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“To tell you that I LOVE your story seems grossly inadequate. I could not put it down. I gobbled it up.... This story will haunt me forever –but it's a good haunt. It is truly one of the best things I've read in years. The ending is just right. This story is very good. It deserves to be read and read widely.” – Robin Theiss, writer, editor, former president of the St. Louis Writers Guild.

“Beautifully written—almost nothing I read is so clear & bright as it is, deserves to be at least as widely read as its competition. It reminds me somewhat of D.H. Lawrence, Mark Twain—with Hemingway clarity. That's good. I don't mean that it’s imitative. It’s something new, too. (The) persona is quite different from any of theirs. (Jeff is) an extraordinarily good literary artist.” – Eric Chaet, writer, poet, American original, author of People I Met Hitchhiking On USA Highways.

“What a nice, mystical little story! This was very evocative to me. I pictured a world set in the Missouri rivers of my childhood, with Arthur Rackham and J.M. Turner taking turns water coloring those pictures. As for the action, let's say . . . George Eliot was transported into the future and, dreaming, was visited by Steven King, O. Henry, and, very briefly, whoever wrote the screenplay for Splash.” – Christine Frank, writer, editor, Christine Frank and Associates.

“I loved your book? Thank you! It is a ‘page burner’! I started it on the plane and couldn’t put it down until I finished it at the hotel pool. Honestly, I am amazed that a 25 year old man possessed the depth of understanding to write the book!” – Mary Lu Sanders-Zinser, Intellectual Property Law Center. (Note from author: I'm not twenty-five anymore.)
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Cynthia!  I cannot tell the greater blisses...

—John Keats



Choose a firm cloud, before it fall, and in it

Catch, ere she change, the Cynthia of this minute.

—Alexander Pope



Preface



This is merely what happened. I only hope that whoever may

read it will find a place where it will make good fish bait.
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Cynthia’s cabin is nestled among trees next to a blue river.  The river is alternately deep and shallow, running smoothly over amber stones, mottled by an occasional pearl white stone.  Cynthia fishes the blue river.  The path to her cabin is matted yellow and the nearby grass bright green.

I was hiking into Cynthia’s land when a man, walking from the opposite direction, met me on the trail.  He was short, bent over, carefully watching his step, and he wore a sailor’s cap tilted back.  Slung over his shoulder, he carried a wicker basket held by leather straps, and he stared at the ground while he walked, nearly bumping into me.

I greeted him, but he grumbled and stepped around me, then tottered off balance.  The basket swung to the side and a fish spilled out.  The fish was blue with bright orange cheeks.  Its colors were vibrant even after flopping about and gathering a layer of dirt.

The man hung his basket on a tree and began hopping after the fish.  Maybe by emulating it, he hoped to catch it.  The effort did not look promising and he was becoming frustrated, so I went over and, with my foot, pinned the fish against a tree trunk.  Without offering thanks, he grabbed it and returned it to the basket.  The basket was full of fish.

“Where did you catch them?”  I asked.

“Cynthia caught them,” he responded without looking at me, then added, “I help eat them.”

I didn’t understand, not knowing that there was not much more to understand.  Cynthia caught them and he helped eat them.

He slung the basket over his shoulder again, then leaned close, squinting his eyes and grinning.  “You’ve never been here before, have you?”

“No sir, I haven’t.”

He winked, then whispered, “Pay close attention to what you think you are, to what you see, what you hear, but pay no attention to me.”

With that, he tipped his cap, turned and skipped once, twice, and off he went, whistling, birds chirping and fluttering out of the trees.

“Is she home now?” I called.

“Cynthia?” he yelled back over his shoulder.  “She’s always home.”

Perhaps most of the time, but not always.  When I met her, she was buying groceries at the general store in town. Cynthia talked about fish and we quickly became friends. She invited me to her cabin, which is accessible only by foot.  I was skeptical at first, but she was sincere, even gave me directions.  Anytime, she said, she was almost always home.

The trees blocked the sunlight, and I felt as if I was walking through a tunnel, finally emerging into a field of long grass forming waves in a gentle breeze.  I sat, pulled off my hiking boots and socks and stuffed the socks into the boots.  I tied the bootlaces together and hung them over my shoulder.  I felt like a young sailor, barefoot, through the waves of grass.

I was young, twenty-two, and while in Cynthia’s land, I took that man’s advice, at least what I understood of it.  I paid close attention to what I saw and what I heard.

