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​MIND TRIPS

A Foreword by the Editor
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TRIPS REQUIRE A COUPLE of things. First, you have to possess a body. There is no compromise on this. 

Secondly, trips require some form of transportation, and demand that you go by air, water, or ground. And, unless you are walking, you’re surrounded by a human-made contraption that limits your space as you move to your destination.

A Mind Trip, however, is completely different. With a mind trip, you are limited only by your imagination. Wait...shame on me for using the word limited. I know better than that! 

A mind trip is limitless and borderless. Infinite doesn’t begin to describe it. It astonishes the human mind and ignores the laws of physics. In fact, it ignores every other law ever created, or ever will be created.

Luckily, you don’t have to rely on my pitiful attempts at describing a mind trip. The stories in this anthology will show you exactly what a mind trip is—and how easy it is to take one. All you have to do is read the first word, and you’re off.

Bon voyage!
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~~First Place~~
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AUDREY MET MOST OF her close neighbors at the new condo before she officially moved in, when she dropped by to take measurements for window treatments and to meet a painter. Ruth lived next door, by herself. A divorcee, she wasn’t one to mince words. “I would have preferred widowed, like you,” she told Audrey. “I wanted to kill my ex so many times. He was such a jerk. Too bad it took me so long to figure it out. I’m never getting married again; I’m so done with that!”

On the other side, the Bennetts made it clear they were churchgoers, an initial offering of information loaded with underlying intent. They wanted to hear she went to church too, which, she imagined, would have them assume she didn’t drink, smoke cigarettes or weed, or have late-night parties and long-term visitors. Audrey nodded and said, “I see.” She didn’t oppose religion, if people kept their beliefs to themselves. And that included New Age. Some wouldn’t call it intolerance, but she liked to keep personal matters private. 

Audrey had a list of issues she preferred to keep quiet: what she paid for her condo, her pension, what she did with her time, her age, though what good would it do anyone knowing she was 68? Or when David died. That one she choked on, barely able to say two years. Could it be? It seemed so long ago, and yet such a short while ago. When people chiseled away at her, poked and prodded for answers, she pretended not to understand or hear. Let them think she was standoffish, or hard of hearing. Suited her fine. 

As the painter’s van backed out of her driveway, a woman in a pink and blue floral maxi dress crossed the street and, with a broad smile, accentuated by pink lipstick, introduced herself as Mona. She asked for the particulars of Audrey’s moving date, and if Audrey thought she’d love it here, and soon into their chat announced, “I’m a widow. I was happy to hear another widow was moving in. We need to stick together. Don’t get me wrong. I was happily married for 38 years. But I’m quite capable of living on my own and I am very good at it.” 

As Mona talked, she faced Audrey’s one-story, garden-style condo, identical to her own, except for the bistro table and chairs in her front patio enclosure. “There was a couple here before,” she said, as if speaking to their ghosts. “They were so involved with themselves, so busy, they’d no time for anyone else. Not mixers. Isn’t that why we move here? To mix?” Mona told Audrey she’d love living here and once she was moved in, they’d have to get together for tea. “Or maybe even something stronger, if you know what I mean.” She gave Audrey a wink. Audrey did not wink back. 

––––––––
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ON MOVING DAY, WHILE Audrey’s movers were unloading, someone called from the open door, “It’s me, Mona. I’m coming in.” Suddenly there she was, a plate of cookies raised on the pedestal of her five fingers, making her introduction to Audrey’s two sons and daughter. “Just a little something to keep the energy up.” Her eyes cast about the open-concept kitchen, dining and living room area, the identical configuration of her own place. “Oh dear,” she said as she took in the volume of boxes and furniture strewn about. “You’re going to have to get rid of some of this. You’ve got too much stuff.” She placed a hand on Audrey’s shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, we all make the same mistake. It’s hard to part with things, isn’t it? Trust me, you’ll get better at it.” On her way out the door she called out, “You’re going to love it here.”

Audrey felt something go through her, a sudden dizziness, and rocked back on her heels. Perhaps the heat and the exertion of moving. If David were here, he’d insist that she take a rest before tackling more unpacking. If David were here, they’d exchange glances and get back to work, knowing that they would share their first impressions of Mona, their new neighbor, at the end of the day, over wine. 

