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This anthology of short stories called, What’s the Story?-5: Memory Portraits, is the companion piece of What’s the Story?-4: Memory Pictures (2025). It follows-up on describing specific people and the manner in which they handle particular situations. All of the depictions are based on perceived impressions of certain individuals whom the author has either met in passing or been associated with for a considerable length of time. It must be added that embellishments have been made to enhance how certain circumstances affected the personalities portrayed, for good or ill.

Several readers have asked me why I now write fiction instead of non-fiction, as I did in the past. I find that writing fiction is remarkably liberating and stimulating in ways I never anticipated. When I take pen in hand or touch the keyboard of my computer, thoughts crystallize into words and phrases, paragraphs and pages of text. By relying almost entirely on my imagination and memory, I can express my inner spirit far better and more clearly than I used to do earlier, while drafting peer reviewed academic and scholarly publications.

In contrast to laboring over papers and texts, which had to be completely researched and documented with innumerable footnotes that are very time-consuming to recheck, by delving into literary fiction, I now rely almost entirely on my own inner mind. In this case, there is little need to verify the academic scholarship done by others, nor the necessity to develop their findings further with a fresh eye. In fact, literary fiction, if presented properly, can convey subtle nuances in a palatable way. Moreover, the world of fiction allows the reader to think and ponder, instead of wholeheartedly accepting the presentation of evidence and conclusions of an alleged “expert”.

Fiction encourages a reader to be curious about people and circumstances. It prompts a person to muse on multiple aspects of life, which one may never have considered before. I feel that fiction broadens a reader’s horizons, stimulating that individual to venture into new fields of interest, thereby enriching life in unexpected ways.

This anthology of more than twenty short stories and related poems is divided into four major sections:

I. Professional Men;

II. Working Women;

III. Married Lives; and

IV. Existential Moments

This collection is dedicated to all those who inspired these portraits. If some of the readers of this book happen to recognize themselves beneath the façade of literary license, it is hoped that they may consider that yours truly did them justice.

Kim Matics

•   •   •
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​I. Professional Men
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​1. *Poem: The Mighty Mountain*
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In ancient times

A humongous glacier

Pushed a large mound

Up from the seabed’s depths

To rest beside the coast.

Today, the granite mountain’s

Steep slopes

Support a wide variety

Of trees and shrubs;

Likewise, fragile vegetation

Clings to its fissures

And deepening scars.

Wildlife species

Frequent this habitat

And some adopt it

For as long

As they can.

Heavy rainfalls

Collect in gaping crevices;

Rock pieces crumble,

Fall apart

Bit by bit:

First this section,

Then that.

In the distant future,

The once Mighty Mountain

Beside the coast

Will be no more

Due to perpetual change,

Erosion and decay.

•   •   •
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​Short Story: The Umbrella Man
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A couple of years ago, I learned that a renowned author lived on the street parallel to mine. At a distance, I knew him by sight due to the complimentary photograph featured on his numerous book jackets. For some reason, the publisher never changed this standardized image of the best-selling writer. However, whenever I came across the wordsmith by chance, I discerned how quickly he was ageing, and hardly resembled the picture of health presented on all the back covers from one novel to the next.

His deterioration had become particularly marked over the last two years. I assumed it was due to the untimely loss of his wife, who died suddenly of pancreatic cancer. Physically, the author had become a ghost of his former self, but mentally, he still continued to tinker with his chosen craft.

The writer and I did not meet formally, but we sometimes passed each other briefly on a steep hill in the neighborhood. Locals dubbed it “heart attack hill”, due to its nearly perpendicular incline. If pedestrians marched down the slippery slope at top speed, especially when littered with wet autumn leaves and/or spring blossoms, they could trip on the uneven slate flagstones and tumble down, seriously hurting themselves. Then again, if stoic climbers did not pace their vertical ascent up the unkempt slope, they might become dizzy and faint, or even suffer from the proverbial heart attack; hence its local nickname.

The potential hazards of this steep hill were well known to all in the neighborhood. Especially during rainy and snowy weather, most pedestrians thought better of it and deliberately made a wide detour to avoid the daunting slope. However, the author and I did not shun it, perhaps because it was the shortest, albeit most strenuous, route near our respective homes in the private enclave perched atop the high hill.

Why was I interested in this wordsmith? I had been impressed by one of his earlier novels that masterfully linked poignant personal heartbreak with tragic historical events. Imagine my dismay, when I became much less enamored of his most recent tangents into bizarre tales with unpleasant and, I felt, quite unnecessary and distasteful undertones. Only last week, I tried my best to continue reading his latest 600+-page turgid tome, but uncharacteristically dropped out at page 277. Why? For me, the plot was too bizarre and contrived to be convincing and the labored prose felt heavy and verbose.

What had happened to his formerly elegant, pithy style? He used to say so much with pointed phrases using few words. Now his latest novel’s uninteresting characters spoke in quotes for two-three pages without a break! This is not how most people talk. They speak by fits and starts, not monologues. I am of the opinion that writing is at its best when less is said, not more.

