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Editorial

Please Note

River Poets Journal retains one time rights to
publish your work online and in print. All future
The last couple months flew by for me. I rights are retained by the author.
am in my own creative process which I have to We ask if your work published by River Poets
latch onto before in a puff of smoke it escapes Journal will be re-published by other
to that vast unknown planet where my publications, that an acknowledgement is
creativity goes to die, or be re-assigned to credited to the first publication, such as,
"previously published by River Poets Journal,
another writer willing to take on the task.
plus month/year.”
Dear Poets and Writers,

Meanwhile, submissions for this year’s
Special Edition floated into my email files.
Whenever I had a chance to peruse, I grew
more excited, and worried, that choices needed
to be made, and no, I couldn’t publish all. In
the last couple weeks, I worked daily at
selecting the work most matching the theme.

Although River Poets Journal prefers first time
submissions, previously published exceptional
work is accepted with a note indicating previous
publication.

Selecting the perfect artwork for each
edition is often difficult, and time consuming.
Frustrated with my search for this particular
theme, I had almost given up. I was idly
browsing the Internet one late evening, and
chanced upon the work of Norvz Austria, a self
-taught digital artist from the Philippines. I
was stunned at how much his work matched
my theme, as if we somehow made a universal
connection, which is after all what this subject
is about, those unexplained or mystical
encounters, and the places in reality or in a
dreamlike state we are transported to.

River Poets Journal publishes three large issues
a year, a Special Themed issue in the first
quarter, a Spring/Summer issue during late
summer, and an Autumn/Winter issue towards
the end of the year.

The poems and stories in this edition
are an exploratory, fascinating, and
imaginative foray into the vastly
unexplainable.

Column space always presents a problem when
formatting a poem in a journal. Please refrain
from mixing long lines in an otherwise short or
average line length poem in your submission.
Although it might be an excellent poem, it may
prevent publication due to space allowance.

Judith Lawrence, editor

Simultaneous submission work is accepted. We
ask that the author notifies us as soon as they are
accepted by another literary site or publication.

Artists or Photographers - please submit themed
samples of your work.
Submissions are open year round for the Spring/
Summer and the Autumn/Winter open themed
issues.
Please provide a short bio of 3-4 lines with your
submission. Either a personal bio, or current list
of publications will do.

Upcoming Publications in 2015
2015 Spring/Summer Edition
Scheduled for August Publication

2015 Autumn/Winter Edition
Scheduled for December Publication
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River Poets Journal Submission Guidelines
River Poets Journal Accepts:










New and Established Writers
Poetry - 3 to 6 poems
Short Stories - under 5,000 words
Flash Fiction - under 3,000 words
Essays - under 500 words
Short Memoir - under 1,000 words
Excerpts from novels that can stand on their own - under 3,000 words preferred
Art (illustrations and paintings) or Photography
Simultaneous and previously published “exceptional” poems are accepted as long as we know
where poems are being considered or have appeared.

We prefer:









Work that inspires, excites, feeds the imagination, rich in imagery; work that is memorable.
Work that is submitted in the body of an email or as a word attachment, but will accept work
through snail mail if the writer does not use a computer. Unselected snail mail submissions are
returned if Author requests and SASE is provided with sufficient postage.
When submitting work, please provide a short bio of 3-4 lines. Listing all your published work is
not required. If not previously published, write something about your life you would like the
readers to know.
Previously being published is not a requirement for publication in our Journal. We love new
writers with great potential.
Send work in simple format, Times New Roman, Arial, Georgia 12 pt font, single spaced.
Please note long line poems may need editing to fit constraints of formatting.

We do not accept:




Unsolicited reviews
Pornographic and blatantly vulgar language
Clichéd or over-sentimental poems or stories

Response time is:
3 to 6 months depending on time of year work is submitted. All submissions are thoroughly read.
River Poets Journal Print Editions:
$20.00 per issue plus media postage cost. Note: International shipping cost varies. For ordering
multiple copies, please email me for exact cost to avoid overpaying postage. Payment accepted
through Paypal, Money Order or Check. Please do not send cash. Delivery of printed copies ordered
take 4-6 weeks due to response time of orders placed, and fitting into the Print Shop schedule.
Contributor Copies: River Poets Journal issues are free in PDF format online for easy access. We
do not offer free contributor print copies with the exception of the featured poet, and featured artist/
photographer, as the printing cost would be too prohibitive for a small press.

5

Poetry
Possibilities

by the shore of the Bosphorus,
got used to the sound of foghorns
interrupting her sleep.

1
If she had accepted the teddy bear
on her sixteenth birthday,
his pin on her seventeenth,
a diamond at eighteen,
she would have walked down the aisle
a mere nineteen—
modest, a very good girl.

She found she loved the cries of the seagulls,
spicy smells of the city,
modern museums set within
mazes of pencil-shaped domes.
She opened a Turkish bakery
by the covered markets of the Grand Bazaar
where she specialized in spinach pastries,
puddings with saffron,
strong coffee, crowned with froth
served in tiny cups.

She’d be living still
in a white Georgian house
within a gated community, overlooking
half an acre of nicely mowed grass.
She would have a tidy garden
of delicate heirloom roses in the back yard,
pretty pansies in pots by the front.

She lived out her long life
in the arms of turbaned men
who whispered words
in languages she didn’t quite grasp,

She would have a Picasso print
from his blue period, bought to match
her contemporary sofa.

died sixty years later
in a bed strewn with poppies,
crocuses, cyclamen, and cosmos.

She would have two successful children,
a boy and a girl—giving her four
very gifted grandchildren.

©Sharon Lask Munson

She would have attended
her fiftieth high school reunion,
seated at the banquet table
with the very same girls
she had lunched with every Wednesday
for the last five decades—
dreamily picking at crumbs
while eyeing tea leaves
on the bottom of her cup,
reading into the brown leaves
all that could have been.
2
She never married at nineteen,
never married at all.
Possibilities by Norvz Austria

Instead, she took a midnight flight to Istanbul,
rented a sunny room
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Poetry
Through the Glass Chamber

On Her Answering Machine

Hatter must be flying this plane,
or that fellow I followed aboard,
a frenetic rabbit. Surreal landscapes
below are pen and ink drawings,
Tenniel’s boa tossed on a chessboard,
towns with smokestacks as rooks,
water towers as knights rampant.
I am tired.

his voice floats:
living room to kitchen,
words she can’t quite catch
like, Dinner ready yet, Birdie?
Or local news is coming on.
Should she relinquish
this connection,
he would be forever gone.

Was that hatch a rabbit hole or
looking glass? My neck doesn’t extend,
but ankles puff, feet grow leaden,
fingers tingle as if to stretch, shrivel
or swell. That tiny water bottle
did not say, Drink Me. I curl,
dormouse in a cramped center seat.
I am so tired.

When I call,
his familiar voice startles;
Leave a message, he says;
I’ll call back, he says.
But he cannot.
Perhaps he dwells in that plastic case,
spends days humming through wires.
I hold the receiver like a conch shell,
want to peer inside
as child looks for the ocean,
find some trace of him.
I seek warmth, emotion,
am waiting to hear: I love you,
I miss you, or even, goodbye.

March Hare cackles over the speaker.
Chain link mars the Red Queen’s face.
Marinas suckle dormice. Arrival area,
all steel and glass, holds one giant crab,
a multitude of squeaking lemmings.
Is this the Baltimore I remember? I grab
my flamingo, hail a yellow sugarbowl.
I am so very tired.
©Ann Howells

©Ann Howells
Night Crossing
The dark highway out of Idaho is lined
with crossing signs for the herds of tumbleweeds
semis, cars, everything but the trains
grind to a slow then a halt.
Lit aflame, they burn down the prairie
rolling over the mountains into the sea.
maps document the wind with transparent
layers of red lines, anatomy of blood flow.
Great burred bodies gather behind
wind-bent shacks cowering by leaning fence-lines
rows sandblasted cars waiting for sale
numbers chalked in the windshield.

