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Ruthie was eighty-seven when they came for her. They rang 
the bell and when she opened up they told her that they 
would have to take her away. Told her she was too old to live 
by herself like she had done for the past thirty-something 
years, ever since Walt had passed. She didn’t understand what 
they meant, so they told her again, with patience still, but she 
could hear the edge of their voices taking on a sharper tone, 
like you would with a disobedient child, like she had done 
with her own, about sixty-five years earlier.
She remembered.
‘It’s because of them,’ and her hands moved about to illustrate 
that them were somewhere out there watching and preying 
on her. ‘They want to tear down this, my house and build 
something monstrous on top and it’s just me who’s been 
holding them up to get started, isn’t it?’
They kept their voices low, when they told her that she was 
imagining things and that that too was reason why they were 
here now to take her.
‘Well I ain’t going nowhere,’ she said to them.
That’s when they brought out the paper, held it right in front 
of her nose and told her what it said. One of them turned it 
over to read it out loud to her. The paper said, that she would 
have to go because the law had decided for her to, had decided 
she was too old and too alone and probably too crazy to be by 
herself any longer, but they never read her that part.
To get packing they said, just the essentials for where she was 
about to get going to, there wasn’t as much space as she 
was used to in her house.
She protested of course, raised her voice to them like 
anyone in the same position would. Younger ones who 
were more familiar with the laws might have called in 
a lawyer to slow them, but it was a thought that never 
crossed Ruthie’s mind.
She had silver coloured hair, that she spent a great length 
of time with every morning to make her look decent. The 
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hair looked big on her, because the skull had just a thin layer 
of skin stretched over it that she managed to contort into 
warm smiles if she wished. The rest of her body had grown 
small over the years, when she walked she was bent forward 
some and made small considered steps as she was afraid of 
stumbling over herself and breaking a bone in the process.
Now she made hurried steps towards the sitting room to sit 
down in her most favoured chair by the window, the one she 
had sat in when she saw them come up the walkway. Those 
old wrinkled hands held onto the armrests with a stubborn 
fervour. Told them again that she would not go, but there was 
unease in her voice and she felt close to tears, as if she knew 
that she would not have the strength to battle it out.
After maybe an hour they had her packed, carried the whole 
chair to the van to take her and unloaded her at the other end, 
a place she could tell to be filled with old people. Ruthie didn’t 
see herself as old; she still harboured thoughts and memories 
from a long way back, but they were fresh as if they were 
lived just yesterday.
They took the chair with the stubborn old woman into a room 
with two beds, one occupied by a brittle looking lady who was 
asleep. The bag they had packed for her containing what they 
had considered the essentials for living, they placed on the 
bed, said it was hers to take and this the room for her to live 
life from this moment on.
And they left.
That was the moment when the tears came running from 

her watery eyes, they were silent without a word or a 
sob. Not like tears younger people cry. She knew that 
her tears didn’t matter to anyone but herself anymore, 
nobody would listen or try to make her be better. That 
was the reason they just quietly streamed from her eyes 
and to anyone looking at her then she would look like an 
old woman with a lost mind who ran tears for no reason. 
But there was still a lot of feeling inside the old woman 
and it would take a long time to make it all die, before 
she herself could go.