I paid attention to the breeze stirring the yellow bushes growing tall and wild up the sides of Cynthia’s brown shingled cabin, and the front portico stretching across the entire front of the square building, and the porch swing moving and creaking as if she’d just gotten out of it.  I skipped up the portico steps, past the swing, and tapped on the front door.  It eased open.  I leaned over and stuck my head inside.  An old gray couch and an end table were pushed against a big, bay window facing south.

“Hello,” I called, but no one answered, so I stepped inside.

The walls quickly took me in – they had a presence beyond those of normal walls.  They were murals, landscapes of her land: the cabin, the hills, the limestone cliffs, and the river.  They were difficult to fully absorb.  Trying to, I turned full circle.  Cynthia startled me when she appeared from the kitchen.

“Do you like them?” she asked.

“Hello,” I said, “the door was open . . .”

“Yes,” she responded, “I know.  Come in.”  She had long golden hair that only slightly covered her tan shoulders.  She was wearing blue overalls.

“Your walls are interesting,” I said.  “Did you paint them?”

She sauntered over to the painting of the cabin and sat on the floor, her knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them, and chin resting on her hand.  “What do you think?” she asked.

I looked at her.  She blended into her landscape, lifelike.  “Yes, I think you did,” I said.  “Why don’t you use a canvass?”

She tilted her head back, rolled her eyes looking behind her.  “What for?”

“Well, on a canvass you could exhibit them... and share them with a lot of other people.”

She wrinkled her brow.  “I’m sharing them now.”

“Yes,” I persisted, “but they’re alive, with movement . . . and color . . . and . . .”

“Fish.”

“Fish?” I looked again and there did seem to be a lot of fish.

“I was just getting ready to swim with them,” she explained, then added, “That’s why.”

“What?”

She stood in one fluid, graceful move.  “Want to come along?” Her smile was enough to convince me.  But I didn’t think I showed it, and it surprised me when she said, “Good” and started toward her room.  “You may change there, if you like.”

Change?  Into what?  I dropped my boots, unbuttoned my shorts and stepped out of them, then pulled off my shirt.  My plain white underwear looked enough like a swimming suit, but it made me wish I had purchased a more flamboyant color.  And the outlet in front wasn’t normally on a swimming suit.  But my white underwear trunks would have to do.

Cynthia returned wearing an old jumper.  She led me through the kitchen to the back door, wide and hinged like a hayloft door.  The river snaked to my left upstream along high limestone cliffs with small trees growing from precarious ledges and a small cluster of tall pine on top moving in the breeze.  The water rippled over rocks and into a deep channel just beneath us where the smooth surface glided past and swirled at the corner of the cabin.  I was excited, a little apprehensive.

“You go first,” I said.

Cynthia stared at me, her eyes big and green and reflective.  “You have to go first,” she said, “and watch closely the things you see beneath the surface.”

“Why?” I asked.

She laughed and pushed me.  I grabbed onto her jumper and we both fell splashing into the sun-warmed clear water.  The current tugged heavily, and I struggled to keep my head above water.

“When you go under,” Cynthia called, “open your eyes!”  She swirled at the corner of the cabin and was pulled under abruptly.  I tried swimming away from the whirlpool, but to no avail, and I felt the water pulling me despite all my efforts to stay afloat.  My eyes were closed at first, but I forced them open.

Sunlight penetrated the surface, filtered by the water, offering prismatic variations of blue, green, and yellow.  The water cooled, feeling like silk on a spring morning, making my skin come alive.  Cynthia was ahead, skimming along, lying parallel to the stone bottom with her hands and feet outstretched, propelled by the current.  I did the same and watched the bottom zip by, sunlight illuminating the stones amber and gold.  A long silver fish swam beside me, its protruding lower jaw giving an appearance of solemn dignity, tolerant of my intrusion, but not of my touch.  It darted away when I reached for it.

My lungs felt ready to burst.  I needed to breathe and the current bore me to the surface, allowing two good inhalations before pulling me under again.  I opened my eyes, and passed logs with dark green moss and, hovering nearby, curious bluegill, mottled yellow and orange, dark blue ear fins, perfectly circular red rimmed eyes.  They watched me, darting behind a log as I went by, then swimming back out for another look.  A fat camouflaged fish was vacuuming the bottom with its down-turned snout.  The fish paid no heed to my brief presence.  Then, suddenly, the bottom rose to my face; my nose scrapped against the stones.  I thrust my hand down and rolled through the shallows into a deep pool, the current pulling me down frighteningly for a moment until I popped to the surface like a bobber.

Cynthia was waiting for me in the slow swirling current.  Her jumper was discarded on shore.  She was lolling about, her body illuminated golden by the sunlight and distorted by the water.  My underwear clung to my skin like plastic.  I pulled them off and heaved them toward shore, missing
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