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The boy wakes as the bright morning light reaches his eyes. He 
squints, and then shivers, trying to pull the blanket closer, closing his eyes 
again. He can sleep in if he wants – it’s Saturday. He turns over to shield 
himself from the white light. 
 His eyes snap open when he feels a light hand on his arm. He takes in 
a quick breath but then exhales because of course it is only his father. His 
father had sneaked in on him, unlike his mother, who always comes into 
the room making noise when she wakes him up with a rough shake of his 
shoulder.  
 He looks up from the waist of his father’s heavy overalls towards his 
face. He is not a tall man, but the boy can only ever look up to him. He 
finds a soft expression, gentle and inquisitive, unfamiliar with this duty. 
 “Good morning, dad.” 
 “Morning,” whispers his father, even though everyone is already 
awake. He asks if he was sleeping, even though he knows. 
 “No,” says the boy, even though he was. He asks if his mother has 
returned, even though he knows. 
 “Not yet, but soon,” says his father, even though he doesn’t know. 
 The boy closes his eyes and nods and tries to sink back into the 
pillow. His father rests his hand on his arm again. 
 “I think it’s time to get up,” he says, still whispering. 
 “Why?” asks the boy, his eyes still closed. 
 “It snowed in the night. We need to shovel.” 
 The boy’s eyes snap open again. He rolls over and hops out of bed 
on the other side by the window. He looks out and finds the yard and 
everything in it covered in a layer of undisturbed snow. The chicken coop, 
the barren oak tree with the tire swing, the woodpile and the chopping 
block – all frosted. 
 “It snowed!” 
 The boy is thinking of playing. Will there be enough to build a 
fortress? 
 “Yes, and we have to shovel.” 
 The boy turns from the window, his face disappointed. 



 “Now?” He shivers again, feeling the cold after leaving the blankets 
and being so close to the window. 
 “Maybe we can play later, if there’s time.” 
 “What about breakfast?” 
 His father smiles ruefully.  
 “After.” 
 The boy releases a dramatic sigh and then nods. His father returns 
the nod and leaves the room. 
 After the boy bundles up, he goes out into the kitchen. The 
coffeemaker hisses, though the carafe is mostly empty. The boy has never 
had coffee because it is not for kids but a hot drink might be nice. He will 
ask for a hot chocolate when they come back inside. Everything else in the 
house is quiet, except for his father, whose boots he can hear at the front 
door. The boy finds him there, now with his winter gear on, tying the laces 
on his boots, careful to keep them on the rug so as to not get mud on the 
floor. His father turns and smiles when he sees the way the boy waddles 
through the kitchen in his snow gear. 
 “Come here. I’ll help you with your boots.” 
 When they step outside, the boy can feel the cold rush to his exposed 
face. He turns to his father, as if to ask if they should call the whole thing 
off, but his father has already grabbed a shovel from the snowdrift and 
moved towards the beginning of the short walkway which leads to the 
driveway.  
 “Start with clearing off the steps and the area around the door,” says 
his father. He turns back to the ground and starts shoveling, his 
movements measured and methodical, a clear vision for how he will 
remove thousands of pounds of snow in the next couple of hours. 
 The boy nods and begins to scoop and scrape the snow from the 
steps. This is always his job when it snows. When he finishes this, his 
father will ask him to shovel around the truck and brush snow off it. Then 
he will ask him to clear some snow away from the doors of the shed and 
the barn. His father needs the help to get all this done, but it is all the 
morning’s lightest work. The boy must work – just not too hard. 
 “Can’t we wait until Mr. Frank comes with the tractor?” asks the boy. 
He knows what his father will say, but he still wishes that, for once, they 



could just wait until Mr. Frank did their morning’s work in a matter of 
minutes. 
 “We have to be able to get the truck out. We have to be able to get 
the barn and the shed open. Just that much, at least.” 
 “And so Mom can get back in,” says the boy. 
 His father pauses before emptying his shovel into a pile. 
 “Yes. Yes and so Mom can get back in.” 
 The boy continues to clear the steps. His father will want the snow 
cleared down to the concrete, which the boy can do because the snow has 
not yet packed down. It is not heavy snow, which is nice, but it is also not 
packing snow, which will make building a snowman or a fort or making 
snowballs challenging. It is not windy, and the boy is glad, for the wind is 
cold and it blows the snow all around and makes shoveling harder. 
 He does not understand why his father doesn’t have his own tractor 
and always has to borrow Mr. Frank’s. It would make removing the snow 
so much easier. He has also seen trucks like his father’s with metal plows 
attached to the front, and he doesn’t understand why his father doesn’t at 
least have one of those, since he already has the truck.  
 The boy has begun work on the truck. First he cleans the snow off all 
the windows. As he does, he looks to see how his father is doing. His 
father has finished the walk and has started clearing the driveway. Bigger, 
stronger men might have been able to do it faster, but his father never tires. 
He is steady and rhythmic in his movements. He forms neat and even piles. 
The boy grunts in exertion as he reaches out across the hood of the truck 
and tries to clear a big swath. He does not understand how his father can 
work hard for so long. 
 The sun continues to climb in the sky, though it is hidden by overcast 
clouds, and this late in the year it will not rise very high. The boy’s fingers 
and toes are beginning to hurt as he makes his way to the shed and to the 
barn to clear snow away from the doors in case of emergency. He does not 
feel very cold though after the hard work has his heart pumping and his 
muscles warm. 
 When he gets to the barn, he can hear the cows inside. They are 
grunting and lowing, and the boy wonders if they feel cold. His father says 
cows do not mind living outside whether it is hot or cold. He says cows do 
not like to complain like people. The boy thinks maybe the cows are just 



talking to each other, but that can’t be because cows don’t really speak even 
when they’re communicating. He sees the steam from a cow’s breath 
escape through a broken slat in the barn wall.  
 When the boy finishes his duties, he walks back to the house and 
finds his father still working at the driveway. It may still be a while before 
he is finished. The boy could help him shovel, but his father always insists 
on doing this part alone. He doesn’t want to go inside before his father – 
that doesn’t seem quite right. Playing in the snow doesn’t seem right either. 
He has been working in the snow, and now to throw himself into it and 
make a snow angel seems silly. 
 He decides to go for a walk along the road, following it west. He 
almost never goes that way, for everything else in life is to the east. The 
road continues along a gradual incline for about a quarter mile until it 
disappears over the rise and on into the countryside. The land beyond is so 
close, but retains mystery for the boy who seldom sees it. He has the time 
now, so he will go to take a look. 
 It is a hard walk across the snow-covered field. He must stay off the 
road – his father says so – and the snow is too deep in the ditch. He 
trudges along, the snow crunching under his feet. He is almost to the top 
of the rise when he hears a shout. It is his father calling his name. He turns 
to look back and sees his father standing out on the road, waving his arm 
and calling to him. But what would be the matter with going just a little 
further to look out? His father wouldn’t mind, would he? Maybe he should 
have asked first.  
 The boy looks back towards the rise. He is so close. 
 His father calls again. If he hadn’t turned the first time, maybe he 
could pretend he hadn’t heard. It was too late for that. But maybe he could 
ask now. 
 “I want to look over the hill!” he shouts into the undisturbed air of 
the late morning. He hears his voice echo. 
 “What?” his father shouts back. 
 The boy is bothered his voice is not louder. He cups his hands 
around his mouth like he has seen men do, and he shouts again. “I just 
want to look over the hill!” Then he points towards where he is going, 
which seems like a hill to him, even if it is just a slight rise in the country 
road. 