The World is a Playground
by Norvz Austria

Carcasses of deer and machine and glass and refuse,
litter the road watercolor wash of ambulance lights
the pink of the road where one species
didn’t survive the night.
©Jessica Lindsley
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Poetry
String Theory
I cut the fiscal cord at twenty
worked for peanuts to feed my heart and brain
relieved to hide among the masses.
The ribbon cutting ceremony in my mind
unleashed a heady freedom.
Today, in the hall of mirrors
I embrace my reflection
blow kisses to a chorus line of aging poets
who answer in kind
tethered to a silver frame
solar plexus to solar plexus
lip to lip along the seam.
The baby, bubble-born
is bound by the umbilicus.
Placental slip gives way
to hidden membranes
in eleven dimensions
binding us each to every world
lacing up each other’s hearts.
All day I feel the push and pull
of tensing and extruded threads
hitched to my blind spot in the glass,
while mother,
hanging
by a single strand of spider silk
more dead than alive,
bargains for severance.
©Sandra Anfang

Time Traveler by Norvz Austria

Time Travel
My mother would stay up long past midnight
the soles of her slippers clacking
against cold tile invaded my dreams,
the hardness of an angry ghost
echoing through the open spaces.
What was she looking for as she paced the house
turning over ashtrays, albums, small photos
in their gilt frames as if asking their names.
Once dementia stole her yearbook
she quickened her pace
as if by watching grains of whitewashed sand
slip through the hourglass's wasp waist
she could pocket every one
become the slim young beauty in her father's monocle.
Sometimes I glimpse her in the mirror
of sound mind. I know what
I'm looking for, yet still I scour the galaxy
crave the weight of something true
a tuft of hay to curl in the palm of my heart
though a clear memory will do.
What I sought yesterday has faded.
I hole up in the moth-eaten sparrow's nest
in the attic where no one remembers my name.
©Sandra Anfang

Skin Deep by Norvz Austria
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Poetry
The Librarian

I Die Awake

Waiting at a light in a small New England town,
I look to my left and catch a glimpse
of myself sipping a beer in the Blue Moose Café.
I’m a professor at the liberal arts college
just down the road, or maybe I own the used bookstore
next door. The woman with long brown hair
seated across from me is the high school librarian.
We’re about to become lovers.

each time
we meet
in dreams
that lie
inviting me
to believe
you’re not
light years
removed
from my
anguish
but jeweled
seconds
that shimmer
and laugh
in pictures
of you
shout me
alive
providing
oxygen
enough
to breathe
and swallow
blind hours
before
I sink
again
into
savage sleep
and die
awake

A few days later I drive past myself picking apples
on the organic fruit farm I’ve scratched out
of the Virginia foothills. The blonde woman
steadying the ladder is from a Scandinavian country.
We raised five children in an old farmhouse
heated with wood that we cut and split ourselves.
I love the way she still occasionally pronounces
the letter “j” like it’s a “y.”
It’s like this everywhere I go – hiking the canyons
out West, strolling the streets of Manhattan,
lying here next to you on a lazy Sunday morning.
Me bumping into myself in the middle
of living a wonderful life. Even now, I love
the way you’re staring at me over those
tiny reading glasses as I do my best to explain
that seriously, you were that librarian.
©Jeff Coomer

©Glenda Parson

The Library by Norvz Austria
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Poetry
Blessed Things Ended
You’ve ridden your bike as far from home as you dare.
There is no orient, only the nameless border
of a place no one wants to go.
Untended fields stop breathing at the intrusion.
In the midst of wild barley,
your past beloved slants like a broken scarecrow,
her hands telling you to come no closer.
All around you are scattered examples
of blessed things ended, plant life flattened and twisted
by the weight of music and dreams.
Since you have come this far already,
you take a few extra steps forward,
and now her palms invite you
into a world of flannel and straw
and you spend the dandelion afternoon
consoling each other until the sky darkens
and begins to speak in raindrops—
clearing the horizon
like an infinitude of letters being erased
to leave just a few words that were present all along.

Breath by Norvz Austria

©Richard King Perkins II
Cloak of Bisque
With reflective properties
the moon alters the nighttime sky imperceptibly,
swapping newborns and destinies,
sorrowed backdrop for criminals and eager dancers
in love with the forbidden and unattainable.
All the other lives I should have had;
stolen by a distal urchin
hidden in a cloak of bisque and bone—
even if a full atonement in chalk could be made,

Where I Can Reach the Sky
by Norvz Austria

it will do me no good:
these shoes are my shoes; this bed my bed.
Stay out of my dreams. Don’t overthrow me.
Let me steal and promenade and be broken
in the absolute pewter of silence and cold.
©Richard King Perkins II
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Poetry
Dueling Calendars

My Other Life

A pressure cooker blew up in my face,
and I felt a forceful shove
propelling me into some other universe:
disfigured features, round after round of plastic surgery.
Maybe I’d join the disabled tribe—
learn to live with the blind.
I thought about these things
as I studied my face, reddening in the mirror,
and the burning started.
Like a bad sunburn.
That’s what I thought,
dismissing a trip to the emergency room.

The truth was
I couldn't hit the ball
or catch or run
but in my other life I was
a young Hank Aaron
slamming them out of the park
my sleeves rolled up
to show my biceps to the girls.

In that other universe
the demands of the present
would have been clear.
I’d let go of the duties marked on my calendar.
Yet the burning held steady,
at an even temperature,
and I could still see.

Neither could I act
they booed me off the stage
and had me doing props
but in my other life
I landed all the juicy roles
in college plays
I got straight A's
I was pre-med
I flashed my Colgate smile
and knocked the ladies dead.
I went into insurance
and shuffled papers 8 to 6
but in my other life
I was a gifted doctor
with a team of shapely nurses
gathered at the surgery door
hanging on my every word.
It was touch and go I told them
but he managed to pull through.

I couldn’t stand the mess
coating my formerly spotless kitchen.
I swiped thick towels into lentil soup
and sponged counters—
the stove, the cabinets, the blinds.
I washed each burner grate clean
in the stream
rushing down into the sink.
I still had enough soup for dinner in that pot,
which had landed on the floor
without spilling
what had not blown into the air.

When they burst into applause
I held up my hand and said
I have no claim to fame.
Give the credit to
my Latin actress wife
my all-star sons
and of course my collie Lady
who saved two toddlers
from drowning
just the other week.

The burning eased after an hour or two,
though patches around one eye,
one hand, and one shoulder
did not return to normal
until two weeks tripped by.
I leaned back and watched
the rest of my time
stacking days into a familiar datebook.

©Art Heifetz

©Kari Wergeland
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Poetry
Paragliding off Barn Roofs
In the night I dream;
of slope running on shingles,
gray with age,
one foot on the barn roof,
one for the air.
The wind fills the canopya forward launchthe hay a safety net below.
I toe the approaching trees:
cottonwoods scratching the surface of the sky.
I feel the lift
beneath my arm foils,
as the core bears
me to the vapor base.
I leave the tangled limbs
of cottonwood, mulberry, and Osage orange.
The squatty pyramids,
the barns of my ancestors,
my runway.
The wind at my soles:
my tandem partner
We dance the air
in time to the steel
groan
of the windmill vane,
twitching it's arms
westward,
as we
kettle
in tandem
arms,
eyes sharp
on the blades
of wheat.

And when I wake
to the lo of cattle feeding,
the iron bed
pokes holes
in the nylon cells.
The harness lies moldering
in the right hemisphere
of my brain,
tattered dreams
of rip stop polyester.
My tandem lover
broke my feet
in the anchored mud
of adulthood.
My eyes graze on pine boughs
and ratty mountains,
instead of squatty pyramids,
and skirts of gold.
My soles long
for the caress of childhood,
and dreams of flight.
©Barbara Ann Meier

We rustle the skirts of gold,
scarping whitecaps on buffalo grass.
We catapult heavenward,
from cumulus to cumulus,
our platform to dive
between thermals.

The World Below by Norvz Austria
12

Poetry
Ladies Who Serve Tea

Delve.

Here's to the ladies
who serve tea,
lounging in aprons,
bedecked in nosegays:
a meadow of pink petals.

We shovel the words with a garden
spade: obsolete meanings
as relevant as the rose
pressed in a baby book.
We divine, detail our lives
in crafted words,
created in clay.
Kaolin mixed with bone ash.

Here's to the ladies
who serve tea
wearing peek-a-boo tees
with dusty blue jeans,
with hearts as red
as red-hots melting
and dying in Grandma's
applesauce.
Here's to the ladies
who serve tea
in hats of velvet and fur.
Diamond bling in a net
of feathers, hiding hair
as free as the breeze,
caught in the screen.
The thin china flowers
of jasmine, layers of leaves,
swirling flavors of friendship
as warm as the cups
nestled in our hands.
The incense of anachronisms,
a paradox, a conundrum,
a distraction as intricate
as the lace edged pocket
on grandma's apron.
Words written on the brim
of the page

Here's to the ladies
who serve tea
in soft paste china.
Translucent stories built
on the ribs of burnt cattle.
Our stories have strength.
They are as chip resilient
as our lives, bathed
in ultra-violet light.
The ladies who serve tea
are unglazed white bisque,
with our tinted skin,
and eyes of glass.
We see beyond the layers
painted on our skin.
We are penny dolls,
impermeable, living life
to the fullest pot of tea.
We are articulated through words
tattooed and glazed at 2300 F.
"Let me be something
every blessed minute,
and when I sleep,
let me dream all the time."
Here's to the ladies who serve tea.

