
VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026 i 

Island Writer 
     Magazine 

A LITERARY JOURNAL 
 

of Vancouver Island and the Surrounding Islands 
VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026 

 
 

 
Island Writer Team 

 
Editor Valerie A. White 
Fiction Editor Joy Huebert 
Creative Nonfiction Editor Sage Strachan 
Poetry Editor Diane Massam 



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   ii

Flash Editor Tayanna Linden 
Style and Line Editor Caroline Mufford 
Assistant Editor Daniela Lorenzi 
Submissions Coordinator Rosanna Elves 

 
 

Victoria Writers’ Society Steering Committee 
 
President Reg Faubert 
Vice President Christine Havelka 
Treasurer and Membership Coordinator Britta Gundersen-Bryden 
Secretary  Cynthia Philp 
Newsletter Editor Shamana Ali 
Critique Group Coordinator Wendi Saloman 
Social Media Rae de Frane 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Island Writer is pleased to publish these original pieces of writing under First North American Rights. 
Copyright remains with the authors. 

 
 
 
 
  

Cover Art: Fingerlings by Jane Pepper represents the early phase in the life cycle of the Pacific 
salmon. These finger-length fry will soon leave their quiet birth-pool and begin their downstream 
journey to the sea. Composite analog-digital image combining a scanned 8×10" black- and-white 
India ink monoprint of Jane’s fingerprints embellished with digital colour. 
 



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   iii

From the Editor 
 

 
It’s spring and things have changed a bit here at Island Writer Magazine. We have updated the 
VWS website and part of the impetus for that was to be able to upload magazine content to the 
website, rather than relying totally on our print publication. Another reason for going to 
publication on the web was to be able to offer more space to our members for their writing. To 
this end, most pieces from the January 2026 submissions opening were accepted for publication 
in this web issue. 
 Because these changes have all taken time, and the team is composed of volunteers, the 
sequence of events for Island Writer will roll out differently this year. We had one submission 
opening in January and will have another in the summer. Both issues will appear on our website. 
From these two web issues, the editorial team will choose what they consider the best to be 
featured in one smaller print publication to be released in December 2026. 

Not everyone will be happy with this change, and it is an experiment. Aren’t you tired of 
all those rejections from literary magazines? We wanted to be able to showcase more of our 
members’ writing, rather than just the select few who make it into the print publication. Cynthia 
Philp, the previous editor, always felt there were worthy pieces that didn’t make it into the print 
editions, so this is an attempt to rectify that. We will try it for a while, see how our members feel 
about it and will probably make changes as we roll along. 

In the meantime, please enjoy this selection of new reads. And keep writing! 
 
Valerie A. White 
Editor, Island Writer Magazine 
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JULIE LADOUCEUR 

THE UNGRACEFUL WEATHERING OF A NARCISSIST 

 
Deep in the darkest part of a beautiful body, a cell was born, a replica of many that had come 
before it. As soon as its existence came to fruition, the little cell got to work. It had a very 
specific job to do along with all the other cells around it.  

But it soon came to realize, it was not like the others. They worked in a blissful and 
efficient synergy, a harmony of precise and concise work where only perfection could reign. 
Perfection it was not. You see, this little cell had a uniqueness, a singular capacity that the others 
had not: it could make a mistake. The assigned task was consistently lazily executed with minor 
differences each time. Where the little cell wanted to get creative, the body only saw flaws. 

Ivory soldiers inspected each individual thoroughly and dismissed any who strayed from 
their purpose. In a world of excellence, there was no room for difference. The little cell did not 
want to conform; it did not want to dull its peculiar string of nucleotide. When questioned on its 
work, it brilliantly lied and avoided detection. 

Where all the other cells thrived in their monotonous existence of repeated perfected 
tasks, the little cell grew bored of this game of hide-and-seek with the white guardians. Surely, 
there was more to see; surely, there was more to do. When the ivory soldiers came to 
permanently retire the other broken-down units, the little cell ran. 

It happily twirled in a crimson river. The cells here were fascinating. They lived fast-
paced existences, travelling to the farthest reaches of the body. The little cell wanted to follow 
and see it all. They grew impatient with this strange visitor. Travellers were unwelcomed. An 
army of ghostly cells rushed it, trying to pluck it away from the bloodstream. The little cell grew 
angry and big. The ghostly figures were powerless against it. 

A proud god to its new home, it craved adventure. It extended tendrils each and every day 
to new unexplored territory. This curious cell wanted to experience all that there was to life. The 
ivory army trailed behind, pleading with it to stop. Why should it stop? Existence was finally 
thrilling. It was happy, the others were not, but that didn`t matter. The cell thrived and grew and 
multiplied, engrossed in its discoveries and gluttony. The others decayed, and still, it didn’t 
matter. 

Traitor, they whispered.  
Cancer, they named it. 
One day, unnerving silence surrounded Cancer. No one followed anymore. Lonely, 

nothing could satiate its hunger. Where it had felt strong, it now weathered at a staggering 
dizzying pace. In a frenzy, it travelled to the brain where the wisest of cells lived, in search of 
knowledge. The neuron answered in disdain. In a world like ours, some things were never meant 
to change. Cancer ruthlessly did as it pleased, always taking, deaf to the rules that would 
preserve perfection. Cancer had become the king of a wasteland of its own doing. 
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ANDREW MOORE 

LOGGING IN TO HEAVEN 

 
As I grow older a preoccupation that worries me is that when I die, after making my way through 
the tunnel of light and hopefully arriving at the gates of heaven, St. Peter is going to say,  
“What is your Username and Password?”  

I just hope that St. Peter has not been outsourced to AI. I have this fear that St. Peter, still 
in his robe and sandals, will be sitting at a desk, wearing dark glasses looking like those passport 
control officers when you arrive in a new country, not with a large book, but a laptop, of 
misdeeds. 

When security officers look at your passport, they have a special ultraviolet light enabling 
them to see secret holographic information about you. I expect heaven’s gates security will be 
able to see a holographic record of our whole lives. 

“Username?” St. Peter might testily ask. “You have three guesses.” 
“It wasn’t me,” I would guiltily suggest.  
“No. Next.” 
“They made me do it,” I would think would be worth a try. 
“No. Next.” 
“I’m very, very, very sorry, it was me,” I would blurt out in desperation. 
“Repeat words get a red line underneath them and don’t count, and anyway, after the first 

“very” they do not sound authentic. However, in your case we will accept this.” 
“A hint at your password,” St. Peter sounding more helpful now. “What did you do with 

your one, precious life. It’s not just misdemeanours we consider; sins of omission are just as 
important. Did you make the most of your God given talents?” 

“I could have been dealt better cards to start with. I could have done wonders if I had 
been given a bit more luck.”  

“Nobody wants to spend eternity with a grumpy old soul, you’ll have to do better than 
that. Many souls around the world never got the advantages you were given but made heroic 
progress.” 

“Well Hallelujah for them,” I would say hoping that AI would not pick up on my 
sarcasm. 

“That’s it, the password ‘Hallelujah’. Welcome to heaven.” 
  



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   4

DEREK PEACH 

BUGGED TO DEATH 

 
George Orwell knew all about dictators and nasty things that happen in totalitarian regimes, but 
he didn’t know squat about bugs or husbands. Let me tell you something about bugs, especially 
the unpleasant kind that invades bedrooms at night and whines about as they search for a nice 
surface blood vessel to land on for a meal. It’s the women who do that, in the mosquito world, 
and if Orwell had written 1984 anywhere in mosquito country instead of that godforsaken island 
in the Hebrides, he would have known that and not made such a silly mistake in the plot. Here it 
is. 

Winston Smith, the hero of the novel, has a love affair with Julia. Every student ever 
afflicted with the study of the book cheers for the couple who, in a horrible dehumanizing world, 
has found true love. Finally caught by the agents of Big Brother, Winston can defiantly proclaim 
to his nemesis, “You can’t make me stop loving her.” The cheers in the classrooms are almost 
audible. Then come the rats in Room 101. 

Remember the rats. Big Brother says that everyone has some deep fear that, once 
triggered, will reduce the sufferer to a compliant wreck of humanity who will do anything for 
release from the terror. 

“With you it’s rats,” he tells Winston and shows him the contraption in Room 101 that he 
will attach to the poor sod’s head  — a cage affair with little doors that can be opened to allow 
starving rats to spring on Winston’s face and start eating. 

Winston screams in terror, “No! Do it to Julia. Do it to Julia!” 
And that, according to Orwell, constitutes Winston’s capitulation in that he is willing to 

sacrifice his beloved in order to escape a gruesome fate. He really can’t maintain he has a deeply 
loving relationship with someone he’s just offered up for torture in his place, when really that 
happens all the time in this real world of ours. 

You can look it up in books on mosquito life cycles if you like, but here’s the short 
version. Female mosquitoes suck blood, nice warm-bodied mammalian blood preferably. The 
males don’t. Also, this blood sucking thing is a once-in-a-lifetime experience for momma 
mosquito. One shot is all she wants.  

Now to the point. There you are lying sleepily in bed in cabin or tent after a full day of 
splashing around lakes, thrashing the water with fly line to frighten fish to death, and you hear 
the mosquito and you know she’s coming for you. It has to be a “she” because only the female 
wants your blood and her mate is off somewhere doing reasonable male things like slurping 
fermented plant juice or sleeping. What can you do? Here's what Winston and I would do. 

You will snuggle down in the sheets or sleeping bag, pulling same over your head, and 
mouth this mantra: 

“Do it to her. Do it to her.” 
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D. R. SPICER 

THE DOPPLER EFFECT 

 
Definition: Doppler Effect [dop-ler] noun – the shift in frequency of sound emitted by a source 
moving relative to a stationary observer, the perceived sound is higher when the sound 
approaches and lower when it recedes. You know, the sound changes when the train goes by. 

I’m thinking about it … thiiinking. 
I wasn’t ready. No one ever is, especially since it’s supposed to be impossible. A 

transport pod accident. My music was blaring on my DiVice. All I can remember from the crash 
is the tone changing, distorting to a deeper richer sound. Then everything went black. Out. 

Thiiiiiiinking. 
I was locked away in the hospital recovering from the concussion. No screens allowed. 

Music was forbidden. My caregiver was ruthless in complying with this rule, and I’d expect 
nothing less from a robot named SicK. Human nursing was, let’s just say, limited.  

My DiVice used to be my lifeblood, my music, my communicator. I shared everything 
through that little blue beauty. Eventually SicK let me keep it near my bed so I could connect to 
people a few times a day. I needed to keep life moving, somehow. Fear struck me when I 
touched the music app for the first time. My heart pounded. SicK was on top of me in an instant, 
pulling the DiVice away. The man versus machine battle raged for weeks. I think SicK finally 
figured out that my brainwaves were healthier when I had my tunes. Maybe it thought I was 
ready.  

The music was working, I could relax, but there was something wrong with it. Too high 
pitched, just nasty at times. Songs I’d loved before screeched at me.  

Thiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinking. 
I was finally allowed out in public, with real people. First steps. SicK marched beside me, 

on guard. A pod roared past on the track overhead. I tensed. SicK touched my arm to reassure 
me, but its plastic skin didn’t nurture. Another capsule soared by; this one must have been 
occupied by someone like the old me. A fellow music addict. The song blared and then faded, its 
sound becoming deep and rich, just how I craved it. 

Thiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinking. 
At that moment I knew I needed to stop listening to other people’s music and make my 

own. Creativity became my recovery. My sound was too low for some, but I went viral. I broke 
the rules and fashioned a brand-new sound. I was loved and imitated. 

As I was working on my third album I knew something was wrong. Dread clouded my 
head and my songs. I’d been healing. My hearing was returning to normal. I was gonna lose my 
sound. What was I supposed to do? 

I’m thinking about it. Thinking of the part of the brain I need to impact. Thinking about 
how fast I need to run into the wall; how I angle my skull. I figure I need to injure myself to fix 
my brain and keep my fame. I’m hoping it’ll have the Doppler Effect. 
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Alline Cormier: Songhees Magnolia. Photography.   
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ANDREW MOORE 
MR. BOOMBOX 

 
Soon after I arrived in South Africa, to start my work setting up a program of housing co-
operatives in Johannesburg, I was shown around a small but elegant apartment that was for rent 
in the suburbs. 

“I’ll take it,” I said immediately. The landlady pointed out that it came with a cleaner 
who would arrive on Wednesday mornings to clean, and wash my clothes if needed. I told her 
that as the apartment was so small, I could clean it myself. The landlady explained that the 
cleaner would be very disappointed as she relied on the income for her living. “OK, that would 
be fine then,” I said, as I was keen to close the deal. 

The following Wednesday morning I opened the door to Elizabeth, a tall, Black woman 
balancing a large red plastic bucket, with her cleaning paraphernalia, on her head. She was 
wearing a colourful traditional dress. 

“I’m from Swaziland” she said, as if she wanted me to know that there was something 
special about her. Special was hardly a sufficient word to describe her, I was soon to find out. I 
let her in and left her to her swift routine, that she quietly carried out, until she came to my 
musical instruments that I had laid out on a table. These included a collection of flutes, penny 
whistles, African drums and shakers. 

“I am singer and songwriter myself” she said enthusiastically. “But have to clean houses 
to make a living.” I said that we should play some music together and see if our styles were 
compatible. At the end of her cleaning session, she sang me a couple of her songs, and I 
accompanied her on percussion. I played my pennywhistle, my Celtic improvisations amazingly 
supporting her own melodies. My Western and her African styles clicked straight away. Afro-
Celtic we called it. 

Every Wednesday morning and most weekends we would rehearse our multi-cultural 
pieces. We formed a group with some Zulu musicians Elizabeth knew and took our music to the 
streets of Johannesburg. Elizabeth, I discovered, was also a Sangoma (originally called a witch 
doctor, now a traditional healer) and like most great artists she was able to cast a spell on her 
audience. She wrote all her own songs, which were mostly about the trials and tribulations of 
Black people living in South Africa. “Ancestors, please ease our way in the world,” would start a 
song and then she would give the crowd their reply, “Yes we will, yes we will.” This would 
escalate from a call and response into an ecstatic spiritual experience.  

In Alexandra, often known as Township of Rhythms, we even produced a CD of our best 
collaborations. We were spending a lot of time together, so much so that I thought we should 
clarify our relationship. I said I was not able to have a romantic one as I was happily married, 
with a wife and son living in Canada. She took this with good grace and said that in her 
experience romantic relationships did not last very long and often ended badly. What she wanted 
most was a musical partnership. We decided on a sister-brother relationship. 

Elizabeth lived in a small, corrugated iron shack in the back garden of her landlord’s 
house. She and her daughter had lived squeezed into the tiny space for over 20 years, sharing a 
bed, kitchen and living space no bigger than my bathroom in Johannesburg. They also had the 
use of an outhouse and a standpipe for drinking water. 

About a year after I met Elizabeth, she approached me with a request. Her daughter Dolly 
was getting married. All that was needed to enable this to proceed was to agree lobola: an 
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amount of money her husband-to-be had to pay her mother for giving her away. This would 
involve some negotiations between the two families. Usually, the sum was calculated in the 
number of cows a future bride was worth. Elizabeth said that if she could use my apartment for 
the negotiations Dolly’s future family could see how well connected she was. I couldn’t 
understand this myself. White people had treated the Black population so badly for years that I 
would have thought knowing me was a liability.  

Dolly was a shy, church going, 20-year-old with a sweet disposition, and in my opinion, a 
good catch for any young man. I had met her a few times when I had arrived to collect her 
mother to drive her to our studio recording sessions. Elizabeth, as part of her traditional healing 
powers, specialized in curses, giving them and removing them. She always had a queue of 
unfortunate gentlemen waiting to see her on Saturday mornings. They had been given curses by 
their ex-wives ensuring they could never be attractive to other women. Elizabeth had a reputation 
of being able to remove these curses, for a fee. Dolly and I would sit outside waiting for her to 
finish her exorcisms, whilst listening to Afro-Pop through Dolly’s earphones — we had one 
earpiece each. 

Having developed a friendship with Dolly, I was only too pleased to help the happy 
union. One Sunday afternoon Dolly’s handsome betrothed arrived at my apartment with two 
Aunties. The Aunties’ job, I discovered, was to point out Dolly’s imperfections with the aim of 
reducing her value. Among other things, they pointed out that her teeth were crooked, that she 
was overweight and that she hardly ever said anything. Elizabeth was more than a match for the 
Aunties, pointing out how well-educated Dolly was and that her childbearing and earning 
capacities were considerably greater than both the Aunties put together. After about three hours 
of heated negotiation the parties finally agreed that Dolly’s value was the cash equivalent to two 
cows. Elizabeth confided in me that my contribution had been worth at least half a cow. Money 
was exchanged and Dolly was as good as married. All they needed was the wedding service. It is 
tradition that at this stage the forthcoming bride can move in with her prospective husband to get 
used to her new abode. 

Elizabeth, although sorry to see her daughter go, was pleased to have the extra space and 
very pleased to have a large windfall of cash. To make up for the lack of company she 
immediately purchased the most sophisticated sound system she could find on the market and 
installed it in her shack. It was a “combo” speaker system that had one large bass speaker and 
four smaller treble speakers attached to an elaborate amplifier. The amplifier had an amazing 
array of coloured lights that linked the sounds to lights. Elizabeth was pleased to show it off to 
me. She played our CD with her songs non-stop at high volume until her shack shook with the 
vibration. The listening experience was like being inside the speaker, greatly enhancing our 
music, she thought.  

She had already given the apparatus a name: Mr. Boombox. I did not see much of 
Elizabeth for a while; she had obviously fallen in love with Mr. Boombox. She said that nobody 
had ever made her feel so good or her music sound so fantastic. He just sang love songs to her all 
day, never complained, and if asked, would sing to her all night too. 

I asked Elizabeth if she had time to try out some new songs when she came to clean on 
Wednesdays, but she always had an excuse and needed to rush off. To Mr. Boombox no doubt. 
She was so happy those days. She would go out in the evening promenading with her beau. She 
would lift the “combo” onto her head, and with it balanced there, would walk down the road to a 
public park. She had Mr. Boombox connected to a large battery that she carried in a shopping 
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basket. Dressed for the occasion, they proudly paraded in public reverberating and with 
synchronised lights flashing like a disco show. 

All was working out well until disaster struck. Dolly came back home. She said the 
relationship with her future husband was over; she could not go back. She complained that the 
Aunties continually spied on her. They made her get up in the morning to make them all 
breakfast, then she had to clean the house before preparing the evening meal. She was being kept 
as a slave with her expected husband not able to do anything about it. She had managed to 
escape from the house while the Aunties were asleep, and having no money, had to walk many 
miles back to her old home. It was not long before her ex, soon-to-be husband, called her by 
phone. Dolly told him in no uncertain terms that she no longer wanted to marry him. He said he 
was sorry for the way their relationship had turned out, but he would be around to collect the 
lobola at the weekend. 

Elizabeth was beside herself with anxiety. There was no longer any room for Dolly as 
Mr. Boombox took up so much space. She explained that the last man that had loved her had led 
to her becoming pregnant with Dolly, but he had left by the time Dolly was born. Mr. Boombox 
came with a 10-year guarantee, and she had paid extra to extend it to 20 years.  

Although she had spent at least half the money, she would never give up her new live-in, 
electric, talented, flashy companion that brought her so much joy and that she could turn on or 
off at the push of a button. The issue became a problem for me when I realized that the jilted 
husband-to-be and his Aunties were due to arrive at my apartment to demand their money back. 

Elizabeth gave me the one cow’s worth of money that she had not spent yet and asked if I 
could pay the rest in exchange for her not charging me for cleaning until the loan was paid off. 
As I knew that she always kept her word, I agreed. Dolly’s ex-husband-to-be seemed to belatedly 
appreciate what he had lost and was genuinely sorry that he had made her unhappy. He was 
pleased to have the money back though.  

Unencumbered now, Elizabeth and Mr. Boombox were brilliant at promoting our music 
and got our CD played on many different radio stations around Johannesburg. She even did 
interviews, which meant our CD sales began to rocket. I listened in to one interview. After 
playing half a dozen of our songs, the radio presenter asked Elizabeth what her relationship was 
to the mlungo (white man, me) After a long pause she squealed with laughter and said, “He’s my 
brother!” 

Dolly found an elderly lady from her church who needed someone to move in with her. 
For the first time in her life Dolly had a bedroom to herself. A few years later the lady passed 
away, and not having any close relatives, left the house and some money to Dolly in her will. 
After a respectful amount of time Dolly purchased her own boombox and moved him into her 
house. She made sure, he too, came with a 20-year guarantee. 

I dropped into see Elizabeth to say goodbye before I left for Canada. Her parting words 
were, “My life has changed since I met you; I used to be a cleaner who occasionally sang, now I 
am a singer who occasionally cleans.” 
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DEREK PEACH 

BOTTLED BILLIONS 

  
Listen up, crypto-cautious Genzees. I got a deal for you! 
 There’s a hot business opportunity just waiting for the right entrepreneurial team to wade 
in and get rich. No, it’s doesn’t involve impossible tasks like finding heart transplant donors for 
the premier of Alberta, or drafting invasion plans for the US. This is a ready-made route to the 
filthy lucre bonanza. 
 Have you noticed the growing national addiction to needless things? 
 like bottled water 
 and shopping bags 
 and iPhone apps 
 Take that bottled water, baby, alone. It is still making millions for the big guys. All it 
took was one small-town screw-up in Walkerton, Ontario, and we all dashed for the aquifer and 
begged every company with a pump to please come bottle our water and sell it back to us. Now 
you can buy plain, straight-from-the-tap water disguised as designer eau de planet with a price 
tag to match, all packaged in plastics that will spend longer in the landfill than the oil from which 
they were made. I say we are now ready for the next big breakthrough in manic marketing. We 
sell air! 
 We have a chance to nab the niche and make a bundle. It will be good old straight-off- 
the-back-porch air, and it will be the very stuff we’ve all been breathing since the first smack on 
the bottom. We just have to stick a cap on a bottle we’ve left out overnight and presto, the rest 
will be getting it to markets fast enough and banking the booty. 
 We’ll use the public supply of air and there’ll be no royalty payment — the same way 
water gets bottled from the public aquifer without fees. Oh, and for the snobs we’ll also have 
“designer” air from the mountains in line with the bottled water in gem-encrusted containers 
(available at $400 each). There is always the panache of imported product over local supply, and 
people are willing to pay for it, especially if we put some nice outdoorsy graphics on the label. 

The demand has already been tweaked by the medical gas suppliers. You’ve noticed 
those people with a container of gas slung over a shoulder or trundled behind with the little hoses 
at their noses. They’ll be happy to have everyone else doing the same thing; it’ll take their minds 
off whatever led them to start using the stuff in the first place. I’m for equal opportunity in this 
great corporate country of ours, and I say, “Why should only the emphysema and lung cancer 
patients have all the cool accessories?” We might even find some public domain footage of 
Bhopal to work into a campaign. 
 And that brings us to the ad campaigns of course. Picture these: 
 Construction workers sitting around a job site groaning with hangovers, and then the 
welders show up, snort some oxygen from their tanks and cavort happily off to work. They’ve 
been doing it for years, but now we bring on the hot babe in the coveralls with a supply of our 
stuff for the rest of the crew. Hang onto my wrench, wench, and gimme a snort, Mort. 
 Pan in from treetops swaying in midnight breeze before a full moon to a clip from the 
movie Blazing Saddles — the beans-n-farts campfire scene — then off to our bottled air with 
mountain scene on label. The choice is clear, and it doesn’t have to mean anything because 
association is king, as the admen have known for years. 
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 And then there are a few marketing strategies we can play when the first rush has died 
and the competitors start crowding us a bit. We accessorize.  
 Accessories are like the natural gas in an oil field; they can make you richer than the 
original bitumen crude. We produce a designer line of air bottles, embroidered air bottle holders, 
airway tubes with cute little nostril retainer clips. They’ll be more popular than red ties at a US 
Republican retreat. 
 We become “Official Air Supplier” for national sports teams, or the Olympic Games. We 
get tobacco companies to co-sponsor youth sports competitions with us, with a bit of grease for 
the FIFA boys in the soccer world. We rerun those pictures from emphysemics anonymous. 
 Finally, we sell out to the BIG food distributors because they have the purchasing clout to 
force stores to carry the product or deny them access to their other items such as milk, bread and 
vegetables. Like the grocer told me once, “If you want us to bring you California lettuce in 
January, then you gotta watch California strawberries rot on our shelves in July.” 
 So, there it is, Wannabe Wealthies. You can pack in that thankless job of entertaining the 
masses who only read your Facebook food postings on their way to the comics, and make some 
really big bucks; or you can keep slaving away. I’ve read your New Age happy talk and 
inspirational re-quotes. You need to get out of your mom's basement more often and come out 
where the air is fresher. 
 
 Signed 
 Oh Two Berich 
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BOB BILYEU 

COME TO THE YUKON, WHERE THE WILD STILL RULES 

 
Tired of life in overdrive? If you're feeling numb or burned out, boxed in, or just done with the 
noise of modern life, there’s one place that hasn’t surrendered to an algorithm. Come to the Yukon! 
Out here, you trade buzzing phones for wolf howls, emails for campfire stories, and outdoor 
lighting for shimmering green auroras. The Yukon isn’t an escape from reality — it’s a return. For 
anyone brave enough to unplug, the Yukon offers a rare kind of clarity — the kind that strips away 
the noise and reminds you who you really are. 
 If you’ve ever dreamt of a place untouched by time, that may have been the Yukon calling. 
Out here the sky stretches endlessly over 115 million acres of virtually unexplored boreal forests 
and spectacular granite mountains. The colours of the setting sun dazzle one’s spirit, even as they 
hearken the coming dark. There is a magic out here that engulfs; a silence that makes words seem 
so hollow. It doesn’t offer easy answers or soft landings. What the Yukon offers is rare: an 
unfiltered glimpse into the real raw rhythm of this world. A feeling the 21st century is wiping 
away. Perhaps forever. The Yukon can show you how much of it was, and in many places still is. 
 To walk these valleys, to feel the breath of ancient forests and accept that those granite 
mountains are watching you, is to understand there is a connection between the earth and 
humanity. The Yukon doesn’t invite you to conquer it. It dares you to know it. And in doing so, 
maybe you’ll come to know yourself. Few places on earth evoke the same sense of untamed 
wilderness. The land here feels alive; the vast rugged mountains and endless boreal forests 
acknowledge your every step and quietly measure your presence. This is both sanctuary and 
proving ground. In winter the silence is broken only by the cry of a distant eagle, the lonely call of 
an owl, or the roar of a solitary grizzly bear. Every bend in the river, every hidden pass promises 
beauty — and reminds you that in the Yukon nature still reigns. 
 Here, beauty and danger blur. The jagged ridges of Tombstone Park and the ice-clad peaks 
of Kluane National Park poke holes in the heavens and dominate the horizon. Like Half Dome 
dazzles in Yosemite National Park. But there is so much more here. Our boreal forests cover an 
area larger than Sweden, and 95 per cent of that is unexplored, untamed. Deep valleys and wild 
rivers carve this land. Wildlife isn’t part of some backdrop or partitioned off in safe areas — it’s 
the main cast: grizzlies, wolves, mountain cats, caribou. This isn’t curated California wilderness, 
where wild animals interact daily with crowds of human beings. It’s rough, dangerous terrain in the 
Yukon. The wildlife and the terrain are real. Man is rarely even seen. Trails are few and often 
unmarked. There are no warning signs before rapids or treacherous climbs — just the quiet voice 
of the land itself, reminding you: you are the guest here. 
 Time doesn’t matter in the Yukon. Yesterday is forgotten. Tomorrow may never come. The 
only thing that exists is now — raw and unfiltered. Step into this world. You’ll find it both 
forbidding and breathtaking — a place where solitude and freedom are absolute. It is a land that 
challenges and humbles. Out here, every journey is an encounter with something greater than 
yourself — a living wilderness, waiting … watching. 
 Great stories about the Yukon have been written by Jack London, Robert Service, James 
Michener and others. They wrote epic tales of people who faced the challenges of the North. Those 
who won and lost. And those who left. Theirs were great stories of survival and defeat. The same 
dangers are here. Read their works. You will see this place really is timeless. But there is a lot in 
this land. I recommend people take a fresh look at coming up here. 
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 People still come here, of course, just as they have since the cry of “Eureka!” filled the air 
with dreams and the irresistible promise of gold. That siren call promised adventure, riches, 
freedom, and left out the warning that should have demanded you listen. This is a land of secrets, a 
land of hardship, danger, dares and death. 
 Yet there is more here  — something older than the trees and mightier than the granite 
peaks. This land feels alive. Not like the animals that move across its surface or the people who 
come and go — but sentient in its stillness. The snow doesn’t just fall — it whispers. But it can 
rage and roar. The wind doesn’t just blow — it warns. Out here you learn to listen and watch. 
There are places where you feel watched. Not threatened – just noticed. I’ve stood in valleys where 
no boot has trod, where the silence presses down so heavily it feels like time itself has stopped. 
When I first arrived, I felt like I was trespassing — not just in space, but in time. 
 