 His father raises a hand to his ear to show that he cannot hear. The 
boy growls in frustration. It is no use to shout. He decides to go the top of 
the rise. He runs the last few yards as best he can in the snow with his 
heavy pants and boots.  
 He reaches the top of the rise and looks out. The countryside extends 
beyond him, an expanse of snow-covered fields and forests, the road 
continuing off into the distance, running at least a mile before the next 
inhabited farm. Somewhere, beyond the hills way off on the horizon, the 
road would run down to the lake, where he sometimes goes in the summer. 
He wants to explore this, all this, but for now he is happy to just to see it, 
to see this familiar landscape, familiar even though he cannot always 
picture it. He had forgotten what it looked like in the winter.  
 After a few moments – he is not sure how long – he turns to see his 
father running down the road towards him. Why is he doing that? Perhaps 
he is angry. The boy decides to go out onto the road to meet him. He 
checks first to make sure there are no cars – it is unlikely there would be – 
and then wades into the ditch and climbs up onto the road. He walks 
towards his father, who is still hurrying towards him.  
 They meet at the beginning of the incline. 
 “What were you doing?” asks his father. 
 “I just wanted to look out over the hill, that’s all.” 
 “I got worried.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I didn’t know where you were, and then when I looked out here and 
saw you I didn’t know what you were doing, and then you started to run.” 
His father is a little winded after running down the road.  
 “I was being safe.” 
 His father nods. “Yes. I suppose you were. Still.” He nods back 
towards the house. “Let’s go. I’m almost done.” 
 They start walking back, the boy closer to the shoulder. They do not 
speak, and instead they listen to the sound of their breathing and watch 
their breath unfurl into the crisp air. 
 A truck approaches from the east. It stops in front of their driveway. 
The boy locks onto it, wondering if this might be his mother. He doesn’t 
know what kind of vehicle she will return in.  



 “Is that Mom?” He looks up at his father, who is watching the 
vehicle closely. He shakes his head. 
 “No. I don’t know who it is.” 
 A man gets out of the truck and stands in front of it. He has a 
knapsack slung over his shoulder. He looks like he is about to walk through 
the last of the unshoveled snow and head up the driveway to their house, 
but then he sees them and waves. When his father waves back, the man 
decides to wait for them. 
 “Hi there,” says the man, who looks younger than the boy’s father. 
He is tall and thin and even though he is dressed for the weather he looks 
cold. 
 “Hello. Can I help you?” 
 “Yes, I hope so. Do you live here?” The man points towards the 
house. 
 “Yes, we do.” 
 “Great. I’m out taking pictures – this is just the perfect snowfall and 
the light is right – and I would like to photograph your barn.” 
 The boy’s father looks towards his barn, as if to make sure they’re 
talking about the same barn. 
 “You would like to take pictures of my barn?” 
 “Yes, yes I would.” 
 “Oh…I suppose that’s fine. For any particular reason?” 
 “I have an eye for the countryside, and for farms. I especially like to 
take pictures of empty barns, and there’s something so beautiful about 
them in the wintertime.” 
 “Empty? My barn isn’t empty.” 
 Now the man turns to the barn, as if to make sure they are still 
talking about the same barn. 
 “You mean you’re using that? I…I didn’t think it looked like it was 
being used.” 
 The boy’s father clenches his fists. 
 “Well I am using it. What’s the idea here? You don’t think it looks fit 
to be used? There’s nothing wrong with my barn. There’s two dozen head 
of cow in there right now and they don’t complain.” 
 “I meant no offense.” 



 The boy’s father shakes his head. “There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s 
a perfectly good barn. It’s perfectly safe.” 
 “I didn’t say it wasn’t safe – just that I thought it was empty.” 
 “Well it isn’t, so then it must not be very interesting to you anymore, 
is it?” 
 “Oh, I’d still take a few pictures, if I may?” The man raises his bag, 
which must hold his equipment.  
 The boy’s father shakes his head again, his jaw set. “Fine. Fine I don’t 
care.” The conversation done, as far as he is concerned, he retrieves his 
shovel from the snow drift and begins to finish the morning’s work, 
shoveling with more gusto and less care than before. 
 The boy follows the man taking pictures, keeping a distance. The 
man looks to be in a hurry, like he doesn’t actually want to take the pictures 
anymore. He leaves after a few minutes, looking very cold. 
 The boy is sitting in his father’s armchair with a blanket and a book 
that he has read before. He is only looking at it now, waiting for his father 
to finish making breakfast. When he feels warm enough, he gets from the 
chair to go to the kitchen and watch. He is warm in his long underwear and 
flannel, but he had to take off his wool socks which got wet when he ran 
through the snow. The hard work has made him hungry and it is almost 
noon. Brunch is what his father would call this. His mother thought 
brunch was silly, but she wasn’t here, and she didn’t eat very much when 
father made food anyway. But the boy likes the food his father makes. He 
can hear something sizzling in a pan, and this makes him hungrier.  
 He finds his father standing by the counter, mixing batter in a bowl. 
His father is also just in his long underwear and a warm shirt, but he kept 
his socks dry. His cheeks and nose are red, and he sniffs a lot. The boy 
thinks he looks hungry based on the way he is focusing on the batter.  
 The boy goes to the stove and stands on tip toes to see the eggs and 
bacon in the pan. The smell is so good. 
 “Will you put cinnamon in the pancakes?” he asks. 
 His father continues to stir the batter. “Would you like me to?” 
 “Yes.” 
 His father nods. “Then I will.” 



 After mixing in some cinnamon, the boy’s father pours the batter 
into another pan. It also hisses. Soon it will bubble, and then his father will 
flip it and then make another. 
 The boy goes to sit at the table. Looking at the food is making him 
too hungry. Then he thinks he should be helpful, and he gets up to pour 
them some drinks. He remembers the hot chocolate. 
 “Could I have some hot chocolate?” 
 His father is pushing around the eggs and bacon with a spatula. He 
stops but does not turn around. 
 “I’m sorry, I think we’re out of the cocoa. There’s milk and orange 
juice, of course.” 
 “I know, but I wanted something hot to drink.” 
 His father begins pushing around the eggs and bacon again. “Ah, I 
see. I’m sorry.” 
 “May I have some coffee?” 
 This time his father turns to look at him. “You would like some 
coffee?” 
 The boy shrugs. “I’ll try it.” 
 His father smiles wryly. “Okay then. Yes we’ll have some coffee with 
our breakfast.” 
 The boy decides his father can handle the coffee, but he can at least 
get out some plates and forks and knives. 
 Soon the food is ready, and his father gives him two large pancakes 
stacked one on the other with scrambled eggs and bacon, with butter and 
syrup to add as he likes. Then his father sets a mug in front of him and fills 
it a little less than half with coffee. The boy looks up at him as if to ask if 
that is all. 
 “Let’s make sure you like it, first.” 
 His father serves up his own food and coffee, sits down, and says a 
short prayer of thanks. Then they begin to eat. But first, the boy must try 
the coffee. 
 “Be careful,” says his father. “It’s hot.” 
 The boys pauses a moment, then raises the mug to his mouth and 
takes a sip. It feels hot, but also tastes hot. It does not taste like anything to 
him – it just feels hot and bitter. 



