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Praise for Beyond the Ripples . . .

“Memoirist Dede Montgomery has the uncanny ability to create the quality of presence inside story. This time, it’s through her fiction. Whether at the Columbia River shoreline with a man struggling to gather up a bottle with a note inside or in a restaurant with a waitress witnessing a meeting that will change lives, we are there, moved by these characters, cheering them on and celebrating how interconnected we humans are. Beyond the Ripples will capture your heart.” — Jane Kirkpatrick, Award-winning author of Everything She Didn’t Say

“In Beyond the Ripples, Dede Montgomery takes us on a moving, heartfelt journey through the lives of a cast of characters fatefully joined by a note in a bottle set adrift in the Willamette River.  The characters—the young girl who launched the bottle, a kind octogenarian who finds it, his successful daughter who feels inexplicably unfulfilled, a salesclerk struggling to rise above an abusive partner and a controlling mother, and a burned-out teacher searching for meaning—all live and breathe with human authenticity.  This beautiful book is a story of love, friendship, and growth, and a meditation on the abiding need we all have for human connection.” — Warren C. Easley, author of Moving Targets, Book 6 in the Cal Claxton Oregon Mysteries

“An old fisherman, a letter, an unlikely friendship and the big rivers of Oregon—the Willamette and Columbia, inspired this fictionalized multi-story, threaded from the stories of a bygone era and rippling with the power of synchronicity that occurs whenever someone finds a message in a bottle. An enduring, reflective, and soulful read for a winter’s night.” — Jenny Forrester, author of Narrow River, Wide Sky: A Memoir

Other books by Dede Montgomery

The Music Man

[image: C:\Users\User\Documents\Bedazzled Ink Business Files\Bink Books\Beyond the Ripples\BeyondtheRipples-tp-ebook.jpg]

© 2019 Dede Montgomery

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 

reproduced or transmitted in any means, 

electronic or mechanical, without permission in 

writing from the publisher.

paperback 978-1-945805-96-7

Cover Design

by

[image: C:\Users\User\Documents\Bedazzled Ink Business Files\GusGus Press\saplingpressprint.jpg]

Bink Books

a division of

Bedazzled Ink Publishing, LLC

Fairfield, California

http://www.bedazzledink.com

For Mom. The best friend any daughter could hope for.

In every moment the Universe is whispering to you.

~Denise Linn

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1


[image: image]


The bottle

June 2013
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THE BOTTLE WAS partially hidden, stuck in a snag of some fallen cottonwood branches. Winter’s rain and winds had been cruel to the trees and shrubs growing along the banks of the Columbia River. This particular cottonwood crept closer to the rippled current, until, one day, it slid sideways, pulling some of its roots out of the soil, severing its lowest branches. Through winter and spring, the trunk rested in the water’s edge, submerged remaining branches collecting floating river debris. 

Ernest had been keeping his eye on the bottle for months, first as he tossed his cast out into the wind-whipped ripples of the river channel as the current crashed on its bank early in the winter. When he first noticed it, rough waters carried broken fir branches and severed paper mill remnants in a muddier than normal torrent enhanced by winter rains. It exuded the smell of fish and he told himself he should pull the bottle out. Clean up the river view. But the extra effort and possibility of getting wet commanded him to wait; to let someone else get to it. Perhaps an exploring kayaker or boater, or someone whose curiosity might get the better of them. Or better yet, melted snow pushing even higher spring waters might nudge it forward, furthering its journey to wherever it was supposed to go, he figured. Yet, the next week and then the next, the bottle remained. 

Ernest had started wondering if others might have noticed it: a handful of locals occasionally frequented this spot of his, although he was lucky enough to usually be the only visitor during his early morning excursions. In this spot, he would rest and ponder, and in times now gone, even pretend a fish might bite. Then it began to happen that he’d near the bank and neglect to bait up his line. Picking up the rhythm of the river instead; looking out, thinking, remembering. A bit of rocky beach with edges overrun with grasses and shrubbery of Oregon grape crawled down to the water. He would often strain to look across to the expanse of Washington state on the other side of the river, peering beyond Puget Island as it separated the Columbia into two channels, always glad, although he couldn’t put into words why exactly, that he was born and bred an Oregonian. Even if others grumbled about missing the good old days, and all the “no good” folks taking over the state. But not Ernest. He knew there had always been good and bad people around. He still preferred to think the lot of them now to be mostly good. And those that weren’t had some attached baggage steering them in that direction.