Th
e 

O
th

er
 W

om
an

Over time the old lady curled up more inside herself. Had 
to be taken from her room to be fed morning, noon and 
evenings. In the afternoon they placed her in her old chair by 
the window. Afternoons was when a little life merged into 
her eyes, sometimes a content smile would play around thin 
lips, like she knew things or remembered things or perhaps 
even saw things. Rarely anyone noticed though because she 
was being left alone most of the time and the other woman 
was often just laid out in bed and asleep and when she wasn’t 
the two of them hardly spoke to each other. Ruthie grew even 
smaller and became more fragile.
Her house had been bulldozed and built over just like she had 
imagined when they had first taken her. She did have the 
strength of someone wanting something then, even when 
the strength was weak as it came from an old lady, but now 
she had almost none left to grip onto the arms of her chair, or 
even hold and lift a cup.
Just over two years after Ruthie had arrived, she went to sleep.
The next morning the woman in the other bed stirred and 
woke at the same early hour as every morning. She rustled 
some with the blanket, then turned on her back to look up 
at the ceiling where in her younger days she had seen stars. 
Then she went quiet again, listened for the noises she was 
accustomed to, listened and turned her head, shifted her body 
to look over at Ruthie. She looked hard with weakened eyes 
to see some bit of movement and listened harder to hear a 
breath, but deep inside she knew that Ruthie had passed and 
she was in a room filled with death. 
She got panicked then, pushed the bell to ring for a nurse. 
They came and checked and whispered, before they left 
to return in greater numbers to take Ruthie away, and to 
take Ruthie’s things away. There wasn’t much and it didn’t 
take long. 
The old woman saw how it would be when it was her 
time.  § Th
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The first thing I remembered was light – a crackle of light 
which was suddenly there in a distance. It was out of my 
reach and I saw barely a shimmer of it. As time went by the 
shimmer grew, sometimes sudden jerks would enlargen the 
gap, letting more gleaming light stream in. One day after a 
storm there was a final crackle, then I lost balance and started 
to fall. On my way down I kept hitting things I could as yet 
not comprehend, they felt hard and I felt bruised and dented, 
unable to move when I finally hit ground, which presented 
itself soft and moist. I sat there for a while, shaken from the 
fall, shaken from the first moment I had left my shell. The 
light was not as bright as it had seemed earlier, the source 
had expanded but its intensity lessened. I don’t know how 
long I was down there before I felt movement close by. Just 
moments later I was trampled on, careless by a squealing 
monster reeking a vile odour, I must have lost consciousness 
during this and when I finally came through it was dark and I 
lay buried deep, barely able to breath, trying to stretch beyond 
my confinement.
The urge lasted, I kept on pushing upward, towards where I 
suspected light to be, aching for the fresh breeze I had briefly 
tasted. Sometime later I could feel something burst, I was 
afraid when I first felt it, but it was like loosening a too tight 
belt and from then on I started to shoot up, felt unstoppable in 
fact. Once I saw the light again my complexion changed, I felt 

strong and healthy, looking up in wonderment at those 
stood around me, most whispered and smiled from time 
to time, conveying the wisdom they had picked up in 
their long lives. I felt a certain pride to be associated 
with them and believe that they too looked at me with 
encouragement. So I grew, a little every day though often 
too little to see with the naked eye, still I knew I was 
getting taller. There were moments of despair however. 
I clearly remember the time I was ravaged by some 
beasts, almost torn to pieces, bent and disrespected and 
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all along I screamed in silence, yet they didn’t seem to hear. 
I was still little then, and wondered whether this was to be 
the end or whether I would make it through and grow strong 
again, perhaps stronger than I had been before.
I healed, it was touch and go for a while, but in the end I came 
through, tougher if slightly disfigured. A strange bump had 
formed just above ground, on my left side. I had a sense of 
left and right front and behind even if an outsider may find 
it hard to see me that same way. Many winters passed and I 
grew tall, some who stood and admired my size and strength, 
thought me bigger than average and a prime example. The 
days a small rodent or larger pig would do me any harm were 
long gone, but as yet I had failed to produce flowers or fruit. It 
was then that I realised that I had been missing something 
inherent to most others around me and although that in itself 
was not overly strange I started to notice the talk which had 
spread.
With little else than growing further to do, I thought the 
problem over, putting it down to the trauma I had endured in 
my early years.
It was spring, perhaps the later half of April when I could feel 
them sprout, high above ground they started popping from 
beneath the bark, tiny buds that send shivers through the rest 
of me before turning into small white blossoms who would 
bear fruit in the near future. I cannot express the thrill I felt 
by what nature presented me with this first time, but it was 
repeated many times over for as long as I can think. Even 
now as I stand old and scarred from the many seasons I 
saw, not bearing as many blossoms as in my heydays, the 
excitement of that first blossom indicating another cycle 
of life to start remains the same.  §
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It was tiny, she thought, as she looked with big eyes at the 
small creature that moved about her outstretched palm. Fluff, 
not quite feathers yet, covered the bird as it hopped about. 
Everything was small, even the noises it made. She felt its 
warmth, saw the heart pulsate in steady rhythm. She was only 
seven and knew that her mum would never let her keep it, but 
looking down she felt so full of love, there was so much want 
to look after it, feed it, befriend it, so they could relax together 
without the anxiety that was so apparent now.
Soon her mum would come out and wonder what she was up 
to, then she would tell her to rid herself of the little fluffy thing 
and wash her hands. That’s what she would do. Unless, unless 
there was an exception. She had learned about exceptions 
a while ago. There was what she could and couldn’t do, and 
then there were exceptions. Although exceptions were mostly 
made for other people she knew that one day she would be 
allowed to have one of her own.
Maybe this was it.
She decided not to tell her mum, instead got a shoebox from 
the garage and made a little nest for the bird. Worms and 
water was what birds liked and that’s what she would provide 
for the little thing. She would have to give it a name so they 
could be proper and call each other something, even though 
the bird wouldn’t be able to call back cause it was probably 
not a parrot and only those could speak.

