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About The Center’s Writer’s Group
We would encourage writers from our congregation at Portland Center for
Spiritual Living to consider joining our group. We are open to new
members starting in September; meeting every three weeks. Our members
commit for a year to the group so that we can come to know each other and
work in depth to further each other’s projects.
Please contact Kathy Marshack at wonderwoman@kmarshack.com.
Portland Center for Spiritual Living
6211 NE Martin Luther King Jr Blvd
Portland, OR 97211
503-261-0677
info@cslportland.org
http://www.cslportland.org

Aunt Norma, green pancakes,
and a wispy dog
The CSL Writers Group decided to create a challenge for ourselves. Several
of the writers are completely at home writing fiction, but a few others had
only written non-fiction. We decided to challenge ourselves to write a new
fiction piece, and it would have to contain certain words. Each one of us
chose a word. Well, technically one of them is two words, but it’s still just
one person, and we all really liked it. And here are the words we chose:
•
Pancake
•
Green
•
Dog
•
Wispy
•
Aunt Norma
The challenge stated we must use at least three of these words, and we
could put them into our story however we chose. Take a look at how this
challenge inspired each of us to write something completely different!
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Author

Damon Gates
I have been writing on and off (mostly
off) since high school. My dad wanted me
to be a writer, but I never felt like I had a
story.
True, when I was grieving the loss of
my first wife, I maintained an online journal to process my grief as well as
keep friends and family posted on how I was doing. I occasionally reread it
and it feels like it was written by a better writer than I am. Still, it wasn’t a
story, it was a collection of observations and spleen venting.
In the wake of that tragedy, Divinity ceased to have any useful meaning
to me. In the ensuing decade-plus, I’ve been re-engineering my spiritual life.
It’s progressing in fits and starts, and I joined the PCSL Writers’ Group to
establish a writing habit (still working on it) so I can further develop and
articulate my spirituality. I have this tornado of ideas to coalesce into a
coherent thesis and narrative. I’m hoping that whatever I come up with will
be of help to others, too.
I’m finding I have a knack for addressing challenges in an
unconventional manner. My “Escape from Guy Hell” performance a few
years ago was a case in point, as is my contribution to this collection. It also
forces me to rethink my assertion that I don’t have a story to tell: a
disturbingly high percentage of readers say, “This is great! When will you
finish the book?”
“...finish of the book”?
Crap. Another tornado!
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The Escape-Proof Prison
by Damon Gates

Even under bright sunshine, Aunt Norma’s dark, shaggy hair and beard
made his green eyes look like twin lanterns in a deep forest. No one knew
why he called himself “Aunt Norma,” and no one asked. In addition to being
tall, broad, and fast, he carried himself with a confident, fluid grace that
made such questions seem dangerous. He never raised his hand against a
settler; there was no need.
Settlers tried to warn new arrivals, those who appeared in the Commons
with no memory of where they came from or how they got there. The
settlers eventually gave up: they were never believed, and watching a new
arrival’s first encounter with Aunt Norma was both a lesson to the children
and a rare entertainment. One new arrival swung a length of wood, hoping
to catch Aunt Norma in the small of the back. Just as the wood touched Aunt
Norma’s cloak, the attacker felt the impact with his own back, shattering his
spine. No one saw Aunt Norma spin around, but he was immediately
looking down upon his attacker with his green steel gaze. He then said one
word.
“Learn.”
It was about all he ever said. The settlers also learned the folly of raising
a violent hand to one another. If one settler attacked another, Aunt Norma
was suddenly there, a motionless and impassible barrier. An attacker who
didn’t desist immediately would be visited with whatever pain she or he
sought to inflict. Even the rare wild dog wandering through Settlement,
viciously attacking cattle and settlers, fled back out to the Wastes upon
encountering Aunt Norma.
If this wasn’t enough to make Aunt Norma a legend, his journeys to The
Wall did. Others tried, but the few who returned died shortly thereafter.
Aunt Norma brought back the mummified remains of the rest, returning
them to their families with a silent bow.
The Wall was distant and forbidding. Shear and disappearing into the
distance to the left and right and into the sky above, it bound the end of the
settler’s world. Travel to The Wall meant crossing the Waste. The few who
survived long enough to return to Settlement deliriously screamed of their
pain and madness. Burnt and blistered, they screamed of the brutal sun that
never set and the wispy clouds that offered no relief. They screamed of how
The Wall retreated as they made their way toward it. They screamed until
their voices, like their hearts, fell silent.
Whether he disappeared into the Waste for a few days or a few weeks,
Aunt Norma returned looking no different than when he departed. That,
too, was a mystery best left unsolved. From time to time, he would return
5

with the broken shell of someone who was foolish enough to follow him.
When he returned so burdened, his expression was a curious mixture of
sadness and satisfaction.
v
Aunt Norma had left the previous afternoon and walked through the
night. As he passed through the few steps of twilight into the light and heat
of the Wastes, he decided he was far enough from Settlement. Still, he
activated the Tracker and spun in a slow circle. Once he was certain he
could act unobserved, he touched another stud on the device and The Wall
was suddenly within arm’s reach. He noted two desiccated corpses at its
base, turned, and walked through.
As The Wall fell away from him like gossamer, he saw a stern and
familiar face. “Report!” it barked. Aunt Norma gave the face a look of Really?
OK, I know how much you enjoy your little game and drew himself up
formally.