Living in the Yukon is not easy. Not by any stretch. The snow and ice chill you to the bone. Winds 
blast in off the mountains and through the valleys like freight trains. Sometimes even the short 
walk from cabin to woodpile is treacherous — slick stones, uneven paths, freezing darkness. Yet 
every day and night, people like me make that walk. We live here because this place, for all its 
hardships, is more honest than the lives we left behind. 

The land is often, regrettably, unforgiving. Boulders block your way. Stones hide beneath the 
snow, shifting underfoot as if trying to trip you. I’ve heard thaw-loosened rocks come crashing 
down a slope with a roar that sounded too alive. On narrow trails, I always scan above and below. 
To not search for danger is more than foolish — it’s often fatal. 

Still, for every trail I’ve hiked, there are a thousand I’ve never seen. Gullies covered by 
overgrowth that no one knows. Animal tracks vanishing into mist. Mountain ridges unnamed. Even 
now, with satellites and drones looking down from the skies, there are places no human has seen. 
Places where stories still sleep. 

I’m never truly alone here. Wildlife moves in silence and shadow, enduring the same 
storms I do, the same hunger, the same cold, the same danger. Where I build a fire, wolves hunker 
down near rocks, out of the wind. Where I seek shelter, they stalk the edge of vision. They find 
comfort and security in the dark. Even in comfort I’m only a few heartbeats from being seen — or 
attacked. There’s a deep equality here — one that links all creatures. From a ridge I once watched a 
mountain cat stare down a caribou. Both crouched, frozen not by fear, but calculation. Who would 
best the other? Who would lose? These were serious questions of survival. Neither moved. But 
they watched each other closely. Just breath and snow between them. The wild offers no mercy. 
But it moves with rhythm. 

To survive here, you must surrender to that rhythm. Turn your back on the comforts of 
familiarity, if you can, and learn to live in and listen to the sounds of the Wild. Many can’t. The 
Yukon is littered with the ghosts of those who gave up or underestimated what it would take. 
Sometimes I come across a boot half-buried in snow, or a rusted canteen. Once I found a tattered 
scarf caught on a branch. I held it to my face. In that fleeting moment I swear I could smell who 
wore it. I felt the neck it once warmed. 

And yet — for all the cold, the struggle, the danger, even death — the Yukon enchants. It 
shows you a glimpse of what life without hi-tech feels like. In a very real way, it can show you a 
world that has stayed virtually the same for 10,000 years. Even longer. There’s an honesty here, in 
life and in death. I don’t think people come here to run away from anything. They come to run 
toward something. I came to be small beneath something vast. To stand at the threshold of mystery 
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and accept that I’ll never fully understand the Yukon. I came here to live. And sometimes, just 
sometimes, I feel the land acknowledge me — like I belong. 

On clear nights, when the stars are sharp and the air is crisp and the aurora dances green 
above the trees, I sit outside my cabin in silence. I feel the peace we’re promised of heaven. 
There’s no sound but my breath, and maybe the far-off call of an owl. In those moments, the Yukon 
doesn’t feel like a place of danger. It feels eternal. Not forgiving, that’s certain — but undeniably 
real. You should come. 
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KIM HARRISON 

THE BOY WITH THE KEYS 

 
Ted held a key attached to a silvery label; it glinted in the sun. “Got it from a girl I travelled 
with,” he said. “She trusted me to keep it safe.” 

I looked at the label. “Is that a Vancouver address?”  
“You bet, man.”  
We met on the road in August of 1973, heading west at Sault Ste. Marie. After a couple 

of days of short rides, we spent our last money on the Greyhound and dozed on the comfy seats. 
At Kenora the driver noticed us sleeping past our ticket destination. He kicked us off. 

“You’ve got to take advantage of every situation,” Ted told me. “Or the world will stomp 
you.” 
 He was a long-haired Mohawk from Rhode Island who’d served two years in the US 
navy. A day after my 18th birthday I’d been kicked out of my foster home, “You’re an adult 
now,” my so-called mom smiled. I’d been arrested three times, twice for shoplifting and once for 
stealing and using my foster Dad’s chequebook. They were glad to see the back of me.  

“That’s a nice key,” I said. “Hope it fits.” 
“Why shouldn’t it? That chick’s place, it’s right by the sea,” Ted grinned. “She won’t be 

back till the end of August.” 
I nodded and grinned back. 
I wanted to be with people. I wanted them to like me. The best time I had since leaving 

my foster life was when a teacher picked me up outside Ottawa and we sang Neil Young songs 
all the way across the Canadian Shield to the Sault. She said she was 23. I kept both ears on the 
music and one eye on her all the way. Then she let me drive and pulled out photos of her family.  

“Do you think I’m better looking than my sister?” she asked. 
“Yes,” I totally agreed, and pulled out to pass another vehicle.  
At the Sault, I walked across a field and sat under a tree for hours thinking about the way 

the teacher pushed her hair back from her sunburned face. When I stepped onto the highway 
again, I met Ted. His hair fell as long as hers. 
 
After the Greyhound ride, we slept in a wrecked car lot overnight. Ted picked a Cadillac; I chose 
a Buick. These were long cars, easy for a full stretch out back seat sleep. In the early morning, 
my door opened and a grimacing old man told me, “You get out of there!” 

I rolled over. “OK, OK,” I said.  
“Are there any more goddamn hippies in any of the other cars?” he yelled. 
I pointed at Ted’s car. “That one.” 
The old man kicked the Cadillac’s door. “Get the hell out!” 
“Why did you tell on me?” Ted asked as we panhandled for spare change outside the 

grocery store. 
“The guy was scary,” I held out my shaking hand to show him. Old guys like that 

reminded me of my foster parents. 
“Even if you’re scared,” said Ted. “You can’t rat.” He shook his head and stood about 

two inches from my face. “Don’t cater to assholes.” I saw his mouth moving, and the teeth 
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behind it. “You never betray your friends. That’s one thing the Navy taught me. Do you 
understand?” 

“Yes,” I said, looking over my shoulder to see if there was a place to run.  
That was instinct. I didn’t go anywhere. I needed a friend. 
“OK,” Ted turned away. 
We started hitchhiking. After an hour a skinny bearded university professor in a Volvo 

picked us up, drove us all the way to a gas station outside Portage La Prairie, Manitoba. We 
talked music and he talked politics. He played The Beatles on his car stereo and bought us lunch. 

“Don’t think you’re taking advantage,” he said. “I know you guys get hungry.” 
 
At Portage La Prairie, we stood at the side of the road hitching till the sun went down. A pickup 
truck swerved toward the curb, kicking up gravel. Some guys in baseball caps yelled “Get a job, 
hippies!” 

We leaped into the ditch. 
“They’re just trying to scare us,” I told him, but Ted shook his head. 
“Rednecks. They’ll be back,” he frowned. “They took a good look at me.” 
He sat on an upturned garbage can and brushed his waist length hair as the traffic passed. 

A semi-truck pulling a box trailer full of scrap metal pulled in along the road in front. The driver 
stepped out, glanced sideways at us, and limped across to the gas station diner.  

“Let’s jump in there,” I pointed at the trailer. 
Ted stood up and carefully placed his hairbrush in the top of his packsack. 
“We don’t know where he’s headed.” 
“It’s dark,” I said. “You told me you were worried about rednecks.” 
Ted nodded. “Don’t you care where it’s going?” 
“I don’t,” I said. “I just want to ride.” 
We shouldered our packs, crept along the ditch toward the setting sun. We arrived 

between the truck and the highway. I scrambled up the box trailer ladder and gazed down into 
the truck. “There’s a big hole down here, man.” 

I couldn’t see much but black shapes and darkness. I fumbled my way in; Ted clambered 
behind me. We found a place on the truck floor, tamped our rolled sleeping bags down and sat in 
the dark, backs against some old tarps, and waited as the truck idled. After a while, I heard the 
driver slam his door.  

Ted held up the key. “This is why I’m here,” he told me. “My girl says she’s got all 
leather furniture.” He grinned. “A better place to sit than this.” 

The truck moved out, pulled onto the highway. I stood up, holding onto the tarps. 
 
“Born to be wild!” I yelled. The truck slowed. 

“Get down!” Ted hissed. “They’ll beat the crap out of us.” 
I lay back against the tarp.  
“It’ll be just another beating,” I said. The truck sped up again and we both chuckled. 
“How many times you been beat up?” Ted asked.  
The truck engine made it hard to hear. I got closer. 
“A few times,” I said. I saw the shadow of his face, a black cowl in the dark. “How about 

you?” His lips moved, I watched them over the engine’s roar. 
“I beat up a few guys,” was all I heard.  
I looked away and up to the sky. “Wow, check out at all the stars,” 
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The Manitoba night moved above, the moon gleaming ivory, the stars twinkling, a hot 
wind blowing. I stood and glimpsed clouds in the distance, and rows of lightning across the 
horizon.  

Ted stayed scrunched between two heavy pieces of equipment held down by the tarps and 
ropes. I kept my arms flexing and stood marching in place. We shivered, our bodies vibrating as 
the truck shook under the engine power. 

“I shouldn’t have drank all that water,” Ted said after a while. 
“Yeah, I know,” I told him. “It doesn’t help it’s starting to rain.” 
Ted couldn’t hold it anymore. He stood up, stumbled a ways over, then leaned against the 

truck wall and relieved himself. It took a long time. He zipped up and crept back to his corner. 
I looked over to where he leaned and saw a glint. 
“I’m gonna go too,” I told him. 
I stood up, lurched as the truck bumped some potholes. Sure enough, there was the girl’s 

key and address label shimmering under the moonlight, revealed just for me on a piece of silver 
tarp. Right out of Ted’s pocket. I reached down and picked it up. I remembered what Ted said. 
“You’ve got to take advantage of every situation.” I squatted down and stuck it in my shoe. 

We rode the truck for hours. Every once in a while, I’d move to the back and watch the 
headlights behind us. I saw light rising in the eastern distance as the truck pulled off a side road. 
I craned my neck ahead to the West to see lifting darkness over billowing smokestacks. 

The truck slowed down. “Looks like an oil refinery. We better get ready to jump.” 
The truck bumped its way over some potholes, then stopped completely. The truck door 
slammed; I peered over the trailer and saw the driver limping over to a gate. I clambered up the 
box trailer and threw my pack over the edge. It landed in the wet mud. I slid down the ladder, 
grabbed my stuff, and took off loping behind some bushes. Then I stopped to wait for Ted. He 
practically flew down the side of the trailer. 

“I’ve always been good at escapes,” he came up and shouted in my ear. “That place was 
like a jail, man.” 

“Come on!” I led us along the ditch and out onto the road. We started walking, trying to 
be nonchalant, knocking the mud off our running shoes as we went. After a few minutes a pickup 
truck stopped. A native guy wearing dark sunglasses sat singing a CCR song behind the wheel. 
He raised his glasses. “Wanna get in the back?” he said to Ted. 

“Where are we?” Ted asked the guy. 
“Regina,” he lifted his ball cap. “Hop in.” 
We clambered up, and the driver took off singing, toward the city. 
Ted reached into his back pocket. “Shit!” 
“What is it?” 
“I think I lost my key in that truck trailer!” 
“Really? Maybe it’s in one of your other pockets.” 
Ted frantically felt around. “No, no it’s not there.” 
“Maybe it fell out when you took a piss.” 
He nodded. “Yeah. I had to go, man. Those vibrations were killing me.” 
I waited a little while as he searched around some more. 
“Will you still go on to Vancouver?” 
“I don’t know.” His eyes looked over my head. “Without that key, there’s no reason.” 
The pickup driver dropped us off by the Salvation Army. 
The officers opened the doors, and we ate a free breakfast, surrounded by old guys 
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munching toast. I felt the key sitting in my sock.  
“I’m going to keep going West,” I said. 
Ted nodded. “Yeah.” He rubbed his face and looked around. “Looks like some old 

soldiers here. The best time I had was with the Navy.” he said. “Over in ’Nam. My job was 
loading shells into the big guns. I don’t know if we ever hit anything. Somebody else aimed. I 
just loaded. That’s how I got these arm muscles.” He flexed his bicep and drank his coffee. “The 
best time was the shore leave man. You wouldn’t believe the drugs, and the girls.” He looked at 
me. “What was most important was sticking together,” he said. “Not leaving your brothers.” 

Ted kept talking about his time in ’Nam. I drifted, making plans in my head, trying to 
avoid his intensity by moving off into my own thoughts. I’d go to Vancouver and stay in the 
girl’s apartment, look for a job. Then I’d make enough money to find my own place. Or else I’d 
just party until the girl returned. 

“Having a place to stay,” I blurted out. “That’s very cool.” 
Ted put his coffee down, very slowly. 
“You didn’t pick up that key, did you?” he asked. 
“If I did, I’d tell you for sure,” I said. 
“You would, eh?” Ted stood up, stretched, looked away. “Time to get some travelling 

cash,” he stated and walked out the door. 
We stood on the corner by a supermarket and panhandled for a few hours. A man in a felt 

hat gave me a couple of dollars. “You remind me of my son,” he said. 
“That was lucky,” I told Ted. “Let’s go have some real coffee.” 
“Okay,” Ted nodded. “But that wasn’t lucky.” 
We went into a doughnut shop, ordered coffees and muffins, sat down in high-backed 

wooden chairs. 
“You look like a fresh-faced boy.” Ted told me. “You look like an innocent kid but 

you’re not.” 
“How do you know that?” 
“You don’t flinch. You ask for the money like it’s asking for the time.” 
“I’ve gotta look out for number one,” I grinned. 
Ted frowned. “Who are you without someone else?” he asked. “I have a spare key, my 

friend.” 
“You’re making that up.” 
“Why do you say that?” He leaned forward, his big serious face inches from mine. “Why 

do you say that, man?” 
“You looked so worried when you lost yours,” I said. “That was a real bummer.” 
“Yeah,” Ted replied. I smelled his coffee breath. “You think you can read people, David. 

But I was fakin’ in the truck. Just to see what you’d do. You picked up that key. Where is it, in 
your socks?” 

“I don’t have it!” I said. “I told you already!” I put my coffee down. “I never knew you 
were faking.” 

“You know.” Ted raised the palm of his hand, then pointed. “You’re a scam artist.” I saw 
tears at the corner of his eyes. 

“I’m not a scam artist,” I said. 
Ted stood up. “You can get this bill,” he said. “I think you’ve got plenty of money.” 
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He took a dime from his pocket and rolled it across the table. “If I see you round that 
girl’s place I’ll know you, man. I’ll give you a poke or two.” He put his face close again. “Drink 
your coffee.” He paused. “Drink your f…ing coffee.” 

He grabbed his small pack of possessions and loped out the door. 
“Where are you going?” I yelled after him, but he didn’t turn back. 
I sat in the cafe for over an hour, ordered a couple of refills. Then I walked along a river 

trail. 
I sat on a bench and removed the key from my shoe, took a long look at it and the address 

label attached. I didn’t think there was a spare. If there was a spare, would the address be on it? 
I knew Ted wasn’t faking when he dropped his key, but he possessed a good instinct for 

lies. 
A hardware store clerk made me ten more spare keys from the original. I paid for them 

with most of the money I never let Ted know about. I kept the original address label. 
In the early evening, I crossed a pedestrian bridge across a small creek. Poplar trees 

waved along the water’s edge, the land already dried out after last night’s storm. I hiked down 
through some bush to the edge of the river, to sit and watch the water. I heard someone playing a 
guitar. On the other side of some rocks sat a short skinny man in a big cowboy hat, buttoned up 
shirt and blue jeans playing a small but loud acoustic. I sat behind him and listened awhile, 
remembered the teacher who let me drive her car, and the Neil Young songs we sang. 

Then I thought of Ted, how we travelled in the bottom of that truck, hearing nothing but 
engine noise, not knowing our destination. Ted, who left his future shining under the moon. Why 
would a girl give him all her keys? He seemed trustworthy, I guessed. Just like me. “You’ve got 
to take advantage of every situation,” echoed in my mind. 

I wanted to get closer to the music, to drown out the echo. I emerged from behind the 
poplars, showed myself to the guitar player. “That’s good sounding stuff,” I said. 

He looked up. “Yeah. I like Young and I like Hank Williams,” he said. “They’re two 
sides of the same coin.” 

His name was Will Lardie, he moved across the country doing casual labour, he camped 
in the park out under the stars, and he didn’t know his destination. “You gonna sing some 
more?” I asked, and he played and we both sang as the moon came up over the creek. 

“I have a key.” I said. I pulled it out of my pocket. “It’s to a girl’s apartment in 
Vancouver. The address is on this label.” 

He nodded and continued playing. 
“I can give you a spare,” I said. “If you want to hang out there and play music.” 
“Wow!” Will took the key and lifted it up to the light of the moon. “A place to stay! That 

sounds like an interesting proposition. I’ve got my van parked here. We could travel West 
tomorrow.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “The girl’s place is supposed to have great leather furniture.” 
“Far out,” Will expressed again. He paused. “I think I’ve got enough gas money to get 

there.” 
Things were working out. I fingered the other spare keys. I knew that by the time I 

reached Vancouver, I could make plenty more friends. “That’s what it’s all about,” I thought. 
Near Banff, we passed Ted hitchhiking by the side of the road, staring off into the 

distance. I didn’t feel sorry for him. I never knew what it was to trust others and to have 
someone’s back for them. All I had were the keys. 
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CHRISTINE COSACK 

BODAN WRITES THE END OF WAR 

 
One day, the office of the president called. Would he be free this morning to meet the president 
for a brief moment? That’s what they said: a brief moment. “nah korotku mit.” Bodan agreed, 
because how could he not? How could anyone say ni to the president? During a war, no less. So 
he said, “Yes, of course,” and asked where he should go. A car would come by to pick him up 
immediately. 

He ran to the bathroom, washed his face, shaved hastily, then scurried into the bedroom 
for the only grey trousers that had hung on a hanger and so still held their ironed crease. As he 
was pulling them up, the doorbell rang, then rang twice more, before he was fully attired. 

A hairy man in army fatigues glowered at him. “Bodan Kovalchuk?” he asked curtly, 
massive eyebrows shooting up to the rim of his cap. Bodan smiled. The man turned on his heel 
and thundered down the stairs. Bodan touched his backside to make sure he had transferred his 
wallet, grabbed his keys, and followed. 

On the street waited a dull-green army jeep. A red-haired woman in camouflage sat at the 
wheel, eyes fixed ahead. The hirsute one swung himself into the passenger seat and produced a 
rifle out of nowhere to install between his knees. A Zastava, from Czechoslovakia. Bodan had 
taken the training, as everybody had, and kept up with regular refreshers, as they all did, and so 
he knew a Zastava from a Kalashnikov from an M4 Karbine. He climbed into the back of the 
jeep, and the woman took off immediately, as if she had been holding in both the clutch and her 
breath. 

They sped along Khreschatyk, weaving through traffic and obstacles as if the car were a 
thoroughbred on the parcours. Bodan watched the ballet-like movements of the driver’s 
shoulders, arms and hands, rather than allowing his eyes to strafe over the stalagmite ruins of 
buildings where men, women and children had been torn apart and burned. His own 
neighbourhood in Podil had so far escaped direct missile hits, and he rarely strayed from the 
small triangle between his apartment, Galina’s coffee shop, and Zhytniy market. If he did have to 
complete an errand further afield, he used the underground. It hurt to look at his adored, war-
damaged Kyiv. The driver caught his eye in the rearview mirror and smiled at him. 

The president’s office was inside the domed and marbled Ploshcha Ukrainskykh Heroiv 
metro station, well below the train platforms. As Bodan followed his escort, he recalled 
sheltering here early in the war; how the air had vibrated with sirens, and the visceral thump of 
distant detonations had shaken his core. His sternum had been a hot, thick rod of fear as he 
imagined a missile drilling through the streets above, disgorging its load and collapsing the 
ceiling so that tons of earth and brick and steel would bury the hundreds huddled underground. 
Sweat had burst across his face, even inside his ears, and his legs had trembled so badly that he 
had slid helplessly to the floor. Only when a woman nearby began to sing Oi Marichko in a clear 
contralto, and the words trickled into his consciousness like breadcrumbs from an old tale, had 
he found his way back from the terror. 

They emerged into a large, vaulted space crowded with a maze of makeshift desks, 
boards on sawhorses covered in computer screens and telephones, piles of paper, maps, takeout 
containers, and flasks. The air smelled of coffee, cigarette smoke, and sweat. Intensely 
purposeful men and women in military garb or T-shirts and jeans strode and gestured, argued 
into headsets, stared at screens, and scribbled furiously. 
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And then Bodan saw the president. 
Compact and tense in his fatigues, he strode across a patch of open space and extended 

his hand. 
“Bodan Kovalchuk,” he said with a wide smile, “it is an honour to meet you. Thank you 

for coming.” 
Bodan was momentarily stunned into silence. They had all known this man’s face from 

years of televised comedy and films, then the much-hyped campaign. Well-known, famous even, 
and so-so liked back then, when nobody had cared all that much. But the war had changed this, 
too. Now the president was father and mother, brother and friend, priest. Or a warmonger who 
had failed to make peace. People said that as well. 

Still, Bodan was humbled to be recognized and spoken to by his president. 
“Pane Presidente, what can I do?” 
He emphasized the I as he shook the proffered hand, wondering, in the face of so much 

industrious activity around him and the strength of the president’s grip, what it was he, Bodan, 
retired children’s book author, bachelor, brother, uncle of four, coffee connoisseur, and 
occasional happy drunkard, could possibly offer this man and the cause of his beloved Ukraine. 

The president’s smile faded. He laid one hand on Bodan’s shoulder, still holding onto 
him with the other. 

“Bodan, this is the six hundredth day of war. Six hundred. Most of us have forgotten 
what it was like to breathe air unscented by death.” 

His face was too close; Bodan wanted to step back but felt held by the weight of the 
moment. 

“This is especially true for our children and young people,” the president went on, finally 
releasing him. “Please write, for them, about the end of war. Write for all of us. Tell us it is 
possible. Tell us how this madness will end, how our children will live in peace, how they will 
dream and see those dreams come true.” The president lowered his voice. 

“We must believe that it is possible.” 
Bodan understood then that the words were a prayer, not simply a request for a story. 
“We are all so tired,” the president said, his shoulders rolling forward. “What will sustain 

us if not hope for a better future?” 
Abruptly, the intimacy of the moment evaporated into the echoing workspace. The 

president straightened. 
“I don’t see my children very often anymore,” he said, blinking. “But when I do, we 

sometimes end the evening reading one of your kazkas. The Hare, the Fox, and the Princess is 
still their favourite, though the older girl is already a teenager.” 

Both men smiled, and Bodan saw before him the faces of his nephews and niece open in 
wonder and delight. He realized what he was being asked to do. 

“A fairy tale,” he laughed, clasping the president’s hand in both of his. “Yes, of course. 
Tell me, Pane Presidente, what are your children’s names?” 
 
The big man with the heavy eyebrows escorted him back, and when they reached street level, 
Bodan shook his hand vigorously. “Thank you, my friend, there’s no need to summon the jeep.” 
He gestured upward to the cloudless blue sky. “A beautiful day. I’ll walk through the university 
gardens and visit the beehives.” The guard smiled then, revealing a brilliantly white set of perfect 
teeth, with the middle incisor missing.  
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A soft autumn sunbathed the row houses along Vasylkivska in golden light, and the 
evaporating morning dew carried the aromas of coffee, fresh bread and urban apple trees. Bodan 
realized he was hungry. And also giddy with the task he had been given. The words peace, hope, 
future and dreams jumbled in his mind like acrobats flinging themselves from a trapeze toward 
the catcher’s waiting hands.  

He crossed the street to enter the bakery, ordered a croissant and an espresso with one 
sugar, and took a table on the patio. Around him were office workers on coffee break, mothers 
rocking babies in slings, suited professionals, teenagers skipping class over sweet buns and pop. 
Their voices rose on the air like song and fused with the melodious chirps of sparrows, pigeons 
and swifts.  

He saw three older women at a table nearby and, while absentmindedly taking in their 
lined faces and colourful shawls, he suddenly envisioned a small village bordering the Crimean 
Peninsula. 

Dozens upon dozens of women, babunyas in colourful kerchiefs, aprons and rubber 
boots, others dressed in finery and adorned with necklaces and sparkling earrings, emerge from 
every dwelling with songs on their lips, and as one, roil along the village road toward the 
bivouac of their invaders, where grim-faced soldiers hold machine guns and hostile expressions. 
The women carry freshly baked, heavenly scented batkas under kitchen towels, and clamp long-
hidden wine bottles between their arms and bosoms. “The War is Over!” they shout, and then 
they dance and trill, laugh and cry, and pull their former enemies into embraces, kiss their cheeks 
and hold their hands. “Lay down your arms and dance with us, comrades, because the war is 
over!” The soldiers’ expressions change from grim and incredulous to joyous. 

Bodan wondered if such a scheme could work in his tale. If that was how the people, the 
mothers, could bring an end to war. When he left the patio café, Bodan stepped up to the 
women’s table and bowed with great formality, before wishing them a most enjoyable day.  

Soon he crossed a wide street made inhospitable to invading troops by the use of Czech 
hedgehogs: unwieldy steel barriers that resembled giant jacks, which were heaped across streets 
and bridges. In the preceding months, artists had transformed these harbingers of invasion into 
colourful symbols of Ukrainian identity. Bodan wove among them as if in a gallery, admiring 
renderings of apple blossoms and viburnum, and turning them in his mind into birds and kites 
spiralling overhead, dropping messages of harmony and love. 

Passing the large apiary on the university grounds, Bodan wondered whether one could 
train bees, wasps, or hornets to deliver deadly poison to a certain warring dictator. 

Not long after, a deep bellow rumbled through the warming day. He thought it might be 
the imposing bison at the zoo, calling his loneliness into the trees. Bodan wondered about the 
anxiety that creeps into the eyes of zoo and farm animals when war rages beyond their fences. 