She put the shoebox on the shelf in the garage when 
her mum called for dinner, looked inside with gentle 
eyes once more, before putting on the perforated lid to 
allow for airflow. After dinner she would try to come 
out again, say good night to the little bird, would know 
what to call it and thought Lizzy a good name. Lizzy the 
bird, she thought, as she was walking towards the house, 
after her doll by the same name.
‘Doreen, go wash your hands and get to the table,’ her 
mum said when she walked in through the kitchen. ‘And 
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hurry, your dad is in a mood and you are holding things up.’
Doreen, anxious now, not wanting to be shouted at, sped up, 
rigidly soaped her hands and scrubbed her nails, then looked 
in the mirror. Saw thick blonde hair and re-did the red clips 
that kept it from falling in her face. Her blue eyes sparkled 
with excitement when she walked into the dining room 
and said hello to her father, who looked her over, nodded in 
approval and told her to get seated.
‘Little people like you still have to obey the rules, just like big 
people.’ He pointed at his watch.
‘Sorry dad,’ she said and looked down on her plate, moved the 
food around with her fork and started eating.
When they finished their meal Doreen got up to help her 
mum clear the table, and being careful not to trip, she carried 
the plates and glasses into the kitchen. Her mind was on Lizzy. 
She was about to sneak from the kitchen onto the lawn, when 
her dad’s voice stopped her.
‘I don’t know where you are trying to go. but it’s the wrong 
direction, your bedroom is upstairs.’
She stopped dead, then slowly turned; with hanging shoulders 
she walked past her father, who looked at her, wondering 
what his daughter was up to.
After Doreen had gone to bed and was asleep for some time, he 
said to his wife that now, at almost eight, Doreen has started 
to develop her own mind as to how to do things and we have 
to be careful to guide her in the right direction. His wife gave 
him a tired nod from across the room.

The next morning the girl woke when she heard her father 
leave the house. For a moment she lay there, listened to 
the silence before she could hear her mum in the kitchen. 
She thought of Lizzy and jumped out of bed, got dressed 
then ran down the stairs and through the kitchen onto 
the sun covered lawn. Her mum shouted a good morning 
and looked on as the little girl crossed the lawn and went 
into the garage.
She was behaving a little strange, she thought, a tad out of 
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kilter, then went on to prepare breakfast for the two of them.
Doreen went up to the shelf to take down the box, careful not 
to wake the bird in case it was still asleep. She carried the box 
outside and knelt down on the grass before she took off the lid 
to look at the little piece of fluff that was curled up on itself, 
lying there quietly and unmoving. For a moment Doreen just 
sat quietly watching.
She waited for movement, then stretched little fingers and 
gently stroked the small creature. The bird felt clammy and 
cold, not like it had the day before when she saw its chest 
pulsate with heartbeat. Her fingers pushed and the bird rolled, 
its little head lolling from side to side.
‘Lizzy,’ the girl sobbed, her big blue eyes filled with water her 
shoulders shaking back and forth. Suddenly her mum was 
standing next to her. She looked down at her daughter and 
from her into the box with the dead creature.
‘What’s that in the box Doreen?’
‘It’s Lizzy,’ she said through a steady stream of tears, ‘she’s 
dead.’
‘Death’, thought her mother. ‘What a strange concept at the 
age of seven.’
‘Where did she come from,’ she asked.
‘I found her under the big tree by the fence yesterday.’
‘And you didn’t tell!?’
Doreen shook her head.
‘Well, let’s bury it where you found it,’ her mother said. She 
went into the garage to get a shovel, then walked up to the 