“Anton Orma reporting. Settlement is generally quiet, people remain
unaware their reality is a fiction. There was an attempted rape, but the
Boomerang Field worked as always. From his expression, it looked like he
tore himself up pretty bad. It was pretty amusing, in a pathetic sort of way. I
noted two inmates who tried to escape, Mustapa and Slickstick probably. I’ll
need to confirm so I can return what’s left of them; now I know why Abbi
was so worried.” Anton’s face then twisted into a snarl. “And would you
mind keeping that stupid dog of yours out of there?”
The face he glared at dissolved into a sheepish grin. “Sorry about that,
Anton,” Zeth said. “I’m still trying to figure out how he gets in. Problem?”
“Almost got a girl by the throat. It’s a good thing the Field works on him,
otherwise you’d be shopping for ‘Twinkletoes the Second.’” Zeth paled. “Not
that I would enjoy it, but I don’t enjoy returning flash-fried corpses to
heartbroken families, either. I do whatever’s necessary – the illusion is the
job.”
“I understand that,” Zeth shrugged. “I’ll work on it. In the meantime, we
are off-shift and I’m starving. Pancakes?”
“If you’re buying.”
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Author

Kathy Marshack
I first learned of Portland Center for
Spiritual Living from church members
Consuelo and Anne when I overheard
them talking. We were standing in line at
an event, held at an airport hotel. When I
turned to introduce myself, Anne and I
were convinced we had met before. We hadn’t but we marveled at all we
had in common.
Ironically it was Anne who said, “I know I’ve seen you before. Like
maybe on a book cover. Are you an author?”
I was holding a proof copy of my book, Out of Mind – Out of Sight. “Well
yes I am,” I said, “But you haven’t seen this book yet.” She agreed that she
had never read any of my books, so our conversation turned to the
connection Anne and Consuelo have to PCSL, and their recommendation
that I check it out.
I followed up the two women’s’ suggestion to check out the church but it
took a year of erratic attempts before I felt ready. A year or so after that
Rev. Larry and I decided to start the PCSL Writer’s Group. We both needed
support to get our latest books written and published. This was one of the
best decisions I have ever made; well, two actually.
I’m not a fiction writer, so this challenge posed by our group is a stretch.
Hope you like it. Most of my writing career has been non-fiction and selfhelp. I’m a psychologist so this genre is my specialty. I have written three
books and a chapter in a fourth. My fifth book nearing completion with the
help of PCSL Writer’s group is entitled “No one calls me Mom anymore.”
With the publication of our modest little PCSL collection of short stories,
I am marking myself a writer FIRST. I’ve been a mom, and a wife, a
grandma, and a psychologist, and so many other roles, but the role of writer
was always an “extra” that I indulged in only when I had “extra” time. No
more! I have set my intention on this; sent it to the Universe to nurture
where I know it already exists; and I graciously accept the lovely gift of “Yes,
it is so.”
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AUNT NORMA’S RETIREMENT VILLAGE FOR
ECCENTRIC WOMEN, MINORITIES and
OUTSIDERS
by Kathy Marshack
Felice poured a cup of coffee and went back to bed. She snuggled under
the comforter with her dog D'Artagnan, her enormous Black Lab, and her
cat Porthos, an adorable kitten she rescued along the highway near her
home. She sipped her cup of black coffee as she read the morning New York
Times on her iPad. It was 4:30 am. Felice likes to get up early for her
morning rendezvous with the Times. Even though I slept on the couch in the
living room and I can hear her rustle about for coffee, I give my auntie some
privacy. I know soon enough she will be up and about, taking the dog for a
walk and making us breakfast. Besides I like knowing that I am in her home
where I am loved and treated like an adult.
Felice loves to pour over the news, especially the latest scandal on
Donald Trump. She refuses to call him “President Trump.” Because she
detests this man she calls a “scoundrel who stole the presidency from
Hillary Clinton,” she relishes every bit of evidence that he is a con artist. In
fact, she was all over it when the news broke that Trump’s son Donald
Trump Jr. was caught lying about his meeting with Russian operatives for
Putin. She posted “breaking news” releases to her Facebook account. Her
Facebook friends are not annoyed though. They love Auntie Felice because
she is a loving, supportive, eccentric 67 year old, who has the guts to speak
out. In fact many of her FB friends are the ages of her children, who always
comment that she is nothing like their stodgy old parents.
I can imagine her glee when the “So-called President Trump” is forced to
resign (next year?), under pressure from scandals far worse than Don Jr.’s
transgressions? She will feel vindicated. I care about the destruction of our
democracy too, but for some reason I want Donald Trump impeached in
order to give my Auntie the satisfaction. She has waited a long time for
justice for women and minorities.
That’s my Auntie Felice. She’s been a feminist since college, maybe even
since high school. She has told me many stories of her escapades as a free
spirited young woman who campaigned for Bobby Kennedy; or when she
got an abortion and was back to work the next week; or the time she totaled
her yellow Triumph Spitfire and broke her leg, but survived; or the time
she was sexually assaulted in (1) a Honolulu hotel, (2) Portland after yoga
class, (3) on the train to Italy, (4) on the subway in NYC, (5) and in Rome
near the Temple of Venus; or when she rescued a toddler who was about to
be hit by a car. She has been called every unkind name in the book, simply
because she is the kind of woman who puts herself out there. She laughs
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when she tells me her favorite not-so-nice name is “uppity white bitch.”