By the time he reached his third-floor apartment, he had walked nearly 10 kilometers, yet 
still he felt energized. He put the kettle on, sat at his desk, and drew a single sheet of white 
vellum from the drawer. He selected his favourite ink pen, unscrewed it to insert a fresh 
cartridge, and attached a new nib, which locked into place with a satisfying click. 

The page waited, white as winter fields, and the air in his small room seemed to grow 
still, as if even the kettle were listening. Outside, the city carried on … trams clanging, dogs 
barking, children calling from the courtyard … but in Bodan’s mind, a wind moved across a vast 
plain. 
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Once upon a time, all the animals of the kingdom assembled in the Taurida Steppe. The little 
Przewalski’s Horse had called for an assembly, and everyone heeded the summons. Newts from 
the Karpathian mountains swept in on the westerlies, Egrets soared from the Danube Delta, 
Beavers dragged their tails all the way from Dnipropetrovsk, and mighty Bison roamed from 
Chernivsti. The Shrew and Dormice caught rides with long-legged Elk, and Stick Insect travelled 
tucked into the warm fur at Bear’s shoulder. 

 Because he was embarrassed by his silly name, Stick Insect compensated by telling 
endless stories and Bear, used to months of muted solitude during winter hibernation, could 
think of nothing to say to quieten her prattling travel companion. Bear’s strides became ever 
longer as she hastened to reach the meeting point, but then a patch of wild strawberries 
beckoned, and she could not resist. A bear is a bear. Stick Insect used the time to tell her all 
about his third cousin’s wild escape from Yellow Orb Weaver and was still going on about the 
large spider’s futile attempts, when a boar with enormous tusks stepped into their way.  

“Carnivores to the left, herbivores to the right,” he said sternly, and Bear sat on her 
haunches, so fatigued was she from the endless chatter. “Get him out of my hair before I rub 
him off into the bark of the nearest Aspen tree,” she grumbled, and Stick Insect swiftly climbed 
to the highest spot of Bear’s shoulder hump and looked around. “I see some stag beetles over 
there,” he cried joyously and clambered to the ground, careful to avoid giant paws and cloven 
hooves. “Be seeing you,” he threw over his shoulder, and Bear answered, “only my great 
behind,” but quietly, because she did not like to offend. 

And here they all were. Bear saw Red Fox and Badger, Lynx and Polecat, Otter, Marten, 
Hedgehog, Wolf, Eagle, and Hawk, even sleepy Owl, who sat on a low pine branch with her eyes 
closed. Over on the plant-eater side were Mouflon and Deer, Hare, Dormouse, Vole and Lizard. 
Above them, birds flouted the seating rules entirely: white Storck and black Kite, Nightingale, 
Buzzard, Swallow, Jay and Sparrow circled and darted everywhere.  

The meeting area was well chosen, Bear thought and looked around some more. The 
huge meadow spread out in every direction, a vast green-and-gold plain stitched with bright 
wildflowers, the horizon broken only by a few lone trees the chattering birds had already laid 
claim to. The air was warm with the scent of grass and earth, and the wind moved in long, slow 
waves across the steppe, making it seem as if the land itself were breathing. The clusters of 
animals lingered in their own circles — hooves with hooves, paws with paws, wings with wings 
— murmuring in low tones that grew steadily into a restless hum, like bees gathering before a 
storm. Bear shifted her weight and glanced toward Elk, wishing the tall one would lift his 
antlers, call for silence, and let the meeting begin. 

But it was the tiny Przewalski Horse who clambered onto a mound, shook his dark 
mane, and whinnied for attention. No one seemed to notice. Bison stepped up beside him, 
planted his hooves, and bellowed so deeply that the ground gave a little shiver. At last, the 
chatter faded, and the pony tossed his head. 

“Friends,” he said, voice high but clear, “we are here to decide what to do about the 
humans, about the war they make upon each other, and the harm it brings to all of us.” His 
words hung in the warm air, light as thistledown yet heavy in meaning. Many animals had 
crossed scorched fields to get here; others had followed rivers clouded with silt where bridges 
had fallen. Even the swallows had flown low for days, wary of the thunder that was not rain. 
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Magpie was first to speak. “We steal,” she declared. “Every shiny thing. Spoons, 
spectacles, medals, radios. Let them come begging.” 

Hedgehog sniffed. “We block the roads. Roll ourselves into great prickly walls. I’ll start 
with the Kyiv ring road, though I’ll need help.” 

Bison stamped a hoof. “We stand in their way. We are good at standing.” 
“Standing does not stop bombs,” Bear muttered. 
Owl opened one eye. “We darken the skies around their flying machines. Crows and 

starlings will pluck wires and carry off parts until the metal birds fall harmlessly to the ground.” 
Fox’s eyes gleamed. “Or we slip into their camps at night with old forest sickness. By 

morning they will itch and burn and forget which hands hold their guns.” 
Lynx lashed her tail. “Or we gather strength. Bison, wolves, bears, boar. We circle their 

strongholds and roar without pause. Seven days. Seven nights. They will not sleep. They will 
forget how to fight.” 

Stick Insect waved from a pine branch and began to speak of his cousin again, but his 
voice was lost as the wind stirred and a sound rose that was not wind at all, but a buzz, soft and 
everywhere at once:  

“We are the bees,” said a pleasantly cool voice in every ear so each animal could hear 
what was being said. They quietened and listened. “We live with many humans. We hear them 
talk and understand their ways. For the most part, they are peace-seeking and wish to live in 
harmony with us and with all animals.” 

At this, dissenting voices rose throughout the council. Most everyone disagreed but was 
hushed when the buzzing next to them took on a menacing quality. There were so many bees 
about. Who had invited them? Wasn’t each kind supposed to send just one or two emissaries? 

The buzzing voice had a lilting, sing-song quality and the animals understood that it was 
the Queen Bee who parlayed her words through all her attendants directly into everyone’s 
ears. What a neat trick. The Queen Bee chuckled (and if you have never heard a bee laugh, you 
should endeavor to do so someday; it is a most gratifying sound). 

“Kin of fur, feather and scale,” said the Queen Bee, her voice carrying the clean, sharp 
tone of authority. “We will not stop the wars by teeth, hoof, or claw. The humans will only be 
stopped through their own blood.” She paused just long enough to add, “And no, Fox, I don’t 
mean drinking it, though I see you perking up.” 

A ripple of chuckles passed through the crowd, then she continued. “My sisters and I 
have made an alliance with a fungus called Mycoandrena pacis. It is small enough to ride inside 
a grain of pollen, and strong enough to live within warm-blooded creatures without harming 
them. Once it settles along the paths that guide feeling and growth, it gently shifts the balance 
of hormones in the body. Aggression, the need to dominate, territoriality, violent self-assertion: 
these are dulled. The urge to fight fades. Over time, the males grow calmer. The females take 
the lead. The desire to conquer becomes the urge to conserve.” 

The Tortoise blinked, ancient and unhurried. “And they will not resist? Few welcome 
being changed from within.” 

“They will not know it is happening,” the Queen replied. “The fungus is slow and patient. 
It waits in soil, in fruit, in the air itself. My messengers … bees, wasps, mites … are already 
carrying it through orchards, wells, and the roads of trade. When enough of it gathers inside a 
body, it begins to bloom. The host feels only a softening, a release. They will call it mercy. They 
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will call it awakening. And by the time they begin to wonder what has taken root in their 
marrow, their kind will already be changed.” 

Rat laughed, a dry rattle. “And if they adapt again?” 
“Then we adapt, too,” the Queen said without flinch. “The fungus learns. It is written 

into its spores. We are not humans. We plan in generations, not quarters.” 
A hush followed. Bear broke it with a low rumble. “Wake me when it’s over,” she said, 

“and I’ll see if the grass has grown back.” Tortoise closed his eyes. 
No one else spoke. The air above the plain was still, save for the shadow of a hawk 

drifting high overhead. At last, the council began to break. Hare loped toward the low hills; 
Beaver started his slow descent to the river; Bear turned north until her shape dissolved into 
the heat-haze. The bees rose in a golden spiral, a thread unspooling into the sky, and the Queen 
lingered a moment longer before she, too, lifted away. 

And so, in the way of stories, the seasons turned, and the wars … this one, and those 
that followed … wore themselves down. The day came when the warriors decreed to halt all 
armaments. “Let the forges burn hot,” the general commanded, “not for bullets, but for bright 
ladders, merry-go-rounds, and slides that squeak in summer heat. Let steel remember the 
laughter of children, not the cries of war.” 

 
“But what about the hedgehogs?” Princess Aleksandra asked her father, and the king smiled. 
“You may keep the painted ones,” he said. Quick as a wink, the princess offered wages for every 
beautiful T-beam hedgehog brought to her. Soon, hundreds stood in the grassy field behind the 
town. Aleksandra and her little brother Kiril walked among them, giving each a name: Marichka, 
Ostap, little Zorya with her “spines” painted like a sunrise, and Pavlo the Poet, who, Kiril 
declared, would write all their homework from now on. They named one Olia after their 
favorite teacher, another Taras after the boy who always won races at recess. 

“We’ll call for Makosh, the witch,” Aleksandra whispered, eyes wide. “She’s a real 
sorceress, you know, and we’ll ask her to bring these hedgehogs to life.” 

“And make them fly!” cried Kiril. “So we can ride them!” 
 

Bodan sat back in his chair, pages covering every surface of his desk, and the hum of the story 
alive in him. Outside, the city’s traffic rose and wavered in the night air, but in his mind the grass 
of the plain was endless, the sky unbroken. The words he’d set down were softer now, their sharp 
edges worn by the telling, yet the war still lay coiled beneath them. He capped his pen as if 
sealing in a fragile warmth and let his eyes drift over the last page where Aleksandra and Kiril 
flew their beautiful hedgehogs across the land, dropping toys and sweets, meeting wondrous 
characters wherever they went. But those belonged to a different story. A good fairy tale should 
never be longer than one could tell in a single evening. 
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CAROLYNE MONTGOMERY 

SKYWALKING 

 
Harry settles beside his friend, Edith, in the luxury coach, whisking them from downtown 
Victoria to the Malahat Skywalk. He’s scrunching the ball of Kleenex in his windbreaker pocket, 
wishing he’d said no yesterday. 

 
Yesterday, at the Nifty Threads thrift store where they worked, Edith helped him tie the coloured 
tags to each garment in the pile of shirts and sweaters. He was having trouble concentrating. The 
decision-making levers in his brain were sticking and needed oiling. He was due for his meds 
next week. 

So far, it had been the friendly voices speaking. His new worker, Joe, told him to wait, to 
wait until next week for his usual appointment with the pharmacist to get his monthly injection. 
Harry didn’t want to disagree. He wished Joe were more experienced, like April, his previous 
worker — she’d understood him.  

Edith leaned across the pile of clothing and took both his hands. Her hands were small, 
and her touch felt nice, but she held on for longer than he liked. Her eyes were wide and her 
expression serious. “I need you to come with me tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll pay for everything.” 
Edith always had money. She had a guardian who managed her trust fund. “I need you to hold 
my hand when we jump.” 

“Jump?” The word came out all croaky and broken. This was not what he expected. 
“From the Skywalk. I looked it up. It’s high.” 
Harry hadn’t heard of the Skywalk. He wanted to ask more questions, but Edith kept 

talking. 
“We don’t need to be here anymore,” she said, letting go of his hands.  
But Harry liked “being here.” He enjoyed working at the store and as long as he got his 

meds, he felt fine. He twisted the sleeve of the T-shirt he was folding into a tight ball. He asked, 
“Why jump?” 

She said, “Cos you can’t turn around.”  
 

So here he is, sitting beside Edith, on the tour bus climbing the Malahat highway. She points to 
her backpack.  

“I got us Submarine sandwiches. Tuna. We’ll have a picnic and enjoy the view before.” 
Harry’s glad she doesn’t say jump because his stomach is already a small fist squeezing 

up under his ribs. “Great. I like tuna,” he says to be polite. He doesn’t like tuna. 
Yesterday, he should have asked a few more questions but his brain wasn’t working fast 

enough. He should have said no. He doesn’t want to upset Edith; she’s his only friend. But he 
doesn’t want to jump, either. 

“It’s Chloe’s birthday next week,” says Edith, picking the fuzz balls off the front of her 
chunky orange sweater. 

She’d told him about her baby, Chloe, a few months ago, the day they were folding the 
pile of pastel infant outfits — those cute empty suits with tiny dangling sleeves and legs. She told 
him how she’d painted the spare room in her apartment, not pink, but a happy, buttercup yellow. 
She swiped through all the pictures she had on her phone. She showed him a video clip of the 
babbling Chloe lying on the quilt her mother-in-law had made.  
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“My mother-in-law has custody, even tho’ she’s not a real mother-in-law,” Edith said as 
she turned away from him. “My ex-boyfriend, Sam, and I never got married.”  

Harry concentrated on folding the sleepers as neatly as possible. He should have asked 
her how often she got to see her baby. He’d like to hold a baby. Maybe Edith would trust him to 
hold Chloe. “How old will she be?” he asks. 

“One. Her first birthday. You get why we gotta do this?” 
He doesn’t. His brain can’t take a lot of commotion right now. He’s told Edith how his 

monthly injections stop him from getting sick, from hearing voices that tell him to do dangerous 
things.  

He’s afraid she’ll scream and yell like the time Mrs. Brandt, the supervisor, caught her 
smoking in the back room. Edith’s never explained why she’s the way she is. He’s got to watch it 
because she can be so dumb sometimes — like today. Today’s plan is crazy. 

“Teenage alcoholic,” the ladies at the store whisper before adding “in recovery.” Then, 
they make gushy cooing noises when Edith shows them Chloe’s pictures. 

“It’ll be quick, I promise,” she says, flicking another tiny orange knot of wool into the air. 
How does she know that? He doesn’t want to end up maimed or paralyzed instead of 

dead. If he were the boss of this plan, he’d choose something less scary, tidier. Anything but 
jumping. Is he supposed to call Edith’s worker so she can stop this whole thing? 

 
The coach pulls into the Skywalk parking lot. Harry’s heart lurches. Edith slips on her backpack 
and pushes him toward the ticket kiosk. “Keep moving. No turning around.” 

The wind picks up. Harry wishes he’d worn a warmer jacket. He tugs his windbreaker 
zipper up as high as it will go and turns up the collar. 

A giant wooden and steel cone — spiral ramp, 10 stories high with a slide in the centre 
— looms ahead of them. Kids swarm around him on the ramp. Too many people, too many 
screaming voices outside his head and the whispering ones, inside. In the back of his mind, his 
dark voice is grumbling. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 

Edith marches ahead. Her red tartan skirt swirls about her red leggings as her boots 
pummel the wooden boards of the ramp. His knees feel weak, and his feet are tingling. He 
worries he’ll trip and knock down some little kid. He calls Edith. She stops. Waits. She seizes his 
hand. Her fingers are soft and warm in his grasp.  

Ten minutes later, they reach the top. He looks out across the Salish Sea to Mount Baker. 
It’s clear and cold and beautiful. There’s a panoramic map to explain everything. Harry enjoys 
maps, but today, he’s too panicky to focus.  

“This is not what I expected,” says Edith, her skirt blowing about her narrow body. “This 
isn’t going to work. It’s too crowded. We can’t jump from here.” 

The knot in Harry’s belly loosens. They’re not going to do it. 
You could have done it, Harry, his dark voice mutters. 
“Let’s go down. Eat our sandwiches while I figure out what to do.” 
Harry isn’t used to Edith making mistakes, but her big mistake was when her baby was 

three months old. Edith left her alone in the apartment while she ran out for milk. It was Martha, 
her mother-in-law, who found baby Chloe, alone, wailing in her crib. That was enough for Edith 
to lose custody. Visiting rights only. When you’re an alcoholic, a single parent, even if you’re in 
recovery, they don’t give you a second chance. 

Neither Edith nor Harry takes the spiral slide down. It’s too serious a day for that. He 
imagines Edith jumping, her skirt billowing up around her face as she falls. 
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Edith finds a quiet table on the patio, in front of the gift shop, in the sun and out of the 
wind. His mouth is dry and it's hard to swallow but he eats as much of his sandwich as he can.  

“It has to be today, Harry,” she says, scrunching the sandwich wrappers into a ball and 
lobbing them into the garbage can. “If I don’t do it, I’ll start drinking again. I’ll be banned from 
the birthday party. It will be worse than being dead, living but not seeing my baby.” 

He nods. He wouldn’t want to go through a day like this twice. 
In the parking lot, they walk past a shiny black Audi, and six teenagers pile out. 
“Back at six,” the maybe dad in the driver’s seat calls after them. 
Edith runs up to the window and smiles at him. “Hi. Can you give us a ride? We’re 

looking for a hike near here. The one with the view.” 
“You’re thinking of the Goldstream trestle. It’s back down the highway a bit.” 
Edith rides shotgun, and Harry climbs into the back seat. 
“I’m Mark,” he says, wheeling the car southbound on the Malahat highway. 
Harry wishes that someone like Mark could have been his dad. His dad is always angry. 

Harry doesn’t remember his mom — she left when he was a baby. 
“My son and his friends are celebrating finishing their first year at UVic. The Skywalk is 

a great place for them to celebrate. No alcohol. Just plain fun on the slide,” says Mark. 
First year. The year Harry’s hallucinations started. If he’d had a kind dad, a dad like 

Mark, maybe he could have gone back to school — not engineering but something — a trade. He 
was good with his hands. But after he was hospitalized, his dad didn’t trust him. Harry couldn’t 
do it by himself.  

Edith’s bullshitting Mark about how, last year, she quit journalism at UVic. She’s 
pretending everything is normal — that she knew about the Goldstream trestle, that she’s not 
about to jump off someplace high to kill herself. Kill him too.  

He imagines standing at the top of a cliff, cupping her small hand in his. He imagines 
faking it — bending his knees, swinging his arms backwards and launching forward on his toes. 
Letting go of her fingers at the last second. Those soft fingers slipping out of his hand. 

Then he’d have to live with himself. A liar. A cheat. A shitty friend. How does he know 
she wouldn’t let go of his hand first? 

 
Harry shivers in the damp shade of the fir trees in front of the park map. The topographic lines at 
the trestle bridge mark the 140 metres above the empty parking lot. 

“Take a picture of the map with your phone,” Edith says. 
Harry face flushes. He doesn’t have a phone. “You didn’t bring yours?” 
“Left it at my apartment. I made a video for Chloe, for when she gets older, saying how 

much I love her. Maybe that bitch Martha will show it to her, let her know who I was. I left my 
phone because I knew what would happen. I’d want to hear Chloe’s babbling voice one last time. 
I’d play the video and it would break me. I’d change my mind.” 

“Look, Niagara Falls,” Harry points to the map. “I’ve always wanted to go there.” 
“It’s not the real Niagara Falls. That’s in Ontario.”  
Harry wants this last hour to be special. He wants to see Niagara Falls even if it's the 

wrong one.  
She strides away from him. “Fine,” she calls, her voice all echoey from the metal tunnel 

under the highway, “Niagara Falls first.” 
 

The falls tumble noisily, down a gloomy chasm into a basin of water. Unable to hear each other 
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speak, they stand in silence. He wishes they would jump here. It’s 50 metres, and landing in the 
deep pool means he might survive. Edith signals with her thumb toward the path. She stomps 
ahead of him, back down to the main trail to the start of the final climb up to the trestle bridge.  

He follows her, scrambling up the muddy trail. Flecks of mud spit up from the heels of 
her boots onto her leggings. He hopes she’s having second thoughts. His kind voice whispers, 
Please stop. Stop her.  

At the massive bridge spanning the Niagara Canyon, he gapes at the heavy wooden 
beams, crisscrossing in some specific formula. He swallows as he peers at the stream below 
them. 

Edith points to the barricade at the trestle. The gated chain-link fencing is topped with 
three strings of razor wire. Sharp, crushed stone covers the ground around it. There’s a weathered 
red and white sign — NO TRESPASSING, PRIVATE PROPERTY.  

 “Let’s rest for a minute,” says Harry. He sits down on a rock at the edge of the trail. In 
the openness of the ravine, the afternoon sun smiles weakly at him. He’s thirsty. They have no 
water.  

Low to the ground by the gatepost, Edith finds a narrow open section where the wires are 
snipped and bent. “We can crawl under here, over this gravel, on our bellies.” 

And it’s true, they could. They both have slight, bony bodies — bodies he’s imagining 
splayed on the boulders in the canyon below them. 

“What about holding hands when we jump?” she asks, worrying the cuff of her sweater. 
“Clasped hands or meshed fingers?” 

It will be harder for him to let go if their fingers are laced together. 
His dark voice interrupts. Stop talking. Grab her. Drag her under the fence. Jump. 
Harry hates the voice. But if he obeys it today, right now, just this once, he’ll get some 

peace. He stands up and moves toward the gap in the fence. His fingertips pulse with adrenaline. 
He lowers himself onto his belly and shimmies under the fence. Edith stands stiffly on the 

other side. “Your turn,” he says.  
She starts wriggling over the gravel and under the fence. The back of her sweater snags 

on a bent wire. “I’m stuck,” she says, trembling.  
Grab her arms and pull her through.  
He drags her toward him and the loop of chunky orange yarn snaps. 
Harry stands on the bridge, his legs apart, each foot planted on a creosoted railway tie. In 

the gap below is the shallow stream strewn with giant boulders. He sucks in a breath. 
Edith stands behind him. “I can’t look.” 
Now, Harry. It's what she wants. 
He turns toward her and grabs her shoulders. 
Her eyes widen. “What the fuck, Harry. That hurts.” 
Make her, the dark voice growls. 
His heart pounds as he pulls her toward him, toward the edge.  
Edith shouts, “Stop!” as she pushes him back.  
He squeezes his eyes shut as he stumbles and falls. When he opens them, Edith is lying 

beside him, face down on the tracks, gripping a railway tie. Her shoulders are shaking. 
Now, Harry. The voice insists. 
“No. You’re wrong,” he mutters. His mind is clearer now. He stands up and helps Edith 

to her feet. Her face is tear-stained and smeared with dirt. Her leggings are torn, and her knees 
are scraped. He brushes the gravel off her bleeding hands. “Sorry. I frightened you.” 



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   31

She scuffs the toe of her boot against the rusted rail on the trestle. “I don’t want to 
anymore.”  

He puts a hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go back. Let’s get Martha and your worker to 
arrange a birthday visit. Let’s go hug Chloe.” 

He wraps his arm around her and, with the other, wipes his tears on the sleeve of his 
jacket. She’s all shuddery in his armpit. 

“I’m sorry for asking you. It wasn’t right,” she says. 
 “Yeah. It was a lot.” He won’t mention the dark voice. 
“You’ll stay with me on Chloe’s birthday? I don’t want to be alone.” 
“Sure, Edith.” He doesn’t want to be alone either. 
When he hugs her, it feels good. They squeeze back under the fence, and it’s way easier 

to hike down. 
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ROSALIE KNOGLER 

BE BRAVE MY DARLINGS 

 
Brittany, France, 1662 

 
Françoise lay in her rustic bed, gently wiping her tears. Every day she faced the fact that her 
beloved Martin was gone, never to be seen again. She turned back the covers and swung her feet 
onto the frigid wood plank floor of the cottage. After wrapping up in her heavy robe, she opened 
the door to the front room and forced a smile to her lips as she greeted her two young daughters, 
Jeanne eight, and Francie six. “Bonjour, mes petites.” She added more logs to the fire as it had 
nearly gone out. Françoise dreaded opening the cupboard door to see how little food remained 
inside. She prepared porridge for them before they dressed warmly to head outside. 

The three trudged down to the stone well, as they did every morning, for fresh water and 
to learn the latest news. An empty wooden bucket bumped against Françoise’s heavy, rough, 
woollen skirts. Her two curly-headed daughters accompanied her, racing ahead, swinging their 
own smaller buckets. They passed streets of half-timbered houses, the Gothic cathedral, and the 
medieval ruins.  
 Several women were already there, bundled in shawls against the cold northerly wind. 
They gathered in a tight circle, voices rising in their melodic Breton language, hands flying with 
emotion. There seemed to be more drama than usual today. As Françoise and her girls drew near, 
her friend Madeleine waved to her. They were both 27, and had known each other all their lives. 
Madeleine’s thick blonde hair contrasted with Françoise’s dark curls. They had attended school 
together, married fishermen, and both were widowed by a wild Atlantic storm. Only wreckage of 
the men’s boats was ever found.  
 “There is news, Françoise!” cried Madeleine. “The King is sending officials tomorrow to  
interview women wishing to go to New France. The voyage is long and dangerous, and there’s  
no guarantee of finding proper husbands when we get there, but we must decide soon. Winter is 
upon us and money is scarce. How will you feed your little ones?” she asked in a worried voice.  

“I’ve taken in sewing from Madame Bessette, and we have some vegetables and fruit 
preserves in the root cellar. I’ll sell the rest of Martin’s belongings to keep us going through the 
winter. I have no need of a rifle or the rest of his fishing gear now. Tomorrow I’ll attend the 
meeting to learn what I can. It’s not just myself, but also my girls that I have to think about. 
What’s our future here? Poverty? The religious unrest is frightening, not to mention the crop 
failures, cold weather, unfair taxes, and protests.” She sighed and turned to fill their buckets. 

The other women heard what she’d said and gave their opinions. “It’s madness to travel 
halfway around the world in search of husbands and new lives,” said elderly Madam Lessard.  

Another interjected, “That’s fine for you to say, but for a widow with young children? 
What choice does she have?" 

Françoise and her girls left, plodding across the footbridge over the river and making 
their way up the hill toward their small cottage, buffeted by the wind.  
 That night, as she tucked her daughters into their bed, she gave them an extra hug before  
venturing, “I know you like it here in Quimper, but we must think of our future. We may go to 
New France and start a new life. I’ll learn more tomorrow. Try to sleep now, darlings.” She 
kissed her girls, blew out the candle beside the bed, and quietly closed the door to their bedroom.  
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 In the front room, she stirred the fire and added larger logs. She hoped the fire would last 
through the cold, windy night. Martin had always done the wood chopping and banking up the 
fire before bed. Françoise much preferred cooking and sewing to chopping wood. She’d sold 
their livestock for a small bag of coins to see them through the first few months. She missed 
Martin so much, especially at night. Their narrow bed felt much too big and cold now.  
 Jeanne, still awake, heard her mother’s quiet sobs and thought, How I wish Papa was still 
alive. I miss him so, especially his teasing and his singing. We used to go out on his boat and he 
was proud that we liked the sea as much as he did. Mama is so unhappy now. I’ll try not to let 
her know how frightened I’ll be if we have to leave here forever.  
 Morning came, and a dozen women gathered in the hall, nervously chatting to each other. 
The door opened, and in walked the mayor with two women officials who took seats at a table 
near the front of the hall. The tall, grey-haired, distinguished mayor, with his official medallion 
hanging around his neck, puffed out his chest as he introduced them. 
 “Madame Bourdon and Mademoiselle Estienne have come from New France to choose 
the women to be recruited.” 

The older woman official explained, “There are many men in the colonies. Women are  
needed as wives and to raise families. It’s a long voyage, but we’ve been there and back and  
survived. You must be physically fit, hard-working, between 14 and 40, intelligent, pleasant 
looking, and of good moral character. King Louis XIV will pay your passage fee of sixty livres 
and supply a trousseau with a bonnet, two coiffes [fine cloth hoods], a comb, handkerchief, 
stockings, gloves, ribbon, belt, shoes, shoelaces, thread, cloth, 100 needles, 1,000 pins, scissors, 
a thimble, two knives and two livres in coin. You’ll receive more appropriate clothing for the 
colder weather when you arrive in New France.”  
 “How long will the voyage be?” asked Madeleine. 
 “It could be six weeks if the winds are with us, or many months if they are not. You’ll 
stay with the nuns until you choose husbands. The men will come with marriage offers, and 
you’ll have time to decide. When you marry, you’ll be given 50 livres and some livestock. Upper 
class women will receive 100 livres and will marry officials. You’ll be taught household tasks 
and how to survive in the wilderness.” 
 “Are there wild animals and Indians there?” one young woman asked, eyes bulging. 