"Lives are not more simple
because they are different."

©Barbara Ann Meier

They are not to be brushed off
like some kind of archeologist,
dusting feldspar from fossils,
or artifacts kilned
in deepest earth.
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Encounter by Judith A. Lawrence
Strolling through K-mart, my mate is lunging ahead making a beeline for our intended purchase.
Sauntering back and forth between display tables and racks, I step out into the aisle maneuvering
deftly through the crowd of shoppers gliding in both directions.
A tall man with thick black hair and bushy eyebrows strides toward me. Hs petite companion is
struggling to keep up behind.
A foot away our eyes lock, his deep and dark, mine hazel brown. We are unable to break free from
the magnetic pull our eyes are trapped in. In a split second, a bright white corridor opens between
us. I gaze into a stream of images flashing at the speed of light through a tunnel pouring from his
eyes to mine. I’m suddenly filled with a heightened state of knowing. My body feels foreign. I want to
shed it like an old pair of stockings.
The lines of shoppers stuck behind us grumble at the disruption of their progress. Still we are
unable to move or respond joined in another dimension.
I hear my mate calling from what seems a great distance. “Hey where are you? Keep up.”
The stranger’s companion collides into him shifting his position. Gathering my strength I wrench
free, releasing the hold. Shakily we begin to move on. Whatever curtain opened up to knowing is lost
in an instant.
My mate is admonishing me. I am at a loss to explain what just happened. Looking back in
bewilderment, I observe the man mirroring me. There’s a stunned look on his face. I can only
imagine the look on mine. I sense we have been imperceptibly changed for better or for worse.
The gulf widens between us, and we disappear into the crowd. Years later, the encounter still
haunts me.

A Break in Reality by Norvz Austria
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Poetry
Appearance of a Path

Double Life

A path’s appeared across a tossing sea
of red, though through the vapors rising up
from it you cannot see well, only know
you face not this or that but, like a housecat
tamping with paws where he knows there once were claws,
feel the precipice has turned to a springboard:

He fell asleep on Essex Street
where he sat in the driver’s seat
of the car service vehicle—
not a very safe place to sleep
with the windows up, oblivious,
dog-tired in the summertime heat
(maybe he held two or three jobs).
Where is the time for forty winks
within twenty-four-seven weeks?

Will you leave and blaze, forsake old ways,
advancing, or turn back, retrace the rote
you’ve known, and which is surer? You’ve become
the Greek in the cave, sneaked out a foot or two,
and the cauldron sun is blinding and begins
to singe. Your choice requires self-examination
which smarts and frightens enough to make you
nostalgic for the self-applied shackles of the dark.
What will you do? The universe has called,
the world unrolled before you for a while.
It’s hot—Ah, for a cooling autumn’s wood,
the cavern’s depth. Childhood. The month before birth.
But you’ll never curl in a womb like that again.
Now you know a little what it’s like
to be me and travel as I travel
and see the world the way I see the world,
with many divergences coming up
and yellows turned to gory reds, browns, blacks.
You also see that though a moment’s choice
may be left or right, or up or down,
it’s far more important whether you stay
or go. Then, once you leap and see
that way is paved in flames, where will you go?
Retreat at last, or contemplate a different path—
or, when there is none, blaze one of your own?
But how? By hewing with a sickle in a mildly lit
and growing yellow wood, with scimitar
in a populated landscape pied with foes,
or with asbestos and extinguishers?

On the same dirty city street—
the smells of oil and car exhaust-wondering what stranger he might meet,
so much better off than before
when he knew no one save in dreams,
broke, with tenuous connections,
like a blinking bulb in a lamp,
the day after a performance:
should he escape or hatch a plot?
©David Francis

Holocene Extinction by Norvz Austria

flowers

©James B. Nicola

(Previously published in Muddy River Poetry Review)
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the face buried within rises
two glistening eyes
and the portal of the mouth
tossing the bunch aside
I find them in water later
©Christopher Mulrooney

Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star by Carol Smallwood
One night I watched a documentary. The narrator said that in the 1930’s after millions had
died, mass arrests in Russia were no longer necessary because terror itself kept the people in line.
When I saw footage on concentration camps, I once again couldn’t believe such horror could’ve gone
on. The narrator said that only when you learned to cope with atrocities could you see what you
repressed—but he didn’t say how. Records weren’t released about how many soldiers weren’t able to
adapt and were institutionalized. That the Jews didn’t believe places like Dachau existed because it
was too inconceivable; that when they were warned they usually thought that bearers of such
warnings had lost their minds.
It was only lately that I‘d begun sensing similarities between Mary Elizabeth’s father, who’d
served in World War I, and myself: he could never sit still and was like one of Uncle Walt’s hunting
dogs trying to get rid of porcupine quills—the more it tried, the deeper the barbs went in. He did a
great job reciting “Casey at the Bat” and would go through an elaborate windup and strike out after
carefully adjusting an invisible hat. I remembered mimes placing their hands so convincingly that
you were sure there were walls in front of them instead of air. People liked to laugh at others
uncertain if things were real.
Mary Elizabeth had brought an 8mm movie showing him turning a real hat at odd angles
clowning around as he paced like the caged lion at the zoo preceding him in the movie.
Uncle Walt was in the movie on his stomach target shooting; when he picked up shells
alongside him on the blanket, grinning his confident grin with his hair falling over his eyes just like
in my dreams, panic creep over me so strong I couldn’t watch anymore.
When Mary Elizabeth’s father used to visit, cans of beer appeared in his hand like magic as he
paced like a shark forced to keep moving because it was how it breathed. I had a dream about being
a shark in a nearly empty tank between two filled water tanks; in order to live I had to get out and
died.
I wished now I could’ve comforted him by saying I knew what it was to be never at peace and
always pursued. Had he hoped by marrying and having children that things would change, that time
would help? He probably never even talked about it to anyone. He never seemed to really see me the
rare times he noticed me but I now know the rage and sadness in his eyes didn’t have anything to do
with me. Had he been warned about his drinking? I’d never seen him drunk and to stop probably
would’ve institutionalized him. He died from cirrhosis of the liver.
What did he think when he saw his son leave for World War II? Had he noticed that people
couldn’t wait to forget war? I noticed that writers after 1918 seldom used superlatives such as the
most, the highest—or wrote like they were sure of anything.
Had he ever connected his shell shock with the trenches? Was it seeing comrades skewered as
bait on barb wire fences, or was it staring at familiar stars recalling “Twinkle, twinkle, little star”
covered in body parts of his comrades that’d pushed him over the edge? Was it at the Maginot Line
he’d written NOT BEFORE, to divide how things were and what they’d become?
NOT BEFORE were the words I carried around in my purse to help remember but I’d never
known exactly when I’d crossed the line. Doctor said my trench was dug being brought up by a
seductive uncle and deepened when marrying someone like him.
16

Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star by Carol Smallwood
I’d read that enough similar symptoms had been observed in World War I soldiers to coin the
term, shell shock; after World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War, it was called posttraumatic stress disorder.
Was it like what Tim O’Brien wrote about being in the Vietnam War: “The bad stuff never
stops happening: it lives in its own dimension, replaying itself over and over.”
Caroline had said, “They’re out to crack you,” but I hadn’t believed her. How do you accept
something like that about those closest to you?

(Excerpt from Lily’s Odyssey (print novel 2010) published with permission by All Things That
Matter Press).

