiled, edging 
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toward the door, but Lurco didn’t seem sure about letting them 
in. They were rescued by a fat woman in a billowing stola who 
came running out. 

“Flaccus!” she cried in a high voice. “Oh, my, it’s been ages.” 
Flaccus embraced her. She smiled at Javor, then pulled back, 

eyes widening. 
“Oh, my, your friend is so big!” she exclaimed in mock shock. 

“And handsome.” 
“That is my friend, Javor. He is from the north,” Flaccus said. 

He introduced the other novices from the Abbey. “This is my 
Aunt Evgenia.” 

Aunt Evgenia entered the hall, beckoning the four monks. 
“Come in, you all must meet the bridesmaids and my other 
daughters.” Flaccus took her arm in his and, smiling, pushed into 
the press of people. 

Sandulf, Javor and Ammon followed cautiously. “I don’t want 
to meet her daughters,” Ammon moaned. 

The wedding feasts Javor had been to in his village were 
pathetic compared to this affair. The hall was sumptuous, bright 
with hundreds of candles, mirrors and rich tapestries on the walls. 
Along one wall were long tables loaded with foods, many that he 
had never seen before. The centre of the display was a whole pig, 
its head brown and glistening with an apple in its mouth. There 
were roasted chickens and geese on platters. Huge loaves of bread 
beside great tubs of butter. I never thought there could be so many differ-
ent kinds of bread. There was a table dedicated to fruits, another to 
vegetables, and several covered in cakes and sweets. People stood 
in front, eating and chatting. 

The women wore layers of long cloaks of deep, rich colours, 
clasped by jewels at the shoulder. Their heads were covered in 
long scarves, trimmed in dazzling, complicated patterns. When 
they stepped, Javor glimpsed small, pointy shoes. The men were 
even more dazzling: each wore layered robes, cloaks and dalmatics, 
all in rich colours. On their heads they wore crested caps. 

Javor became aware of the poverty of his own clothing, which 
had been donated when he had arrived at the Abbey. His boots 
were scratched and scuffed. He and his friends wore drab grey 
robes and drabber, darker grey cloaks issued by the Abbey. They 
were shabby, worn, their edges fraying. Javor tried to smooth his 
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habit, tried to at least get the fraying fringes aligned, but gave up. 
At the front of the hall was a raised platform; a stage, although 

Javor had never even thought of such a thing before. On it, young 
men and women in tight tunics danced in a formal manner, their 
faces blank. They stepped, hopped, and swept their arms over 
their heads in time to music played by a small group with 
instruments Javor had never seen before. 

There he could see the bride, dressed in a pure white gown 
with a long orange veil behind her head. She was flanked by five 
girls in identical blue gowns and stolas that made them look fat. 
And there was the groom, in a similar white tunic, stola and 
dalmatic; he perspired heavily, and was flanked by five young men 
in dark blue stolas. Each had a large cup of wine and laughed, 
slapping the groom on the back. 

Javor noticed his friends were shoveling bread and cakes into 
their mouths as if they hadn’t eaten in years. Javor realized he was 
hungry, too. He popped a small cake into his mouth. 

“Good, isn’t it?” he heard a musical voice say. He turned: it 
was one of the bridesmaids in light blue. She had dark, curly hair, 
large brown eyes, and very white teeth. “My mother makes them, 
but it’s really her sister’s recipe.” 

Javor swallowed and reached for another cake, but he could 
not take his eyes off the girl. She had such clear skin, such smooth 
cheeks, and her long, slender neck disappeared enticingly into the 
neckline of her long gown. “It’s very good,” he mumbled around 
the cake. He was very conscious, again, of his shabby clothes, and 
he wondered if his hair was neat. 

She smiled, her eyes sparkling. “Are you a friend of my cousin, 
Flaccus?” 

“Uh, yes, I am. We live together.” That sounds stupid. Javor 
looked up to see Flaccus chewing on what looked like a whole loaf 
of bread, and Ammon gobbling fruit. 

“Are you a monk, too?” Javor felt his face getting warm. His 
heart was beat faster. 

“Oh, ah, no, not really. I’m not going to become a monk. 
It’s… not for me.” 

“What are you doing at the Abbey, then?” she asked, tilting 
her head and smiling. 

What am I doing there? “Studying religion.” That’s the best I can say. 
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“My name is Xenia.” She smiled again. Javor now noticed that 
her white teeth were also crooked. There was a big gap between 
two on the left side. 

“I’m Javor. I’m from the north.” 
“I see you’ve met our newest guest,” someone shrieked. Javor 

turned to see Aunt Evgenia glaring at Xenia. “Come now, you 
know a nice girl should never speak to a stranger without being 
introduced first.” 

“Oh, Evgenia, don’t be so old-fashioned.” It was the father 
of the bride, Lurco. “There’s nothing wrong with members of the 
wedding party speaking with the guests.” Evgenia glared at Lurco, 
but reluctantly shut her mouth. “So, I see you’ve met my niece. 
And what might your name be?” 

Javor gulped down another cake and repeated “Javor. From 
the north.” 

“Well, Javor from the north, what brings you to Constant-
inople?” 

Javor had no good answer for that, so he said, “I’m studying 
at the Abbey of St. Mary in the Copper Market,” as Flaccus had. 

“You came all this way to study religion?” 
“Umm… yes.” Lurco didn’t look convinced. 
Lurco picked up a few pieces of cake and asked as he chewed, 

“What do you fellows do up there all day in the Abbey?” 
Javor felt caught. He was afraid of saying anything about the 

Abbey that might give away its secret side, even that there was a 
secret part of the Abbey. 

“We have a lot of chores,” he started. I should eat something 
besides cake. “And of course, there are prayers and observances.” 
Lurco nodded, popped a pickle into his mouth and washed it 
down with wine. “We have Mass every day. And there is some 
time for lessons, too.” 

“Good, good,” said Lurco. “Well, keep it up.” He saw some-
one beyond Javor’s shoulder, smiled broadly, slapped him on the 
shoulder and disappeared into the crowd. 

Flaccus came up and pressed a flagon into Javor’s hand. “You 
survived meeting Uncle Lurco and Aunt Evgenia.” 

Javor gulped the wine. It was sweeter and stronger than the ale 
he was used to. He swallowed the rest and then ate some meat, bread 
and cheese. “They seemed nice. And Xenia… is she your cousin?” 
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Flaccus looked hard at Javor with narrowed eyes. “Don’t get 
any ideas,” he said. “She’s betrothed to the son of one of the 
richest families in the Quarter.” 

“She’s pretty.” 
“Pretty, but aggravating as hell. Don’t get caught looking at 

her. Her betrothed, Vlassis, is an ass.” 
Then Flaccus was surrounded by a group of cousins who were 

enthusiastic to see him. Javor watched them pull Flaccus away. He 
ate more cheese and bread and wandered around the hall, looking 
at the mosaics on the walls. 

The music changed. One of the entertainers, a thin man with 
a long face and a crimson robe, stood in the middle of the floor 
and began chanting. The wedding guests formed themselves into 
two concentric circles around him, women on the inside circle, 
men on the outside. 

Javor watched them, sipping wine, until a giggling Xenia 
skipped up and tugged him toward the outer circle. Javor resisted 
until two burly young men at Xenia’s bidding hooked their elbows 
into his and pulled him into the men’s circle. 

Javor did his best to keep up as the men danced one way, then 
the other. They danced around the women, first left, then right, 
then left again, in time with the musicians and the chanting of the 
crimson-robed man in the centre, who was now clapping his 
hands in time to the music. The women went back and forth, too, 
more or less in opposition to the men. They unlinked arms, turned 
around and re-linked their elbows so that they faced the men, their 
backs to the chanter, and danced back and forth. 

Javor looked for Xenia. She smiled in that way that beautiful 
young women smile at young men and skipped away with her 
circle, and then all the women turned around so that they were 
facing into the centre of the circle again. Javor was just starting to 
feel a little proud of his ability to mimic the other dancers when 
the music reached a climax, the chanter cried out one last time, 
and the dancers stopped, men facing the women. They bowed to 
each other. 

Javor was out of breath and sweaty. He unlinked from the 
men and stumbled to the open door for the cool breeze. A small 
group of men stood on the outside steps, holding drinks and 
chatting good-naturedly. Javor wondered if they were laughing at 
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him. He wondered where his friends were. He couldn’t see any-
thing in the hall but the scowling face of a young man with a wispy 
black beard. His hair was black and curly, his eyebrows thick and 
black and bunched together, and the top of his head came up to 
Javor’s shoulder. 

“What’s wrong, barbarian, don’t you like our dancing?” His 
words were slurred and he seemed to waver back and forth in 
front of Javor. Is that because of him or me? 

“I just came to cool off.” 
“We’re too hot for you, are we?” The dark man stepped 

closer. Javor felt the amulet he always wore under his tunic 
tremble. It was a warning of danger.1 “No, I just want to cool off,” 
he replied, looking down into the strange man’s eyes. “Maybe you 
should, too.” 

“You like Xenia.” 
This must be Vlassis. “She seems nice.” 
“She’s taken.” Javor noticed tiny bubbles of foam at the 

corners of Vlassis’ mouth. The amulet vibrated suddenly, and 
Javor stepped ahead as two men lunged at where he had been, 
collided and fell on top of each other. 

Javor grabbed Vlassis, wrapping one arm around his neck and 
twirling him around as a shield. The two attackers struggled to 
untangle from each other. Other men on the steps chuckled at 
their antics. 

“Let me go!” Vlassis yelled, choking. He cursed. Javor pulled 
the small man’s arm up behind his back. “Get your filthy paws off 
me, you stinking barbarian!” 

The men on the steps came closer. “Come now, boys, don’t 
spoil a wedding,” one said. 

Javor let go of Vlassis and pushed him forward so that he fell 
over his friends. “If you want to try to beat me up, don’t get your 
friends to do it for you.” His head had cleared. “And if you’re afraid 
your girlfriend likes another boy, stop being such a jerk.” He didn’t 
know the Greek word for ‘jerk’, so he said it in Sklavenic. 

 
1 Javor’s amulet, along with his dagger, is one of two items he inherited 
from his great-grandfather. It protects him from danger by trembling, 
vibrating or, in extreme cases, getting hot. It also has other protective 
properties that you can read about in the novel, The Bones of the Earth. 
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The man who had tried to calm them, a fatherly type with 
only a fringe of dark hair around his head, helped Vlassis and his 
friends up. “What is this, Vlassis, three against one?” 

Vlassis brushed himself off, scowled at the helpful man and 
then at Javor and finally at his friends. “You better watch yourself, 
you filthy animal,” he hissed at Javor and them stomped back into 
the wedding hall, his friends trailing behind. 

“That’s a fine thing, fighting at a wedding,” said the bald man. 
“They attacked me,” Javor protested. 
“I know, boy, I know. That Vlassis is an angry lad.” He sighed. 

“Come, have a glass of wine.” He put his arm on Javor’s shoulder 
and pushed him into the hall. “I’m Dimitrios Michailidis, but you 
can call me Uncle Trios.” 

“Um, thank you, Uncle Trios.” 
Uncle Trios poured a generous cup of wine for Javor. “Drink 

up, lad. You’ve had a shock, being attacked by three men.” At 
that, a number of the adults near the wine table noticed and drew 
closer. 

“Really, I’m fine,” Javor protested. “I was not in any danger. 
And I don’t think I need any more wine.” 

“Nonsense, my boy. Wine fortifies the spirit. Drink up!” Uncle 
Trios insisted. “I’ll have a word with Vlassis’ father.” 

Aunt Evgenia hurried over. “What happened?” 
“Vlassis and two of his friends tried to rough up your guest, 

here,” Trios said. “None too successfully, though!” he laughed. 
“Oh, my dear, are you all right? I hate to think of our guests 

having trouble at our wedding!” Evgenia cried, holding her palm 
to Javor’s forehead for some reason. 

“I’m fine. He didn’t even touch me.” 
“Javor, I just heard what happened,” said a musical voice. It 

was Xenia, looking concerned and excited at the same time. 
Behind her stood Flaccus, eyes wide. “Are you hurt?” She stepped 
close and took his hand in hers. 

“No, I’m fine. No one even laid a finger on me.” But his pro-
tests didn’t stop a cascade of mothers and aunts from clucking 
and fussing around him for the next several minutes. They kept 
saying things like, “Such a thoughtless boy, fighting at a wedding,” 
“Well, it’s not the barbarian’s fault. He was only defending 
himself,” and “Someone should really talk to that Vlassis!” 
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Xenia ran her fingers through Javor’s hair. “You poor dear.” 
She stood on tiptoe and kissed him firmly on the cheek. 