On this morning as he brewed his morning tea, seeping the black bag extra-long to elicit its caffeine jolt as he sat at his bare kitchen table, the image of the bottle interrupted his thoughts of the day. The bottle overtook other typical first morning notions: imagining what his daughter might be doing or worrying about his dwindling savings. Instead, for whatever odd reason, he was suddenly terrified maybe someone else had claimed it. This silly bottle, he thought, peering into his tannin colored tea, wondering why this small thing wouldn’t escape him? Good thing he had never mentioned it to his daughter, Amelia—it would only cause her more worry. He questioned if he could summon energy on this day to take it on, as lately, it was harder and harder to get going each new morning. Perhaps the buzz of the tea would give him just enough lift to leave the warmth of his small, dingy, yet warm, house. A house, he kept telling himself, needing a new coat of paint along with a roof, and although his sense of smell wasn’t what it used to be, he knew mold and mildew seeped along inside corners of his home’s walls and windowsills. 

Finally, he drained the tea, but left half of the toast on the chipped plate. Ernest grabbed his jacket, the one with the IBEW logo under the collar, and his favorite ball cap, so faded he couldn’t remember what its original color had been. He made his way down the lane, not bothering to lock his door as he left. He never locked, although he would never admit it to Amelia. His knees hurt more than usual, the arthritis acting up especially with the chill sting clinging to the June morning. It had been a stormy, rainy, cold June which those natives living along the Columbia River knew to be pretty typical. His heartbeat picked up, and he wondered for a second if this might be the morning that would take him? Maybe he would be visited by one of those early morning heart attacks that seemed to claim so many of his friends. Why is it always early morning? He forced himself to slow his steps, and then finally, to stop for half a minute. He heard a rustling in the brush and turned his head in time to spot a blue heron disturbed into flight. Ernest tried to remember his daughter’s advice—to breathe from deep within the diaphragm, although he never seemed to understand how, even when she forced him to practice with her.

Finally, he moved his feet again. He felt his shoulders cave into the hunched posture of the old as he walked, his feet shuffling loudly on the gravel road as he failed to lift them fully off the ground. After a few minutes of walking, he neared the river and chuckled at the irony. As if anyone else would be out on this cold and foggy morning! Most of the old crowd, at least the ones he knew, were having a harder time getting around, if they hadn’t already left this earth. The serious fishermen, up with the dawn, selected spots more likely to entice the Columbia’s gourmet offerings. 

On this morning, he saw fewer than the usual number of birds and figured there would certainly be no fish. A good reason not to bring his pole again, as if he still needed to defend his recent laziness. It never used to happen, but lately more often than not he arrived without it. He knew, even if he tried to pretend otherwise, it was the spot that drew him, and the way his memories spilled out alongside the river as it splashed against its bank. Releasing from his brain like air rushing from a pinhole in an inflated balloon. Although these days, he admitted to himself, a glimpse of the bottle in the snag was what compelled him to visit. These past few seasons he had believed one day fate would blitz a stormy assault, tossing the bottle back into the current and beyond. But no, as he spotted it on yet another morning, nothing had launched it back on its journey. Now, with summer arriving and the river receding lower in the bank, he knew enough about the seasonal life of the river to believe the bottle could be stuck for much longer than he had ever anticipated. 

Nearing the river edge and the snag, he figured he’d likely have to wade into the muddy muck if he hoped to grab the bottle. He could barely make out the green glass from where he stood, so covered it was with river scum, wondering how he had even noticed it in the first place. Ernest realized his worries about someone else chasing after it were quite silly: after all, it was just a piece of litter embedded into the crotch of an old cottonwood. Sharon’s voice propelled him further: “Go for it, Ernie!” His feet stopped moving abruptly as he forced himself to slow his breathing. He couldn’t decide if this newer feeling in his chest was true pain, or simply his clock winding down. He wondered how long it might take someone to find him if this turned out to be his final resting place? He’d been thinking about life’s end more often, knowing it would happen sometime; hoping it would at least be quick. 

