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Author 

I am a writer, a poet, an artist, and a fool—and, at long last, no longer an itinerant engineer. I grew up (provided one uses a sufficiently elastic definition of the term) across the landscapes of Indiana, New Jersey, Ohio, and Colorado.

Following a series of colorful misadventures, I found myself living in the rainforest outside Hilo, Hawaii, alongside my wife, the amazing Shawndra Holmberg; her sister, the equally brilliant writer Anne Avery; three dogs; two cats; and several imaginary friends, most of whom are apparently named Bob.

Eventually, the mammals followed me to Western Pennsylvania—a land where everyone wears a beard, rides a Harley, and puts French fries on their salads. The Bobs, of course, were already here waiting for us.

Unfortunately, also waiting was a diagnosis of Primary Progressive Aphasia (logopenic variant). It is a condition that seeks to rob me of my words and the man I always thought I was. But while the words may be harder to find, the stories—and the fool—remain.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Editor’s Note
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Welcome to Moningers Fall

When these stories were first written, Steve called himself an itinerant engineer. He was a man who dreamed of becoming a full-time writer, of dabbling in paint and creating art—a man with more ideas than hours and, seemingly, his whole life ahead of him. 

Unfortunately, like too many of us, he put off starting, doing, and finishing the things he loved most. He didn’t get the chance to complete many of these narratives himself. 

Following Steve’s diagnosis of Primary Progressive Aphasia, I gathered these stories from Moningers Fall and attempted to sew them together into a kind of “crazy quilt” storybook. I am thrilled to share them with you. 

I owe a debt of gratitude to several people who helped me find the stitches: To Robin Rector Krupp, for sharing her quilting terminology and the “crazy quilt” stories of her own family history. To Christy Lynch, for her keen eye in catching inconsistencies. To my sister Anne Holmberg (aka Anne Avery) who has always championed our writing efforts, even when the process drove her—and us—a little crazy. And a special thanks to my fellow writers in the Tuesday Co-Writing group for always cheering me on.

I also want to thank author David Kessler, whose book The Needs of the Dying provided both Steve and me with something we desperately needed: hope. As Kessler writes:

Hope is a journey, not a destination;
its value lies in the exploration.
Hope is the way we live life, and
the journey of hope should last until we end.

I know you haven’t had the benefit of the years of conversations I shared with Steve, but I hope his words spark an idea for your own creative life. Steve started a blog years ago called the Voice in my Head. Because I love that voice—whether it was in his head or on the page—I have kept the site active for those who wish to hear more from him:

sparker54.wixsite.com/stevenlparker

Shawndra Holmberg
February 1, 2026

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Maps of Moningers Fall[image: A map of the Moningers Fall area with Quinn's Rock at the top, Song Head with Song Lighthouse at the bottom.  Tea Party Cove, Two Mile Beach and the town of Moningers Fall is between them.]
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Moningers Fall

	Two Mile Beach

	Drunken Rock


	The Tavern in the Fall

	Argos’ Shelter

	Moningers Port & Marina

	The Almost Last Motel

	Mary’s Emporium of Comfort and Delight

	Singing River Fudge Refinery 

	The Amazing Beulah

	Donner’s Drugstore

	The Happy Camper Hostel, Kayak Rental Cooperative & Falafel House

	Stone Stairs

	Hearts in the Fall

	Cafe Gelato

	Dairy Maid

	Coffee Shoppe

	Barnstable’s Toys and Tobacco Shop

	Tea Party Seafood

	Sooner House Library & Museum

	Seaside Cinema

	Natalie’s house
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[image: Map of Moningers Fall showing the locations of various shops and points of interest.]
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​​Welcome to Moningers Fall
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​Present day at The Tavern in the Fall, Moningers Fall

Peter was here one afternoon a few days ago, his newspaper spread out on the bar, when his cell phone rang.

“Hi, sweetheart, what’s up?” he answered. I thought it was probably his granddaughter Sarah; since his wife passed away, there were very few sweethearts in his life. He smiled and waved his almost empty wine glass in my direction. I held up the bottle and he nodded, putting the glass down on the middle of his paper. Peter was doing a lot of listening, apparently.

“What do you mean, everybody?” he asked into his phone. “When?” He retrieved his refilled glass and listened some more.

“Sarah, honey, that has to be three hundred people or more, if you only count the people who can drive in.” Standing just across the bar from Peter, I could hear the excitement in her voice, if not her words, talking a mile a minute, trying to convince her grandfather to do something. I knew Peter was going to do whatever she wanted. He always does. I turned away to put the wine back in the well.

“Alright, alright,” Peter said, cutting her off at last. “What do you want me to tell them?” More listening. “Well, I have to tell them something!”

Sarah said something, and then there was silence on both ends of the phone. Now, I am Peter’s cousin, and we have known each other for all of our lives. Just then, when I turned to look at him, he wore an expression on his face that I had never seen before. 

“Hang on a sec, sweetheart,” Peter said quietly. He waved me over, cupping his hand over the phone. He pushed the wineglass aside.