There are so many stories that confirm for me that Auntie Felice is my hero;
not a bitch, but someone who believes in making the world a better place. I
only hope I can measure up to her standards.
Felice tells me that I don’t have to measure up. She tells me that I have
my own life to live. She tells me to embrace the unique “Me” that is perfect,
whole and complete just as I am. She tells me that I have lots of life to
discover yet. “You’re only 22, sweetie. Go play! Explore the Universe.”
Whenever I get the chance to visit Auntie Felice I do so. We have grown
terribly close lately. She is a mediocre cook but she always has good food
from the local New Season’s Deli. This weekend we get salmon and risotto
cakes with butternut squash from the deli, mashed potatoes from a box, and
lots of fruit. Felice loves fruit almost as much as chocolate. Then of course,
she always has red wine. I love sitting on her deck in the evening, in comfy
chairs, wrapped in blankets, drinking wine and laughing. If we are lucky we
get to see the stars. If not, Felice lights the gas fire pit. We talk about politics
and music and Auntie’s latest project. D’Artagnan and Porthos cozy up to
the fire and enjoy the conversation too. It doesn’t get much better than this.
This weekend is special. I have been helping Felice put the finishing
touches on her business plan. She calls it “Wispy Green.” Can you guess? She
has rented a storefront on Airport Way for a marijuana dispensary. Since
Oregon passed legislation legalizing recreational marijuana, Aunt Felice has
been all over it. She is convinced of the healing powers of CBD (cannabinoid,
which is the medicinal part of marijuana). Of course Auntie also enjoys the
benefit of THC, and has advocated it for years. Now though, she has a plan
beyond simply bringing Pot out into the open as a legitimate business.
We have worked hard on our plan. While Auntie Felice absorbed herself
in developing products and designing the perfect dispensary, I set out to
investigate the permitting. It was more complicated than I thought, but we
are there. The store will open August 1st. So our weekend is more than a
time to sit on the deck and chat. We are busy organizing the last minute
details for the shop.
Felice is pensive tonight. She’s normally very open and chatty. But
tonight something is on her mind. We had worked hard all day to take care
of last minute details. In fact, we hadn’t eaten a thing. I said, “Auntie, you
seem lost in space. I think we have all the details in place for our opening in
two weeks. What’s on your mind? I mean I know you’re hungry. You must
be since neither of us ate all day. How ‘bout if I make you some blueberry
pancakes. I know you love ‘em.”
Felice turned to look at me and smiled a broad grateful smile. “Oh, how
sweet of you Jason. I would love pancakes. That’s the perfect food for a
celebration. But you know I have been thinking about our company name
and it’s not quite right. The store needs something that connotes our
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mission. It’s not just to bring marijuana to people who need it. It’s also to . . .
“
I broke in and said, “It’s also to build a foundation for the retirement
village for all of your friends who have nowhere to go to feel safe. I mean,
how does ’Wispy Green’ help with that?” The impetus behind Felice’s pot
shop, “Wispy Green,” has been to cash in on the cutting edge of the new
legal marijuana business in Oregon, so that she could raise the capital to
fund one of her dreams.
“Exactly,” said Aunt Felice. “How do you read my mind like that? I guess
that’s why we are such good friends. I love you so much.” She gave me one
of those famous Felice smiles; the kind with the twinkly eyes. She
continued. “I want to use the Pot shop to create revenue to support a
retirement village for those who are eccentric like me. You know, like the
uppity women and my Gay and Lesbian friends . . . and those other
outsiders that have worked hard all of their lives, but as we age we can be
forgotten.”
“I got it Auntie!” I said with glee. How about if we set up a charitable
foundation with profits from the “Wispy Green” shop. We could even print
brochures and give them to customers. I’ll check with the OLCC to make
sure we can do that.”
“Jason, you are a genius! Thank you. And I have the perfect name for our
retirement center. We should call it AUNT NORMA’S RETIREMENT
VILLAGE FOR ECCENTRIC WOMEN, MINORITIES and OUTSIDERS.” Felice
was beaming, but I guess I looked puzzled, so she gave me a reassuring hug.
“Aunt Norma? Who’s Aunt Norma?” I asked.
“Of course you don’t know Aunt Norma. She was my grandmother
actually, but I sort of like thinking of her as my auntie because we were
more like friends, just like you and me.” Felice looked over at me and
winked, then she continued.
“Norma was a young woman who had lots of spunk. In the early 1900s
(just a teenager) she struck off on her own to travel to San Francisco, where
she heard that things were really happening. She got a job as a hostess at a
café. At night she played the piano in the silent movie theaters. She saved
her money to pay for college. But she met Grandpa Earl before she finished
school. Of course that didn’t stop Norma. She threw herself into the social
causes she believed in. In fact I have an old news clipping of Aunt Norma
marching in a Women’s Suffrage parade in San Francisco!” Felice was really
animated now.
“Think about it,” she said emphatically and looked me square in the eye.
“Women won the right to vote in California in 1912, eight years before the
federal government granted suffrage to women. And they had to twist the
arms of all the men, because only men could vote for them, then. Stunning
the guts they had, don’t you think?”
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I could see how proud Felice was as she spoke of her grandmother. “I
simply adored Grandma Norma. . . or Aunt Norma. She played the piano and
sang songs to me as a little girl. She always wore white gloves when she
took me ‘out’ to the ‘picture show.’ Most importantly Norma was an open
minded, liberal thinking woman, who didn’t suffer fools lightly, if you know
what I mean. In fact I credit my grandmother for giving me the strength to
go out into the world and make a difference.”