Self Deception by Norvz Austria
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A Picnic at His Grave by Ruth Z. Deming
It’s been seven years since Simon died of a brain tumor that grew like a wild dandelion in that
emotionally impoverished brain of his. I wanted him to love me but he said, “Love? I don’t know
what love is.”
“Well,” I said. “Do you at least love your sons?”
Silence.
“Not really sure,” was the final answer.
We were sitting on two mismatched lawn chairs in the driveway of his small blue bungalow in
Bensalem, Pennsylvania – he’d bought the house after I kicked him out – he held a Marlboro Light
in his yellowed fingers and puffed on it. Ever watched a smoker? There was a gracefulness about the
movements of his fingers, the inhaling, the exhaling, the blowing of smoke up toward the sky.
Now that he didn’t live with me, he could smoke all he wished.
“Most smokers,” he told me, “don’t die of cancer.”
He knew about my father, of course. Fifty-nine. Lung cancer that metastasized to his brain
and killed him in nine months, despite experimental treatments at Sloan-Kettering that gave him
seizures.
Simon’s cancer was patient. Eighteen months. Then there was no Simon and no cancer. The
cancer suicides with the victim.
On one of those muddy days in March, I drove out to his grave.
“I’ll say this, Simon,” as I spread a striped blanket at the foot of his grave, “your sons did a
nice job choosing a tombstone for you.”
I asked him if he’d seen it.
Over and over during the years he’d lived with me, we’d discussed the Afterlife question.
“There must be more than this!” you once opined, looking out the window of your bungalow,
as I was looking out my bedroom window in Willow Grove. We were staring at the hazy ring around
the moon. You were spouting off about Saint Thomas Aquinas, who posited that the Lord God
created the universe – yes! the entire universe, which includes such majesties as lunar eclipses, the
Milky Way, and all the way down to ant colonies and fragrant red tulips and bald eagles (you had a
bald eagle license plate in the front of your blue and white Suburban) – and the saint, in his long
monk’s robe with hood, simply said, “God needs someone to worship Him.”
Aren’t you proud of me, Simon, for remembering your words? I am losing some of my
memory at my age. Born in 1945, to your 1939. I’m a year older than you now. A decade ahead of my
dead dad.
What a handsome man you were when you first moved in with me. Balding with a regal face,
you were my king, and a huge black mustache like all the men in your strange family. Is that why
you never learned to love? Your father beat you when you did your scientific experiments that
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accidentally shut off the electricity or produced indoor floods. I was happy for you when he dropped
dead – probably of apoplexy, the bastard – when he was forty-two.
And your mother, the sainted Genevieve, went to work as a washerwoman, but other than
that was afraid to leave home. Kept the drapes drawn in your Port Richmond poor people’s house
where the nine of you rollicked around and attended Catholic schools.
I’ve brought a yellow box of Triscuits and a Ziploc bag of sliced cheddar cheese to nibble on
while you and I commune together. Well, while I commune with you. Nothing like cheese and
crackers – I hold one out to the pretend you – then munch it down and open up my Thermos.
Steam pours out. I hold my face over it and feel the warmth massage my cheeks. Then I pour
hot black coffee into the red lid of the Thermos. And take a tiny delicious sip.
I will not tell you what I’m thinking about. I’ll just think it. Oh, I forgot. You can read my
mind. It’s about the time I came to visit you when you were living at your son Paul’s house, where he
lived with his common-law wife Kathy. They’d taken you there to die. Your hospice. And what’s his
name, Donald Bush, was your caregiver. He agreed with me that he’d never met such strange people.
Paucity of emotions and a love of things. Paul’s desk chair cost over one thousand dollars and had
pockets in the arms to hold beverages. They refused to give you enough morphine for the hideous
pain that shot through your belly like hot knitting needles because they were afraid it might kill you.
I met your ex-wife, whom you regarded as “dumber than white bread” for the first time at
your funeral. She surprised me. Short, like me, with flaming red hair. Every night before she went to
bed, you had told me, she smokes cigarettes and reads Harlequin Romances. Quite a nice woman,
Kate. Mother of your two boys, Paul and Brian, who you weren’t sure you loved.
A gust of wind ruffles my hair on the blanket. I’m a person who can drink coffee and then fall
asleep. Perhaps it’s because I’m emotional. I think that’s what attracted us. After finishing six
Triscuits with cheddar cheese, I lay me down on the blanket. I am so tired. Lying on my back I watch
that sky that draws you and me together. Huge clouds come bumbling along. Look! See the one in
the shape of a lion? And next to it is a tree, like all oaks and maples you planted back at your old
house on Palomino Drive.
“Tree Planter” your son could have written on your tombstone. I lean over and view the
engraving that shows the great loves of your life. Not people, which is apt. But there’s a tree with two
trunks arcing toward the sky, a patch of grass, and a white-tailed deer with antlers ready to leap off
the grass. You were a hunter, who never killed a thing. But how you loved the silence of the forest.
Well, you’re sure silent now.
I look at my watch. Three-thirty. I’ll just take a little nap and then drive on home. With my
tongue, I flick the food from my teeth, listen to the soughing of the wind and fall asleep. You’ll
remember from sleeping with me that my legs often seem to pedal of their own accord, which
happens now, but I fall asleep anyway. I would waken you occasionally when we slept in the same
bed, when your legs did the same thing.
“What are you dreaming about?” I would ask you.
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“I’m playing basketball,” you’d say in a whisper and fall back to sleep. Basketball you hadn’t
played in over fifty years.
When I awaken from my nap, I’m not surprised to find you pushing aside your tombstone and
crawling out. Very slowly. After all, you’re no longer young, and you’re no longer an athlete. You’re
not wearing your dentures so you resemble a homeless person. I hold out my hand to see what you
will do.
You crawl toward me. One thing I’ll say about you, Simon, you have great taste in clothes. We
used to shop at the Penney’s Outlet where they had clothes for tall people. Your black pin-striped suit
has a musty smell but has held up well in the underground. You take my small hand and knead it in
your huge baseball-glove-size hand. Still nicotine-stained. Still with those huge fingernails, grown
long as a Chinese mandarin’s.
“Do you love me?” I ask.
You give me your toothless smile.
“What is love?” you ask.
“Love is when someone brings you hot coffee in a Thermos and offers you cheddar cheese on a
Triscuit.”
You stroke my face with a couple of fingers.
“I loves you, Miss Ruth,” you say.
It is not the first time he says it, nor will it be the last.

The Sentinel by Norvz Austria
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Perfume I thought while dusting the leaves of the Callisia Fragrans. This house needs a perfume to
sweeten its bitter winter swell. I dressed in my hooded red cloak and travelled some distance to reach
the parfumerie. A place of warmth and color that seemed to lift and swirl. Ladies in their furs and
floating feathered hats. Some with a gentleman at their side. The chemist and his staff looked stiff in
black at full attention. I stopped just inside the doorway. This array of sweetness biting my nostrils,
my skin. Rather drenching me. After a moment I backed out of the shop. Dear Petrov, I nearly
collided with a gentleman so similar to you in style and gait. He bowed moving quickly inside. I
wondered about his lady and which scent he would bring. That same night you arrived—by sheer
surprise! I heard you stomping up the path. Into the house with your boots stinking. Yet, I can’t
recall a sweeter odor. I can’t recall being this content for some time.

(Excerpt from the “Dear Petrov” series)