“Pour me a whiskey, if you don’t mind,” he said, pointing at his usual brand. “Probably should pour one for yourself as well, Tom.”

He turned his attention back to the phone. “Okay, Sarah. Saturday afternoon then. And yes, it will have to be at The Mystik. I’ll set it up.” He nodded several times. “Yes, I’ll do what I can. Love you, too, sweetheart. See you then.”

Peter put down the phone and watched me pour the booze.

“So, cuz,” I asked, “what are we drinking to?”

“Well, it seems that there is to be a sort of family reunion next Saturday. As much of the family as I can get down here. Along with the friends: the Moningers, the Caraduinns, the Sharps, Mametanet’s bunch... Heck, everybody. As many as it takes to fill the Mystik lobby.”

“Most of the town, then,” I suggested, curious as hell. “You’ll need some help with that, I suppose.”

Peter nodded. “Damn right. I’ll start on the phone calls if you get Satomi and Quinn looped in. I expect Satomi will take care of all the food, drink and rooms for them that need ‘em.”

“Aye-aye, sir. If she takes all that on, I’ll call Billy’s grandson... Elliot? You know the one, works at the airport.”

“Ellis,” Peter corrected me.

“That’s right, Ellis! If you want, I’ll see if he can get a couple of charters set up from Seattle or Portland. And maybe look for some vans.”

“That’d be great, Tom,” Peter said with a heavy sigh.

“In the meantime, then,” I said, picking up my glass. “What’s the occasion?”

“Well,” Peter replied with that same odd expression on his face. “Well, apparently Jack Sooner’s coming home.”

I choked on my whiskey; damn near snorted it up my nose. And that, my friends, is just a crying shame.

I poured us both a double.



Saturday turned out to be a fine spring day. The sea was quiet and both of the ferries were running loaded out to Quinn’s Rock. Had been since Thursday evening. I don’t know how many hotel rooms there are at The Mystik, but they must have been nigh on overflowing. The town was on fire with curiosity. As I’ve probably said, we’re a fairly small town, so when busloads of people started rolling in from Southwest Regional up in Coos Bay, even the townsfolk that hadn’t gotten invites to the reunion were getting excited. The Fall, short for Moningers Fall, is a special place, and lots of extraordinary things seem to happen here regularly. But this was pretty much unprecedented.

Amazingly for The Fall, rumors of the reason for the event were hard to come by. For the most part, within hours of Peter and I sending out calls for help, nearly everyone had heard Sarah’s cryptic message: Papa Jack Sooner is coming home at last. Clearly, someone had finally come upon Jack’s remains; only the most lunatic of conspiracy nuts could imagine otherwise.

So it shouldn’t have come as a surprise when my regular bartender, Kristi, told me that she had heard that:

Jack had, in fact, been abducted by aliens in 1878 and had only now been returned to earth, having not aged a day; 

Jack was killed while helping Quinn build The Mystik, so Gram Mary and her Native American friends turned him into a zombie and he has just now escaped; and 

Jack was part of a secret government project involving President James Garfield, Nikola Tesla, and H.G. Wells, who sent Jack into the future—specifically, last month. Apparently, Garfield’s assassination by the Secret Service was part of the cover up.

I suppose there are always those unwilling to accept that life tends to happen without any interference from humans, aliens or governments. Sometimes, things simply happen.

As for the rest of us, by noontime local shops were closing up and even those without an invitation were boarding the ferries for the short trip out to The Mystik. I told Kristi that if no one showed up by one o’clock, she should lock up and head on over herself. I’d already run back and forth three times that morning—the first before sunup—fetching and doing what I could to help out Peter and Mrs. Sooner.

I walked out to check the dog’s water and to scratch his head and then walked down to the port for one last trip before Sarah’s big speech at two. The big modern diesel ferry, Progress, had just left the dock, fully loaded, leaving twenty-some people waiting for the antique steamer to return. Across the cove, I could see the old girl—christened Annabelle after Jack and Mary’s daughter—puffing smoke as she cleared the pier out at Quinn’s Rock on her return trip to the port. 

I recognized most of the folks waiting as locals; I think most of the out-of-towners had arrived Friday night, and the family had headed out earlier in the day. I chatted with friends, most of whom crowded around to ask if I had any more information on the day’s event. Frankly, I didn’t. 

On my first trip over, I had seen Sarah at breakfast with her grandfather, and only just long enough to give her a hug before we both headed off on errands. Now, on my final trip across to the Mystik, I had nothing to contribute in explanation of the reason, whether it be fact or rumor, for this get together. I may have played a central role in the preparations, but I was as much in the dark about the details as they were.

Once Annabelle had docked, it took no time to offload the passengers as there were none—no one wanted to miss the upcoming announcement. We loaded quickly and soon Annabelle was chugging back towards the Mystik and the mystery.



As I arrived, there was a great happy cheer and sustained round of applause. At first, I thought I was late for Sarah’s speech, but that turned out not to be the case. Apparently, Quinn had just announced that all that food and drink were without charge. 

They have always been generous and thoughtful hosts, our Satomi and her husband.