Although we were near neighbors for a couple of years, this introverted author and I initially did not speak when we happened to pass each other on the inclined pavement. We occasionally met while I strolled down the steep hill and he clambered up breathlessly. If he vaguely recognized me either on this treacherous slope or in the handy convenience store below, did we silently exchange polite nods of recognition, but each fleeting gesture seemed of minor significance. We only started to talk after we inadvertently collided with each other while carrying large open umbrellas during a particularly heavy rainstorm.

When I walk under a wide-open umbrella, I have the bad habit of crouching down, using it like a protective shield against the wind and pouring rain. On that particular morning, I held my black brolly much too low and did not realize that someone was walking up the same footpath in the opposite direction. Without warning, the two open umbrellas crashed into one another.

Imagine my chagrin when I realized that I had bumped into the illustrious author.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” I blurted out quickly.

The man replied graciously, “There’s no need to be sorry.” Then he muttered, as if to himself, “No need at all...” as he continued to plod up the slippery slope, bypassing my street, to reach his own further up.

Although I momentarily stopped in my tracks and watched him depart in silence, I eventually hastened on my way to reach the wider road below. Trying to catch the public bus to the ferry terminal precipitated my haste. I knew that if I missed a particular scheduled vessel, I would have to loiter thirty minutes or more for the next ferry, and then would be lamentably late for work. I reckoned that my rushing in the rainstorm led to my barreling down the steep incline at top speed and thereby collided with the author, who seemed just as surprised as I was. Actually, with the large open umbrella blocking my view, I did not notice that anyone (also armed with an open black brolly) might be blocking my way.

•   •   •
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With great relief, I managed to catch the bus in the nick of time and even found an unexpected empty seat at the back. The beleaguered bus driver bitterly complained about the unexpected flash floods inundating the major thoroughfare, preventing him from maintaining his schedule. Actually, if the driver had arrived at that bus stop on time, my own routine would have been adversely affected.

Half-hearing him muttering at length, I chided myself for my rudeness to the renowned author I so deeply admired. I blamed myself for being doubly heartless, because I had not even offered to carry his large, bulky bag of groceries further up the slippery slope in the pouring rain. Instead, I just watched him negotiate the uneven slate flagstones as best he could. How unkind and disingenuous of me! I felt like a hypocrite.

Then I mused on his cautionary words: to not feel sorry for the unintentional mistake. This attitude is quite contrary to my present workplace where all minor errors turn into a “big deal”. Subsequent reprisals and punishments habitually follow such a perceived catastrophe, sometimes even loss of employment: all over some trivial matter, even after it is duly corrected, with no harm done to either the company or to my supervisor’s ego. His reign of terror in the office partly accounts for the perpetual turnover of personnel. The anxious ambience pervading the department seems contagious among all and sundry. Eventually, it crept into the firm’s hierarchy. When one employee is reprimanded for some minuscule matter that proved easily put to rights, fellow colleagues immediately revise their resumes and secretly seek, not necessarily greener pastures, but a more tranquil workplace where they can think and contribute their own ideas, instead of being pressured to do nonsensical tasks that make zero sense, except to the boss, who assigns “busy-work” to his subordinates to make it appear to his superiors that his team is working at full-capacity under his direction. It’s all about HIM, you see!

Trying to survive in such a toxic atmosphere occasioned my apology to blurt out, without thinking. I realize that my remark was an instinctive reaction, like a knee-jerk. That’s how my high-strung persona is wired at the moment.

•   •   •
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Aboard the half-hour ferry ride, which I managed to catch in time, I noticed how the heavy rain and thick fog obscured lower Manhattan. It was as if the ship were sailing into the Great Unknown. Only gradually, did the mist part here and there and passengers could perceive that they were moving from one island to a much larger one.

During ferry journeys, I tend to overthink. Today is no exception. I realize how uptight my dead-end job has caused me to feel. I cast around in my mind how to extricate myself from the constant harassment and anxiety of being fired.

All I really want to do is to write, and get published. However, due to my straitened financial circumstances, I am obliged to perform menial administrative tasks that make my boss look good in the eyes of his superiors. How I pray that they might promote him to a different department so I’d be blessed with an understanding supervisor in future.

While dreaming about that wishful prospect, I hardly notice when the other passengers disembark from the docked ferry. Everyone is rushing off to their day-jobs. Reluctantly, I follow suit. With leaden feet, I grip my black umbrella firmly as I saunter down the long-curved cement slope to reach one of New York’s 472 subway stations, a symbol of one of the world’s oldest (since 1904) and largest transit systems (665 miles of track).

It continues to rain heavily. At the dingy subway station, I methodically swipe my tap-and-go OMNY card and pass through the turnstile. Like an automaton, I wend my weary way down the grimy steps where the spiffy uptown train will whisk me to my workplace.

As a “straphanger” in the swaying subway car, I recollect the author’s thin, drawn face. I recall his blood-shot light-amber eyes obscured by tinted tortoiseshell spectacles. When we were suddenly face to face, his dazed look made me wonder if he was truly present. I noticed that his formerly thick jet-black hair has turned thin and dull, with grey streaks. His worn-out appearance in body and soul reminded me of an old grey wolf, trying to survive yet another day.