“Attacks are rare and the cities are guarded by soldiers. The farms are close together on 
long strips of land along the Saint Lawrence River, for protection and access to the water. The 
population of New France was only a few hundred twenty years ago, but is 2,500 now.”  
 The women sat quietly, glancing warily at each other, taking in the information.  
 Françoise stood, asking in a quiet voice, “My daughters are six and eight. Are they 
welcome in New France? Would the men consider a widow?” 

“Mais oui! Having children shows you are fertile. You come with a ready-made family. 
I’m sure It would be a bonus,” stated Madame Bourdon. Françoise blushed and sat down. 

Madeleine enquired, “What if the man I choose becomes violent or abandons me?” She 
could be very outspoken, but everyone liked her.  

 “The marriage contract could possibly be annulled, and you’d choose another man. Since 
this is a new venture, there’ll be things we can’t plan for, but we’ll be fair to you, ladies. 
However, any woman who is promiscuous, dishonest, or lazy will be sent back home in 
disgrace.” 
 Most of the women left quietly, murmuring their concerns. The officials handed out the 
forms to the remaining women. Only Françoise, Madeleine, and two others took them. Beatrice, 
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a plain spinster aged 30 with a brave nature, was sure of her decision. Her cousin Giselle, a 
pretty, high-spirited girl of 24, had found no man to her liking in Quimper and was looking 
forward to more choice. The four handed in their forms, which were carefully looked over.  
 “If you decide to join us, you must provide a birth record and a priest’s letter of reference 
before you’ll be accepted and sign your contract tomorrow. And you must be ready to sail in 
early spring, when the ocean crossing is safer.” 
 Françoise hurried toward home to talk to her girls before someone else could gossip. On 
the way, Monsieur LaPlante stopped her. He was a widower of nearly 60, with a wrinkled face, 
thinning hair, and gnarled hands. 
 “Madame Durand, a word, please. I’ve heard about the meeting today and would like to 
suggest an alternative to this wild scheme. Since you were a young girl, I’ve admired you. I’d be 
pleased if you would marry me.” He leaned on his cane and smiled, yellow teeth showing.  

Françoise, shocked, mused to herself. He’s an old man, more like a grandfather than 
husband material. “Thank you, Monsieur, for your kind offer. I will consider it. Good day.”  

She hurried away, her mind reeling. Her stomach recoiled when she thought of him 
touching her intimately. The alternative will be a dangerous venture with an unknown outcome. 
If only there were work here for me, or a younger man to be a true father to Jeanne and Francie. 
She walked slowly, letting her mind consider the options before entering St. Corentin Cathedral, 
the one where she and Martin were married. Françoise knelt and prayed for divine guidance. The 
candles flickered like her mind.  

When she reached home, her girls were setting the table for their mid-day meal. There 
wasn’t much to eat — no meat, only fragrant soup made from wilted vegetables, with coarse 
bread.  

“Jeanne, Francie, I’ve decided we will go to New France. We leave in a few months, and 
when we arrive, I’ll choose a husband. Your opinion will matter because this man will be your 
new father. Be brave, my darlings. We’ll be together, and you know I’ll always love you.” 

The next few months flew by. May arrived with warm weather and birdsong. Françoise 
sold most of their belongings, as well as their little cottage. It would be hard to leave the village 
where they’d always lived. There was no body in her dead husband’s grave, but she had a small 
headstone carved in his memory and a service held in the church. She washed and packed their 
meagre clothing into satchels. The pretty, blue-flowered dishes, which had belonged to her 
deceased mother, were wrapped carefully and placed in the leather trunk, which had arrived a 
few days before with the trousseau items from the King. She added brass candlesticks, which had 
lit their old home, and fragrant beeswax candles she’d made to give light in their new one. 
Françoise placed the shadow silhouettes she’d made of her daughters when they were younger 
inside. She kissed the family bible and set it inside with her rosary before closing the lid. In the 
morning she’d add the two quilts she had lovingly sewn from scraps of her girl’s dresses, 
Martin’s shirts and her blue wedding suit.  

Hot tears flowed from her eyes. These things would remind them of happy times from 
their old life to bring to their new. Tomorrow they would sail for La Rochelle. Françoise wept 
silently and prayed she’d made the right decision before finally falling asleep.     

The next day dawned cold and sunny. Gulls wheeled and screeched overhead as the 
wagon they were riding in reached the harbour. The driver jumped down, helped them onto the 
dock, and carried their trunk to the boat. When their ship cast off from Quimper, they looked 
back longingly at the beauty of Finisterre, “end of the land”, the far northwestern edge of France. 
Three rivers converged there — the Steir, the Jet, and the Odet, which was called the prettiest 
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river in France. Jeanne and Francie cried as their friends waved and called their final farewells. 
Françoise, Madeleine, and Beatrice blotted their tears with their lace handkerchiefs, but Giselle 
smiled, anticipating a grand adventure.      

It had been a long journey from Quimper, but now it was time to look ahead. La Rochelle 
came into view, a large, fortified city, with two huge, round stone towers guarding the entrance. 
The girls’ eyes grew wide as they took in the sight of many tall ships. Men lifted heavy barrels, 
and they could be heard shouting to each other in strange languages. The women gathered their 
cloth satchels and headed down the gangway. The cold had put roses in their cheeks, and the 
girls were giddy with excitement. 
 Françoise, her daughters, along with Madeleine, Beatrice and Giselle, huddled close 
together and anxiously looked around. Other women were standing in small groups, looking 
equally unsure. A young sailor called out their names, and they followed him to a nearby ship, 
l’Aigle d’Or, the Golden Eagle, a large sailing vessel that towered high above them. Other sailors 
brought their trunks. 
 The women and girls pulled themselves up the gangway and followed the sailors far 
below to their shared accommodation in the hold, a large room with a low ceiling, at the rear of 
the ship with narrow bunks against the walls. After placing their meagre belongings on the beds, 
they explored the ship. The hold appeared primitive with oxen, cattle, pigs, goats, and chickens 
in pens, even a few cats and a dog. It smelled dreadful.  
 A nearby sailor informed them, “On board, we have 225 passengers and 55 crew 
members. Sailors, soldiers, ship’s carpenters and men have a separate area near the front of the 
ship. Families stay between them and you women. Higher-class passengers have cabins on 
another deck. There are 100 barrels of water, 16 of brandy, 20 of bacon, and 200 of flour. 
There’s merchandise for the colony, as well as bedding, boots, and muskets for the soldiers. We 
have to leave five horses behind, unfortunately, as there isn’t any more room.”  
 They proceeded up the stairs to the deck and walked around amid stares from the sailors. 
The crew had been informed that they were femmes et filles de qualité, so the men were on their 
best behavior. Rows of cannons on either side of the ship frightened the women. 
 Hours later, sailors hoisted the heavy sails, and the wind filled them as the ship slowly 
made its way out of the harbour mouth with the rushing tide. Françoise sighed and hugged her 
girls close to her, hoping she’d made the right decision for them all. Troubled thoughts entered 
her mind. 
 This will be our home until we reach our new life in the new world. For better or for 
worse, our adventure has begun. We will all have to be brave.  
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NIGEL GREENWOOD 

FIRST PERSON NON-SINGULAR 

 
I. 
 

“You keep staring at them.”  
He looks at me sharply, not comprehending the sudden non-sequitur to our silent 

communing over java. Then a sly smile creeps across his face, as if he is caught out in a guilty 
pleasure. Accompanied by the slightest blush, this lights up the marine hue of his otherwise dark 
eyes and gives me a dull ache deep under my breast. Again, I wonder why this decently 
attractive, evidently sensitive man has failed to engage me in anything more than occasional, 
platonic coffee dates at my regular joint. But I have grown to appreciate these casual biweekly 
conversational meetings; they are comfortable and safe, without engendering any expectations 
other than the occasional pizza dinner. 

The Peaky Bean bubbles with warmth and conversation. Untidy and lacking any unifying 
scheme of décor, it is as randomly furnished with mismatched tables and chairs as with patrons. 
The clientele reflects the wildly diverse flavour of the surrounding inner-city village. It is 
modishly dated, and reliably changeless. Yet there is one novelty this morning: a recent new 
employee moves smoothly between the tables across the crowded room. He has noticed. 

His gaze drifts back to the server. He pauses, not clearly in thought, but with some 
process unwinding in his brain, before turning back to me. I have learned to curb my natural 
tendency to over-expression in such cases. I afford him the time to articulate. My patience is 
about to expire, but I am curious as to how he will respond. 

“Was I staring too obviously at her tits?” His wry grin signals his guilt and involves me 
as a tacit accomplice. He has learned to be crudely direct with me, if not exactly voluble. I 
wonder sometimes if I ought to take this familiarity as a compliment, or just further evidence of 
our sexless relationship. 

“No, it’s not the breasts,” I reply succinctly, anticipating the humour in drawing this out. 
“Then what?” He fixes me directly in his stare now and takes in my broadening smile. 

“You think she is kind of cute, too, don’t you,” he challenges. He has a point: the object of our 
attention is tall and slim, with elegant posture, a becoming short blonde haircut of vaguely 
androgenous style and, admittedly, a modest but shapely bosom — a package, I concede, as 
appealing to women as men.  

“No, it’s not her.” 
“Then who?” The confusion starts to show on his face, but with warmth and enjoyment. 

We don’t really flirt, but he does like to be teased by me. But just by me; with others he is 
sometimes too sensitive to perceived slights and ridicule. 

“It’s them.”  
“So, I am not just looking at her? Who else?” He looks around quickly to see what he has 

missed. 
“No, it is not who else, and it’s not her, or she; it’s them.” His muddling comprehension 

is clearly on the verge of rejecting the obvious conclusion, so I push him over the edge: “They 
are non-binary.” 

His brow wrinkles in quizzical disbelief, as if I am playing him. I can almost see the 
wheels in his brain turning this over, examining the import of this information. Then, with 
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alarming seriousness, he asks “How can you tell?” 
“You can’t. It is a matter of personal self-identification, not overt signalling through 

conformance with gender-stereotyped forms of address and costume. They do not identify as 
either male or female.” 

“Looks pretty-well female to me …”  
“That may be true, but self-identification is not a matter of appearance.” 
“Then how do you know?” Again, there is an earnest tone in his voice, as if he is looking 

for reasons not to believe this, or to account for his own inability to perceive the situation 
correctly. 

“They told me. Their name is Ennis. Shall I introduce you?” 
 
 

II. 
 
It is some time before we meet again, and then at his suggestion it is at a café of his 

choosing. Perhaps he senses the conversation is best conducted without the influence of Ennis’s 
immediate presence. When I arrive, he is in an uncharacteristic hurry to talk. The subject is, of 
course, the divine apparition of our previous meeting. He dives straight in: 

“Do you think she was attracted to me?” 
“I explained to you: not she, but they.”  
He waves this off impatiently with, “Any of them, all of them, whatever,” and then leans 

in confidentially. “What I mean is, if non-binary people don’t identify with either sex, what sex 
do they have an affinity for?”  

He pauses here, and it is clear he is having a conundrum with the possible permutations 
of sex, identification and orientation. Does rejection of biological sex in favour of unspecified 
gender suggest a flexibility, or ambiguity, or duality of sexual orientation? 

“Do you think she — excuse me, they — was into me?” he asks, laying his cards on the 
table. 

“Well, this is all very sudden! Look who’s got a crush on his new friend,” I answer 
flippantly. Then, seeing that he is serious, “I suppose you will have to ask them.” 

“But isn’t that a bit clumsy, too direct? Shouldn’t there be non-verbal signals? What if 
she — they — doesn’t identify as female, but really likes girls? And what if “they” swing both 
ways: does non-binary equate to non-singular, that is ‘two-spirited’?” 

He is beginning to ramble here. What will he suggest next, that what N-B really means is 
the ultimate screen to love your own kind without being labelled gay? But the import is clear: he 
was immediately and totally smitten with Ennis but is now struggling to place them in his 
carefully ordered cosmos of clearly gendered and oriented sexual beings. 

I have it on the tip of my tongue to tell him that he is only seeking clarity because he 
needs to define his own orientation in relation to fixed points of reference. The whole prospect of 
being attracted to an ambiguously defined individual challenges his own status. He is afraid of 
the possible plurality, not singularity, of Ennis’s identification; this would require him to hold 
two competing concepts of the beloved in his mind. Perhaps even re-examine his own 
orientation? 

These thoughts form and then deform in my mind, but I resist the articulation of them. 
After all, he is a dear friend, and I did not wish to confound him with pointed, unanswerable 
questions when he is muddled already. 



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   38

So, I tease him lightly, saying that they are very attractive, that anyone would want to do 
them — all of them! But my ribaldry falls flat; he is not really listening and answers in a 
distracted, incoherent way. 

As we part, however, it is me that is the more confused: he has never before given me any 
clear indications of his own leanings. 
 
 

III. 
 

A week later, we resume our regular haunt. He pretends to engage me in conversation, 
but it is obvious from the beginning that his attention is elsewhere. He is shyly preoccupied with 
the furtive observation of another. 

Ennis comes by and greets us as the familiars we have become. They bend down for a 
brief peck on the cheek to each of us, then stand behind me with a hand on my shoulder, to 
engage us briefly before taking our order. Their faint perfume envelopes both of us in a soft 
embrace. 

“We are so glad to see you back, William,” they say in leaving to get our coffees. First 
person plural, I note; as if the undefined gender offers a multiplicity of persons — the ultimate 
two-for-one deal! Or did they mean something else? 

These very few words Ennis says have a stupefying effect on William. He is totally 
entranced, transported. He doesn’t comprehend the insidious seductiveness of her ambiguous 
sexuality but has just abandoned himself to be carried along by this beguiling force. He has been 
abducted before my very eyes. 

He can’t help himself. Nor can I; this mesmerizing chemistry is awesome to behold. I 
observe him following Ennis with his eyes, and I marvel in the subtle strength and power they 
wield. He doesn’t look at me that way, and yet I am a reasonably attractive and available female. 
Nor does Ennis exude a more voluptuous invitation than me. What is it then, that I lack? A sense 
of mystery? Just once, I wish I had their effect on people. 

Later, returning with the cheque, Ennis addresses a few more pleasantries. William’s 
infatuation is even more evident, and undisguised, both in regard and response. He retains 
enough consciousness to speak, barely. Clearly, he longs to touch them; sometimes I think I do 
too. The space between us three faintly crackles with tension. 

Then, magically, those two have arranged a date. I don’t hear it, or see it, but I feel it 
happen. To us. Then, swiftly, Ennis is gone. And suddenly, sinkingly, I feel that I am no longer 
here either. 

 
 

IV. 
 

I am not seeing him much these days. I have an occasional coffee in the Peaky Bean, but 
he is otherwise engaged. Ennis is not always present, and even when there, seems a little distant. 
I miss my friend. 

I warned William not to expect too much from Ennis. To be careful. Yet they have drawn 
him deeper and deeper into the whirlpool. On the few occasions we have met in the street, he is 
consumed by his passion. He prattles about their endless surprises, the liberating scope of their 
free spirit, the unending discovery of delights that is them.  



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   39

I can’t help but feel that there is self-deception here. They have declared their non-
alignment, but they haven’t come clean with their duality. And he chooses not to recognize it 
clearly. I know them — both of them. Can he not see that the part that has captured him is 
undivided? It is all woman, doing what we do best. She is playing with him, as a cat with a 
mouse, exploring the limits of her control. Teasing, tormenting, and ultimately tossing aside. 

My chest tightens at his unconsciously cruel over-sharing. I wonder, without wanting 
truly to know, is he having sex with her? My guts churn. What is this jealousy! Why, when he 
and I have no intimacy to betray? How can she treat love so casually? 

My inner peace is destroyed and my heart rages at both of them. Bitch! I hate her for 
playing both ends of the field. For being able to do so. 
 
 

V. 
 

I told him it would not end well. A crush will run its course: ultimate disappointment and 
heartbreak. Never a race worth watching without a spectacular crash in the last turn. 

Of course, I am not so crass to his face. We meet several times again for coffee, in a new, 
safe location. He is in a bad way, so I am appropriately consoling. Yes, she was beautiful. And 
smart. And funny. He goes on and on. Tries to explain the ineffable attraction of an 
incomprehensible love. He can’t understand why it started, much less finished; he is only able to 
understand it as a cosmic attraction of irresistible strength and catastrophic combination. He rails 
against this other, unidentified, body that attracted his moon and pulled her out of his orbit. I 
wince at the onslaught and wish I were on a distant star, safe from such planetary influences.  

I try to explain that this is just her nature. That she is not wantonly cruel. That she has an 
excess of love that fills not just one cup. That she is open, without artifice or promise. But that 
she is perhaps two people, disunited and divided — basically, as conflicted as any other person. 
He does not want to hear this. He is bereft of the one that was his star, his ideal, his other half. 
He is inconsolable. He cannot understand why she led him on. Nor can I.  

It is heart-rending to witness this. To listen to him, you could believe that no-one would 
ever love with this as a possible outcome. I can do nothing but still his lips, wrap my arms 
around him, and take him home with me. This is a mistake, an embarrassment to us both, and we 
don’t do it again. 

In fact, we drift apart. We no longer meet for coffee but only see each other in passing on 
the street. He always extends a familiar warmth, only tinged now with regret. He must see that 
my eyes overflow with this also. 

I am back regularly at the Peaky Bean, but Ennis has moved on. Somehow the place feels 
vacant without her. It has a faded, late-fall sense about it; colour has peaked on the leaves, and 
they are about to drop. Or perhaps it better resembles the burnt remains of a parched forest after 
a sweep of fall wildfires: scorched, awaiting new life, after a greedy white heat has obliterated 
what remained of the lush early-summer vegetation.  

And our friendship, how lush was that — enveloping and sheltering, or just a dry thicket 
blind in which we played selfish games of hide and seek as children? Oh, that I had dared to 
reveal and share myself with him earlier. Was it too much, too late, and still not enough?  

I miss my friends. I loved them. Both. 
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REBECA DUNN-KRAHN 

THE TALE OF THOMAS 

An excerpt from the novel Jetsam: The Search for Cadborosaurus 
 
A tiny, muddy waterbird floated across the bay. Sometimes it seemed to be paddling 

toward the beach, but mostly it just drifted, its head listing left and right.  
At the shore its feet slapped the gloppy sand. It stumbled a few steps, then collapsed. Its 

head flopped forward and its eyes closed. 
Sam and Jet watched from their favourite log. It was a mellow May morning, and they 

were looking at sailboats, chatting and drinking tea from Jet’s thermos. They’d been doing this 
together most mornings since they first met a month ago. Jet, who was homeschooled, had been 
doing it all their life. 

"Poor duckling!" said Sam.  
"Poor, yes. Duckling, no," said Jet. "It’s a gosling. Branta canadensis to be exact. Canada 

goose. I wonder …" Jet stared at the little brown clump, barely recognizable as a bird, tapping 
their nose with their finger.  

"What?" said Sam. If she didn’t keep Jet on track, they could stare into space, wondering, 
forever. 

"There’s a nest out there." Jet pointed to a long rocky spit at the south end of the beach. 
"Maybe that’s where it came from. Waterbird parents sometimes banish their weakest baby, so 
they don't waste resources on it."   

"Stupid geese!" said Sam. "Why are they so mean?" 
"It’s survival of the fittest. The natural order. They gotta think about all their babies. You 

can’t apply human sentimentality to the situation." 
"It looks depressed. Or dead?" said Sam. 
The gosling lifted its head and opened its eyes, like it heard Sam’s question. Then 

something long and dark flashed in Sam’s peripheral vision. She turned her head, but it was 
gone.  

"Something’s over there, behind that rock," she said, standing up.  
A glossy black shape streaked past, then vanished beneath blackberry bushes further 

along the shore.  
"Neogale vison!" said Jet. "Dastardly mink!" 
"It’s seen the gosling," said Sam. "What should we do? You’re not supposed to touch 

baby birds, right?" 
"If we do nothing, the mink’s gonna kill it," said Jet. "A mink massacred our first flock of 

chickens, sucked out their bodily fluids, and left the carcasses in a pile. They’re evil." 
"But what about the natural order?" said Sam. "Aren’t you being a bit sentimental now?" 

Jet was supposed to be the logical one.  
"Okay, you’re right. Mink are above birds on the food chain. I accept that. But my hens 

were so cute!" 
Sam stood between the blackberry bushes and the gosling. "I’ll guard it. If the mink 

attacks, I’ll strangle it and give the corpse to my mom. She can make herself a coat." 
Jet smiled. When they met, Sam refused to walk on a wet log or sit on the sand. Now she 

wanted to kill predators with her bare hands. 
"Uh-oh." Sam pointed up the beach at a group of walkers with three loose dogs. They 
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were small, two corgis and a terrier, but big enough to kill a gosling who’d lost its will to live. 
"That’s it," said Jet, standing up. "I’m grabbing it. We’ll take it to the wildlife rescue 

place. My mom will take us."  
They approached the pathetic puddle of feathers. "Can I pick it up?" said Sam. 
"Have you ever touched an animal before?" 
"Of course! I’ve held my friend’s hamster like three times."  
"Sorry. I wasn’t sure." 
Sam scooped the sodden bird in her hands. She felt its heart beating. It didn’t fight. "It’s 

not afraid of me," she said. 
"Maybe," said Jet. "Or maybe it just doesn’t care. It looks nihilistic."  
Sam tried to remember what nihilistic meant. Jet wasn’t showing off. It was just how they 

talked. But sometimes it was hard to follow. Sam would have said the gosling looked bummed 
out.  

"Do you think it’s a boy, girl or enby?"  
"Boy," said Jet. 
"Yeah. I don’t know why, but I think boy too. What should we call him?" 
"How about Thomas? It was my dad’s name." 
"Aw, that’s nice. I mean, I’m sorry." Jet’s dad had been dead for a long time, but Sam 

didn’t know if talking about it made them sad. 
"It’s okay. I’ve lived longer without him than I did with him." 
They headed toward the parking lot. Sam cupped Thomas close to her belly and tried to 

keep calm. Every time she hung out with Jet it was an adventure. When she was alone, her brain 
wouldn’t stop replaying painful, humiliating scenes from last month’s crisis: taking her mom’s 
sleeping pills, waking up in the ER, fighting with her parents, their decision to take her out of 
school, to go to the coast for intensive therapy. She didn’t have a say. She’d cried on the plane, 
in front of the passengers and crew.  

But then, by chance, she met Jet on the beach, just outside the house her parents had 
rented, and they started meeting every day. When she was with Jet, something would always 
happen that took all her attention. She’d focus on that thing and forget the other garbage. Now 
Thomas was depending on her. Her other problems seemed trivial. 

Beside the parking lot, a group of Canada geese foraged in the sand: two adults with eight 
babies, about Thomas’s size. "Those little ones look just like him. Would the parents notice if we 
add him to the group?"  

"Worth a try," said Jet.  
Jet took Thomas and approached the squawking group, moving only when the adults’ 

heads were turned away. They placed him gently on the sand a couple metres from the group and 
backed away.  

They joined Sam further up the beach and watched to see what would happen. 
"They won’t take it back because you touched it," said a voice behind them. They turned 

to see a girl their age, looking up from her phone. She was the type Jet called Homo screenus, a 
primate who visits the seaside only to stare at a shiny black slab. Sam considered herself a 
recovering Homo screenus. She still loved her phone. But she left it at home sometimes.  

"We had no choice," said Jet. "It was being hunted by a mink." 
"They’ll smell your human scent on it and reject it," insisted Phone Girl. 
"That’s actually not true. Birds don’t have a great sense of smell. But thanks," said Jet. 
"He’s already been rejected," added Sam. "We’re taking him to the wildlife rescue place, 
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but we wanted to give these jerks a chance to do the right thing." 
Phone Girl rolled her eyes. "Whatever." 
Thomas made no effort to endear himself to his prospective family, just sat staring with 

his skinny yellow legs straight out in front. Soon the other geese wandered away, but he stayed. 
The plan was a failure. Jet and Sam went to fetch Thomas and Phone Girl followed, filming. "It’s 
for my Insta," she explained.  

"Whatever," echoed Sam. Then Phone Girl wandered away and the friends crossed the 
parking lot and turned up the road to Jet’s house.    

"Let’s put him in the chicken coop till my mom gets home," said Jet when they arrived. 
"The hens are free ranging today. I’ll make him a bath."  

Sam was glad Jet had a plan. In the hour since she’d met Thomas, she’d grown attached 
to the young fellow, dull and nihilistic as he was. She wanted him to survive more than she’d 
wanted anything for a long time. 

Jet put him on the ground inside the coop. Sam crouched down beside him. He seemed 
almost limp now.  

"He’s getting worse," said Sam. "Can we call that wildlife rescue place and see what they 
say?"  

"After I get the water." 
While Jet filled a bucket, Sam gave Thomas a pep talk. "Little buddy, I know it’s hard to 

stay positive when your parents don’t love you. I’ve been there, man. But you have value no 
matter what!" 

Sam couldn’t believe she was repeating her annoying therapist’s words to a goose. She 
knew if Thomas could just hold on through this rough patch, he’d regain his will to live and have 
a long and happy life.  

"Here we go." Jet put down the bucket-bath and lifted Thomas in.  
He paddled one foot, then the other, then his neck crumpled over until his face was 

immersed. 
"No!" cried Sam, lifting Thomas’s head out of the water. The feathered body was floppy, 

the eyes closed. 
"Aw man," said Jet, sniffling.  
"No, he can’t be!"  
Jet was sad but calm. They’d seen lots of animals die: pets, poultry, and wild animals too. 

They knew from the start Thomas was unlikely to survive.  
Still crouching low, Sam covered her face with her hands. Sobs rose up but she held them 

in. Jet lifted Thomas out of the water and put him on the ground. They stroked his head a few 
times, then put their hand on Sam’s back. Sam turned and wrapped her arms around Jet.  

Sam let a few sobs out. She hated crying on the plane in front of strangers. But she felt 
safe in Jet’s chicken coop, and sad as she was, it felt weirdly good to cry here, with Jet. 

Soon her shins were burning from crouching, and she let go and stood up. Jet’s eyes were 
wet too. 

"We should have left him alone," she said, wiping her cheeks. 
"Then he would have had a violent death, with his final moments full of fear." 
"I guess so," said Sam. "Now what?" 
"Now we bury him," said Jet, and went to get a shovel from the shed. They took turns 

digging a hole in the back corner of the yard. Sam didn’t want to look at Thomas’s body again, 
so Jet got him from the coop and placed him in the hole. They dropped a handful of dirt on top of 



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   43

his body and said, "Ashes to ashes and dust to dust." Sam filled in the hole. 
"I’m starved," said Jet. They went inside and Jet made toast with cinnamon and sugar.  
Sam closed her eyes after she took her first bite. The toast was perfect. Buttery and warm, 

spicy with cinnamon, and crunchy from the sugar. Tears welled up again. "I’d love to watch a 
gosling grow up." 

"We can do that," said Jet, their mouth full of toast. "We’ll get some binoculars and 
monitor that nest out on the point. It’s easy to get there at low tide." 