In fact my Aunt Felice has been making a difference all of her life. Not
always well liked for her outspoken opinions, as she has aged, she is now
revered. For example, she was a headliner at the recent “Women’s March”
in Washington D.C. (2017), where women from all over the country
gathered to protest the election and policies of Donald Trump. Although she
had a small role and a short speech, people applauded uproariously. I have
pictures too, since I was there. Felice’s gray hair was blowing wildly around
her face as she spoke solemnly and used Hillary Clinton’s line, “Human
rights are women’s rights; and women’s rights are human rights.”
“She sounds wonderful Felice,” I said. Now I understand why Felice
insisted that I call her by her first name. She wasn’t just my beloved auntie;
or just my business partner; but we are friends too, just like Aunt Norma
and Felice. I leaned over and gave Felice a hug and said, “I love you so much
Felice. You are amazing.” Barely had we started one venture, “Wispy Green,”
the marijuana shop, but Auntie Felice and I were contemplating our next
adventure, funding “Aunt Norma’s Retirement Village”.
Felice winked at me again. She seemed to be reading my thoughts as she
delivered the punch line with a mischievous grin, “There’s no time to let the
grass grow under your feet Jason.” We both burst out laughing.
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Author

Laura Perry
I first started writing in 5th grade. My
family moved from Seattle to Spokane,
and I wasn’t happy about it, so I wrote a
story about a dog who had lived down the
street, so that I could imagine him being
right beside me again. In sixth grade I fell
in love with writing poetry. In high school
I also wrote music; mostly folk music for
guitar and voice, but one of my pieces is a
piano solo. My sister asked me to write a song for her wedding, and I did.
Throughout high school and beyond, ideas have come to me and I’ve had
no choice but to write them down or go crazy. My sister also realized this
and bought me a pen that lights up when you hold the barrel so that I could
write my thoughts down when they wake me up in the middle of the night.
The best year of my life was in Daytona Beach Florida; I was taking a
creative writing class at Daytona Beach Community College from Robert
Walker, a prolific Mystery Writer who’d started in the Horror genre (his
mysteries start with a still-living victim for added suspense and a dash of
horror.) I wrote 6-10 hours a day and handed him a chapter a week for
editing, getting halfway through my first novel before the class was over.
That novel has been on a back shelf until now. I thought I’d be working on it
in the CSL Writer’s Group, but I’ve had blog posts to perfect, and an
opportunity to be published came up that took me a different direction. I
had put my intention to be published into the universe; I thought I was
going to finish the first book in a series of Fantasy werewolf novels, but I
ended up writing letters from Nikola Tesla instead. They’re being published,
and the whole journey has been an amazing experience. I felt more sure of
myself because I had the CSL Writers Group supporting me every step of
the way.
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Writer’s note: After writing five paragraphs, I realized I had a story that could
be considered complete, that was around 250 words. Since I’ve always wanted
to enter a short-short-short story contest, I wanted to keep it that size and
polish it without bumping it over 250 words, in case I ever had an opportunity
to enter such a contest again. This story weighs in at 249 words. Fun fact; the
shortest short story contest I know of limits the writers to ten words. The
contest is based on a legend that Ernest Hemingway, while sitting at a bar
with other writers, bet ten dollars that he could write a novel in less than ten
words. He took out his pen and wrote, on a napkin, “For sale, baby shoes.
Never worn.” Then he collected his winnings.

The Dog and Aunt Norma
by Laura Perry
“Get this dog out of the kitchen!” Aunt Norma hollered through the
screen door. A half-dozen leggy wastrels screamed and laughed as they
chased each other across swampy lawn through the spray from an
oscillating sprinkler. She looked down at a panting, wispy-haired terrier
who grinned expectantly at the stove.
“Too hot for pancakes,” she grumbled, but took pity on the dog and used
the spatula to toss a cooked dribble toward him. He rose up quickly, teeth
snapping around the morsel with a click, then he dropped down to his
haunches again, grinning at the pan as if nothing had happened.
“I guess we should stick together, us outcasts,” she muttered
apologetically. The spatula moved across the pan, flipping the golden disks
with precision as her other hand reached for the tub of fresh-churned
butter. The spatula bit into the pale yellow surface, then skipped across the
top of the pancakes, leaving daubs as it went, and came back, flat, to smear
the melting lumps evenly over each tawny circle just as they began to melt.
The yellow dollops disappeared like turtles into a pond when the fox walks
by.
It was far too early to be so hot. There was hardly a moment of cool
before the sun rose this morning. She couldn’t remember when she last saw
a green blade of grass.
She watched the children chase and roll, laughing still in the silvery
droplets, and wondered when she’d foolishly decided to stop being a child.
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Author

Sarah Wheeler
I had my own radio show when I was 16.
I have always been a storyteller. I would
round up the neighborhood kids and tell
them stories. At home in the night I
would make up stories to entertain
myself. I loved observing people and then
make up stories about them. I Love being in a writer’s group. I hear their
stories and get feedback for my writing. It’s great fun.
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Aunt Norma
by Sarah Wheeler
My Aunt Norma is the nicest person and the most patient person I know;
but that damn dog is getting on her last nerve. Who thought it was a good
idea to teach the dog to talk? And who would think that a dog would be so
sarcastic? I expected some aggressiveness, but this dog doesn’t have a
boundary to his name. If it goes through his mind it comes out his mouth.