Javor’s breathing stopped. He looked at Flaccus and thought 
his friend’s eyebrows would climb completely off his head. 

He looked at Xenia, who seemed to shimmer before his eyes. 
He felt drunk again. She was smiling, her big dark eyes shining. 
His throat was dry and without thinking he drained the cup of 
wine in one gulp. “Thank you,” he managed to croak. “That feels 
better.” 

Flaccus took Javor by the elbow and said, “We had better go, 
right now.” He turned to Aunt Evgenia and Uncle Lurco. “Thank 
you so much for having us, but we really must be getting back to 
the Abbey. The Abbot doesn’t like the novices out too late. Really, 
it’s time we were going anyway. Thank you! Good night!” 

And they were outside, hurrying down the street. Still in 
Flaccus’ grip, Javor turned to see Xenia watching them from the 
steps. Vlassis came up from behind her and put his hand 
possessively on her shoulder. 

“I think she liked me,” said Javor, his head and vision swirling 
again. I shouldn’t have drunk that wine. He thought he saw two very 
short men with very long beards watching him from a doorway. 
He blinked to clear his blurry vision, but they were gone. 

“I know she likes you,” said Flaccus, trying to hurry Javor 
back to the Abbey. “Everybody knows. That’s the trouble. I hope 
Vlassis doesn’t get angry with her.” 

Javor stopped, nearly knocking Flaccus over. “Why? What 
will he do?” 

“I don’t know. He’ll yell at her or sneer at her and call her a 
slut for kissing you.” 

Javor turned on his heel. “I’ll take care of him.” 
Flaccus tried to grab Javor’s robes, but Javor pulled away. 

Flaccus ran around in front of Javor. “What are you doing?” Javor 
demanded. 

“What are you doing, Javor?” Flaccus scolded. “Are you going 
to beat him up in front of the wedding party and all his friends? 
Do you think you can single-handedly take on all Vlassis’ friends? 
And what about when Uncle Lurco calls in the civil defence force 
to arrest you for disturbing the peace. Are you going to take down 
the whole civil defence force?” 
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Javor hesitated. “The whole force?” His amulet was silent. I 
don’t have my dagger. “Well, maybe not tonight.” 

“No, not tonight. Exactly. It’s not… the right night.” 
Flaccus took his arm again and slowly turned him around 

toward the Abbey again. Ammon took his other arm, and slowly, 
they staggered back toward the Copper Market. Fortunately, it was 
downhill most of the way. 
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What Did I Say? 

Fika Taillon 
         
 
 
                 he earth 

was never strong enough 
to pick up my weight! 

  I was heavy  
before I was born 
and how 
did I hurt 
my mother’s back! 

 
I’ve been heavy  

  I’ve been so… all… 
with all the colours 
sunken into my wings… 
flying was hard 
when the sky 
was always too close! 
when the sky 
sat on my back 
when my wings 
crumbled 
under… my weight! 

 
I lay on your chest 
I hold your shoulders 
I run my lips 
 on your warmth… 
My eyelashes 

collide with your dreams 
and your dreams 
soak into my… eyes… 

I let the sky fall 
 with all its unforgiving weight 
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I let 

my bones 
explode 
in all and all and… all… directions… 

I sink 
into your chest 
with everything on my back 

  I was heavy before I was born… 
and I sink… 
into your chest… 

 
I spread into your lungs 
 and I spread into your arms 
I spread into your eyes and I… 
I… 
I… 
 
What did I say? 

you never needed 
to pick up 
my weight… 
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Imagine 
Ralph Smith 

 
         
      n Monday evening, December 8 of 1980, Michael was plan-
ning how to lay backsplash tiles in the kitchen of the house he and 
his wife Barb had bought a month before. The place was Barb’s 
dream. It was more than 50 years old, with a turret, an oak stair-
case and an aura about it. To Michael’s irritation, Barb claimed to 
have seen a friendly ghost on the stairs. Tonight, she was out, 
meeting with a group that called itself Ladies of the Supernatural, 
playing with a Ouija board and tarot cards, and following it up 
with a late showing of The Shining. She liked Jack Nicholson and 
claimed that Michael looked like him. 

The first problem in the tile planning was that the cupboards 
were not parallel to the counter. He could start laying the tiles out 
level but, when he got close to the underside of the cupboards, he 
would have to cut them so they would form a continuous slope a 
quarter of an inch away from the upper surface. At over six feet 
tall, he would not notice this. However, Barb, at barely five feet, 
would dislike the appearance. Her height did not stop her from 
being a blood-thirsty bantam fighter in the scraps they had on 
such things as what to watch on television, what to eat for dinner, 
and what movies to attend. If it were up to Michael, he would 
replace the cupboards, but Barb wasn’t having any of it. Despite 
the splintery wood, those cupboards formed part of the spirit of 
the place. 

Michael sat at the kitchen table with a notepad and pencil. It 
would be simple. After all, earlier that day he had been singled out 
by his director for a problem he solved, one that had befuddled his 
older and more experienced colleagues at the National Research 
Council. He cherished his position at the NRC. Originating from a 
poor, rural family, he had made his way through university on 
scholarships. Even when he was in Sunday school, he had shone. 
He had been appointed the lead boy, responsible for collecting 
donations and keeping track of them in a ledger. Back then, he 
felt absolute certainty about God the Father. However, when he 
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studied biology in high school and university, he shut out his old 
beliefs and transferred his faith to science. He knew, almost by 
heart, Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. Science ruled each atom in 
the universe and guided him. 

Every analysis begins with formulating a question. Michael 
looked up at the clock. He had more than two hours before Barb 
was likely to come home. He wrote: ‘What spaces should there be 
between each row of tiles to minimize the slope and to end with 
full tiles at the top and bottom rows’? He checked each 
measurement. He did some calculations and then modeled the 
distribution of the slopes on paper. He drew the slope lines on the 
plaster. He was then ready to start. He ripped open the box of 
tiles, opened the tin of cement and began at the bottom. He 
moved the spatula as if it was a conductor’s wand. 

He turned on the radio; he needed music to accompany this 
drudge work. No station was playing classical music and the local 
station had a melange of Backstreet Boys, Santana, and Britney 
Spears. He tried to work with what they called music but soon had 
to stop. He tuned into other stations but found only the same 
array of superficial stuff. If it had to be rock, why had they stopped 
playing The Beatles and The Rolling Stones? He particularly loved 
John Lennon’s songs. He had a stereo in the living room, but the 
volume would have to be loud; it would cause their elderly 
neighbours to complain. 

So, with only the sound of his work, he was able to set half of 
the tiles in place. The eye might detect the slight curve caused by 
the sloping grout lines, but it would satisfy rather than degrade the 
work. He remembered the Hopkins poem about God loving, 
‘Things counter, original, spare, strange’. Michael’s project would 
be that, but God had nothing to do with its creation. There was 
no God. That was proven. 

He had finished the second-to-last row of tiles when an 
inexplicable wave of sorrow came over him. His heart began to 
beat like mad and his vision clouded over. Perhaps he was having 
a heart attack but, if so, there should be pain in his chest and run-
ning down his arm. He was only 32 and in good shape. 

Michael could not continue. He put the top on the cement 
can, cleaned the counter, and packed up his tools. The powerful 
emotion subsided, but it left a dull sadness in its wake. He checked 
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his pulse and looked at himself in a mirror; everything seemed 
normal, still like Jack Nicholson. He could not explain this crazi-
ness to his wife when she came home. Barb would insist he had 
encountered a ghost and needed to see one of her spiritual healers. 
He needed to get this episode out of his head before she returned. 

He turned the television on and slumped in the armchair they 
had brought from their former house. Monday Night Football 
was on: the Miami Dolphins playing the New England Patriots. 
As usual, Howard Cosell the commentator was making snide, 
irrelevant remarks. If he just sat there with his eyes open for ten 
minutes and then closed for the next ten, Michael felt he would 
recover. Barb could discover him, fallen asleep during the last 
quarter of the game. 

Through the haze of his semi-consciousness he heard Cosell 
saying, “This is just a football game, no matter who wins or loses.” 
Michael opened his eyes and sat up. What! Words like those never 
came out of Cosell’s mouth. Cosell went on to tell the audience 
that an “unthinkable tragedy” had occurred. His voice was 
solemn. News had just come in that John Lennon had been shot 
after coming out of his New York City apartment, was rushed to 
the Roosevelt Hospital and pronounced dead on arrival. 

Michael needed more proof. He tuned into a news channel. 
Nothing there yet to confirm what Cosell had said, only talk about 
the upcoming Ronald Reagan presidency. On the sports channel, 
coverage of the game continued, with no further mention of John 
Lennon. He turned back to the news and soon, there it was, 
exactly as Cosell had reported. Michael flashed back to the sadness 
he had felt a few years ago when he received a phone call that his 
closest friend Brian had fallen asleep at the wheel and was killed 
instantly by driving into a truck. And yet he had no premonition 
of Brian’s death before that call. 

There could be no connection between his experience in the 
kitchen and Lennon’s death; no cause and effect, merely correlation. 

He needed to escape from the house because he knew he 
couldn’t encounter Barb in his current condition. He put on his 
coat and boots. There had been snow and wind when he returned 
from work, but now it was a clear night with the snow crackling 
under his feet. The stars were bright. As a boy, he marvelled at the 
stars, wondering if God were busy at work on one of those con-
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stellations up there. Now he knew that every star, planet, comet, 
piece of lonely revolving rock, had its own gravity and place in the 
universe, and so had he. Science had come a long way in helping 
humanity to understand the grand diversity of the universe and 
the laws that governed its operation. 

Michael began walking down the street into the part of the 
city where the traffic and lights were less disturbing. He kept his 
eyes upwards, not trying to locate the constellations as he once 
had. Now the night sky for him was merely an immense, disparate 
collection. There was no ‘beyond’ that might come down and 
touch him, no warmth that might relieve the hollowness he felt. 
At one point he bumped into a teenage girl carrying her school-
books. He apologized profusely and helped her pick up the books 
and brush the snow off them. Later, he felt something brushing 
his leg and looked down to see a dog sniffing him. 

He lost track of time. When he finally stopped to look around, 
he didn’t know where he was. Ahead there was a bungalow with 
lights on and drapes open. As he got closer, he heard rock music 
and he saw dancing going on. People were shouting. He stood in 
front of the picture window watching the women spinning around, 
their hair flying, and heads bobbing up and down. He recognized 
one young woman, a cute assistant from work. He could not recall 
her name. For no reason he could explain he was drawn to the 
party. The door was unlocked, and he stepped in. A few of the 
dancers looked at him. 

“Michael, what are you doing here?” the assistant said, leaving 
her dance partner and coming over to him. He remembered her 
name, Louise. 

“I was just going by and stopped to look at the fun,” Michael 
said. 

“Well, come on in,” she said. “We can dance and have a few 
drinks together. I didn’t come with anyone.” She had a perfect 
face, like a doll’s, with cherry lipstick and long mascara eyelashes. 

“Why are you hesitating?” she said. 
“My wife expects me home soon.” 
“Oh, you can at least warm up and have a drink before you 

go to her. You look like you need it,” she said. 
He took off his boots and placed them on a big pile. She 

beckoned him to come upstairs with her. It was only to get him 
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to toss his coat on a bed loaded down with every kind of jacket 
and parka. He must look very different to Louise, he thought, 
without his suit and tie. She didn’t seem to mind his jeans and 
stained shirt. He led the way downstairs. 

“What do you want to drink?” she asked him. 
“A beer will do, thank you.” 
“Wait here while I go to the kitchen.” 
He watched the dancing. They were all so close to each other 

and he smelled sweat. When Louise came back, she held out a 
purple bag and lowered it as if she were revealing herself in a 
striptease act. It was a bottle of Crown Royal whiskey. She told 
him she had brought it to the party. 

“That’s very generous of you. Two fingers, without ice 
please.” 

While Louise prepared their drinks, a middle-aged woman 
with a curious look on her face―quite attractive in a low-cut green 
dress―approached him. She introduced herself as Judy, the hostess 
of the party and pointed out Gord, her husband. 

She asked, “Are you Louise’s new beau?” 
He explained that he knew Louise from work. She told him 

he was most welcome and then, for no clear reason, they began to 
talk about hedges. Hers was dying and no amount of water helped; 
quite the opposite. They were discussing brands of fertilizer when 
Louise came with two glasses, his with at least four fingers of 
whiskey in it. 