Recently he found himself thinking about Sharon all day long, her needling laugh accompanying him most mornings as he trekked along the road toward the river. Some mornings he’d notice himself missing her desperately; and yet it hadn’t been so long ago when it was more common for him to have nighttime arrive only to realize he hadn’t thought about her all day. But on this damp morning, for some reason, it wasn’t only Sharon who was captive in his memories. Ernest rested against the same smooth, cold boulder he leaned against so many mornings before. The quiet rush of the current rang in his ears, and his eyes were mesmerized by the river ripples, as his breathing slowed. Something prodded his brain to get back to the task at hand, but the memories hooked his focus.

Thinking back in time was different here, next to the river as it flowed on toward the mouth of the Columbia where it propelled its waters into the Pacific. Back home, lots of days he’d sit in his chair, alone in his living room, and drift off, not to sleep but slipping softly into moments that happened decades before. And on these days, especially lately, he teased through memories, as if watching frames from an old movie in slow motion, knitting together what he remembered about his dad, Chuck, and father-in-law, Jackson. The meeting of those two men had once seemed unlikely to Ernest, as did the friendship created between Ernest and Jackson. A bond made after his own dad had died. And yet, after years mulling it over, it was only recently Ernest understood. Maybe it wasn’t so unlikely. Because, as Ernest believed, more now than ever, there are spaces in our lives when our individual spirits intuitively know who to reach out and touch. It is only sometimes much later when we understand what it is we offered each other.

––––––––
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IT HAD BEEN at the beginning of World War II as Portland shipyards stretched for man power, luring newcomers to Oregon. And some may have been identified as different than those who were native, but all of them, in truth, were newcomers in the timeline of history. And in all of Ernest’s own brothers and sisters of the trades he had known over the years—welcomed in the union hall as if their own home—few had wired together the nooks and crannies of Liberty Ships like Chuck and Jackson.

So, in the end, it wasn’t odd when Chuck and Jackson came to depend on each other while sharing shifts. For Ernest knew as well as the next IBEW Brother—if you can’t count on a fellow electrician, one might as well anticipate the day you don’t make it home. Those two, Chuck and Jackson, were true buddies. Ernest heard from others later how the two knew their trade better than anyone. Jackson, decades after those war years, explained how their friendship reflected shared personal traits: commitment and fastidiousness. 

“Do it right the first time or don’t bother,” Jackson told Ernest once, or something like it. 

Jackson or Chuck would give the other sad head shakes when an inexperienced sparky ignored this work ethic. Later, when Jackson retired early, his knees and fingers worn out, and Chuck grabbed private jobs on his own, they’d still see each other at the union hall. Ernest too experienced the power of union hall visits. His father and Jackson might grab a cup of coffee, and back in the earlier days, Chuck, a cigarette. When Ernest learned it was Jackson his dad called first after his diagnosis, keeping it from his own family for much longer, it had taken Ernest a long time to forgive. To forgive his dad for not letting his own son or wife know earlier, to give them the news a few of their brothers had already received, multiplying as years passed. A diagnosis Jackson fully escaped, for reasons attributed to luck, genes, and perhaps things none of us are ever privy to know. All these things Ernest never learned much about. Until later. 

––––––––
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LEANING AWKWARDLY AGAINST the rock, Ernest felt the sharpness of the stone dig into his thigh, and he shifted his body. An intruder poked at him, interrupting his focus on what he came to the river to do. Leaving him no choice but to prepare himself for the memories that would next flood him. For it was as he first grieved over his dad’s death all those years ago, his previous loss of Dixie was amplified. He had been just a kid then, overwhelmed in his personal battles: falling in love so early, at sixteen. In love with Dixie, the pretty, flashy one: different than him, the quiet guy who hid in classroom corners and the shadows of flamboyant jocks and circles of rich kids. Quiet, but solid. 

Back in those days, Ernest went to church every Sunday and spent free time helping his dad, learning early how to rewire their house. He had already decided on his trade, but was told he still needed to graduate from high school. But that Dixie, she simply shined. Ernest had never been one to whistle, but if he had, just her memory would have caused him to release a quiet air-filled attempt. And unlike the other girls who traveled in her flock, Dixie would look at Ernest each morning and speak to him or ask him how he was. She’d hesitate as if she actually expected him to answer. He swore silently at the blush he knew to be slowly moving from his neck to his cheeks, leaving him tongue-tied. Ernest could feel the eyes of his classmates on him, or at least he imagined so. 

Then there was the day Dixie asked him to the Sadie Hawkins Dance. She had stopped him in the hall after school while he helped Mrs. Southward empty an overflowing classroom trash can. As he returned to the quiet, abandoned hall, there she was, in her flowing skirt and white blouse, with collars that always lay down perfectly. 