Our little household was pretty harmonious until the dog joined us.
Yesterday he told me he decided that he is psychic and that he would need
to be paid for his readings. What is that green-eyed monster going to do
with money? Now he has pissed off Felicity. He has decided he can teach her
to fetch. Felicity is furious at the challenge of her dignity. She is disgusted at
the very thought that a cat would fetch. Aunt Norma thought that adding a
dog to our family would enrich us all but clearly the dog is all about chaos.
Is it the dog or have we become lethargic? The songs don’t come to me as
they used to and my paintings don’t have their usual passion.
Now Aunt Norma has withdrawn into the kitchen with the hope that the
clatter of her pancake breakfast will discourage the dog from invading. We
made the commitment to get a dog so I guess that it is time to bring him into
the family. Aunt Norma has called us all in to the kitchen including the dog.
But someone reminds us all that we haven’t named the dog. In his usual
rush to take charge of everything he named himself. He calls himself
Napoleon because he thinks he should be in charge of everything. As we
celebrate the joining of our dog to our family we feast on the breakfast
pancakes. We don’t know what Napoleon brings to us but clearly he is here
to support our creativity. He brings the creative chaos that can create
beauty.
My Aunt Norma said she found me in the forest. As usual she was
searching for herbs but instead she found me. She thought that I was
probably a left over from the time when all the Pixies left to other lands. I
have never seen another Pixie. I am the only one I know. She told me I was a
tiny little thing and as she knew what Pixies were like she wasn’t surprised
that someone was left behind. She told me Pixies were easily distracted by a
butterfly or a flower, or by the songs harmonized in the branches in the
limbs of the trees; but you my dear have turned out to be the most
responsible Pixie I have ever known.
Aunt Norma is a collector of unique souls. It only seemed right to her
that she would find a Pixie child that would be her heart’s delight. Aunt
Norma opens her arms to those who come to her. She claims us all as hers
to love. She claims us even if we are an obnoxious dog or a responsible Pixie
with pointed ears.
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Author

Lawrence King
I enjoyed writing as a teenager, but
for some reason thought that my creative
outlet was best expressed in other areas.
Joining PCSL’s Writer’s Group has
been a wonderful opportunity to take up
writing again. At first, I decided I should
write something spiritual and spent a few months outlining a self-help book
called At Choice. For some reason, the writing seemed like work, and I
wanted it to be fun. I asked myself: “What would be fun?” I decided to try
fiction, instead, and, more specifically, urban fantasy.
In the span of a year, I’ve completed my first novel (now available on
Amazon.com or in the Center’s Open Mind Bookstore), Witch Tower. I’ve
also finished the first draft of my second novel and have outlines for two
more.
Writing has given me a wonderful outlet for some of my creative urges!
If you think you might have a book in you (or poems, or a memoir), maybe
it’s time you did something about it.
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Forest Farm
by Lawrence King

“Aunt Norma,” said Violet, “you’re not listening.”
Violet was right. Her great aunt was checking a covered bowl of bread
dough put out on the porch to rise. It was a warm morning in August.
Norma loved such days for baking—the yeast would rise effortlessly,
producing lovely high loaves of fresh bread. But not today. Today the bread
had stubbornly refused to rise at all. Was it too humid? There had been
thunder, lightning, and a downpour the night before. The electricity had
even gone off.
Brought back from her thoughts, she acknowledged Violet. “What is it,
Honey? Do you need more syrup?”
“I don’t want syrup,” said Violet. “I don’t want pancakes. They’re funny
today.” Violet was five years old. She had her arms folded in front of her. It
was a formidable sight. Pancakes were a Sunday favorite, but not today.
Norma looked down at Violet’s plate. Nothing looked wrong with the
pancakes. Maybe they were a little flatter than usual. She glanced at her
own untouched plate. Then she sat down at the table, buttered her cooling
breakfast, and took a bite. A sharp taste of baking powder filled her mouth.
“Honey, let’s not eat these. I’ll fix some eggs.”
Norma picked up the breakfast plates and carried them to the garbage.
The old dog, sitting on the mat next to the door, looked hopeful as the
plates of food went by.
“Not today, Dog,” said Norma. Had she put too much baking power in the
mix?
Norma had not felt quite herself lately. She wondered about the
pancakes. She’d been making them for over seventy years. Could she have
mismeasured so poorly? Could she have added baking powder more than
once? Norma shook her head.
“Aunt Norma, you’re not listening again.”
“I’m sorry, Sweetie. I’ve got a lot on my mind. What were you saying?”
“I want to go out in the forest after breakfast. Is that OK?”
“Sure. Do you want to pick berries? There are ripe blackberries out by
the old barn. We can make a pie.”
“No. The forest.”
“OK. We’ll go for a hike in the forest.”
“Not you! You’re too slow! I want to go by myself.”
Something about the request didn’t sound right. Violet had never
complained about her being slow before, although Norma had slowed down
lately. But the forest? Why would Violet want to go into the forest by
herself?
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Norma began to fry eggs in butter. “Violet, why do you want to go in the
forest? There are things to do around the farmhouse.”
Violet squirmed in her seat.
“What is it, Honey?” asked Norma.
“I’m not supposed to say.”