“I have to go see to our other guests,” Judy said, giving Louise 
a thumbs-up on her way. Louise and Michael clinked their glasses 
before taking a drink. For a while they gossiped about the office. 
She was much more in the know about secret goings-on than was 
he. He watched the swinging arms, bumping hips, little shouts of 
the dancers. It carried him back to high school days. Eventually a 
slow song came on. Louise set her glass down on the border of a 
plant stand. She said, “I’m itching to dance with you Michael. 
Let’s do it.” 

“I haven’t danced for years.” 
“Come on, it’s simple. You just hold me and shuffle around. 

I’ll take the lead,” Louise said, pulling him out into the centre of 
the room. Some of the other couples were kissing. Louise put her 
head back and looked at his face, invitingly. He resisted. 
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“You’re sad about something. What’s the matter?” she asked. 
He told her that John Lennon, one of his heroes, had been 

shot and killed that night. She was startled and told him that no 
one at this party probably knew. He should make an announce-
ment. She left his arms and went over to Judy. He couldn’t catch 
what they were saying but there was a lot of nodding. 

Judy shouted, “Gord, turn off the music! Michael has an 
announcement to make. Come up to the front, Michael.” 

 He was in the middle of the room and slowly made his way 
forward, the couples around him smiling and asking if they would 
be invited to the wedding. “Hey Gord, do you have Here Comes the 
Groom?” one joker said. Despite the fact that Michael’s face was 
grim when facing the group, they were still smiling and joking. 
The mood changed to grim when he announced the news about 
John Lennon. There were questions for him about when, where 
and how it happened? How did he hear about it? Did they catch 
the murderer? He answered these as well as he could and, when 
this was done, Louise came up to his side and took his hand as 
the music started up again. John Lennon singing, Imagine. 

 It wasn’t exactly a dance tune, but Louise pressed her 
body up against his. He listened to the words in a way he never 
had before: ‘I hope someday you will join us/and the world will 
be as one’. He could not imagine how that coming together would 
occur; it countered his beliefs that everything, including all people, 
existed separately in their own gravity, in their own gravitas. He 
drew his head back and looked at Louise. She kissed him on the 
lips. 

He stopped dancing and said, “Louise, this has been great. I 
look forward to seeing you at work but now I have to go home. 
It’s been a long day.” 

She looked disappointed and held tight onto his arms. “You 
could come over to my place. I don’t live far from here.” 

“No, I can’t do that. My wife will be home by now. You stay 
here and have fun,” and with that he broke away, went over to 
Judy and Gord to thank them, and then went upstairs to where 
the coats lay in a twisted heap. He found his and went down the 
stairs to put his boots on. Before he did, he looked in on the party 
again and there was Louise, drinking directly from the bottle of 
whiskey, not looking his way. 
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Once outside, he had no idea how to find his neighbourhood. 
Perhaps the stars, even brighter than before, would guide him. In 
front of him was the constellation Ursa Major; he didn’t remem-
ber seeing it on his walk earlier, so he would perhaps be going in 
the other direction. Yes, eventually the streets became more 
familiar and, in time, he did not know how much time, he reached 
his street. 

Barb was home, the car in the driveway. The light was off in 
their bedroom. He tried to be as quiet as a cat burglar entering the 
house, slowly closing the door, avoiding the creaky spots in the 
stairway, removing his clothes in the spare bedroom. Barb was 
curled up in the bed, under the comforter. He slid in beside her, 
needing to move the bedclothes to cover himself. That woke her. 
She rolled over and kissed him. 

“Oh, you’re so cold. Come, let me warm you up,” she said. 
“It will be like a mink warming up a bear.” 
She laughed. “The tiles will be beautiful,” she said. 
He told her he was glad to hear her say so, and he was sorry 

for waking her up. He should have kept tiling instead of going out 
for a walk. 

“I’m sorry darling about all the fights we’ve been having,” she 
said. “I’ve been mean to you.” 

“No, we’re both at fault. I’m going to be more open to your 
way of seeing things. We can even go together to a psychic con-
vention if you like. Imagine. . .” 

She kissed him again and he cuddled up closer to her. The 
world will be as one, was Michael’s last thought before he dropped 
off to sleep. 
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Jessy 
Jagjeet Sharma 

 
         
    essy threw the covers off his bed. He was infuriated. His face 
distraught. Jessy was angry at himself, the world and his family. 
His hair was dishevelled and his face sweaty. He reached out for 
the phone and dialed a number. Darn it! It was busy. He turned 
to his cell. The low battery light came on. That was it. He flung 
the phone across the room; he swept all the papers on his desk, 
even the glass vase gifted by Tara, his girlfriend. Jessy went on a 
rampage to destroy each and every item in his room. Finally, with 
nothing else to destroy, he slouched onto the couch and started 
sobbing. 
 Jessy was not himself. He was not able to cope with feelings 
of guilt. He just could not understand the horrific Afghanistan 
War, or get it out of his head. He loved the little children who 
became victims of such hate; the gunshots and the bomb blasts 
kept him awake. The nightmares were killing him. He was in 
extreme pain. He was hurting. 

Jessy’s mom stormed into his room. “What is all this noise 
about?” Her mouth opened. She couldn’t believe her eyes. “What 
just happened here? Jessy are you okay?” 
 
Jessy’s mom, Mrs. Harkirat Kaur, a well-educated woman in her 
late 50s, could not believe her eyes. She had worked hard to raise 
her two boys. She gave them everything they wanted, all the 
comforts, her values, and maintenance of emotional stability. Her 
efforts to singlehandedly raise two boys were often complimented 
by her friends and family. She was a proud mom of her two boys, 
Jessy Singh and Pammi Singh. Jessy Singh, the oldest, was always 
the caretaker. A giant of six-foot-two, he was the man of the 
house. Pammi, five-foot-nine was a different soul.  He needed to 
be guided. He was the creative, contemplative kind, but with a 
major in philosophy, it was hard for Pammi to get a job. 

“How could you get a job with a major in philosophy?” his 
mother had asked him many times. 
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She insisted that Pammi pursue another career, but her sug-
gestions fell on deaf ears. Instead, Pammi took off on a worldwide 
tour to ‘find’ himself. 

“But Pammi, what do you want to find?” she asked. 
His gestures conveyed his irritation. He was on a quest to find 

answers to his existence, so Pammi wandered off to some un-
known land to find himself. Jessy, however, had leaned towards a 
career in the Canadian Armed Forces. He was the responsible type; 
very forthright and opinionated. He knew what he wanted in life, 
so he signed-up. 

“What?” his mother could not believe her ears. “You want to 
what? In Afghanistan? Are you crazy? I lost my husband; I don’t 
want to lose you.” 

Her pleading and reasoning also fell on deaf ears. Jessy was 
adamant. He loved being a soldier. His first mission to Afghan-
istan was a success and he returned to tell stories of Peshawar, the 
people, the language. He even picked up a few words of Pushto. 
He tried to teach his mother these few words that he picked up, 
but could not take his eyes off of him. She had missed him so 
much. Six months is a long time. 

 
Mrs. Kaur looked around the room. She was in shock, then she 
became very angry and upset. 

“Jessy, Jessy, what is the matter? Why did you do this? What 
happened? Come, I’ll make you cup of tea and we’ll talk.” 

“No, I don’t want to talk! I just want to stay in my room. I 
hate this world. I just hate everything.” 

“Okay, Jessy. Let’s talk about it. Come, come.” 
Jessy wiped away his tears, tiptoed over the mess in his room 

and followed her. 
“We’ll fix it later. Come, follow me,” she said and took him 

to the kitchen. 
After he had returned from his second mission to Afghanistan, 

Jessy had not been the same. He had lost weight and was more 
reclusive. Tara noticed too. Tara was a sweet girl and very much 
in love with Jessy, and they had known each other since high 
school. As a matter of fact, Mrs. Kaur was even thinking of taking 
a formal wedding proposal to her family. But Jessy had showed 
no interest when she mentioned the word ‘wedding’. “Mom,” he 
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had told her, “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
She looked at his face in the light from the kitchen window. 

He was shaken up. Tiny beads of sweat slowly trickled down his 
forehead. She had never seen him in such a state. While he sat 
slumped in a chair, she quietly made the tea and offered him a cup. 

“Jessy but why the mess in your room? What made you to do 
this?” 

“I don’t know mom.” He took a few sips of mom’s famous 
tea, and then barged out of the kitchen. 

She had tackled many a situation in the past, but this one was 
a bit different. He is only 24 years old, she thought, and hasn’t 
talked much about his mission this time around. When she and 
Tara had picked him up at the airport a few days ago, he had hug-
ged his mother and clung onto her for some time. She recalled 
how he held onto her hands, which she found very unusual. Tara 
had tears in her eyes. She was happy to see Jessy but she saw that 
he was not his usual self. 

She followed him to his room but he wasn’t there. She could 
not help but worry, but even though he was a grown man, she 
knew she always would. She began to tidy up his room and picked 
up the pieces of broken glass of what was once a beautiful crystal 
vase. She fixed the bed covers. 

She noticed a bloodstained T-shirt sticking out of his duffel 
bag in the corner of the room. What is this, she thought. Was he 
hurt in Afghanistan and never told me about it? Did something 
happen there and he is not telling me about it? My Jessy is usually 
the communicator; he never hides anything from me. He’s an 
extrovert, an adventurer who loves the outdoors, loves talking to 
people about anything and everything. Her thoughts were 
interrupted by the phone. 

“Hello Mrs. Harkirat Kaur?” 
“Yes?” 
“It’s the gyaniji from the gurudwara.” This was the priest from 

the temple. “I just want to let you know that Jessy is in the gurd-
wara. Is everything okay at home? He is crying.” 

“Okay, gyaniji,” she cried. “I’m on my way. Thank you so 
much!” She ran out of the door. 

Jessy was sitting cross-legged in one far corner of the gurdwara, 
his head lowered, just hanging. 
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She approached him cautiously. He sensed footsteps and 
looked up. 

“Mom?” 
She sat down beside him. “Jessy what is going on?” 
“Mom!” He put his head on her shoulder. “I am so happy to 

see you.” 
“Jessy what is going on? Why are you hurting so much?” 
A little hesitant at first, he then confided. “Mom, he was just 

a little kid in the Panjwai district. You know what, mom? The 
Afghani children are very beautiful.” He paused, then continued, 
“The place is beautiful, and they have destroyed it. I just saw it 
happen and I cannot live with it. I have nightmares about it, day 
in and day out; the faces, the screams. I can’t bear it any longer.” 

“Bear what? What did you see?” 
She did not bring up the bloodstained T-shirt she had found 

in his room, although she recalled the many news stories she had 
read and watched on TV. Then she remembered the most dread-
ful incident: a news story that was never followed up, and she 
wondered why. 

“Mom, I tried to save a nine-year-old boy. I picked up, his 
body covered in blood, and ran to the hospital. He died on the 
way. I gently put his limp body on the stretcher. He had been 
molested; his intestines were hanging out.” He broke out in tears 
again. “I just cannot get that scene out of my head.” 

Mrs. Kaur too could not hold back her tears. She bowed to 
the guru and held her son in her arms. 

“Jessy, let’s go home.” 
She took him home, put him to bed, and looked in on him 

occasionally for the rest of the day. He appeared to have settled 
down. 

Next morning, she frantically searched for Jessy. He was not 
in his room or the bathroom or the backyard. She was extremely 
worried. She phoned the gyaniij at the gurdwara but Jessy was not 
there either. She stepped outside to search the street and found 
Jessy lying on the front porch. She flung herself down. His body 
was very still. She felt his face; it was cold. His hands were cold 
too. A bottle of pills lay on his right side. In a panic, she ran inside 
the house, picked up her cell phone and called 911. Every second 
was precious. She sat next to his cold body, sobbing, praying and 
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hoping for a positive outcome. 
The paramedics finally arrived and checked him out, but it 

was too late. 
Jessy was gone. 
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Rivervision 
Tamara Miller 

 
         

  artha sees the sign several times a week, standing by the busy 
road. Cars dart by and pedestrians beeline past, their heads down, 
shoulders hunched. No one takes notice. 

Except Martha. 
The sign stands like a beacon to Martha. A woman’s smiling 

face, promising something better. She notices it when she takes 
her daughter, Josie, to hockey practice; it’s in her rear-view mirror 
as she rushes past, late for work. 

At first, Martha doesn’t notice the words on the sign. Her 
thoughts are captivated by the image of the smiling woman, with 
blondish hair, fading elegantly to grey. Her face is relaxed, ageless. 

