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"Country Bike" by Linda Woods; www.moonbirdhill.exposuremanager.com/

Welcome to our Fiction section!  

Featured Stories:               

"Worlds Apart"- by Terrin Tashi Miller
"A Constant Cringe"- by Josephine Garcia
"Land Underneath"- by Jackie Dawn (from Summer 2010)
"The Importance of Education"- by Pat Greene (from Autumn 2008)
"Of Time and Tides"- by Denise Bouchard (from Autumn 2009)
"The Auckland Assignment"- by Joe Kilgore (from Winter 2010)
"Call Me Scheherazade"- by Nels Hanson (from Spring 2010)
"One Untruth"- by Nicole M. Bouchard (from Winter 2008)

Featured Novel Excerpt:

A Previous Engagement by Stephanie Haddad

Worlds Apart              

by Terin Tashi Miller

The air smelled of damp, dirty steel. She sat on her sturdy, Samsonite 
plastic suitcase. Her suitcase rested on its hinges. She sat between the locks 
at the top of it, on its hard plastic handle. She had missed her train. 
Another wasn't due for hours.

She was on the blue-tiled platform in Benares. The tiles were dull from grit 
that had been dragged across them by a wet rag by the man in charge of 
washing them. He squatted on his heels, not far from her, dragging his rag 
on the tile surface, moving the dirt from one place to another. Cleaning in a 
thousands-year-old city on the banks of a river on the tile platform next to 
iron rails of a steam railway was futile. But it was his job, his duty. And he 
did it without complaint.
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A group of beggars, a gang of almost five boys, not yet teenagers judging by 
the one who appeared the oldest, the one who's English was good enough, 
had approached her just as she'd arrived and she watched the end of the 
train she'd meant to catch leaving, receding away from where she stood on 
the platform. Her suitcase was heavy, unwieldy, and it had slowed her down 
to the point where she'd missed her train. It held everything she'd come to 
the country with.

She was trying to catch the train to New Delhi, the Ganga-Yamuna Express. 
She planned to spend the weekend in Delhi, and leave the country on 
Monday.

Her husband had brought her there. She was leaving him, as well. That had 
been their agreement, after all. She had sold her only possession, a car she'd 
owned for years, an old, rusting, about-to-die-again anyway car, to be able 
to afford to come with him. He had lived in India before, and they had just 
been married, and he was returning to India once more to study for a year.

She, personally, had never wanted to leave her country. Born and raised in 
Minnesota, her father a manure salesman, she met her husband where she 
had met other boyfriends—at a local bar. He had been visiting his sister, a 
drinking friend of hers, when they walked into the bar together. He was 
young, and made everyone’s head turn when he entered, and he didn't seem 
like the salesmen and construction guys who came into the bar. The bar 
didn’t get many college kids, tucked away in a side street off Roseville, 
Minnesota away from the Twin Cities. But she watched and he adapted 
almost instantly, and was talking to his sister about fishing—so she came 
over and his sister introduced her at their side table, and she mentioned her 
parents owned an old farm house on a lake where she grew up fishing for 
Walleye. She knew what she was doing. She tossed her blonde hair parted 
in the middle off her shoulder and leaned toward him with her Norwegian 
eyes bright and interested. And he was hooked.

She had tried to adapt to his desire for an adventurous life. She had tried to 
learn some of Hindi, auditing the tutorial her husband got every morning. 
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She had tried to keep busy, learning to Batik because she liked drawing and 
being artistic.

He was in his last year at college. She had never been to college, not having 
been able to afford it and her parents not being interested in much more 
than being drunk.

At first, it had been fun and adventurous, both of them arriving like 
honeymooners. Then, they found they had to sleep on beds that were like 
tables, with a very thin cotton mattress that had no springs. And they had to 
sleep under individual mosquito nets, the mosquitoes carrying malaria - the 
reason they had to take chloraquinine  tablets. The nets would clog with 
filth from the air they breathed, and had to be washed after so they didn’t 
suffocate underneath them.

The nets were supported by bamboo poles crossed and stuck under the legs 
of their platform beds, like X's on either end, holding the nets taught above 
them unless the sleeper moved too fast or too hard. They hardly ever made 
love, unlike when they first met.

The nets and all their clothes had to be washed by hand, using shampoo for 
laundry detergent, and a stone or brush for scrubbing on the floor of the 
one shower in the place they lived. Their shower consisted of a cistern, a 
concrete tank into which water dribbled. From the tank, a person filled a 
large, three-gallon plastic bucket, using a smaller pitcher kept aside for the 
purpose so as not to contaminate the water in the open topped concrete 
tank.

The same bucket, and a separate pitcher, was the source of the water for 
their showers. The separate pitcher was used to douse, like bathing a baby 
only without sitting in a bath. Their shower was really a drain in the 
concrete floor, not far and without a wall or curtain separating it from the 
other hole in the concrete floor - the porcelain toilet.

The toilet consisted of the porcelain bowl that drained whatever water from 
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a pitcher was tossed down it, and two separate tiles with ridges for their 
feet. You had to squat to relieve yourself, then toss water down it from the 
pitcher. Her butt was sore from having to toss water to clean herself there 
as well.

Toilet paper was available in Benares, but it was very expensive and clogged 
the toilets because the toilets had no force.

As always since arriving in India, she felt dirty, her skin felt clammy, her 
clothes stuck to her and her skin itched.

And now, she'd missed her train. And her husband had fallen in love with 
another college student studying on the program. He had wanted to be an 
actor. He had played the caring new husband pretty well. Up until last 
week, when she found them together, "studying" on her platform bed, 
coming into their bedroom after hearing the mosquito net's poles crash to 
the floor.

"Memsahib?"

It was the gang of dirty, torn-shirted, grimy faced, greasy haired beggar 
boys.

"I told you," she said, "...no. I have no money. Jaow! Scram!"

The spokesman was looking down at something. She looked. In his hands, 
he held a large green leaf. On the leaf was the rice and lentils cooked in the 
giant iron cauldron in Gowdowlia for the poor.

"I know," the boy said. "That is why we brought you this."
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A  Constant Cringe

by Josephine Garcia

Tonight, I watched my mom rapidly cut onions in the way that I saw all of 
the chefs do it on the Food Channel: with the quick up-and-down motion of 
the knife, effortlessly chopping from left to right in small increments. For a 
brief but piercing moment, I see a vivid picture: the blade has cut her 
finger. It bleeds profusely – we can no longer include the onions in our 
dinner. I cringe.

I cringe in the same way I cringe when I make left turns at stoplights. With 
the blink of an eye, I’m instead in the passenger seat. It’s ten years ago, I’m 
eight years old, and my brother is driving. With the turn of the steering 
wheel, the oncoming vehicle crashes forcefully into my side of the car, 
leaving an imprint in the metal frame of the vehicle’s passenger door, the 
only thing coming between me and the drunk driver. His alcohol-infused 
blood had him step on the gas pedal instead of the brakes.  Our car begins 
to spin, hitting two other cars nearby. And just like that, the moment is 
gone. I hear loud noises. The drivers behind me are honking, eagerly 
waiting to turn left. 

I’ve been told flashbacks are “normal” after situations of intense trauma, 
especially if the event occurred during childhood. Because young children 
physiologically lack the cognitive abilities to define and properly process 
the trauma at the age at which they experienced it, their emotions are 
known to be later relived involuntarily. Unfortunately, I’m never quite 
satisfied with all of that psychology-textbook regurgitation.

Maybe Dan would understand me. I remember when I used to visit him at 
the senior home every week. Dan rarely had visitors and even his caretakers 
learned to avoid him. After fighting in the war, he would periodically 
become violent, lashing out curse words and sometimes throwing objects in 
rage. And no one ever knew what exactly provoked his sudden behavior. 
His identity soon diminished into nothing more than four letters: PTSD, 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Sometimes he’d yell, then moments later 
turn away and cry, and then we’d finish our game of chess. To everyone 
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else, he was just senile. But to me, he was the most unique friend in the 
world, one I learned a lot from: about life, about himself and perhaps most 
often of all, about myself. At first, I thought I did it out of pity, because I’d 
often see him staring at the blank television in the lounge with sad, blue 
eyes as everyone else had their family over for the weekly Sunday visit. I 
later realized that maybe it was because we had a lot more in common than 
I thought. I’m just like him, except I’m in the body of an eighteen-year-old 
girl instead of an eighty-one-year-old war veteran.

I have only recently tried to really identify what happens in those moments 
when I am, just for a few seconds, in a different world, a hypothetical world, 
a world in which I actualize my fears or am brought back to them when they 
have managed to exist in my life. I can’t help it - I imagine bridges breaking 
as I drive across them, getting cuts in the crooks between my fingers as I sift 
through papers, a car hitting me as I cross the street. These situations may 
have never happened; sometimes they are purely inventions of my 
imagination. There’s no blood on the cutting board, no wound by the knife. 
Sometimes, then, these aren’t flashbacks anymore-- perhaps they are just 
the opposite. 

In the short eighteen years I’ve experienced the world, I’ve been shocked 
and helpless during the deaths of three family members and my best friend, 
all separate accidents no one could have foreseen. I don’t know for sure, but 
maybe this is why I see the moments I don’t want to happen. I find myself 
meeting the dread prematurely, in hopes I will beat it to the punch, 
rendering it impossible in the real world since it has already been lived in 
my imagination.  This has become my one way to attempt to foolishly 
challenge the ever-changing spontaneity each day brings forth. 

As I walk into the senior home, I see two male nurses restraining Dan as his 
family members, who have not visited him in years, try to escape his violent 
episode. They might as well have been restraining me. Is it our fault we’re 
the only ones who can see it? With every day Dan wrestles with the past, I 
wrestle with the future.

Land Underneath
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by Jackie Dawn

Jeannie's tricycle is still in the garage, hidden behind Carl's old ride-on 
lawnmower. The lawnmower stopped working three years ago, but Carl 
can't seem to bring himself to throw it out, since it hides the tricycle from 
plain view—mostly from plain view, that is. The faded pink streamers that 
hang from the handlebars with their cracked plastic covers still peek over 
the seat of the lawnmower, like eyes peeking over the yard fence. They're 
still there, even if he tries not to see them.

Every June fifth, Estella pulls the tricycle from the garage and leaves it on 
the driveway. She'll watch it from the kitchen window for a few hours, then 
she hauls it into the woods and places it by the tree where Jeannie left it 
nine years ago. Sometimes she sits and waits there; sometimes she goes 
back to the house, into the kitchen, and puts on a kettle of Earl Grey tea. 
She waits there, hoping Jeannie will find her way back to the tricycle, 
drawn to it like moths to a flame. She waits there and hopes hard that 
Jeannie will come pedaling out of the woods, streamers billowing softly like 
strands of hair on the breeze.

Estella pours herself a steaming mug of the Earl Grey and puts it on the 
counter under the window, but she never drinks it. She hasn’t in nine years, 
since Jeannie disappeared. It doesn't taste the same anymore. It tastes like 
loss. Carl was hanging a tree swing in the yard. He’d just hung the chains 
from the branch and was out buying the wood to make the seat when he 
found out Jeannie had disappeared. He could remember the exact moment: 
As Estella’s frantic voice came through the phone line, the slab of wood had 
fallen off the cashier’s conveyor belt and onto the floor with a heavy, 
echoing thud. And then came the feeling. The sick, hard weight in his 
stomach that he knew meant something was wrong, and that it would never 
be right again. He wobbled as he picked the wood off the floor, paid the 
cashier, and left.

Every year on June fifth, Carl stands in the yard and looks at the swing that 
he built with his own hands, the seat that he hung although Jeannie was 
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never there to fill it. He stands there for a little while, sits in the grass, and 
stares at the swing. And then he trudges off into the woods to pull Jeannie’s 
tricycle from the tree where Estella leaves it for her. The sick, rigid 
heaviness in his stomach always comes back then, his every step a little 
more sluggish than the last.

Sometimes Estella dreams that Jeannie is back home. It’s the same every 
time; she dreams of standing in the hallway and hearing the most beautiful 
noise coming from the back bedroom. She tiptoes down the hall, her 
footsteps slow and soft on the carpet, places her hand gingerly on the door 
and pushes it open. That’s when Estella notices Jeannie on the floor, 
wearing the red jumper she wore the day of her Kindergarten pictures. The 
beautiful round noise is Jeannie’s giggle, Estella's favorite sound in the 
universe. Sometimes it felt like it had been so long that she had almost 
forgotten what it sounded like. Estella throws herself onto the floor and 
looks into her daughter’s face— Carl’s nose and wide smile, and the eyes 
that were all Jeannie’s own.