Finally, after several more hours of heaving, hauling, unpacking and sorting, Audrey declared the workday over, and time to order in. As they sprawled on the furniture they managed to clear, eating pizza and drinking beer, the front door opened and a voice carried down the hall. “Hello? Can I come in? It’s just me, Mona, your new neighbor.” For the second time today, there she was, standing in the great room in front of Kyle, Amy and Joey, clutching a large bundle of toilet paper. “I forgot to bring this over with the cookies. Oh, I see you’re having dinner. Pizza’s a good idea on moving night, isn’t it? Something simple. Who wants to cook?” 

Mona looked like she might be headed out somewhere, with her dark hair styled, not a hair out of place, her makeup fresh, her small feet elaborately wrapped in sandals with fake blue jewels, her hemline ending just above the knees. “There’s a really good pizza place here in the neighborhood. Is that where yours is from?” Mona leaned over Kyle for a closer look at the slice hovering at his mouth. “That looks delicious, but the neighborhood place is much better and uses way more cheese. You’ll love it!”

Kyle held the slice suspended in front of his mouth. He never liked anyone coming between him and his food, nor, for that matter, did he like meeting new people, not even as an adult, and especially not Audrey’s friends. 

Mona asked him how he liked his SUV. “I saw you get out of it in the visitor’s lot.” 

“Company car,” he answered, his articulation barely beyond a grunt. “Uses too much gas.”  

“Well, it’s a good-looking vehicle, don’t you think?” Mona appeared taken aback by his indifference, his utter lack of enthusiasm. 

“If you like that sort of thing.” Kyle placed his pizza slice on his plate, rose from his chair, and went out on the back deck. 

Mona had to be off but wouldn’t hear of Audrey seeing her to the door, though Audrey hadn’t moved so much as a muscle in that direction, she was so tired. On her way down the hall she called out, “Once you’re settled, we must get together. Don’t leave it too long.” 

Lovely, fine, yes. Once she was settled. That would take a while. 

––––––––
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ON THE WAY TO THE COMMUNITY mailbox, someone called from behind. “Audrey, Audrey, hello.” She waited in the street for Mona to catch up to her.

“Hello newest friend,” Mona said, her face alight with smiles. “I saw you headed out and thought I’d join you. Hope you don’t mind. It’s such a lovely evening.”

Audrey explained that she was on her way to get the mail, for the first time.

“Feel like going for a walk?” Mona asked. 

“I hadn’t planned on it,” Audrey said. She’d even been tempted to leave the mail for another day. A week after moving in, she was still working her way through boxes and every night collapsed into a spent heap. “I’m very tired.” 

“Oh, but it’s such a nice night for a walk,” Mona said. “It would do you good to get away from your work. Take a break. I see your lights burning at all hours. I find that it’s just so much easier to give in to laziness then to get some exercise, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been working all day, all week. I wouldn’t call myself lazy.” 

“I didn’t mean to imply that you were lazy. I meant me. But a leisurely walk is very different from being cooped up inside. A little stroll through the neighborhood might help you relax.”

Did she need to relax? Was that the vibe she gave off? Well, what harm would a walk do, and maybe a change of scene would perk her up. Mona was right. She’d been working hard to get herself settled in, the way she went at everything. If David were here, he’d pour her a glass of wine and order her to sit down, but in his kindly way, accompanied always by a grin and a gentle chiding. It’s a good thing I am here to remind you when to quit. And it was a beautiful evening, cooling down now with the sun setting. If David were here, they’d still be at the old house, and on such a night as this, they’d sit out on the back deck and talk.

As they walked, Mona filled her in on some of the people in the other condos: they both work; she is a divorcee, not friendly; the people in 36 don’t pick up after their dog; the woman in 28 thinks visitors’ parking is for her extra vehicles; those people broke condo rules and planted purple flowers instead of yellow; a lovely man lives in 12 and walks every single day, never misses; and the woman and her daughter next to him have tea on their front patio but never invite Mona to join them.

“You seem to know everyone,” Audrey said. 

“I was one of the first to move here,” Mona said. “I do know everyone.” This seemed to be a matter of some pride. “If there’s something you need to know, just ask me.” 