“Ready for change.” She starts to read the words on the sign 
out loud every time she passes. The idea germinates, like a bloom 
in her mind. “Ready for change,” she repeats to herself, increasing 
in ferocity. In the grocery store, it rises over the drone of Like a 
Virgin piping through the speakers. In the hockey arena, it echoes 
the rhythm of her daughter’s skates scratching across the ice. It 
comes in a staccato as she sits at her desk typing. 

Over time, the mantra becomes a ribbon, tied to the end of 
something different, something more. In her dreams, it is a red 
ribbon binding her to the sign. Martha snatches at the air, un-
certain of how to grab hold of its promise. 

And then she lets herself go. 
Martha stands in front of a utilitarian building. The woman 

from the sign beams from another placard. This time, the words 
read ‘Welcome home’. Home. The word is like honeyed water on 
her parched tongue. 

The three-storey building to which the words are attached has 
a cream façade, with stone-grey outlining evenly spaced rect-
angular windows. It is a crumpled and discarded stately manor, 
with institutional edging. 

Entering the smooth sliding doors, her eyes drift to a desk, 
behind which are perched two young women, like modern 
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gargoyles. The first is fair haired with rounded curves spilling out 
of her heart-coated nursing scrubs. The other is the opposite, dark 
hair, tall with sharp-edges folded into a stiff knee-length skirt. 
Light and Shadow, thinks Martha. 

Behind the front desk, a hallway leads into the building’s 
heart, from which palpates sounds of daily life. Martha wonders 
what change smells like, and the answer comes as cooked onions 
and disinfectant. Off in the distance, she hears sounds of meal 
preparation, a clash of utensils on pots. She catches keyboard 
clicks, the gentle hum of air vents, the strains of light, flavourless 
jazz from overhead speakers. The building breathes without 
stretching its lungs and disturbing the insipid calm. 

Her eyes slip to the grey laminate flooring, coming to rest on 
her own feet, resolute in the red leather shoes she bought on a 
family trip to Italy. Slightly scuffed and a little stretched, she still 
loves them. They remind her of her younger self, offering her 
echoes of memories. 

“You okay, dear?” A voice punctures her reverie. 
Martha looks up to see Light, the nurse from behind the 

counter, coming towards her. She notices that the woman’s scrubs 
are ill-fitting, hugging her curves gracelessly, but proud in their 
functionality. An ID badge dangles from her neck, reading River-
vision Rest Home. Martha fixates on the word ‘Rest’. It fills her 
with an unbearable longing that races through her blood. She 
closes her eyes against the onslaught and waits for the yearning to 
ebb. 

 
Joan notices the woman standing strangely still, rooted in the 
building’s lobby. Experience has taught her to read body language, 
and Joan studies the new arrival closely, noting the squared 
shoulders and relieved look on the woman’s face. She watches her 
take a few tentative steps, then stop. The woman’s expression 
doesn’t change, but from behind the desk Joan notices her 
shoulders sink, as if her lungs are letting out a breath that had been 
holding her up. The woman closes her eyes at the lowest arc of a 
sigh, and then inhales deeply. 

A trained nurse, Joan has been working at Rivervision for 
years, and even by the standards of dementia patients, the 
woman’s entrance is noticeable. 
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Joan steps towards the new arrival, and in the soft voice 
reserved for flustered patients, she asks: “You okay, dear?” 

The woman reluctantly opens her eyes. 
“If you don’t mind my saying,” Joan attempts, “you look a 

little lost.” 
Martha takes a deep breath, draws up slumping shoulders, 

reads the nurse’s ID badge, and with clarity of purpose, says, 
“Joan, I’m here for my change.” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Martha responds. “Are you 
looking to check a loved one in?” 

“No…  The sign out front promises change, so that’s what 
I’m here for.” 

Martha extends her body into the space around her. Joan’s 
eyebrow lifts a touch as she looks slightly past Martha for the 
missing parts to the story. Finding no other useful threads, Joan 
leans in and tenderly asks, “What’s your name, honey?” 

“Martha.” 
“Hi, Martha. Do you know where you are?” 
“Rivervision Rest Home, I suppose.” 
“You understand that Rivervision is a senior care residence?” 
“I want what she’s having,” Martha sighs and tilts her head 

towards the sign in the lobby where the now-familiar woman 
beams. 

Joan holds Martha’s unyielding gaze. 
“I’m tired, Joan. Too tired. I can’t hold it up anymore. I’m 

going to drop it, Joan. And if I do, it will smash. So, I need to set 
it down, gently. And I need to breathe. 

“For the last few months, I’ve passed your sign daily. That 
woman has what I want. This place promises it, so here I am, Joan. 
Ready for change.” 

Joan stares in stunned silence. Finally, at a loss, she says, “Let 
me get the director.” After a breath of indecision, Joan moves into 
the bowels of the building. 

Martha makes her way to a seat in front of a faux-fireplace in 
the lobby. Sighing heavily, she allows her body to sink into a couch 
facing the hearth. She puts her head back on a taupe pillow and 
feels warmth stinging in the corner of her eyes. A salty rivulet lazily 
runs down her cheek, and darkens small patches on the pillow, 
creating a random pattern of sadness. Out of the window, she 
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catches a glimpse of a red male cardinal among the new spring 
buds of an ash tree. 
 
Martha looks around her room and is satisfied. The walls are 
beige, mirroring the colouring on the front of the building, and 
the décor is in shades of institutional white and watery grey. The 
whole room looks like an aged colour photograph, hues drained 
by time. 

The director had had no better idea of how to handle the new 
arrival, so she and the nurse sat with Martha, filling in paperwork 
while whispering various thoughts deemed too sensitive for 
Martha to hear. Martha suspected that they were surreptitiously 
assessing her mental state. She didn’t care. Things were moving in 
the right direction. Now, in the room they assigned to her, she 
settles her head on the pillow, tucks the starched blanket around 
her shoulders and drifts into oblivion. 

Her dreams that night are gossamer visions. Too ethereal to 
hold, they nonetheless leave her feeling adrift, lying in that restful 
state between awake and asleep, floating over swells of light, 
moving as if part of the waves, but never connected to them. 
Towards morning, she has the sensation of rising, like a child’s 
lost helium balloon, floating past buildings and roads, through 
shops and homes, over trees and rivers. Free, but always a string 
attached, threatening to tether her to the world. She wakes to a 
child’s cry, an echo from her past. 
 
To Joan’s surprise, the manager decided to go through the motions 
and settle the woman into the guest room, normally meant for 
family members of residents, but the sad truth was that it was rarely 
used. Through the admission process, they were able to get all the 
necessary contact information and, after Martha had settled in the 
room, the nurse and manager debated next steps. 

“We could call her husband,” suggested Joan. 
“And say what exactly?” the director responded, struggling to 

keep irritation out of her voice. “She’s made it clear that she 
doesn’t want us contacting anyone. And, unless she’s in immediate 
danger, we need residents’ permission before we can start talking 
to family members.” 

“Well, she can’t very well stay here, can she?” Joan’s offended 
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tone drew a questioning look from the director. 
“Until we figure out what exactly is going on, she stays here 

as a guest. I have a feeling she needs it and may yet sort things out 
for herself.” 

Joan left the office inexplicably annoyed at the entire 
situation. Allowing this woman to take up residence seemed an 
affront, yet she was at a loss to explain why it troubled her. What 
was it about Martha’s presence that caused her to react with such 
an edge? She’d never felt this level of indignation about a resident 
before. 

She closed off her shift that night with a final check-in on 
Martha. The strange woman hadn’t appeared since presenting 
herself in the lobby late that afternoon, and Joan had convinced 
herself it would be prudent to keep a watchful eye on this newest 
resident. What she saw surprised her. 

Martha had burrowed into the starched acrylic blanket 
without bothering to undress. She lay on her side, arms and legs 
tucked tightly into her body. Under the white bedding, in the early 
evening light, she reminded Joan of a swaddled infant. Martha is 
still, except for the subtle rise and fall of her breath. 

Joan quietly shuts the door behind her, an anxious knot in her 
mind slowly unraveling. 

 
Martha moves with the flow of routine, allowing herself to be carried 
by the current of daily activities in the building. She trundles into 
the dining room for meals, sitting with other residents, listening 
to tales of ungrateful children and wonderous grandchildren. She 
joins excursions to the pool for aqua-fit or the library. She part-
icipates in book club, the quilting group and conversational 
Spanish. She watches visiting children’s choirs and plays with 
retired service animals. 

The only time Martha steers the drift in her day is when she 
is asked about her life outside. Like a paper lantern floating in the 
current, she is caught momentarily in the eddies of enquiry, but 
hastily escapes, releasing herself into the undercurrent of routine 
to evade her interrogators. 

There are times, however, when Joan notices Martha study 
her surroundings as if looking for someone, though she receives 
no visitors. Joan has seen that look on other residents, left by their 
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families and then promptly forgotten. Weeks or months go by 
without a visit, but still they retain hope that their loved-one will 
walk through the front doors on a Sunday afternoon. After weeks 
of disappointment, only the most diehard hopefuls turn their 
heads at the sighing breath of the opening door. 

 
Discarded construction paper is strewn in awkward shapes all 
about the table in front of Martha. Mounds of colour accumulate, 
folded, crumpled, cut. She clutches bright yellow plastic child-
proof scissors, her fingers mangled into the small circles, 
following pencil lines traced on the colourful clutter. The look on 
her face is determined, her whole being focussed on the task. As 
Joan watches, Martha seems to grow younger, until all she sees is 
a small child, helpless and eager. 

“May I join you for a moment, Martha?” Joan asks. 
“Of course.” Martha gestures to a facing chair, a welcome 

smile crossing her lips before delving back into a determined pout. 
“It’s been a long time since I’ve had to use small scissors. I’d either 
forgotten how unforgiving they are, or my hand has gotten fat 
over the years.” Martha smirks. 

Joan smiles distractedly, before aiming the full force of her 
attention on Martha. “Listen, I’d like to ask you something.” Joan 
studies her companion’s body language before continuing, wary 
of treading too deeply. “I couldn’t help but notice that you often 
seem to be looking for someone. I’m sure if your family knew you 
were here, they’d come visit.” 

“Oh, I’m not looking for my family. And they aren’t looking 
for me.” Martha’s voice, traced with a smile, cascades to a con-
spiratorial whisper. “They think I’m in Manila for work.” She 
winks, inviting Joan to share in the intrigue. 

“I am waiting for someone, though. I haven’t seen her yet. 
I’m waiting for her to come home, so I can ask her my questions.” 

“Who’s that?” Joan asks. 
“The woman who lives here. The one on the sign out front, 

and in the lobby,” Martha responds distractedly as she 
concentrates on running her scissors along a piece of red con-
struction paper. “I’m surprised I haven’t seen her yet. Once I talk 
to her, I’ll be able to go home.” The tone and words are calm and 
seem reasoned, but what Martha is saying makes no sense to Joan. 
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“She invited you?” Joan asks, trying not to push too hard. The 
sign out front had been provided by Rivervision’s parent 
company, and as far as Joan knew, the woman was a stock-model 
or a computer-generated character dreamt up by marketers. 

“Well, she didn’t invite me exactly, but she saw what I was 
going through. That’s what led me here.” 

“What made you think she lives here?” 
“Well, her picture’s out front, isn’t it?” 
“That’s true,” Joan struggles to keep her tone casual. She 

presses gently. “Do you have a picture of yourself outside your 
house?” 

Martha looks up from her crafting, scissors still poised over 
the piece of red construction paper. “No, of course not. What a 
silly question.” 

“I suppose.” The nurse calmly looks around the room. “Have 
you ever seen the woman on the sign in-person?” 

“No.” Martha’s voice becomes curt and wary, an undertow of 
anger rising. “That’s why I’m here, Joan.” 

“I see.” Careful. Wait before going further. “Martha, do you 
know why you lied to your family?” 

Martha looks down at the table, deliberately concealing her 
face. 

“I didn’t want them to bother me. They’re always bothering 
me.” Her voice rises, barely masking ire. “They always need some-
thing. I can’t hear myself think around them. But she’ll help,” 
Martha points to the smiling face in the lobby. “She has to help,” 
Martha’s tone is increasingly agitated and uncertain. A question 
buried in the words, a certitude wavering. 

“What happens if your friend doesn’t come, Martha?” Joan 
starts cutting paper, giving the impression of a casual conver-
sation, not an assault on Martha’s delusions. 

“She has to come. I need her to come. If I can’t find her, I 
will drown, Joan. They will fill my lungs with their demands and 
their needs, and I will disappear beneath it all. She has to come.” 
Martha’s words are pushed out of a tightened jaw. Her eyes are 
focused on the pile of paper on the table. 