The wordsmith had a weary, woebegone look. Fatigued, yes, but not due to trudging up and down heart attack hill. Since his wife died, I assumed he was still in a state of mourning. Her absence was why he had to venture out and buy breakfast for himself, even during inclement weather due to the bare cupboard. If he used the convenience store at the foot of the hill, I occasionally spied him at a distance, although I never felt bold enough to speak to him in person. I grant him his privacy. We never exchanged words until today’s inadvertent incident on the rainy slope.

In the handy, but overpriced, convenience store, I was curious about which microwave trays he purchased. As a fledging writer myself, I know that interrupting one’s train of thought while drafting a chapter just to rustle up a meal is not a welcome option. Better to throw a mass-produced tray of processed foods into the microwave oven and presto, dine on an instant meal in ten minutes, and get right back to work ASAP.

Of course, the downsize for this timely advantage is consuming too much salt (bad for one’s liver and bladder) and MSG (precipitating a migraine). Moreover, pre-cooked refrigerated food often spoils when it happens to thaw and refreeze, unbeknownst to the hapless consumer. Everything in life has its price, but some wordsmiths will sacrifice their immediate good health for their craft because conveying their message to others means so much to them. I assumed that, as a fellow writer, this is how the illustrious author felt about his talent, while he continued to hone his skills.

•   •   •
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I disembarked at my subway stop and trundled up the congested stairway. The pouring rain made the crowd seem worse than usual. Everything feels damp and chilly. Soaking wet overcoats, wool scarfs and caps smell unpleasant. People opening their umbrellas at the top of the stairs not only cause delays up and down the dingy stairs, but some partially-closed umbrellas threaten to hit fellow pedestrians in the head, or poke their eyes out. Many in the thwarted mass of humanity became irate and uncivil. Taking a cue from the “road rage” phrase, I dub this behavior as “umbrella rage”.

Eventually sitting at my dreary desk, piled high with reports and papers, I force myself not to dwell on the author I inadvertently accosted on my way to work. If I continue to muse on him, my boss might catch me and immediately order me to do some impossible task at short notice. Better to concentrate on the dull routine of winding up the penultimate assignment at hand before the welcome weekend.

Suddenly the electricity fails and all the computers and laser printers, scanners and other office equipment and machines, such as the all-important coffee-maker, become useless. Owing to the rainy day, scant daylight passes through the large glass windows of the skyscraper office. Most employees act like a fish out of water; they do not know what to do or how to respond to the electrical outage. Several form tight-knit cliques and talk about this and that in a state of semi-panic, all unrelated to their work, including deadlines.

Fortuitously, I learn from the office grapevine that my immediate boss is not here today. His superior assigned him to attend a conference uptown at an affiliated company. I wonder if the electrical outage has affected that uptown office and curtailed the meeting’s agenda. I am grateful that he did not assign me the task of organizing the event. That omission on his part is a blessing.

During the unexpected blackout I keep to myself and put pen to paper to jot down some thoughts percolating in my head. For a couple of days now, I’ve been shaping up the plot for another novel. Since no one is bothering me at the moment, I proceed to outline the first chapter.

Yet, even while shaping it up, part of my mind returns to the unexpected meeting with the author near our inherited homes: his from his deceased American wife, and mine from my parents.

His words keep ringing in my ears, “There’s no need to be sorry, no need at all...” Was that some kind of inverse pep-talk? Telling me to unapologetically do what I needed to do, without minding others? Surely he would not encourage such self-centeredness. After reading several of his novels, I suspect he is an empathetic, compassionate man. Therefore, I must be missing the point here. But what is it? Why did he react in such a manner, immediately absolving me of blame?

He could have just quipped in his crisp British accent, “That’s quite all right,” then smiled wanly and continued trudging up the steep slope, clutching his open umbrella with one hand and lugging the heavy grocery bag in his left. Instead, he replied pensively, “There’s no need to be sorry, no need at all...”

I was intrigued, to say the least. I realized that here was someone I did not really know, despite having read several of his books. And somehow I felt that his mysterious remark seemed to block me from essentially getting to know him better, although I realized that we were both lonely and still in mourning, due to our respective personal losses.

As I was musing on his remark in the dark office, I assumed I was being too self-centered to think he even recognized me, although we had crossed paths on several occasions on heart attack hill and in the convenience store. Unless we gave each other a curt nod of neighborly recognition from time to time, we acted like strangers, as indeed we were, although we resided in the same enclave.

Of course, I had the advantage of knowing who the man was by name and profession, since I was an avid reader of his novels. In addition, I identified him by the decades-old photograph invariably featured on the back cover of his innumerable books.