“Hi, Ernest,” she said.

Ernest stopped. He was a statue without a single muscle moving, until, finally, his mouth twitched, and he set down the trash can and reached his arm out to the wall to balance himself. “Hi,” he replied. He still remembered how he had searched his brain to say something that wouldn’t make him sound like an idiot. Instead he remained tongue-tied. 

“That’s nice of you to help Mrs. Southward. Some days I think she might just pass out on the spot,” Dixie said. She had looked as if she might laugh, but then added more seriously, “She always looks so tired!” 

“Yes,” Ernest said, his brain still searching. He was distracted as he wondered how long it took her each morning to tie her sweater so neatly around her neck: it looked such a perfect, soft arrangement of cashmere as it rested there.

“Well, I was wondering,” she started. “Do you have a date for the Sadie Hawkins Dance?” She looked at him, searchingly.

Ernest almost took a step backward, but tried hard to focus on being still. He self-consciously pulled at the collar of his button-down shirt, giving himself air.

“You know, it’s the one that girls can ask boys?” Dixie said, stumbling a bit as if she worried he might think her too forward. Instead, she continued on boldly, “It’s next Friday night.”

Ernest so badly wanted to have a good line. What would Dick say? His friend Dick always knew what to say to girls. Instead, he blurted, “Dixie. I don’t know how to dance.” He looked down at the ground, attempting to shield his fully reddened face. “And no, I don’t have a date.”

Dixie grinned. Her smile radiated through her whole body, and she delightedly almost danced a jig. He watched her saddle-shoed feet move quickly back and forth twice. Her white socks caught his eye, and he could hardly take his eyes off her ankles, until he heard her say, “Oh good! Then you will go with me?”

Ernest no longer recollected what he had said after that. But he remembered knowing right then that this girl was determined to get what she wanted in life. And she blew into him like a burst of early spring air, picking him up and carrying him along in her gust.

Ernest noticed for a moment the coldness of the rock sinking through his pants, interrupting his thoughts. He touched the faded denim of his pants, feeling their dampness. But the distraction couldn’t stop his brain from moving along its path. It was so easy to remember, even now, how from that moment on, Dixie was his life. And for a long time back then, he had kept wondering: what was the catch? 

The few friends he had shook their heads and cautioned him. “Just watch out,” one would say; or another, “You just wait.” They all believed Dixie was after something; some way to embarrass or simply dump him. As Ernest began to uncover what he found to be the true essence of Dixie, he knew his friends were wrong. Plain wrong. And soon, he came to realize how he loved her. Pulling his courage together, he took a chance and brought her home to meet his parents. Dixie was more cautious about sharing hers: the sole barrier Ernest uncovered that caused his courageous Dixie to lose her nerve. Until, that is, when the moment arrived when Dixie knew she had to stand up to them. For it was immediately after their high school graduation Ernest and Dixie married, against the protests of her parents who had strived to get her to understand how they knew best. She was young, they’d say, adding she’d get bored with him. Dixie was honest enough to share some of these conversations with Ernest, assuring him how the problem lay with her parents, rather than any weakness in him. 

Dixie never did tell Ernest, however, a few things her parents had said. “Dixie, dear. He’ll never appreciate those things that are important to you. The things you love,” they might say. They would remind her about her devotion to piano lessons and catechism. In the end, Dixie’s parents may have spoken some truth, as Ernest did struggle to avoid embarrassing her around friends and family as they talked of things he knew nothing about. 

But now, Ernest thought, looking back so long ago only some of the memories were still crystal clear, in the end, it simply didn’t matter. None of it. Dixie and Ernest had two years together in marriage that were mostly good. Sure, they had an argument here or there, but he had loved her. Truly, truly loved her. And he always felt she loved him. But none of that love prevented an accident from destroying everything late one night when she was out with friends. The curvy road. The dark sky with misty Portland rain pelting the ground, creating stormy, mud laden gushes of water along the road. She had been out with her childhood friends, some still unwed. To be girls again. A phone call came later from the hospital three hours after he expected her to be home. This many years later, he can recall the feeling he had that night. A sensation still capable of numbing his body if he allows himself to think back, on lonely nights as he sits in his worn upholstered chair, its seams now unraveling, in his hushed living room near his telephone. That one late night, Ernest’s fatigued body and spirit became alert as an undefined fright seeped into his blood, shocking him awake. 