 His father laughs. He must have made a face when he sipped it. The 
boy feels a little embarrassed but decides to try another sip right away. 
Again, it is just hot and bitter to him. But the way it steams in his face feels 
good. 
 “So?” 
 “I’m not used to it.” 
 “I can get you some orange juice.” 
 “No.” The boy pulls the mug closer to him, as if to keep his father 
from taking it. “I will finish it. I said I wanted something hot to drink.” 
 His father nods. “Very well then.” He takes a sip of his own coffee, 
and then begins to cut and eat his pancakes. 
 The boy begins to eat too. He pours syrup and then starts to 
unevenly chop up his pancakes with his fork. He was going to cut it all up 
before he started to eat, but he is too hungry, and he begins to shovel 
pancake and egg and bacon towards his mouth, chewing fast and replacing 
the food with more as soon as he swallows. His father eats quickly too, but 
he is neat in the way he serves himself. They do not talk anymore, just eat. 
The boy thinks it is one of the best brunches he has ever had. 
 Then the front door swings open, but it is not the wind. They both 
look up, startled. 
 It is his mother. She strides into the house, tossing down a suitcase. 
 The boy jumps out of his chair and runs to her. “Mom!” He hugs her 
around the waist. 
 “Hi, sweetie.” She puts one hand on his back and rests the other on 
top of his head, brushing his hair a little.  
 His father has not said anything. He does not know that the grown-
ups are looking at each other. He steps back and looks up at his mother. 
Her green eyes are bright. 
 “Will you tell me about your trip?” 
 She looks down at him. “Tomorrow.” 
 The boy’s father approaches now. He does not touch her at first. 
Then he leans forward and kisses her lightly on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re 
back,” he says. She nods to him.  
 The boy had thought his father might hug his mother. It had seemed 
so natural for him to do it. But he did not see adults hug very often, so 



perhaps it was normal. And he doesn’t know if people kiss besides at 
weddings and when they say goodnight.  
 The boy goes back to the table to keep eating his breakfast. His 
father does not. 
 “We were just having brunch. Would you like me to make you 
something?” 
 His mother smiles. “No, thank you. I’m not hungry now.” 
 She leaves the kitchen and goes up the stairs to where their bedroom 
is. 
 His father looks back towards his plate, which still has some food on 
it. Then he looks towards the stairs and follows his mother up. The boy 
continues to eat. 
 Mr. Frank never comes that day, which vexes his father.  
 “What did you expect?” says his mother. 
 The boy reads a little and plays with his toys in his room. He does 
not hear his father leave. His mother stays up in the bedroom. 
 Later, when it is just getting dark, the boy hears a knock at the door. 
He waits a moment to hear if his mother is going to come down to see 
who it is, but he hears nothing and so he goes to the door. 
 He opens it to find his father. He is smiling and his breath is 
steaming. On the ground behind him is a Christmas tree, or rather a fir tree 
that could be used as a Christmas tree. 
 “Hold the door open for me, would you?” 
 The boy smiles and nods.  

His father grabs the tree and drags it up to the steps. But when he 
tries to pull it through the door, it gets stuck. 

“Oh,” says his father. He pulls at it some more. It does not come 
through the door – the branches are too wide. 

His father takes a deep breath and pushes the tree back out the door. 
He tries standing it up and carrying it in that way. But again it won’t fit. 

“What’s going on down there?” calls his mother. 
“It’s Dad. He’s got-…” 
“Nothing, just cleaning up some stuff in the entryway!” calls out his 

father, interrupting him. 
His mother does not reply. 
His father tries a little more to force the tree in, but it won’t go. 



His father sighs and shoves the tree down the steps and into the 
snow the boy had shoveled earlier. He stands and breathes heavily and 
looks out towards the forest where he had gone to get the tree. It is dark 
now and the wind has started to blow. 

“Tell Mom I’ll be back in later.” He starts down the steps. 
“Wait, Dad.” 
His father stops and turns back to him. 
“You could just get it tomorrow.” 
His father looks down into the snow and seems to be thinking deeply, 

like he is not sure if this is true. 
“Yes…tomorrow.” He looks up at the boy. “I suppose you’re right. I 

can get one tomorrow. She won’t mind that, will she?” 
“Mom? Why would she mind?” 
His father smiles at him, and his face looks pained, but the boy thinks 

it is just because he is looking up towards the porchlight from the dark and 
is squinting. 

“I really don’t know why,” he says. “Tomorrow, then.” 
He leaves the big tree in the snow and walks up the steps into the 

house. 
The door has been open for a few minutes and the cold air has come 

in and the boy wishes that they had not run out of cocoa. 
  



Last Call 
 

The door to the tavern flew open, and a man blew in with the snow. 
 The door made a bang as it hit the wall – the doorstop had broken 
off long ago. All the patrons and the woman tending bar looked up, drinks 
and cigarettes and sentences put on hold. 
 The man was hunched and he staggered to the bar like he was 
wounded or fatigued, and in a blizzard either might be true. He did not 
bother to stamp the snow off his shoes, which had as much snow in them 
as on them. 
 He slumped onto a stool and rested his arms on the bar, shivering 
and breathing heavy. His head was still down and the patrons did not 
recognize him. He had disturbed them but not quite interested them, and 
so conversations, pint glasses, and cigarettes were all picked up again. 
 “Must be thirsty,” said the young fisherman. 
 The woman tending bar moved towards the man. The dim lamp 
overhead did little to reveal him. He did not look up until she was right in 
front of him. He raised his head just enough for her to see him better, a 
thin, angular face and a sharp nose. She had seen him a few times, but not 
for months. He looked like he was sweating, but it could have been melted 
snow. 
 “Brandy Old Fashioned,” he muttered. 
 The bartender nodded and went to make the drink. She retrieved the 
brandy from further down the bar where the veterinarian was sitting. 
 “Who is that?” asked the vet. 
 “I don’t know his name. He comes around sometimes.” 
 “He always barge in like that?” 
 “Don’t remember him doing that. But he isn’t the only one.” 
 The vet shrugged. The man might have been able to hear them. Most 
voices were low and the music had stopped playing. If he could, he didn’t 
show it.  
 The bartender returned to the man with his drink. 
 “There yah go, hon.” 
 The man glanced up and looked annoyed. He still looked sweaty. 
 “Hope it warms yah right up.” 



 The bartender thought he might have nodded, but it was just about 
imperceptible. He still looked like he was breathing heavy. 
 The young fisherman started watching the man, half-listening to the 
older fisherman. The older fisherman asked a question that was answered 
with a distant yah. He nudged the younger man. 
 “You alright there?” 
 “Oh, sure. I was just thinking that guy looks cold. Seems like he 
shouldn’t be out in weather like this.” 
 “Ah,” said the older man, nodding. He raised his glass halfway. “He’s 
out of his depth.” He took a drink. 
 “Yes,” said a third man, sitting close by. “He’s very out of place.” 
 The fishermen turned to the third man. They had not been speaking. 
They had not known they were overheard. 
 “You know him?” 
 The third man took a long drag of his cigarette and nodded. “And 
he’s very out of his depth.” 
 The man at the bar did not take long to finish his drink. He motioned 
to the bartender for another. She made it and brought it over to him. 
 He was not breathing heavy anymore, but was still hunched over and 
looked sweaty. The snow on his boots had melted and was pooled on the 
floor around the barstool’s legs. 
 His nod of acknowledgement was just as curt as the first time. The 
bartender thought about asking him questions, but decided it was none of 
her business. Not yet, anyway.  
 She walked back to the other end of the bar where the vet was. 
 “There’s just something about him,” said the vet. 
 The bartender shrugged. “A lot of guys come in here not looking 
their best.” 
 Minutes passed like this. The man ordered two more drinks. The 
bartender served the drinks and had words with the vet. The fishermen 
talked and watched. The other man smoked and listened. Others steadily 
left. 
 The man at the bar set his empty glass down, slid off the stool, and – 
still staggering – made for the restroom. He didn’t bother leaving his coat 
behind. All eyes watched him this time. 