Norma paused, choosing her words carefully. “OK, you don’t have to say
if you don’t want to. If you’ve sworn to a friend, I won’t force it out of you.
What’s his name? Benny?” Norma referred to a stuffed horse that Violet
often talked to.
“Not Benny!” said Violet. “I don’t talk to Benny anymore. He’s stupid! He’s
at home anyway.” Violet paused. “It was Puck.”
“Puck? His name was Puck? Did he come to you last night?”
Violet nodded. “When the lights were out. He was at the window. He
called me your name. He called me Norma.”
Norma dished up the eggs and buttered some toast. She helped Violet
with homemade blackberry jam. While they ate, Norma’s mind worked
overtime. Puck? Could it be Puck?
“Is breakfast better now, Honey?” asked Norma.
Violet nodded, a smear of jam at the corner of her mouth.
“When we’re done with breakfast, we’ll take that walk in the woods.”
Norma thought about a variety of things: of bread not rising, of pancakes
not mixing, and of Puck.
As they finished the meal, she thought of something else. Something
Violet could check on.
“Honey?”
“Yes.”
“If I give you the number, would you call Mr. Wilson at the market?”
Violet giggled. She remembered that her great aunt didn’t like using the
telephone. Norma had one for emergencies, but she didn’t trust the
workings of it.
“Yes,” Violet said.
As Norma washed the dishes, the sun rose high. That suited her fine. The
more light the better for a walk in the woods.
Violet called from the parlor, “Auntie! He says they don’t carry your milk
now. He wants to talk to you.”
Norma put her towel down and went into the front room. Violet held the
phone out to her.
“Is it Mr. Wilson? Wispy hair?”
Violet giggled again, nodding. She could picture Mr. Wilson behind his
cash register. He did have a halo of wispy hair.
Norma took the phone from Violet, as though it might bite.
“Mr. Wilson?”
“Ms. MacCready.”
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“What’s that about my milk? Violet says you’re not carrying it any
longer?”
“The distributor isn’t bringing it. Says unpasteurized milk won’t last long
enough in the cooler.”
“That’s not right. It will last a week or more.”
“He says it’s spoiling right on the truck these days. The last batch curdled
in our parking lot. Can’t take a chance on someone getting sick. Besides, you
haven’t gotten unpasteurized milk in over a year, Ms. MacCready. What do
you want it for?”
“That’s my business,” said Norma.
After a pause Mr. Wilson asked, “Is there something else you need, then?”
“No. I’ll come by in a few days for shopping.”
“All right, goodbye, Ms. MacCready.”
Norma returned the phone to its cradle.
Another piece to the puzzle: sour milk. Could it really be Puck?
❖
Norma, Violet, and Dog had been walking in the forest for fifteen minutes.
Despite the sunny day, the woods were dark and only mildly warm. The air
was still, stagnant, with an unmistakable smell of decay. Although the path
was disused, it was easy to follow.
“Don’t get so far ahead,” Norma told Violet. “We need to stick together.”
“You’re so slow,” said Violet, looking back.
Norma and Dog paused. It was true enough. They were slow. Norma did
the math and discovered that Dog was even older than she was! The terrier
was one-hundred-and-twelve years old! Dog wagged his tail, and the two of
them, stiff-legged, started up the trail again.
Norma was lost in thought. She had been thinking of Puck since Violet
mentioned his name. Here she was in the woods just like she had been so
many years before. She was Violet’s age when she’d first met Puck. She had
been lost that day, not far from the farm. She called for her mother, but the
forest seemed to suck the words right out of her mouth—as if they went
nowhere in the hushed silence. Young Norma fell down and twisted her
ankle. She could walk, but it hurt. She sat down on the stump of a fallen tree.
That’s when she noticed a small form at the base of it.
At first she thought it was just part of the tree—two twigs and a leaf.
Then the leaf moved and spoiled the illusion. What looked like twigs were
brown pants worn by a tiny boy. What seemed like a leaf was a hooded
cloak around his shoulders and over his head. He couldn’t have been more
than six inches high.
“Hallo,” he said.
“Hello.”
“Are you lost?”
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Young Norma wasn’t sure what to do. Her Welsh grandmother had told
her about the Tylwyth Teg. She knew a fairy when she saw one—and the
stories.
“Yes, I’m lost,” she said. “I know I’m not far from home, but I don’t know
which way.”
The fairy smiled.
“Do you know which way?” she asked.
The fairy nodded. “But do you want to go home?” he asked. “The woods
are a grand place to play! I’ve lived here all my days. There are trees to
climb, moonbeams to catch, mischief to make! Have you been to a circle
dance? I could take you.”
Although Puck seemed sincere, Norma had been warned about fairies.
She remembered the rhyme her grandmother had taught her:
“He wha tills the fairies' green
Nae luck again shall hae;
And he wha spills the fairies' ring
Betide him want and wae.
For weirdless days and weary nights
Are his till his deein' day.
But he wha gaes by the fairy ring,
Nae dule nor pine shall see,
And he wha cleans the fairy ring
An easy death shall dee.”
It was hard to imagine the boy before her causing harm, but her
grandmother’s warning had been clear enough.
“I just want to go home,” she said to the fairy.
“Then follow me.”
At first it was hard to follow him. He seemed to flicker rather than walk.
First he’d be a few feet ahead, under a log. Then, after a flicker of light, she’d
see him a few steps further next to a tree. He would point the way and
flicker ahead. After a few minutes, Norma was even more lost. And worried.