Connected by Norvz Austria
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Lost Luggage by Anita Haas
It was noon when my plane from Amsterdam landed in Rome. I was still feeling nauseous.
Unusual for a seasoned traveller like myself. There was a point when I had almost fainted during the
flight. In my delirium, I thought I heard the flight attendant say “Just like that other girl. There must
be something going around today.”
One of the first people off the flight, I ran to the ladies’ room before our bags were even tossed
onto the turnstile, splashed cold water on my face, and tried to make my cell phone work. Anthony
would probably be waiting for me in Arrivals already; he was one of the most punctual people I knew.
As I walked back to the turnstile I noticed that several people from my flight had already
claimed their bags and were heading out the door. “TIM” appeared on my tiny cell screen. I smiled.
This was the fourth trip I had made to Rome since Anthony started studying here, and that message
from the phone company had always been the first sign of welcome. Then I saw my case.
Unmistakable. White with big red kisses on it. I had bought it here on my last trip in Rome. “Pretty
tacky, but at least you’ll never mistake it for anyone else’s!” Anthony had to admit. Tacky yes, but it
was my little indulgence. I felt like an Audrey Hepburn character.
I slipped the phone into my coat pocket, picked up the case, ripped the tags off, and hurried to
the exit door. Anthony wasn’t there. I scanned all the faces. I started feeling sick again. Pulling my
phone out of my pocket, I checked for messages. Nothing from Anthony or anyone. Could he have
forgotten? Had he been held up? This just wasn’t like him.
I paced the arrivals lounge for twenty minutes or more, trying unsuccessfully to reach him. I
kept getting an automatic voice message that I couldn’t understand. The artificial voice of the phone
company had lost its welcoming tone.
I found the airport bus stop and, shivering in the autumn breeze, took my place in line. I
rummaged around in the outside pocket of my suitcase for my address book. It wasn’t there! I
figured it must have fallen out when the handlers threw the case around, the brutes. Instead, I found
some odd pens and a Chapstick, none of which were mine. Could anything else go wrong?
The bus pulled up just then, so I decided to get on and head for the Center. Surely Anthony
would call before I reached the city.
But I was wrong. An hour later I found myself checking into the Hotel Washington near the
stazione termini, the same little hotel we had stayed in on our first visit here together, when he was
boarding with an old lady who wouldn’t let him have regazze over. I thought it was the most logical
place for Anthony to look for me. Nevertheless, I asked the proprietor to help me sift through the
phone book to find his address. But it was no use. I couldn’t remember the street name or whose
name his shared apartment was listed under.
“Sorry signorina. Canada?” he asked as I handed him my passport. “I have family in Canada!
Yes, in Toronto. You from Toronto? Ah, but you are born in Spain, I see. The only alternative to Italy
is Spain!”
The nice man had told me all of this, word for word, on my other visit. He obviously didn’t
remember me. Could he have had so many Canadian guests just in these last few months? I just
smiled and nodded. I couldn’t wait to get under a hot shower and flop onto a bed.
But yet more surprises were in store for me. When I opened my case I found that not only had
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the outside pocket been looted and my things replaced by someone else’s, but so had the inside! After
rifling through for a few minutes, I had to admit the fact that it was actually the wrong case. Who
would have thought this tacky, outrageous suitcase could ever have been mistaken for another?
I had been flying all day from Toronto, so I was too tired to think about it. After my shower, I
stood debating whether to put on my dirty clothes from the flight, or pick something out from the
strange case. I couldn’t do either, so in the end, I slipped between the fresh sheets without anything
on, and fell asleep.
It was around four o’clock when I woke up. I had been sleeping for almost two hours.
Instinctively, I turned to my cell on the night table. There were no messages. I called reception. No
one had called for me there either. Where was Anthony?
I felt cold. Then I remembered the suitcase. I spied a pretty, pink bathrobe peeking out of the
case. Well, I thought, maybe the owner wouldn’t mind so much if I just wrapped myself up in it a bit,
under the circumstances. A little warmer, I started the Kafkian task of calling the airport to enquire
about my case.
The first time they hung up on me, after telling them the case had “kisses” on it.
The next time I got a different person. “How is-ah the suit-ah-cas-ah?” she asked.
“It has big red kisses on it!” I was sure she would hang up on me too, but she politely took my
name and cell number and promised to call me if she heard anything. I started to regret ever having
bought such a tacky suitcase. Maybe the woman had acted politely just to get me off the phone.
Still wrapped in the mystery woman’s lovely pink bathrobe, I sighed and leant against the
head board. What was there to do now? Just wait, I supposed. I couldn’t very well go wandering
around a European capital in search of another woman with a red-lipped suitcase!
I tried Anthony again, only to get the same message. Calling home wouldn’t help. My parents
didn’t even know about Anthony, even though we were practically engaged, and his family lived
somewhere in Vancouver. Should I try to trace them? Oh, it was all too overwhelming.
I looked over at the suitcase again. Looking at it a bit more closely, I realized I should have
known it wasn’t mine. I started noticing little marks and dents that gave it its own personality.
With a slightly guilty feeling I crept across the bed towards it, sprawling out, with my head
and arms dangling over the edge where the open case lay. It was neatly packed, just like mine. I
pulled out some blouses. Pretty. Maybe a bit too feminine, something I would love to wear, but just
didn’t dare to in the unisex fashion world of Canadian academia. Business casual was the norm there.
Intrigued, I dug a bit deeper. There was lingerie, not luxurious, but nice. Some smart jeans, a skirt,
no brand names, but not cheap either, and two beautiful black evening dresses.
I wondered what her business in Rome was.
I imagined her disappointment when she went through my wardrobe! This lady had class.
Overcome by temptation, I tried on one of the evening gowns. It was a bit snug on me. She was
a size 8, and I had recently graduated to size ten thanks to pizza and takeout. Or should I say she was
23

Lost Luggage by Anita Haas
a 38, as it was clear she was European, and upon closer inspection of the dress labels, most probably
Spanish.
This discovery sent a pang through me. I am half-Spanish. My mother had gone to Spain to
study and married my father, a madrileño. But shortly after I was born they were both in a terrible
car crash and my father was killed instantly. After my mother recovered, she took me back to Canada
with her. I remember nothing but for some well-meaning letters and presents from my Spanish
grandparents in the early years, before my mother remarried and we lost contact with them
completely.
I often wondered what my life would have been like if my father hadn’t died. In fact, for some
reason, I had been thinking about that a lot on the flight from Amsterdam that morning. Part of the
reason I had felt so queasy. Longing for a memory that had never been.
Her underwear was neatly folded in one corner of the case. Pretty, little bras and a number of
lacy panties and thongs. Anthony had tried to get me to wear a thong once, but I felt ridiculous. Then
I remembered that I had packed it. You know, just in case. It made me feel sick again to think of a
stranger rifling through my things like this, so I closed the case.
I wondered how old she was. Was she a student or did she have a fascinating job? Did she
have a lover? Had she come here to Rome to be with him, like me?
My cell phone rang. Anthony? I grabbed it. “Hello … uh … pronto?”
“Signorina Jessie Hanes?” It was the woman from the airport. A Spanish woman had called
with a similar complaint. “The other signorina has given me her number so you can reach her.”
An hour later I spotted her next to my suitcase in a café inside the stazione termini. The
phone conversation had been awkward. She started in her accented English “You can know me by
my suitcase …” and we both broke out in nervous giggles.
Her name disturbed me as well. She said she was Maria Gonzalez. My name is Jessie Hanes.
But Jessie is not short for Jessica. It is my anglicized short form for Maria Jesus, a name which
would never have worked in Canada. And Gonzalez was my father’s last name. When Dr. Hanes
married my mother, he officially adopted me. But then again, both Maria and Gonzalez are
extremely common Spanish names.
There was a moment when I didn’t know if we should just exchange cases and be done with it,
or hang around and have coffee together. Curiosity won. We sat down.
I was fascinated by her appearance. Her hair was bobbed and dyed red, while I wear my dark
brown hair in a long braid. But otherwise, her features were very similar to mine. Her skin was more
tanned, her glasses different, but I couldn’t help but notice how incredibly similar we were.
I noticed she was thinner than me, and her clothes were more tight-fitting, the way the Italian
girls wore them, but we were exactly the same height. She seemed to be more or less my age.
But there was something more disconcertingly familiar about her. Like when you are walking
down the street and you catch yourself reflected in a shop window, and suddenly you straighten up
as if you sense you are being spied on.
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She was uncomfortable too. It was hard for us to make eye contact, so when the waiter brought
our coffees; we both broke out into senseless chatter about how frustrating our experiences had been
since we arrived. We talked about our mutual suitcase mishap, how neither of us had been able to
reach the people we were here to see, and how nobody we telephoned or spoke to seemed to
recognize us. What was happening?
We were laughing nervously over these things when she broke the mood to say, “My mother
was Canadian.”
I now felt compelled to add “My father was Spanish.”
She was suddenly serious and, playing with her empty coffee cup, she added “I’ve often
wondered what my life would have been like if she hadn’t died.”
“Oh yes, I know what you mean …”
“In fact I was thinking about that a lot this morning when I boarded the plane in Amsterdam.”
“Really? So was I.”
“I think I have a bit of an idea now.”
She looked me straight in the eye. “I would wear baggy t-shirts, and very little make-up. I
would be an art history teacher and have a fiancé studying in Rome.”
“I would speak Spanish,” I responded, “and wear high heels, and thongs.” We both smirked a
bit at this, appreciating the comic relief. “And you would wear jeans and blazers to your classes.”
“You would be an architect,” she continued. “And move to Amsterdam to find work. And
always wonder why your mother’s family never answered your letters.”
“Didn’t they?” I asked, not really surprised.
“My mother died in a car crash in Madrid …”
“My father died in a car crash in Madrid …”
“On April 4th…”
I finished the sentence for her, “1987.”
We stared at each other, fully comprehending now.
I could see my mounting fear reflected in her face, our eyes round and terrified.
Then she whispered, “What are we going to do now?”