Sam was still mad at Thomas’s parents, but it would be fun to see the nest and watch his 
siblings grow.  

"Let’s go tomorrow," she said. Jet grinned.  
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GUY POIRIER 

THE FALL 

 
The silence that follows the click of the car door is too much for Joan. She’d kept it together on 
her way out of the specialist’s office, the smile and nod at the receptionist, the quiet hum of the 
elevator and the chatter of the woman and young girl she rode with. “Do you have anybody 
else?” Doctor Belcher had asked. She’d said I have Georgie, looked around and wondered where 
he’d gone off to. Then tears had threatened because Georgie was dead. But Dr. Belcher’s eyes 
hadn’t softened the way her regular doctor’s eyes did when they discussed something new about 
her aging body. 

She settles into the seat, her fingers wrapped around the steering wheel at ten and two 
where Georgie had worn the vinyl down over the last decade. “It was his eyes,” she says to 
silence, as her finger traces the diaphanous folds below her own.  

The tears come, along with rage and confusion. Palms pounding the steering wheel. She 
doesn’t know how it came to this so quickly. There are days when she still feels like the same 
little barefoot country girl with burrs stuck to her summer dress. And days like today. Where is 
she supposed to go from here? To live is the only choice she feels equipped to make. 

 
*** 

 
She wakes in her easy chair. She finds herself here often. The wall clock in the darkened 

parlour says 3:12. The night has closed in on the small house. Her throat is parched and her 
ankles feel tight from the fluids that pool when she sits too long. The refrigerator condenser 
kicks in and a busy whirr chases away the silence of the small bungalow. 

Georgie’s chair is beside her, his indentations in the brown leather cushion like a plaster 
mold. She misses his grunts, wheezes, and farts. The musty wool smell of his checkered 
sweaters, the clack of the pen on his front teeth and the crackle of newspaper as he brings the 
crossword close to his eyes. The held breath as he squints at the capstone clue, then the puzzle, 
and it’s a goddamn whole sentence that runs horizontal across the crossword accumulating 
vertical words like a drag net. Solve ‘em all to get the big prize. Bloody devious bastards, he’d 
say with a chuckle.  

The moon flies its cover and the concave depressions in Georgie’s chair cradle the veil of 
dustlight that beams through a gap in the drapes, as if just moments ago he was taken up to the 
stars. She reaches over and touches the leather seat but it’s cold. The house too is cold. She’d 
opened the kitchen window, which faces the back yard, after an unseasonably balmy couple of 
days, but November has asserted itself tonight, and her bare arms are brailled with goosebumps. 
As she stands and pulls her nightgown about herself, an animal’s snarl penetrates the musty 
envelope of the house from the far end of the back yard, followed by a different animal’s scream. 

“Georgie, wait here, love, I better take a look”, she says. She pats the seat of Georgie’s 
Chesterfield and presses herself up to standing, hands on her knees. Then the crack of what can 
only be gunshot startles her and sets her heart racing. The noise of the blast echoes through the 
house. She walks into the kitchen and she and the refrigerator stand in tense silence.  

She waits and listens like this for a few seconds, fingers hovering over her lower lip. The 
moon’s reflected glow filters through the kitchen window, glints on the tiny beaks of the 
porcelain owls arrayed on the curio case above the small breakfast table. The house creaks, 
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yellow pine joists milled a century ago rubbing together like the wings of a cricket. Then another 
shrill cry.  

She refocuses and walks to the sink and leans over to peer out the window. There is a 
faint animal scrabble coming from the back of the yard. She squints into the moonbright night 
but can see only the dull white enamel of the kids’ old swing, now half parasitized by rust. The 
banana seat that once rocked Janey and Willy to the point of launching the smaller child into the 
yard, giving him his first good knee scrape, smeared grass and pebbles in the wound to be 
tweezed later. Willy is my son, she mouths. Janey is my daughter. She struggles to hold onto 
them. The petals that are Joan’s mind overlap, translucent as onion skins. 

The image of Will’s wide hazel eyes and pouting lower lip dissipate and Joan’s eyes are 
left moist as if spritzed by an invisible hand. She remembers, from the doctor’s office, what it 
feels like to want to cry but cannot recall why she is crying now. There are no memories of 
Will’s grown-up face. The tumour saw sure of that. It had broken George, and he’d been lost to 
Joan and Janey for years. By the time he was himself again Janey had graduated from university 
and moved to the West Coast.  

She and Janey have a weekly phone call now. Joan works hard to be present for these, 
though lately she has been excusing herself early, in proportion to her capacity to maintain 
conversation. Her facade of responses not even fooling her. Uh-huh. Oh yes. Interesting.  

Last week she blanked as she was describing the enormous renovation underway a few 
doors down. “Mom, you there?” Janey had asked and Joan had marvelled briefly at how rapidly 
she was deteriorating.  

She can’t imagine living as a mere vessel. Last night she’d lain in bed, her head under her 
pillow — it was most like a cocoon there, the closest to being able to look inside herself. She’d 
been overtired and unable to sleep. Blood pumping in her ears as she imagined herself winking 
out one day, her warm flesh carrying on, the rest forever gone. She tastes her fear, and savours 
this bitter, coppery tang, this Joan-ness. 

She steps into the yard, the linoleum silence of the kitchen pulling at her until its last 
tendril is severed by the sharp click of the closing screen door. The susurration of straggling 
leaves twisting stubbornly on overhead limbs. Wind flits across the near-naked branches of the 
oak and filters through the unkempt cedars that edge the back of the yard. The banana swing 
whines in the chilled breeze. Something moves. 

“Don’t think I got the bugger,” says a gravelly voice. “Coyotes’ve been prowling. Mighta 
caught something back there.” Joan turns and sees her neighbour Fred standing above her on the 
deck next door, holding a revolver, his sparse white hair backlit by the stage light of the moon 
and his thin white tank top wrapping around the perfect sphere of his belly. Fred, too, was young 
once. His children just a bit older than hers. The neighbourhood was full of people just like them. 

 The chambers of the gun gleam as if someone has dabbed white highlights. I used to 
paint, she thinks. I used to teach. Then an image of oils, organized in her paint box by tone, 
oriented cap first and huddled like striving minnows, turpentine etching her nostrils, the fold of 
rags and a cloudy mason jar with her favourite brushes. In Will’s old bedroom, in the armoire, at 
the bottom, below the tall coats and flower print dresses, Georgie’s wedding suit, Georgie’s 
funeral suit (the one for his brother Gerry’s funeral, not his own); the armoire has rounded 
shoulders, with smooth finials in a traditional flourish set into each door, the wood a butterscotch 
color.  

Raw Umber plus Yellow Ochre, a Joan in her head says, the one with grey hair coloured 
her natural brown-blonde, who’d walk to Yonge and take the subway 11 stops to teach Beginner 
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Oils in the Annex. So that’s where I put them. I could paint again, a different Joan says, a more 
recent vintage. Then the air goes out of that thought and she is standing in her yard alone in her 
nightgown.  

“Ah, well. ’Night, Joan,” Fred says, then ducks back into his house, the screen door 
swinging hard before the pneumatic closer steps in and gently latches it shut.  

The air bites at her shins. Joan isn’t sure how long she’s been standing here. She turns 
back to the yard, which is narrow but deep, with black hunching cedars like hills in the distance. 
She steps off the tilting porch and into the yard, mature crabgrass brittle with the late fall tickling 
her ankles.  

Another whimper so she continues. Past the swings. A child laughs, somewhere beyond 
the cedars. Or, it’s the other neighbour’s wind chimes. The ground may be thawed but it’s cold 
through the thin soles of her slippers. She is walking through snow. She isn’t walking through 
snow. Georgie is my husband and Janey and Will are my children. She’s walking toward a gentle 
shape just beyond the murky black of the cedars. It’s a small doe. It’s still though its hot breath 
pistons quickly out of its nostrils into little clouds. It whimpers and makes to get up and then 
collapses again on its side and licks its back legs.  

Joan steps closer, within a few feet. From behind her, the banana swing whines and the 
laugh of the wind chime joins in. A flap of skin hangs off the doe’s hindquarter, exposing 
quivering muscle. One rear leg is caught in the ruined chain link fence, which it has knocked 
down where it must have tried to jump through, the coyote on its tail. The doe’s panting 
increases, its body shivering in the cold. Its eyes are bulbous like oversized agates. Joan had 
marbles like those eyes when she was a little girl growing up just outside of Coppin’s Corner. 
Papa ran a machine shop that picked up business as more country folk started driving into the 
city. Little Joan. My feisty one, Pa said. Joan was always running about in the fields with Ray-
Ray from the farm up Concession 6. Pa died in that shop when she was nine, his hands greased 
from the pistons he was installing when the coronary hit. Joan studied his fingernails at the 
funeral and was relieved to see a fine black pencil line under them. Papa was going back to work, 
wherever he was. 

“Joan dear, it’s almost time,” the doe says. It has a slight accent, dropping the r the way 
Georgie does. 

Joan pauses. “Georgie? What are you doing there? Can’t you get up?” The doe licks at its 
hindquarters again. The fine mechanism of its high ankle joint, caught up in the air where the 
hoof is twisted in the chain links, is swollen and broken, the full moon illuminating a rose flush 
under the taut skin. It gestures with its nose into the cedars. 

Joan steps toward the gap in the fence and over the doe. It’s inviting and dark in the 
cedars. She hears a child’s laugh carry on the wind. William was always running off back there. 
He’s probably in his fort. The deadheading cold swirls around her bare knees but she doesn’t 
notice and steps forward. The glossy branchlets of cedar tickle her cheeks and the balsam smell 
reminds her of wood shavings and Papa’s shop. She’s numb below the waist and at the 
fingertips. It’s oddly pleasant.  

She glimpses movement in the bush. The wind is biting at her cheek now and yet plows 
on toward Willy’s fort. She feels drowsy and when she arrives at the tree that once held Willy’s 
tree fort she curls up on the bed of night-dappled leaves at its foot. It’s a soft bed, and she smiles 
as she inhales the earthy scent, the image of a canoe trip she and George took the children on 
when they were very young. Soon, she feels nothing at all.  
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*** 
 

Joan blinks in the bright morning sun. It streams through the gap in the drapes, now 
warming her chair instead of Georgie’s. How did she get here? An image tugs at her, of tall 
grasses, stiff with cold, and of an enveloping warmth, which she feels still. Yet she’s wearing her 
shift and slippers, comforting but clean.  

 Georgie’s chair is empty and she places her palm on the seat. It’s warm. She hears 
someone bumping around upstairs. The clock says 8:10. Georgie usually gets changed into his 
dayclothes about now, after toast with marmalade, after coffee, after working through the 
crossword on his chair here while Joan flips through her magazines. The table between the chairs 
has several stacked on top, her beloved Apollo, so she can stay on top of the art world, 
Chatelaine, Prevention, Toronto Life. Georgie’s crossword isn’t there. He must have taken it 
with him upstairs. 

She settles back into her chair. She doesn’t want to call up to Georgie because he enjoys 
the ritual of dressing for the day, even though he doesn’t go to work anymore.  

Just then a shadow darkens the entrance hall. Someone fumbles with keys at the door. 
The door opens and Janey steps in, holding a carry-on suitcase, looking harried and tired. She’s 
aged in the years since she last visited, the roots of her hair showing full grey, deep bags under 
her eyes. She still has Georgie’s brow, slightly quizzical, inviting conversation. For the first time, 
Joan sees Janey as she is, middle-aged, economical in her movements, unlike her father. A lot 
like Joan, actually. Joan wishes she had told Janey how much she admires her. At least she still 
has the chance.  

Janey looks at Joan but doesn’t say anything. They haven’t been close for some time. 
Joan smiles. “Honey, what a surprise! It’s so nice to see you.” She touches her hair self-
consciously, uneasy for a moment. She hasn’t had a visitor in months, but she feels good, clear. 
She thinks she can manage. It’s good to see her daughter.  

Janey walks past Joan and into the living room, putting down her suitcase. She turns 
around the room, shivers, exhales loudly, and her face crumples. She holds her closed hand to 
her mouth for a long beat, then takes an unsteady step and picks up a family photo on the console 
by the wall and looks at it for what seems a long time. She touches Willy’s face with her finger, 
then George’s, then Joan’s. 

The whine of the swing floats in from the yard and Joan smiles. She always found the 
sound of the swing reassuring, even if she had asked Georgie to oil it half a dozen times. She 
likes knowing where William is. 
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P. J. SMITH 

SIDEWALKS 

 
The western sky is bleak and heavy. Clouds like grey zeppelins hover round the peaks of the 
snow-capped coastal ranges that shelter the waterfront city. 

In a downtown park, a band of rough sleepers stare bleary-eyed at the mountains and 
shudder in frigid silence. Teeth chattering, they huddle around a campfire, sipping coffee. Some 
of the old-timers, relieved to see another morning, make the sign of the cross. 

Nearby, the sidewalks glisten as daylight brushes night off their icebound camp, a clutch 
of tattered tents and tarps tucked under canopies of cedars. 

Cyrus refills their cups, a welcome gesture on a sub-zero winter morning. Too, he hands 
out boxes of bakery items and tins of rolling tobacco. “Is everyone ready?” he asks. He brought 
two urns of double-espresso coffee and passes them around the circle of mostly bony grey old 
men. “It’s a big day. There’s a lot at stake.” 

“Yup.” Charley lights a rollie, cupping his hands to wind block. “It’s all set up. We’ll get 
going soon.”  

The yawning circle nods, their eyes brighter after a few sips of the brew. Charley swills 
then swallows. “Gee-zus chrise Cyrus, waddya’ got in this?”  

Chuckling, Cyrus stuffs and lights his pipe. “Nine, sharp, it opens.” 
Charley points round the circle. “They’ll leave with you at eight to meet the others on the 

way to the bank. Arty’s already left, riding across town, getting word to all the camps. He’ll meet 
us there.” 

“Eight fifty.” Cyrus encourages refills. “We’ll be there.”  
“We’ll be waiting.” 
Cyrus checks his messages then passes the phone around for their use. “And the security 

guys, they usually show up just at opening?” 
“Yeah, they park near the clock tower,” Charley confirms, “then wander Town Square 

and leave.” 
They sit awhile, smoking and jibber-jabbering, thanking Cyrus for his constant 

generosity. He retrieves his phone, checks the time and points at Smudge who lies just outside 
Charley’s tent. “You gonna’ wake him? You need to leave soon.” 

Cutting some red cloth into strips, Charley glances at his tent where Smudge slumbers, 
whimpering with the wincey cries of a dreaming dog. “Thought I’d let him finish chasing 
whatever he’s after,” he guffaws, “must be deer or rabbits.” The circle chortles; they’re wide 
awake now. 

The streetlights go out as Charley bundles up his cloth strips and hobbles over to his tent 
to wake Smudge and give him water. “We’ll be leaving after he drinks.” Smudge laps up water 
and sashays around the circle, sniffing cups. “We’ll be set by 8:30.” 

The old-timers tighten their hoodie strings. They have old coughs and breathe wheezily in 
the cold air. Cyrus checks the time and looks among the withered faces. Mostly men who’ve 
fallen on hard times, many suffering from grief or trauma or they’re brain injured or war-
wounded like Charley. They recently shuttled their rusty carts to the downtown park, to wait out 
winter after being evicted from the abandoned railyards, and now they’ve been told to vacate the 
park. 
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Cyrus worries. The burly, pony-tailed street worker rubs his temples trying to hide his 
anxiousness. He relights his pipe, letting out a cloud of white smoke that pillows mid-air. “Look, 
let’s be careful,” his brows furrow, “they’re not going to like this one. It won’t take long for the 
bulls to get there.” He points his pipe stem round the circle. “Please, please, don’t get provoked. 
Just walk away. Don’t want anyone getting hurt.” He pauses, clears his throat: “This time, 
though, there’ll likely be arrests. Charley, maybe others. They’ll want to lock somebody up.” He 
looks firmly at Charley. “We’ll have you out by tonight. If something happens, then morning.” 

“Nothing I can’t handle.” 
“We know,” Cyrus affirms, “we know.” 
Charley readies Smudge. “They may take him too since he isn’t tagged.” 
“We’ll get him back, don’t worry. The animal rescue folks are good people.” 
Charley helps the others tie the red strips around their arms. They’re wearing the arm 

bands to remember all their friends who’ve died in the streets. 
Smudge too wears a red strip, sniffs about the empty cups and lingers near Cyrus, who 

finishes his cup and refills it with milk. Placing it down on the ground, Cyrus winks at Charley as 
Smudge plunges his snout into the cup, lapping. The cup gets stuck, causing a roar of laughter. 

Tugging off the cup, Charley tethers Smudge with some rope and grips his walking stick. 
Charley tugs the rope. “Let’s go — breakfast!” Nose to the ground, Smudge leads off, slowly as 
Charley hobbles with a half-missing left leg. He waves at Cyrus and the others. “This will be the 
last one for awhile,” Cyrus tells them. “Let’s see what they do.” 

Some of them push carts, for collecting returnables, as they head with Cyrus toward the 
waterfront’s financial district. Clouds lift, gulls take flight and sunlight sparkles atop the icy-grey 
sidewalks. They walk and talk cheerily. The day holds promise. 
 

*** 
 
Charley and Smudge amble down an alley off the waterfront’s glitzy Town Square, situated in 
the city’s bustling financial district. With his walking stick, Charley pokes around inside 
dumpsters — out back of a bakery, coffee and deli — and fishes out a bag of stale muffins. 
Beside him, Smudge paces nervously, smacking his chops, as Charley rummages. Luckily, he 
finds a beef bone. Smudge’s tail whips madly as they head back to the street front. 

Sunlight glints off glass towers. Standing outside the gold-framed glass doors of the new 
First Trust bank building, Charley gives the bone to Smudge who turns a few circles, then settles 
down in front of both doors. A newfie-cross, Smudge is imposing when sprawled out. He pins 
the bone between his front paws and starts in, gnawing and grinding. Charley figures it’ll take 
Smudge a half-hour to whittle it down. 

Shivering, he zippers his tattered jacket, tugs on his toque. He looks through the bank 
doors, sees no activity, lights a smoke. Tidy polished entranceway. First Trust on the main floor, 
while upstairs property investors and government housing staff have moved in. The perfect 
target, they figure. 

Smudge grinds and Charley smokes with an eye on the square’s tower clock. As the 
second-hand shunts past 8:45, he grips his stick to lower himself beside Smudge. Bank 
customers start queueing. Some of the older ones show their wealth with designer coats and 
bags. Perplexed, they eyeball Smudge then Charley, who waves politely. 

The first in line, an elderly man, shuffles toward the glass doors checking his phone. 
“Hmm, hmm,” he raises his voice. “Are you a customer?”  
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Charley smiles. “Wish I was. Just waiting.” 
“Are you in line?” another asks. 
“One could say.” 
“Say what?” The elderly man adjusts his hearing aid, points his cane at Smudge. “Are 

you moving?” 
“Soon.” 
“Well, what’s the hold up?” 
“That’s what we’d like to know.” 
The man steps back and shrugs. Perturbed, the customers look at their phones. Chatter 

ripples the queue and soon they’re disturbed by a rising chorus of footsteps and chanting. 
Charley grins; it’s happening. 
Car horns and the marching chorus bounce off the buildings as TV trucks pull up at the 

curb and security — the Paladins — talk excitedly into their shoulder mics.  
Behind Charley, through the glass doors he sees scurrying bank employees and a navy-

suited woman frantically tapping her phone. Charley looks back toward the street and calmly 
reassures Smudge.  

The marchers grow by the hundreds. Charley’s stunned. It seems the city’s housing crisis 
has festered to the boiling point. 

Protestors arrive from the camps supported by the Fair Housing coalition, anti-poverty 
and student groups, civil rights and social support agencies, and mothers with strollers protesting 
rent hikes. Loud, chanting, carrying signs — Debt or Dignity; The Big Lie; Grave Debt = Debt 
Grave — and demanding answers. Much of the anger is directed at First Trust for reneging on 
numerous deals. 

The scene is frenetic. The streets are grid-locked.  
Charley sees Cyrus leading others, carrying Broken Promise signs, chanting “No more 

delays, housing today!” The thundering crowd stops outside the bank building. News cameras 
swarm as looky-loos budge through the crowd for vids and pics. All eyes are on Smudge and 
Charley. 

From out of nowhere, the navy-suited woman from First Trust stands in front of Charley, 
flanked by two security Paladins. She wags her phone at Charley. “You and your gang need to 
leave.” She stares at Smudge who grinds the bone and pays no attention. “You’re blocking the 
door.”  

“Gang?” Charley chuckles, pulling himself upright with his stick. He looks past her, 
toward the crowd and cameras. “We’re people without housing, not drug dealers and pimps. 
Your bank always delays and foot drags. Who’s blocking who here?” 

One of the Paladins leans forward, cautiously. “This is an illegal protest. You need to 
move.” He looks at Smudge. “It’s unsafe.” 

“Unsafe?” Charley scoffs. “People are dying in these streets.” He removes his toque, 
stares at the guard. “Where’s their safety?” 

The woman steps closer. “Look, we’re a bank,” but cuts herself off. Leaning in, she cocks 
her head sideways and examines Charley’s face. “Whoa.” She blinks: “Charley?” 

His darting eyes stop. The voice. Her eyes. What? The suit throws him. He’s stunned. 
“Dani?”  

“What?” Her face flushes. “Charley?” She studies his distinct forehead scar. “This is so 
weird.”  

His face reddens and he can barely make eye contact. 
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She grimaces, looks baffled. Two decades later, face-to-face: she’s in a business suit 
while he’s bedraggled, leaning on a stick and blocking the door to her bank. 

The protestors chant. Her phone pings, incessantly. 
“Dani,” he mutters, “unreal.” 
“Charley. Oh, my my.” She stares at the scar. “It’s you ….” Her phone won’t stop. “Ah, 

just a sec.”  
Bewildered, his mind reels with the jagged memories of that fateful night when he was 

badly injured saving her. He touches the scar. He’s always struggled to remember, at the same 
time to forget. Seeing her now leaves him dazed. Smudge gives him a worried look. 

Her call ends. She eyes him up-and-down, stares at his broken sneakers. “Police are on 
their way.” 

“I understand.” 
“So,” she squints, “you just disappeared.” 
Ashamed, he stammers, “I did, but I never meant … I was …” 

  “I figured you must have gone back to the Middle East.” 
“I did.” He grasps his left leg. “Wounded in Kandahar. Shipped home.” 
“Wounded. Oh. Charley, I’m so sorry.” Her phone keeps pinging. “You’re so, so uh, 

different.” She turns away, takes a deep breath.  
Charley hears the caller yelling “what the hell” and “make them move.” It’s good the 

higher ups are paying attention, but he feels bad she’s taking the heat. 
The call ends. Her tone is frosty. “Look Charley,” she now avoids eye contact, “you’re 

going to have to move, and the dog.” She turns sharply away to reassure the customers.  
Sirens pierce the hubbub and Charley slumps down to stroke Smudge. The bone’s 

whittled thin. As the sirens near, one of the Paladins leans over and questions doubtfully: “You 
served?” 

Charley flinches. “Afghanistan. Infantry.”  
The guard’s eyes light up. “I plan to sign up.” 
“For what? War is just made up now. Aimless.”  
“Uh, security is important.” 
“Security? We kicked the Taliban out, now they’re back. Security?” 
Squad cars pull up. Charley glances at Dani, tries unsuccessfully to make eye contact. 

The protestors disperse. Cops clear the street while two hustle to the bank doors, one requesting 
animal services. The other beelines for Charley, thumbs in vest, head shaking. Smudge sits up 
and growls. Charley calms him. 

“Charley, Charley, Charley,” the cop smirks. “Nothing better to do? Now what — 
banks?” 

“Maybe they’ll listen this time.” 
“To what? Ranting?” The cop points at the building. “Their bosses call our bosses. 

Everyone’s pissed. Development sites, government offices, now banks. This protest shit has got 
to stop.” 

“We’ve been patient. Winter’s here.” 
“Look, your fight is with the politicians.” 
“Who send you. They say it’s the banks, who says it’s investors, who say it’s 

government. Three rings — clowns, jugglers and dancing bears.” 
The cop sniggers. “Clowns, yeah. Well, this time we’re taking you in, OK Charley? 

Mischief.” 
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“Sorry, who’s causing problems? You want us off the streets — yes? The camps shut 
down — yes?” Charley waits but there’s no reply. “You say get a life, but you’ve got no 
answers.” 

“Not my job.” A van pulls up. “Animal guys are here. Get your mutt to move, will ya?” 
The cop nods at Dani. “These hardworking folks have customers to serve.”  

Charley tries vainly once more to make eye contact with her. As he’s led away, he hears 
Dani asking, “What will happen to him?” but he doesn’t hear a reply.  

For now, he’ll get some downtime in city lockup. All he can think about is Dani and how 
he must have hurt her. 
 

*** 
 
Outside the jailhouse, Cyrus is out of his mind with worry.  

The news is devastating and spread like wildfire through the city camps. When he finds 
out, Charley will take it very badly. 

His close friend Arty — who had left their camp at dawn to cycle around town to rally 
support for the protest march — never showed because he was struck by a car. He’s comatose in 
the general, not far from the city lockup where Charley awaits release. 

Cyrus paces outside the jailhouse, keeping an eye on the front steps. The strain on his 
face is deep and he doesn’t feel well. Sharp pains, like something stabbing inside. He stops, 
swallows, paces. Then thumping, erratic, and his chest burns. He takes deep breaths and 
convinces himself it’s just the caffeine. It’ll pass, he feels and lights his pipe. Calmer, his worried 
thoughts return to Charley.  

The streetlights turn on and soon the poverty lawyer, Marv Goldfarb, exits the jailhouse. 
“Cyrus, it’s getting late. I’ll be quick.” Goldfarb tugs the lapels of his rumpled corduroy coat. 
“They’re mad as hell at you guys. You need to back …” 

“Marv, please, not today. Arty’s barely alive.” 
“Sorry, yes yes yes, poor Arty. But you’ve really stirred it up this time.” 
“Good,” Cyrus snaps. “Maybe the suits will start listening.” Keeping an eye on the front 

steps, he adds, “More folks are going to die in the cold this winter.” 
“I know, I know. But it’s time to lay low, my friend. You don’t need more trouble.” 
Charley is getting released on a promise-to-appear, Goldfarb explains, with conditions. 

The city prosecutor will set a court date for next year — just to keep the charges pending — then 
may drop the case before trial to forestall renewed publicity. As Goldfarb leaves, he rummages 
his pockets for a couple of twenties. “He’ll be out in a minute. It’s freezing. Get yourselves some 
soup and coffee.” 

Wind whistles the sidewalk and Cyrus buttons his coat. The jailhouse door bursts open 
and Charley quickly hobbles down the steps. His face is ashen. “Marv told me. Gee-zus chrise, 
what happened?” 

“A driver, texting, jumped a curb. Slammed Arty into the railing near the downtown 
bridge. He’s in ICU.” 

“He was on his bike?” 
“Yeah.” Cyrus hesitates, feels the pain but ignores it. “Hit from behind. Head first into 

the railing.” 
“No, gee-zus, oh no no.” 
“It’s bad.” 
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The arresting cop, leaving the jailhouse, walks by and sneers. “Ever thought of maybe 
working you two? Doing something useful?” Cyrus scowls: the cop grins. “What’s it been worth, 
eh? Looks like your buddy’s in rough shape. No helmet. Too bad.” 

A former boxer, Cyrus squeezes his fists, but Charley pulls him away. “Ignore him. Not 
worth it.” The cop chortles and walks away. 