Hearing about the new neighbors made Audrey feel lost, or perhaps a little depressed. But how could she feel lost in a city she’d lived in for so long? She’d only changed neighborhoods. She knew everyone on her old street where she’d lived for twenty-six years, and they’d settled into an unspoken, but consensual agreement about how they were with each other. Days, weeks, months would pass without her seeing anyone, until warm weather drew them out to the sidewalk to chat and catch up. Summers spent waving from the front porch. Shouts of hello as they took the garbage to the curb. Brief exchanges. And yet, after David was diagnosed, and for the weeks of treatment that followed, there they would be at her front door, delivering a casserole and offers to help. 

She didn’t want Mona to tell her about anyone else. It made her feel as if she didn’t belong, that she was a newcomer, insignificant somehow, or worse, an interloper. As if she’d shed her past life and her identity along with it. Did she have to prove herself all over again? Being old in a new place didn’t mean uninitiated. 

She took hold of the conversation. “I like the little sitting area in the complex.” Audrey pointed to the gazebo and the rose garden surrounding it, which abutted a large park. She’d noticed these features while condo searching, and it was the gazebo, the rose garden, and the park that finally sold her on the place. She’d only had a chance to visit the gazebo twice, but once she was mostly settled, she looked forward to sitting to admire the roses, take in their glorious scent, under the maple’s shade. Of course, the gazebo provided its own shade, and a comfortable place to sit, a good resting spot on the shortcut to the park. No need to drive all the way around to the park’s entrance. “There is nothing quite so exquisite as the scent of roses,” Audrey said, aware of the whimsy in her voice.  

“Oh, those roses,” Mona said. “Let me tell you about that rose garden. It was supposed to be called a Peace Garden, but it’s turned into a War Garden. I was against it from the start. Don’t get me wrong, it looks lovely, but it must have people from our community working on it to keep it that way. Our landscapers won’t do it; it’s outside their contract. I wrote up a work calendar for sharing the weeding and watering, but people didn’t turn up for their allotted times. I used to step in and do it for them, but no more. I’ve instructed the condo board to remove the roses and replace them with shrubs. See why? See those thistles? See how high they are? It doesn’t take much for property values to drop. I am also pressuring them to get after the city to put up a fence between the park and our property. For safety reasons.” 

“I didn’t notice the thistles,” Audrey said, and stopped in the road. “I’m turning back. I’m tired.” 

Mona said, “This isn’t where I turn back. It’s up there, not far.”

“I’m turning back now,” Audrey said. 

––––––––
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SOMETIMES AUDREY DROVE to her old house and stopped out front, peering under the covered porch with its two solid pillars, into the living room and dining room windows, as if trying to glimpse her past. She asked herself if she’d ever lived there, her old life so disconnected from her present it resided in her like a faint ache. Was she having an out-of-body experience, as if she’d jumped on board some shifting alternate universe? Even her old furniture didn’t seem familiar, felt out of sync with the new place. The condo let in a flood of light that revealed the nicks and flaws, years of being bashed about by family life, hidden by the dark interior of her old house. She could almost see David sitting in his favorite porch chair, his tall lean body draped into it as easily as cloth, grinning as he stared out to the street, the ruffle of wind in the trees igniting his mind, his thoughts, his ideas. His imagination knew no limits.

––––––––
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AUDREY SQUATTED ON a little stool in her patch of front yard, listened to the birds, inhaled the fragrance of turned earth and clipped grass, as she pulled weeds, a chore she performed purely for pleasure.  

“Well, hello there, stranger,” someone said from behind. “You don’t have to do that, you know.”

Audrey squinted up at Mona, standing before her in a smart summer shift and straw hat, a silk scarf draped around her neck, her lips painted a pastel shade. “Isn’t that why we moved here, so we wouldn’t have to do this kind of thing? Now put that sputter down and come with me to my place. Let’s have a glass of wine! I haven’t seen you for a while. I won’t hear no!”

Audrey was not opposed to a glass of wine or two. She and David often sat out in the evenings, their favorite time of day, and polished off a bottle. The way Mona said it made it sound illicit, naughty.

Seated on Mona’s deck, accompanied by the trickle of a water feature, surrounded by garden decorations, and after they caught up with regular chit chat, Mona said, “Do you mind if I am one hundred percent honest with you?” 

The question startled Audrey; she wanted to say both yes and no. Something warned her she might not want to hear, since statements starting with such a leading question rarely took you to a place you wanted to go. If she said yes, she did mind, she’d always wonder what Mona was going to say. “No,” she said. “I don’t mind.” 