 When he returned, his coat was open, and the bartender noticed the 
glint of gunmetal peeking above a deep jacket pocket. 
 Now it was her business. She waited for him at the bar across from 
his stool, which he staggered towards and slumped into. 
 “Another,” he said. 
 “Oh sure,” she said, then lowered her voice to be sure no one heard. 
“But I notice you’re carrying a firearm there and I’m wondering if you 
mean to be.” 
 The man looked up at her, and the fear was unmistakable until it 
froze into ice. 
 “It’s legal to be.” 
 She smiled. “Until you imbibe, yes sir, but not after that. And 
speaking as your bartender, I’d say we’ve passed that point.” 
 He didn’t return the smile.  
 “I’m not sure I knew that.” 
 She cocked her head. “Not sure you knew that, huh? Well, either way, 
I’m gonna have to ask you to hand it over or leave.” 
 Her voice was still quiet, but by then the others were listening in. 
 The man looked up, and the fear had returned. “You don’t 
understand. I need it.” 
 Her smile finally disappeared. “You’re not thinking of doing 
something…rash, now are you?” 
 He shook his head. 
 “Well that’s very good. But how about you hand it over anyway? And 
if for some reason you need it, well, you’ll know where it is.” 
 There was no doubt in her mind now that the man was sweating. 
 “You don’t understand.” 
 She leaned closer to him. 
 “Then help me understand. You will have to explain this to me, or to 
the cops. That’s your choice.” 
 He looked away. 
 “I’m not going to be rash. I just want to be safe.” 
 “You’re safe here.” 
 He did not look at her. He did not look like he believed her. 
 “Everything okay here?” 



 Both of them turned to see the vet approaching. He came up and 
stood right next to the sitting man. He repeated his question. 
 “It’s fine,” said the bartender. “Or it’s going to be.” 
 “Anything I can do to help?” said the vet. 
 “She said it’s fine,” said the man. 
 “You don’t look so fine,” said the vet. 
 “It’s fine!” said the man, turning his body towards the vet. When he 
did, his jacket opened again, and the vet caught sight of the gunmetal.  
 “You have a gun!” hissed the vet, loud enough for all to hear. 
 There was the sound of tables and chairs moving as the fishermen 
stood up. 
 “It’s okay,” said the bartender. “He’s going to hand it over.” 
 “Someone call the police,” said the vet. 
 “No! Please don’t do that,” said the man. 
 “Then you should leave.” 
 They all turned at the new voice, the voice of the older fisherman. 
Both of them had come over to stand behind the man. He was surrounded. 
 “I’m not going to do anything rash,” said the man. 
 “Of course not,” said the bartender. 
 “We don’t know that,” said the vet. 
 “You shouldn’t have that in here and be drinking. You’re scaring 
people,” said the older fisherman. 
 “I don’t mean to,” said the man. 
 “It doesn’t matter if you mean to,” said the younger fisherman. 
 “It’s okay,” said the bartender. “He’s going to hand it over.” 
 “You don’t understand,” said the man. 
 “No you don’t understand,” said the vet. “Somebody call the cops.” 
 “No, please! Fine, fine I’ll hand it over, I’ll hand it over. Just don’t 
make me leave. Not yet.” 
 He slowly opened his jacket and reached for the gun. The three men 
around him all tensed. 
 He withdrew the gun and set it on the bar. The bartender wasted no 
time in swiping it up. 
 “Thank you. I’ll put this somewhere safe. You can have it when you 
leave. Now…let’s all sit down and relax and enjoy being inside instead of 
out in that blizzard.” 



 The three men retreated back to their seats. When they did, the 
bartender took the gun and disappeared into the back room. The man at 
the bar resumed his hunch. He was shivering again. 
 The night continued. The vet and the fishermen stayed well past 
when they wanted to, thinking they should stay to keep an eye on the 
strange man.  
 An hour passed. No one was ordering any more drinks. 
 Then it was closing time. 
 “Well, fellas,” said the bartender, loud enough for everyone to hear. 
“I think it’s time for us to go home.” 
 No one moved. 
 “You’re all being silly. No one has been rash. You can leave now.” 
 It was clear her message was addressed to everyone except the 
strange man. It seemed she was permitting him some leniency. He might 
have needed more time to get himself together. 
 The fishermen exchanged words with each other, and then they 
finally got up, paid, and left. 
 The vet left soon after, keeping a close eye on the stranger, like he 
might still do something rash. 
 “Well, I’m glad this all worked out. You doing okay?” said the 
bartender to the stranger. 
 He nodded, still almost imperceptibly.  
 “You good to drive?” 
 He looked up. “I…didn’t drive.” 
 “Well yah can’t very well walk out in this, can you? Let me call you a 
cab. Might be a while but they’ll be here. That okay with you?” 
 “I’ll do it. I can call someone. Someone who can be here sooner.” 
 He got out his phone, dialed the number, and raised the phone to his 
ear. 
 The bartender went to the back room. 
 The man listened to the phone ring. And then he heard a metallic 
click. 
 “Put the phone down,” said a voice behind him. He felt something 
cold prod him in the back of the neck. 
 He put the phone down on the table. 
 “Hang up.” 



 He pressed the “End” button. 
 “It was unwise to sit at the bar. That was very foolish of you.” 
 The man said nothing. 
 “And what could you have thought you were going to do with that 
gun? That was very foolish of you too.” 
 The man was shaking. 
 “Stop shaking. It’s over now.” 
 There was another metallic click. Both men looked without turning 
their heads and saw the bartender standing with a gun raised. It was the 
gun the strange man had turned over. 
 “Now I have to ask you to not do anything rash,” she said to the man, 
who she recognized as the one who had been sitting with the fishermen. 
 The man looked at her, keeping his gun against the back of the other 
man’s head. 
 “Oh. It seems I’ve taken too long,” said the man. He thought the 
woman didn’t look like she really knew what she was doing. 
 “Whatever you mean to do, you’re not going to do it here,” she said, 
her voice quivering. 
 “Do you know who this is?” said the man. 
 “No, not really. But I don’t know you either.” 
 “But you know he came in to your bar wild-eyed and armed. He’s 
dangerous.” 
 “Seems to me you’re a little dangerous too.” 
 “We’ll see.” 
 
 Outside, the veterinarian was walking back to the tavern, having 
forgotten his hat. When the police asked, he couldn’t recall just how many 
shots he heard. 
  