“Jeannie, where have you been?” She always asks, and Jeannie just throws 
her head back, her two blonde braids swinging over her shoulder and keeps 
laughing.

Estella usually wakes up then, the echo of Jeannie’s giggle resounding in 
her mind. She tosses back the covers and stumbles down the hall, throwing 
the door open and letting her gaze fall over the room. Sometimes it feels so 
real that she’ll stare into the open darkness, convinced Jeannie’s form will 
materialize in front of her like an apparition.

But the room is only occupied by shadows and the echo of the giggle fades 
like a scent on the breeze. Carl always wakes up at this point and sits up in 
bed, waiting for Estella to come back. He savors this, since unlike Jeannie, 
he knows Estella always comes back.

He wishes, like she does, that anything would fill their home—anything 
except the stagnant silence that has overwhelmed them since Jeannie 
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disappeared. Carl dreams of her often, too. But he never tells Estella. He 
never tells Estella that he dreams of their daughter coming back to them.

In his dreams, Jeannie is always dead.

June fifth this year dawns hot and muggy—“mosquito weather,” as Carl 
likes to say. Estella wakes when the sun is rising over the horizon, peeking 
over the landscape like the eye of a child.

Carl is in the kitchen. A pot of coffee sputters on the countertop; its aroma 
clouds the air like smoke. He sets two mugs on the table and pulls the 
creamer from the fridge, placing it between the two mugs.

“Three,” he mutters, staring at the creamer closely flanked on either side by 
the mugs. And then he busies himself with the sugar bowl and spoons.

He hears Estella drifting down the stairs, through the living room, dining 
room, and into the kitchen.

“Morning,” he says to her, but she doesn’t answer. Her eyes move to the 
mugs on the table, to the coffee perking on the counter, back to the mugs, to 
Carl. Soundlessly, she closes her hand around the handle of the tea kettle, 
opens the lid, and holds it under the hissing water cascading from the 
faucet.

Carl drops the spoon on the table and moves quickly, placing his hand 
softly on his wife’s arm.

“Warm today. Warmer than usual,” he says gently, the first thing that 
comes to his mind. “Wanna go for a swim?”

Estella just looks up at him, sleep still lining her eyes.

Page 10 of 62Short Fiction Stories and Excerpts

9/15/2011http://www.thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html



“Estella,” he continues, “let’s get out of the house for a little bit. Okay?”

She looks at the kettle, still poised under the faucet. It is full and 
overflowing, water running down all of its sides. She places it on the sink 
bottom and turns back toward the stairs, leaving the water to continue to 
flow out of where the kettle can’t hold it anymore.

On the way to the lake, Estella notices that Carl purposefully takes her five 
minutes out of the way so they won’t pass the tree where Jeannie’s tricycle 
had been found nine years ago. She’s not sure why he’s taken her this way. 
Her mind’s been on the tricycle, the tree, and beautiful little Jeannie all 
morning, like it always is.

Soon, the thicket of trees opens and the edge of the lake is in view. Estella 
shields her eyes and sees the floating dock at its center and hears the water 
lapping at the edge.

She remembers that Jeannie used to be afraid to stand where the water and 
the land met. Jeannie used to think that it was like standing at the edge of a 
cliff, and that she’d fall straight down to the bottom if she moved an inch.

“No, no, no,” Estella remembered laughing, with her hands on Jeannie’s 
narrow shoulders. “The land is still underneath you for a few feet in. It’ll 
still hold you up even if you can’t see it. I’ll show you.”

Carl goes charging toward the water, diving in without even taking his shirt 
off. Estella can see his willowy figure under the waterline, swimming 
straight for the dock. He makes it there in one breath before his head 
breaks the surface and he shakes his sodden hair out of his eyes. 

He waves, beckoning her. The sun beats down on Estella’s freckled 
shoulders and the heat stings at her for a second before the cool water 
closes over her head. She rushes to the surface, realizing how much she 

Page 11 of 62Short Fiction Stories and Excerpts

9/15/2011http://www.thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html



hates the cold silence that fills her ears whenever she holds her head 
underwater.

Estella lets the water swallow her from the neck down, gliding through it 
soundlessly. The tickle of a minnow against the ball of her foot causes her to 
screech and flail for a moment, and Carl’s laugh echoes.

“Not funny,” she calls. “I hate when that happens.”

“Well, what do you expect? We’re in their territory.” Estella’s face crumples 
as she reaches the dock. Carl reaches down, hoisting her out of the water.

The sun-bleached wood panels are warm against her back; she feels the 
water seeping onto them from her wet bathing suit.

“Feel that sun?” Carl asks, as he lies down next to her on his back, cradling 
his head on his wrists. 

Estella closes her eyes, listening to the rush of his breath, and that is all it 
takes. She does it all the time.

She stares off and wonders about Jeannie. About her voice and her full, 
bursting giggle. About her hair—if it had lost its soft curl or turned a deeper 
shade of blonde, more like Estella’s than the bright shade of champagne 
that it was when she was little.

Would she have grown into a tall young woman with sharp features like 
Carl’s or would she have stayed small and wispy like she was—like Estella?

Would she have been a good older sister to the other children Carl and 
Estella would have had— ones that wouldn’t have to be replacements for 
Jeannie like they would now?

Would she still be afraid to step off the world and into the water, or had she 
grown more defiant, a little independent, a little strong— like Estella 
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wanted her to be? Would she have saved the beloved tricycle she rode 
around on for nostalgia or would it have sat out with the trash when she 
turned into a big girl who took to the world on a two-wheeler with a banana 
seat?

Estella does it all the time. She thinks about it all the time, even when it 
isn’t June fifth.

But today, it is.
----

“Jeannie,” Estella said, from behind the open door of the refrigerator. “I 
saw that.”

“Sorry,” Jeannie answered, pulling her hand from the mixing bowl where 
the cookie dough sat. In a swift move, she popped the dough she’d been 
sneaking into her mouth. Estella put the half gallon of milk she’d taken 
from the fridge onto the counter and reached into the bowl.

“If you don’t stop eating the dough,” she said, tossing the morsel into her 
mouth, “there won’t be enough for the cookies.” Jeannie giggled as Estella 
poured the milk into a glass and slid it across the counter for her.

We should have sat there and eaten all the dough, she thinks, feeling the 
sun beating down on her face. Then I wouldn’t have been so busy baking 
the cookies. She never would have left my sight.

The kettle sang on the stovetop; Estella moved from the bowl of cookie 
dough. She reached for the handle of the kettle, pouring the bubbling water 
into the mug on the countertop.

Jeannie leaned forward on the chair she was standing on, propping her 
elbows on the counter to peer into the mug.
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“It looks angry,” she said, tilting her head to one side so her ponytail 
bobbled. “It’s all bubbly and steaming like it’s mad.”

Estella examined the water as she dipped the bag of Earl Grey into the mug.

“It must be mad because you’re stealing all the cookie dough,” she chided 
playfully, winking at her daughter. Jeannie smiled, and then hopped off the 
chair, her sneakers landing with a smack against the linoleum.

“I’m gonna go outside!” She announced, heading for the front door.

“Stay close now,” Estella warned. “I want to be able to hear you.”

The questions burn in Estella’s mind, hot and intense like the sun on her 
eyelids. Why didn’t I tell her to wait for me? Why didn’t I leave the damn 
bowl and the kettle and take Jeannie out to the swing in the back? If it was 
the last time I was going to see her, why didn’t I watch her leave?

“I will,” Jeannie called out from the living room. Estella heard the familiar 
slam of the screen door and Jeannie’s white tennis sneakers clambering 
down the front steps. As she turned back and continued mixing the dough, 
the high-pitched squeak of the front wheel on Jeannie’s tricycle played 
faintly outside like a tune. As she reached into the cabinet, Jeannie’s giggle 
meshed with the soft clang of the metal cookie sheets as they collided with 
one another.

I would give anything to hear that sound again, she thinks. She clenches her 
eyes tight and stiffens every muscle, convinced she’ll hear it if she listens 
hard enough now.

The tricycle tires crunched over the gravel in the driveway as Estella 
dropped measured spoonfuls of the dough onto the sheets. Jeannie loved 
when she made the cookies. She smiled as she thought of the way Jeannie’s 
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face always lit up when she came in the house and smelled them in the 
kitchen; how it pained her to watch them cooling on the metal racks by the 
stovetop.

“Just one,” Estella would say, pulling one warm cookie off the rack and 
handing it to her. “If you eat too many while they’re still too warm, they’ll 
make your tummy hurt.”

Just one. Everything hurts now.

Estella filled the tray with the even spoonfuls of dough, perfectly spaced like 
soldiers in line. She had just filled half of the second tray when she realized 
she couldn’t hear the squeak of Jeannie’s tricycle anymore.

I hate this part. Oh God, I hate this. And it doesn’t go away. It never goes 
away. She picked her head up and waited, listening. She dropped the spoon 
into the bowl, wiped her hands on the front of her shorts and made her way 
to the front door. She could almost feel the scratch of the cotton against her 
palms. Estella listened hard for Jeannie’s giggle. She stopped, straining to 
hear the beads sliding down the spokes of the wheels.

Her hands seized the knob of the front door.

“Jeannie?” She called, stepping out onto the front steps. The breeze rustled 
the leaves in the trees lining the sidewalk.

“Jeannie?” Estella stood on her toes, peering left and right. And when she 
saw nothing, she dashed down the stairs.

“Jeannie Ray, you come back here right this second!” She shouted, racing to 
the sidewalk. She listened for the slap of Jeannie’s sneakers on the 
pavement as her breath became ragged.
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Jeannie, where are you? Her mind screams. Where are you? Why won’t you 
come home to me? What can I do to make you come home?

But Estella heard nothing. Nothing. Nothing except the pound of her 
heartbeat drumming in her ears.

Estella stands up abruptly, and the dock wavers underneath the movement. 
In one swift move, she dives into the water, forgetting the chill she is met 
with as it closes over her head.

“Estella?” Carl calls, and jumps in after her. He thinks she can’t hear him as 
she swims furiously toward the shore, but she can.

The water turns white around Carl as he swims after her, finally catching up 
where it turns shallow near the edge.

“Where are you going?” Carl asks Estella, as she wades toward the shore.

“Home,” she answers, without turning to face him. “I need to go home.”

“Why?” Carl asks, but he doesn’t wait for her to answer. He charges toward 
her, the lake water churning around his calves as he rushes toward 

Estella. He clasps her wrist as her feet meet the sand at the lake’s edge. Carl 
spins her, but he doesn’t need her to answer his question. He already 
knows.

Carl does it all the time, too. He wonders.

What happened to her? Did she just wander off too far? Had she ended up 
back at the lake, unafraid of the water anymore? Had she waded in and lost 
her footing, her little white sneakers like stones tied to her feet? Was it an 
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animal? A bear, maybe a wolf, surprising her in the woods where she’d 
stopped? Or was it another kind of animal, one that didn’t have sharp teeth 
or fur but bright eyes and friendly smile and soft hands that hid the claws 
underneath? Had those hands been clamped over her mouth so her scream 
wouldn’t echo off the trees? Had it been fast, like a blinking eye? Or had it 
been slow, like watching the second hand on the clock tick every day for the 
last nine years?

And then there was what he thought about all the time. On June fifth, nine 
years ago. Six months ago. Yesterday. Today. Now.

Did it hurt?

“Estella,” he says slowly and reaches up his hand to rest it on her face. She 
notices how cold his palm is against her cheek, like an awakening. 

“It’s been nine years. Nine years and nothing. She isn’t… she is never 
coming back.”

Carl sighs as the weight of his words rests between them, like the creamer 
between the two mugs still sitting on the kitchen table.

“You don’t know that,” Estella says. “They never found her. That doesn’t 
mean she’s dead, Carl. We need to have faith.”

Her eyes are glassy and glazed; Carl suddenly longs for the vibrant sparkle 
he used to see in them years back, years before Jeannie was even born.

“Faith,” he says to her. “What we have is not faith, Estella.”

“Carl,” she pleads. “Don’t you feel it, deep down, that’s she’s still alive 
somewhere? You have to feel that. And we need to believe that.”