For one thing, I knew he was a private person who never gave interviews. No one made flashy clips about him or his plots and then posted them on social media. He was a total unknown on TikTok and YouTube. A few media people may have known him due to producing award-winning films inspired by his books. But he never became involved with the dramatization of his plots. He allowed the movie producers to portray the scenes as they visualized them, without him interfering with the nitty-gritty details. Moreover, the directors understood he was a hands-off author who did not wish to prepare screenplays for films based on his works of fiction.

The author lived a secluded life at the top of the high hill, actually a soaring granite mountain that, during ancient times, had been carried along to its present location by a slow-moving glacier. His multi-roomed house was one of a limited number of homes in a backwater that was officially part of the large metropolis, but which, as it was situated in a remote enclave, retained a distinctively rustic and rural ambience with plenty of tall trees. The air was always fresher on the hilltop, compared to downtown’s grimy pollution. The homeowners treasured the exclusivity of their back of the beyond venue.

Such privacy was at a premium. The handful of residents paid a high price to remain at arm’s length from the rest of the tumultuous city, “down there”. Small wonder that sensitive, artistic individuals, including budding poets and writers of fiction and non-fiction, interpretive ballerinas and opera stars, original composers and brooding musicians, zany painters and witty sculptors, methodical architects and skilled designers, as well as pragmatic craftsmen tended to gravitate here, once they had shaken hands with a measure of success. They cultivated the mystique of their unique surroundings: an oasis of peace and quiet, quite removed from the hustle and bustle of the urban center below, but not so far away from it either. Outsiders were never excluded from venturing into this semi-private enclave, but they were not effusively welcomed, nor exactly tolerated for long.

Most folks living in the lowland valleys of Staten Island with its rolling hills adapted to the supposed inconvenience that the locale could only be approached by scheduled ferries that started at 05:30 and stopped running after 23:00 hours. Even curtailed weekend schedules allowed the ferry employees time off to be with their kith and kin. A rotating skeleton crew operated the infrequent nighttime vessels, as well as the truncated service during weekends and the odd holiday. After a while, the lowland residents appreciated the island’s relative inaccessibility. Some perceived the surrounding natural rivers and tributaries, including a few man-made canals, rather like a defensive moat protecting their “castle island”.

Therefore, perhaps the renowned wordsmith, noticing that I occasionally popped up in his exclusive neighborhood, had assumed that I was a fellow artist with creative juices running through my veins? Could that be why he commented gently, “There’s no need to be sorry, no need at all...”

These were encouraging words of reassurance from an author I admired; how his phrase echoed in my brain and reverberated again and again. I appreciated his sincere tone that made the sentiment seem comforting, and not at all dismissive. I wondered if he intended to inform me to not dwell on past errors, but nevertheless, to learn from them.

•   •   •
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​2. *Poem: The Tree Café*

[image: ]




At the corner café,

Named after the gnarled, sickly tree

Barely hanging on

At its entrance,

The owner tries

To perk up his custom

By wrapping multi-colored tinsel

Around its weathered trunk,

Then hangs numerous garlands

Of silvery strips:

Some red, a few blue,

Still others gold

Gleaming in the fading sunshine

Of nighttime’s neon glow.

At twilight,

The proprietor’s vain attempt

To make the front festive

Seems to do the trick:

College-aged, gauche guys

Of meager accomplishments

Fill most of the wooden benches

Matching the oak tables.

Meanwhile, a steady stream

Of motorized vehicles speed by;

Some taxis flash signs

Informing they’re “free”

For temporary hire.

Strangely, no bright, young girls

Enter this popular retreat

To kill time.

What are they doing?

Perhaps still at work?

Plodding along

At some menial job:

As shop assistants,

Cashiers, waitresses,

Or serving up fries

At a fast-food franchise?

Are others studying

At night school,

Earning a college degree?

Training to become

Nurses, doctors, dentists...

To break through

The glass ceiling?

The indolent guys

Gathering in twos and threes

At the cozy, laidback café

Chew the fat,

Plan schemes

Never hatched.

Nerds alone stare glued

To their iPods.

Ever fancy that?

•   •   •
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​Short Story: The Generic Traveling Salesman
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Some surmise that the loneliest person in the world might be the ubiquitous traveling salesman. Usually single, sometimes married, perhaps divorced or on the verge of taking that drastic life-changing step, the itinerant foot soldier of commerce intentionally stays at cheap inns or hotels catering to those of his ilk, either due to struggling to make ends meet or determined to rake in a slightly higher daily profit through this personal sacrifice.

The solitary man is not your slick, top-notch salesperson, who charms well-heeled clients with pleasing, unctuous words, for which this individual charges a high salary, hefty travel allowance and an array of other benefits, plus numerous in-kind perks.

No, the lowly-paid itinerant salesman seeks inexpensive digs offering short-term rooms. Each temporary unit includes: a generic bed and sink, toilet and shower, sometimes even a small plasma screen and/or WIFI outlet to charge his multiple mobile phones. To the traveling salesman, one place is as good or as bad as another. It matters little to the weary guy trying to get by through dint of his wits and limited powers of persuasion he has tried to hone through attending numerous training sessions.