The lobby of The Mystik is... impossible. Hell, the whole damn hotel is beyond explanation. But the lobby is simply ridiculous. I can only describe it to you as a list of observations. It is huge. The ceiling is so far away that most of it is in shadow. The windows are the size of trucks. The posts that hold up the roof are redwood trunks six feet in diameter. 

Filling this expanse are uncounted and unmatched couches and armchairs from all ages resting on all manner of thick rugs, the whole in a riotous mix of colors and patterns crowding the vast expanse as though selected by a blind decorator on a bad acid trip. The heavily paneled walls are covered with all manner of objects and art, plaques, street signs, bumper stickers,  license plates, tee-shirts, old and rusty advertisements, antique telephones (telephones!), flags of all nations, black and white photos of half-forgotten near-celebrities in absurdly ornate frames, farm implements, arcane chemistry apparatus, ancient rifles and pistols, shotguns, bows and blowguns—a plethora of such proportion that it is nearly impossible even to categorize. 

Don’t tell anyone, but I know for a fact that there are at least three Picassos, a Dali, two unknown Van Goghs, and at least a half-dozen old masters hanging amongst all the nonsense.

And high overhead, nearly lost amongst the Brobdingnagian support beams and the visual cacophony, hangs a full-size and lovingly restored British Spitfire, locked in a deadly dogfight with an equally complete Messerschmidt, frozen in time. Every time I see it, I am absolutely certain that an invisible Spitfire pilot’s finger is only this instant tightening on the stick-mounted trigger. 

There’s only one thing for it: Come down here and see it yourself. 

Satomi had ordered three food stalls—supplied by two of the hotel’s restaurants—and a first aid station stationed on the perimeter of the space. She also called in six bartenders for the lobby bar (itself of unimaginable proportions). 

Eventually, the several hundred invitees along with the several hundred others who decided to crash the party were corralled at the north end of the lobby. 

We hadn’t even tried to set up chairs or any other organized seating for the crowd that had been gathering all morning. The Mystik’s maintenance crew had set up a raised platform at the north end of the lobby for Sarah (under the mounted mastodon), and I had led a labor crew of anybody I could find to push everything we could back towards the walls to make as much of an open space as we might. In the end, we did drag a handful of couches and chairs up before the podium for those of this mob who weren’t so good at standing. Mrs. Sooner had to suggest that to me, I’m embarrassed to say. 

I looked around and spotted Kristi. Good, she had made it in time. And of course, I should have known, Argos wouldn’t have missed this announcement. The dog rested at the feet of Mrs. Sooner. 

Just as an aside, said lobby even then did not feel at all crowded. 

Sometime around two, Sarah Sooner and an older gentleman climbed the portable stairs to the platform, and almost immediately the chatter and conversation in that enormous room grew still. Frankly, I knew these people, and I was astounded. I can never get any of them to stop talking, but this twenty-four-year-old shut them up without saying a word. Of course, she was bringing someone back from the dead—I guess that counts for something.

Sarah picked the microphone off the lectern. “Hi.” She smiled. “Wow. This is amazing.”

She looked around the room, waved at a few people.

“So, I guess I did ask Gramps to get everybody down here. He sure did a bang-up job.” A general laugh made a lap around the room.

“Thanks for coming.” She turned to the gentleman at her side. “I’d like to introduce Dr. Frederick Good, my graduate adviser and boss. He’s a highly respected archaeologist. His particular area of interest is the American Pacific coast from Alaska all the way down to Punta Arenas.”

That provoked a bit of polite applause. Anxious, but applause nonetheless; nobody here wanted to embarrass Sarah.

“I’m going to hand the mic over to Dr. Fred and let him explain why I asked you all to come here.”

The professor accepted the microphone and turned to the crowd. He looked somewhat wide-eyed and nervous, if you asked me.

“Hel... Hello,” he stammered. “Uh... I’m not accustomed to speaking to quite so many people.” Sarah patted him on the shoulder, eliciting a few laughs.

“Well, my students and I were working several sites along the Siskiyou Trail in southern Oregon and northern California.”

Sarah puts up a few slides on the screen behind them as Dr. Fred talks ... maps, trails, etc.

“We found some trace of very early human activity in a shallow cave.” 

Pictures flash on the screen: the cave, a few fragments, stakes and string lines.

“While we were working in the shallow cave, one face collapsed, exposing a larger dry cavern beyond.”

Pictures flash: rock fall, open wall, cavern... and a number of mummified bodies.

“At this point, we realized that we had something very important. Initially, we thought that the remains might date to the same period as the materials we were seeing in the outer cave. Once we had stabilized the new opening, however, and were able to get some light into the new site, we could see a number of artifacts that clearly suggested a much more recent find.”

Sarah pulled the professor’s wrist down so that she could speak into the mic. “What Dr. Fred means to say is that without actually climbing down into the shaft, we could see a couple of rifles and what looked like a pair of Levi’s.” Sarah put up a photo of what I was sure was a Model 1874 Sharps, followed by what looked like the leg of a pair of dungarees.

The crowd laughed and seemed to relax somewhat.