tree by the fence, dug into the soft soil till a hole was 
made big enough for the shoebox, that had once carried 
Doreen’s shoes and had now turned into a coffin. Looking 
down at her daughter she could see that Doreen was in 
fact wearing those shoes.
The little girl was still crying when she put the coffin 
into the hole, her mum quick to cover it with soil.
‘Do you want to say something? Now is the time,’ she 
said, impatient.
‘Lizzy,’ Doreen said, ‘she was a good bird, please keep her 

warm and look after her god. Thank you.’ Tears were rolling 
down her cheeks, when her mum turned to take the shovel 
back to the garage.
‘Now go wash your hands,’ she said as she walked away.  §

Ellie was blind, had been since she was born. All she knew of 
the world was the way it felt to her hands and skin. She knew 
the taste and smell of things and her ears picked up sounds 
that were lost on those that watched her. At the age of thirty-
three Ellie was an attractive woman living by herself in a one 
bed apartment just down the road. The neighbours liked the 
blind woman and many called on her when they felt in need 
of an ear to listen. By a few words she was able to judge a 
mood.
Her voice was a little deeper than you would expect from a 
person her size. Ellie was a small slender woman. She had 
thick deep dark brown hair, brown eyes, a wonderfully 
rounded nose and full lips that often wore a smile. Her voice 
had a somewhat calming effect when she talked to you about 
whatever it was you brought to her. It worked its magic on 
the world around, made it feel brighter, more colourful, more 
liveable; it took burdens of shoulders and accounted for her 
popularity. But people not only went to see her when they 
were troubled, they came to tell stories and listen to hers, 
sat in the small garden out front in the summer sun sipping 
strong hot cups of coffee and you could hear their laughs 
carry. Young girls only just into their teens would come 
to talk of boys they fancied, brought broken hearts to be 
mended and the boys would knock on her door just after 
to tell their side of the story. More than just one wedding 
in the neighbourhood had her as a guest of honour and 
couples returned with new born babies for her to adore. 
Ellie loved babies and was planning on having at least 
two herself, but for now she remained on her own, even 
though suitors came by, spent many hours in conversation 
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sometimes stole a kiss. But because of her disability she felt 
she would be a burden to most, and said so and no matter 
how much they protested she always made them leave. Her 
closest friend was a woman called Louise who had lived here 
all her life and although seven years younger then Ellie had 
known her for almost twelve years, when Ellie first moved to 
the area.
At first Louise had made fun of the blind woman, sneaked 
around her trying to give her a scare just like a fourteen year 
old with little to do and a mischievous streak might. Often 
Ellie could tell by the sound of her footsteps who it was that 
was sneaking about and addressed the girl whose name she 
never knew at the time. But on a certain day that had become 
a date unforgotten by both, Louise managed to scare her just 
about as good as anyone ever could.
It was after the funeral of Ellie’s parents, who had died in a car 
crash. Ellie was sat alone on the front steps of her apartment 
when Louise played one of her pranks. Unprepared Ellie not 
only got a fright, but also burst into tears. That’s when a 
remorseful Louise sat down next to the young blind woman 
and talked to her, first apologising while biting her lips and 
finding it hard not to burst into tears herself, then after their 
tears had dried they just sat and Louise listened to Ellie.
From that moment on, Louise looked up to Ellie, admired the 
strength with which the older woman had mastered her life, 
and the empathy that she had to share with others. Over the 
years they grew closer, shared their deepest fears and most 