Lying prone in the lumpy bed, the lower-rung salesman often feels incredibly alone, as if he is wandering through a silent, empty existence on a daily basis. Nothing seems to click. Every day seems a little heavier than the last. He needs to find his way back to feeling connected with reality again, but he doesn’t know how to achieve this daunting feat. Although he is narcissistic enough to expect to find his own guiding light, the downtrodden salesman tends to seek external antidotes to his perilous condition, instead of developing his own inner resources.

As night falls, the daily accumulated stress and strain of making a viable living brings only dark thoughts, due to overthinking and constant doubts that he is not realizing his potential.

He needs to clarify the confusion in his head. Yet in his frequent attempts to seek peace of mind, he finds no calmness at all.

Nostalgia for a forgotten era, like stealth fog creeping across a lonely march, often envelopes his weary brain.

Although he lives in the humid tropics, he longs for snowfall—the kind of snow that drifts through space at a slow, lingering pace, allowing an observer to witness the uniqueness of each individual snowflake.

Rousing himself off the uncomfortable bed to find dinner, he ventures out of the grubby room, seeking a cheap place to eat, usually an open-air lean-to semi-tent set up on a temporary basis at nightfall, depending on the whim of the ready-made cook and his/her short-term serving assistants, numbering no more than two.

It matters little what the salesman eats, just as long as the food is freshly cooked. He dares not consume semi-cooked meals dished out from grimy aluminum trays and exposed to the open air for several hours before an unsuspecting diner eats the food at his peril and risks becoming deathly ill with diarrhea in the wee hours.

After the indifferent meal, the salesman wanders into a ubiquitous 24-hour convenience store. Because the glaringly bright neon lights bother his sensitive eyes, he habitually dons a pair of faux Ralph Lauren sunglasses. These dark glasses, an assumed extravagance that sometimes impresses a potential client, serves as a mask to hide his identity as a lowly-paid salesman, not that the bored short-term clerk deigns to take any interest in him whatsoever.

Seeking his favorite comfort food, the generic salesman checks through the wide array of well-wrapped snacks. He is addicted to carbohydrates and sugary treats. They give him an instant lift, albeit momentarily. Half an hour later, all leave a bad taste in his mouth. He always has to rush to brush his teeth immediately after consuming such flavor-filled items of dubious nutritional value. It never dawns on him that the alleged comfort provided by these snacks is of short duration.

After purchasing his daily ration of treats, he scurries back to his dreary room, as if for a picnic.

Once he has taken his nighttime cold-water shower, as there is no hot-water heater in such a cheap room, he changes into a pair of unironed pajamas. Only then does he begin to unwrap the comfort food as if each package is something rare and distinctive. Actually, their ingredients are all basically the same: carbohydrates and sugar. Only the eye-catching packaging is strikingly different, appealing to hedonistic youngsters and middle-aged salesmen alike.

By purchasing only a few individual items, the traveling salesman has managed to waste time. If he bought a wider assortment of these treats according to their expiration dates, he could store all the unconsumed items in a special cooler kept in the trunk of his second-hand car. In this way, he would gain more time to do something more constructive later on.

But at present, he is intent on killing time, not extending it out further.

After wolfing down the tasty snacks, he then turns his attention to his ubiquitous cell phones, scrolling through this and that site, perhaps reviewing breaking news stories to keep up-to-date and current with the domestic and global news. However, he hardly telephones home, if he has one, nor does he reach out to any friends or acquaintances. Actually, the genetic salesman doesn’t have a network of friends and certainly no close friends per se. He only has business contacts. The people he calls during the day are all related to his work in sales.

Even his relatives are all distant in mind, as well as living far from his official domicile. If he happens to have a wife, he might call her occasionally, just to touch base.

Or, if he and his wife are not on particularly good terms at the moment, he probably would omit phoning her, in order to not spoil his quiet evening with another of her acrimonious diatribes shouted over the phone. He could not tolerate her acerbity today, or any day or night. She always blurts out some pointed remarks, searingly sharp and full of hate, a bit like vinegar poured into a fresh wound.

No thanks. The salesman is trying to wind down so he will be able to sleep at last. To ensure this, he is addicted to sleeping pills and remembers to take a few before diving into the lumpy bed. He smells the pungent insecticide spray the room cleaner treated the mattress beforehand. This assailing odor fills his nostrils. As he wishes that the cleaner had sprayed aromatic anti-mite mist on the pillowcase instead, he drifts off into deadening sleep induced by the therapeutic sleep aid.

Every dawn he pays for this so-called rest by waking up groggy, listless and finding it difficult to face another day as an itinerant salesman. He is a “duddy guy”, without the energy to face yet another challenging day to clinch a sale.

Such a sad existence.

•   •   •
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​*Bonus Poem: Feel the History*
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When the Routine becomes routine:

The Shibuya intersection

In Tokyo

Is a mini-Times Square

In New York City.

So many lonely workaholics:

Weary from endless commutes

And non-stop working hours;

Each individual

Pays a high

Cost of living,

Relative to income.

Cogs in the system

Lack the merest residue

Of social energy:

They just buy junk food

At local convenience stores

As midnight snacks

To relieve the stress and strain.