She was almost in tears when the fairy stopped at the base of an old oak
tree and said, “There. There’s your farm.”
And it was true. Beyond a break in the trees she saw her mother putting
the wash out to dry. The new barn was visible in the distance. She was
home. As she stepped out of the gloom of the forest into her yard, she heard
a voice behind her. “Puck. The name’s Puck.”
As a young girl Norma saw Puck several more times. Once he showed her
how he could ride a badger. That made Norma laugh and laugh. It was the
funniest thing she had ever seen. Once Puck was sitting on her bedroom
windowsill and again invited her to a circle dance. He gave her the
directions and told her to meet him there at midnight. Norma stayed up that
night but remembered the old stories and decided to stay home.
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Once, he even showed her how to sour a neighbor’s milk, freshly left by
the deliveryman. That’s what got Norma thinking about calling Mr. Wilson
at the market. It was a trick that Puck had liked to play on the farmers.
Sour milk. Puck.
Norma walked on, deeper into the forest, after Violet. When they came to
a fork in the path, Norma remembered the right direction—the way to the
fairy ring where she was supposed to meet Puck so many years before.
After another half hour, Violet called from ahead on the path. “Auntie!
Come see!”
Norma and Dog labored up the trail. Norma could see that the trees were
thinning out. Light poured from above. After a turn in the path there was a
gap in the trees, and beyond that, a wide clearing.
“Look,” said Violet. “Mushrooms!”
It was the fairy ring. Nearly circular, the clearing in the forest was grassy
in its center and bordered with a ring of toadstools. Here in the midst of the
untidy forest, it looked artificial, as if gardeners had cleared the forest,
maintained and edged the grass, and planted a well-maintained border of
toadstools.
Gardeners, thought Norma. Fiddlesticks!
Violet was about to step into the circle, but Norma held her back. She
explained about the fairy ring.
“We mustn’t go in unless we’re invited. It belongs to Puck and his kind.
Even then it might not be safe. Some people say that if you go into a ring,
you can’t come out again. You’re invisible to your friends and have to stay
with the fairies.”
Violet gave Norma a solemn look. “Why would a fairy hurt us?”
“The fairies don’t always know when they’re hurting people. Things that
wouldn’t hurt them can hurt us. Sometimes they do things as tricks that
cause harm—not meaning to, but real harm nonetheless.”
Violet nodded, then pointed to the far side of the ring. “Someone’s been
inside. See.”
It was true. There were trampled toadstools and a gouge in the smooth
green grass.
“Have you been in there?” asked Violet.
“No. I was invited once when I was about your age, but I didn’t go. I didn’t
think it was safe. Did Puck ask you to come to the ring?”
“Yes.”
“Did he say why? Was it to dance?”
Violet shook her head. “He said it was important. He said you wouldn’t
talk to him anymore because you were too old. He wanted to show me
something.”
“The ring?”
“Something else.”
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Just then, Dog lifted his head to heaven and howled. It was such a
surprising sound that it made Norma laugh. Dog’s small terrier voice was
comical in the somber clearing. He stopped howling and put his nose to
work. With a sharp intake of breath, he turned to face the fairy ring. Sniffing
some more, he pointed to a spot a few yards to the left of where they were
standing.
“There’s nothing there, Dog,” said Norma.
“There’s a funny bunch of leaves,” said Violet.
Norma could see the leaves, but there wasn’t anything remarkable about
them.
“Uh-huh,” said Violet to the pile of leaves. “Yes. No. I don’t know. Yes, I did,
too!”
“Are you talking to Puck?”
“Uh-huh. He’s over there.”
Norma looked again to the small pile of leaves. No matter how hard she
looked, all she could see were some leaves and twigs. She really was too old.
“Yes,” said Violet. “Puck says to follow him around the circle. He says to
stay on the outside and follow him.”
“You can hear him?”
“Yeah. Can’t you see him? He has a green top and brown pants.”
Norma shook her head. She couldn’t see him.
“Let’s follow him, then, Violet. You lead the way.”
With Violet in the lead, Norma and Dog made their way around the fairy
ring. It was harder now that they weren’t on a trail. The ground was more
uneven and tree roots were ready to trip them. Norma had to rest once on a
tree stump. After a bit, the circle was well behind them. They had gone
around and beyond and approached another thinning of the trees.
Violet stopped ahead of them where the forest opened up. This time it
was not a fairy ring. The forest ended in a stark line of trees. Beyond was a
barren clearing, a construction site, and beyond that was the outskirts of
town. She would have thought her farm was farther out of Arkham.
Parked in front of them was a variety of earth-moving equipment. Idle on
Sunday, they looked like slumbering beasts. The largest of them was of
mythical proportions, a dragon waiting to wreak devastation.
“Can you walk over and see what the sign says?” Norma pointed to a
construction sign on the far side of the site.
“I can’t read all of them, yet.”
“Please look for me. I don’t think I can walk much more today, and we
still have to get back to the farm. I bet you can read that sign.”
Violet took off across the cleared ground. It gave Norma a chance to rest
and look around. Was that Puck? Those two leaves at the base of a stump?
Was that twig a leg or an arm?
“Puck,” she said, “is that you?”
“Norma.” She heard her name spoken softly.
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After a bit, Norma felt better, more rested. She was petting Dog when
Violet returned from across the construction area.
“It’s a shopping center,” Violet said. “Forest Farm Shopping Center.”