“But I don’t.”
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“What are you talking about? How—“

“Estella.” Carl says shortly, and something changes in his eyes. Beads of 
water run down his cheeks and Estella notices how they look like tears.

The slow, sinking feeling comes back to Carl, only this time it radiates 
through his limbs. Nine years of sorrow had built up and he could see it 
now, materializing like a wall between him and his wife. He realizes he has 
been trying to reach through it to her all along.

“Estella, Jeannie is gone. That’s what I feel. It’s what I’ve always felt. I wish 
we could have her back, too, but these rituals, this silence that’s hanging 
over us, it’s not going to bring her back. It’s not. And we’re destroying 
ourselves by not believing that. She’s gone, Estella. She’s gone, and we have 
to let ourselves believe that.”

Suddenly, Estella’s shoulders tense and her expression tightens like she’s 
just been slapped, hard. Her eyes well up and in her watery gaze, she sees 
the lake stretching back behind Carl. The edge of the woods lines the lake 
like a barrier, and beyond it, she sees nothing. The sky stretches on with the 
curious eye at its center, but she sees nothing.

Carl’s arms drop to his sides. It seems as if, for a moment, the lights he’d 
been hoping to see in Estella’s eyes had flashed and then vanished. 

He didn’t know if they would ever come back. He walks around behind her, 
the water whispering with his steps. He cradles her tense, stiffened form 
with his own. Carl places his hands on Estella’s narrow, trembling 
shoulders.
---

“It’s okay, Jeannie. Let me show you. Put one foot down in the water,” she 
said. And Jeannie did.
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“Good. Now take another step.” And Jeannie did, her tiny left foot sliding 
into place next to her right.

“Okay. Keep going,” Estella urged, but Jeannie froze, shaking her head.

“Nothing will happen. The land is underneath you to hold you, like I said. 
It’s there, even if it’s hard to see.” But Jeannie didn’t move an inch.

Estella bent down, placing her head next to her daughter’s. She knew at that 
moment, they were staring at the same sun kicking off the water, the same 
horizon lit brightly by the late spring afternoon.

“I’m here, Jeannie. I won’t let you fall to the bottom. Come on, we’ll take 
the next step together.”
---

Estella slides her foot forward now and Carl moves with her. The bottom 
dips down and they slip deeper into the water. It reaches Estella’s hips, and 
for a second, she wonders if Jeannie would have been able to touch the 
bottom here. But the land holds them up. The same land Jeannie had gone 
to. 

A soft wind puffs past them, and for a second, Carl hears the faint sound of 
a giggle as it rustles the leaves of the tree above them. And then it is gone, 
like dying sunlight.

The Importance of Education

by Pat Greene

Part One

Kilteely, County Limerick, Ireland
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It was two day's before Pat Murphy's eighteenth birthday and he had a bitter 
falling-out with his father. Tom Murphy was a very strict father- a bit too strict 
at times. Pat was the oldest child of a family of five. He had three brothers and a 
sister Mary, who was just a year and a day younger than him. Tom Murphy's 
own childhood was one of strict discipline and many times he had heard it from 
both of his parents, that if he didn't like it, he could up and leave any time the 
inkling came upon him. Deep down inside, Tom knew that he had raised a good 
son in Pat and he was proud of the man that his son had grown up to be.Forty-
five acres and the milk from twenty-six cows, was a hard way to try and raise a 
family. Tom had inherited the farm from his father and it was common 
knowledge that he was rightfully going to pass it along to Pat when the time was 
right and fitting. Pat never quite took to liking the farmer's life, with the same 
enthusiasm and passion that his father seemed to have for it. Pat went along 
with tradition, that the farm should rightfully belong to the oldest son and he 
accepted his birthright inheritance without much of a fuss. John-Jo was the 
youngest son and he was the same as if you cut the head off his father. He had 
all the mannerisms of Tom and there was no hiding the fact that John-Jo was 
Tom's favorite. John-Jo could talk to his dad in a way that Pat could never even 
dream of. Pat always thought of his father as being more of a boss to him than a 
dad. At times Pat wanted to tell his father that he should give the farm to John-
Jo and he knew that if he did utter such a suggestion, his father might not be all 
that disappointed. Pat could always be certain though, that he could never have 
such a blessing from his mother.

Theresa Murphy loved and doted on all of her children equally but she had a 
very special place in her heart for Pat. They were both Libra’s and it mostly 
seemed that both of them were thinking out of the same brain. Theresa had 
always known that there was something very special about Pat and it was never 
hard for her to see so much of herself in him. Pat's heart was pure and filled 
with kindness and he would give you the bite out of his mouth. He had a 
patience for the elderly, even in his childhood people noticed his fascination for 
old people. There was always so much evidence to Theresa that Pat knew and 
understood life, way ahead of his time. Pat was always sure that he had the 
know-how, to be intelligent but it killed him to know that he could not read or 
write like Mary or the rest of his brother's. Sometimes he would sit by the fire at 
night and watch Mary and the boys doing their homework and it used to annoy 
him to no end when he would hear them complaining about it. He wished that it 
was him there, having to read all of them grand books and then having to write 
grand stories about the grand books. Pat knew that he would be able to write 
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great stories. If there was a way for him to get the stories in his head down on 
paper, he was sure that he could fill books with them.

Theresa had complained vehemently, when Tom decided that it was not feasible 
for Pat to go to school any longer. There was too much to do around the farm 
and Tom could not afford to hire help so Pat was kept home from school and 
eventually Theresa stopped complaining. Over the years there was not much 
that Pat had come to dislike about his father. It never really upset Pat that his 
father was always tough on him and Pat was not yet ten years old when he 
became aware of the fact, that it was not easy being a small farmer and having 
the responsibility of trying to raise a family on such measly pickings. Of course 
there was one biting grudge that Pat did have towards his father but it was 
never his intent to tell his father or indeed anyone else about it. It was 
something that Pat had always believed would go with him to the grave but on 
that fateful October day, tempers flared and things got said and the secret 
blurted out of him with all the venom and rage that had accompanied it inside 
him, for all of those years.

Tom was never much of a morning person and Pat would normally know to stay 
well clear of him until the cows were milked and the calves were fed and then it 
was time for breakfast. Tom loved to eat. He was not a big-statured man by any 
means but he could eat for the giants. Pat had grown to be a much bigger man 
than his father but there was no way that he could keep up with him at the table. 
The newspaper was on the table when they both came in to sit down for 
breakfast. Pat took the paper and he was able to comprehend both from the 
picture of the wrecked car and the few words that he was able to decipher, that 
there was a fatal accident in Tipperary the day before. Tom loved his newspaper 
and it annoyed him that Pat had taken it from the table. Tom asked Pat for the 
paper and Pat, lost in his own bid to find out who got killed and not noticing 
that his father was annoyed at him, told his father to wait a minute. Tom had no 
patience and it annoyed him even more to watch Pat sitting there thumbing 
through the paper. Tom smirked loudly enough for Pat to hear him and then he 
asked Pat what he was doing reading the paper anyway? That was the first time 
that Pat had ever heard his father speak of his affliction. Pat threw the paper at 
his father and he threw it so hard that the pages came loose from it and there 
were pieces of it strewn all over the kitchen floor. Tom was totally shocked with 
his son's outburst of anger. Pat had never displayed such anger in front of 
anyone in his entire life and especially not his father, a man that he feared as a 
child and now that he was all grown up, the thought to disrespect his father 
would never cross his mind. Pat sprang from the table and made a beeline for 
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the door. Just as he opened the door he saw his mother standing in the yard and 
she was talking to Billy Ryan the postman.

Pat closed the door and he might have left it at that, only for hearing his father 
complaining about the paper being all over the floor. The fact that his father did 
not even seem to have an ounce of regret for his horrible and distasteful remark 
propelled Pat into another bout of anger and he darted around the floor picking 
up the paper and balling it up in his hands until he had the entire paper in his 
grasp. At that moment he saw his father looking at him to see what he was going 
to do with the paper and without a moment's hesitancy he walked boldly 
towards the range that was brightly burning and he threw the paper on the hot 
coal's. Tom leapt from the table and tried to salvage the paper but it was too 
late. At that very moment Pat knew that the devil was done and there was 
nothing for him to do now but let his father be assured of a thing or two, just in 
case he was not aware.

Tom was just about to open his mouth to voice his anger over the cremated 
newspaper, when Pat let go a barrage of pent up anger that was easily twelve or 
thirteen years in the coming and he did not stop until he was well and sure that 
the least of his father's problems would be his damned newspaper. Theresa and 
Billy Ryan heard everything from the yard and it was Billy who stopped Theresa 
from going into the house until the shouting had stopped. Billy came into the 
kitchen with her and was shocked to see such anger on the face of Pat but 
somehow he felt that he should go to Tom, as Tom looked like was ready to 
tumble over and spill on to the floor. Pat dashed through the door, out across 
the yard and he never stopped walking until he was well beyond Judy Webb's 
crossroad.

It was now late in November and still Tom and Pat were not speaking to one 
another. They avoided each other at all costs. Of course the work was always 
done but somehow they managed to carry out all the chores of the day, without 
ever once having to brush shoulders with the other. Tom would still go in for his 
breakfast each morning but Theresa on the request of Pat would bring his 
breakfast out to the outhouse. John-Jo was angry at Pat for saying the things 
that he said to his father and if it was not for the big mouth of Billy Ryan, the 
cycling gossip, John-Jo would have been none the wiser, of the events of that 
morning and he would only know that Pat and his father were not on speaking 
terms.

Mary was ever-the-wise woman and she played her neutrality role to perfection. 
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She loved her father and it hurt her deep down inside to know that her father 
could have made such a cutting remark to Pat and not have the credence to say 
sorry and admit that he was wrong. Pat was Mary's favorite brother. He was 
always kind and respectful to her and he was always there to listen to her; she 
confided in Pat her deepest thoughts. Mary was always a great student and her 
teachers were full of praise for her- some of them telling her that she was the 
best student ever to pass through them in their tenure at the school. Mary had 
always known though and never doubted that Pat was the most intelligent 
person in their family. Mary wondered if her father and Pat were ever going to 
speak to each other again and when Pat told her and swore her to secrecy that 
he was going to head to London after the New Year, she was not sure whether to 
believe him or not.

Pat had never before thought about going to London and when there were times 
that he did not see himself as a farmer, he thought of himself as being a 
construction laborer for one of the big contractors in Limerick City. He thought 
about getting a room there and then he could come home on weekends. He was 
not sure where the idea of London came from but now that it was out for review 
and it was not just Mary that he had told- he had also told Mike Donovan and 
PJ Gleeson, his two best friends. To not go now after telling them that he was, 
would be a huge jolt to his strength of character and Pat’s pride would never 
allow him to get in the way of character. He had decided that he would leave for 
London on January 7th which would be on a Monday and that would give him 
Sunday night to say good-bye to everyone and the start of a new week should be 
good medicine for the jump-starting of a new life.

Part Two

Camden Town, London

Dora Brittles was annoyed that Pat kept calling her Mrs. even though she had 
told him on numerous occasions that it would be OK for him to call her by her 
God-given name. Pat just didn't feel comfortable calling her Dora; after all, she 
was old enough to be his grandmother and right go wrong, grandmothers 
should always be addressed as Mrs. Dora was for the most part a kind landlady 
but she had strict rules about and pertaining to the men that she rented her 
rooms out to. No smoking in the bedrooms. No drinking anywhere within one 
thousand paces of the house and if you ever come home drunk, don't come 
home. No women in the house and if she finds any of them dirty magazines 
under her nice respectable mattresses, the magazine and the dirty devil that 
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purchased it would be out on the street.

Dora ran a clean house and she made it her daily business for to keep it a 
respectable household. Pat had been living under Dora's roof now for sixteen 
days and he was a model boarder except for the Mrs. thing. Breakfast was 
between six and eight o' clock and if you were late, you went without. Pat would 
always have left the house long before the first tea was poured and he would be 
down along "The Holloway Road" hoping to be picked up by some subby or 
anyone that was willing to offer him a day's work. Every morning he would wait 
down there until he was sure that all prospective employers were well gone and 
then he would take to walking through the various streets and calling in on 
different establishments and asking them if they were hiring, but no one ever 
was. He would return back to the boarding house each evening around eight. By 
that time he would be able to jump in the bathtub without having anyone 
coming to the door and making him hurry through his nice hot steamy bath. He 
loved just lying there in the tub with the hot water and it's radox bubbles 
bringing such a welcome relief to his tired feet. He formed a habit of talking to 
his feet and assuring them that if he could not find work the following day, he 
would board a train at Euston Station and pride or no pride he would haul his 
backside back to Ireland.