“Yes, that’s right,” Dr. Fred agreed with a smile. “But, while we were certainly very anxious to examine our new find, we also needed to properly protect the site from the weather and animals. That took several months and a number of trips back to the mountain. I’m afraid that Sarah and her colleagues spent a good part of last winter camping up there in the cold. For any family members present here, I apologize.”

“At any rate,” he continued, “we finally had the opportunity to enter the cave last month.” Here he paused and took a drink of water from a bottle on the rostrum. 

“At this point,” he continued, “I need to warn you that Sarah is about to put up some pictures that some might find upsetting.” 

I smiled at that: At this point, no one in that room was going to turn away, no way, no how. But back to the good Professor.

“What we found were thirteen sets of mummified human remains and their belongings, apparently killed by rock infall from the cave above. Based on our initial observations, we were able to ascertain that they’d died sometime between 1876 and 1887.”

A series of photos appeared showing several of the bodies, obviously chosen carefully so as not to be graphic. While the images went by, the professor explained that these mummies were not like the mummies they’d seen in movies or museums.

“This was a natural process due to the dry air, the cold, the altitude and such.” The mummy photo series ended and he turned to Sarah. “I’ll leave this next part to Sarah, as she is the one responsible for the discovery.”

Sarah took up the mic. “We were being very careful, of course, and making sure to respect the remains—they are people after all. That’s something Dr. Fred tries to get into our heads; no matter how old the remains that we might find while doing this work, we have to keep that in mind.” She paused. I had the sense that she might be about to cry, but she continued. 

“So, one morning, I’m clearing some rubble and brushing dust and all the little things we in archeology do, when I see a flash of gold. I brush a bit more and...” She looked down toward her great-grandmother where she sat on one of those overstuffed chairs and clicked the remote. Another photo appeared on the screen: a gold ring with an inset ruby on an amber finger.

Mrs. Sooner, usually the most unruffled person present, emitted just the tiniest of sobs, a sound which brought Argos to his feet to rest his head in her lap. She reached out a hand to stroke the dog’s head; both seemed to be comforting the other. Argos didn’t understand the image—probably—but he knew something of importance to her and to him had just occurred. 

Peter Sooner rushed to her side as Sarah ran down the stairs to join them.

“I’m sorry, Gigi, I’m sorry!”

“It’s alright, child, you did warn me. It was just a shock to see it.” 

As a member of the extended Sooner clan, I understood Mrs. Sooner’s reaction, but many of the hundreds present had no idea what was going on. I climbed up to join the professor and picked up the mic where Sarah had dropped it.

“Hi, everyone. I thought I might explain what just happened. In 1853 or thereabouts, Jack Sooner had two wedding rings made. Jack’s ring was slightly larger than Mary’s but was identical in every other respect. Mary’s ring has been handed down to every Mrs. Sooner since. So when that ring,” I pointed at the screen behind me, “popped up, Mrs. Sooner was looking at a ring she has worn every day since her mother died.” 

The crowd made that murmuring sound that crowds make at times like that.

“So it’s all but impossible for this not to be Jack Sooner.” The professor cleared his throat. I handed him the microphone.

“Um. It’s more than that” Dr. Fred said. Then repeated “It’s more than that. Sarah had a DNA test done. The results came back positive. This man has to be her great, great, great, great... great to the 6th... grandfather.”

The crowd went a bit crazy.


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​Present day at The Tavern in The Fall

The Tavern in The Fall has been in my family forever. As long as the building’s been standing anyway, and that’s a long damn time. I’ve never seen so many new faces as I have since the news about Jack broke weeks ago.

By the time the young woman found her way to the pub she was wet, tired, frustrated, confused and maybe a bit scared. Not that she would have admitted to the latter. She was a small young woman, barely five feet tall if that, and clearly on a mission as she crossed the room to the bar. I’m pretty good at reading people—you should be in this business.

It was just after noon on a dreary, rainy, off-season day, so there was hardly anybody in the place; a couple of night desk managers from the Mystic, the last two members of the Book Club finishing off their cabernets, and one of my regulars at the bar reading a book and nursing a beer. 

My new guest climbed onto a barstool and heaved an over-sized purse on the bar with a sigh.

“Are you Mr. Hale? Thomas Hale?”

“I am. What can I do for you?”

Another sigh.

“My name is Tabitha Prince, I’m a journalist and I’m pretty sure I’ve talked to every single person in this town and have received plenty of shrugged shoulders, piles of hints, buckets of suggestions, loads of misdirection, and a surprising number of outright lies, but I have yet to encounter a single answer. But almost everyone said I should talk to you, that you could answer any questions I had about anything in Moningers Fall...” She stopped to take a breath, but before she could say more, I held up a hand.

“Hang on just one moment, miss.”

I snagged a bottle of rum from the back bar and poured a shot into a shaker glass. A second shot followed after a quick glance at my frazzled customer. Some ice and a few additional ingredients from the well joined the rum. I gave it a quick shake, poured the drink into a highball glass and, et voila, set it down on the bar before the stressed-out reporter. The whole thing took no more than 30 seconds.