joyous moments, became like sisters.
Louise looked out for Ellie, would always make sure that 
her hair was done properly and she was dressed well, 
were it not for her stick and eyes raised to look at the sky 
rather than the street no one would have been able to 
tell the woman was blind.
Ellie worked at the Society for the Blind where she 
taught English and History. She was liked and respected 
within the faculty, where she herself had been a student 
of when she was younger. Every morning she would 

take the bus, which left two blocks from her house and would 
drop her a short walk from the Society. On her way she would 
stop once for coffee and a doughnut, which she would eat 
in the room reserved for the teachers. On a typical morning 
she would sit with Glen, they would take their coffees and 
exchange the latest news and gossip. She enjoyed her work 
as much as anyone could enjoy a job, found it rewarding and 
challenging, and regularly contributed articles to the society’s 
internal paper, some of which went from local to national.

Summer was almost over, the first leaves started turning 
brown and fell to the ground. The weather was taking on 
the somewhat sharper edge of autumn, unpredictable bursts 
of rain followed by streaks of warm sunshine, the days got 
shorter and in the morning the cold would creep around the 
house and became hard to shake, until the heaters were no 
longer ignored but turned on.
The gutters started to fill with dead leaves, and in the damp 
afternoons moisture was rising from their piles, turning into 
cold mist that would creep into her bones the moment the 
sun vanished. A thin film of dew settled on the streets, would 
reflect the light from the bulbs illuminating the early nights. 
It was dark when Ellie left work, and although in her world it 
was always dark, she felt the chill that blew down the roads 
with the sun gone and another winter impending.
One Thursday evening after work most of the Society’s staff 
went for a meal at a small Italian restaurant to celebrate 
Glen’s thirty-seventh birthday. The restaurant had more 
than once served as location for birthdays and Christmas 
parties and the proprietor and waiters were familiar with 
the group of blind people who settled quietly, but would 
liven up after a few glasses of wine. Ellie never had more 
than two, aware of her limitations and the fact that she 
still had the journey home ahead. It never dampened her 
spirits though and often she would be the first to start 
singing along to the Italian songs streaming from the 
speakers.

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
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The others were quick to join and soon the table was rocking 
with laughter and the inevitable spill of wine.
That night Ellie left just after ten, while the others stayed on. 
Once more she walked past the building of the Society, crossed 
the street at the second set of traffic lights then walked on 
for another five minutes till reaching her stop. Buses were 
frequent and she didn’t have to wait for more than a few 
minutes until the number 363 stopped and the driver greeted 
her as he had done many times before. The ride took almost 
half an hour, she listened to the announcement of stops, 
but also followed the route in her head knowing every turn 
by heart. A light drizzle had started when she exited and a 
shudder ran down her spine when a gust of wind blew the 
rain in her face. She heard the bus switch gears and move 
away, then she turned to walk home. A group of giggling girls 
walking the other direction passed, then it went quiet again. 
Just the noise of distant traffic, the rustle of leaves, and the 
knocking of her stick on the ground in front. She had had 
fun tonight, she thought and straightened when she heard 
laughter ahead, a shuffle of feet, voices and the rain and wind 
that had gotten heavier, beating onto the street, when her 
stick hit an obstacle.
‘Why is it you are beating me with your stick little lady? Has 
no one taught you any manners?’ It was the deep voice of a 
man followed by laughter from two perhaps three others. She 
was in the process of uttering an apology when she stumbled 
forward; someone had grabbed the stick, pulling it from her 

hand. Suddenly she felt fearful, not like the time when 
Louise had scared her many years ago, but a paralysing 
fear that crept into bones and made them feel like 
glass. She turned to retreat but was pushed again as the 
laughter around her continued, she felt a hand grabbing 
her bottom, spun around both arms lashing out, but 
never hitting anything, just to be pushed in the chest, 
sending her to the ground, landing on her behind. She 
felt her heart race, felt the coarse wet pavement that her 
hands had dug into to break the fall. She was panting, 