The cold of London was something that he had never experienced before; but 
then again, maybe it did get that cold in Ireland... but when a man gets cold in 
Ireland, he can sit in close to a roaring fireplace, take off his shoes and socks 
and roll up his trousers and toast his shins till they get so hot, he has to go over 
near the door to let them cool off. London was nothing like Pat had imagined it 
to be. How could a place be so crowded with people and yet have you feel like 
you are all alone in the world? People could pass you in the street without 
looking at you and it never seemed to bother them or care in the least bit who or 
what you were and what problems might be plaguing your life. There were days 
when Pat felt so angry towards all those people who came back to Ireland from 
London and would boast that you could pick money up off the streets and that a 
man could never be out of work in London.

After another morning of waiting on "The Holloway Road" and another long day 
trekking through the streets, Pat found himself outside Euston Station and he 
needed to use the toilet so he decided that he would go to the toilet there and 
when he was finished with that, he would get himself a hot cup of tea and he 
could sit in one of the long benches and drink it in the warmth of the station. 
While he was sitting there drinking his tea, the idea of going back to Ireland 
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played strongly on his mind. He did not know how much longer he could stay in 
London, before he would begin to run out of money. The thought of being 
without money in London did not bear thinking about and it was a frightening 
thought that made him shudder worse than any cold. He may never have had 
too much in Ireland in the way of wealth but there was one thing that he could 
always be sure of… he would never go hungry in Ireland. He thought about 
going over to the ticket window and buying himself a one-way ticket to 
Liverpool and from there he could catch the boat to Dublin.

A child crying and her mother's reprimanding distracted Pat's attention away 
from the ticket window and as he watched the mother in her useless efforts to 
quiet the child, he thought of his own mother and he missed her. Since he had 
arrived in London he had tried very hard not to think of his mother. She had 
begged him not to go and for the days leading up to his leaving, he could see her 
off in corners of the house crying to herself. One night he heard her beg his 
father to ask him to stay but Tom Murphy never did forget what his parents 
taught him and indeed if Pat was not happy with the way things were, then 
leave he could, but there would be no begging or anything of such that would 
come from Tom Murphy in order to prevent a grown man from doing what he 
must do… even if that man was his own son.

The child stopped crying and her mother put her back in her buggy. She was 
looking at Pat and he winked to her and that made her laugh. She had a nice 
laugh; the kind of laugh that mellows out the thoughts of a son missing his 
mother. There was a man off to the left, struggling with a cart-load of material 
that had just tumbled onto the ground and Pat went over to help him with 
retrieving everything from the spill. The man was wearing a uniform and he told 
Pat that he was a janitor for the station. Pat asked him if the station were hiring 
any more janitors and the janitor said that he was not sure but he knew that 
there was a toilet attendant's job going and the station manager was finding it 
hard to fill the vacancy. The janitor told Pat to go see the station manager whose 
office was up the stairs, over to the right and first door on his left at the top of 
the landing.

Of all the jobs that Pat had thought about doing, being a toilet attendant had 
never crossed his mind. He went to the top of the stairs and he knocked on the 
first door to the left of the landing. A loud, boisterous and raspy voice asked him 
to come in and Pat stepped inside very nervously. The man might have had a 
loud and authoritative voice but he looked pleasant and Pat felt that his smile 
was sincere. He asked Pat to sit down and asked him what he could do for him. 
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Pat told him that he was there to inquire about the toilet attendant's job and the 
manager's face lit up like a Christmas tree. He stood up from his seat and 
reached this almighty paw across the table to Pat and Pat reached out and took 
it. The manager told Pat that he had a good firm grip, which made for a heartfelt 
and genuine shaking of hands. He went on to tell Pat that you could always tell 
the worth of a man by how he shook your hand.

The manager produced a few sheets of paper work from a drawer and he 
commenced to fill out an application form for Pat. Pat told him his name and 
his age, his current address and the manager asked him if there was someone 
that could be contacted, if ever an emergency should arise. Pat told him to call 
Mrs. Brittles, but he was not sure what her phone number was. He said that he 
would get it for him. The manager gave the application a quick once over and 
then he slid it across the table for Pat to sign his name to it. Pat told the 
manager that he could not read or write and the Christmas lights went out and 
the look of despair on the manager's face as he plopped back in his chair left Pat 
in no doubt that once again he had failed to bag himself a job. The manager 
apologized and told Pat that all of their toiletries came to the station in large 
bulk and Pat would have to be responsible for signing the receipts and if he did 
not know how to read or write then the station could be taken for a ride by some 
cunning delivery drivers. Pat shook his hand, assured him that he understood 
and he left.

Totally dejected and feeling like his life had just been bombed, he made his way 
down the stairs and out towards the front of the station How could a man that 
would apply for the lowest job that a person could ever stoop to getting, not get 
it and not get it because he could not read and write? He leaned heavily against 
one of the circular columns to the right of the exit and he stared blankly towards 
the street. His mind was a muddle of thoughts but not one thought seemed to 
make an iota of sense to him. It was as though he was trying to locate himself 
and he was lost so deep inside himself that it would have taken the limbs of a 
giant to pluck him from such a lowly place and bring him back to this painful 
place called… reality.

The word "apples" registered in his mind and then he heard "oranges" and "big 
juicy pears" and his senses came alive to the thought of sucking into a big juicy 
yellow pear. The man was shouting from across the street from a stall that he 
had set up there. Pat walked across the street and asked him for a half dozen of 
his yellowest pears. The man laughed and hollered, "It's far from yellow pears 
you was raised in Ireland Paddy boy!!!" The man clapped Pat on the back and 
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assured him that he was only taking the Mickey out of him. Pat was not in the 
least bit offended. How could a man that had just been refused the opportunity 
to clean human excrement from the toilets of a London train station be 
offended by a Londoner who had the gall to believe that there were no yellow 
pears in Ireland? Where did he think Ireland was... Antarctica?!!

There was seating next to the fruit stand and Pat sat down and took out one of 
his pears and began eating it. As he sat there he noticed that this man was doing 
a nice little business for himself. Customers were coming and going in a steady 
flow and Pat could see that most of them were regular customers because the 
vendor knew them by name and they called him "Legend". Pat wondered why 
they called him "Legend" but he supposed that it could have been any number 
of reasons and perhaps the right reason would be the most inane of reasons. Pat 
got up from his perch and asked Legend if it cost much to set up a fruit stand. 
Legend was a little taken back by the boldness of the question and he gave Pat a 
solid looking over before he told him that he had started out himself seven years 
ago from a wheelbarrow and a few bags of fruit tossed inside of it. Pat asked 
him where he got the fruit from and Legend told him that if he was interested, 
he could go to Covent Garden market early in the morning, get himself a 
wheelbarrow and throw a few bags of fruit into it and then wheel it to some busy 
corner and take his chances. Legend was quick to warn Pat, that he better not 
see him close to his little spot or he would send a few mates over to rough him 
up and Pat assured him that it would be too far to push a wheelbarrow from 
Covent Garden to Euston station. Legend laughed out loud and wished Pat good 
luck. Legend broke into his chant of apples and oranges and big juicy pears and 
as Pat walked away from him he wondered if he had the voice that would make 
people stop and purchase his wares.

At four o' clock the following morning, Pat was at Covent Garden Market and he 
bought himself a nice blue wheelbarrow. He pushed his barrow through the 
fruit stalls and he bought a bag of apples, a bag of oranges, a bag of pears, 
twenty-five pounds of green grapes and six dozen plums. By five o' clock he had 
left the market and by six o' clock he had found himself a nice little corner to do 
business from. At first he was a little shy about calling out his wares but after he 
made the first few sales, he found that he had a real knack for drawing people to 
his little venture. By ten o' clock he had sold everything. The next morning he 
bought twice as much fruit at the market and still by ten o' clock he was sold 
out. Each day his business grew and each day much better than the day before. 
Six months went by and Pat was able to afford to lease a corner store on "The 
Edgeware" road- not far from Maida Vale. After five years there he was able to 

Page 27 of 62Short Fiction Stories and Excerpts

9/15/2011http://www.thewriteplaceatthewritetime.org/fiction.html



open a supermarket further up "The Edgeware" road- closer to Marble Arch. 
Twenty-five years had gone by and Pat's name was the biggest in chain 
supermarkets all over Great Britain.

One evening, Pat's secretary told him that his bank wanted to see him the 
following morning and they had an appointment set up for him at eleven 
o'clock. The following morning at ten fifty-five, Pat walked through the front 
door of the bank and he was ushered straight through to the manager's office. 
The manager, delighted to see Pat as he was the bank's best client, wanted to 
make sure that Pat was made comfortable during his visit so he offered him a 
drink but Pat declined the offer, telling the manager that he did not drink. A fat 
cigar was produced from a gold tinted box on the manager's desk but Pat told 
him that he did not smoke either.

The bank manager introduced himself as John Thompson. He told Pat that he 
was delighted to be able to meet with him finally after all the years that Pat had 
been doing business with his bank. Pat had never found an occasion to go to the 
bank during office hours He would drop off his receipts into the night drop 
boxes and for everything else pertaining to his banking business his secretary 
took care of. John Thompson knew that the man he had sitting in front of him 
was not a man for small talk and he could see that he was already becoming 
impatient, so he cut straight through to the chase.

"The reason that I called you in here today, Mr. Murphy, is because I want to 
make life easier for both you and I and a whole lot of other people I am sure! 
For twenty-five years you have being doing business with this bank and in all of 
that time you have done all of your business transactions through hard cash! 
Today I want to issue you a check book and for the life of me I do not 
understand why you have not used the luxury of a check book up until now!"

For the first time in years Pat was confronted by his affliction, to the point 
where he had to yet again makes excuses for it. Pat was an outright man and he 
liked it when people told it as it was so he told John Thompson that the check 
book was useless to him as he was unable to read or write.

He saw how his words had caused John Thompson to sit back in his chair with a 
look of dismay on his face and his mouth open searching for something that 
could be fitting to say at that very moment. John did eventually speak and he 
asked Pat to tell him how a man that had achieved so much could have gone 
through life without the gifts of reading and writing.
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"My God!!" John Thompson exclaimed, "...what would you be today, Mr. 
Murphy, if you could read and write?"

Pat looked at him and his mind wandered back to an evening many years before 
when he thought his life had been flushed into the sewers of London.

"I'd be a toilet attendant…" he answered.

Of Time and Tides

by Denise Bouchard

“We must not cease from exploration. And the end of all our exploring will be to 
arrive where we began and to know the place for the first time”- T. S. Elliot

It felt strange returning to the East coast, yet I was being pulled there almost by 
a gravitational force. The high school reunion was the reason I gave to my 
family as well as myself. Blame it on fate and the tides. All I know is that by the 
time I left the inn, my whole life would be forever altered. Some people are 
eternally trapped in the place they grew up in. Like a snow globe, the scene 
never changes. A familiar place and familiar faces inside the scene encoded like 
a hologram, with smiles etched on the figures within and arms always held out 
to greet one another. 

It belies the fluctuations of happiness and grief that go on unseen.

I left to get married knowing that if I had stayed, I would’ve become Cinderella, 
the caregiver infinitum, married the boy next door and had everyone 
intrinsically aware of my business and baggage. No matter how you come to 
reinvent yourself, you’re seen as one frozen image of the past if you stay before 
their eyes each day. That’s my idea of hell; although time proves to us all that 
the devil is patient and that our pasts cannot be run from nor hidden. 

The class reunion was to be held at The Ancient Mariner Inn. As I drove down 
through Cape Cod, I paid silent reverence to the beautiful, old homes that I’d 
always loved and thought that I’d live in again one day. They were now 
welcomingly decorated with pumpkins and cornstalks on their generous 
porches. How could I have forgotten this charm? This place of my youth… I still 
dream of the rambling house I grew up in with my parents… The deep grays and 
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moody blue seas calling me in my sleep on rainy nights. Yet nothing could’ve 
prepared me for the memory I was about to meet with face to face for the final 
time. The natural clapboards, the mansard roof… this building was the one who 
often hid from me in my dreams. With its endlessly wide wrap-around porch, 
green Adirondacks filled its nooks and crannies. Intricate stained-glass with 
detailed artwork of nautical design inspired by the local coastline bordered the 
rounded windows.