(This story was previously published in Drunk Monkeys, and a Spanish translation of it appeared in
the print magazine Protesis).
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He awoke, as always, at the sound of the first train. It clacked into the station below the gas
company storage yards, hissed, and blew its whistle once. He sat up on the side of the bed and put
his feet on the cold floorboards. In the mirror across from him on the back of the closet door he saw
the same soft-bellied, middle-aged man who stared dully back every morning: short, balding, loose
strands of salt-and-pepper hair above his ears and climbing from under the collar of his T-shirt.
Thin dash of a mouth. Crinkles under the down-turned eyes. He put on his glasses. The light in the
room was gray. He blew out a breath and stood up. As he entered the bathroom, he heard the train
leave the Hartford station.
…
She knelt a few blocks away in the third pew at St. Matthew’s saying the rosary before mass
began. She heard the train pass, too. The church was empty and dank. She strained to gather the
cardigan tighter around the girth of her shoulders. The red-haired altar boy came out of the sacristy.
She watched him light the candles on the altar and return through the curtain.
She mumbled as she prayed, fingering the beads. Each octave had a different theme. The first
for her parents who had died eight years earlier, a week after they’d celebrated her fiftieth birthday
together at the buffet out the county road that led up to western Massachusetts. The second to end
hunger. The third for birds. The fourth for hope…hope for weight loss, hope for companionship, hope
for God to look tenderly on those in need. The last, the one she was just beginning, for thankfulness.
…
A crew foreman was already waiting at the counter of the tool and supply room when he
arrived. He put his lunch pail under the counter and hung his jacket on a hook on the wall next to a
calendar advertising heavy equipment.
The foreman said, “I need two six-inch flanges and a soap brush.”
He asked, “You don’t need a soap can?”
“Nope.”
He went in among the shelves, brought back the items, and set them on the counter. He slid
the clipboard over and watched the foreman sign for them, thinking about how the two of them had
started with the gas company at the same time nearly three decades before. The foreman had moved
up through the ranks, while he had not. That was all right. A clatter came from the yard: the familiar
racket of PVC pipe being loaded onto a flatbed. A ray of sun peaked through the small, latticed
window high on the far wall. A little bubble of joy filled him as he watched dust float in it.
…
After mass, she walked to the diner at the corner of Mechanic and Potter and ordered two jelly
doughnuts and a cup of tea. Her regular stool next to the cash register was open, so she sat there.
She listened to the husband and wife who ran the place banter back and forth in Portuguese as she
ate. The standard collection of construction and factory workers sat scattered at the counter and
booths; most sipped coffee and ate egg sandwiches on hard rolls. Every now and then, an explosion
of laughter came from one of them. She watched the cook flip and slide hash browns on the back of
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the spitting grill. Out the window above him, she saw the first rays of sun glance off the golden dome
at Constitution Plaza. She smiled.
…
A few minutes before noon, he locked up the tool and supply room, taped the little sign in the
window, and went out back to the picnic table under the maple tree. No one else was there. He
unwrapped the waxed paper from his bologna sandwich and poured milk from the thermos into its
cup-top. He opened the bag of potato chips and ate one. From the bottom of the lunch pail he took
out a crossword puzzle magazine and mechanical pencil. He looked around him at the coils of cable
and stacks of pipe and thought of random things: the two long-timers in payroll that had been let go
earlier in the month, the colonoscopy he knew he should schedule, the price of stewing beef, a pair of
corduroy trousers he’d admired in a catalogue, the possibility of placing a personal ad in the singles
section of the newspaper. Something simple and brief: enjoys stamp collecting, model ships,
biographies, walks along the river, fires in fireplaces. He felt himself blush and munched hard on
another chip.
It was chilly, but he didn’t want to bother going back inside for his jacket. A bird lit on the far
corner of the picnic table. He crushed a chip between his fingers and slid the crumbs towards it. He
smiled as the bird pecked at the flecks. He didn’t know what kind of bird it was, but he thought it
might be a sparrow or a wren.
…
She took her lunch in the basement break room of the factory where she worked. She sat
alone on a bench next to the vending machines from which she’d purchased macaroni and cheese, a
candy bar, and a diet soda. Two women sat nearby at a table; they had taken off their hairnets, but
she had not. While she ate, she flipped through a worn coin collectors guide that she kept in her
purse. Vaguely, she listened to the other women talk of hairstyles, celebrity scandals, deals being
offered at local casual dining establishments. One of the women burped, and the other giggled. She
didn’t. She’d worked with one of them for at least fifteen years, and the other for nearly the full
twenty-eight. The pair sat together every day. After work, they often went to happy hours and
played bingo together. They took trips to Atlantic City. She’d never joined them; she’d never been
asked. Yet she baked cookies for each of them on their birthdays. Once, when she was in a toilet
stall, she overheard one of them tell the other it was a good thing that bench next to the vending
machines was as sturdy as it was. The other laughed and said, “And as wide!”
Still, she liked working there well enough. It was fine.
…
After work, he took his walk in the park across from the big hotel, along the east side of the
river. She took hers along the other side, going in the opposite direction. At different intervals, each
of them watched children playing on the swings at the north end. And next to the park’s south
entrance, a couple of old men huddled over a chessboard, the yellow globe of the streetlamp above
them illuminating their board dimly in the waning light.
He heated a pan of pea soup for dinner and ate it with rye bread at his little kitchen table. She
microwaved two low-calorie chicken dinners and carried them into the living room where she sat in a
recliner and ate from a tray table. From his kitchen window, he watched the night descend quietly
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over the city while he ate. She finished her dinner watching a game show on TV.
He lived in an apartment above a garage that had once been servant quarters for the big house
in front. That house had been empty a long time. At first, many years ago, he’d rented directly from
the old man who lived there. After the old man died, he’d begun sending his rental checks to the son
who lived in Florida. The grounds were kept up nicely by a gardener who came once a week;
although he had free reign to wander anywhere therein, or perch on any of its outdoor furniture, he
rarely did.
She still lived in the downstairs flat her parents had converted for her in their house when she
graduated from high school. After they died, she could have moved back upstairs, but she did not.
Sometimes, she went up there and walked through the rooms, touching an afghan her mother had
knitted or one of the clocks her father had built. The rooms, the cupboards, the closets still smelled
of them, smelled of her childhood.
After dinner, he worked on his stamps under the good, strong light of a goose-necked lamp at
the kitchen table. He sipped brandy from a juice glass and listened to country music turned low on
the radio. She worked on her coins at the tray table, using a magnifying glass when she needed it,
and watched her succession of game shows until the movie came on. Then she got herself ready for
bed. He did the same while listening to the news, waiting long enough to hear the weather report for
the next day before turning off the lights. She lay in the dark and said her night prayers before
closing her eyes. He smelled the mouthwash he’d gargled with, and she smelled the cold cream she’d
rubbed into her face and neck. Most nights, both were still awake to hear the 9:20 train pass
through the station.
…
He had his weekend routines. So did she. He was at the back entrance of the grocery store
each Saturday when it opened. The manager let him sort through the week’s old produce and take
what he wanted before it was discarded. He did that, then went inside and bought some stewing
beef and other supplies, and pulled it all home in a wagon. By 11:00, soup was simmering in one of
two big kettles on his kitchen stove. He had a bowl himself before loading the kettle into the wagon
and pulling it down to the homeless shelter next to St. Matthew’s. He exchanged it there for his
empty kettles from the week before. Sometimes, a few folks were already lined up there for the noon
meal, and he would nod to them.
She also rose early on Saturdays. She packed her sewing things and walked down to the
pancake house under the highway interchange where she treated herself to a full breakfast.
Afterwards, she walked over to the park’s entrance where she sat knitting under the rose arbor. She
was among people enjoying themselves there: the chess and domino players, couples strolling, young
people throwing Frisbees, families sitting on blankets under wide, gnarly-trunked trees. In the
spring and summer, the aroma of roses wafted above her; in the fall, she sometimes wore woolen
gloves. She knit sweaters, scarves, mittens, afghans, caps. She waited for the noon chimes from the
courthouse clock, then packed her supplies and left. If she’d finished knitting something, she would
stop by the church foyer on the way home and drop it in the big cardboard box that the homeless
shelter kept there.
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He spent Saturday afternoons reading biographies in one of the stuffed chairs in front of the
stone fireplace that was kept lit in the lobby of the big hotel across from the park. She lingered away
her Saturday afternoons reading mysteries in the common room of the public library in the city
center.
He went to the guitar mass on Saturday evenings because he liked the music, then walked up
to the German bar and grill in the part of the city that was attempting a renovation and ate
knockwurst and hot potato salad. While he waited for his food, he indulged himself a shot of whiskey
with a dark beer chaser. Afterwards, he chose a film at the retro theater across the street that often
featured the old musicals he liked.
On Saturday nights, she ordered Chinese take-out: Kung Pao beef and vegetable pot stickers
instead of fried egg rolls. She also stopped and rented two videos; she preferred romantic comedies.
When she got home, she watched the movies and ate very slowly in order to temper the desire for
dessert.
He sometimes bowled on Sunday mornings. He chose that time because the alley was nearly
empty, so he didn’t have to be self-conscious about his limited skills. She went to mass, and then
either worked on a jigsaw puzzle or took the 11:07 a.m. train down to Bridgeport where she’d have a
late lunch and then visit the Beardsley Zoo with its big aquarium. If he didn’t bowl, he either busied
himself with his model ships or took the 8:05 a.m. train down to New Haven, where he caught a
connector to one of the towns along the Connecticut shore that featured maritime museums. She
returned on the 6:06 p.m. from Bridgeport and was walking home to her stamps and dinner by 7:20.
He returned on the 5:06 p.m. northbound and was climbing back up the stairwell to his coins and
soup by 6:15.
There was no weekend train that passed through Hartford at bedtime, so rituals lacked that
canopy, that punctuation. But other small actions remained the same: potted plants that needed
watering, laundry to wash and dry, bills that had to be paid, the odd game of solitaire to fill the gaps
in time.
…
Winter fell suddenly, long and hard. Snow drifted up thigh-high along smoke-stained brick
storefronts with a northern exposure. The sky was always gray; against it, naked brown trees
appeared black. A frigid wind blew off the river. The sidewalks emptied except for a few hearty souls
scurrying hastily, huddled against buildings, heads turned down into coat collars against the chill.
Evening walks were nearly impossible. He pulled his kettles of soup on a sled. She had to knit
at home. The holidays passed slowly, grudgingly, and with them, songs that carried memories. He
rearranged drawers. She found herself going to bed earlier. He often realized that he’d been staring
at something aimlessly. A sudden exhale sometimes escaped her for no real reason. He put the
model ships he finished on a shelf tucked behind the door that led down his stairwell. She began
gluing her completed jigsaw puzzles onto sheets of cardboard, and then storing them in a closet.
There was an abundance of time alone. Plenty of time to consider, to reflect, and to try to find ways
to do neither.
…
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Spring unfolded slowly. Berms of brown, bruised snow stayed crusted in the shadows until
late March. The first white buds on the crabapple trees waited stubbornly well into April to appear.
But, finally, he was conscious of the faint twitter of birds before he awoke to the morning’s first train.
And when she was able to crack her bedroom window at night, she heard again crickets and frogs
down by the swollen brook below the house.
…
The park gradually began to refill with activity, eager and relieved. He resumed his evening
walks just before Easter; she a little after. For him, this meant restoration; for her, rebirth. A new
year began then, not in January. Like the thirty or so seasons before it, a slight clenching of the
heart occurred, near where desperation met longing. He sighed as the light lingered a bit after
dinner. She closed her eyes at the smell of newly cut grass.
…
He saw the mutt the first time that spring next to the footbridge that crossed the river near
the park’s south entrance. It was nosing an empty popcorn bag in the bushes there, nipping at it
hungrily. He stopped and watched it. He didn’t realize that it was three-legged until the mutt
nudged the bag toward the river’s edge and lurched clumsily after it. He followed until the mutt
turned suddenly, saw him, and skittered away further down the bank. He stopped still. The mutt
whimpered a tiny bark. It was small, covered with splotches of gray. No collar. A few gray wisps
sprouting from its muzzle. Its old, black eyes full of weariness and fear. As its sides rose and fell,
every rib shown.
He took another step towards it, but the mutt limped backwards further towards the river’s
edge. A few stones skittered off the bank into the water. He stopped, bent down, and clicked softly
to it. The mutt balanced unsteadily on the bank, trembling. Another bit of dirt gave way under it, so
he backed away slowly to the footpath, watching it. After a long moment, the mutt limped back up
the bank, its raised rear leg tucked awkwardly under its rump, and limped away across the
footbridge. He didn’t follow it, but watched it disappear into the bushes on the other side of the
river.
He looked out over the bushes where the mutt had been, through the trees behind them. The
sky had inched towards ink-blue. He was alone.
…
She didn’t come upon the mutt until the end of her walk a few days later. Twilight had
already fallen, so she wasn’t even sure what it was when it first limped across the path up in front of
her. She stopped. Then she saw the ice cream wrapper in its mouth and watched the mutt lick at it,
hopping around itself on its three legs as it turned the wrapper in the cinder at the edge of the path.
When she saw the mutt’s ribs, she put her fingertips to her lips and shook her head slowly.
She whispered, “Hey, there.”
The mutt dropped the wrapper and turned its head to her. It hobbled back into the bushes,
whimpering.
30