They hustle to City General and ahead of them the streetlight throws their shadows along 
the dark sidewalks. 

Charley fast-hobbles but their pace slows and he notices Cyrus squeezing his chest and 
breathing heavily. Charley stops: “You okay?” 

Waving off the concern, Cyrus leans over taking deep breaths. “It’s nothing. Winter air.” 
He convinces Charley that he’s just tired, and to go on ahead, that he’ll catch up. 

Charley hobbles on, just a couple more blocks to the General where he finds Arty barely 
alive, tubes criss-crossing his head, swollen and white bandaged, left arm encased with steel 
rods. Charley stands over the bed and prays for a miracle. 

But the night is cruel and takes poor Cyrus. Found just a block from the hospital, slumped 
upon the cold sidewalk under a streetlight. His big old heart had given all it could. 

 
*** 

 
Next day, Charley picks up Smudge from animal rescue and they head to Town Square where 
they wait at a waterfront bench near First Trust. Smudge crawls under the bench and curls up 
with his back to the wind for a nap. 

Charley stares at the ocean, remembering Cyrus. 
The swelling sea is dark, and Charley feels winter’s bite in his fingers and toes. With 

Cyrus gone, he’s got big shoes to fill. He feels lost and alone. 
And the pain of seeing Dani again. 
Round the square, leaves fallen from naked limbs are hurled about and he too feels 

exposed and tossed in a wind. He watches the clouds shift and the air is moist and freezing and it 
smells like snow and feels it in his bones. Winter's coming hard. 

A screeching fight breaks out between gangs of gulls and crows over a wind-tossed bread 
bag. The crows retreat to the powerlines, drawing his attention to First Trust’s gold sign. He 
stares at it, hoping for any kind of good news. 

Goldfarb, the poverty lawyer, is the first to emerge from the meeting of bank, housing 
and government officials. “Cyrus was an inspiration to all. I’m sincerely sorry, Charley, for your 
loss. My prayers too are with Arty.” Normally chipper, today’s he’s stern-faced. The meeting 
was largely unproductive with more finger pointing.  

Charley trembles — more delays, more shuttling round town. 
Goldfarb lays it out, uncomfortably: the city will set up steel construction containers, 

along with portable toilets and water, at the far end of the abandoned railyards slated for condo 
development next summer. 

Charley’s furious. He points out the containers, water and porta-potties are required 
anyway for site development. "And they kicked us out of the railyards. Now we go back?" 

“I know.” 
“Because they want us out of the parks? In winter? This is really effed-up, Marv.” 
“I know.” Goldfarb recognizes the hard work Cyrus put into the housing plan.  
“No solutions then.” 
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“The bank says they’ll review in spring.”  
Charley stares at First Trust. “So, where are we supposed to live, like really?” 
Good question but there’s no answer and Goldfarb doesn’t try. 
“More will die this winter,” Charley looks resigned, “you know it, they know it.” 
“They know.” 
“We're just stats.” Charley knows it's okay to vent around Goldfarb, who has devoted his 

life to helping others; he’s seen less as lawyer and more as friend, someone who actually listens. 
“When?” 

“Spring.” 
“Steel containers, eh.” Charley glances at Smudge tucked under the bench. "Those things 

are like jails.” 
“It’s just temporary.” 
“Band aids,” Charley scoffs. “Most won't go. It's a waste of time.” 
“It gets you some shelter. It's a start.” 
“Another start.” 
Goldfarb checks his phone and offers it to Charley, to check news and weather, but he 

declines. “And the cops?” 
“They’ll leave you alone in the park for now.” 
“I see. So, we need to move out of the parks by spring and out of the railyards by 

summer.” 
“For now.” 
“Shunting. Back-and-forth.” Charley sits silently in disbelief. It sinks in, the sombre 

realization that the protest was all-for-naught, that otherwise Cyrus and Arty might be okay.  
Preparing to leave, Goldfarb pulls out a couple of twenties and points at Sidewalks Café. 

“Your friend, Dani? She'll be right out and asked if you'd wait. She seems nice.” He gently pats 
Charley’s arm. “We'll keep fighting.” 

Waiting, Charley hobbles around the bench, worrying about his friends who'll be tying 
down their tents and tarps. It's going to bite, this one; winter's already baring its fangs.  

Uncertain, too, about what he’ll say to Dani. She deserves answers.  
 

*** 
 

They'd met breezily one baking-hot summer among friends at the beach. Charley on leave from 
duty in the Middle East, Dani home on break from university. Weeknight barflies, weekends 
surfing. Inseparable, dreaming and planning as 20-somethings do with fiery passion promises. 
Time had stopped.  

In those few months she filled his heart, untying his doubt for love that was bound up by 
childhood trauma. He’d finally felt good about himself, and she did that. 

And then their dream shattered. 
One night at a bar, a sotted blockhead groped Dani from behind, grabbing her rear-end 

and mock humping her against the bar counter. She shrieked, Charley shoved the bastard, who 
grabbed a water jug from the bar and smashed Charley so hard a chunk of glass stuck in his 
forehead. Blood spurting, Charley beat the SOB, blow-by-blow, coldcocking and nearly killing 
him before collapsing himself. 

Charley was hospitalized with severe brain swelling. Dani visited, often. Suddenly, he 
was gone without a word. 
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He couldn't face her, afraid of the rage that uncaged itself that night. His deep-rooted 
anger has always lurked, scaring him, and after that night he retreated back to a world he found 
safe. But Afghanistan soon betrayed him and he returned crippled, opioid addicted and depressed 
by the pointlessness of war, especially one that few ever wanted. 

In the years since, he tried to forget Dani and move on. Yet, it seems that as time marches 
on the past somehow returns. And so, it has for Charley.  

 
*** 

 
“You broke my heart.” Her words hang with her breath in the cold air.  

His stomach’s in knots and he barely sips the coffee she brought in a tray loaded with 
sandwiches and cookies. “I know, Dani, I uh …” 

“What happened?” She waits. “I visited you in hospital. Then — nothing.” 
“I know,” he struggles, “I was …” 
“Gone. Vanished. I thought I had done something.” 
“No, no Dani. I was … messed up. Still am.” 
“I can see. And I'm sorry but you could have called.” 
“I was … afraid.” 
“Of me?” 
“No, no … of me. Of what I'd done. I nearly killed that guy.” 
She sits back. "Yeah, I know, but even the police said he had it coming.” 
“I felt ashamed that you'd seen my ugly side. I never wanted you to see that.”  
He’d told her, back then, bits of his childhood but never the recurring anger. He tries to 

explain it to her. “I just couldn't face it.” His eyes water. “So, I left.” 
Anguished, he goes slow, recognizing how hard it is for her. “It wasn’t you, Dani, it was 

me, running from my past. I never meant to hurt you, but I know I have. I regret running away. 
I’m so sorry.” 

Forgivingly, she takes his hand. “Charley,” she tears, “just know I'll never forget that you 
saved me.” 

Crows gather nearby, checking garbage bins. Charley nibbles the innards of a ham-and-
cheese, shares some with Smudge and tosses pieces of bread to the birds. 

“I worried,” she wipes her eyes, “thought you were dead.” 
He looks down. “I was, sort of.” 
“It was hard moving on.” 
“You’ve done well, Dani. You should be proud.” 
“Thank you. Still wondering, why did you go back? To the war?” 
“I guess the army somehow felt safe?” He looks down. “Dunno. Thought I was doing 

some good? Can’t say that anything good came of any of it.” He opens up about his injuries, 
depression and addictions to opioids and alcohol; alone, feeling defeated, in the streets. "I 
stopped caring.” 

“That's not you, Charley," she reminds him, “you protected me.” Gently, she asks: 
“You’re better now?” 

“Getting there.” 
“Smudge seems like good company.” 
“Keeps me warm these nights.” 
“Quite a stunt you two pulled.” 
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“To no end,” he sighs. “Such a cost.” 
“Yes, the lawyer told me. Charley, I’m very sorry about your friends.” 
“Thank you, Dani, appreciate it.” He looks around the square: “We’re just in two 

different worlds now.” 
“We are trying to help.” 
“Feels like we’re fighting uphill again.”  
“Investors want certainty.” 
“We'd all like that.” 
His blue eyes soften; he knows she’s caught in the middle. “Did you catch hell?” 
“Some. We’ve added security. You stirred things up.” 
“Rest assured, Dani,” he offers wryly, “you won't find me outside your door again.” 
She laughs and taps her phone while brushing a light dusting of snow from her coat. 
Wanting no hardship, he asks about her career and new home in a suburb where the 

farmlands used to be. He knows the area, having lived there as a child. “I'm really happy for 
you.” 

He tells her that some campers push their trolleys to the new suburb, a goldmine for 
returnables. 

She acknowledges the hardship. “We've seen them.”  
“It's like that. For many.” 
The square’s tower clock chimes four. Buildings empty, streets fill. 

She taps her phone again and soon a Lexus pulls up. Pulling on wool gloves, she takes his hands. 
“Take care, Charley, will you?” She looks at Smudge: “You too.” 

A sorrowful parting. Regretful, he manages to smile and wave as the car door flings open 
and she gets in with a quick look-back. He hears a male voice ask, “Friend of yours?” but the 
door closes before Charley hears a reply. 
 

*** 
 
White flakes fly fast and black comes the night. 

Charley lights his last rollie and sits awhile, feeling sentimental and foolish, tormenting 
himself with silly thoughts of kissing her once more. He weeps, knowing they were yesterday 
and yesterday is irretrievable. Different worlds, and he blames himself. She’s gone for good, but 
his heart will never forget. 

Tonight, he faces tomorrow and must somehow fulfill the hope that Cyrus inspired. 
Smudge shakes, as thick flakes pile atop his coat, and his amber eyes probe Charley’s 

face. He feels warmed, always, by the dog’s unbridled affection. Few in the streets enjoy that 
kind of comfort. Charley knows how lucky he is. 

Snowflakes whirl and they trudge side-by-side, first to the General to check on Arty then 
back to camp to share the hard news.  

Streetlights come on. In the glow, their shadows cast long against the cold sidewalks. The 
old soldier marches on, into the night. 
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CAM COOPER 

THE INTERPOLATIONS 

 
October 2003 
 
Kate pulled into the pitch-black entryway on MacDonald Drive, the gargantuan conifers swaying 
like sentries in the autumn gusts. Only the house lights pierced the darkness. Marc stared at the 
old family house, its familiar siding and weathered attic windows a quiet reminder of all the 
years he’d spent there — years that brought both comfort and anxiety. He reached for the door 
handle before she put a hand on his arm.  

“What?”  
She held up a joint. “I think we both might need a little of this first. Don’t you agree?” 
Marc relaxed into the seat. “I don’t know … do we?” 
Kate flicked the lighter. She took a long drag, then passed it over. Smoke filled the bright 

red Honda CRX, turning the kitchen lights outside into a hazy glimmer. “Hail to the Thief” 
droned quietly through the speakers. 

“Thanks,” Marc took a heavy pull, coughed, and waved the smoke away. His eyes 
blurred as he fixed his stare at the house shrouded in darkness. 

“How was New York? Mom said something about you wanting to move there?” 
“I am moving there. The city’s unreal.” He pictured the neon lights reflecting off the rain-

slicked streets, the buzz of music venues, the freedom to be whomever he wanted, without his 
family’s constant judgement. 

Kate arched an eyebrow, breaking the moment. “You know Mom invited Rhonda tonight, 
right?”  

Marc froze, the joint hovering over his lap. “Are you kidding me?” 
“Pass that,” she said, snagging the roach back. “Well ... now you know.” 
“Fuck sakes.” He exhaled slowly, watching their mom’s silhouette pass by the kitchen 

window. “Why would she think inviting my ex to Thanksgiving was a good idea?” Calling 
Rhonda his ex felt premature, but Marc said it anyway, as if saying it aloud might make it true.  

“Yeah, it’s messed up,” Kate agreed. “Look, you don’t know what it’s like for me either, 
Marc. You’re her golden boy. She’s always harder on me … especially since Dad died.” She 
stubbed the roach in the ashtray. “You and Azim don’t have the pressure that comes with being 
an only daughter.”  

“Azim’s such a little fruit cake,” Marc muttered. “Mommy’s dearest.” 
“Don’t be such a bigot.” She leaned against the doorframe, eyes sharp and judgemental. 

“Anyhow, you’re the apple of her eye. That’s why she invited Rhonda.” 
Marc swallowed, the pot smoke thick in his throat. Tonight was going to be a minefield.  
“Hi Mom!” Kate called, holding the front door open for Marc.  
“My sweet children,” their mother said, rounding the corner with a tea towel draped over 

her shoulder. She hugged them both tightly. “I have a surprise for you,” she added, playfully 
pinching Marc’s cheek. 

He forced a weak smile, hoping she wouldn’t notice the redness in his eyes. 
“What’s wrong Marc, honey? You’re so quiet.” She tugged the towel back into her 

hands. 
“He’s fine Mom.” Kate nudged him. 
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Marc glared at her. “Just a little tired, I guess.” 
“Well, come on in, make sure to take your shoes off.” She glanced back, making sure 

they obeyed. 
“What’s up,” said Azim, slouched in a chair at the kitchen table.  
Marc blinked against the bright lights. “Hey.”  
His Moroccan-born stepbrother Azim was dressed like he’d walked straight out of a New 

York indie music video: black jeans, a crimson button-down, skinny black tie, a black vest and 
dark eyeliner. Strapped across his torso was an empty black gun holster. Marc was the one 
infatuated with the New York music scene, yet somehow Azim was able to inhabit it effortlessly 
— without even caring.  

“Nice holster, you fairy,” Marc said. 
“Fuck you, homophobe.” Azim shot back, sipping his sparkling wine. 
Marc caught the sharp, orange-scented pomade in his hair. “I have plenty of gay friends, 

so I’m not a homophobe — just an Azimophobe.”  
Azim sat up straighter, balancing the coupe glass delicately between his fore and middle 

fingers. “Anyways … how was New York?” 
“It was awesome. The best.” 
Kate poured two strong highballs of rum and Coke and handed one to Marc. 
“Thanks.” He clinked glasses with her. 
“Honey, you know where the wine is,” their mom said, motioning to Azim. 
Azim brushed past — his Gaultier cologne cutting between them. “See any shows while 

you were there?” 
Marc guffawed, tugging at Azim’s empty holster. “This is kind of lame, isn’t it?”  
“Asshole.” Azim knocked his hand away. “So? Music shows ... That’s why you went, 

wasn’t it?” 
Mom lifted the lid off a pot of boiling water. “Boys, be nice to one another, please.” 

Steam enveloped her face.  
Marc nodded, acquiescing. “I saw the Walkmen at Pier 54; the place was packed, bodies 

pressed together, it smelled like damp wood and spilled beer. It was totally awesome. Then I 
caught the Yeah Yeah Yeahs at Sin-e — Karen O screaming; it was so electric.” 

“Sounds like a great time … all that way just to stand in a stinky, packed crowd getting 
yelled at,” Azim jeered, settling back into his chair. 

There was a knock at the door, and everyone froze for a moment. 
Mom dried her hands on the towel and tossed it onto the counter. “I know who that is!” 

she said, delighted. 
Marc’s pulse quickened. He downed his highball, handing the glass to his sister. “Can 

you fill me up again?” 
“Well, the fun is just starting,” she said, taking it from him. 
Azim let out a subtle squeal of enjoyment.  
The siblings could hear the front door swing open, their mom’s muffled voice welcoming 

Rhonda inside. 
Carrying an undertone of cinnamon and dry shampoo, Rhonda eased into the kitchen. 

“Hello, everyone,” she said, a little too deliberately, pausing as her fingers brushed nervously 
over her cashmere sweater. 

Mom stood behind, her eyes sparkling mischievously. She rested her hands on Rhonda’s 
slim shoulders. “Look who’s here!” 
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Marc could not look up; his heart lurched. He gulped his refreshed drink and set it down 
on the table, a little too firmly. Perfect, he thought. Just perfect. 

Kate grinned, leaning against the counter. “Hey, stranger.” 
Azim raised an eyebrow, silently judging before sipping his sparkling wine. 
Rhonda’s smile widened — cheerful yet alert, as though cataloging every detail: the 

steam rising from the pot, the clutter of alcohol bottles on the counter, the tension curling 
invisibly around Marc’s shoulders. “It smells amazing in here.” Her eyes stayed tied to him. 
“Thank you so much for having me.” 

“Marc!” Mom cried, stern yet playful. “Stop sulking and say hello to Rhonda.” 
“Yeah Marc,” prodded Azim, “stop sulking.” 
Marc sighed and pushed back from the table, catching Kate’s wink from the corner of his 

eye. Forcing a smile, he met Rhonda’s gaze. “Rhonda. It’s … great to see you.” 
She reached out, and Marc obliged, giving her a stiff hug. He breathed her in, the warm, 

sweet-tinged scent mingling with the softness of her lustrous brunette hair brushing against his 
chin. He closed his eyes, surprised by the comfort of it. 

“It’s so nice to have us all together for Thanksgiving, doesn’t everyone agree?” clapped 
Mom, swooping past to check the pots on the stove once again.  

Azim let out a soft whistle. “Ah yes — the fulfilling aroma of turkey in the oven, 
potatoes boiling on the stove, and the ever-present family tension hanging in the air …” 

Marc swiveled, raising his glass in a half-hearted salute. “Cheers, brother. Nothing like 
simmering brussels sprouts and a side of your passive-aggressive commentary.” 

Kate leaned away from the counter and reached for Rhonda’s arm. “Argh. These two are 
going to go at it all night. Let me get you a drink — you’re going to need it.” 

“I told you boys to stop already. I want to enjoy tonight.” Mom opened the oven to peek 
at the turkey, gently basting it. “Please?” 

Kate poured a rum and Coke for Rhonda. “Marc, need a top-up?” 
Mom closed the oven door, shaking her head. “Kate, take it easy on the alcohol — you’ll 

have everyone shattered before dinner’s even served.” 
“So … how was New York?” Rhonda asked, leaning closer to Marc. 
“Have you not heard the news, darling?” Azim interjected, waving his hand theatrically. 

“Marc is planning to become a New Yorker himself.” 
Mom snapped, tossing the tea towel at him. “Azim! I said enough antagonizing.” 
He brushed the towel onto the table, raising his arms in mock surrender. “Fine, okay, 

Jesus.” With a shake of his head, he stood and left the kitchen, toward the bathroom. 
Marc exhaled slowly, trying to abide by his mother’s wishes. With Azim out of the room, 

the kitchen felt more spacious, warmer, less suffocating. Yet, the closeness of Rhonda made him 
uncomfortable — even though he couldn’t deny a small pleasure in it. 

“So … you’re honestly thinking of moving to New York?” she asked softly, tilting her 
head, a confused purse to her lips. “Don’t you need a visa or something for that?” 

Marc’s fingers fidgeted around the rim of his glass. “Yeah … the city is amazing — the 
music, the energy. I felt so alive there, like I’d finally found somewhere I belonged.” 

Rhonda’s gaze lingered. 
Marc shrugged. “How hard can it be to get a visa?” 
“I’d think it’s not that simple honey,” Mom chimed. 
Marc felt uneasy under Rhonda’s steady, unassuming stare. He wished he could shift 

away without seeming rude. For the first time that evening, the noise, the steam, and the cloying 
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aroma of dinner cooking faded into the background, leaving only the awkward closeness 
between them. Marc set his glass down on the counter, letting the tension ebb from his shoulders, 
breathing slowly. Navigating this minefield was not going to get any easier as the night 
progressed. 

Everyone settled around the dining table, laden with steaming vegetables, buttery mashed 
potatoes and a golden, carved turkey releasing a comforting aroma. 

“Honey did you bring in the wine like I asked?” Mom looked at Kate. 
“Sure, Mom.” She stood. “Azim where’d you put it?” 
“Where do you think? The fridge.” 
Kate rolled her eyes and disappeared into the kitchen. 
The rarely used dining room was an odd choice, thought Marc. His eyes surveyed the 

wallpaper, pink peonies pushing through a verdant, viny background. He had always wanted to 
drop acid here. 

“This looks amazing Mrs. Dunford,” Rhonda said, surveying the spread. 
“Sauvignon Blanc, Azim? That’s all you brought?” Kate returned with four bottles. 

“You’re the only one here who likes it.” 
“He did it on purpose.” Marc grabbed one, twisting off the cap. “So inconsiderate of you 

Azim.” 
Azim smacked the table. “Right. And you always choose to be an asshole. That’s on 

purpose too.” 
“Enough!” Mom stammered. “Both of you!” 
“Honestly, Mom’s right,” Kate interjected. “I swear, you two could ruin a yoga retreat 

without even trying.” 
Mom inhaled deeply, smoothing the napkin on her lap. “Marc, why don’t you help 

Rhonda with some food?” 
He smiled at her. “I’m fine Marc, I can manage.” Rhonda squeezed his arm, cheeks 

flushing. 
Mom lifted her glass, eyes glinting with moisture. “Well, now that everyone has food and 

wine, I’d like to make a toast. It means a lot having you all here tonight. I know it doesn’t 
happen very often anymore.” She nodded toward Rhonda. “And to you, lovely dear — thank you 
for gracing us as well.” 

Everyone clinked their glasses, awkward smiles lingering between the siblings, before 
they dug into their food. Marc’s elbow brushed against Rhonda’s as he cut his turkey. She leaned 
a fraction closer, her thick curls tumbling over her shoulders like a cascade of chocolate ribbons. 
He shifted, unnerved. 

“So, Marc,” Azim drawled, fork held lazily over his plate, “how are you going to afford 
New York when you can’t even afford common sense.” 

Marc’s eyes flicked between Kate and Mom, both providing a slight, encouraging nod. 
He swallowed, trying to remain calm. “I’ll work. People do that you know. And maybe I’ll live 
in Brooklyn — it’s cheaper.” 

“But what about what Rhonda said earlier?” Mom dabbed at her mouth with the napkin. 
“About needing a visa, honey? They won’t just let you in without one.”  

Kate took a deliberate sip of wine. “She’s not wrong Marc. You can’t just show up at 
JFK and start working.” 

Marc straightened, his jaw tightening. Rhonda gently touched his wrist. 
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“Why is everyone lining up to tear me down tonight?” he muttered, pulling his arm away 
from Rhonda’s. He reached for the wine and filled his glass to the brim. “Fuck, can I make one 
decision about my life without being interrogated?” 

“Watch the language at the dinner table honey.” Mom lowered her eyes at him. 
“There he goes — classic Marc. Impulse first, reality later,” Azim chided.  
“Stop pushing his buttons Azim,” Kate flashed her eyes at him. “But honestly Marc … 

we do have your back. Still, you come home from a week in New York and announce that you’re 
moving there? Of course we’re skeptical.” 

Marc took a long guzzle of wine, then belched. Mom pressed her hand lightly on his arm. 
“Stop that, Marc. Guzzling wine won’t help.” 

He stabbed at the turkey thigh. “I don’t care. I’m going.” 
An awkward silence settled over the table, broken only by the scrape of cutlery against 

plates and the wind trashing outside.  
Azim spooned more mashed potatoes onto his plate in exaggerated dollops, letting the 

gravy slide over the top. Kate rolled her eyes impatiently.  
“What?” he asked, smirking at her. 
Marc leaned his elbows heavily on the table. “So, tell us Azim. What’s your big life plan? 

Live off Mom until retirement?”  
Azim sunk his fork into the mound, sending gravy splattering onto the tablecloth. 

“Whatever.” 
“Boys … ” Mom’s voice trembled audibly. 
Marc laughed. “What, Mom? It’s a fair question.” He flicked a glance at Kate. “Isn’t it?” 
No one answered. 
“I mean really,” Marc pressed, his voice rising. “He shows up here, gets a nice life 

handed to him, acts like an entitled jerk — and somehow, I’m the ungrateful one? Give me a 
break.” 

“Marc, really?” Kate snapped. “Not now.” 
Azim’s eyes narrowed at Marc. “You’ve never wanted me here, let’s all not pretend 

otherwise.” 
“That’s not true, Azim.” Kate answered before Marc could respond. 
Rhonda reached for her wine glass, but it slipped. “Oh no!” 
Mom sprang up, pressing her napkin over the spill. “Don’t worry honey. I hated this old 

thing anyways.” She left the room. 
Azim swung his glare to Kate. “Well? What about you?”  
Kate sliced through a brussels sprout, averting her eyes. “What about me?” 
Mom returned with a crumpled wad of paper towel, dabbing nervously at the wet spot. 

“Come on, everyone, eat up — there’s still plenty.” 
Azim pointed his fork at Kate. “You’re nicer about it, sure — but you feel the same as 

Marc. Don’t say you don’t.” 
“Seriously? We’re doing this now?” Kate stood, steadying her mother as she passed, then 

sat once she was settled. “Mom, thank you for this amazing dinner,” she said, fixing both 
brothers with a pointed glare. “We’re all here because she worked her ass off for us. Maybe try 
showing a little gratitude.” 

Rhonda nodded quickly, eager to cut through the tension. “Very true Kate — thank you, 
Mrs. Dunford.” 
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Azim exhaled sharply through his nose. “Fine. I’ll agree on one thing: dinner was 
delicious. Thanks Mom.” He shot Kate a scathing look and then pinned Marc with his piercing 
brown eyes. “I’m going for a smoke.” He scraped his chair back and left the table. 

Mom reached her hand out. “Azim … come on sweetie. Don’t leave.” 
“Let him be Mom,” Kate said, shaking her head at Marc. “Way to keep things light.” 
“He started it,” Marc muttered. “Always does.” 
Mom rested her elbows on the table, burying her face into her hands as tears streamed 

between her fingers. 
Kate motioned for Marc to comfort her. 
Rhonda also prodded.  
He stepped behind her, draping his arms over her shoulders. “Come on Mom. Stop that. 

I’m sorry … but is it really my fault that everyone’s attacking me all night? Especially him.” 
“Give me a break Marc,” Kate snapped. “Quit being such a baby.” 
Mom wiped her eyes and patted Marc’s hand. “OK … OK. Sit back down.” 
Rhonda watched Marc return to his seat, his shoulders visibly tense. “Well nice to see the 

Dunford family dinners are still as exciting as always.” 
“Oh, I am so sorry Rhonda … I wanted it to be perfect for you and …” Mom looked 

toward Marc. 
Perfect for you and … what? Marc thought. 
Rhonda smiled and leaned against Marc’s shoulder, addressing Mom. “Honestly, I don’t 

know how you live with all this chaos.” 
Kate leaned back in her chair. “Just wait — we haven’t had dessert yet.” 
“Why can’t I just have what I want?” Marc asked. “Isn’t that what you all want — what 

everyone does? Maybe I come across as being impetuous or phony or whatever. I’m just being 
transparent. Honest.” 

“Is it me,” Kate said, raising an eyebrow, “or is Marc just rationalizing his 
irrationalities?” 

Rhonda stifled a laugh, hand covering her mouth. “Oh Marc … Kate’s right. And that’s 
exactly why I’ve always loved you — you’re so idealistic.” 

The sound of the back door opening and closing made them pause. 
Kate leaned forward, voice low. “Oh, and Marc — enough with the homophobic 

remarks.” 
“Yes, I agree honey,” added Mom quietly, nodding. 
Marc shrugged, eying Rhonda for support. “I’m not homophobic. I have gay friends.” 
“Doesn’t matter,” Kate rasped. “Saying homophobic things however you say them, is 

being homophobic.” 
“She’s right,” Rhonda agreed gently. 
Marc frowned. “Would you two stop collaborating.” 
Azim swept back into the room, a faint odor of Gauloise smoke trailing behind. “Still 

talking about me, are we?” He twirled theatrically before dropping into his chair. 
Mom scrunched her nose, pinching her fingers under her nostrils. “I wish you’d stop that 

filthy habit. It stinks.” 
“It does stink,” echoed Marc. 
Mom jumped up abruptly. “That reminds me — I need to take the pie out of the oven.” 