Cornstalks and autumn leaves decorated the gabled entrance pavilion. I entered 
the French doors of the long hall and a rough hewn wooden table held a basket 
of bittersweet; around the basket was an ideal remedy to the weary traveler: 
warm apple cider and oatmeal cookies to welcome today’s guests of which I was 
the only one who would be arriving a day early. I needed time to be alone 
initially. But I began to feel, as I was drinking the enticing cider in, that I 
shouldn’t have come at all. ‘I can’t do this,’ I thought. I contemplated running, 
but I needed to rest after the long drive from Florida.

I walked to the main desk and was greeted by an efficient, yet not overly 
friendly desk manager as is the New England way.

“Are you here for the wedding or the reunion?” he asked.

“The reunion…” I managed to squeak out. I felt dizzy. Why had I come here? I 
didn’t want to see anyone and certainly didn’t want to be reminded…

“Your name please?”

“Cabot.”

“You’re early, but your room is ready. Here is the itinerary for tomorrow 
evening. The witching hour, wine and cheese hour, that is, is at six o’clock. Your 
room number is thirty. We’ll have your luggage brought up.”

“Could I see the grand ballroom?”

“Of course, Madam. Help yourself,” he said gesturing towards it.

I couldn’t help thinking, ‘Madam?’, how old did he think I was. Yet the view of 
the ballroom swept my thoughts and breath away. If anything it was more 
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beautiful than I remembered it having been at prom. The floors gleamed. The 
windows had the same stained-glass inserts above each one. 

In the sitting room, they had since added a solarium with a stained-glass dome. 
It was beyond beautiful. I could see how someone could have fallen foolishly in 
love in this room. In my mind, the Stones played “Wild Horses” and I was so far 
away that I was startled when my cell phone rang.

My husband’s voice brought me back to safe ground, saying, “I was worried 
about you. I won’t be able to sleep till you’re back here.”

“Me too, Mom!” came a little voice in the background.

I laughed, but guilt flooded me as I said, “I miss you guys, too.”

Feeling that the cell phone call had been intended to tear me away from the 
ballroom and its glistening memories, I went up to my room and lay down. 
Some life of the party… some former prom queen I was. I couldn’t do this. 
When I had first gotten the call to attend, I had said ‘no’.

“Amanda, please…” Carol implored. “We all miss you and want to see you. We 
have pictures and slides of the prom, you and Tim…”

“Carol, I can’t. Not now, maybe not ever.”

“Listen, Amanda, we do love you. We want to know how you’ve been. How are 
you by the way?” she ended with a laugh.

“Carol, I need to get back to you. This sort of threw me. Let me think about this 
and I’ll call you in about a week.”

I wondered how that awkward phone conversation turned into a ‘yes’. Maybe 
the interest in my current life and the shared past history, the knowledge of the 
accident and all that came after, felt cathartic and healing- felt like coming here 
would be closure. Or was I simply opening up a Pandora’s box that should’ve 
remained forever locked.

I was glad I had arrived a day before everyone else. I walked the beach… our 
beach. Overlooking the scene of the accident, I sat quietly in the dunes. I 
watched the waves. That night, I felt exhausted as I drifted off to sleep, the 
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images of the crash, drifting, always drifting through my mind. I woke to the 
sound of a baby crying and what felt like a cold hand on my shoulder. I jumped. 
The baby could’ve been in the next room, but the icy feeling on my shoulder 
frightened me. This was an old inn, but I couldn’t recall any stories of it being 
haunted. It was probably just drafty in spots.

The next morning I asked the inn keeper if there was a baby staying in the next 
room with their family. He simply said ‘no’. I had breakfast and then just 
relaxed… just prepared for what would be a bittersweet evening at best. I was to 
give a speech that night. My small bio sounded good and I didn’t look much 
different, but I was very different from the young, optimistic girl I’d once been. I 
was more serious now, but it was something that I had come to rely on in my 
profession as a lawyer. Only my husband and son could remove that mask.

At six o’clock when the elevator doors opened onto the lobby, it was like 
everyone was waiting there for me.

“What a welcome!” I said, and I meant it. It felt great. I hadn’t been just 
“Mandy” in such a long time. I’m always Ms. Murrow now. I was Amanda Cabot 
and that bought me entrance to cotillions, societies and country clubs. Yet there 
in the lobby, I wasn’t a lawyer, not just a Cabot with a scandal attached to her 
name, just Mandy, even though they knew the worst, and I’ve missed that.

I get asked to dance and I do. I get asked about my new life in Florida and I tell 
them. Out come the pictures of my husband and son. I even give my speech 
after enough wine about how it was great to be back and what a great guy Tim 
was. And how he’d be the life of the party if he were here with us tonight. Also I 
mentioned how he probably was here with us, laughing at us, as was his way. I 
didn’t really feel this in my heart, though, because I never felt his spirit in 
Florida- not once. I sat down after the speech and everyone clapped and 
laughed. The band suddenly sprang to life again after the speech and played an 
old song by Bob Welch, called “Sentimental Lady”. The first verse of which is 
“You are here and warm, but I could look away and you’d be gone…” The timing 
couldn’t have been more wrong or more right. The tears which I’d held back 
came. 

Carol came over and hugged me, asking me if we could talk. I whispered, “Do 
you want to duck out of here for awhile?”

“I’d love that.” She answered.
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After all, we had been best friends, and I was returning home to Florida the next 
day.

We drove the back beach roads. I knew them so well, it was like I had never left. 
We turned the radio all the way up on an old seventies station and sang our 
hearts out to “Nights in White Satin” and we were seventeen again laughing like 
teenagers. Carol saw him first.

“Watch out!” she yelled. “There’s a guy in the…”

I swerved, but I didn’t know if I’d missed him. We were both hysterical. We got 
out of the car. I’d seen him too; he was holding something in his arms, cradling 
something.

“I didn’t hear anything…” I said. “And it didn’t feel like the car hit anything. We 
weren’t even going fast.”

On inspection, there was no one there. We got back into the car and sat there 
dazed. We’d both seen him… It had to have been some sort of spectral vision.

“It almost looked like he was holding a baby,” Carol choked out quietly.

A chill ran through my entire body. I sobbed then and couldn’t stop. She stared 
at me, almost frightened for me. She didn’t understand.

“It’s ok, Amanda, no one was hurt…”

And then I told her, sputtering and wailing at first, but I told her everything.

She just listened…

The night of the accident the doctor told me and my parents that Tim didn’t 
make it and neither did my baby. I was too out of it to register what was being 
said, but my parents weren’t. Earlier that night, I had told Tim that I was 
pregnant. But we had a fight. He wanted to get married right away and said we 
could live together at Boston University… I could take classes or not. I felt so 
confused, like his life would go on, but mine wouldn’t. No one can imagine the 
guilt I’ve carried since thinking that. Because his didn’t go on. He knew I was 
hiding out in the Ladies’ room. That year, the band Boston came out with 
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“Amanda” and it was a really hot song. He asked the band to play it and 
dedicate it to me. What no one knew was, every word of that song fit our 
situation. I’ve always blamed myself for what happened afterward.

“Amanda,” Carol interjected, “…it wasn’t your fault.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Remember, everyone wanted to drive to the beach, build a bonfire and drink? 
Tim said ‘None for you’, when I went to have some wine on the way, and I told 
him I’d drink whatever I wanted. He took the bottle out of my hand and threw it 
out the window. Just then a car came around the corner, the bottle hitting hard 
against its windshield…”

“It was an unfortunate accident... besides, no one in the other car was hurt,”
Carol muttered uncomfortably.

But I knew it had been deeply careless of us.

“That’s why my parents sent me to Duke. They were shocked. I didn’t really 
change my mind about BU and I didn’t really want to go down South to college 
to forget, as I was told to tell everyone before I left. I just don’t think they could 
stand the sight of me after what happened.”

“No, Amanda,” Carol implored. “They knew you had it in you to succeed. And 
honestly, you did find your whole life out there. Jack is incredible, Sam is an 
amazing child, and your home in Naples is gorgeous. Your life puts all of ours to 
shame.”

“There’s something else…” I said. “I heard a baby crying at the inn. I felt a hand 
on my shoulder. This kind of thing doesn’t happen to me. I’m analytical, black 
and white. Do you think it was Tim and the baby in the road tonight?”

Carol looked out the window at far away stars. “Life can be strange. Nothing’s 
black and white in New England; it’s all gray like the weather…”

We both allowed ourselves a small laugh. We talked till 5am and it was 
meaningful to spend time with her as I would never have slept anyway. She just 
let me vent. I told her that my relationship with Tim had been four years old by 
prom night.
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“It was a four year long slow kiss that never ended with some fighting thrown 
in. Is it any wonder then on prom night that I decided I would marry him? Not 
only because I thought I might be pregnant but because he made me feel so 
alive. My relationship with Jack is wonderful; it works better. He’s every bit the 
Southern gentleman. We don’t fight much, but we don’t play like Tim and I did 
either. And we don’t start raging wildfires with our passion, though there is 
passion. It’s just that we’re exhausted working parents now.”

We talked about the first time. I told her about how Tim finally got tired of 
being told ‘no’. And finally, one night pulled my jeans down…

“That’s kind of hot,” she said.

“Do you think badly of me for having gotten pregnant?” I asked.

“I’m amazed that the rest of us didn’t,” she offered.

I laughed with a release of air from my lungs. I felt pardoned for the first time in 
years.

“I remember his shoes,” I said.

“His what?” asked Carol.

“You know how he usually wore sneakers, well that night he looked so 
handsome in his tux. When I dream of him, I look not only at his face but also at 
the hardwood floors when the spotlights shone on us and I see the polished, big 
black shoes… my tiny foot between them. He holds out his hand in the dream 
like he did that night when he took a step towards me in those shoes.”

“Ah,” reminisced Carol, “…when your man dresses up, there’s nothing like it.  
The white shirt, the cologne…”

“Am I wrong to still have dreams?”

“Are you kidding, Amanda? I still have dreams of Richie.”

“We all still dream of Richie…” I answered with a wide grin.
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We both found ourselves laughing again as the sun came up.

The morning was cold, gray and windy as I leave the inn early. First, I went to 
the graveyard and left wildflowers on my parents’ grave. On Tim’s grave, I left 
wildflowers as well as beach roses for our baby. I told my parents that I’d had a 
happy childhood and how I much I love my husband and son. I admitted that I 
didn’t think Tim and I would have been as happy as Jack and I are. Tim and I 
could be immature at times and even volatile together.

To Tim and a baby that almost was, I said that I want them to know that when 
I’d come back here, I’d felt their presence. And I told them that I would always 
hold them dear to me. I hoped they could hear me.

On my way back to check out of the hotel while everyone else still slept, I went 
over to the fireplace in the lobby and looked at the clock on the mantle. It was 
nautical in design, but unique in its creative and antique style, therefore unlike 
most clocks of its type. I touched the seashells carved into its sides.

The desk manager called out to me, warmer now, “It’s a tide clock.”

That simple phrase struck such images within me. I loved the very words of it 
and what they conjured. Tide clock…

“How does it work?” I asked.

“They're always set to the current tide at the time of setting. Of course it tells 
time as all clocks do but it’s ruled by the tides making it just slightly out of time 
with a regular clock. I like to say we’re on island time here.”

There was a lithograph of the Mayflower above the hearth with a split compass 
over and underneath the majestic, historical ship.

I looked at the different directions. Later today, I would be heading for home-
South, but after this return to the Cape I would always be just a little bit off 
schedule. A little more out of time and a bit more aware of nature and the 
concept of time beyond the here and now.

As I drive the length of the Eastern seaboard and travel South, the dark and 
mysterious Atlantic follows me. Though as I near my home in Naples, I see the 
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turquoise waters of the Gulf Coast. This changes everything. There can’t be any 
room for darkness here. Not when I can occasionally see dolphins playing from 
the upstairs window of my home. Here the bodies of water merge and my life 
readjusts. I cannot feel Tim here and perhaps this is why. He’ll always be a part 
of the East Coast. But after today, a part of me will be adjusted towards the East 
as well. The tides and time forever altered; not as in a spell, but like the tide 
clocks I’ll be on a different schedule than those around me. I’ll remember, I’ll 
wonder 'what if' about what might have been in a simpler life.