She looked down at the glass and then up at me. Once again she took a breath and once again I waved her off, pointing a firm finger at the glass.

She picked up the glass and took a suspicious sip. She flashed a surprised smile and closed her eyes for a deeper drink. Her eyes still closed, she held the glass in both hands and smiled. The tension in her shoulders dropped visibly. She took another drink and set the glass down.

“Better?” I asked.

She nodded and opened her eyes.

“Much better, thank you. I didn’t even know I needed that.” The pitch of her voice dropped, her speech slowed, her breathing deepened. 

“Well, as I was saying before, I’ve been talking to people around town. I came down from Portland to cover the Sooner story; you know, the discovery of the bodies...”

“I’m well aware of the story, Ms. Prince. Jack Sooner was my great-to-the-nth grandfather.” Tabitha flinched.

“Oh, my. I’m very sorry, Mr. Hale. I didn’t know.”

“Of course you didn’t. It’s fine, he went missing a very long time ago. Besides, my branch of the family is not much more than a twig. So what can I tell you about Jack that everyone else in town hasn’t already told you?”

“Okay then, Mr. Hale. I do still have some questions about your family, but what I’d really like to talk to you about is a dog.”

“A dog, Ms. Prince? Any specific dog?”

“The dog I saw just outside this bar, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I see. I suppose that particular dog does tend to attract any number of questions.”


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​Present day in Moningers Fall

“So tell me, what have you discovered about that particular dog thus far, Ms. Prince?”

She smiled and reached into her handbag to retrieve a bound notebook bristling with brightly colored sticky notes.

“I guess it started on my first trip down to cover the story—what?—about three weeks ago. I stopped at a little coffee shop a few blocks down on the boardwalk. I wanted to get a cup of tea and maybe some quotes about the discovery of Mr. Sooner. I was chatting with the owner about... what do the locals call this place? The Fall?”

“Yep. It’s shorter than Moningers Fall.”

“So, we’re chatting about The Fall, and Mr. Sooner of course, and she’s pointing out some of the pictures she has hanging on the walls. I was listening to her stories and glancing at the pictures; some good background stuff for the Sooner story, you know. One of the photos included a dog and I suddenly realized that I’d seen it before. My mom brought my brother and me here when we were little, and I remember seeing that dog. But that was twenty years ago. No big deal, but I tell this owner... Suzie something I think...”

“Suzie Malaki,” I offered.

“That’s it. So I told Suzie that I saw that dog when I was little. She thought that was great, said that the dog’s name was Argos, and that I could see him again if I wanted; the dog spends his days down at the far north end of the boardwalk. I thought that was some kinda weird, that that dog—Argos—was still alive. But still, I was just a kid, maybe I was not remembering the time or the dog correctly.

“So I walked down to the end of the boardwalk and met Argos. Again. It was the same dog, about the size of a labrador, brindled, and fur like an Irish wolfhound on a bad hair day. I was certain it was the same dog. So, that night I called my mom and she confirmed the date. So, now I have a mystery on my hands. Mysteries just make me crazy; I just have to solve them, Mr Hale. I suppose that’s why I became a journalist.”

“How can you be so sure it’s the same dog?”

“Are you telling it’s not the same dog?”

I laughed and turned away without answering and built her another drink. This time I only used one shot. I put the drink down next to her notebook.

“No, Ms. Prince, I’m not telling you that it’s not the same dog.” 

She grinned a smug little victory smile and picked up her drink.

“What is this drink, Mr. Hale?”

“Call me Tom and I’ll tell you.”

“Alright then, Tom. You should call me Tabby, a name only my very best friends get to use. But, since you are my bartender...”

“Very well, Tabby, the concoction I prepared for you is my version of a Pusser’s Painkiller, guaranteed to warm, calm, and welcome damp, frustrated seekers of truth such as yourself.”

“It was exactly the right drink. Thank you.” She took another sip. “Now, back to my research. Since I was pretty sure that I had come upon a twenty-plus year-old dog, I have this mystery. Where did he come from? Who does he belong to? How old is he?

“So, I came back to The Fall, still collecting information about the return of Mr. Sooner, but more and more wanting to learn about the dog.” She opened the notebook and flipped a few pages in. “I talked to Abe Pauley, who showed me some interesting photos from his dad’s album back in the early 80’s. And another photo album: Mrs. Della Kato in her graduation cap and gown walking down the boardwalk with her girlfriends after the ceremony. They stopped to pet that dog—she tells me that it was a regular part of graduation, stopping there. She graduated from high school in 1975, Tom.”

I leaned back against the backbar as I listened to Tabby share the stories that she had accumulated from my friends and neighbors. I suppose there might have been a few that I hadn’t heard before, but not many. About the time she had worked her way back to the Korean war, sticky notes all over the bar, I interrupted her.

“Hold on, Tabby. Clearly you’ve done some digging, but you’ve been at this for over an hour. Let me ask you, have you had anything to eat today?”

“I had a banana this morning. Why?”

I rubbed my chin and thought about it for a minute. But only a minute.