As she hurried away, she called over her shoulder, “Kate, a hand please?” 
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“Coming!” Kate said, shooting Marc a look. “See? Always me.” She rose, pointing at 
both siblings. “Try and be civil while we’re gone.” 

Silence settled over the room, the stepbrothers staring down at the empty plates in front 
of them. Outside, the wind lashed the tree branches against the windows in a relentless rhythm, 
and the overhead lights flickered momentarily.  

Azim fixed Rhonda with a lazy stare, sipping from his wine glass, pinky finger extended. 
“So, Rhonda — how have you been? It’s been, what, six weeks now since we last saw you? Isn’t 
that about right Marc?” 

Marc sneered. “Why don’t you go and get us some more wine.” 
“Sure, thing asshole.” Azim blew a kiss at them both and sauntered out. 
Marc instantly regretted sending him away. Now he was alone with Rhonda.  
“Jesus, Marc,” Rhonda hissed, her curls bouncing as if they shared her outrage. “Why did 

you tell everyone we broke up?” 
Marc clasped his hands behind his head as the sounds of clanging bottles and Kate and 

Mom debating dessert drifted from the kitchen. “I thought we … kinda did break up. Didn’t 
we?” 

“No!” Rhonda’s face fell. “You said you needed a break — to go to New York. Alone. 
That’s not a breakup Marc. That’s a vacation.” 

Marc slid her a sideways glance. “I don’t know … it was all kind of vague.” 
She slumped back, arms crossed. A tear slid down each cheek, falling in her lap. 
Azim reappeared from the kitchen, a bottle slung under each arm. “Looks like someone 

could use a top-up.” He poured generously into Rhonda’s glass. “Come on darling — let’s toast 
to your prick of a boyfriend.” 

“You mean ex-boyfriend,” she said, clinking his glass. 
Seconds later, Mom and Kate returned, each balancing pie plates. 
“Rhonda, sweetie what’s the matter?” Mom asked, setting the plates down and shooting 

Marc a withering glance. “What have you done?” 
Marc reached for a slice. “Oh sure. Fifteen minutes of peace go by and suddenly 

everything’s Marc’s fault again.” 
“Poor baby,” Kate scoffed. She turned to Rhonda. “What did my jerk of a brother do?” 
Rhonda dabbed her eyes, forcing a small laugh. “Don’t mind me, everyone.”  
Kate’s gaze shifted back to Marc, who was already shovelling pie into his mouth. “Marc? 

Why’s she upset?” 
Rhonda placed her hand on the table, inching it toward Kate. “Honestly, I’m fine. 

Really.” She glanced at Marc. “We’ll talk about it after dinner.” 
“You sure will,” Mom scorned. “Marc, I am not allowing this sweet girl to leave our 

house sad. Do you hear me?” 
Marc sighed. “Yes, Mom.” 
Azim took a nibble of pie and pushed the plate away, wiping the whipped cream off his 

lip with the tip of his finger. “Wow, Marc, you really know how to keep a party going.” 
Marc shoved a forkful of pie into his mouth. “You’re no different, are you?” 
Azim chuckled. “Please. I can kill a party in half the time you do — it’s called 

efficiency.”  
“Congratulations,” said Kate. “Between the two of you, dinner never stood a chance.” 
Azim stretched, languid as a cat waking from a nap. “Well, I think that’s enough for me.” 

He pushed back and kissed his mother on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom. It was delicious.” 
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“Where are you going?” she asked, hugging his arm. 
“To my room.” He looked at Kate. “Now, maybe — just maybe — things can be 

civilized for five minutes, yeah?” 
“Order? Forget it, Azim,” Kate began, smiling slyly at Marc. “It won’t last five minutes 

— he’ll ruin it faster than you can make it back to your room.” 
“Ha, ha,” Marc grimaced. Without looking up, he added, “Good night … jerk.” 
Azim paused, pitched against the doorframe. “You do know I never liked you, right?” 
Marc glanced at him, a teasing smile on his lips. “Good. Saves us both the trouble then.” 
“For goodness sakes boys.” Mom tossed her napkin on the table. “Kate, would you help 

me with the dishes sweetie?” 
Kate narrowed her eyes in a shared understanding with Marc. “Be right there, Mom.” 
“Have fun with that Sis,” he taunted. 
Kate stopped, a pile of dishes resting in her arms. “You need a ride home, Marc? Or …” 

She glanced at Rhonda. 
“I could give you a ride … if you’d like?” Rhonda suggested, glancing between the 

siblings.  
“Thanks Kate, but I think we have some things we need to talk about.” 
Fifteen minutes later, Marc leaned against an old couch in the dank, dusty attic. He used 

to beg his mom to allow him to move his bedroom up here, but she always denied him, saying it 
was too cramped or that he’d catch a cold from the constant draft. Rhonda curled up beside him, 
resting her head in his lap. Marc held his hand over her, feeling the need to rub her head, but 
stopped himself. 

Rhonda purred, snuggling in tighter, warming herself against his thighs. “I’m still pissed 
with you.” 

“Yeah … I know.” 
Downstairs, they could hear Kate and Mom murmuring their goodbyes. There was a 

swoosh as the front door opened, followed by a sharp suction as it closed. 
“Why are you and Azim always so mean to each other?” Rhonda asked. “It makes your 

mom so sad. I hate seeing her like that. She doesn’t deserve it.” 
“I don’t know. We both can’t help it.” Marc scratched at a loose chip of paint on the wall. 

“Also … I guess I’ve always held a grudge against my parents for bringing him here in the first 
place. Kate and I had a normal childhood — or as normal as it ever got — until he showed up.” 

“If you just gave him half a chance, he’s actually pretty cool. He looked just like your 
idol Carlos Dengler tonight.” 

“Yeah, well maybe that’s part of the problem.” Marc rested his head against the rough 
polyester fabric of the couch, staring at a crack in the ceiling. 

“Remember the first time we listened to “Turn on the Bright Lights?” Rhonda 
reminisced.  

“Yeah … why?” 
“It was playing that night,” she smiled faintly. “The first time we made love. I thought it 

might have left a bigger mark on your memory.” 
Marc sighed. “I’m sorry. Of course I remember.” 
The shutters outside bashed against the side of the house, but inside it was almost silent. 

The cramped space smelled like old books and papers; a quiet ache of years stacked away in the 
shadowy corners of the house. 

“Are you really going to move to New York?” 
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Marc hesitated, fingers tracing the seam of the couch. “I’d like to.” 
“And what about me?”  
Marc pulled a curl off her cheek, tucking it behind her ear, aware of the heartbreak in her 

voice. He wanted to say something soothing or even romantic, but the words got caught up in his 
throat. 

“I don’t even understand what I did.” 
“I never intended to be harmful.” 
“What do you expect Marc?” Rhonda sat up. “I didn’t even realize we had broken up, and 

now what? You’re back, but going to leave again? Forever? I mean I thought we were perfect 
together — happy. Then, out of the blue you go to New York for a visit and come back 
announcing you’re moving.” 

Marc looked into her eyes, glistening with moisture. 
“None of this makes any sense … at all.” She leaned back, distancing herself from 

Marc’s arm. 
“I really do still care about you, you know.” 
Rhonda let out a humourless laugh. “It’s an awfully strange way to make me believe it.” 
“I know … I’m sorry.” He leaned into her. “I just feel so … felt so … I don’t know how 

to say it … .” 
“Yeah, no kidding.” 
“I get really frustrated sometimes Rhonda … like I have to do something ...” 
“Dumping me and moving to New York is a little bit extreme though, don’t you think?” 
 Marc nodded. “Maybe.” 
Rhonda exhaled. “I know you get pressure from your family, especially your mom, but I 

am supposed to be the opposite of that for you — something to not run away from.” 
Marc thought about her words as dust floated in the beam of moonlight shining through 

the window, landing like staticky milk on the wood panelling. Rhonda slid down a little, resting 
her head on Marc’s arm. He let his hand slip, grazing hers. She didn’t pull away, and he faintly 
traced a finger along her skin. The wind was dying down, leaving the attic suspended in uneasy 
quiet. Looking around, Marc realized his mom had probably been right — this would not have 
made for a very a good bedroom. 
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LELAND NICHOLAS 

THE HILLS DON'T TELL YOU 

 
So, this thing on? OK, here goes. Sheriff told me I had to write this report. He give me this 
microphone to talk it into ’cause I didn't want to ’cause I ain't no good at spelling or writin’. But 
Frank he took off and Sheriff said if I don't write this I could go to jail fer mishandlin’ dead 
bodies and concealin’ em. But hell, some of these nights a jail cell seems better to me than being 
alone out there. 

OK so all the shit started happenin’ when Pa decided to give Beauford lessons on driving 
the front end loader. This was just after he found him sniffing glue in the shed. We all used ta 
buy Boof model airplanes and such 'cause we all felt sorry for him, not bein’ smart and all. 

He'd been slow since first grade when he come home from school with a note pinned to 
his shirt. Note was from his teacher, said Boof needed more help than she alone could give him, 
more help then her little school in the village could give him. Nobody ever come up and told us 
what that help would be or how much it would cost … nobody. Boof stayed home from then on, 
become our permanent baby, especially Ma’s. 

So, Pa cleared all the glue tubes an’ a can of his acetone out of the shed and burned all of 
it. Then he took one of his long walks up the mountain, came back an’ said,  

“Mother Nature thinks I should help Beauford. So, I'm gonna teach him how to drive the 
loader. If he can learn to do that maybe he can learn to dump stuff we cut into the pickup. Then 
maybe him having somethin’ to do that helps us will help him stop sniffing that glue an’ other 
shit. Maybe then he could become a real part of this family.” 

Pa was always doing that, going for long walks in the hills if he had a problem he needed 
to solve. He claimed that somehow these hills just talked to him and sooner or later he’d get the 
ideas he needed for solving his problem. Neither Frank nor me ever heard what Pa heard when 
he went out in the woods. I asked Frank once if he'd ever heard the trees talking. He just laughed 
and slapped me in the shoulder. 

When the rest of us found out about Boof’s sniffin’, we started to smell him before we 
saw him him. Wasn’t hard, could know where he was ’cause the smell floated all around for a 
long time. But by the time he started his loader trainin’ Boof was really stupid and couldn’t be 
trusted with anything. Ma took him into the trailer, made a little bed for him right next to hers 
and he just kinda sat in there all day. I suspect he went out at night though. 

Frank and I didn’ have other suggestions about how to help Boof to be a better part of the 
family, but we was real clear we thought him drivin’ the loader was a bad idea. Each of us talked 
to Pa up on the woodlot, tried to get him to change his mind. Nope, Pa wouldn’ budge. 

Me, Pa and Frank worked together nearly every day cuttin’ in a woodlot we made by a 
burn over from six years or so ago where there were tons of dead trees to fall and cut up into 
firewood to sell to people in the village. Wasn’t a rich livin’ but we didn’t need a lot of money.  

And the three of us never thought much about how good it was to work together at our 
own pace and be our own boss. Our whole life was pretty much just bein’ and doin’ together. 
Easy to include Boof in that an’ just go on along. Looking back, I think it was one of the best 
lifes that could be. And sometimes up there, up Deerfoot Trail, (we called it Deerbutt) when the 
wind blew high up in the trees, I figure maybe them hills was talking. 

Well, ’parently Pa didn’t know how to instruct too good. Me and Frank weren’t there up 
Deerbutt when the instructin’ took place with Beauford, but when Boof walked into the trailer 
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for lunch on one of his instructin’ days an’ Ma asked him where was Pa, he just kinda looked 
down at the table and shook his head, said,  

“Up ta th’ loader.” 
So, me and Frank walked the mile or so to where they had been and it didn’t take us long 

to figure things out what had happened. Pa was lyin’ stretched out in a big, deep tire track made 
by the loader. He wasn’t movin’ and he looked kinda like a squished sack of something. There 
was blood smeared around on his face. The loader was in the trees about 40 feet down Deerbutt 
from him, lookin’ like it had tried to climb a big fir tree. It had stalled and Pa was dead. We 
could tell. 

He musta’ give Boof the controls an’ was ridin’ out onto the flange so Boof had room in 
the cockpit. For sure, Boof had got goin’ too fast down the hill, probably hit an’ went over a big 
rock we saw there. Pa probly got whipped forward off the machine and an oversize back tire had 
run over him and crushed him while Boof and the loader went on down and run into the tree. I 
doubt Boof even realized what had happened, just went home for lunch when Pa didn’t tell him 
what to do. 

When we got back and told Ma, she set to wailin’. We was all sad, ’cept for Boof, who 
jus’ sat there at the table lookin’ big-eyed from one of us to another. After a hour or so, Frank 
called the Sheriff and then we went back to where the “accident” happened. Frank got the loader 
runnin’ again, turned it around and came up to me. I rolled Pa into a tarp we’d brought, tied up 
both ends real neat. We put him in the bucket of the loader and went home down Deerbutt real 
slow. Ma was still wailin’ and the Sheriff didn’t show till almost dark. 

Sherrif’s half-track growled up with him and another guy who was the coroner. They told 
me to take the tarp off of Pa’s body and Frank and I had to explain what happened even though 
we weren’t there. Sheriff knew Boof well enough to know it was useless askin’ him anything.  

The coroner guy poked Pa’s body around, lifted his arms and legs, let them drop. Said, 
“Yep … yep.” Then said, “Death by vehic-ular acc-i-dent.” 
Then they got in the half-track and rumbled on down the hill. An’ I could hear them 

assholes laughin’. (I know the Sherrif’ll read this an’ I don’t care!)  
Next day I wrapped Pa back up in the tarp, put the backhoe onto the loader, dug a grave 

hole up behind the trailer. I told Ma that Pa would like it there, right outside their bedroom. She 
just shook her head, wailed a couple a’ times then went inside sobbin’ and wipin’ at her face. 
Frank an’ I lifted Pa into the bucket, rolled him into the hole real slow and gentle like. I ain’t 
ashamed to say we was both cryin’our eyes out as we filled the hole with dirt. I don’t know 
where the hell Boof was. 

And only about two weeks later, me and Frank was back up cutting wood when a huge 
Bang happened somewhere down the mountainside in the direction of our place. We felt the 
compression of the explosion way up on the woodlot. The sound was so loud and sudden it 
startled hundreds of birds. Spooked us too, probly because of what had just happened to our Pa 
and because of where the bang come from.  

We dumped the bucket of cut wood and tore off for our 10 wide in the clumsy old loader, 
me drivin’ as fast as the thing would go. Frank hung on to the frame of the windshield and stood 
on the flange step on the passenger side. We got back home in about five minutes. 

But about a quarter mile from our place we started runnin’ into pieces of aluminum and 
smolderin’ plastic and insulation on the trail. When we got to where the trailer should have been, 
all that was there was a few trees burnin’, bits of trailer all over, pots, pans, broken chairs, and 
smoulderin’ mattresses. Glass was everywhere. There was a huge black hole, some of it still 
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burnin’, right where the trailer had sat. Two of its little tires were still sittin’ upright on the back 
side of the hole, held together by a smokin’ axle. 

Boof was nowhere around. Neither was Ma. Frank and I didn’t find our Ma till next day, 
though we had looked and called for her most of the night. Actually, we found what was left of 
her, deep in trees about 200 yards from where the trailer had been. We found her chest and head 
and one arm still attached together. It was the awfullest I’ve ever known but real strange that 
even in that horrible, horrible mess of her, I was really glad her head was still on. Couldn’t a 
handled it if it was gone or if we’d just found her head. Frank went down on his knees sobbin’ 
and then threw up a couple of times. I just went stunned, stayed that way for … well, I can still 
feel the stunned now. 

I didn’t need the loader, just a wheelbarrow. Couldn’t of got it through the trees anyway 
and I wasn’t gonna drag what was left of Ma anywhere, woulda’ broke me. I shoveled Ma real 
careful into the wheelbarrow and then hand dug a hole next to Pa’s grave. Frank was really 
strugglin’with himself, but he helped me gently slide Ma into the hole, cover her with dirt. We 
said some kinda prayer words to God then I walked up to the lake to pick some flowers. I saw 
some tracks that led off away toward the slough. I figured they belonged to Boof. No one ever 
comes up here ’cept us, but I didn’t have the will to follow them tracks. Later that night we heard 
coyotes howlin’. I figured they’d found the rest of Ma. Maybe Boof too. 

Three or four days later I decided we had to call Mister Useless (Real sorry, Sheriff). He 
come up in the half-track with the dipshit coroner again. I told ’em I’d already buried Ma and 
that there wasn’t much left of her. They wanted to know what the … hell … had happened, acted 
all suspicious like.  

I showed ’em Ma’s tiny grave and said they could dig her up if they didn’t believe my 
story. They hemmed and hawed and the coroner wrote down all what I said. Frank tried to pay 
’em no attention, worked on the old Chrysler the whole time they was there. They didn’t try to 
make him talk to them. Frank was maybe 6’ 5” and built like a brick shithouse. I knew they 
didn’t want to upset him more than he was already. 

I told them I figured that somehow the trailer had sprung a propane leak early in the 
afternoon, a bit before Ma went down for her ‘snore,’ which she always did but that she really 
did since Pa died. Maybe Boof had fiddled with somethin’ an’ then run off. I tol’ the Sheriff we 
didn’t find no body of him (or parts). Anyway, as Ma was sleepin’, probably the trailer filled 
with gas. Then she woke up (was surprising that she woke up, didn’t assfixiate), and lit one of 
her cheroots.  

“The rest is … ,” I said, pointing around the wreck of our yard and outhouse. 
Sheriff stuck out his chest when I was done tellin’ where Frank and I had been at the 

time, said, 
“I’m gonna have to report all this you know. Have to send it to County that you buried 

the deceased without reporting the death right away. They’ll probably want a report from you too 
at the very least.”  

I nodded a few times, told ’em again I had no idea where Beauford was, probably he 
went off into the bush to be by himself and cry or somethin’. 

“Well, you find him. We’re gonna have to find some way to interview him as he’s 
probably last to see her alive. Then we gotta make it official an’ write that report. You’ll be 
hearin’ from us real soon.” 

I was tired of them. I was still stunned and sad as hell. So, I interrupted the Sheriff’s 
important posin’ by sending his small brain onto another track, distractin’ him like you would a 
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duck with a call to get other ducks to investigate. (Sorry but true, Sheriff). I asked him all of a 
sudden, 

“How’s the monster runnin’?” 
He took the question like it was a present, started tearin’ it open for our admiration, 

blurtin’ out horsepower specs, wheel and track clearances, shift ratios. The coroner was so 
interested in this he put his hands in his pockets and kicked at some piece of trailer wreckage 
with his boot. I just nodded and kinda looked off toward the lake. I thought about Boof, like 
where he might be. 

An’ three days after that, Frank got the old Chrysler runnin’. That ol’ car had sat for 
years, Pa always meanin’ to get it runnin’ again. It was just purrin’ when Frank revved it. Even 
though he woke me with the engine startin’, I was impressed. I was sleepin’ in a tent over by our 
firepit. Frank slept in the shed. Said he needed a solid roof over him.  

He left the car runnin’, came over to the tent and said, 
“I gotta go. Gonna find me a woman and if she’s the right one I’ll bring her back. Maybe 

build somethin’ big and good here. I think that’s what we need, both you an’ me.” 
I was kinda hurt and real sharp sad, but also kinda glad he was goin’ to do somethin’. I 

didn’t know what the hell I was gonna do and fall was comin’. I told him I had a couple a’ 
hundred I could loan him. He said thanks and I got the money from a shelf right above the place 
where he had been sleepin’ in the shed. Right above all the mashed and busted pieces of plastic 
airplanes.  

Outside, he shook my hand, picked up his little bag of stuff and got in the Chrysler. 
Watchin’ him go down the road until he was out of sight, listenin’ till I couldn’t hear him 
anymore, I stood by the firepit and imagined how it looked just a few weeks ago. Pa and Ma and 
Boof were kinda there, smilin’. Frank was flexin’ over by the trailer door, like he always did 
when he was in a good mood. We were all laughin’. 

And right then I was sure glad for the stunned feeling. An’ later, lyin in my bag in the 
tent, in that empty place, hearin’ the trees swayin’ and groanin’, I thought that maybe the stunned 
feelin’ was what was keepin’ me from knowin’ what the trees and rocks and things were sayin’. 
But what the hell would trees know about feelin’ alone anyway? 
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BRITTA GUNDERSEN 

FOUR SOLUTIONS 

 
I 

Where There’s a Will, There’s a Way 
 

“Our appointment with the lawyer’s tomorrow.” 
“I know. I know. Same woman we saw before?” 
“God, no. She retired right after we did.” 
“So, we need to make some changes, I guess.” 
“Well, the kids’ addresses. Things like that. Small stuff. But I’ve been thinking …” 
“You always are …” 
“I’m not sure the kids still need everything we’d leave.” 
“Well, Jenny certainly doesn’t. She got the house and a wad of cash in the divorce. Plus, I’m 

not sure I want to finance another trip — or six — to that Indian ashram.” 
“And her ex is going to cover post-sec costs for their kids.” 
“Speaking of kids … It doesn’t look like Tom will ever have any. Seems to have a different 

girlfriend every time we see him.” 
“Not to mention a new sports car …” 
“And he never had any student loans to pay off. We covered both his degrees.” 
“No. Tom’s set. Good job. Pension. A paid-for condo. He sure doesn’t need our money.” 
“Well, that’s going to make things simple.” 
“And we can get rid of that bit about leaving funds for whoever takes care of our pet. I can’t 

see us ever having another dog.” 
“Or cat. Or whatever.” 
“What about our stuff?” 
“What stuff?” 
“You’re right. Not much left. Sent tons off to the Sally Ann when we bought this little place. 

We can always give more away. Jenny and Tom can split whatever’s left. Books, maybe. Or they 
can call Got Junk. We can put that in the will.” 

“The investment guy said we have plenty for any long-term care. That sort of thing. And 
there should be quite a bit more after we’re gone.” 

“So, what should we do? Give it to charity?” 
“Let’s just go hog-wild. Spend it. A couple of big trips. Eat out more often. Then leave 

what’s left to …”  
“What? The symphony?” 
“Lord, no. We only go because your brother gives us tickets.” 
“The land trust? A school in Africa? A hospital foundation? Some combination of good 

causes?” 
“Something simple, I think.” 
“Okay. Let’s just leave it all to the SPCA. One and done.” 
“Perfect.” 
“Hell, yeah.” 
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II 
Couch Surfing 

 
“Oh, good. You got us a table. But my, you certainly look glum. What’s up?” 

“Oh, that tenant of mine.” 
“Again?” 
“Still.” 
“Tell me. Just let me get my coffee first. I’ll be right back.” 
“Okay. Can you grab me a napkin?” 
“Back. There … that first sip is always the best. So, what’s he done now?” 
“Mostly it’s that dog of his.” 
“I thought you liked dogs. Doesn’t he have some sweet like thing?” 
“He did. But he gave it to his sister. Then he got a beagle. When he left it out in the yard, it 

howled. When he left it in the apartment, it howled. I told him it howled. But he did get rid of it.” 
"Well, that's good I guess." 
“But then last month he got some massive thing. Looks like a Rottweiler/Doberman cross. 

He put one of those spiky collars on it. So far, it’s quiet but it leaves massive dumps in the yard.” 
“Yuck.” 
“Double yuck. I’d like to ask him to leave and take his dog with him but …” 
“But what? Can’t you just evict him?” 
“I gave him a lease and it says a dog is allowed.” 
“Oh. Are there any other grounds? I know he parks in your driveway all the time.” 
“Well, he pays an extra $25 a month for that parking space.” 
“And you said he’s noisy. Plays loud music.” 
“It’s not all that loud. But it’s that heavy metal stuff. Even if people can’t hear it from 

outside, it comes right up from the basement. So does his smoke. Sometimes even a skunky weed 
smell. I should’ve put “No Smoking” in the lease, too, I guess.” 

“Does he pay his rent on time?” 
“Most months. He’s only late if he’s been out of town on a job. Construction. At least he 

takes that new dog with him.” 
“So, what are you going to do?” 
“Honestly, I just don’t know. I talked to a real estate agent, but I don’t really want to sell the 

house, just to get away from my tenant. It’s my house, for god’s sake — and I like it. Plus, I 
wouldn’t be able to buy anything even half-nice with whatever I’d get for the place.” 

“Rent something for yourself, maybe?” 
“In this market? What he pays me for that basement apartment isn’t enough for me to rent a 

decent doghouse.” 
“Well, you could rent out your part of the house and then you’d have enough to rent a small 

place.” 
“But then I’d have two tenants. No thanks.” 
“What about your sister? Could you move in with her till he moves on?” 
“That could take years. Besides, Barb lives in a one-bedroom place now, crammed full of 

her own stuff. But that’s where I am these days. Just to get away from things for a week or two. I 
sleep on her couch … but maybe I’ll see if my cousin on the Mainland wants a visitor.” 

“Well, be sure to let me know where you land.” 
 



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   72

III 
Going Once … Going Twice 

 
“What’s that you’ve got?” 

“Something I picked up at the auction house. Thought we could have a laugh or two over 
coffee.” 

“Let’s see. I could do with a good laugh. Oh, the “Collectibles” sale list. Anything good on 
offer?” 

“I just had a quick look. Some odd things, for sure.” 
“Like this — ‘primitive metal-tipped articulated tool, 66 inches long.’ What in the world 

could that be?” 
“And who would want a 1947 poster — ‘Song of the Thin Man’?” 
“Not me! and I don’t want two elk antlers, either. Or the collection of shark teeth. And the 

‘no export’ sperm-whale-tooth pipe rest.” 
“Check Number 47 — a ‘metal bird cage on stand with pets.’ What pets do they include? A 

dog? A cat? A couple of parakeets? I didn’t know they auctioned off live animals.” 
“Poker chips and cards? I can’t imagine that’s worth much.” 
“Look at these things that are damaged. A banjo, a bridge lamp, a worn carpet, another 

carpet with ‘moth damage,’ rusty golf clubs, a pocket watch without the crystal. Just take your junk 
to the auction house, I guess.” 

“Oh, this is sad. A collection of 1955 Northwest US Honeymoon ‘ephemera.’ And even 
sadder — a collection of military medals. Shame no one in the family wanted them.” 

“Just thought they’d make money off those medals.”  
“Yuck. A collection of ornamental skulls and skull-related wares.”  
“Double yuck — a musk ox skull.” 
“Wait. Wait. My Aunt Flo had these — a set of those prints of ‘Dogs Playing Poker.’ I 

loved them.” 
“Lots of weapons. A French bayonet. A Winchester rifle. An ammunition crate. A .22. A 

double-barrel shotgun. And, hey, start ’em early — a ‘junior’ air pistol.” 
“Kids’ toys. Model race car sets. Beanie Babies. A Ford Mustang pedal car. A Porky Pig 

stuffy. A Barbie camper van. Some McDonald’s Fraggles … whatever they are.” 
“Some grandparents spent a mint on that stuff.” 
“Just what everyone needs — an eight-day aviation clock.” 
“Five Hohner harmonicas.” 
“We could pair them up with the two Russian balalaikas and start a band.” 
“Who’d want an early 20th century low walnut table ‘height reduced’? That just means 

someone cut off part of the legs.” 
“There’s a really bizarre collections of things in one group: a bobblehead dog, a Mora knife, 

matches and some chinawares.” 
“And look here — three of these San Francisco Music Box Company Large Monkey 

automatons with their original boxes. Might almost be worth bidding on one of those.” 
“Or all three …” 
“Well, you know I don’t really want one. But it would be fun to go and see who does buy 

them. Thursday evening. Wanna come? 
“Sure, why not? I’ll just keep my hands in my pockets. Not getting mistaken for making any 

bids.” 