Value 
 

I have hated the piano for a long time. 
 It has to do with my old piano teacher, not that he was at fault. 
 And in moments like this one, the sound of a lone piano’s music 
grates at me to the point where I have to concentrate in order to just sit 
still. I’m at dinner with my girlfriend. Girlfriend might not be the right 
word, but we go on dates and we’ve almost had sex a few times, so it’s as 
good a label as any. She made me choose the restaurant this time, which is 
her way of suggesting I take her somewhere nice, as in dressed up, white 
tablecloths, approve the wine bottle, and piano soloist level nice. I don’t 
mind eating at places like this (and ever since my promotion I can afford it), 
but right now I’m annoyed because only places like this have piano players. 
We could’ve just gone to a steakhouse. 
 The piano is, of course, a wonderful instrument. It’s the most 
versatile, being suited for soloists and accompanists, for measured and 
mathematical Baroque and free-wheeling improvisational jazz, for concert 
halls and family rooms, for ostentatious impresarios and minimal lullabies. 
In the hands of a true master, I might say it’s the most beautiful instrument 
we’ve ever come up with. 
 But I hate it. I can’t stand to hear it. 
 I started playing the piano when I was six. My parents were – well, 
are – musical, and it was important to them that I learn to play at least one 
instrument. My first piano teacher was a retired woman who was perfect in 
every way so far as I was concerned. My paternal grandmother died before 
I was born, but I had an adopted grandmother in my piano teacher. I, like I 
guess most kids do, resisted practicing at home, but I always looked 
forward to lessons. She was an effective teacher, and my parents were 
satisfied with my progress, but I was more focused on the way her little 
house made me feel, the company of her tortoiseshell cat, the promise of 
chocolate chip cookies, and the kind conversations we would share. 
 And then we moved when I was eleven, and I had to get a new 
teacher. 
 I didn’t want to keep playing if I had to have a new teacher, but my 
parents thought I was getting too good to give it up now. I put up a fuss 
about it, but I was powerless. 



 My new teacher was a retired Army officer. He was tall and fit and 
had an intense face. He was an orderly man with an orderly house – his 
thick white hair was the only thing he allowed to be unruly, perhaps a relief 
after years of adhering to regulations. A widower, he lived alone in a nice 
home in the suburb. 
 As a teacher, he was demanding. He required precision, and would 
sometimes order me to stop over a minor error. However, if I played 
through a song without a single wrong note but did so with inexpressive, 
mechanical style, he would sigh and shake his head and ask me why either 
of us bothered with it. Our lessons could go on well past the allotted hour, 
or they could be over after fifteen minutes, and either result could be 
caused by his satisfaction or lack thereof. He was not manipulative or cruel, 
but neither was he patient or understanding.  
 But he was brilliant – as a player, as a musical theorist, and, 
considering how much better I got, as a teacher. In just the first year I 
worked with him, I improved to the point of being able to play things most 
students didn’t get to until they were through high school. I was also 
practicing a lot more than I used to. I had to – failing my teacher wasn’t an 
option in my mind. I still didn’t love it, but I did love going to a lesson 
well-prepared, and the nod of approval he would give when I mastered a 
song, the way I could hear excitement in his voice when I met his demands, 
those things thrilled me. 
 And then there was our last lesson. 
 Normally my lessons were in the evening, but this was in the summer 
and I had a baseball game that night, so I went in the early afternoon. We 
were working on a Shostakovich solo that was particularly tough, but I was 
managing well. He must have known it was tough, because he let the 
mistakes I was making go, for the most part, and he seemed pleased in an 
almost surprised way when I made it through some of the more 
challenging passages.  
 He always stood during our lessons, and he was leaning over my 
shoulder to gesture at a measure he wanted me to do again when we heard 
a sound at the back door. We were in a parlor nearby. We stopped and 
listened, and the sound, a sort of rattle and click, continued. I remember he 
stood up straight and put a hand on my shoulder. 
 “Stay here. Lock the door and make no sound,” he said. 



 He strode from the room without waiting for me to say anything. 
 I did as he said, turning the bolt above the door handle, and then I 
stood with my ear to the door to see if I could hear what was going on. My 
heart was racing, though I didn’t know what might be happening. 
 I could just barely hear the rattling sound, and then there was a crash 
that sounded like the door had been forced open. There was an unfamiliar 
voice, a loud, harsh whisper. 
 “Get the fuck down.” 
 “You should leave,” said my teacher. 
 “You should shut the fuck up,” said another voice, though in the 
same harsh whisper. 
 “Whatever you’re here for, you’ll be disappointed, and so I insist you 
leave.” 
 “Doubt it. Watch him, I’ll make this quick,” said the first voice. Soft 
footsteps headed down the hall towards another rom. 
 “Cowards in masks,” said my teacher. His voice was calm yet firm. 
 “Better to live a rich coward than a poor hero. What are you doing 
here anyway? You’re never home this time of day.” 
 “Seems you’re at least studious cowards.” 
 “Give us some credit. We could do without all this. But don’t worry. 
You just don’t do anything silly and we’ll be out of your hair in no time.” 
 Minutes passed in silence. My heart was still racing, and I hardly 
dared to breathe. I could hear some sounds coming from another room – 
the man must have been going through drawers. 
 Eventually I heard footsteps coming down the hall. 
 “Hope there’s no hard feelings old man.” 
 “They’re just things, in the end. My things, but things.” 
 “Nice things, and now they’re our things. Thank you for the 
cooperation.” 
 “Wait!” said my teacher. “You may not take that!” He shouted these 
words. 
 “Easy…” 
 “Give me that now!” 
 And then I jumped at the sound of a gunshot. I heard his body 
crumple to the floor. 
 “Oh fuck.” 



 “Come on!” 
 I heard the door swing open and closed, and then there was silence. 
 I waited a few moments, petrified by fear, before unlocking the door 
and going out into the hall. I found my teacher in a pool of blood on the 
hardwood floor. I ran to him, and when I found his eyes staring off, 
unblinking, I knew he was dead. 
 I have hated the piano ever since. I have tried to play again, but every 
time I found a knot in my chest, and the emotional expression that playing 
music should be never worked to undo it. 
 And so I’m struggling to listen to what my girlfriend is saying as long 
as the piano continues in the background. I know that it’s silly, seeing as 
that was almost twenty years ago. It’s just an instrument – it’s not even like 
the pianist is playing that piece by Shostakovich, or anything by Chopin 
(who was his favorite). And yet… 
 She notices I’m not giving her all my attention. 
 “Guess I’m boring you,” she says. 
 “Hm?” 
 She rolls her eyes. “What is it you’d like to talk about then?” 
 “No, no, sorry. I was just…distracted.” 
 “You were bored.” 
 “No, honest.” 
 “Do you even remember what we were talking about?” 
 I don’t. I sigh. 
 “I’m sorry. You know I get lost in thought sometimes. Sometimes 
about you,” I say, smiling. 
 She looks unamused. She can tell when I’m making weak efforts. 
 “Please,” I say, “go back a little and say what you were saying.” 
 “I was saying that I don’t know what I want to do for Christmas. 
Mom really wants me back there, and I would love to do that, but it might 
make more sense to go there for New Year’s. And I was thinking that 
maybe for Christmas I could spend it with you and your family here. Do 
you think they would want me to? If it’s just…” 
 She’s still talking but I’m thinking about what it might be like to sleep 
with her. I had thought that might happen tonight, although the way I’ve 
been handling this dinner so far doesn’t bode well. 
 “Aaron?” 