“I’d like to make some phone calls, get a few people together. People who know a bit about your mystery. Are you staying in town tonight?”

“I’ll stay as long as it takes, but I’m just a stringer; I’ve been sleeping in my car on my trips down here.”

“Okay, we’ll talk about sleep later then. But you don’t have any plans for the next couple of days or so?” She shook her head. “Good.” I handed her a menu. “Order something to eat, on me, while I make a couple of calls. All right?”

“Thanks a lot, Tom. To be honest, I am hungry.”



An hour later, I settled a now well-fed Tabby with a nice cuppa at the couple of tables I had pushed together in the back corner by the kitchen. With Tabby fed and sipping on a cup of tea, Peter Sooner savoring his Ardberg, a single malt scotch I  brought in especially for him, Natalie Tenacre with her decaf caramel macchiato, the night manager of the Mystik Hotel, Vasu with his plain, hot, black and no fuss coffee, and Kristi—my regular bartender—behind the bar, I poured myself a coffee and joined the group. There were a few empty chairs just in case additional people strolled in to share their stories of the dog as well.



“Pass this to Tabby, please.” 

Natalie hands two pieces of paper to Vasu next to her. Tabby watches as it makes its way from hand to hand around the table. 

“Tabby, the Sooner House Museum and Library is the main repository for all things Moningers, including the journals of Jack Sooner. As the librarian, I’m afraid that some items are unpredictably misplaced, accidentally of course, when certain prying individuals, such as reporters, ask for the scoop on our living, dead, or missing family members. However, as Tom called on us to share details about Argos with his new friend, Tabitha Prince, irregardless of her career choices, I was able to unearth a page from Jack Sooner’s journal with which we will begin—if not at the actual beginning, the beginning as it applies to Moningers Fall.”

As Tabitha reaches out to take the papers, she frowns. “But that’s over 150 years ago. What does that have to do with...” 

“Just read the journal entry, Tabby.”


December 23, 1850
Somewhere north of Shasta
It is fortunate, after all, that I decided to set camp here under the more sheltering trees atop the bluff rather than down by the creek. Miserable week nonetheless, as heavy rain mixed with snow started four days back, came down like the Flood. I know old Balius appreciates the lean-to I built for her, if not me. She has now ensconced herself on the straw I spread for her and refuses to come out. I find myself having to deliver her feed and water. Somehow she becomes less and less the epic steed whose name she carries. 

And now it seems she is not the only burden I’ve taken on. Long about midnight on the first day of the deluge, as I was about to retire, I had a visitor join me at the fire. I’d at first thought it a wolf pup, skulking in the shadows of the wood, and I was prudent enough to fetch the rifle from its oilskin, should its mama be nearby. When it drew closer to the light of the fire, tho, I found it instead to be the most pitiful mongrel of a dog I’ve laid eyes on, soaked to the skin and shaking something terrible. A few bits of hardtack and some salt pork brought him to the fire, where he ate a bit more from my hand and then promptly curled up at [image: drawing of the dog Argos in Jack Sooner's journal entry]my feet and slept. He has been here since, having made himself comfortable in the tent as well as at the fire, so I fear he is here to stay. 

When I set out from San Francisco, sans both horse and cur, I had planned only to travel and collect what gold there was to be had easily, nothing but my pan and the odd bit of gear on my back. Since then, having added a tent, a rocker, and other such indulgences to my inventory, I was forced to acquire the cantankerous Balius merely to transport the lot. The dog, at least, seems to enjoy my company better than the damnable nag.




“Are you telling me that that dog out there is this one?” Tabby said, slapping the papers in front of her. “Is he immortal?”

“No, not immortal. Just very old.”

“How old?”

“Maybe... What Tom? A hundred and sixty or so?”

“Thereabouts,” I agreed.

Tabby grinned.

“Now you’re just pulling my leg.”

“Tabby, I promised you that we would tell you the story as we know it and as we believe it to be true.”

“But...”

“Tabby,” Peter said, “tell you what: let’s go out and sit with him for a few minutes.”

“Okay... Why exactly?”

“I understand you noticed him when you vacationed here with your family years ago, and you’ve probably studied him since learning of this so-called mystery. But I think you should really meet the fellow. If you get to know him a bit, I think you’ll understand better. C’mon.”



Peter holds the door as Tabitha enters the bar, slightly stumbling over the threshold in her daze, a common condition of those who’ve spent time with Argos for the first time. He has that effect on people. Actually, that effect seems to work on any living critter, which is why he always has his companions.

As she makes her way back to the tables, she turns to look back at Argos and ask Peter, “if he’s not immortal, is he magical?”

Peter stands in the doorway, his narrow frame casting an even narrower shadow, holding the door for the dog to walk into the tavern before him. A pair of cats follow as far as the door and then jump lazily onto the deep sill of the window outside, curling up as though setting watch on the activities in the bar.

Argos precedes Peter to the tables, settling beside Tabby so she can reach his ears for a good rubbing, and making Peter move to the other side of the table so as not to disturb Argos’ monopoly of Tabby’s attention. Once everyone has their drink of choice refilled, Peter explains.