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   73

 
IV 

It’s Dad 
 

“Hey, Sis. It’s Dad. Again.” 
 “Is he okay? Let me grab a pen and put you on speaker phone … there. What’s up?” 
 “He hit a post. In the supermarket parking lot.” 
 “But he’s OK?” 
 “Yeah. Just a bit shook up.” 
 “And his car?” 
 “Broken tail light. Nothing serious that a few hundred bucks won’t fix. He called BCAA and 
got it towed to the shop. But …” 
 “I know. I know. He really shouldn’t be driving. Not to the store. Not anywhere. We’ve gotta 
do something.”  
 “I tried talking to him about it a few months ago. After he drove over the corner of the front 
lawn and took out Mum’s favourite rose bush. Told him it could have been a kid, not a bush. He just 
says he’s fine.” 

“Mum loved that bush. I remember. Chinook Sunrise. Coral pink. But back to Dad. He’s 
blind as a bat, can’t turn his head to see traffic to the left and can’t even hear ambulance sirens.”  

“I know. But that doctor of his keeps passing him on the medical exam.” 
“Another good ol’ boy.” 
“Right. I guess we’re lucky he has a doctor.” 
“Maybe. But it won’t be lucky if he hurts someone … or himself.”  
“So, do you want to try? Dad always liked you best.” 
“Stop it. You know that was never true. He liked the dog best. Then Mum. Then maybe us.” 

 “But you’ve always had the power of persuasion …. Maybe if “you could kill someone” 
doesn’t work, you can appeal to his pocket book. His insurance rates will just keep going up. 
And if he sells the car, he’d get enough to take cabs or Uber for the rest of his life. Please, just 
try.” 
 “Okay. I’ll call him next week. And I’ll promise him that you’ll pick him up once a week to 
take him out to dinner ….” 

“Oh, all right. If that’s what it takes.” 
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POETRY 

 
 

 
  

Alline Cormier: Spray from Cliff Waterfall at Mystic Beach. Photography 
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BARBARA PARKER 
SUN ON SALAL 

 
Sometimes it’s as easy as that, 
sunshine slanting through  
a mid-winter slump. Head down 
for slippery stones, one foot, another, 
in the tracks of others, breath  
ragged and dragging  
until a subtle summit announces itself. 
A bonsai fir, smaller than it could be, 
tremendous in its effort,  
thickly twisted fissures and broken limbs 
testament to the elegance of enduring. 

 
When the trail diminishes to single track  
amid thigh-high sword ferns 
the day disappears, impossible  
to distinguish decades, centuries  
or eons. Eavesdropping into galaxies  
of viridescent moss, easy to imagine other  
eco-inhabitants, struggling. Squatters, renters, 
condo owners, vying for purchase  
on the rotting stump 
of a harvested cedar. The green of it.  

 
Bird-time. Red breasts, blushed in winter clusters 
swoop for berries in the ever-leafed arbutus.  
While we stamp in silence  
through the scarlet spoils, they fly  
toward someone else’s spring. Mean- 
time; chilled water, cold hands 
and a drench of the celestial  
on the exposed ridge. 

 
It’s only one day;  
the forecast calls for rain  
all week. And yet here we are, 
miracle of miracles. Hearts beating 
in the turning world. 
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REBECA DUNN-KRAHN 

FLAMENCO NIGHT AT THE MINT 

 
The dancer’s jaw juts sideways,  
her Cuban heels beat their lament on the worn maplewood stage,  
her eyes find the place in my skull where my secret thoughts live. 
She holds her hand out flat —  
  but it’s a limited time offer, this invisible platter —  
three hard strums on the guitar, 
and the hand makes a fleeting fist.  
Now she torrents in a figure eight, as if to say  
  I can go on forever.  
My sangria is mostly ice now but she keeps going. 
Crescendo!  
The dancer is a train running out of track but she keeps going,  
bursts through the brick wall of this underground bar,  
tunnels into the next building’s basement,  
disrupting an illegal poker game,  
then through another wall, into the 7-Eleven storage room,  
  and she’s not even tired yet. 
And her eyes are the high beams of the locomotive,  
piercing the souls of audience, gamblers, and a stunned stockboy. 
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DEREK PEACH 

CREDIT LINE 

 
There is an insurgency to pain 
that will betray us to the despot, Age — 
a traitorous bent of body frailty 
in subservience to years. 
This gallant fight or brave resistance, 
bearing up will soon or late succumb, 
because our adversary has the time 
to subvert all our capital of life. 
 
Here in the brokerage house of death, 
nature and nurture advocate, 
determining our tenure 
in this tenement of health 
available, as always to the few 
with adequate investments 
to sustain vitality. 
 
No wonder old Khayam and ilk 
suggested spending, profligate, 
all of our reserves, to leave 
the Spectre, only empty husks 
upon the mortgaged fields 
we occupied of late. 
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PATRICIA COTA 

A BEACH GLASS WELCOME 

 
I dared to leave irises blazing blue  
amid willowy wisps of meadow grasses  
alive with frog song. 
Whispering winds teasing maples into ballet 
with red-winged blackbirds swaying  
atop stately cattails — the silence broken  
with the jarring caw caw caw  
of a lone crow. 
 
Before I left, I walked the winding dirt road 
of my childhood — memories nestled  
in mind and photo boxes. 
Rolling Ontario hills leading  
nowhere and everywhere — somehow 
always bringing me home. 
 
And yet I go. Gazing at my reflection  
in the still waters of the Salish Sea  
I ask, do I belong here? Despite 
my ocean view, living among  
towering conifers, mountains looming  
in the distance, discomfort sets in. 
 
I, too, wander lonely as a cloud — along the shore. 
And there you are, the faintest hint of lilac shining 
through grains of sand. Jagged on the edges; the sole 
mark of an embossed P on one side. You settle  
in my open palm. Were you waiting, too? 
 
And then we go. From beach to door. 
I place you on my writing desk.  
You rest, calm within the storm of binders,  
books, wayward scraps of paper scribbled on,  
mounds of journals, pencils, pens. 
 
We are home.  
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JULIE LADOUCEUR 

MIRRORED REFLECTIONS 

 
I am Mother, the zombie, dark valleys and crevices under dulled unreflective eyes. 

I am Mother, the queen, crowned by unflattering tiny, bristled hair.  

I am Mother, the battlefield, sharp pain pulls at sensitive over chewed bits, overflowed by the 
essence of life. 
 
Sigh. How do people do this? 

 

Loud soul-destroying shrieks, madness from a culinary terrorist. 

Peeled banana, sliced banana, squashed banana. 

Now newly demoted from nourishment to home décor. 

Sigh. How do people do this? 

 

A kiss blown, flutters through a rearview mirror`s reflection. 

A tiny hand that catches it, brings it to a grin and eats it. 

Hmm, Mommy, your kisses taste like chocolate chip cookies! 

Sigh. This is how people do this! 

  



VOLUME 26, ISSUE 1, SUMMER 2026   80

DENISE PASUTTI 

SNOWSCAPES 

 
 
Snowflakes in my eyes 
Lazy, fluffy, drifting and swirling 
Tiny clouds falling in peaceful puffs 
Scamper home to envelop in warmth 
Hot tea, warm clothes, cozy toes 
Close the drapes on the cold 
Biting wind, scraping skin 
Snow melting to freezing water 
Saturating already frozen toes 
No warmth on the street 
No feeling left in body and soul 
Close eyes forever on the cold of world 
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REG FAUBERT 

THE POND 

* 
I can save him 

My voice 
Pleading 

* 
His arms spread wide 

He blocks my way 
* 

He holds me with His eyes 
With quiet strength 

And immobile 
I wonder at Him 
At His presence 

As He continues to block my path 
* 

We can save him 
My voice 
Desperate 

* 
He’s past your help 

Beyond our help 
* 

His soft torturous voice 
Tenderly drowns 

The deep splashing 
The thrashing that grows 

More desperate 
As the boy struggles to drink in air 

* 
We can save him 

My voice 
Calamitous 

* 
He's very near 

Three feet from shore 
* 

The undertow 
Will drag us all 

* 
It’s just a pond 

My voice 
Breaking 

* 
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He is beyond 
Your help 
Our help 

* 
And in those words, I sense 

The awkward truth 
That I would sink 
As I watch the boy 

Endlessly sink 
In grief we both wail unceasingly 

* 
We could have saved him 

My voice 
Shattered 

* 
He was beyond 

Your help, our help 
* 

He was just a boy 
My voice 
Hollow 

* 
 

I speak to a face streaked 
With graceful tears 

I walk away 
Have to walk away 
To the next pond 

Wondering why I did not try 
* 

Was he truly 
Beyond 
Our help 
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SARAH WEAVER 

PARADISE IS A MINDSET —  

 
reads the bumper sticker on the van I follow 
and I think of words my mother chose 
for my brother’s headstone 
 

The mind is its own place, and in itself  
can make a Heav'n of Hell, a Hell of Heav'n 

 
so many years before his time, was Milton 
pop psychologists tell me 
the same message —  
calm the mind, focus 
do not let chaos pollute it 
change your attitude 
 
how, though, can I ignore  
the pain around me? 
 
my husband says  
he likes vacuuming  
it’s the one thing I can control 
 
my neighbour hoeing the soil 
speaks the same language 
when I garden and weed 
I’m in control  
 
my husband, my neighbour, I —  
we feel powerless these days, 
the earth we stand upon, now unsteady 
so much I accepted as the framework  
of my life, took for granted —  
so much is being dismantled 
 
how then shall I live? 
 
do I change my attitude 
find paradise within 
as did my ailing brother?  
when agreements signed 
only months ago between nations 
are shredded by a mercurial leader? 
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my body holds fear 
a clench in the stomach 
friends advise 
don’t look at the images 
they will only make you anxious 
 
yet 
if I were to do no more than push a vacuum 
or handle a hoe —  
would pain be any more bearable? 
 
I cannot turn away 
from the brownshirts of the south 
 
how then shall I live? 
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JANE PEPPER 

NOO 

 
there was a workbook 
in grade two 
called think and do 
didn’t want to think 
didn’t want to do 
what they wanted me to 
so i just said noo 
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ROSANNA ELVES 

SHINING THROUGH 

 
I delight in the sun's rays of midday,  
peeking through 
the fragile bodies of fruit trees, 
to welcome shade 
and coalesce in jubilance. 
 
The light shines on. 
 
It tastes my soul and devours  
an orchard of sweetness.  
The clouds mingle and salivate,  
spilling forth my life  
to grow an orchard. 
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FRANK WILSON 

HERE AND NOW IN A LOCAL COFFEE SHOP 

 
On my living room screen 
I have yet again been watching tragicomedy 
on a battered world stage 
and I escape in desperate need of something other. 
 
It is time for coffee  
in my favourite not-far-from-the-shore place 
and there a happy gathering 
of mums and babies and cuddles and chat and smiles. 
 
Am I the only one 
who now and then gets that peace and love 
out-of-nowhere feeling 
that drifts in like a shifting December afternoon wind? 
 
Not long ago 
I was immersed in death and destruction 
with news ever full of more 
from Ukraine, Sudan and the so-called Holy Land 
so we have new orphans 
and many going again in fear to their meagre beds 
with tears and empty bellies 
listening for the drones or the intruders’ footsteps. 
 
Yet here there is joy 
in communal warmth with the cookies and cake 
where a little girl smiles 
and a toddling toddler grasps my fingers in his … 
 
and I enjoy the moment 
with, for a while, the blessing of guiltless distraction 
and the slow realization 
that other concerns must not devalue the here and now. 
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SHAMANA ALI 

BITES 

 
The moon had a bite taken out of it 
the day I left dad. 
 
The dusk hung heavily on the trees like ripe peaches  
and I feel diminished effervescence 
in my feet as I walk away,  
knowing I’ve seen him for the last time. 
 
I told him I’ll be back in December,  
but I think we both know that’s  
probably a lie. 
 
I have been grieving him for years, 
because even though he’s still here,  
he’s rarely present. 
 
Dementia stole him long ago 
and my heart has been wrung dry 
of tears. 
 
He asks permission to eat and sleep now, 
a far cry from the man who used the belt on me. 
 
Those wrongs seem micro now, 
because he helped me see  
that he loved me  
the best he could. 
 
I can return to my sparkly path, 
knowing that he knows how much I love him,  
knowing I forgive him, and  
feeling his smiling pride  
behind the mask. 
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VICTORIA FABLING 

PRESENT-DAY MEMES (STORIES IN PICTURES) 

 
I just came back from a bar named Q 
17th letter, two digits making 8 — a clue 
To good fortune and, side-on, the Infinity sign 
Longevity, prosperity, even the Divine. 
 
All over the world, history told before —  
Of many men-in-boats coming ashore. 
Years went by before anyone took a stand 
And now, it’s, “Hey illegals get off our land!” 
 
Finally, the boats are being stopped 
And turned around, some illegals re-dropped. 
The B.C. ostriches served to remind us 
(Despite the lies, gunshots and fuss). 
 
That apathy, (whose image is “heads in sand”) 
Allows corruption and deals underhand 
To mushroom, which is in itself a natural meme 
Like ivy (which strangles the host) theme. 
 
Another thing I notice is what people wear; 
I hold the vision of a brighter future there 
Than cross-seamed puffas — human hand grenades, 
Toqued with ripped jeans, shuffling to parkades. 
 
There’s a ticking time bomb with alarms 
Inside us all, hinting, support the farms. 
At the very least we need proper food 
Fewer nuked meals, and, to conclude —  
 
It’d be nice if emojis were voluntarily banned. 
There’s also a hunger for talking, now canned. 
And I’d like to receive a letter or two 
Maybe a greeting card, how about you? 
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LEILA KULPAS 

RAHNEE 

 
I loved her from the moment I saw her, 
on our farm in Australia —  
a chestnut foal on spindly legs, 
tail crimped from the womb, 
shadowing her bay mother, our beloved Dolly. 
The mare’s third foal, my father had given the first two  
to my older siblings, and this one was to be mine; 
I was fifteen. 
 
At my mother’s suggestion, I named her Rahnee —  
Hindu queen. I taught her to come to a whistle, 
and tamed her slowly, first stroking her nose, 
then her neck, then her back. 
 
She was fully grown by the time 
I abandoned the farm for the city,  
and on a weekend visit, 
I heard that she’d been broken in, or trained. 
If I were ever to experience that magical union 
between horse and rider my mother so revered, 
it would be with Rahnee.  
I asked if I could ride her. 
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WALKING EACH OTHER HOME 

by Sharon McInnes 

Reviewed by Bill Engleson 
 
There is, in Walking Each Other Home, a weight, a poignancy of agonizing proportion. McInnes 
thoughtfully penetrates the love and the wounds of caring for her mother over a period of 18 
months, an exacting voyage that ends a few short months into COVID. Often, she questions her 
capacity to continue, at one point noting a particularly uncomfortable activity:  

“One morning, I find myself in the bathroom slowly picking away, with the blunt end of 
a pair of tweezers, at the hard stool that’s been lodged in her bum for two days, while she 
grasps the edge of the counter and an unpleasant odour fills the tiny room. What the hell 
am I doing? The boundaries of acceptable behaviour have changed dramatically … ” 

At that juncture, for me, the reality of her memoir could not have been more impactful. 
Throughout the book, McInnes takes issue with the health-care systems she must deal 

with. As former chair of Hornby Denman Health, a multi-service organization that cut its teeth 
decades ago on the provision of home support to seniors (hugely modified post COVID, 
regrettably), I appreciated that she does not shy away from identifying the barriers she 
encountered. She ends with a valuable political appeal: 

“It is my fervent hope that, as a society, we gain the political will to turn already-existing 
models of dementia care, ones that honour the individuality and dignity of our elders and 
support their families, from vision into reality. Surely this is not too much to ask.” 
 

https://sharonmcinnes.com/walking-each-other-home/  
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CONTRIBUTORS 

 
Shamana Ali (Poetry: Bites) Shamana is a singer, writer, photographer who lives close to the 
waves in Fanny Bay and has sold her poetry in the Salt Spring Saturday market. She is an 
aspiring lamp shade. Anything to be close to words and books. 
 
Bob Bilyeu (Creative Non-Fiction: Come to the Yukon) This is Bob's first publication, except in 
a new blog he created with his wife called http://www.twonorths.ca. Sheila is a Canadian coming 
home, while Bob is American: an expat and a repat. Educated at UC Berkeley and graduate 
studies at SF State, Bob's a disabled veteran of the Vietnam era. 
 
Cam Cooper (Fiction: The Interpolations) began writing in the early 2000s, and had some 
modest success, before life took a turn, and he found he no longer had the time. He started 
writing again during the pandemic and has since completed more than 30 short stories. 
 
Alline Cormier (Artwork: Photography) is a Canadian photographer based in Victoria. Her 
photo essays have been published in Canadian Photography and Blank Spaces. Her photography 
has appeared on the cover of Smoky Blue Literary and Arts Magazine and is forthcoming in 
various publications. www.allinecormier.ca 
 
Christine Cosack (Fiction: Bodan Writes the End of War) is from Ukrainian roots. An earlier 
story about the conflict ("The Choice") appeared in Island Writer, volume 22, issue 2. She has 
also been published in Syncopation Magazine and in Agnes and True. Her debut novel, 
Barcelona Red Metallic, was published by Second Story Press in the fall of 2024. 
 
Patricia Cota (Poetry: A Beach Glass Welcome) Patricia is a retired educator who moved to the 
Comox Valley in 2024. She is an emerging poet who feels a strong connection to the earth. 
 
Rebeca Dunn-Krahn (Fiction: The Tale of Thomas. Poetry: Flamenco Night at the Mint) is a 
writer and storyteller from Victoria. This story is from her YA novel-in-progress, Jetsam: The 
Search for Cadborosaurus. Her work has appeared in Geez, Mountain Bluebird, True Story, and 
HipMama, and is forthcoming in Yolk Literary Journal. More at rebecadk.com. 
 
Rosanna Elves (Poetry: Shining Through) Rosanna Elves is a Canadian-Mexican author living 
in Victoria. A mother, identical twin, and world traveller, Rosanna has lived in Japan, Peru, and 
Mexico, all experiences that inform her fiction, poetry and children's books. Her writing has been 
published in Pulp Lit Magazine, Black Hare Press, and ParAbnormal Magazine. 
 
Bill Engleson (Book Review: Walking Each Other Home) is an author, and retired and non-
practicing RSW. 
 
Victoria Fabling (Poetry: Present-Day Memes) was raised in England. Her three main 
passions are writing, dancing and healing. Fun with Fables is her latest family book, which 
contains three memoirs. She’d like to write your story too: www.victoriafabling.com. 
 
R. Paul Faubert (Poetry: The Pond) usually writes long-form fiction but has had a short story 
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published previously in Island Writer. His poem, "The Pond," depicts a dream of desolation, 
something quite at odds with the happy life he leads in Victoria’s James Bay neighbourhood. 
 
Nigel Greenwood (Fiction: First Person Non-Singular) is a former naval person and a current 
master mariner who sails seasonally in the Arctic as an ice navigator. His recent long sea 
voyages have afforded much time for pondering the complexities and mysteries of human 
relationships. 
 
Britta Gundersen (Fiction: Four Solutions) loves history, adventure and learning. She is 
published by historical societies of Victoria and Quebec City, BC Historical Federation, Victoria 
Writers’ Society, Quebec City’s Chronicle-Telegraph, and the Montreal Gazette. She has 
published two books: Ominous: An African Adventure and Island-Wise: Global Reflections. A 
Viking’s War will be released in 2026. 
 
Kim Harrison (Fiction: The Boy with the Keys) Kim lives and writes out of Victoria, B.C. This 
story is slightly based on adventures hitchhiking across Canada when he was 18. Last year he 
received a "Best of the Net" nomination for his story "The Ubermensch of Wreck Beach!" 
 
Rosalie Knogler (Fiction: Be Brave My Darlings) Rosalie’s stories have been published in the 
Times Colonist, Seaside Magazine, Island Parent, and Island Writer. Inspired Magazine featured 
an article about her. She was also interviewed on the podcast Between the Lines. She has 
authored children’s books and historical fiction. 
 
Leila Kulpas (Poetry: Rahnee) has an honours degree in English, a medical degree, and a 
fellowship in psychiatry. Her poetry has appeared on the Internet on the Pandora's Collective 
site, in 11 literary journals, and in six anthologies. 
 
Julie Ladouceur (Flash Fiction: The Ungrateful Weathering of a Narcissist. Poetry: Mirrored 
Reflections) A recent resident of the island, this creative soul can be found in the mountains with 
an opinionated toddler on her heels or nursing her coffee addiction at the local cafes. English is 
her second language. 
 
Carolyne Montgomery (Fiction: Skywalking) Carolyne is a graduate of the SFU Writers’ 
Studio. She was a pediatric anesthesiologist. She is a member of the Writers’ Union of Canada 
and the Federation of BC Writers, where she chairs a fiction writing circle. Carolyne is also a 
member of the Comox Valley Writers’ Society and volunteers on the North Island Writers’ 
Conference committee.  
 
Andrew Moore (Creative Nonfiction: Mr. Boombox. Flash Fiction: Logging in to Heaven) 
Andrew specializes in community development. He works with First Nations around B.C., 
assisting them to create a vision for their future and helping transform this into reality. He is a 
musician, performer and producer. 
 
Leland Nicholas (Fiction: The Hills Don't Tell You) is a retired psychologist living in Saanich, 
long married and blessed with kids and grandkids. He has published poetry in The New 
Quarterly, The Antigonish Review, and The Comstock Quarterly, and began learning about and 
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writing short fiction pieces seven years ago. This is his first published prose work.  
 
Barbara Parker (Poetry: Sun on Salal) poet and Life-Cycle Celebrant, lives and writes with 
gratitude on the ancestral lands and unceded territories of the Lək̓ʷəŋən (Songhees, Esquimalt) 
known as Victoria, B.C. A Banff Centre Wired Writing alumna, Barbara’s poetry and prose has 
been published in Prairie Fire, Room, Freefall, Toward the Light, and spring.  
 
Denise Pasutti (Poetry: Snowscapes) As a writer of poetry, fiction, and creative nonfiction, and 
an aspiring artist, living in the beauty of Victoria inspires and motivates her creative pursuits. 
From childhood, creative practice has been part of her life. 
 
Derek Peach (Creative Nonfiction: Bottled Billions. Flash Creative Nonfiction: Bugged to 
Death. Poetry: Credit Line) Derek has been a teacher and traveller and has recorded his 
experiences in poetry and prose along the way. Now in transition to writer, he draws on all of 
those times for current work. 
 
Jane Pepper (Poetry: Noo. Artwork: Fingerlings) writes and creates artwork locally. She enjoys 
perusing Lower Vancouver Island neighbourhoods for inspiration and chatting with interesting 
people along the way. 
 
G. J. Poirier (Fiction: The Fall) Guy used to work for a technology company but always wanted 
to write. He moved to Victoria in 2024, where he built the family home, and is now raising his 
two boys and writing. He enjoys literary and speculative short fiction and would like to publish a 
collection, one day. 
 
P. J. Smith (Fiction: Sidewalks) writes about social issues, and is currently working on a short-
story collection entitled The Crows of Our Town. He is a former newspaper reporter, covering 
crime and politics, and a communicator for land claims and child welfare. 
 
D. R. Spicer (Flash Fiction: The Doppler Effect) loves to weave technological magic into quirky 
and courageous human characters, including those who are LGBTQ+. He has advised tech 
companies for over 20 years, and brings this unique perspective into his writing. While science 
and technology are featured, music, and probably cake, will make appearances as well. 
 
Sarah Weaver (Poetry: Paradise is a Mindset) writes poetry and memoir. Her website is 
https://sarahweaver.ca/, and her blog Coast Lines is at https://linesfromthecoast.blogspot.com. 
 
Frank Wilson (Poetry: Here and Now in a Local Coffee Shop) is a retired university professor 
from the UK who moved to Canada in 2008. He has published three books of short stories, a 
local history book and eight collections of poetry. 
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EDITORIAL AND PRODUCTION TEAM 
 

Valerie A. White. Editor. In 2015 Val completed The Writers Studio program at SFU, where 
she began to free her imagination from the shackles of academic writing and prepare for more 
creative expression in her third age. She is currently writing historical fiction about her imagined 
ancestry, while enjoying the lifestyle of Vancouver Island. Val became involved with VWS, first 
as Treasurer and, now as Editor of Island Writer Magazine. 
 
Rosanna Elves. Submissions Coordinator. Rosanna Elves is a Canadian-Mexican author living 
in Victoria. A mother, identical twin, and world traveller, Rosanna has lived in Japan, Peru, and 
Mexico, all experiences that inform her fiction, poetry, and children's books. Her writing has 
been published in Pulp Lit Magazine, Black Hare Press, and ParAbnormal Magazine. 
 
Joy Huebert. Fiction content editor. Joy was the editor of Island Writer Magazine for eight 
issues and served on the board for five years, including as president. She has published stories, 
poems and creative nonfiction in many Canadian literary magazines and placed first in the Grain 
Magazine, Short Grain postcard story competition, the Victoria Writers’ Society fiction contest 
and the Victoria School of Writing, Postcard story competition. Joy is the author of My Brother’s 
Basement, published by Quadra Books. 
 
Tayanna Linden. Flash content editor. Tayanna is a communications advisor with Island Health 
who uses her master’s degree in public relations to champion equitable access to healthcare. She 
also writes poetry and long-form fiction, drawing creative inspiration from her travels and 
outdoor adventures. Her perfect day includes a paperback novel, a swim in the ocean and, 
ideally, an Aperol spritz.  
 
Daniela Lorenzi. Assistant editor. Daniela is a retired UVic language instructor who believes 
that discussing grammar is the best party game there is. Admittedly, she has few friends. In her 
spare time she writes and publishes poetry and creative nonfiction. Her book of poems, This Old 
House, was published by Repartee Press (2023). She is currently co-editing a poetry anthology, 
Eyes Wild Open (Repartee Press, June 2026)  
 
Diane Massam. Poetry content editor. Diane has recent publications in Queen’s Quarterly, 
Grain, and The New Quarterly. She won the 2021 FBCW poetry competition and placed second 
in the 2025 Raven Chapbook contest. She holds a certificate in creative writing from the 
University of Toronto, where she is also a professor emerita of linguistics with many years of 
experience as a writer, editor and educator. 
 
Caroline Mufford. Style and line editor. Mesmerized by grammar since age 10. Retired 
journalist (BA, magazine focus), worked writing/editing newspapers, news websites and 
magazines. Taught college English. Author Quesnel: A Multicultural Tapestry. Writing short 
CNF set in B.C.; lived in Victoria since 2006. 
 
Sage Strachan. Creative nonfiction content editor. Originally from Alberta, Sage moved to 
Victoria in 2021 to study writing. Now a proud UVic graduate, holding a BFA in Creative 
Nonfiction, they have five years of co-facilitating workshops and peer editing under their belt. A 
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recipient of The Keith and Shirley Wagner Prize for Writing, they are now honoured to be a part 
of the Island Writer team. 