Mona refilled their wine before going on to her moment of truth, and settled into her wicker. “I tell it like it is and if people have a problem with that, they have a problem with me. What you see is what you get,” she said, and Audrey could tell by the flames in Mona’s cheeks the wine had kicked in. “If you don’t like how I am, I’m sorry, because I’m not going to change.” 

Audrey felt dislocated again, as if she couldn’t catch the thread of the conversation. Wasn’t Mona excusing herself for anything she might say that could be offensive? Maybe it was the wine; it was late afternoon and she’d eaten very lightly so far today. She had a mild buzzing in her ears. Mona should get on with it.

“Well, if you don’t mind me saying so,” Mona said, “and if you don’t mind me being blunt, that color of green really doesn’t look good on you. It doesn’t work with your skin tones. The style’s nice, but you’re more suited to beiges or blues. It’s fighting your complexion, makes you look a little orange, if you want to know the truth.”

Did she want to know the truth? The truth according to Mona? Audrey looked down at her tunic. Amy gave it to her two years ago for Mother’s Day, shortly after David died. “Oh, really?” It was her most comfortable top. She wore it a lot. Probably because Amy gave it to her, and she liked the feel of the fabric against her skin; it breathed, didn’t feel too restrictive. She would keep on wearing it.

Mona’s justification for her fashion sense, she went on to say, came after years of owning her own dress shop on Princess Street. “The Gilded Plum. Do you know it?” 

Audrey had heard of it, but never shopped there since the clothing was more elaborate than anything she’d ever wear. 

“It was quite famous,” Mona continued. “I had clients from all over the area, some from far away, who came to me for advice. They trusted me to choose their wardrobes. There were newspaper articles about me. My fashion sense is just a natural ability I have. Something I was born with. So, I hope you don’t mind my comments about your top.” Mona studied her for a moment then said, “Wait! I’ve got a good idea.” She put her wine glass down and brought her hands together, as if capturing the idea between her cupped hands. “Let’s the two of us go shopping and I could help you pick out some things. It would be fun! We could make a day of it, do lunch!”

Audrey hadn’t given any thought to clothes since retiring, and even when she worked she paid little attention to fashion. It wasn’t unusual for an academic to be more interested in comfort, but she’d always been like that. “Maybe,” she said. “But I don’t need new clothes right now. In fact, I need to get rid of some.”

––––––––
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MONA MADE REGULAR APPEARANCES at Audrey’s. Suddenly, there she’d be at the door, borrowing a casserole dish, a cake pan, lawn chairs for an event she planned with distant relatives who were coming to stay. She brought Audrey an illegal weed killer for her front yard so she wouldn’t have to dig them out, wouldn’t hear Audrey’s protests that she preferred not to use chemicals and enjoyed removing the intruders by hand, as well as the fresh air. 

Mona pointed out ants in Audrey’s driveway and warned her they’d get inside. She noticed Audrey put garbage bags out before seven p.m., the official time, and neighbors would report her to the condo board. Not her, of course not, she didn’t mind, but others would. She loaned her an expensive air diffuser to rid Audrey’s house of a lingering odor she detected from the previous owners. She loaned her a runner rug to protect the wood floors in Audrey’s hallway, until Audrey got her own. Audrey didn’t want to borrow any of these things, and she’d no intention of buying rugs, but Mona was deaf to no thank you. “Just a neighbor helping a neighbor,” she said. “It’s just how I am. Generous, I like to think.” 

Once, after Audrey declined her invitation to a fashion show, she said, “You keep too much to yourself. You should mingle more with people in the neighborhood. Remember, I warned you I’m honest.” 

Audrey considered herself social, but not with her new neighbors, and on her own terms. She met with old colleagues for lunch, belonged to a monthly book club and a knitting club, took aqua-fit classes, went out with a walking group, attended talks at the university, and took in plays and concerts. She accepted invitations from couples she and David used to socialize with when they both worked at the university, and who didn’t sever ties when he died. She went to Toronto with girlfriends.

Mona said she saw the flicker of Audrey’s TV sometimes when she got up in the night to go to the bathroom. “What are you doing up until 3 or 4 a.m.? Have you tried warm milk for sleeping? Once it’s warmed, an ingredient is activated that helps you settle. Or make yourself something to eat. Porridge or toast. Carbs make me sleepy.” Mona said she wondered sometimes if she should knock on Audrey’s door in the night to make sure everything was okay.
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