 I’ve stopped focusing again. I had even stopped thinking about the 
piano, but I can hear it again now.  
 “Are you serious? Am I that boring?” 
 “I actually was thinking of you that time.” 
 “Oh, sure you were.” 
 I open my mouth to respond, but now the waiter is standing next to 
our table. 
 “Have we decided, or do you need more time?” he asks. 
 We look at each other, and there’s something in her eyes and the way 
she squints that makes me think she is about to tell the waiter dinner is 
canceled. I jump in first. 
 “Yes! Yes, we’re ready.” 
 She raises an eyebrow, but then looks up at the waiter and smiles at 
him. 
 “I’ll have the Bistecca Alla Fiorentina.” 
 I gulp. She didn’t hesitate to order the most expensive dish on the 
menu. 
 “An excellent choice,” says the waiter. Of course he does. “And, for 
you, sir?” 
 I had said we’re ready, but I don’t actually know what I want. 
 “Um, I’ll have…uh…” I’m glancing furiously back and forth 
between three or four different things that all sound good. “The…” I’m 
aware that I must seem a fool to the waiter and to my girlfriend. “I guess 
I’ll go with the Pesce Piemontese.” I’m already regretting that choice. Who gets 
fish at an Italian restaurant? I’m sure it will be good, but I know I’m going 
to envy the plates around me. 
 “Also an excellent choice,” says the waiter. 
 When he leaves, we return to our appetizer – Insalata Autunno – and 
glasses of wine. I’m feeling flustered now, and I glance up to see that she 
can tell. She’s watching me, her eyebrow still raised. 
 “So something’s on your mind,” she says. 
 I shrug. “Yes, I suppose there is.” 
 “Work?” 
 “No.” 
 “Don’t make me guess. Guessing isn’t a conversation.” 
 “What if I can’t tell you exactly?” 



 “I’d be all the more interested to know.” 
 “Would it offend you if I didn’t say?” 
 “No. There are things I can’t tell you.” 
 “Can’t?” 
 “And won’t.” 
 I pause and taste some more wine. It is very, very good. Worth 
whatever little number was next to it. I love in fancy restaurants how they 
don’t list prices with cents – that always seems so inelegant. And 
sometimes they don’t even list a price at all, which is for people with fuck 
you money, which I don’t have. But I can pretend. 
 “Well let me try it this way then – since you’re keen on knowing 
what’s bothering me and I’m not able to be explicit.” 
 “Able?” 
 “Or willing.” 
 She nods. “Sure, we can do it that way.” 
 “What is the most valuable thing you own?” 
 She looks surprised to see us start here. 
 “You want me to tell you, or is this like a magic trick where I just 
think of a number or remember my card?” 
 “Tell me.” 
 “Valuable as in money or valuable as in what it means to me?” 
 “You’re getting ahead of me.” 
 “Well?” 
 “It would be best if they were the same thing, or at least close.” 
 “That’s not always the way it works.” 
 “I know. Okay, how about just the most valuable thing as far as price 
tag. Not counting your car.” 
 “The diamond necklace my parents gave me when I finished graduate 
school, I suppose.” 
 “Good. That’s good. What would you do to keep it safe?” 
 “I have it in a glass case that could easily be broken into, though I put 
a lock on it as a token measure.” 
 “And let’s say someone stole it, what would you do?” 
 “Wear a different necklace.” 
 “What if you were there when it happened? Would you try to stop 
them?” 



 “No. That’s not worth the trouble.” 
 “Okay, I’d feel the same way. And I do – about all of my nice things. 
But is there something else, something that is worth much more than its 
price tag?” 
 “My desk.” 
 “Your desk?” 
 “Yes. It’s three hundred years old and has been in my family since it 
was made. It’s beautiful and useful and it’s an honor to have it.” 
 “Well what about that? If that was stolen – and if you were there, as 
two big lugs tried to carry it out – what would you do?” 
 She stops to sip and think. She shakes her head. 
 “Nothing.” 
 “For the most priceless thing in your home – you would do nothing?” 
 “What could I do? Try to fight them? If they had already seen me – if 
they knew I had caught them – I suppose I would shout and hope that 
would make them nervous and run away – and I can’t imagine they’d be 
able to flee with the desk in hand. But if they didn’t know I was there…just, 
being a woman, and alone, I don’t think it’s worth the risk. The desk is 
irreplaceable, but…it’s still just a thing.” 
 Just things, in the end. 
 “So there’s nothing you would…risk it all for?” 
 “Not that’s in my house. I would for another person, or maybe 
something that could hurt me down the road, like a hypothetical security 
key on which all my future wealth depended. But no. No single thing.” 
 I nod. 
 “That’s the way I feel, too. No price tag, no amount of sentimental 
value, nothing would be enough for me to risk my life. Nothing I have, or 
can think of having, anyway. Can you think of anything that anyone would 
have?” 
 “Perhaps a poor person who has only one very expensive thing? A 
rich person would never risk themselves for a thing – they have lots of 
things.” 
 He wasn’t poor, I almost say. “Maybe.” 
 “Or I suppose an object could have enough sentimental value – it’s 
possible I’m just not sentimental enough, or haven’t ever received such an 
object.” 



 “But it would still have to be something that someone else would 
want to steal.” 
 “There’s another piece to this…this thing that seems like a 
hypothetical but might be bothering you more than a hypothetical 
should…” 
 “Hypotheticals can bother me quite a lot.” 
 “Fair enough. But the object would have to be something that 
someone else would be willing to kill for if it is also going to be something 
that someone would be willing to die for, yes? At least in a theft situation?” 
 “I would think that holds up, for the most part.” 
 “So what if…what if it was an object that is sentimental to me and to 
the thief for the same reason?” 
 I haven’t thought of this before. And I’ve thought of this many times. 
 “That’s a very interesting thought.” 
 But I can’t know. They were never caught. I don’t know who they are or what 
they took. 
 I don’t continue, and she narrows her gaze, as if to ask if I’m satisfied 
with the thought exercise. 
 “This is a hypothetical, then?” 
 “No. Sadly. And I’ll have to think more about it later. But you’ve 
given me some things to think about. Please – let’s talk about Christmas. I 
think my parents would love to have you around.” 
 She begins to respond, but I’m hearing the piano again, and I can’t 
help but think that there isn’t anything I would die for. Maybe not even her. 
And that makes all of this seem a little silly. 
  



Running Cold 
 

I’ve fallen and I can’t get up. I’ve made jokes about those old people 
in commercials for Life Alert and whatever else for years, like I think 
everyone does. And now it’s me who has fallen and can’t get up. It’s karma, 
I guess, only I don’t believe in karma and why doesn’t everyone else pay 
for making the same jokes? 
 I’ve fallen after slipping on a patch of ice, which is something else 
that everyone knows about, but it’s a sort of real danger that we ignore. Or 
at least I have. It’s why I run in the middle of the night in the middle of the 
winter even though anyone would say it’s dangerous because you could slip 
on the ice and hurt yourself. I’ve always thought I was careful enough to 
avoid icy spots on the road – I run with a flashlight, after all, and it’s not 
like I run on unplowed roads. But I do run on country roads, and these 
tend to be empty in the middle of the night (which is one of the reasons I 
run on them). 
 I know this is a bad spot I’m in. My right leg is useless – I’m not sure 
what is broken or dislocated or what but I can’t stand. So I’m crawling, 
dragging my right leg along and trying to get to get somewhere people are 
so I can get some help.  
 It would be nice if I had a cell phone. I only know a couple people 
who have them. But I suppose they’re so big and bulky that I wouldn’t 
want to put one in my pocket anyway. Maybe someday they’ll be smaller 
and then runners can always be a phone call away from help. 
 I think it’s about a half mile to the next house, which is a long way to 
crawl. And it’s really, really cold. About as cold as I’m willing to run in. 
And it’s just occurring to me now that I might freeze to death. That’s 
another thing that we all know about and something we even joke about – 
freezing to death. But it’s something that can actually happen. You can get 
so cold you die. And I’ve never actually been afraid of that happening to 
me until now. I’m in warm clothes, but light enough that I can still run. 
Not what I would put on if I was going to be standing around in cold like 
this. It’s also windier than I had thought. 
 Why do I run so late at night? That’s not something everyone does. 
They run in the morning or the afternoon and maybe even the evening but 
the middle of the night…that just doesn’t make sense. And I’ve known it 