The Past, 1864, in Moningers Fall

In the late afternoon of a miserable autumn day wet with rain, a day that found Jack away in Seattle with Quinn on hotel business, a poor euphemism for drinking in the taverns along the port, Mary Sooner went looking, umbrella in hand, for Argos. She had not seen him all day; in fact, had not seen him since Jack and Quinn had boarded the steamer the night before.

He was not hard to find; as was his usual practice on those days when he didn’t travel with Jack, the dog was on the bluff above the harbor where he liked to wait for his master to return. Resting under the small lean-to that Jack had built to keep him dry on days just like this one, Argos was keeping watch on the sea and the activity in the port below, his muzzle resting on a paw.

Mary smiled and called his name. Argos raised his head slowly and tried to stand, whining. Mary ran to him, slipping on the damp sea grass, and fell to her knees beside the big dog. Argos whined quietly again as Mary wrapped her arms around him. He was shivering and his breathing sounded ragged. Mary sat down in the mud beside Argos, pulling him onto her skirt and cried out, waving her arms toward the men on the docks below.

After calling out several more times, she flung her umbrella which, catching a serendipitous gust of wind, flew wildly down the hill to land amongst a group of longshoremen. Looking up, they saw the woman who was their boss, dripping wet and sitting in the mud with a dog in her lap above them.

Most of the men either worked for or with her, and those that didn’t, knew who she was. Work came to a full stop at the Port of Moningers Fall while the longshoremen, shipping agents, vendors, sailors, runners, mechanics and sundry others that made up the roster of a working port rushed to assist her. A heavy oak door was procured, and 20 minutes later Argos was lying on a thick blanket resting on the dining room table of Beach House, surrounded by the staff and, it seemed, half the port workers. 

Mary sat beside him, stroking his head, and whispered in his ear, “Nish is coming and you’ll soon feel better.” 

Nish, a title of respect rather than his given name, was of the Tututni people and had, for some unexplained reason, adopted the animals of Moningers Fall and chosen to stay. It might have had something to do with the goings-on up at The Mystik Hotel with Quinn and Satomi, but no one bothered to clarify, and certainly no one had the temerity to ask questions of any of the three. But Mary had been learning from Nish, anything and everything he chose to teach her. She knew he could help Argos. 

Mary looked up to find Nish had silently appeared at her side. “Please help him. Make him better. Jack is coming back in a couple of days, and Argos needs to be here for his return,” pleaded Mary.

Nish nodded and directed the men to bring Argos to his lodge where he would care for him as he recovered.



Three days later, at 2:53 pm, which was 53 minutes later than the ferry was scheduled to arrive—a bit of a problem with the boiler the engineer had eventually managed to resolve to the satisfaction of everyone except for the fat lady in plaid, who felt that schedules were there for a reason and should be adhered to, no matter what—Jack strolled down the gangplank to find Argos anxiously awaiting him. The dog was so happy, so eager and welcoming, that it wasn’t until much later Jack learned he’d almost lost his friend. 

From that moment on, the two were inseparable. Jack took Argos with him whenever and wherever he could. For those times when he could not take his beloved companion with him, and because nothing Mary could do would convince the dog to stay safely at home with her while they waited, Jack built a more permanent shelter for him on the bluff so Argos could watch the cove and the port, night and day until his return.

Somehow the dog knew when Jack was on a particular ship even before Mary did. Argos would leave his spot on the bluff and make his way through the workers to where the ship was due to dock, then sit there, waiting for Jack to disembark (or Argos might say, “debarking”). 

Word would make it back to Mary that Argos had descended to his spot on the pier and was waiting. She’d drop what she was doing, tidy her hair, adjust her dress, and arrive in time to welcome Jack home—but only after Argos provided his welcome reception, of course.



And so it went until the expedition from which Jack never returned. The days stretched into weeks as Mary and Annabelle and Argos watched and waited and hoped. Mary reached out to everyone she knew up and down the coast, asking for word of her husband, but slowly, inevitably, hope dwindled that Jack or the others had made it safely or had turned around.

Eventually Mary accepted that Jack was gone, that he would never again stroll down that gangplank to her, laughing and full of tales of his adventures. She cried for him. She missed him. A hole the size of the universe lay in her heart, but she picked the pieces back up, helping the town to prosper and ensuring that Annabelle grew into a strong and loving woman too.

But Argos never gave up. He stayed at his perch on the bluff watching as the weeks stretched into months and the months inexorably stretched into years, waiting for his friend to come home. 



When Annabelle finally chose her partner in life, Simon Davies, she chose not to give up the Sooner name, her father’s name. Simon, being a gentleman of wisdom, amiability, and sagacity found no fault with this decision. And he soon became known as Mr. Sooner.

As each Miss Sooner embarked on matrimony, the men, in their wisdom and love for these strong, kind, brilliant women, took on the appellation of “Mr. Sooner.” Argos attended each wedding, inspected each groom, as if to ascertain if this Mr. Sooner, was his Mr. Sooner. But after welcoming the new Mr. Sooner to the family, Argos would turn away and return to his watch above the port.