I turn the radio on, I feel lifted as I near the Gulf Coast, and my heart almost 
stops as I hear the familiar refrains of an old song played that night at prom as 
well as the reunion last night. “You are here and warm…” And I know I’m being 
watched over by Tim and he’s giving me a sign. At the same time, I love and 
value my family and our life together more than ever, for I realize they “are here 
and warm… but I could look away and they’d be gone.”

The Auckland Assignment

by Joe Kilgore

Like clockwork, the headache begins with the plane’s descent. He looks out the 
window and tries to ignore it, focusing on green rolling hills running down to 
the sea. Small houses are visible in the mist. Sheep, white as cotton, dot one 
emerald hillside. Lion Rock stands stalwart on the black sand beach. The docks 
near Princess Wharf abound with sailing ships, motor craft, ferries, and tankers. 
It is as he remembers.

The taxi driver who takes him downtown is mercilessly silent. He appreciates 
that. Idle chatter irritates him. Though he never lets it show. Tradesmen recall 
people who are rude to them.

Up and down steep hills, the cab makes its way through crowded streets. 
Sidewalks teem with people. He studies their faces. Kiwis mostly, but many 
Asians too. Now and then the occasional Maori. It was a Maori the last time he 
was here. A newspaper reporter who had assimilated, he recalls. It went as 
planned.

“That’s the Hilton,” the driver says. He sees a seven-floor complex stretching at 
least seventy-five yards from the shore into the bay. It is designed to give the 
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appearance of a cruise ship. Milk white with lots of glass. He has not stayed here 
before. He never stays in the same place twice.

Checking in, he asks if there’s a package for him. There’s always a package. The 
desk clerk locates it and he takes it with him to his room. Once there, he 
removes his clothes from his travel bag and lays them neatly on the bed. He will 
press them later. People in rumpled clothes attract attention. He takes a 
whiskey from the mini-bar, pours it in a glass and walks out on the balcony 
overlooking the water. Black clouds hover on the horizon. Rain is coming. He 
watches it approach and his mind wanders. It’s psychosomatic the doctor said, 
probably brought on by too much stress. He remembers having smiled.

It begins to rain hard. The wind gusts. He goes inside and watches sheets of 
water spray across his balcony. He likes passing storms. The calm they leave in 
their wake is a reassuring reminder that violence is temporary. He turns to the 
package. A crush-proof box is inside as usual. Within that, a manila envelope, 
closed but not sealed. Beneath the envelope, die-cut foam cradles a nine 
millimeter Ruger and ammunition. He removes the black steel pistol and 
inserts the loaded magazine. The click as it locks in place intensifies the pain 
above his eyes.

The envelope is next. It feels lighter than usual. Opening it, he realizes why. 
There is no photograph. There is always a photograph. But this time, there is 
none. There is the direct deposit receipt. Made out as usual to his private 
account in the Caymans. Also as usual, there is a single sheet of paper. But it too 
is decidedly different. No name and address at the top of the page. No summary 
dossier on the subject’s schedule. No timetable for completion. Only a short 
note instructing him to be at 721 Lavender Hill at eleven the following morning. 
I’ll be there, the note closes. It is signed, Treavor. Were it not, he would be on 
the next plane.

The sun rises at 7:05. When it does, it finds him sitting on a bench at the corner 
of Orchid Drive and Lavender Hill. He is fifty yards away and four hours early. 
But the covered bus stop affords an unrestricted view of the house to which he 
has been summoned.

At 8:15 the garage door opens and a sedan backs out of the driveway. When it 
moves past him a few seconds later, he eyes a young man at the wheel who pays 
no attention to him. Not a field operative, he decides.
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By 9 o’clock others are arriving. Two men and a woman in a four-wheel drive. 
Three men in a station wagon. A woman in a sports car. Fifteen minutes later 
the first man returns. He enters the house carrying what appear to be grocery 
bags.

The next two hours pass slowly. No one arrives or leaves. His concentration 
strays. I’m overlooking important details, he recalls telling the doctor. Missing 
little things people say or do. Unimportant things to them. But signals they 
unintentionally give out, you know? That’s unacceptable in my work. Stress 
often leads to mental fatigue, he remembers the physician responding. Feelings 
of tightness and pressure in the skull, as well as diminished perceptiveness, are 
unlikely to go away until the stress is relieved.

He’s jolted back to the present when he sees a man walk outside. Even from the 
distance, he recognizes the man is Treavor. He rises to move toward him, but 
Treavor turns as if he’s been called and goes back inside. He waits until 11:15, 
then walks to the house and rings the doorbell. The shrill sound reawakens the 
dormant pain.

The young man he had seen at the wheel of the car answers the door. He tells 
him he’s there to see Treavor. The man asks him to wait. He stands in the 
doorway surveying the house. The people who arrived earlier are in a large open 
area off the kitchen. Some are making phone calls. Others are busy at computer 
terminals. The young man returns and leads him to a room at the back of the 
house. It looks out over the water now shimmering beneath the midday sun. 
Treavor is there. The man leaves them alone.

“Why the deviation in protocol?” He immediately asks.

“Couldn’t be helped.” Treavor responds.

“I assume there’s a subject.”

“You just met him.”

“Eating our young now, are we?”

“He’s compromised the entire section.”
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“Still doesn’t explain the deviation.”

“Who do you think prepares the packages for you?”

“What did you tell him about this one?”

“Nothing. Prepared it myself.”

“Operational plan?”

“There’s an abandoned soccer stadium on Ponsonby and Jervois Road. He’ll 
think he’s there to pick up information from a courier. Noon tomorrow. Take 
his wallet and his car. Abandon it in the city. Police will assume robbery.”

“This will be my last.”

“If you wish.”

“No explanation needed?”

“Everyone wants out eventually.”

“Not a problem, then?

“You’re freelance. We always understood that.”

“Good. Care for a drink later?”

“Can’t. Have to tie up a few loose ends.”

He leaves the house in a taxi and tells the driver to show him a bit of the city. 
Along the way he asks about the soccer stadium and they drive past but don’t 
stop. The next day he will have a cab take him within six blocks. Then he’ll walk, 
leaving no record of having been brought there.

The following morning he surrenders his room but checks his bag. He’ll pick it 
up later on his way to the airport. He’s at the stadium by 10 a.m. He finds a field 
once green and fresh, now rock-laden, overtaken by gravel and time. In the 
wind he hears the echoes of past glory and the long-silent cheers of schoolboys, 
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men reliving their youth and wives feigning interest. He takes a commanding 
view of the entire area at the top of the grandstands. There, amid the decay of 
peeling paint and rusting rafters, his head pounds as he waits.

At 12:05 a car pulls into the parking lot. The young man gets out and begins to 
walk toward the field. He times his descent so he’ll be in shadow as the young 
man walks into the glare of the sun. His timing is perfect. The young man enters 
the stadium, raises his hand to shield his eyes and is shot at point blank range. 
Blood, dark as pitch, stains the concrete.

With gloved hands he finds the wallet and car keys. Later, he keeps the cash, 
drops the wallet and credit cards in separate trash bins and drives over a bridge 
where he tosses the pistol into the bay. He then drives to a theatre parking lot 
where he leaves the car with the keys still in the ignition. He takes a taxi back to 
the hotel, has the cabbie wait while he retrieves his bag, then rides to the 
airport.

Entering the terminal, he goes straight to the counter and checks in. Then 
retires to the toilet before going to his gate. Inside the stall he puts his head in 
his hands and presses on his temples. They’ll stop now he tells himself. Now 
that I’m done, they’ll stop.

Ready to go, he unlocks the stall door. As it opens, he spies the muzzle but has 
no time to react. The silencer mutes the sound. The impact blows him back into 
the stall. He stares wide-eyed but the only thing he sees is hot red light fading 
slowly to black. The pain is gone. Gone for good. And somewhere, distant as a 
memory or perhaps close as a whisper, he hears Treavor saying, “Have to tie up 
a few loose ends.”

Call Me Scheherazade

by Nels Hanson

“I don’t understand what you mean,” Kate said.

She flicked her head, shaking out her long copper hair so it shone like 
leaping fire, like my hair once.
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“Why did he care so much about a butterfly?”

I’d told her already about Scheherazade, how each night she’d told the 
sultan the next part of the endless story. His first wife had been untrue and 
after that each new wife was put to death with a sword, the morning after 
the wedding night.

“Do you know the story of Chuang Tzu?” I tried again in the hot upstairs 
room the tired fan couldn’t freshen, 40 days in a row of 100 degrees or 
better. In Acacia, I’d had air conditioning that cooled the large house with 
100 closed windows and 13 bedrooms, a parquet walnut dance floor and 
grand piano that reflected the wide French chandelier.

“I don’t remember—”

At the end of the bed, Kate looked toward the window, at the yellow August 
vineyard that waited for the raisin harvest, the long rows of Thompson 
Seedless vines that yearned to lift their roots and hurry toward the Coast 
Range and the sea, the Pacific.

“He lived in China about 450 B.C.,” I began. “One spring night”— I said 
“spring night” and the stuffy room with the shut window and torn screen 
was suddenly cooler—“Chuang Tzu went to sleep and had a dream.”

“You’re going to tell me about a dream?” Kate’s glance drifted toward my 
night table and the silver mirror and brush with the DM monogram I’d 
brought in May from Acacia, 30 miles south down scorching Highway 99.

My hired driver had finally found the farm, and in the barnyard my long-
lost daughter Kyla peered through the steamed windows of the rented 
Cadillac. Then Kyla had turned and called to the beautiful girl, the perfect 
glowing ghost of my youth, who stood watching from the farmhouse steps: 
“Kate, help me get the spare room ready!”
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“A very special dream,” I said patiently, in the heat my heart pulsing at my 
arm.

“He dreamed that he was a butterfly, flying high above the rice and barley 
fields, the rivers and towns. Now Chuang Tzu had marvelous wings and he 
watched his shadow race across the land, over carts and horses and people 
on the roads and in barnyards and village squares.

“Wherever his eye saw something shining in the distance, a painted junk on 
the Yellow River or a temple on a mountaintop above a cold volcanic lake, 
that’s where he flew with the cool wind rushing past him and instantly he 
was there.

“He was happier than he had ever been or imagined it was possible to be as 
he glided north and south, east and west, until all of China had passed 
under his wings.

“When Chuang Tzu finally woke in his bed, at first he was disappointed, 
before he felt pleasantly confused—now he wasn’t sure if he was a man who 
had dreamed he was a butterfly or a butterfly that was dreaming it was a 
man—”

“That’s the way the woman’s lover felt?” Kate looked closely at me as I lay 
back on my damp pillows. “The woman who had the butterfly?”

“Dreaming and awake, here and there, alive and dead—Heaven and Earth—
” I rocked my lifted hand back and forth through the hot air.

“Yin and Yang,” I said. “Every man was in love with her.”

Kate’s green eyes grew wider, as green and large as mine.
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They were mine, like her thick lovely hair, her shapely mouth and 
burnished skin, she got them from me, from my daughter Kyla I’d found 
again after 50 years... Kyla’s address still the 8420 Linda Verde Avenue 
engraved on the wedding invitation I’d forgotten to answer, that smelled of 
lavender and yellow dust and had slept half a lifetime at the back of my 
dresser drawer . . .  And from Kyla’s father, who’d looked like my twin, a 
lost brother, the golden-haired peach farmer named Oscar from west of 
Dinuba, the exiled and illegitimate grandson of the King of Sweden—

“The woman had other lovers?” Kate asked and I nodded, blinking as the 
falling sun touched the purple dress and the diamonds sewn among the 
rhinestones winked bright as stars of ice.

“After her lover died, even when she was older,” I said, “...there were always 
men coming to her.”

“Why?”

“After they had experienced the butterfly, they changed, they weren’t the 
same anymore. You could recognize them on the street.”

“Not really—” Kate stared at me in disbelief. “Is this a fairy tale?”

“No,” I said. “I told you it was true. Her lovers’ eyes had a faraway look, as if 
the men had traveled to a foreign country, they’d been to another world and 
come back and this world had altered, become a dim reflection of 
something else, a torn fragment of some other story.”

Now Kate lay sideways across the end of the bed, touching the purple dress 
with her fingertips, blocking the different gems when they sparkled and 
sent colored lights racing across the stained ivy wallpaper.