as she sat there listening to the sorry voices of her attackers 
wondering what was to happen next.
The same voice spoke up again, as much to the others as to 
her, certainly more to their amusement than to hers. ‘What 
are you doing on the ground little lady? Isn’t it rather cold 
down there?’
She was being pulled up by her arms from behind and held 
like that as she felt her coat being torn open and hands touch 
her breasts through the thin fabric of her blouse. The foul 
stench of too many drinks insulted her nose and made her 
feel sick and weak.
‘Please’, she whimpered, ‘just let me go, I’ll never know who 
you are.’
‘Oh, but we want you to remember, we want to be a memory 
for you to keep, something to treasure and protect like a 
lover.’ The last words he spoke close into her ear and she felt 
his breath touch her cheeks before he ripped her blouse open 
and she clutched her arms in front of her chest, in a protective 
manner, now sobbing.
‘Shut up, bitch,’ someone else shouted and she was slapped 
around her face until she tasted not only the saltiness of tears 
but also the taste of blood. She was twirled and pushed, her 
arms no longer protecting her breasts, but outstretched like a 
child at play. Pushed again she landed in the gutter spewing 
leaves and blood, many hands seemed to be touching her now, 
squeezed and pinched with no regards for her person. And 
as her hysterics grew to panic, those around her lost perhaps 
their last inhibitions, kicking the helpless woman who 
screamed in terror until a heavy boot was placed on her 
face and she wet herself while listening to their wild 
laughter.
The boot pushed down on her, possibly even cracked her 
skull, as she passed out.  §
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I lost track of time then, but it seemed like it had been dark 
forever. The reality was that little more than an hour had 
passed. I did not know. I had made the best I could of the 
position I was in and it now bordered on something remotely 
emulating comfort. In a very abstract way, that is. My cheek 
was pressed against the soft damp ground, the kind you get in 
a dense pine forest. It had a nutty smell to it, and after some 
time I could taste that smell, it became so thick that I could 
almost chew it like you would a good wine.
My mind started to drift again, always wondering about the 
what-if, as I remembered moments gone by. The sole reason 
why I was out here now was that I could. I didn’t have to stay 
in the dirty city which I had inhabited for the past ten years. 
I was lucky in that way, many others still scrambled about 
in the big cities of the east trying to scrape a living together. 
Many of my friends were still doing just that.
I was lucky to get the opportunity to leave when I had wanted 
to. I had sold or put into storage the things I couldn’t carry, 
then hopped on a plane to come out here. I had bought a used 
car in a lot at the edge of town where I had touched down, then 
driven almost three-thousand miles, stopping here and there, 
taking all the time I wanted, ‘cause I had time in abundance. I 
had driven through blizzards were the rain had been beating 
down so hard that I had to pull off the road until the storm 
let up, seeing blurred lightning in the distance then hearing 

the violent rumble of thunder so close that it would hurt 
my ears. More than once I felt small, in a country which 
stretched so far around me and not one soul anywhere.
Now that I was here I heard the breeze blowing through 
the tall of trees around me, I thought I could feel the slight 
movement of their roots underneath. I had gotten hyper 
sensitive to my surroundings, picking up on movements 
and sounds as much as being able to savour the soil. 
I remembered back home, how the neighbourhood had 
been terrorised by a bunch of kids that lived somewhere 