“I seem to be upsetting you, Martha. That wasn’t my intention. 
I’ll be at the front desk if you need me.” 
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The bright orange numbers on the clock read 3:18 a.m. The room 
is dark; the white walls seem to glow. 

Martha sits in her bed staring out of the window, replaying 
her earlier conversation with the nurse. 

Why did she have to bother me? thinks Martha. I didn’t get to finish 
my lantern. I needed it for the woman on the sign. 

There is no woman, Martha’s mind whips back. You were making 
the lantern for Josie, your daughter. 

Don’t be ridiculous. Josie’s a baby. 
Josie’s six years old. Remember, you had her birthday party last August. 

She had pink frosting on her cake and all that damn Frozen paraphernalia. 
You sang Let It Go to a room of first graders. 

Martha’s eyes search the room desperately, eventually coming 
to rest on her red shoes, neatly placed by the door. 

She starts to moan quietly, putting her head between her 
knees. Her breathing is shallow. She squeezes her eyes against the 
memories exploding in her brain, each one bringing a sob crashing 
down on her. She reaches out in the darkness for her daughter. 
Her hands grasping emptiness, greedy to hold her child and 
terrified to let her life flood back into her mind. Finally, the dam 
breaks, and her life washes over her as she sinks into it, a trembling 
creature in tumultuous waters. 

Her sobs echo in the night. The feelings are voracious and her 
whole body starts trembling with the ravages of grief, longing, 
loss, and hoped for redemption. She weeps the way she did when 
she was a child. And like when she was a child, her nose starts to 
bleed. 

Finally, her crying subsides, her breathing slows, and a tiny 
droplet of blood falls on the starched white blanket. 

 
Joan’s Saturday morning shift always starts early. She likes arriving 
before the residents wake up, before the building is alive to the 
day. She likes the quiet and the dim shadows of dawn. She walks 
the halls slowly, listening for any signs of unrest. She’s surprised 
to see the door to the family guest room ajar. 

She knocks softly, calling quietly. “Martha, is everything 
okay?” 

The room is dark, with a thin veil of streetlight drifting across 
the surfaces. The bed is made, the closet door open, and empty, 
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all traces of living carefully withdrawn. A shade of a presence 
lingers, but in traces only. The sense of a life is missing. 

Joan is hesitant to turn on the lights. She resists allowing it to 
flood the scene. Inexplicably, she feels as if there is a solemnity 
present that would be startled by illumination. Just before she 
turns to leave the room, something catches her eye. 

In the middle of the bed, adrift on a stiff sea of white, rests a 
red paper lantern. 
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Released 
Anna Blauveldt 

         
 

   t took forever to put on her makeup that morning. Extra heavy 
foundation to disguise the three-day-old purple bruise beside her 
left eye. Concealer to mask the dark circle underneath. Too bad 
she couldn’t do much about the swelling. There was no way to 
cover it with her short hair. 

Ashley still had finger marks on her throat, too, but they were 
easier to deal with. She pulled out her best scarf, looped it around 
her neck and tied it in the back. Leon had given her that scarf for 
Christmas. It was a Hermès, black silk with a fancy knotted-rope 
pattern. She especially liked wearing it when Leon let her have a 
girls’ night out. She wanted her friends to see it. To admire it. It 
might convince them how much he really loved her. 

Without all that camouflage, she figured she’d look like a zombie 
in one of those creepy shows on cable. Or a battered woman. Not 
the impression she wanted to make in court that day. 

When they first started dating six months earlier, Leon treated 
her like a princess. He took her out to dinner all the time and gave 
her nice gifts. The cutest little diamond stud earrings. A replica 
Rolex watch. And the Hermès scarf. In no time flat, he told her 
he loved her and asked her to move in with him. 

How could she resist? Nobody had ever been that nice to her 
before. 

Certainly not her parents. Her mother tried, but she wasn’t 
around much. She had to work two jobs just to put food on the 
table for Ashley and her brother. Ashley’s father was barely in the 
picture. He was a couch-surfing drug dealer who used almost as 
much as he sold. And when he did resurface every few weeks, he 
was either high or quick to pick a fight. Once her brother got big 
enough to push back, the beatings got more frequent for Ashley 
and her mother instead. 

So, what Leon offered her was an escape, and she didn’t 
hesitate. She said yes and moved in the next day. 

Ashley already had big plans for her future. She took night 
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classes in the hospitality programme of the local community 
college. In a year, she would have her diploma. Meanwhile, she 
worked at a community resource centre for disabled seniors. 
Ashley was good friends with all her regulars: the frail ones, the 
lonely ones, the ones whose memories had long since drifted 
away. They seemed so grateful for her easy smiles, her smallest 
gestures. It was such a special feeling, being appreciated by them. 
She didn’t get that at home. 

Her plans didn’t change when she hooked up with Leon. In 
fact, he encouraged her. He told her he did landscaping in the 
summer and snow removal in the winter. Seasonal jobs that didn’t 
pay fuck all. He needed her to pitch in on the rent and the 
groceries. This didn’t make sense to Ashley. Where did he get the 
money to buy her all those pricey presents when they first met? 

Living together was good at first. Ashley had never been so 
happy. Of course, there were the occasional disagreements, the 
same as any other couple might have. Typical lovers’ spats. 
Nothing much to worry about. 

A couple of months along, the fighting escalated, first to 
screaming matches and slammed doors, then to throwing things. 
When it turned physical, Ashley decided to leave. She’d gone 
through that shit before with her dad. Why put up with it again? 
She blamed it on the guys Leon hung out with. They were a bad 
influence on him. That’s what she told her friends, anyway. 

Leon begged her to stay. There were more gifts and a promise 
to be good. So she gave him a second chance. After all, he was a 
really sweet guy underneath. He said he still loved her, and she 
loved him. They’d work things out. 

The last confrontation, three days earlier, was about the drugs 
Ashley found in a gym bag hidden in Leon’s closet. 

Of course, they did weed. But there were pills in the bag, too. 
Lots and lots of pills. Ecstasy wasn’t her thing. And even if it was, 
there was way too much for just the two of them. Then there was 
the stuff in a Tupperware container. Ashley didn’t need to open 
it. She knew it was hash. She could tell by the smell. 

Leon was trafficking. 
Ashley had seen it all before with her father, and she didn’t 

want any part of it. The second Leon walked in the door that 
afternoon, she threw the whole stash at him. Pink and blue and 
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purple pills went flying everywhere. 
Leon’s first jab went to her head. The next one, to her 

stomach. Then he started to choke her. He only stopped when 
Ashley passed out and dropped to the floor. 

Seconds later, when she was conscious again, he helped her 
to the couch. 

“I’m so sorry, babe… please, please don’t leave me!” he 
pleaded, “I’ll stop dealing… I’ll do anything you want! You know 
how much I love you, babe…” 

Ashley had never seen him cry like that before. He looked so 
pathetic, she actually felt sorry for him. When she could speak 
again, she told him she’d think about staying. There was one 
condition, however: he had to swear he’d never, ever hit her again. 

Besides, she felt guilty herself. After all, she was the one who 
started the fight, wasn’t she? 

Leon went out a little later. He said he had business to take 
care of. He said he might have something special for her when he 
returned. 

But he never came back. 
Leon was arrested and charged with assault that same 

evening. 
 
Ashley was going to court at the request of Leon’s defence lawyer, 
Mr. Price. Leon’s bail hearing was scheduled that day, and he 
needed a surety as part of his release plan. Could she do that? Mr. 
Price explained that the chances were pretty good for Leon to be 
let out pending his trial if someone—a surety—would be willing 
to supervise him; make sure he stayed out of trouble. Otherwise, 
the presiding justice of the peace might not decide to free him. 
Ashley agreed immediately. She was anxious to bring Leon home. 

But how would any JP believe Ashley could control what 
Leon did if she’d obviously been assaulted herself? She hoped the 
heavy makeup and scarf would hide the telltale signs. 

Ashley had never been to court before, let alone been a 
witness at a bail hearing, and she was nervous. Her stomach felt 
sick when she pushed through the courtroom door. It didn’t help 
that the room itself was intimidating. Dark and windowless, it had 
rows of unforgiving hard oak benches and a glass-enclosed 
prisoner box on one side. 
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She wasn’t alone in there. To the left, a thirtyish woman with 
tattoos from shoulder to wrist cuddled a frightened young child. 
On the other side was an older woman wearing a hijab. Dabbing 
repeatedly at her eyes with a tissue, she whispered in a foreign 
language to a surly-looking young man sitting next to her. Beyond 
them sat a smartly dressed middle-aged couple. They could easily 
fit in at some country club function. Except they were here 
instead, keeping their heads down, probably hoping they wouldn’t 
be seen by anybody they knew. No doubt they all—like her—were 
there to support loved ones whose charges were listed in that day’s 
court docket. 

Ashley sat on a bench at the very back and tried to be 
invisible. It was strange that her scarf felt too tight all of a sudden. 
She reached up and tugged it loose with her fingers. But she was 
careful to keep the red marks covered. 

When the justice of the peace entered and stepped up to the 
dais, Ashley rose with the rest.  After everyone sat down again, the 
room grew quiet. She heard chains repeatedly clanking in time to 
footsteps approaching from somewhere outside the courtroom. 
The sound gradually grew louder and stopped abruptly on the 
other side of the prisoner box door. A police officer pushed the 
door open and Leon walked in, cuffed at wrists and ankles. He 
looked rough. Stubble shadowed his face, his greasy hair was 
unkempt, and he’d obviously been sleeping in his soiled clothing. 

Leon scanned the courtroom until he saw her. Then he gave 
her a weak smile and nodded. Ashley smiled back. She wanted to 
rush over and comfort him, but that, of course, was impossible. 

The bail hearing started. Mr. Price waived arraignment and 
Crown Counsel rose to read the facts of the incident into the 
record. Leon’s plan for release would be presented afterwards by 
Mr. Price. At that point, Ashley would be called up to answer 
questions under oath. 

All she’d had been told about the alleged assault was that it 
took place in a drug store. Now she was learning the full story 
from the police investigative action and witness statements. She 
heard that Leon had tried to buy oxycontin with a phoney 
prescription. The pharmacist was suspicious and challenged him. 
After an angry exchange, Leon turned and ran towards the door 
to get out before security officers arrived. An elderly man using a 
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walker blocked his path and Leon had pushed him out of his way. 
The man fell to the floor, but Leon kept going. He was stopped 
outside and arrested. The whole thing was caught on the pharmacy 
video, which was played for the court. 

The case for the Crown was strong. 
Ashley was outraged. She glared at Leon but he didn’t look 

back. Instead, he was hunched over in the box, staring down at 
the floor. He looked guilty as hell. Guilty of assaulting a defence-
less old man, someone just like her senior friends from the centre. 

Ashley stood up and moved to the aisle. Mr. Price looked 
back and saw her disappear through the courtroom door. He 
sought the court’s indulgence to leave briefly and caught up with 
her in the hall outside. He told her if she didn’t come back, Leon’s 
bail plan—without her as his surety—would fall apart. It could 
mean he would spend a lengthy time in detention before his trial. 
She nodded. She’d already figured that out. 

Ashley reached behind her neck and untied her Hermès scarf, 
exposing the marks left by Leon’s grip. Then she handed it to Mr. 
Price. 

“Here… make sure Leon gets this back, will you? I don’t need 
what he’s given me anymore.” 

Then she turned and left. Outside the courthouse, Ashley 
inhaled the fresh spring air. It smelled of lilacs and new-mown 
grass. And freedom. 
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The Portage Mystery 
Philip Schubert 

         
 

   n 2014, I finally succeeded in investigating the portage mystery 
laid out in my biography on Dillon Wallace. 

If you made it past the first sentence, you may ask yourself 
justifiably, what is a portage mystery, who is Dillon Wallace and 
how could anyone be intrigued by either? 

In my case at least, part of the answer is that I discovered the 
joys and dangers of travel in trackless wilderness starting in 1999 
after reading Dillon Wallace’s The Lure of the Labrador Wild. I’ve 
spent more than a decade since, canoeing the routes in Labrador 
and Northern Quebec described in The Lure, in Wallace’s follow-
on book, The Long Labrador Trail, and in Mina Hubbard’s book, A 
Woman’s Way Through Unknown Labrador. 

 
At the age of 40 in 1903, Dillon was one of a team of three 
planning to canoe from the North West River Hudson’s Bay Post 
in southeast Labrador to the George River Hudson’s Bay Post on 
Ungava Bay. Maps clearly showed where these two Hudson’s Bay 
Posts were located, but the Nascaupi and George Rivers connect-
ing them were only guessed at. The team was assured by the 
Hudson’s Bay Post at North West River that no one could pos-
sibly fail to find the Nascaupi River at the end of Grand Lake. 