“What did she look like?” she asked.
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“At first I only heard about her from other women. Aaron hadn’t gone to 
her, I’m sure of that. We were still very much in love. Once I asked about 
her and he laughed.”

“Laughed?” Kate looked up from a blue diamond.

“I told him I’d heard she was part Japanese, part black, from Africa, the 
daughter of a king—a great exotic beauty the color of finest caramel. But 
he’d met her, he knew who she was. Aaron’s friend was her lover.”

“He did?”

“She was Spanish, from a family of sea captains. It was true she was very 
beautiful, with ivory skin and black hair.”

“But not as beautiful as you—” Kate waited. “You were the prettiest woman 
in San Francisco. That’s what you said Aaron said, after he found you at the 
Acacia Harvest Fair and took you to the city to get married-”

At the top of the Ferris wheel, the stranger who had stepped unannounced 
into my carriage threw back the wooden bar and attacked as the lit circle 
stopped, then came down as quickly I sobbed and hurried to rearrange my 
stained dress and petticoat.

The man named Aaron led me quickly past my shocked sisters and high 
school friends down a quiet avenue of the fair to a striped tent and the 
chauffeur in blue livery and the long silver car that drove north through the 
night until I saw the gray Pacific and the whitecaps like the wings of a 
million drowning birds—

“Different,” I admitted quickly. “Her name was Belle Solar, ‘Pretty Sun.’
Aaron introduced us, the day he gave me that dress.”
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“This dress?” Kate touched the bodice of faded velvet.

“Yes,” I said. “From that day she and I became fast friends.”

“What was she like?”

“We talked of travel,” I continued, “...of journeys to distant lands. Of 
Borneo, Taipei, the Dutch East Indies. She loved the sea and ships, she’d 
grown up on a ship. We enjoyed each other’s company and soon we were 
meeting every day.”

“In San Francisco?”

“Belle lived in a tower apartment across from Golden Gate Park. One day 
the maid led me to her room and when I went in she was dressing.”

“You saw it?”

Kate watched me with green eyes as her head lay beside the purple dress.

“That came later. She was standing behind a painted Chinese screen, of two 
emerald dragons green as your eyes, riding on a blue cloud. She asked me 
to sit in a chair by the bed.

‘Have you heard of my secret?’ she asked.

“I have,’ I said, I couldn’t lie to Belle Solar.
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'I want you to know the truth,’ she said. ‘I value your friendship. I don’t 
want any shadow to come between us.’

“She stepped from behind the screen in a beautiful silk gown patterned with 
flying cranes, asking me to come sit beside her on the daybed. She touched 
my hand, looking me in the eye with her large dark eyes, then told me her 
story—”

“Tell me,” Kate asked, sitting up on the bed.

“I will, in Belle Solar’s own words—

'Ten years ago, after a too brief engagement, I married a sea captain, a 
Spaniard and mariner like my father. Together we sailed the Pacific and 
Indian oceans in his ship, The Manifold. I touched land only in his 
presence, he was jealous of my beauty. The few men I saw were members of 
his crew, Malays and Africans who spoke no Spanish or English. For six 
years I lived only with Eduardo, completely separate from others. I had my 
books and paint box and my diary, the journal that I kept, but the wide 
ocean was my world. I suppose in my enforced loneliness I was almost 
happy, I loved nature with all my heart. With my telescope I studied the sea 
birds and blue dolphins, the greenery of islands and at night the moon and 
southern stars.

One evening in late March, in the bay off Jakarta, an old man, a European 
from one country or another, came aboard for dinner. All his long life, from 
the time of his youth, he had lived in the East. He spoke of his travels in far, 
unexplored countries, his collecting of exotic zoological specimens, and his 
painting. For years he’d trekked through jungles and across high-mountain 
passes, following rivers to their source, alone or living among primitive 
peoples who had never seen a white man. When the dinner plates were 
cleared he carefully placed a ragged leather folio on the table.

One by one he brought out pictures of white and Bengal tigers, pygmy 
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elephants and deer, crimson lizards and coiled mosaic snakes, orange 
monkeys and wildly patterned parrots and macaws. Each animal was truly 
wonderful, the breathing spirit of the beast or bird present in the avid eyes 
and vibrant colors and the volumes so fluidly rendered that the creatures 
seemed captured for an instant, reduced and trapped in mid-heartbeat on 
the paper’s flat surface rather than drawn by a brush.

As I marveled at the brilliant paintings that seemed alive and more than 
paintings, I recalled my poor attempts with watercolors— my sad albatross 
perched on the mast’s crosstree and the three, winged flying fish above the 
wave—and felt a stinging shame.

I looked closely at my white-haired visitor, at his worn clothes and frail 
shoulders and hands, at his sun-wrinkled face and fallen mouth. He 
resembled beggars I had seen through my telescope, aged men who 
wandered about the ports begging alms. I remembered my father’s constant 
admonition about the deceptiveness of appearances, a warning I ignored 
when I met handsome Eduardo and plighted my troth.

I realized our guest was a genius, an unknown and unrewarded master of 
masters. He sat at our table on our ship in the harbor and ours were the 
first Western eyes to see his life’s splendid work.

Finally, he set out the last picture.

The other paintings had been truly striking in their perfect artistry of detail 
and realistic animation, but now I felt breathless and more amazed, 
suddenly I’d been transported to an undreamed of realm of experience and 
understanding. I also felt afraid.’

“Why?” Kate asked.

I smiled and continued:
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‘The picture was of a different order. I leaned forward, like this, as if an 
invisible hand gripped the back of my neck and pushed me toward the 
table— before I pulled back, anxious that the painted image would lift its 
wings and leap from the paper.’

"What was it, Belle?' I asked.

'It was a butterfly, an exceedingly rare, almost undiscovered species the 
man had seen high in the Himalayas, beyond Nepal near the border of 
China and Tibet. He spoke the insect’s Latin scientific name, then the word 
the local people knew it by, that meant ‘Wonder of Heaven.’

My husband stared at it, bending close over the painting. “It’s magnificent,”
he whispered at last, “...don’t you think, Belle?”

I agreed that it was exquisite, like some living jewel. The intricate butterfly 
had begun to make me apprehensive, I wanted to look at it for hours and 
days, for the rest of my life, and I wanted to turn and run away, to forget 
that I ever knew it existed. There was something frightful about it, as if we’d 
come upon a sleeping god and opened his hand and found the butterfly.

“Yes,” said Eduardo, radiantly he smiled in agreement. “A living jewel.”

‘And then suddenly I felt terribly fatigued, watching the butterfly’s gaze and 
its myriad vivid markings had drawn something from deep inside me, some 
private vital energy that now belonged to the emerald-eyed insect. I said 
goodnight, thanking the elderly man for sharing his collection. As he rose 
and bowed, taking my hand and lowering his lips to my skin, I shivered, but 
not with disgust at his ruined age and homeliness. He no longer seemed 
noble and pathetic, now I felt that he was somehow sinister, that his art was 
not his own but a stolen gift he’d gained by stealth or magic—or in trade, by 
conjuring dark forces and bartering his soul—
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For a moment, I imagined he was young, no more than 20.

With an effort I stood and excused myself, then stumbled to my cabin and 
without undressing fell down on my berth and plunged into sleep.

‘Immediately I dreamed that the butterfly had escaped and flew above the 
ship and its white sails, then swooped toward the blue waves and through 
my open porthole. The butterfly circled above my uncovered body, 
watching me as I watched it and realized I couldn’t move my arms or legs, I 
couldn’t tense my smallest finger or speak or cry out as the butterfly held 
out its great colored wings with curving stripes and swirling spots and 
started to descend.

Then I dreamed that Eduardo and the painter had entered my door and 
that I didn’t rise from my bed to object but only closed my eyes and slept 
more deeply—’

“Now Belle Solar looked at me closely, as if her large eyes touched every 
pore of my face and looked through me, before she continued—”

'The way you’re looking at me now,' I thought as Kate listened.

‘Later, when I woke and regained my senses, I realized that what had 
happened was planned from the first, that when I left the table and 
returned to my cabin they had followed me and slipped off my clothes as I 
slept.’

“How?” Kate asked.

"How?' I asked Belle Solar, just as you’re asking me now, and she answered:

‘At dinner my husband had drugged my wine, the artist had given him a pill 
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that contained opium, a potion made of several powders that slowed the 
heart and breathing and caused a false but apparent death, a deep 
dreamless faint that lasted a week or more.

One morning I woke alone and instantly I understood that many days had 
passed from the night I lay down after seeing the butterfly. I looked out the 
porthole and the open sea stretched to the horizon. The sun’s latitude shone 
several degrees south of Jakarta, we’d sailed hundreds of leagues. As I sat 
up, throwing back the sheet, I saw something else had changed— I kept 
trying to wake, praying that I dreamed, in the dream wetting my hand and 
rubbing and rubbing to erase the colored ink that had sunk beneath the 
skin. I shouted and beat my fists against the bed’s wood frame, I studied my 
face in a mirror, to make certain who I was, then threw it down and tore my 
hair and bit my fingers but when I looked again the nightmare wouldn’t 
stop. I remembered that a cabinet held a Turkish dagger. If I opened the 
drawer and found the knife, I would know beyond a doubt that what I saw 
on waking was real and would never disappear, I wasn’t dreaming and 
there was only one escape.

I pulled the brass knob and stared at the knife, at its gleaming crescent 
blade and ivory handle and silver guard.

I grasped the ivory and held the curved steel just above my heart, looking 
aslant at my body, at what had been my body before my husband had 
brought the old man.

‘I lifted the knife, ready to bring it down with all my strength, then let its tip 
fall slowly until the point touched and drew a single drop of blood less red 
than three scarlet spots drawn across my breast, on the white skin that had 
turned to magenta and Prussian blue. It was then that I decided to wait, to 
pretend to continue my long sleep, until Eduardo came to my cabin to enjoy 
his handiwork. I’d stab and kill him— he was never my husband, he was a 
monster, a hateful fiend!—before I took my own life.

'I lay back and as I waited for his step in the passageway I slowly examined 
the butterfly, every farthest part and reach of it, the manner in which it was 
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all woven and interlaced and deepened into itself, altering as one color 
opened inward and shaded to another and another, without end, like the 
blue eye of a peacock’s feather, like the darker, richer lines within a tiger’s 
broader stripe. The butterfly was exactly the same, identical to the painting 
in the folio, only now it was alive, not etched on dead paper but part of my 
own breathing skin, but not just my skin, it was Belle Solar.

‘I had become the butterfly...’

“Did she kill Eduardo?” Kate asked, almost catching me off guard in the hot 
room.

“Belle Solar wasn’t a murderer, but she had a keen hatred for cruelty and a 
sense of rightful justice like a compass needle, Simple Truth was her True 
North. She was good and very intelligent, much brighter than the dreadful 
man she had married, and instantly she understood the perfect 
punishment.”

“What was that?”

“Each night she allowed him to come into her cabin, to sit in a chair as she 
lay on the bed. She never let him touch her again, she said she’d kill herself 
first. He pleaded with her but each time he began to stir she lifted the knife, 
holding it above the heart of the butterfly, then lowering the blade until it 
nearly touched her and he sat back again.”

“Then what happened?”

“Six months later he caught a fever off Bombay."

"‘I suppose,’ Belle had said while still clasping my hand, ‘the butterfly killed 
him.’"
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“With herself as captain, Belle and her crew sailed the Indian Ocean around 
Africa, crossed the Atlantic to Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires, Brazil and 
Argentina, to Chile and around Cape Horn. Her black hair blew loose in the 
sea wind, her dark eyes read the stars when she took the wheel at midnight 
and saw the Southern Cross. Then up the coast of South America past Peru 
to Mexico and California, she brought The Manifold to San Francisco.”

“And you saw it?” Kate said.

“As she finished her story she stood before me again, then let the blue silk 
gown with flying white cranes fall from her shoulders, past her lovely 
breasts and waist.”

I opened my arms, bending my hands.

“The wings flew out, then scalloped in, out, like an hourglass, toward her 
knees. The antennae were black and finely drawn, close together at first. 
Then they slowly curved, shading to purple, blue, then black again to make 
tight spiral curls about each breast, where the upper wingtips reached.

"And the colors—strange greens and lavenders, burnished golds, swirling 
pinks and yellow saffron, coral, indigo, now maroon, here a band of 
crimson, there a carmine, sudden cobalt, now cool azure, violet, 
ultramarine, on and on—all distinct yet blended, fathomless suggestions of 
color, wavering back and forth.