Before the call as he awaited her return, he began to imagine what he had believed to be the worst: maybe she had tired of him and had found a man who could give her everything her parents thought he couldn’t. This man wouldn’t be like Ernest, a hard-working electrician who pulled a paycheck and assured her she would never need to work. Most of the girls back in those days didn’t if they could avoid it, it seemed to him. Not like now, Ernest knew, thinking of Amelia. No, Dixie had not chosen to go to college and instead dabbled in art classes at the local museum, something he knew bothered her parents. And Ernest told her, time after time, he could put her through college. But on this night, no. He was so fully convinced she had left him for an anonymous refined man who would offer a perfect line for every conversation, that when the phone rang to tell him otherwise, it took him a full thirty seconds to register the message, as it slowly dawned on him that, no, he had not imagined the worst. And while he needed to leave immediately, to identify her body, all he could do was sit for ten minutes solid, stunned. He knew he needed to notify her parents but couldn’t imagine how he could tell them. 

But he did it and the worst night of his life progressed into an awful misty morning. He still remembered how when he got home he made himself a cup of coffee to start the day. A day proceeding without a night’s sleep. In the act of putting coffee in the percolator he realized the last time he had made coffee was on Dixie’s last birthday in April. And it was only then, the dreary morning after, that he had cried. Finally. Ernest called in to work intending to call in sick, something he had only done once before as a flu bug ravaged his body, to learn his boss had already been notified. It was years later when he wondered who made the call for him. Instead of heading to work, he sat back in the armchair and looked out the front window at the dripping rain. 

Later, at the Catholic funeral, he sat with Dixie’s family in the front row and struggled to kneel and sit and pray at the right times. Since he hadn’t converted, he didn’t join the family in the taking of communion. He knew that her whole family viewed him with disgust, blaming him for all the things they felt he hadn’t done for their Dixie. Ernest had been frightened at the service to seek eye contact with either of Dixie’s parents. His head pounded through the ceremony, after too many nights consisting of only a few hours of sleep. As soon as he returned to work after her death, he had surprised his co-workers by asking for overtime, finding work to be his only solace: the thing he could do without thinking. Without feeling. But then, at the service, he saw the crowd rise, one final time, and he spotted it. Her casket. His most beautiful wife’s casket was to be carried down the aisle by her father, still young enough to help heft the load, accompanied by her brothers and uncles. He worried he didn’t know if he should be helping to shoulder it or not. He did know that the casket would not be open, and he was thankful after seeing her crumpled body in the hospital morgue. No loved ones could have handled that grief, he had told himself. 

As if in a trance, he followed the procession to the hearse, and on to the cemetery, deaf to words, sounds, noises. Someone held out an umbrella to him, but he shook his head. He knew he needed rain to seep through his body, down between his raincoat and the neck of his collared shirt and tie, and into his lower pant legs and socks. For after all, Dixie had astounded him with her adoration of rain. They would go on walks and after the first few times of holding open an umbrella for her, he left it at home, knowing she would laugh at him and dash away from the domed nylon’s protection. Often, to Ernest’s horror, she might splash through puddles in her shoes. He would force himself to smile at her joy. But during this final goodbye to his love, the rain seeped through the open collar of his jacket, chilling him in the late winter cold. He felt it in the toes of his socks, and its wetness migrating into his sleeves. It was the rain that allowed him to spill his tears, and not worry if anyone was watching. 

Finally, back at the church where sandwiches made of white bread were arranged on pretty platters and two young women ladled a pink sparkling drink from crystal punch bowls, he had to escape. The sandwiches would only cling to the back of his throat, and the pink, stickiness of the punch would make him vomit. But first, he knew he must see Dixie’s parents. He felt hopeless—he didn’t know what to say. And worse, to face what he knew to be their hatred. As he went to get his jacket, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dixie’s mother, Patty, nudge her husband. They both slowly moved toward him, and it rooted him in place, leaving him unable to pull his left arm through the coat sleeve. His coat dangled behind him as if he were a toddler. 

Patty reached down to gather the top of his jacket, and held it open for him as she guided his arm. She paused, and then awkwardly gave him a hug. Thomas reached out his hand and Ernest shook it, after which Thomas placed his other hand on top. Ernest slowly focused his vision to look Thomas in the eye, and then, back at Patty. Through her tear-stained mascara she tried to give a small smile. 