Instead, the team canoed up the Susan Brook, thinking it was 
the Nauscaupi River. It was called a brook for good reason and 
after a few kilometres, cascaded downwards, forcing them to 
struggle upward by dragging their canoe and gear through forest 
next to it. Things went from bad to worse, but Leonidas as team 
leader refused to turn around as they began to run out of food 
and winter approached. Leonidas, a writer for an outdoors 
magazine published in New York City, was determined to come 
back with a story. Finally, and too late, he agreed to give up and 
head back. Starvation affected him more quickly than the other 
two, and he had to be left in their tent while the others continued 
down the Susan (still convinced it was the Nascaupi) in a desperate 
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struggle to save them all. Leonidas passed away from hypothermia 
the day after they left. 

The third member of the team was their voyageur, George 
Elson. ‘Voyageur’ meant that he was an expert in canoeing in 
remote country and wild rivers. Hired from the Hudson’s Bay 
Post in Missinaibi, Ontario, a better choice could not have been 
made, even if he had never been in Labrador. 

Leonidas’ widow Mina, who would be forever changed due 
to the unbearable loss of ‘her laddie’, asked Dillon to write the 
story of the trip. Dillon, a lawyer, had never been a writer and 
based his draft on his and Leonidas’ trip journals. Upon reviewing 
the draft, Mina took great exception to Dillon’s description of 
Leonidas and insisted the draft be completely redone. 

While the debate was underway with Mina, the editor of the 
outdoors magazine where Leonidas had been a writer, showed the 
contested draft to a major publisher who declared it to be one of 
the best books ever written on the North. By the end of 1904 it 
had become a best seller, and Mina for ever after saw Dillon as 
her worst enemy. 

With the huge success of the book, Dillon was talked into 
redoing the trip, now knowing how to find the Nascaupi River. 
The person Dillon wanted most for his trip was George Elson. 
George declined. In fact, unknown to Dillon, Mina had acted even 
more quickly and had convinced George to put together a team, 
take her as a passenger like Hudson’s Bay supervisors travelled in 
the North, and do the trip that Dillon had been talked into doing. 
With George’s refusal, Dillon who had not the faintest idea of the 
plot against him, drew together the best team he could. 

Clifford Easton was a forestry student and George Richard a 
geology student, as Dillon wanted to include data on forestry and 
geology in the book he hoped to write. Leigh Stanton was a 
forestry worker who he had met while over wintering in 1903-
1904 in North West River. Pete Stevens was a member of the 
Ojibwa Tribe from Grand Marais, Minnesota, and was as close in 
outdoors skills to George as he could find. Duncan MacLean was 
a trapper from North West River who knew the first part of the 
route. 

Dillon discovered he was in a competition when Leigh 
Stanton met George and his team members in Halifax where they 
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were awaiting the arrival of Mina from New York City. A still 
bigger shock awaited Dillon when he arrived at St. Johns and 
found journalists awaiting him. Rather than wanting to discuss his 
best seller and the coming trip, they wanted to know about Mina’s 
press release. “What press release?” asked Dillon. The response 
was, “Why, the one in New York City where the widow holds you 
responsible for the death of her husband, and which she is on her 
way to Labrador to investigate!” Dillon would only learn a year 
later that Leonidas’ sister had published a reply condemning 
Mina’s press release. The sister argued that Dillon was nothing 
less than a hero for having attempted in the deep snow to return 
to Leonidas with mouldy flour thrown away months before in the 
struggle up the Susan Brook, and George continuing his struggle 
out and finding the hoped-for trappers who came in and saved 
Dillon. 

The two teams had no choice but to travel in the same boat 
from St. Johns to North West River. George had selected Job 
Chapies and Joe Iserhoff, who were skilled outdoorsmen from 
George’s home at the Missinaibi Hudson’s Bay Post. A further 
team member was Gilbert Blake, a trapper from North West River 
who George had got to know while over-wintering in 1903–1904, 
who knew the initial portion of the route. 

Mina’s superb team would travel down the rapids the way the 
young Innu did, whereas Dillon would have to take the portages 
around the rapids the way the Innu did when canoeing with wives 
and children. Mina’s approach would get her to Ungava Bay more 
quickly. While her team canoed through rapids, one member 
would escort Mina though the forests at the edge of the rapids. 

Thus, when the two teams arrived at the start of the portage 
recommended by the Innu to get around the waterfall-filled Maid 
Marion Gorge, Dillon’s team headed northwest up the portage 
around the gorge and Mina’s team headed straight down the 
gorge. The gorge quickly proved to be too much even for Mina’s 
team, and after Job Chapies confirmed that there was ‘bad water’ 
for an unknown distance ahead, Job found some lakes and 
streams to the south of the gorge which he could see after 
climbing a hill. Then they bushwhacked their way along what we 
refer to today as Job’s Portage. 

After getting around the ‘bad water’, Mina’s team travelled 
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north up Lake Michikamau to the height of land where water 
began flowing north to Ungava Bay down the George River. Mina 
in her trip journal, once the team knew they were nearing the end 
of the trip, wrote on August 26, 1905: 

If we should get the Peligan (the Hudson’s Bay supply ship) 
and get out soon I might possibly get back and get my story and 
some of my pictures in print before W is even heard from and 
that would be the thing for me. If I am to be successful, that would 
make it complete. Oh, if it might only come out that way. How 
grateful I should be, and how complete would be my victory and 
how completely it would make no account of W’s reflections. 

To Mina’s disappointment, Dillon finally made it to the 
George River Hudson’s Bay Post at Ungava Bay, finding Mina’s 
team still there. Clifford Easton wrote in his trip report: 

Meeting between Mrs. Hubbard and Wallace very interesting, 
both very stiff… George came in and we talked over the trip, 
seems like a nice fellow and glad to see us, never expected us to 
get through, even he and the other men who have shot rapids all 
their lives say the George (i.e. the George River) is the worst river 
they ever were on. Will say frankly that many times coming down 
I never expected to get through alive, lived from day to day and 
did my best… Mrs. Hubbard very pleasant to me, talked a good 
deal over the trip… Scenery rugged, wild and very lonely. 

The Peligan finally arrived a couple of days later. Dillon could 
not see himself travelling back to civilization with Mina on a small 
boat, and thus travelled back along the coast via dog sled. This 
was a route used by Hudson’s Bay employees and became a 
further exciting part of Dillon’s second book, The Long Labrador 
Trail. 

 
After reading the fabulous books linked to the Hubbard and 
Wallace Saga, I spent more than a decade during summer holidays 
canoeing the 1903 trip, and the 1905 trip to Ungava Bay. I became 
fascinated by portage routes. They were created by the Innu over 
thousands of years and walking the length of one was like reliving 
history. 

 
Innu Portages always made sense and were easy to find, including 
for Dillon’s team. That was until ‘the portage that they could not 
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find’. When the team arrived at the waterfall-filled Maid Marion 
Gorge, they headed northwest up the portage they had been told 
went around it. The portage took them to Bibikwasin Lake where 
they expected to find a portage route south back to the Naskaupi 
River on the other side of the Maid Marion Gorge. Finding no 
portage, they continued up a clearly visible portage heading west 
and north up to Desolation Lake. At Desolation Lake, they could 
see no further portage routes. Out of options and knowing that 
Lake Michikamau laid to the west, the team bushwhacked their 
way painfully west, finally reaching Lake Michikamau. At this 
point Dillon, knowing that winter was not far off, ordered all of 
his team to travel back to North West River and safety. Dillon 
planned to continue alone. Pete Stevens strongly disagreed, 
arguing that his skills were essential for Dillon’s safety. Dillon 
insisted that Stevens’ skills were even more important for the 
survival of the team in getting back to North West River. In fact, 
all team members strongly objected to going back. The com-
promise was that Clifford Easton continued with Dillon and 
Stevens got the others back safely to North West River. 

 
In my biography on Wallace, I created a controversy by suggesting 
that there in fact was no portage south from Bibikwasin Lake. It 
has always been assumed that Dillon’s team simply failed to see 
the portage heading south, staring them in the face. 

My doubts arose from the fact that the portage route made 
no sense if the objective was to get around the Maid Marion 
Gorge. It would have been far shorter for the portage to be along 
the route taken by Mina’s team. Except that no portage route has 
ever been found there either, including by me, despite some of us 
calling it Job’s Portage. The Innu never had portage routes which 
did not make sense. 

Like all canoeists today, the Innu had a very healthy respect 
for huge lakes, like Lake Michikamau, and the death-dealing 
windstorms that happened on them. I was even more certain that 
they must have had a route allowing them to travel back and forth 
to the George River without risking their lives or being blocked 
for weeks on this huge body of water. 

A possible route for achieving this is by travelling down the 
Desolation River and up the Kanairiktok River. This route follows 



The Portage Mystery 

148 

 

the portage route taken by Wallace’s team but then heads 
northeast down the Desolation River that runs out of Desolation 
Lake and becomes a tributary of the Kanairiktok River. After 
crossing the height of land at the start of the Kanairiktok flowing 
southeast, one comes to the headwaters of the George River 
flowing north. The team would not have seen a portage path to 
the northeast down the Desolation River until the first rapid, two 
and one-half kilometers from where they chose to bushwhack to 
the west. 

Therefore, in 2014, I decided to try to find the Mystery 
Portage which Dillon and his team could not find. I drove in a 
jeep from Ottawa to Churchill Falls in Labrador, a three-
thousand-kilometre trip, drove a further one hundred and thirty-
five kilometres up the nearly trackless Orma Dike Road, and then 
bushwhacked by canoe and portaging to the first lake south of 
Bibikwasin Lake. The first lake in is about two hundred meters 
through the forest beyond the road. 

It had taken many hours to drive up Orma Dike Road to the 
put in, and I only had time to make it to the beginning of the cross 
over to the third lake. That night the weather changed, and it 
became cold, windy, and rainy. Nevertheless, the next day I 
managed to make it to the edge of second portage south, if it 
existed. 

There were sprinkles of rain the next day, but the sun broke 
through by mid-morning, so I packed up and headed for where 
the second portage south should be found. I could find no portage 
path, although it would not be a problem to bushwhack to the 
next lake by simply following along side a stream of water running 
to that lake. 

I did transects to both sides and did not see any sign of a 
portage path in the caribou moss. I then headed northeast to the 
end of the first portage south from Bibikwasin Lake, if it existed. 
The weather began to degrade, becoming cloudy, starting to rain, 
and the wind picking up. The lake was practically wind-bound by 
the time I reached where the first portage south from Bibikwasin 
Lake should end. After setting up my tent I did transects to try to 
find a portage path, without success. This end is very rough, with 
muskeg immediately north of me and caribou moss and thick 
bushes where the land climbs quickly. 
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There was a very big windstorm that night plus some rain. By 
morning, however, the rain had stopped, and I decided to hike the 
two-and-one-half kilometres north to Bibikwasin Lake. I loaded 
one of my two barrels with my small tent, sleeping bag, sleeping 
mat, ski jacket, rain suit, a bit of food, satellite phone, and SPOT 
Tracker, so if I hurt myself, I could stay under cover while 
awaiting rescue. I also took my gun, which is a pain to hike with, 
but better safe than sorry. I was also nervous about leaving my 
larger tent behind and half expected that a bear would destroy it 
while I was away. I had had a tent destroyed by a bear the previous 
summer. I was also hoping that no bear would attempt to open 
my food barrel as one had done the previous summer also! 

After an initial climb over rough ground, there was a long, 
level stretch on caribou moss through a black spruce forest, 
followed by more rough ground as I climbed down in elevation 
to the shore of Bibikiwasen Lake. There was no sign of a portage 
path at any stage. Finally, I arrived at a rocky lake shore after 
crossing boggy ground. I noticed a small inlet one hundred meters 
to the west of me covered by a pebble beach. This looked like the 
kind of landing area the Innu would have chosen for the 
beginning of a portage and I went over to investigate. 

Just behind the beach were pieces from an ancient canvas 
canoe, but there was no portage route anywhere to be found. I 
hiked back to my base camp. Simply hiking back and forth was 
very strenuous in the absence of a portage path and I gave up any 
thought of attempting to portage my canoe to Bibikwasin Lake. 
Happily, I found that my tent and barrel had not been touched in 
my absence. 