How to struggle,

Let alone identify

And express

One’s true individuality

In a world of ever-present,

All-consuming social obligations?

Such joylessness leads some

To crave the quiet countryside,

As it restores each guest,

Unlike the chaotic city

Disguised as strict orderliness.

Instead, life could be

A series of slow-paced images

Depicting everyday harmony.

Feel the history

Wrapped in ancient silence;

Remains of stone pillars

Of a multi-storied pagoda

Beckon one to pause

And linger

And become refreshed.

•   •   •
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​3. *Poem: Forgotten Sounds*
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Imagine a world of eternity:

Beyond hot and cold,

Pain and pleasure.

Beneath amber lights

Fading in moonlight,

Somebody loved someone

On Christmas Eve

An aeon ago.

A thousand memories

Accumulated

Within the Cosmic Consciousness

Recall their hearts’ delights:

Beauty, Truth and Goodness

Equate Peace on Earth

For all sentient beings.

•   •   •
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​Short Story: Mama’s Boy
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Mitchel is quite a large male, all of 6-foot-2, and weighing in at 260 pounds. In the spirit of pursuing an intellectual debate, he tolerates the inquiring female mind, but he never willingly gravitates to any such individual unless she either shares the name of his beloved mother, Maude, or truly matches his own brilliant, razor-sharp intellect.

Yes, Mitchel’s doting Mama adores her three sons, two of whom are twins. However, the gaggle of other daughters, who eventually arrived much later, have never been as dear to Maude as her special first-born Mitchel, her “Mama’s Boy”, with a capital “B”. She was delighted that Mitchel became a respectable, conscientious teacher abroad. However, his overseas life was not all rosy.

High School Violence

One hearsay story Mitchel often told anyone, who bothered to listen, allegedly occurred during his nescient teaching career in Europe, where he was posted initially. He informed how a humongous crazed teenaged youth (assumedly under the influence of narcotics) physically assaulted him, leaving him sprawled unconscious on his own classroom floor.

According to him, Mitchel taught English grammar to dense blockheads, who had been left back twice or thrice prior to their sixteenth birthday. When reaching that milestone, they could legally skedaddle away from the High School regimen of “dry as dust” classrooms (as per their slang). These laggards, as reported by Mitchel, were mostly brutal hulks with thrusting hormones. Seething with multiple frustrations and doubts, most took refuge in potent drugs – not a good combination for adolescents. As a consequence, they refused to learn and were openly hostile to any and all authority figures and teachers, such as Mitchel.

The initial violent incident in his classroom was a turning point for Mitchel. From then onwards, after he left the hospital a permanent cripple, Mitchel became wary of the slightest shadow lurking in the twilight as he wended his way home on foot through the ill-lit campus. Mitchel often elaborated on a series of other less dramatic physical attacks by burly students, both male and female, encountered in that murky environment.

Coupled with those nighttime muggings, Mitchel became aware of an unhealthy undercurrent of hateful attitude shared by conspiratorial students, surprisingly supported by indignant parents, critical of all teachers. Self-righteous administrators of the educational institution where Mitchel taught never backed him up, or any other teacher. To misguided parents and administrators alike, “the student” was always right.

According to Mitchel, Los Angeles drug gangs actually ruled this High School in Germany from afar, by imposing regular beatings and showdowns with each other and anyone else who dared to oppose them. Few could interfere with their nefarious activities, comprising lucrative narcotics, pornography and prostitution.

Strange as it seemed upon first hearing Mitchel’s hair-raising tales, a few of the American juvenile delinquents under his tutelage were wanted by enforcement authorities for assault, battery and robbery back in their home states. According to him, these alleged criminals escaped the Long Arm of the Law by fleeing abroad and residing with their military brothers in barracks adjacent to the High School grounds.

The dire situation was allowed to get totally out-of-hand due to the weak, and probably drug-addicted (Mitchel’s opinion) chief administrator of the educational institution set on a course of steady decline.

A few times, Mitchel asserted, members of the Military Police (MP) marched into his classes to round up students dealing in narcotics at the back of his classroom, despite the vice principal claiming that he had a “special understanding” with the drug ringleader not to do so at the High School. In fact, Mitchel was quite certain that the feckless deputy had sealed a twisted pact with the kingpin drug dealer. The chaos and terror reached such a peak that eventually the base commander was forced to step in and take over the establishment in order to try to restore some semblance of law and order.

As relayed in Mitchel’s tale, one of the school’s California-born administrators happened to die overseas of unknown causes. Shortly afterward, an unruly gang of students in his state burned down his house and car! How bizarre was that?

Despite having been a devoted teacher, who tried to impart the benefits of civilization to his charges living abroad, Mitchel felt cheated out of learning more during his European stint. He was forced to leave the art and culture of Europe behind for the sake of his physical and mental well-being, due to the unforgettable drug-fueled violent student’s attack on him in his own classroom and replicated, albeit less dramatically, by other nighttime muggers attacking him on the poorly lit school campus.