near, they would kick the doors and spit in your face, there 
was no sense in talking, like they spoke no language, could 
not comprehend notions beyond their aggression. They had 
never known of the silence out here.
I had left them behind, abandoned them, together with the 
rest of my life.
I had to cough just then, could feel my chest painfully contract 
as it was gasping for air. Once I calmed I tried to shift position, 
move my legs, but I could barely feel them, let alone move. My 
left arm was twisted backwards, trapped under my body, the 
right hand I could move a little, but there was nothing to hold 
on to, nothing that would keep me from slipping.
I woke with the first light that shone through the crowns of 
trees and reached the ground here and there, the light a haze 
through the moisture rising. The green of tender shoots so 
bright and fresh almost close enough to touch. The smells very 
different now that the earth warmed up; right at the edge of 
my vision I could see some grazing deer slowly moving their 
heads up and down, listening into the distance and suddenly 
they run and are gone and I cough again, this time tasting 
blood.
Then I can hear what made them run, the faint bark of dogs, 
and I smiled, knowing that where there are dogs there are 
people. I listen into the distance, the barks growing louder, 
getting ever closer, then make out a voice or maybe two; it 
would be senseless to talk to oneself, but perhaps the person 
was just talking to the dogs. Now I can hear the crackling of 
wood broken by treading feet, the rustle of leaves and I 
stretch out as best I can, ready to shout for help, but only 
a crackle leaves my throat. Again I try in desperation, but 
the pain in my chest only grows louder. I hear a sniffling 
sound not far away, and as I open my eyes, I stare into the 
face of a young golden retriever, tongue hanging from its 
mouth, saliva running. It has floppy ears and big brown 
eyes, and as I look at him I can feel tears well up inside 
and as if the dog was to console me he starts licking my 
face. I never felt such intense elation. Then I hear the 
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man’s voice, not from close by but from afar, calling for the 
dog, who hesitates, then waves its tail, turns and runs in that 
playful manner young dogs do when they play, still taking 
scent gradually fading into the undergrowth.  §

I read about it in the paper, Elmore Leonard would be signing 
his books today, in a shop, in town, 12:30.
I was in the bathtub when I read it, thought James Ellroy first, 
always did, always confused the two before I got it right. I had 
a book of short stories by Elmore. That was all, he wasn’t Ellroy 
he was Elmore, I pondered as I played with foam bubbles and 
tried to keep the paper from getting wet.
Elmore, 12:30, the signing was close to where I worked. I could 
make it there and back during my lunch hour with some time 
to spare for a sandwich. The idea was formed. I left work fifty 
minutes after I got there to get my book signed and maybe 
buy another while I was there.
I took some of my short stories to give to the man in return. 
An exchange of goods and appreciation. I would take them 
out of the bag as I was to retrieve his book and casually push 
them over.
He would look up, raise an eyebrow in a questioning manner 
and I would nod at him as if to say, ‘It’s OK, these are for you, 
you can keep them and read them and perhaps if you find time, 
you can get back to me with some words of encouragement 

and we can be friends.’ Something like that anyhow.
Then I stood in the queue that stretched to the nearest 
corner outside the shop. The sun shone down, it was a 
bright warm day, one of the first that year, the queue 
was slow to move. It took twenty minutes till I saw the 
man, sat behind a desk, spare pens to his left, a pile of 
his books between me and him and two people ahead. 
I browsed the titles on the table, none meant anything 
so I picked up the latest, somehow thinking that it was 
good to read either the early works or the late works 

then compare, and as a writer myself I would look at how 
things were done, then and now.
One man in front of me now.
I ruffled through my bag, to retrieve the book I had brought to 
avoid any queue, it had been a needless exercise.
My short stories were in the same bag, just that I couldn’t 
bring myself to take them out. Least of all put them on the 
table in front of the man, nodding. My palms got sweaty and 
my mouth went dry when it was down to me to move up, I put 
the two books down and he said something I couldn’t make 
out. He was eighty-one then, and I couldn’t hear.
My knees trembled.
I told him my name.
‘C-U-S?’ he asked. I didn’t understand, then it dawned on me 
that he spelled it out and I nodded. ‘All the best’ and ‘Take it 
easy’ he wrote. ‘For Marcus’ he wrote above, and underneath 
he signed his name.
I said thank you, took the books and moved on, my nerves 
calmed, I relaxed, somewhat excited.
Later that day I wondered why it had been me whose nerves 
had given in when I stood in front of him, clearly it was down 
to him to be nervous.
Later still, I regretted that I hadn’t been bold enough to push 
my stories across the table, nodding.
We could have been friends.  §
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