My conclusion is that there was no portage path south from 
Bibikwasin Lake for Dillon’s team to find. If there had been a 
portage route south, it would have left in the area I hiked over as 
any attempt to travel south from Bibikwasin Lake farther east 
would have run into muskeg, and any attempt farther west would 
have run into very rough country with a climb down a very steep 
slope at the end. 

Thus, Dillon’s team made the only choice possible under the 
circumstances and bushwhacked their way west to Lake Michikamau 
once they reached Desolation Lake and found no more indications 
of a portage route. One can only speculate on the intended purpose 
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of the Innu route heading northwest, which Dillon’s team had no 
trouble following up to Bibikwasin Lake, and then west and north 
up to Desolation Lake. I’m quite sure that if Dillon’s team had 
headed east once they reached Desolation Lake, they would have 
again found the Innu Portage. I hope to further research this, 
possibly by helicopter as my wife says I’m getting too old to get 
into any more adventures with bears! 

For the information of those who have read this far, Dillon 
went on to publish another 25 books and was key in creating the 
world-renowned Explorers Club in New York City. The 90th 
anniversary edition of the Canadian Geographic Magazine, January/ 
February 2020 edition, declared Mina, who in fact was born in 
Ontario, to be one of the 90 most influential explorers in Canada’s 
recorded history. 
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In Between Time 
Tanya Bailey 

         
 
       s we are  

Standing quietly in the rain 
Umbrella – less 
Still ourselves 
Looking for the slight comforts of home 
To feel 
To see 
To reclaim 
To repair 
Past traditions 
Once 
More. 
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The Welcome Sound of a 
Crackling Fire 

Sylvia Melba McGee 
         

 
      ne would think that a crackling fire would be a welcoming 
thing. 
 Sigh. 

Home at last on a snowy Wednesday evening. Thank good-
ness. I’m late, though, and mustn’t upset Mick. I feel woozy. 

The key begs to remain in the ignition, saying, “Don’t do it! 
Not now, not tonight! Just start us up again… escape,” but my 
dutiful and habitual self pulls the key, grabs the bag of groceries 
and briefcase, and somehow leaves the purse forgotten on the 
front seat. 

The trepidatious walk to the door stretches out before me, 
but is over far too soon. I can see through the front window that 
there is a fire dancing in the fireplace, and I smell woodsmoke 
coming from the other side of the door. Odd. The fire seems to 
be the only light on in the house. The other windows are dark, 
judgmental. My family will know what I’ve been doing, that it 
wasn’t just classroom prep and groceries that have kept me late. 

The desire for survival tells me to stick to routine, keep to the 
usual script. Just open the door, say a quiet hello, go through, set 
everything down, take my coat off, unpack the groceries and begin 
the supper preparation. My head is killing me. Listening only to 
the chatter of an overloaded brain clouded by the pain, I flick the 
front hall light switch back and forth several times before details 
begin to seep through the fog. Why doesn’t the light work? Do 
any of the lights work? Is the power off? What about the furnace? 
Ah. Must be the reason for the fire. 

I do not call out to the others. There is evidence of their recent 
tenure in the lightless home: winter coats and boots, backpacks and 
briefcase all dropped inside the doorway, as per usual. In the kitchen 
there is bread and peanut butter and molasses left open on the 
snack counter, as per usual. Except for a dark puddle on the floor 
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by the pantry, and the missing lights, everything looks just like any 
other Wednesday evening at home after work and school. 

Mine is the kind of family that takes things for granted, and 
shrugs over common displays of normality. Like clearing up their 
own messes and putting things away. Like keeping a replenished 
wood box by the back door. Like listening to one another. Like 
not lying to one another. Like getting the brakes on my car fixed 
like I was promised was done. 

I feel anger rising up inside me like a burning, bilious attack. 
Why has no one come to greet me and help with the groceries? 
My coat, still bloody from my head injury, demands that I change 
out of it and see to its cleaning. My head throbs and my ears ring 
with negative energies, but I can find no one to blame, no one to 
share this with, no one to offer me comfort. 

When I turn over every pay cheque, it is with the assumption 
that things will happen as they should, that help will be 
forthcoming with tasks that lend comfort and ease, that promises 
will be kept, that things will be kept in safe and working order. I 
begin to feel terminal disappointment laced with anger climb its 
way to my throat, along with what little remains of my stomach 
contents. 

No one is here. My black mood and the pain in my head make 
me forget that the dark puddle is there and, in the darkness I slip 
on it, landing hard on my butt. I dip a finger into the stickiness. It 
tastes... metallic. Not molasses, then. I reach for the handle of the 
pantry door to pull myself up, and the door creaks open to reveal 
more puddles inside... along with the kids, asleep in the middle of 
the dark sticky mess. 

The lights flash their return, illuminating the horrific contents 
of pantry and house: bloody footprints and an axe on the floor, 
blood everywhere. I try to reason through the blinding confusion. 
Why did Mick tell me the brakes were done? I gave him the money 
to do it. And where is he? Wait! What is that darting shadow by 
the fireplace, pulling burning sticks of wood from the flames and 
flinging them to all the corners of the room? 

Mick’s growling voice reaches me through my foggy state. 
“There you are. I heard you’d crashed the car and cracked your 
head. The cops will think you did all this. You like to tell everyone 
how difficult the kids are, and what a poor partner and father I 
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am? Well, I’ve had enough of you and those brats, you spoiled 
bitch. Everyone will believe me when I tell them that you must 
have been hurt worse than they thought because you came home 
in a crazy rampage, attacked us, and set fire to the place.” 

There is a fireplace poker in his hand now, and he is smiling. 
I can’t bear to look anymore. He laughs at me. 

“I’ll tell them you hit me over the head,” I hear him saying 
through my fog. “I’ll tell them I was just able to crawl out on my 
own. I’ll tell them you must have got trapped inside. I’ll tell 
them…” 

Whack! Gurgle. 
My eyes fly open. The poker is in my hand. Mick is on the 

floor. As hot embers begin to fall on us, I drop the poker amidst 
this new horror and make my way outside. 

It is snowing harder now than when I got home, but I find it 
soothing. I sit facing the house in an old comfy chair that we never 
got around to hauling to the dump. Finally, some ‘me’ time. It 
feels nice just to sit for a minute. No laundry or dishes to do, and 
no interruptions from a family that only wants to blame me for 
their considerable woes. No more obligations. 

I’ve always loved this comfy old chair. It’s exactly what I need 
tonight as I sit here and let the crackling fire warm my body and 
burn away the hurt of a broken heart. The fog is getting thicker, 
and I just wish this headache would lighten up so that I could fall 
into the deep dark blankness that is beckoning. 

And then… sirens. 
 
BREAKING NEWS: Woman found lounging behind burning house after 
killing husband and children. 
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Broken 

Joe Italiano 
         
 
     eturning home from work that Friday, Joffrey Hodges drove 
his silver-grey coupe along a tree-lined street toward the Fort 
McMurray bungalow he and his girlfriend rented. Fallen leaves 
crunched under his car’s tires. Thick clouds abetted the 
approaching darkness of evening. Smiling, Joffrey recalled a joke 
a friend had texted: The past, present and future walked into a bar. It was 
tense. He couldn’t wait to tell it to Carla. She loved his sense of 
humour. It was what had won her heart. He had proposed marriage 
to her three years ago when they moved to Fort McMurray to 
work in the oil patch after university, but she had insisted they 
wait until “they were more mature.” 

Joffrey noticed the couple next door standing on their porch 
as he pulled into his driveway. He parked and scrunched his nose. 
Where was Carla’s car? She had scheduled the day off work. 
Maybe the neighbours knew. They seemed to get along well with 
her. 

Zipping up his thick, dark-blue windbreaker to ward off the 
late-autumn chill, Joffrey got out of the car. As he waved to the 
neighbours and began walking toward them, the man and woman 
looked at each other and bolted inside. 

Joffrey stopped and stared for a moment, then shrugging and 
shaking his head, went into his bungalow. The moment he closed 
the door behind him, Joffrey froze. What the hell? The dining room 
was bare, and the living room was mostly empty, with the sofa and 
TV gone. All the pictures had been removed from the walls. His 
La-Z-Boy chair was still there, but looked lonely beside the end 
table. 

Had thieves taken the furniture, stolen Carla’s car and 
kidnapped her? Shivers ran along his spine. 

“Carla?” No answer. 
“Carla?” No answer. Joffrey’s body shuddered. 
“Carla!” More silence. 
His heart pounding, he raced to the master bedroom. A note 
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lay on the multi-coloured bedspread near a polka-dotted pillow. A 
demand for ransom? Joffrey gulped and tore the note open. 

I will be working in the company’s office in Edmonton. This relationship 
is broken. I still love you, but I have to leave or I’ll break. Carla. 

Joffrey fought back tears. The neighbours’ behaviour made 
sense now; they probably had seen a moving van in the driveway, 
and Carla leaving. Had she talked to them? Could they explain 
why she left? Should he ask them? No. This involved him and 
Carla. 

He hung his head and paced, a numbness enveloping his 
body. Why did Carla say their relationship was broken? He loved 
her and wanted to marry her. She was the only woman who 
understood him, and he believed that she did love him, as her note 
said. They had good jobs: he was a mechanical QA inspector for 
an oil company, and she ran its accounting office. They had 
survived the downturn in the oil patch, and the wildfires, while 
others had lost their jobs and homes. 

What was the best way to win her back: pursue, phone, email 
or text her? 

Joffrey hurried into the den. His laptop remained on the wide 
computer desk near a cordless phone. Her laptop, usually beside 
his, was gone. He sat at the desk, his knees pulsing in and out. No, 
an email was too impersonal. He eyed the phone. No, her car was 
gone, and she might still be driving. He would pursue her. 

Joffrey headed for the door then stopped. He needed to know 
where she would be staying: her sister’s, her parents’ or a friend’s 
place. He took out his phone and called his university classmate 
and friend Mitch in Edmonton, asking him to investigate. 

The call completed, Joffrey again headed for the door. Once 
more, he stopped. Whoa. I work this Saturday. The boss would 
demand an explanation why he could not work since he was not 
ill. Joffrey decided to keep his original plans and play hockey that 
night in the local beer league. If people asked where Carla was, he 
would say she was ill. Tomorrow he would work. Sunday, he 
would attend church early then drive to Edmonton. He could 
crash with Mitch. The delay would mean that Carla would miss 
him even more than if he arrived in Edmonton tonight. 

Joffrey grabbed his hockey gear from a hallway closet. 
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Seconds remained in a tied hockey game. Pushing the puck with 
his stick, Joffrey skated around his team’s net, deked an opposing 
player, swerved right to avoid a body check from another 
opponent and crossed his team’s blue line. Mid-rink, another 
player blocked his path. Joffrey let the puck drop back, kicked it 
with his skate up to his stick and dodged the opponent. Too bad 
Carla was not there to see that brilliant move. He might score the 
winning goal. 

An opponent hip checked him. 
Joffrey flew through the air and landed on his back, as his 

right leg, then whole body, crashed into the boards. He curled up 
and grabbed his ankle, moaning from the pain. 

The opponent stared. “Sorry. I think it’s broken. I heard a 
crack.” 

The other players hurried over. Surrounding Joffrey, they 
offered to help him up. 

He pushed them away. “Leave me here to die! Oh God!” 
They picked him up, carried him outside, and eased him onto 

the back seat of an SUV. A convoy of vehicles headed to the 
hospital, a teammate driving Joffrey’s coupe and bringing his 
clothes and smartphone. Each road bump caused him to groan. 

 
The next day, having told his boss that he could not work, Joffrey 
hobbled on crutches into his living room. The painkillers were 
wearing off. His ankle itched under the moon boot the doctors 
and nurses had fit him into. He rested the crutches against the end 
table, and using the chair’s armrests, eased himself onto his La-Z-
Boy. What a mess, he thought. Like his heart, his ankle ached. The 
ankle would heal, so maybe his relationship with Carla could 
mend. But would his heart ever heal if he and Carla did not 
reconcile? Should he call her now since he couldn’t drive? 

Joffrey grabbed the corded telephone on the end table, then 
thought better of it. He bowed his head and replaced the handset. 
Carla had insisted on a landline in case the electricity and cell 
service crashed. He had objected, claiming it was unnecessary, 
until last year’s wildfires destroyed parts of the city. 

The phone rang. Carla? 
“Hello?” 
“My name is Michael. I am with the Windows Technical 
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Department. We have received bad signals from your computer 
for a week. Malware has likely invaded it.” 

Carla loved handling these calls. She toyed with the Windows 
crooks, telling them windows were not a problem because she had 
Windex that cleaned everything, including worms, viruses and 
malware. Joffrey smiled. It was time to have some fun. 