Critical Medical Issues

As if the constant threat of physical violence in the workplace were not enough, Mitchel maintained that innumerable medical setbacks and hospitalizations he endured throughout his life could be traced back directly to the refusal of both German and North American physicians to treat his problematic deep vein thrombosis (i.e., the formation of blood clots, which he claimed were in one’s genes from birth, although the timing is always uncertain). One of Mitchel’s blood clots roamed through his vascular system for nearly a decade, damaging many of his blood vessels so they no longer pushed blood from his bloated, swollen legs to his heart.

Only in later life did an astute Asian physician administer Coumadin to destroy a blood clot headed for Mitchel’s heart that could have killed him. However, years earlier, a joint American-German team of doctors refused to give Mitchel this crucial medicine, despite the pleading of friends, who took him to the hospital for a Coumadin injection just before Christmas. On that occasion, his colleagues tried to save Mitchel’s life after he stumbled on hard, uneven cobblestones while visiting nativity crèches set up in front of illuminated Bavarian churches. Mitchel’s colleagues solicitously delivered him to the local hospital, with an obviously swollen ankle from a blood clot, but to no avail.

The delay in proper medical treatment precipitated an incurable vascular insufficiency and orthostatic tremors that often caused Mitchel to tumble down, sometimes injuring his head, even at home, as well as periodic life-threatening bacterial skin infections. All these medical issues destroyed any hope of Mitchel ever leading a normal and healthy existence.

However, again according to Mitchel, “a semi-handicapped life is better than the alternative.” He once remarked that it would be a bit better if insensitive youngsters did not shove him out of the supermarket priority checkout lane, and harass him on subway or train platforms, even while his body shook uncontrollably.

While waiting for countless doctor’s appointments with sympathetic friends and acquaintances, Mitchel often indulged in nostalgic memories of the natural beauties of Europe, its scenic green rolling countryside with ruined castles, as well as its cultural distinctions, such as soaring cathedrals and packed-full art museums. Unfortunately, Mitchel could enjoy these treasures for only two short years while driving his green BMW up and down the Autobahn.

[Note: In 2008, at the end of Pres. George W. Bush’s administration, the notorious overseas educational institution described above was closed down without ceremony. The ostensive reason given was the merger of two nearby military bases in Germany. Therefore, the offspring of overseas military personnel could be taught at the newly combined institution. To date, the federal government has not admitted to the drug-related problems at the original institution it downsized in 2008.]

•   •   •
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​4. *Poem: Eventide Snowfall*
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As the tangerine sun

Fades from view,

Evening shadows

Compete with the glow

Of intermittent street lamps.

Beneath those dim soporific lights,

Newly falling snow

Fills footsteps

Others left behind.

•   •   •
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​Short Story: A Man of the Cloth
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Picture if you can, a quiet, but agreeable man. In High School, he excelled in languages and, although a native speaker of English with no Spanish blood, DNA or heritage, he became fluent in Spanish. The young man drafted articles in this lingo published in the school newsletter. Counsellors predicted he might study linguistics or foreign languages at university. However, he realized a different destiny, albeit ancient languages did feature in it.

When this High School graduate enrolled at the University of Chicago, he became a pioneer of sorts. His major was Comparative Religion, a subject that no other undergraduate had ever chosen before at this institution.

Completing this degree in good time at the age of 21, he headed for Mexico City, spurred on by his keen interest in Spanish culture, and partly thanks to a $10K inheritance bequeathed to him by his deceased mother. She died of tuberculosis when he was four years old. A month after her lingering death, his pragmatic father quickly remarried. His father and stepmother had no offspring.

Every summer, without fail, the youngster was put on a Mid-West train bound for the Blue Ridge Mountains of West Virginia. He was obliged to stay with a distant relative called Aunt Crete, who lived in the outback. While his father eked out a patchwork living selling Singer Sewing Machines in the Mid-West, the couple resented the boy’s inheritance, granted to him when he turned 21.

While in Mexico for a year, he enrolled in Spanish literature courses at the University of Mexico City.

This was a time and place where the artists Diego Rivera (1886-1957) and his third wife, Frida Kahlo (1907-54) opened their artistic Blue House to countless graduate students. The American met both of them, as well as other artists, and quite naturally, he became extremely enthusiastic about Mexico City’s evolving art scene.

One of his acquaintances was a comely Mexican girl named Maria, who served as a waitress in a restaurant frequented by university students in that neighborhood. Later, she married Recardo, the American’s roommate in Mexico City. Much later, after the untimely demise of his wife, Recardo came to dinner at his former friend’s house in New York City. They recalled many fascinating stories of their Mexico City adventures while grad students.

Owing to Frida Kahlo’s communist sympathies, she sheltered Leon Trotsky (1879-40) in Mexico City and was extremely shocked and upset when one of Stalin’s henchmen cruelly assassinated Trotsky with an ice axe. The lethal attack occurred on 20 August 1940. Such tumultuous times encouraged the Spanish literature student to depart pronto. Besides, his year-long sojourn attending Spanish courses at the University of Mexico City had concluded. He knew instinctively that he should not linger further.