doesn’t. I do it because I like it. I like feeling like the only person out here. 
It’s a time when I can be alone without being lonely. But, still, why? It just 
doesn’t seem worth it now. I could get this feeling doing something else, 
couldn’t I? 
 I should try to crawl a little faster. Actually I should try to crawl as 
fast as I can. There’s no sense in pacing myself. I just have to get 
somewhere someone can help me. No sense in waiting for a car to drive by 
or shouting for help – if no one heard me yelling when I fell, no one is 
going to hear me now. 
 The thing I’m thinking about – besides how cold it is and how dumb 
I am and how I really might die out here – is a time I went to the art 
museum when I was thirteen or fourteen. There was plenty there I thought 
was cool to look at, but I wasn’t mature enough to “get” a lot of the art. I 
don’t know if I am now, either. Everyone likes to make jokes about 
modern art, which is kind of silly. They say I could do that but we never do it, 
and I think the fact that someone does do it is significant. It’s at least worth 
the time to think about what it means or how it made you feel. And maybe 
that’s why, right now, I’m thinking about this one exhibit from that time I 
went those years ago. 
 It was a dark room that you had to pass through big blue curtains to 
get into. It was a big room with a high ceiling, but it was so dark at first 
that the darkness felt big and small at the same time. I was in there with my 
mom and dad, and maybe there were others, too, but it was so dark it 
didn’t matter. Then, all at once, lights started flashing and images were 
project on the walls around us, and sounds and music started playing. It 
was a chaotic mess – every sound and image seemed unrelated one to the 
next. Short clips of someone talking would play, ranging from mundane 
snippets of conversation to piercing shrieks and ominous mumbling, and 
some of them terrified me. But the random flashing images and videos and 
the thought that my parents were probably still there reassured me enough 
to not go running out of the room. 
 I’m not exactly sure how long the audio and visual display went on. It 
might have been one minute, maybe ten. And as suddenly as it began, it 
stopped. And just as we seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief, a 
single image appeared on one of the walls again. It was…I don’t know, 
exactly, it was just a shape, a gold shape, probably the size of a dinner plate, 



and it was moving aimlessly around on the wall, and it was accompanied by 
the sound of a violin, only the violin wasn’t playing a melody, it was just 
one continuous note, a high, vibrating note that went on and on as this 
shape moved around the wall. 
 Again, I’m not exactly sure how long this part went on. But it could 
have gone on forever as far as I cared. I just kept watching it move and 
change to the sound of this perpetual note. Eventually I realized there were 
tears in my eyes, and when I dared to blink they ran down my face. But 
eventually it did stop. The shape disappeared and the room was silent again. 
And, after waiting a few moments to see if anything else would happen, an 
automated voice told us to proceed to the exit, which we just assumed was 
on the other side of the room from where we came in, and there we 
emerged into the bright lights of the adjacent gallery. 
 I just keep thinking about that as I crawl forward, and I’m not sure 
why. I just think about what it looked like, sounded like, how it made me 
feel. Over and over this memory plays in my mind as I pull myself forward 
along the ground to somewhere I can be safe. In my memory the room is 
cold, but I’m not sure if it really was or if that’s the cold I’m in now. I’m 
trying to crawl as fast as I can, but as the cold works its way into my arms 
and my good leg, I’m not sure how fast that actually is. 
 I keep crawling. 
 And now I see a light, a long ways off yet, but within sight. It looks 
like the light of a front porch or on the front of a garage. And as the wind 
howls in my ears and the cold continues, I stare at this light, and if I squint 
enough it almost seems to change and move in a way that is so, so beautiful. 
  



Dressed for the Weather 
 

I used to read my boys stories as they fell asleep at night. A little of 
this, a little of that, although I think their favorites were C.S. Lewis 
adventures in Narnia, especially The Horse and His Boy. Those are the types 
of sweeping tales of goodness and virtue that most children just like to hear, 
especially as they’re lying in bed with the world of imagination laid bare in 
front of them. One time the older boy asked if I would read White Fang, 
which he had read already because he had made a habit of reading very 
challenging books at a young age. Well I’ve always been partial to things 
that are classic, which I thought Jack London qualified as, so I thought sure, 
why not, I’ll read them White Fang. The beginning of that story is a very 
long, very detailed, very, oh, artfully rendered, description of the wild 
beauty and primitive danger of winter in the northern territories of 
America. There’s a lot about dogs and sleds and trees and the cold. I 
realized after ten or fifteen minutes that nothing in the way of plot had 
materialized. I just felt cold, and thought I would rather play my handheld 
checkers game as the boys fell asleep. I asked my oldest son if the book 
picked up, and he didn’t exactly convince me, so that was the first and last 
night of London.  
 Thinking of it now, there’s much I find familiar in those few pages of 
London. Wisconsin is cold and snowy, and, as much as I don’t like to 
admit, it’s often lacking in plot. But I think we like being a boring state. All 
that business with Scott Walker and the teachers was enough excitement 
for a while, but liberals always get riled up about something, so I’m sure it’s 
only a matter of time. The older brother ended up becoming one of those 
liberals, so I guess I should be careful what I say. 
 Well my husband and I have lived in Wisconsin long enough that I 
don’t really pay much attention to the cold and snow anymore. Oh I watch 
my radar and I’ve been known to stand around an open oven when the 
cold cuts through our poorly insulated house, but I’m saying that it’s just 
something I’ve gotten used to. I don’t see the drama in it that some 
outsiders do. 
 But, after thinking about it, bundling up and heading into the snow 
with my little poodle, Reggie, isn’t so different from those first few pages of 
White Fang. Every day I venture out on a walk with Reggie, braving the cold 



and snow of the north. And, every now and then, something very 
interesting happens.  
 It wasn’t the coldest day, but, like I said, I might take the cold for 
granted. My brother who lives in Arizona would probably cry if he had to 
walk around the block in that kind of weather. But what do you expect 
from a Vikings fan? 
 There wasn’t really that much snow either, although we had just had 
a storm, although despite the advisories issued I scoffed at the forecasts. 
Well, okay, it might have snowed a little more than I thought it would, but 
it was nothing to write home about.  
 I was out on the walk with Reggie, and we hadn’t really gotten that 
far into our trek, just to the end of our street where a few trailer homes sit. 
A big German Shepherd came running out of his yard and into the street, 
which surprised me because it’s always fenced in the back of this home 
near the end of the street. It’s a Ranch style home, painted pale yellow 
which is a very bad color for this white-out time of year, accented by some 
fake poinsettias in a flower box in the front yard and a sickly wreath nailed 
to the front door. I suppose these decorations are better than nothing – 
tackiness rules the day in so many of these little homes in this part of the 
world (especially this time of year).  
 Anyway, I wasn’t too concerned about the dog because the dog’s 
elderly owner, who I don’t know, was at the mailbox collecting her mail. 
But the dog noticed Reggie and ran right up to us, and this made me a little 
nervous. Reggie isn’t bothered by other dogs, but he seemed a little on 
edge with this big dog getting in his face, so I picked Reggie up just so I 
could carry him away from any danger. Reggie’s a lover, not a fighter (oh 
those big brown eyes are just so beautiful) and it would only take one 
strong bite from a dog like a German Shepherd to do some damage to him. 
 I bent down to pick up Reggie, and when I straightened back up, I 
found that the old woman was crouched in the snow, and she was making, 
well, noises. 
 “Oh! Oh!” she said. 
 She had only made it a couple steps away from her mailbox back 
towards her house, and now she sat crouched in a foot of snow, clutching 
her mail, unable to get up. 