“That’s terrible. The computer has been slow lately. I guess 
it’s time to buy a new one.” 

“Not necessary. We can make it like new. Is your computer 
on?” 

It’s time for a great act. “Wait. I hear someone. There shouldn’t 
be anyone else here. Give me a second, please.” Joffrey lowered 
the phone. Hoping he would be sufficiently loud, he said, a tremor 
in his voice, “What are you doing? Why do you have a knife? No, 
please. Noooooo!” Smiling, Joffrey pounded the desk, raised the 
handset and groaned into the mouthpiece. “Help me! Please help 
me!” He listened. 

Click. 
He laughed and hung up. The Oscar goes to Joffrey Hodges 

for his performance in The Phone Call. Carla would love this story. 
Maybe it would help him win her back. 

 
Sunday morning, at the start of the more than five-hour bus ride 
to Edmonton, Joffrey practised what he would say to Carla. Had 
she heard Donald Trump’s latest slogan: ‘Ban pre-shredded 
cheese and make America grate again’? He laughed. She would 
love it. Wait! Did it only work in print? 

He stared out of the window as the bus travelled south along 
Highway 63 through boreal forest untouched by last year’s wild-
fires. A wood bison appeared among the trees, a rare sighting. It 
glanced at the bus as if the vehicle were unimportant. 

Joffrey frowned. Why had Carla never mentioned problems 
before? He always included her in his activities, even though she 
never invited him to hers. He brought her to his hockey games 
and to the bar afterward. She was the only wife or girlfriend there, 
but it was a laugh a minute. There was that time last month that 
the bar featured mud wrestling, and he had nudged Carla and 
suggested she wrestle the bikini-clad babe representing a beer 
company. She had rolled her eyes and since then had declined to 
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accompany him. 
Joffrey thought back and gasped. He was often doing and saying 

dumb things that embarrassed Carla. Was this why the relationship 
was broken? Was this why she wouldn’t marry him? He bowed his 
head. It wasn’t that they needed to mature, it was that he needed to 
mature. She had tried to tell him. You jerk. Why had she stayed 
with him this long? He would apologize. He would change. She 
deserved better. 

Joffrey stared down at his moon boot. A thought crossed his 
mind. Grinning, he took a black marker from his jacket pocket 
and began to write. 

 
The Uber stopped at a two-storey red-brick house. His heart 
beating faster, Joffrey hobbled from the car and up the single-step 
veranda. Fumbling one crutch, he pressed the doorbell. 

Carla’s mother opened the door. 
“Could I please see her?” His heart pounded even harder. 
“I doubt Carla wants to see you.” She moved aside to let him 

in. She had always been nice. “What happened to your foot?” 
“I broke my ankle playing hockey.” He looked up. 
Carla’s father was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, 

glaring. 
Joffrey cringed and looked at Carla’s mother. “She deserved 

better than I gave her. I really want a chance to be the one to give 
her better. May I please speak to her?” He was visibly trembling 
now. 

The muffled sound of footsteps on the carpeted staircase 
drew his attention. Carla was descending the stairs, her head up, 
her expression blank. The black slacks and cream-coloured blouse 
she was wearing suited her. I love you. Please forgive me. 

“I’ll see him.” She stopped on the bottom step and pointed 
to the den. Her parents went into the kitchen. 

Joffrey entered the den, his body shuddering. 
Carla followed and closed the door. “You’d better sit before 

you fall down.” She nodded toward a loveseat. 
He sat. She sat beside him, hands fidgeting on her lap. Her 

feet barely reached the floor. “One of the girls phoned and told 
me you broke your leg playing hockey. You skate so well, I was 
surprised.” 
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“It’s my ankle. I was thinking about you and me, not paying 
attention. I told everyone else that you beat me up.” He frowned 
and gazed at the ceiling. “Uh, sorry. Not true. I didn’t tell anyone 
that. I’m nervous and trying to be funny.” He looked at her. “I 
was a jerk so often. The mud wrestling comment and…” 

She touched his lips. “You were a jerk, especially when you 
made that comment, but you were often sweet and funny.” 

Joffrey took her hands in his. “Meeting you was the best thing 
that ever happened to me. You are smart and kind. You taught 
me so much. I even handled a Windows Tech call. I made the guy 
think someone was murdering me.” 

Carla’s eyes brightened. “What?” 
Joffrey put his hand to his ear as if holding a phone. “Wait. I 

hear someone. There shouldn’t be anyone here. What are you 
doing? Why do you have a knife? No, please. Noooo!” 

Carla laughed. “Really?” 
“Yes, I really did.” Joffrey beamed. 
Carla noticed the scribbles on his moon boot. “What’s all 

this?” 
“Famous people have signed it: Jennifer Lawrence, Charlize 

Theron, Scarlett Johansson and Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson. It’s 
my cast… of stars.” He smiled, pleased with his pun. “It’s a long 
bus ride from Fort Mac to here.” 

Carla looked at him. “So, what happens now?” 
“Would you let me buy you dinner?” Joffrey held his breath. 
“Not a hamburger joint, or a bar with mud wrestling?” 
He exhaled. “I promise. I’ll choose a classy place.” 
“Dinner sounds good, then.” 
“If you can forgive this clown, it would be a nice… jester.” 
Carla laughed. 
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What’s in Your Garage? 

L. D. Cross 
         
 
      robably not your car. But I still park my car in the garage. Its 
my car’s bedroom, its safe space just like my bedroom is where I 
park myself when my motor is turned off and my lights out. 

Okay, I have a house with a garage, but then so do all my 
neighbours. They park their vehicle, or vehicles, in their driveways 
which should be called parkways, but I digress. 

What is the purpose of a garage anyway except as a space to 
park your car? The innovative 20th century American architect 
Frank Lloyd Wright championed a minimalist automotive shelter 
he dubbed ‘the carport’ saying an enclosed space only inspires 
clutter. He also favoured open shelving for the same reason: 
closed cabinet doors only hide messy hoarding. Truly, a man way 
ahead of his time and mine, both architecturally and organ-
izationally. 

But not being a carport, my garage does have a ceiling plus 
walls and a door that locks. And, being the anal-retentive type, I 
park my locked car inside my locked garage then put my electronic 
key fob on a shelf―you’re welcome, Mr. Wright―inside the house 
far away from that locked combo. 

Nor do I have an expensive car. It is a 14-year-old, mass-
produced-in-North-America transportation device that still works 
well. We are accustomed to each others’ idiosyncrasies by now, so 
I intend to hang onto it a while longer and continue to park it out 
of sight. 

My next-door neighbour, who eschews his garage solely for 
the hop-in convenience of driveway parking, does so confidently 
because his vehicle has a manual transmission.   

“The best deterrent against opportunistic joy riding thieves,” 
he claims. “The incompetent weenies can’t handle a standard 
shift.” 

I would add an iridescent Club steering wheel lock but that’s 
me, and the extra step can be time consuming. Not as time 
consuming as filing a police report and hoping to get your vehicle 
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back in reasonable condition. However, we all make our own 
decisions and are judged by the outcomes. 

According to the Insurance Bureau of Canada, about 60 
percent of stolen cars are unlocked or have the key fob inside. 
Many others are stolen while idling in driveways to either warm 
them up in winter or cool them off in summer. We are such a 
delicate species we can no longer tolerate a few minutes of less 
than optimum temperature around our tender tushies. And all that 
spewing out of vehicle exhaust emissions, we are constantly 
reminded, increases the greenhouse effect beyond what is good 
for our planet. But who cares? Immediate creature comforts 
trump long-term pollution concerns every time. 

And while that expensive driveway decoration is an obvious 
temptation to vandals and vehicle thieves, questions arise. Is it 
alarmed? Maybe not. How quickly can it be started? Is it backed 
in for an even faster getaway? Maybe just slash the tires; smash 
the glass? All good unclean fun. But all that stuff in the garage is 
probably safe. 

Of course, since I park my car in its bedroom there is always 
the possibility that burglary specialists, not seeing a vehicle in the 
driveway, will assume ‘nobody is home’ and they should try a 
quick break and enter. Or local landscape contractors will illegally 
block access to and from my residence because given my empty 
driveway they assume ‘nobody is home’ and bylaws be damned. 
Bad assumptions. People who constantly ‘assume’ things end up 
being the first three letters of that word. 

Now about all those other uses for a garage. Sure, this is 
where you stash your vehicle’s gear like anti-freeze, extra 
windshield washer fluid, car cleaning supplies, bags of salt and 
sand. Maybe even winter tires are stacked in a corner unless you 
pay a dealer to store them for you, or you ride on all-weather 
rubber. This qualifies as legitimate garage storage stuff. 

But most of my neighbours don’t park in their garage because 
they have at least two cars and a single garage. So, who gets it? 
Nobody. They cannot get into their garage. It is full of stuff. Not 
car type stuff, but their collected stuff. There is no space for 
anything else. The basement is full, so the next storage place must 
be the garage. Kids’ games and toys from way back when Furby 
was popular; old sports equipment; a freezer, paint cans, seasonal 



L. D. Cross 

 

 

decorations, bottles, tins and boxes, you name it, all stored just in 
case it could come in handy some day for some reason. If we 
throw it out, we are sure to need it when we no longer have it. I 
know; I think the same way myself. 

If there is no garden shed out back to stash yard stuff then the 
garage also contains rakes, shovels, hoses, potting soil, bicycles, a 
barbecue with (horrors!) or without the propane tank attached, 
snowblower, lawnmower and/or extra interlocking bricks. But 
regardless of the amassed contents, whatever resides behind the 
garage door is worth considerably less than what is parked out in 
front of it, guaranteed. 

My garage has a manual door that conceals what is inside. 
That means I cannot double click to automatically raise or lower 
my portal to parking. To open it I must bend way down to the 
ground, lift the door up and slide it on its track along the garage 
ceiling. To close it I must stretch way up and pull it back down 
until it locks into position. This manoeuvre is my homage to 
physical activity and forms part of my daily ‘flexercise’ program. 
If I parked outside, I would not get this workout. Oh, I could get 
some range of motion warmup exercise sweeping snow off the 
vehicle in winter, leaving just enough to blow off onto any cars 
behind me when I reach the main road. But in summer I would 
be limited to dragging the hose out of the garage to wash the car 
should Mother Nature not be considerate enough to rain 
regularly. 

Like my neighbours, my garage is also a repository of good 
intentions for the currently unneeded. However, I still have room 
to slip my car into its bedroom. It is snug but it fits. And there it 
resides along with plastic bins and a shop-vac to suck up crud 
from inside the car and off the garage floor. Dangling from hooks 
on the right wall are: a pair of snowshoes, used once after which 
it took a week for my thigh muscles to stop cramping; skis and 
poles which were a birthday gift in July and have yet to experience 
snow; a bicycle with a flat tire I plan to fix so I can resume sunny 
Sunday rides on the bike path; and multiple umbrellas, tongs, 
gloves and scrapers. Stacked floor to ceiling along the left wall are 
the old kitchen cupboard boxes which I use as open shelving for 
storing an unidentified assortment of neatly packed objects I once 
decided to keep. I’ll get to them later. This whole shelving complex 
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is solidly anchored by two spare wheel rims on the bottom shelf. 
I no longer own the car they fit. It is no longer manufactured 
anywhere in the world. But those heavy metal rims are still useful 
as ballast to secure my skyscraper shelving. 

But I must face facts. For most people the purpose of a garage 
has changed. It is no longer a place for the car. Garages now 
protect crap not cars. They have become grand repositories for 
the litter of our lives. From temporary storage space until we get 
settled into our new house to an archaeological cache chronicling 
our acquisitive life history, garages hold the detritus of modern 
society. 

In his monologue, A Place for My Stuff, comedian George Carlin 
observed that our houses are just places to keep our stuff while 
we go out and get more stuff. So, I must conclude we have 
converted our garages into spillover warehouses for the stuff that 
no longer fits in our over-stuffed houses. 

I have also noticed possessions keep multiplying in some 
asexual process unacknowledged by reproductive scientists. So, 
we need to rent an offsite storage unit at least until spring when 
we can join in the great neighbourhood garage sale. Hey, we could 
even make some money selling our second-hand goods. But no, 
we go look at what our neighbours have on offer, then end up 
bringing home more than we sell. 

And what about the contents that were not sold? Do we 
generously donate them to a charity and assume―there’s that 
word again―they want the things we do not want? Or perhaps 
just leave the leftovers at the curb with a ‘free’ sign, and what 
remains gets removed on garbage day. Except, of course, for that 
car still sitting outside in the driveway. 

No need to bother about that now. I can hear my clothes 
closets calling. 
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