“Ernest. We know how our daughter loved you,” Thomas began. Ernest looked back at him. “And you have been good to her.” He started to cry and cleared his throat. “We just want you to know that,” he said as his voice cracked. 

Ernest tried but couldn’t get a single sound out. He began to weep.

“We will give you a call. Soon,” Patty said. And with that they stepped away and Ernest hurried back into the rain, toward his truck and into the safety of the raindrops.

––––––––
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WHEN ERNEST WAS eight or nine he complained to his dad. “It’s not fair,” Ernest had said when his dad wouldn’t let him play baseball with the boys from school. Ernest didn’t now recall the reason his dad had given, but he did remember his dad saying, “Life isn’t fair. Remember that.” And then he added, “Ernie, get over it.” 

A few years after Dixie died, this phrase from his dad was one of the things from childhood that came back to him. Ernest knew Chuck had been having difficulty catching his breath for a number of years. His dad would minimize his worries, telling Ernest it was a cold or a cough, or just “sparky breathing” like other electricians. It was only these few years later, after he’d had a minor heart attack, that Ernest and his mother wondered if Chuck truly did have a breathing problem. But then they’d remind themselves how he was still working hard to provide for his family. He was never a complainer, and seemed to practice what he told Ernie all those years ago; that life wasn’t fair and to just get over it. He loved his wife, and was there for his son. 

After Dixie died, Chuck did not repeat the phrase, and was present for his son in his silent and gruff manner. Occasionally, he might give Ernest a partially stiff, half hug, although his dad always looked uncomfortable in this father-son touching. For their unique bond was more about what they shared together rather than chatter or touch. When Ernest turned twelve, Chuck gave him his first screwdriver, and each subsequent year he added another tool to slowly build Ernest’s electrician’s tool kit. These many decades later, Ernest couldn’t remember the first time he was allowed to help his dad with a task of the trade. For that was, in fact, what his dad did: he shared his knowledge and love of his trade, even occasionally taking Ernie with him to the union hall meetings. 

It wasn’t until Chuck’s funeral where suddenly his dad’s whole life lay open in front of him, for the first time and almost without warning, did Ernest understand the impact his dad had made on those around him. Those guys he had worked with all those years ago in the shipyards. The guys who mostly had moved on to other jobs, but still gathered at the union hall for coffee and meetings, surrounded by signs shouting “We are all one for safety” and “Once a union man always a union man.” For now, unlike the Catholic funeral for Dixie just a few years before, these old friends of his dad’s united together as both Ernest and his mother were caught in slow motion. In a local community center, Ernest watched grown men look down at their worn work boots and shed tears for their union brother. 

Ernest sat next to Helen at that service back then. Although his dad had not been one to be demonstrative, he put his arm around his mother’s heaving shoulders. Helen avoided eye contact, knowing such a glance would set loose tears she struggled to contain deep inside. Or, incite the anger she was feeling: an upsetting and confusing emotion. She couldn’t admit to anyone how, yes, she was angry Chuck had left her. How he never admitted to her how much he struggled to breathe. She wondered how tired he must have been, and how it was he kept working, day after day, minding his own business without complaint, until forced to admit the advancement of his lung cancer. Too young, her Chuck seemed, to die. To her. 

Two of the union wives arose following the service and came over to stand next to Helen. They whispered something Ernest couldn’t make out, gently gathering Helen’s arms to help her rise. One of them, an older woman still with jet-black hair, looked at Ernest and said, “We’ll be over near the coffee in the corner.” She pointed with her head in a direction. 

Ernest nodded. “Thanks,” he whispered. 

He got up and tried to anticipate what it was he was supposed to do next, the only son of this man who was much more loved than Ernest could have imagined. The room’s walls were bare and though the lighting was dim, he could see how the crowd had cleared out, mourners getting on with the remainder of a Saturday afternoon with chores to finish and places to get to. It was only then, he now reminisced, when a man moved toward him.

“You must be Ernest,” the man said simply. He put out his hand and in shaking it Ernest could feel the calloused grip of a fellow tradesman. This hand ran many shades deeper than his own. “My name is Jackson. I don’t know if your dad ever mentioned me.” He looked at Ernest for recognition. The whites of his eyes were almost bloodshot. “Your dad and I worked together a long time ago back in the shipyards.” 