Over time Argos added Quinn’s Rock to his perambulations and surveillance of the waters beyond Moningers Fall. In the evening, he would take the last ferry to The Mystik Hotel and join the night manager in greeting any guests arriving from parts unknown in the wee hours of the morning. And each morning, when it was clear Jack hadn’t returned via the Hotel, Argos took his leave of the staff and guests to return to his post on the bluff.

And so the years went, one after another, after another while Argos continued to watch, and wait.



Present day at The Tavern in The Fall

The next day, Tabby returns to ask if “all that,” waving her hand to the corner of the bar and yesterday’s tales, was true.

I wipe down the bar and reply, “Now, I don’t want to suggest that I know all this from personal experience—that would be impossible—but my cousin Peter swears this story to be the truth. And he should know; it’s his dog. Sorta.”

I wipe down the bar once more and think of the dog.

There is one specific spot at the bar—just to the left of the taps—where, with my head at just the right angle, I can see that dog under his tree. He’ll usually be lying on his patch of grass at the north end of the boardwalk, looking down on the beach to his left, Quinn’s Rock out in the cove and the seaport on his right. 

I say his tree and his grass because they are his, planted long years ago to provide shade and comfort for that dog. No one I know remembers who did the actual planting or when. Next to the tree stands a lovingly maintained shelter—an art deco masterpiece of a shelter, also of unknown provenance—designed to keep that dog safe and dry in inclement weather. A water bowl and food dish, both of them always full, stand nearby. 

I can’t see all of this from my position behind the bar right now, just the low wall and hedge surrounding the dog’s compound. Once a month or so—every fourth Thursday, to be specific—it’s my day to tidy up the shelter and see to the food and water. Maybe spend a few minutes of quality time with that dog.

This past year or two, those of us who mind the store each day are also caring for two cats that keep company with that dog. Prior to the cats showing up, there was a ferret, of all things. Before that there have been quite a few other cats, a goat, at least one groundhog and—for a season several years back—a half-dozen white mice. There are always companions. Really. There are pictures on the walls of shops, local homes, restaurants, my tavern, all over town that chronicle the succession.

It is a mystery why and how these companions appear, settle in with that dog for a month, a season, a year and then move on. Some choose to adopt one or another of the inhabitants of Moningers Fall. Others remain with the dog until they’re ready to leave, then, just like that, they’re gone. Like that dog himself, it has been a fact of life here in Moningers Fall for longer than you can imagine.

That’s just the way things are here in The Fall.

We’re mostly a tourist town, Two Mile Beach and its boardwalk drawing folks from all over Oregon in the summer, a music festival in the spring, romantic getaways in the autumn. Just offshore, The Mystik Hotel, draped along the cliffs of Quinn’s Rock, hosts visitors from all over the world—I kid you not—all year long. There’s also the Institute, down past Song Head, which brings in all nature of odd characters: physicists, mathematicians, economists and the like, and several art festivals sprinkled in throughout the calendar. 

Nothing particular to set us off from the other small Oregon towns that dot the spectacular—if lonely—coastline along US 101 as it winds its way down to California. To be honest, though, there is something special about this town.

Let’s take that dog, as just one example. 


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​Present day at The Tavern in The Fall

I hear Tabitha’s feet on the stairs and grab a mug. Filled with coffee and enough room for the cream she says is absolutely necessary—but only seems drinkable when poured over ice with salted caramel syrup added, in my humble opinion—I set the mug down, place the small jug of cream, the sugar packets, and a spoon down in the spot that has come to be known as Tabby’s seat now. I’ve always found it interesting that certain of my regulars wind their way to the same seat time and time again, with others happy to rest their bones in whichever chair is convenient for the conversation at hand.

Tabby is one of those who unerringly heads for the same stool at the bar, even after only a couple of days here in The Fall. 

“Good morning, Tom. Thanks!” she says, inhaling the coffee aroma wafting from her mug.

“Morning, Tabby.”

She pours the cream, adds sugar, and stares into her mug. I’m not sure what she sees in it, but she adds a touch more cream and sighs in happiness at the first sip. 

As I continue my morning routine of serving my few morning customers their beverages of choice and setting up the bar for the day, she goes about her morning routine of writing. She pulls out her tablet and sets to typing and sipping her coffee. The only words she utters for an hour are “a refill, Tom, if you would,” then “thanks” and it’s back to her writing—once her coffee is fixed just right, of course. 

After another hour, she pushes back her tablet and looks up. Her eyes come back into focus after a minute or two. I figure her mind has been a thousand other places than right here for the last two hours and she’s only now inhabiting her own body instead of the people and places she’s been writing about. You see, we, the town of Moningers Fall, or more specifically the town council, have hired her to write our stories down for the future Fallan (the term we citizens of Moningers Fall have chosen to call ourselves with a smirk and a nudge).

“What’s next? Or rather, who’s next, Tom?”

“Well, let’s see... I could tell you about... No. Maybe... No, not that either. I know... Let me tell you about the astonishing sojourn of Milo Keene. But first, what do you want for breakfast? Let me get that order in for you.”


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