 I approached her, still holding Reggie, the German Shepherd running 
in circles around me. 
 “Do you need help?” I said. 
 “I can’t get up,” she said, not trying to turn around to see me. 
 She was old, maybe close to 70. She had one of those indiscernible 
old woman hair styles. And she was big. Like she was probably always big 
but now had gotten pretty large in her old age.  
 She was trying to push herself up, but her bare hand would just 
plunge into the snow and disappear. 
 I stepped up into her yard and got in front of her as she continued to 
repeat “I can’t get up.” 
 As I got in front of her, I noticed two things. The first was that her 
tracks from the house to the mailbox were leading across the yard and not 
the driveway, which hadn’t been shoveled at all. This probably made her 
short journey pretty tricky. 
 But I also noticed that her drab coat was open and she was wearing a 
nightgown underneath it. Evidently she didn’t think she was going to be 
spending much time outside. 
 “Here take my arm,” I said, shifting Reggie into my right arm and 
reaching down with my left. 
 She reached up and grabbed a hold of my arm. I pulled my arm 
towards me as she pulled herself towards my arm, but she barely moved an 
inch. 
 “I can’t get up.” 
 “Okay, okay, let’s try again.” 
 I dug my boots into the snow and I was just about to reach down so 
she should reach up again, but instead she just reached out with her one 
free arm and grabbed my planted leg and tried to hoist herself up. It wasn’t 
happening. 
 “I just…can’t….quite get up.” 
 “Here, let’s get your hands free. Give me the mail and I’ll take it up 
to the house.” 
 She handed me the mail and I carried it with Reggie to her front door. 
I opened the door and thankfully there was a small table right there in the 
entryway. I set the mail there and headed back, trying to scuff a path 
through the yard with my boots to make the going a little easier for 



whenever I was actually able to get her back on her feet. I looked up from 
my boots and found the woman was holding onto her dog’s collar and was 
trying to pull herself up this way. The dog stood by in passive obedience, 
and I don’t suppose either one recognized the futility of this effort. 
 “Okay,” I said when I reached her, “let’s get you up, now that we’ve 
got our hands free.” 
 I put my hand through the loop at the end of Reggie’s leash and set 
him down in the snow. I dug in again and reached down with both of my 
arms for her to take.  
 “Oh, Sacha, Sacha, stop that!” said the woman, raising her voice as 
she took hold of my arms. 
 I looked over to Reggie and found that the German Shepherd was 
standing directly over him, like if he was going to try to hump him, but that 
didn’t seem to be going on. Reggie tried to shimmy his way free, but Sacha 
kept him contained. Reggie gave a slight growl of annoyance, which is rare 
for him. 
 “Sacha! Sacha!” 
 I decided to try pulling the woman up before tending to Reggie, but 
one earnest attempt to pull her up yielded nothing, so I let her sink back 
into the snow and turned to rescue Reggie. 
 I nudged Sacha aside and picked up Reggie, who half jumped into my 
arms. I was getting stressed out and annoyed, but there wasn’t any way that 
I could just walk away from the woman now. I was too involved. And no 
cars had come by the entire time, so who knows how long she might have 
squatted in the snow before someone with more upper body strength came 
by?  
 “Do you need me to call emergency services?” I said. 
 “Emergency services? Oh, oh I don’t know, I…I just can’t quite get 
up.” 
 “I could call, it would be no problem.” 
 “Emergency services? Oh. Hmmm.” 
 Just then I looked up to see a blue CRV driving slowly by. I 
recognized Gary, a well-known townie. He’s a genuine article, that Gary. 
He used to own a sporting goods store on the other side of town with his 
brother Tony, which went out of business when Wal-Mart opened. He 
stopped and opened his door just a little, his face full of bewilderment.  



 “Can you help?” I said, my voice yelping in some desperation. 
 Gary eyed Sacha. 
 “Is the dog going to be okay with me?” 
 “Oh yes,” said the woman, “he’s just the friendliest thing ever.” 
 “I think so,” I said, “He just doesn’t seem to be okay with my dog.” 
 Gary turned the car off and got out, leaving it parked right there in 
the middle of the street. 
 “Okay, let’s see here,” said Gary, coming around the woman to stand 
next to me. He looked down at the woman. “What, what’s on your feet? 
Do you have boots on?”  
 I noticed then that the woman did have boots on, but she wasn’t 
wearing any socks.  
 “Oh yes I have boots on.” 
 “But, but what are you wearing? Don’t you know it’s cold outside?” 
 “Of course, of course.” 
 “But it’s so cold, and no socks, and, and you’re wearing…” 
 “Guess we better get her inside then?” I said, realizing Gary was very 
caught up in the woman’s attire. 
 “Yes, yes of course. Okay, okay,” he said, crouching down in front of 
the woman and extending both his arms. “Let’s get you up.” 
 The woman reached out and grabbed his arms. As they pulled 
together to get her up out of the snow, they drew each other close until 
they both had their arms wrapped around each other in a great big hug. He 
eased her to her feet until they stood up in the snow, embraced like two 
dancers at the prom. 
 “We’re getting pretty intimate here,” said Gary, laughing. 
 I laughed at the awkwardness. Then I realized I could do what I 
should have done right away. 
 “I’ll go put your dog away in the house,” I said. 
 “Oh, yes, yes that would be good.” 
 I walked back through the snow to the front door, calling Sacha’s 
name so he would follow. He hurried after me and went straight into the 
house when I opened the door. 
 When I turned back to Gary and the woman, he was standing beside 
her holding onto one of her shoulders to keep her steady. I set Reggie back 
down and walked back over to them.  



 “But no socks,” Gary was saying, “In this weather?” 
 “What do you say we get her back to the house?” I asked. 
 “Oh, yes, it is quite cold now,” said the woman. 
 I got on the other side of her, and, with each of us holding an arm, 
we made our way, very slowly, back to the house through the snowy yard. 
 “I’ll take care of her,” said Gary when we reached the door. “You go 
on with your walk.” 
 “Oh, alright,” I said. 
 “Do you need me to call emergency services for anything?” said Gary. 
 “No, no I just need my inhaler,” she said. 
 Gary smiled at me and waved me away as he guided the woman 
inside. 
 I smiled back and turned back down the driveway with Reggie. 
 Reggie glanced up at me, in his inquisitive way, seeming not quite 
sure what to make of what had just happened, but ready to move on. 
 I ran into Gary a few days later at the grocery store, and he said that 
the woman had seemed alright but he had left his name and number and 
then he came back the next day to plow the snow out of her driveway. 
What a nice thing that was for him to do. 
 But that’s just sort of what people do in the winter in the Midwest. 
Oh I don’t know if I’d say that that’s the moral of the story, but I’ve been 
thinking about it like there was supposed to be one. It just made me think 
of the way people come together during winter when the snow and cold 
return. 
 It reminded me of when I was a much younger woman living in 
Minnesota. There was a storm, but we all went to work anyway because 
you get used to that sort of thing. But the streets were so bad that cars that 
came to a full stop on the Minneapolis streets couldn’t get going again. So, 
when a line of cars came to a stop sign, the people in the car second in line 
would get out and push the lead car until it could get going on its own 
again. It was quite a sight, seeing strangers in business attire jump out into 
the cold and the slushy snow to help one another out, but what else were 
we supposed to do? 
 She wasn’t going to get out of there on her own. 
  
 



  
 
  
  
  
  
 
  

 
 

  

 