Ernest had struggled at first to remember, although not for long. Of course! Jackson was the guy his dad mentioned as he told Ernest about some of the ships they had built back then, and about how surprised he had been at the shoddiness of some of the completed work. 

“Um yes.” Ernest struggled to get out of his mouth. “Of course.” He was quiet, until suddenly, words bubbled out. “Were you the one that almost got hit that time the crane cable snapped? I still remember Dad being so thankful you weren’t crushed. That it was so close. Yeah?” He pictured a crane high above, its cable snapping and the crashing of a shattered, dropped load.

“Oh yes,” Jackson smiled for the first time, and issued a quick snort. “That was me. The first of a few lives.” He laughed. More seriously he added, “Your dad was a great guy. But you must know that?” He was quiet and then shook his head. “Oh, but I had never seen him so angry as he was that time they misjudged that load.” 

“Yeah,” Ernest replied, not quite sure what to say next. He had begun wondering how much about his dad he didn’t know. 

“It’s the shits,” Jackson said. “Of course, I wouldn’t have said that around Chuck. I never heard him swear. Not once, in all those years.” 

Ernest was distracted in acknowledging the oddity of neither he nor his dad using foul language among so many others who did, and he shuffled his feet, hating the tight dress shoes he had bought years back to please Dixie. He was late to realize on this sad occasion how he should have known the other guys would wear their work boots. He felt stupid not to have known that. 

“It’s just not fair,” Jackson continued. “When the big guy takes the good ones. Hell, I could point out a good five guys still left in this crowd that I would have given up first, if it were my choice. Of course, that’d make your dad uncomfortable too, to hear me say that. Though he always gave me some leeway, reckoned I’d had to put up with a lot more than him.”

“Oh,” Ernest muttered, again. Feeling stupid he didn’t know how to respond to this side of his dad. Had he known him so little? 

“Well,” Jackson hesitated. “The wife and I would like to invite you over to dinner one of these days. You might not believe it, but I’ve got a few pictures of your dad and me, from the early days. Some kind of promotional thing. Hell, I have no idea why the two of us were chosen. Maybe a Mutt and Jeff kind of pair.” Jackson looked at him for a response.

“Um, yeah. I’d like that,” Ernest spit out finally. “Yes.” 

“Okay. Good. Living at your dad’s place, right? I mean, um, since your wife and all.” Now Jackson looked uncomfortable. “I’m so sorry about that, by the way.” 

“Yeah. Thanks. Yeah, we’re there. For now, at least,” Ernest said. “I guess Mom and I have some talking to do. I just don’t know.” 

“Oh, of course,” Jackson said quickly. “Of course. Perhaps next weekend? My wife, she’s the best cook, maybe this side of the Mississippi. Truly.” He patted his rounded stomach and gave an embarrassed smile. He looked around the room. “She couldn’t be here today or I’d introduce you. I’ll check in with the boss and then give you a call. But maybe Saturday?” 

A date set so many years ago, Ernest thought, shivering in response to cool morning air. He had no idea, back on that mournful day, how much one conversation would set in motion. 

––––––––
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ERNEST HEARD A distant horn. Or was it a siren? His hearing wasn’t what it was once, yet he refused to pay for hearing aids. Nonsense, he had told his daughter. He heard everything he cared to hear.

But now, the sound, whatever it was, broke him out of his reverie, and he knew he finally must take care of what it was that brought him to the river edge on this damp morning. He stretched up, ever so slowly, so that he was standing, rubbing his aching back and hips. He slowly plodded toward the water, stopping briefly to awaken the tingling foot that had fallen asleep. He shook it, being careful not to lose his balance, and then took slow shuffling steps down the bank. As he edged toward the snag, the cold water slowly seeped into his right work boot. Shoot. He would have been smart to have worn something different today, even the pair of old sneakers he didn’t care about. 

But now, it was too late to turn back. He grabbed the alder branches jutting out from the bank, stabilizing himself as he gingerly boosted his other boot up onto the decomposing debris abutting the snag. He hadn’t realized how difficult this would be, and how much it would challenge his now imperfect balance. He thought he could just about finish the task without much more water damage to his leather boots, although he wondered why he should worry much about them. They’d served him well all these years and a little mud and water could hardly do much to them now: they may not find many more days of wear. 