Please by William Cass
“Wait,” she whispered and took a step towards it.
But then it was gone, off into the bushes and the evening’s gloaming. A breeze lifted the ice
cream wrapper and blew it against her feet. She picked it up, carried it to the middle of the
footbridge, and dropped it in the trashcan. She sat down on the wooden bench there. The greenblack river flowed quietly in front of her. Otherwise, it was quiet. No one else was around.
…
The next Saturday, he bought extra stewing beef. He wrapped some of it into little waxed
paper packets and put them in the refrigerator.
He took one to the park after work on Monday. He waited for some time on the footbridge,
but didn’t see the mutt. He took the stewing beef from the packet, set it on the side of the footbridge,
and went off for his walk. The mutt waited in the bushes a while after he’d left before approaching
the meat. It finally sniffed anxiously at the path and the wooden planks of the footbridge as it
limped up to the meat. The mutt swallowed the pieces in one bite. It licked the planks where the
meat had been, then hobbled back down the other side of the footbridge.
…
She stopped at the grocery store on the way home from work on Monday and bought a sack of
dry dog food. She put some in the front pouch of the big sweatshirt she changed into for her walks
and headed to the park. It was a little later than normal when she reached the footbridge, and the
low clouds that had gathered on the horizon threw purple-pink streaks across the river. She watched
the colors fade over the water and looked for the mutt. Finally, she emptied her pouch of the dog
food onto some lower planks and then sat on the bench a little ways from it. Evening fell fully before
she left. The mutt waited in the bushes only long enough for her to go off down the path before he
limped up the footbridge and lapped up the food.
…
He fed the mutt on Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday. She fed it on Monday, Wednesday, and
Thursday. The food from the previous visit was always gone, and although the mutt was there
hiding, neither saw it during that time.
Friday dawned cold and gray. Throughout the day, it looked like it might rain at anytime. So,
he hurried to the park after work. So did she.
She arrived first and set out her dog food a little further away from the bench. She kept a little
of it in her red-mittened hands, then sat on the bench and waited. A low fog hovered over the river,
the brush, the treetops. After a bit, it began to drizzle. There was no one around. She pulled the
hood of her sweatshirt up over the back of her head and began to hum quietly.
The mutt regarded her from the bushes after the long day in the empty park where there had
been no food to be found. It had been waiting in the low branches for over an hour, damp, cold, and
hungry. The dog food was only a few steps away. Her eyes were closed. The mutt limped out of the
undergrowth and then partway up the footbridge. It stopped when there was no more humming and
31

Please by William Cass
looked at her. Their eyes locked, and she smiled quietly. Neither moved. The only sound was the
river. The mutt scratched itself, then lurched a few steps closer to the food. She did nothing; only
smiled. The mutt sniffed its way slowly in starts, pulling back suddenly several times, before
reaching the food and lapping at it quickly.
He had reached the opposite edge of the footbridge as the mutt had begun its final approach
to the food. The stewing beef was already unwrapped in his right hand. He wore rubbers over his
shoes, a brown overcoat, and a gray felt cap. He watched her gently toss a few pieces of dog food
towards the mutt. He watched the mutt turn its head towards the water as if to ignore her, then limp
to the closest kernel. He sighed and smiled.
She turned and saw him. She looked at the meat in his hand. So did the mutt, who turned
towards him and whimpered. None of them moved until he finally took a few tentative steps onto
the footbridge and tossed the meat up near the mutt. The mutt sniffed at it, bit the first piece, and
swallowed it whole. They watched it, then looked at each other. He saw that her small smile had
widened, and felt his own do so, too. Neither of them looked away. Each recognized the sameness in
the other’s eyes.
She said, “Would you like to sit down?”
He waited for a moment before he nodded, walked slowly up to the bench, and settled himself
beside her. It had begun to rain a little harder. They sat still and watched the mutt eat. Once, it
cocked its head, regarded them, but remained still, untroubled.
other.

It was a short bench, and they sat close, so their legs touched. They felt the warmth from each
She tossed the last of her food to the mutt and whispered, “Please come closer, please.”
He looked at her and said, “I’d like to pet it.”
She looked at him and said, “So would I.”