‘Watch, Dolly,’ Belle told me, ‘watch closely so you’ll know what I saw when 
I woke that morning in my bed on The Manifold.’

The figure seemed alive, independent yet instantly responsive to Belle’s 
most delicate gesture and breath. Her merest whisper of movement sent a 
shiver across the length and span of the butterfly, new colors flickering, 
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shining and rearranging, vanishing, the wings trembling, ready to lift from 
her skin—

‘You’ll think me mad,’ she said, ‘at first I thought myself mad, but it 
changes—’

"I believe you, Belle,’ I said, ‘...I can see.’

‘No, Dolly,’ she added tentatively. ‘With the moon—’

“Really?” Kate watched me, waiting for my answer.

“Truly,” I said.

As I tried to describe the Butterfly to Kate—I’d been just her age when I’d 
first seen it—I saw it again for the first time too, when I woke from the 
drugged wine in my bedroom in Aaron’s house in San Francisco and Dr. 
Bolger smiled and whispered, “Many men will leave the Earth on the wings 
of the Butterfly—”

Old and stooped Dr. Bolger had appeared “straight from the court of the 
Caliph of Samara,” Aaron had said grandly as he’d introduced us and we’d 
gone into dinner.

In a vacant chair the doctor set down his leather satchel—that hid the many 
needles and the dozen colored bottles like thimbles and the Map of the 
Butterfly that later he’d unfold across half my wide bed as the narcotics 
took hold and I slept deeply for a week—

In the room’s pressing heat I felt overwhelmed and despaired of finding the 
exact words to match the miraculous.
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I reminded Kate that the Eskimos had 33 names for snow and lived in 
igloos with window panes of frozen fresh water, that the Hopi had no past 
or future verb tense, only present, yet their language was supple and 
complex enough to describe Einstein’s Theory of Relativity—once a month 
they bathed in steam from hot rocks, then ran from the sweat lodge and 
dived into icy mountain waters before they chewed buttons of peyote cactus 
to see God.

“Like a hidden rainbow, the entire color spectrum is contained in white 
light.” I’d read once that Muslim women weaving flawless Persian rugs 
mistied one knot so as not to challenge the perfection of Allah.

If Dr. Bolger had dropped a stitch, I had never seen the mark—

But then I had never really seen the Butterfly—no one who had seen it had 
ever truly seen it, never taken the Butterfly’s dynamic and infinite measure, 
not Aaron or Dr. Bolger or 1,000 other men.

And not even Oscar, my one-month true love, my blonde prince in exile, 
Kyla’s father, Kate’s grandfather, the farmer from along the Kings River 
south of Kingsburg—

Oscar was after Aaron my abductor was safely dead and buried and I’d 
returned to Acacia from San Francisco, to start a new life and entertain and 
instruct all who heard and came running—

“Have you ever closed your eyes and looked at the sun?” I asked Kate.

Forever and effortlessly the wings and body kept evolving, opening out into 
a hundred fresh generations and involutions that superseded the last 
flashing patterns fading always across my green eyes that had turned to 
mirrors trying to capture fire.
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“It was evergreen, like a redwood,” I said. “Sequoia semperviren, like the 
giants at Kings Canyon.”

“And the men were changed afterward?” Kate asked quietly, waiting. What 
could I say?

All I could do was quote Shakespeare:

“Full fathom five./ These are the pearls that were his eyes./ He hath 
suffered a sea change.”

“And that was the day Aaron gave you this dress?”

“The same day,” I answered. “Not long before he died, of a heart attack.”

Now it glowed richly in the setting sun through the closed window. The 
cooler night was coming and the jewels lit up like the first stars.

“Would you like to try it on?”

“You mean it?”

Our eyes met, like green eyes in a mirror.

“You won’t tell Kyla?”

“It’s all right—”

I nodded and Kate jumped to her feet, bending her head and pulling the 
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blue t-shirt past the torrent of shining blonde and red and copper hair, past 
her perfect breasts and shoulders and striking face.

“And when you die,” Dr. Bolger had explained as I woke drugged on the 
bed. “The butterfly will fly away. What a beautiful death—”

But I didn’t tell Kate this as she slipped on my purple velvet scattered with 
the rain of Aaron’s secret diamonds I’d taken as he lay with open eyes that 
looked out at the sea but saw only the fading shadow of the Butterfly.

One Untruth

by Nicole M. Bouchard

“Ah, when to the heart of man was it ever less than a treason to go with the 
drift of things, to yield with a grace to reason, and bow and accept the end 
of love or a season…” Robert Frost, from his poem “Reluctance” featured in 
Early Poems by Robert Frost

In a house, reaching down into its throat, past the basement door is a box. 
The box is full of photographs; photos of picnics, graduations, holidays and 
such things… except for one. This one photo I can tell you for certain is of a 
lie. It is of a life, intimately shaped, cornered and structured upon an 
untruth… Just one untruth; just one life of a family, set apart from the 
others in a box, in an abandoned house. Reach down through the settling 
snow of dust and touch the yellowing photo paper. I dare you to stare into 
the scene set amidst a life of black to white extremes and discern my 
secrets. You won’t, you know. You can stare into my frozen youthful eyes in 
shades of gray film and you still won’t see it.

It was a fine parlor with emerald velvet upholstered chairs in swirling 
damask patterns. A white fireplace in the center seemed to anchor us, 
though looking back it was an added weight around my neck. There were 
sage Dutch tiles pressed into the mantel. They told a story of a courtship, 
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though I cannot recall it now. Weren’t there missing pieces? At least it 
ended up that way. And there was a crystal chandelier sent over from 
France- an unofficial dowry. It was easier to look at my life through those 
multi-faced crystals; there were more versions, different views of the same 
scene or situation. It was not a flat reflection of a façade. They made the 
secrets mingle well in daily life, spinning round in delightful colors. There 
were oil paintings as well to play up the face of the room. Floral 
reproductions trapping the short-lived life of each blossom- an attempt to 
immortalize something that was not meant to last forever. My husband 
could never explain why I hated those paintings. I hated seeing those 
orange and yellow flowers caught year after year in the fake gold frames. No 
transitions, no choices.

In this photo, there was the wife. A struggling, but happy three-year old girl 
was on her lap, dressed all in navy blue. On the opposite end of the photo 
there is the husband. A healthy infant son, also clad in navy blue, sat upon 
his father’s lap. Deep within the features of the husband’s face was a 
longing to be something more. He felt himself to be less of a man if he did 
not match the success of his neighbor or colleague. He felt this innate 
insecurity to the point of slapping his daughter one evening when he came 
home, because his former boss commented on how his daughter had 
learned to talk sooner and therefore, he must have the smarter child. The 
husband was not a cruel or physically aggressive man. He didn’t strike his 
children; spare for that one occasion. The face of the wife was smiling and 
unsmiling at the exact same time. Her smile was for the nervous, clammy-
palmed photographer who kept dropping equipment, for the appeasement 
of society standards, and perhaps, perhaps for her mother’s wishes. The 
frown beneath was for the long hours until darkness would fall, dinner 
would be done, and she could retire in her private den where no one dared 
interrupt her reading. She felt so strongly about her alone time after dinner 
that as much as it might have pulled at her heart, she ignored her 
daughter’s desire to come in one Thursday night and listened as the child 
flopped to the floor outside the door, playing with her stuffed bear alone. 
On another occasion, she chose to ignore the sound of her young son 
crying.

So- here are the inherent truths in this photo: yes, we were married; yes, 
those are our children; and yes, that is our family home. The rest is dust 
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and fragments of something fragile fallen to a dirty floor. No details were 
safe from invading lies. Ours was not the only marriage that bucked against 
societal rules and blurred the quaint 1950’s image of a husband and wife; 
seen through a warm window facing the street, sitting in adjacent chairs, 
smiling over tea and town gossip while the children frolic with a dog in 
front of the fireplace. The husband has a brandy in his hand and his 
slippers are carefully tucked under his chair. No, we were not the only un-
idyllic pairing- there was the couple four streets away whose home was a 
battlefield on Saturday mornings. He constantly accused her of everything 
from the mundane mistake to the ridiculous undertaking of pricey 
escapades. She was cooking pancakes for her five children and her 
husband. She had added the blueberries for him as a peace offering. He 
quietly came up behind her as though he meant to nuzzle her just beneath 
the hairline of her ponytail, where the tendrils spilled out prettily, and 
broke her neck. He sat back down to finish his coffee. The children didn’t 
know their mother was dead for an hour. Our marriage was not like that of 
course, it was far more subtly ripped at the seam. So subtly, that it seemed 
quite natural to me to want to slip beneath the water of my bath and never 
surface; or to ponder what life would be like… the emptiness of the house…
if my husband caught one of the quick-killing viruses he so often treated in 
his practice. 

Dark thoughts hid behind my umber eyes when he would come home 
particularly uptight after some circumstance or other that had painfully 
wounded his nearly fatalistic competitive streak. After a presentation in 
which another doctor was chosen to represent the region at a conference in 
the mid-west, he told me in seething tones that he would leave me penniless 
and desperate if I didn’t learn to cook the pasta properly. I nearly said, 
“Alright,” but bit my tongue in front of the children. He threatened two or 
three times to take on a mistress because I couldn’t satisfy him in bed. It 
never occurred to him that the blame lay in the fact that so often, he could 
not be aroused.

But there were normal days too. These I feared the most because they 
seemed inescapable. Days where he swore he loved me… I think in his way 
he did. Days we were both emotionally available to our children... I 
remember one day in particular when we had stopped at a newly opened 
toy store before church. It was still snowing, though it was early March, just 
weeks before the spring. We let the children pick two new toys each. As they 
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sped around the store with the breed of wonderment that we only possess 
once in our lives, he grabbed my hand and said matter-of-factly, “I love you, 
you know.”

It seemed as though we might have made it that day. No one can recognize 
or explain how it came to be that one week later, I left.

It had been a busy day for him. I packed his lunch much earlier in the 
morning to make sure that he had it by the time he left. I cleaned the entire 
house during the day, top to bottom. My tears worked well to break up the 
dust in the secluded corners. I hugged and kissed my children goodbye after 
having walked them to school that morning. I remember not being able to 
plan the dinner menu as usual. I couldn’t think. There seemed to be a 
vortex out in the world, more powerful than me, sucking me out of my 
house, out of my entire life. I won’t lie to you and say that my hands didn’t 
fold the clothes that went in those two suitcases. I stood there in the hall, 
waiting for an hour. It was a tweed coat with pink buttons and a matching 
hat set atop my tightly spun-up coiffure. I heard him on the step, the 
turning of the key, the opening of the door and then…

The moment he saw me, words came out as if on cue, pulled from between 
my red lips as if I wasn’t the one saying them. I said, “I don’t love you. I 
never did.” I walked right past him with my suitcases without a further 
word. I imagine he stood there in the foyer for quite some time. He 
probably forgot to shut the door against the cold. Probably, he forgot to do 
many things that night and for many nights after. The children were young. 
So young still. They could forget me, I knew. They were safe, they were 
alive, brought into this world. That was my duty and I was done.

The next December, he contemplated how he would ever face the snow 
again after what I did, when I left… He was standing in the foyer, watching 
the children play and tilt their heads up to the sky in anticipation of the first 
snowfall. They waved to him. He looked back at them. Then he leaned 
forward in a strange curiosity and looked harder. He was seeing them 
really, truly seeing them. His daughter, ever responsible and kind, lifting up 
her little brother, and his son, with such an enthusiasm for life, reaching 
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out his palm and drawing it back to examine the visual composition of the 
first flake. It was then he knew how they would survive.

Only one photo, the photo, remains with my image in it. The rest he burned 
upon my departure and as to the others in this box, they were the future 
that happened after me.

Once the children left home, he retired. He was in the garden one day when 
a soft breeze drew his attention to the front gate. It had been left open by 
the mail carrier. But he felt something else about the open gate. He saw it as 
open for the first time. Getting up, dusting the dirt off of his trousers, he 
walked over to the gate. In between knocking against the fence frame, it was 
blown open wide for a moment. He stepped through it, looking right and 
left, but not backwards. He kept walking that day and that is how the house 
came to be abandoned. No one ever returned to it. I heard that he moved 
near the children in a fully furnished apartment.

I know how one card taken away can topple a whole house and I also know 
how one untruth taken away can build the possibility of the pursuit of truth.
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