When America joined allies to fight World War II, he was back in Detroit where his father and stepmother had settled. To contribute to the war effort, the scholar worked in a factory for some months, hoisting metal parts into an acid vat and lifting them out again prior to final assemblage. This close proximity to and lengthy duration near the putrid acid vats precipitated respiratory issues in his old age.

While a factory employee, he applied to study at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts and earned a master’s degree in theology. Upon graduation, he entered the General Theological Seminary (GTS) of the Episcopal Church in the Chelsea neighborhood of New York City. Founded in 1817, it is the oldest seminary of the Episcopal Church and the longest continuously operating seminary in the Anglican Communion. During the three years he spent here, the scholar became friendly with several Orthodox clergymen hailing from both Russia and Ukraine. As he was fluent in Spanish (reading, writing and speaking), he informed the GTS authorities that he intended to emigrate to Puerto Rico as a missionary.

A Twist of Fate

Upon graduation, he became a temporary curate for half a year, as part of his ministerial training at an actual parish. He was assigned to a well-established and dignified clergyman leading a large Episcopal church in Mamaroneck, New York.

The clergyman had a teenaged daughter. She had previously studied for several years at a boarding school in Peekskill, in upper state New York. Her mother, anxious about her only son stationed in Europe as a medic, insisted that her sole daughter return home to be close to her during her senior year at High School. This meant that the daughter graduated from the local Mamaroneck High School instead of the boarding school she loved. The girl always resented this enforced move precipitated by her mother’s nervous condition.

Nevertheless, once back home, she became reacquainted with a charming American-born young man of French extraction, whom she had known over the years. They corresponded while she was at the boarding school. During school breaks and holidays, she visited the grand mansion of this young chap and his widowed mother.

Prior to his imminent departure for France to fight the Nazis, they had a whirlwind romance, and she fully expected to marry him when she became of age. The young man tentatively proposed to her with the stipulation that if he did not survive the war, she had his blessing to marry another.

While her fiancé was abroad in France, she completed her senior year of High School and was accepted by Mount Holyoke College, a renowned private women’s college in South Hadley, Massachusetts.

Suddenly in June 1944, she learned from her beau’s mother that her only son died on D-Day, also known as the Invasion of Normandy. On 6 June, he became trapped on “Omaha Beach”, one of the deadliest places on D-Day.

One must remember that most young men in Mamaroneck and elsewhere in America were abroad at this time. On the rebound, the clergyman’s daughter met the theological scholar, newly arrived at her father’s church that summer. Although she fancied him slightly, she was still mourning the loss of the American-Frenchman who had gone to France to fight for his father’s homeland.

During the approaching autumn, while the curate consoled the cleric’s daughter for her deep loss, they fell in love. After he proposed and she accepted, they visited her father to ask permission to marry.

The parish rector knew that the couple had been acquainted for a very short time and he likewise understood the true nature of his impulsive daughter. The father pragmatically suggested that the couple wait for at least a year to get to know each other better, before embarking on such a significant step in life.

Suddenly his daughter became adamant that she would not wait. She had a temper tantrum and stormed out of the discussion.

When she had calmed down a bit, her parents suggested that she enroll at Mount Holyoke where a place was waiting for her. Instead, she stomped off to Maryland to attend a voice training school. This short-term course taught her how to become an opera singer. Her parents intended to keep her mind off the curate, who remained at the Mamaroneck church during the autumn-winter months.

When she returned home for the Christmas and New Year’s holidays, the couple again floated the idea of their marriage to her father. The answer was still, “Wait a while longer to become better acquainted.” Afterall, she was still under age and, by law then, she needed her parents’ consent to marry.

Shortly after New Year’s, the curate fulfilled his six months of service and returned to Manhattan, waiting for the paperwork to be executed to receive a professional assignment of his own. He hoped it would be assigned as a missionary in Puerto Rico, where he could make use of his expertise in Spanish. In the meantime, he worked temporarily for a Wall Street stock broker and felt exhilarated by the excitement of High Finance. Later in life, he confided to friends that what he learned during this brief stint proved to be invaluable when he made his own investments.

Imagine how surprised he was when his beloved showed up unexpectedly at his Manhattan doorstep on a cold winter’s night. He quickly found a room in a nearby hotel for her to stay.

During their late dinner, she insisted that they elope. Following her persuasion, the next day he identified a Methodist clergyman to conduct the ceremony at a nearby church in Greenwich Village. They tied the knot in early February.

•   •   •
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Indigent Newlyweds

Using his meagre salary as a broker’s clerk on Wall Street, the scholar rented a small one room basement flat on West 10th Street in Greenwich Village.

His unskilled bride, with only a High School diploma and a short-term voice-coaching course under her belt, applied for lowly jobs as a shop assistant at various stores, but even after being hired on probation, her erratic behavior, such as turning up woefully late and daydreaming on duty, meant that she could not hold down a job for more than a few days. The longest temporary employment was at a petty stationery store for one week.
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