There was a droplet of rain at the end of her nose. It clung there, dangled. He lifted a finger as
she watched. He reached over, hesitated, then gently brushed the droplet away. They hadn’t stopped
smiling. Their hearts beat away in the same manner that the mutt lapped at the food.
A train went by behind the trees going south. Not the last train of the evening, but the last
freight. In the fifty-odd years that they’d both lived there, they’d never fully noticed it before. But
they did now. It sounded beautiful. A longer train than some others in the duration of its passing,
but its purpose clear. It carried things from one destination to another where they were waited for
and needed.

(Originally appeared in an anthology of Punkin House Books (2012))
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July 20 (Day 12, end of journey)
Dear Diary,
I had a weird dream last night, finding myself embraced by the cold current. I looked up and
met the formless moon, filtered by the obscure water…Perhaps I dressed the chill with me the entire
day.
The trip comes to an end and we are looking forward to our flight home tomorrow morning.
The first eleven days we had here did not turn out to be too fruitful, except for the West End show
which thrilled Oliver. What was planned was not achieved. But today Oliver started to quit thinking
about himself being Joseph Meech living in Stirling. At least he seems to have started giving up that
thought.
I woke him up at around eight this morning. He told me he found this hotel too small and
housing too many guest insects. I told him this was the best one in Bridge of Allan already, and
muted him. While he was shifting and struggling out of his unconsciousness, I cleared the leaflets on
the desk in front of the mirror. The materials on castles and museums did not yield good memories
from this 12-year-old at all. In the mirror, I was looking at a man probably a few years older than
how he should look. White streaks had become more prominent suddenly. Perhaps this spiritual
journey aged people. I promised myself this was the only time I would bring him here.
“Dad, where are we going?” Oliver spoke with his blocked voice. His hair was a bird’s nest in
its collapsed form.
“I think we ought to visit the university,” I responded.
“But Joseph wasn’t a good student,” Oliver replied before a yawn. “University was not his
thing.”
I thought it was even better that we visit places with which he would not associate. I began to
find the idea of reincarnation ridiculous myself. Perhaps I should have listened to his mother.
Anyway, since the boy talked about his past life as a young man living in Stirling, I should not skip
the only university here, which was built in the 60s. I told him that it would be our last station. The
next morning we would fly back home. He agreed.
We headed east after leaving the hotel. It took us merely fifteen minutes on foot to reach the
institute. On the way, I checked his folder again. It held scribbles and drawings done by the boy since
he was four. He could not even understand his own works sometimes, but there were several obvious
references to a bridge of some sort. So I paid extra attention to bridges, modern and old looking. And
I picked the Bridge of Allan as the place for us to stay. Yet nothing had rung the bell yet, which might
be a good thing. I preferred Oliver to be Oliver. I preferred my son to be mine, totally and
completely.
The morning air was clean with the flavour of fresh leaves. The summer rays shone on my face
as a kiss of welcome. Oliver was humming and jumping all the way, until he saw the huge sign ahead
which read “The University of Stirling”, with its school shield next to the words.
“Boy?” I asked, staring at his pale face.
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Oliver stopped, looking intensively at the sign, then its surroundings. He pondered. And he
pulled his legs to start a frantic run, as if a tsunami was behind him.
“Hey!” I yelled. And there was no response or turning back from the sprinting child. But I was
not too concerned because I thought he was just being playful and that was all. He made a left turn,
fifty metres ahead of me, and entered the university premises. I made no move to race with him and
I followed at my own pace, expecting to meet him when I made my left turn. But when I reached the
corner, I knew this time was different. He seldom disappeared. This time he had.
The entrance was a wide path for vehicles, although there were pedestrians on both sides. The
heavy foliage was dazzling. There was a mild slope going all the way up. A couple of young people
were in front of me, carrying plastic bags from a supermarket. But the boy was nowhere to be seen.
There was a campus map a few steps ahead and I was attracted to it.
The university was built around the Airthrey Loch. Separated by the lake were the academic
buildings and the residential buildings. And more than obvious, there was a bridge to link the two
worlds. I had a feeling where my son had gone. I took a quick picture of the map with my cell phone
and pushed myself forward, neglecting the modern constructions which would otherwise have got
my attention. The path branched out into several smaller ones at the platform where the slope
ended. The road sign guided me to where I should be heading. I made a full-circle turn to make sure
Oliver was not around, and started towards the linking bridge.
I found myself accelerating steadily. My heartbeat went up with my breath, as if the two
rhythms were engaged in an increasingly rigorous conversation. I suddenly remembered how Oliver
had shocked his mother and me when he first called himself, or at least what sounded like, Joseph
Meech, when he was four, and said that he lived in a town called Stirling. His mum and I had fun
searching for the source of information which caused him to say things like that. But the fun started
to become worry as time went by and we both failed to locate such a place.
His many stories floated up as I made heavy steps along the stone path covered with leaves
and twigs. He wrote notes and drew pictures about Joseph’s life. He used ‘I’ when describing
Joseph’s experiences. I found that it was not a wrong use of pronoun or a role-playing game when his
English started to have a touch of the Scottish flavour. He convinced me, several times. that he was
in fact Joseph, despite the opposite views held by my friends, as well as his mother.
I scared away a few ducks on the path as I began to half run. My arms swung so wide that a
few pages from the folder I was holding fell off. I stopped, panting. As I was picking up the pieces,
each image from the collection made an impact in my heart, like mini blows. I saw Oliver showing
me pictures of his friends at Stirling, the bridge that he said he used to walk across every day, his
house, his playground and so much more. I continued to sprint, remembering his eyes as he told me
how Joseph entered the dark and stopped seeing anything. I imagined a young lad talking to himself
at the centre of a bridge above water. He saw his own shattered look as he leaned over the edge. And
he understood that was his last reflection.
The bridge was then a few steps ahead. I saw it stretching over to the other side. The lake was
a huge body of water like a pair of wide spread butterfly wings with the slim bridge as her body. I ran
to hit the wood boards of the bridge’s floor. There were only two people visible as I came to a halt.
Where the heck is Oliver?
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I went to the centre of the bridge and I was at the centre of the loch. The water surface was
slightly wrinkled as playful birds disturbed it. The milky sky paled the lake further. I leaned over one
side but saw no reflection of myself. My head was drawn downwards as if a pair of yearning eyes was
staring at me from down below. An inner voice told me I should go lower. I pushed myself further
out. My belly was balancing my horizontal body on the thick cement edge and my feet lifted up from
the boards. And there was a drawing in which the man was in mid-air between the water and a
bridge. He drew it three times, until I stopped him from doing it. But each time it was more detailed
than the last. I saw him in me, this very moment. Is that Oliver, or Joseph? What am I doing here?
Why did Meech come to me? Am I to look for the answer in this very water?
I felt my balance begin to go off, just as a voice intruded my blasted mind.
“Dad!” an angel’s voice broke in. “What are you doing here?”
My feet came back down and I found myself sweating like hell. “Where on earth have you
been?” I asked with so much anger and confusion.
“I just hid myself at the bushes and followed you all the way.”
“You…” I grabbed his shoulders tighter than ever.
“I thought you knew I was following…”
I pulled him close and forced a kiss on his forehead, with a gentle smack on his cheek. I shook
my head and looked at both ends of the bridge. The boy gave me a puzzled look and I returned with a
smile of relief.
“Is this the bridge where Joseph Meech used to…” I asked calmly.
“No,” Oliver interrupted. “I don’t think so.”
We both stood there for another minute without saying much. And I took him to the other
side for lunch. I started to feel hungry after my near dive. But the boy did not want any food at all,
and declined to talk about his past life even when I started the topic. He had never behaved this way
these twelve days, or these eight years.
I had an eventless afternoon with the boy back at the hotel room, watching popcorn movies.
We then chatted about the sites we had visited, looking at the pictures we had taken. Towards the
evening, he was eager to pack with me. It seemed that he wanted to leave the place more than I did. I
asked him whether he would like to carry his folder by himself. To my astonishment, he asked if we
could discard it. Of course I was more than delighted, tearing the drawings and forgetting about his
abnormal visions. He had never shown his willingness to give up Joseph Meech. This seemed to be a
good restart.
There, Oliver slept with audible breathing coming through the whispering ventilation. He
shifted to one side and I pulled the blanket to cover his bare shoulder. I took off my glasses and
smudged the scene. The moving vehicles outside became no different from moving boats on the dark
waters. I turned my head to check him again, the lying child camouflaged with the abstract beddings
in different shades of brown. I wish he will never have my dreams.
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