He heard a rustle in the tree near him as another surprised heron was rousted to activity. Startled, Ernest grabbed the slippery branches with his second hand as he peered into the sky to the harsh “kaark” as the bird took to flight, momentarily shocking him into forgetting, again, what he was doing. But then, a moment later as he recovered his stability, he let go with his right hand, and reached out just long enough to grab the neck of the bottle. The vessel was almost smothered in the dried muck of leaves and sticks, trapped during the wilder currents of the winter and spring: halting its river journey. Holding the bottle mid-air by its neck, he willed himself to slow his breathing and steady his heartbeat. Then—he couldn’t help it. He smiled. Finally, he had it! 

Ernest looked toward where the road ended at the river’s edge. Had anyone seen him uncover the seeming treasure? Nothing. Only the stillness of the morning accompanied by sounds of the river. Still holding the branch with his left hand and grasping the bottle in his right, he maneuvered himself around to face the shore, dousing his left boot this time with seeping mud. He didn’t care now. He had finally rescued it, and he let out an audible chortle. He wondered what Amelia might think about this act he took on this morning: certainly, she would scold him. But, thankfully, he figured, she’d never know as his heart slowed to its regular beat. He didn’t believe it was his ending, not this day. Though he knew that good feeling stuff they said that sometimes got released in your body might be masking the real state of his heart. He didn’t care, he told himself. He felt confident he still had some time left.

He carried the bottle back to the perch on the dirty rock, twenty feet up from the shoreline. The river water sloshing in his boot left his wool sock soggy, and the rough skin of his heel chafed against the leather. But finally, the difficult task finished, Ernest knew he could look beyond the mud and film covering the outside of the bottle. He scraped at it with his finger. What in the world? He peered at it, more curious now than ever as he spied a cork in the top, partially covered by tin foil. The bottle was coated with so much scum he couldn’t see anything inside, but for the first time he wondered how it had floated along the river without water seeping in and sinking it. He shook it, but didn’t hear or feel any liquid swishing inside. 

Ernest partially crouched so he could lean back against the rock and look toward the road and path, suddenly suspicious a neighbor or visitor might see him. If they didn’t know him, they might imagine him to be a passing vagrant hitting the bottle early in the morning. The chill of coldness from his feet spread throughout his body. He stood up, his legs stiffening, and knew he should begin the slow steps home, tucking the bottle carefully under his left arm to give his frigid hands relief. He rubbed his right hip with his aching right hand, reminding himself it was just a short walk home. He took a few steps but curiosity overwhelmed him, and he stopped for a minute, took the bottle by its neck, and peered inside. He saw a cylindrical shape, and his heart quickened once again. He put the bottle back under his arm and willed his cold feet to make their way back home.

––––––––
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LATER THAT NIGHT, well after he’d returned home, warmed by trudging along the road but having changed out of his wet pants, boots, and socks, he finally sat in his chair in the living room. He had earlier made a simple dinner, feeling lucky to have leftovers from his meal at the café the day before. The evening’s darkness edged itself through the dirtied windows of his front room, not penetrating the edges where moisture condensed. Ernest turned on the lamp next to his chair and looked into the shadows it created across the room, thinking more than seeing. He no longer could hear the ticking of his clock, the only interruption to the silence around him. 

Earlier in the day his excited spirit overcame his body’s exhaustion to deliver him, finally, home. He was so drained he didn’t stop to remove his muddy boots until after entering his house and plopping his body wearily on the kitchen chair, at first struggling to determine what to do next. He set the dirty bottle on its side on the table, creating smudges of mud on its wooden surface, and steadied it with his hand. In his wet wool socks, he dragged across the kitchen floor to extract a pair of needle-nosed pliers from a drawer. Having a plan improved his energy, as he returned to sit again in the chair. His hand trembled and he wasn’t certain he would be able to still it enough to use the pliers to grab the edges of the coiled paper barely visible inside. But slowly, rotating his aching arthritic wrist, throbbing pain developed after years of overuse, he painstakingly removed a spiral of paper from the bottle. Ernest released a relieved sigh of exhaled breath.

But now, as the sun faded through its sunset, the note rested on the coffee table near him, its edges crumpled, and the ink slightly smudged from its travel and his already repeated reading. Earlier that day, over and over he had read the little girl’s message, this twelve-year-old Annie who he had never before met or heard of. 

Ernest struggled at first to make out the handwriting. After reading
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