Forest Farm. Norma listened to the sound of the name in her mind.
Forest Farm Shopping Center. She had heard of it, but didn’t realize it was
going to be so close to her land. It couldn’t be more than a mile through the
woods to her house.
“Honey, can you ask Puck something for me? There’s something I need to
know.”
“Puck?”
“Yes, the fairy.” Norma pointed to the leaves by the base of the stump.
But when she looked, they were gone.
❖
When they got back to the farm, Norma was exhausted. She pulled herself
up on the porch. There was the bowl containing her bread dough. It had
risen to the top and pushed the moist towel off.
Puck!
Norma had Violet bring the bowl into the kitchen. She pounded the bread
down again and put it back on the porch for a second rise. When she
checked, it looked like it was rising normally.
It was midafternoon, and Norma was sitting down, resting. Dog was at
her feet in a spot of sunshine from the west window. Violet was reading a
book. Her mother would be by shortly to pick her up. Weekends with Violet
went fast. Norma wished she got to see her grandniece more often.
“Honey? Could you do the telephone for me again?”
“Really? It’s not hard!”
“I just don’t like the idea of the electricity running through the wires into
my head.”
“What about in the walls?”
Norma didn’t like that idea either. Her mother had resisted putting
electricity into the old farmhouse—said it interfered with the natural order
of things.
“Please, Violet. I’ve got the number right here. It’s Mr. Fiske. You’ve
talked to him before.”
“Mr. Fiske isn’t there on Sundays.”
“It’s OK, Honey. It’s his home number. He said we could call.”
While Violet made the phone work, Norma was lost in thought. Forest
Farm Shopping Center. That name sounded so familiar. She looked to the
heap of mail stacked on her desk in the corner of the front room. Was there
something in the mail about Forest Farm? She hadn’t been through the mail
in months. It used to get her in trouble. When they turned the power off,
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Violet’s mother and Mr. Fiske set up automatic bill payments. Norma felt
sure Mr. Fiske would know about Forest Farm Shopping Center.
“Aunt Norma!”
“Huh? What’s that?”
“He says it’s your shopping center?”
“What?”
“Mr. Fiske says it’s on the land you sold. He says you named it Forest
Farm.”
“My land?”
“He says you sold it to pay for my college. What college?”
Norma fell silent. Forest Farm. Of course. Her farm. That’s the name of the
family farm! Norma felt like a fool for forgetting.
“Ask him if they’re done cutting down the trees. I need to know.”
“You talk to him.”
Norma thought about how big the farm used to be. It was called Forest
Farm because it was so large that her family kept half of it in woods and
only farmed the other half. It was their folly to have the house surrounded
by the forest and only put half of their land to work. Norma remembered
that her mother had insisted on it.
Violet gave the phone to Norma. She nervously picked it up. She couldn’t
feel any electricity, but it always seemed odd having it running so close to
her face.
“Mr. Fiske?”
“Ms. MacCready.”
“Are they done cutting down the trees?”
“I don’t know for certain, but I believe so. The inspector signed off on the
excavation this last Tuesday. There really weren’t many trees that came
down—only the ones bordering the old pasture. They’ll be in next week to
start on the foundations.”
“And the forest?”
“It’s held in trust for Violet, just as you asked.” After a pause, Mr. Fiske
asked, “Has something got you worried?”
“Nothing, young man! I don’t have anything to worry about! It’s my
shopping center after all, isn’t it?”
“Well, you’re certainly the largest investor.”
“And it’s making the family money?”
“Yes, Ms. MacCready. Is there anything you need? Should I come by and
visit you tomorrow? You know I worry about you in that old farmhouse. I
wish you’d let the family set you up somewhere a little more modern. Some
place with someone to look in on you.”
“Fiddlesticks!” said Norma, losing her temper. Young people always
wanting to meddle in the affairs of their elders!
She handed the phone back to Violet who said goodbye to Mr. Fiske.
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When Violet’s mother came to pick her up, they all went out on the porch.
The bread had risen beautifully and the two loaves baked up fine. Norma
fed bits of it to Dog.
“What have you two been up to?” asked Violet’s mother.
“We made bread,” said Norma. “You should take a loaf home. I can’t eat
both of them.”
“And we went in the forest,” said Violet, smiling. “We walked all the way
to the shopping center.”
“Did you? That’s a long way. You must be tired, Norma.”
“I am, a bit. It was a good walk though. Even Dog enjoyed it.”
Violet’s mother looked down at the bedraggled terrier, surprised that
Norma or Dog could possibly walk that far. She worried about Norma,
wondering how much longer it would be safe for her to live by herself. She
had a slice of buttered bread and enjoyed their time together.
When it was time to go, Violet was already outside, but Norma stopped
her mother at the doorway. “You know about the trust for Violet?”
“Yes. You’ve been so generous to us, Norma. I can’t begin to thank you.
It’s wonderful to know that Violet can attend college without having to take
out loans.”
“I mean the forest.”
“The forest?”
“That’s part of her ‘trust,’ you know.”
“Yes, you’ve said that. I know you’re leaving her the farmhouse and the
land here—that includes the forest.”
“You’re not to touch it.”
“Norma! What a thing to say! It’s for Violet, and if it’s in her trust, it will
be for her to decide when she’s older.”
Norma felt sheepish and ready to cry. She didn’t mean to sound so cross.
She was cross with herself, not her family. She pulled a clean hanky from
her sleeve and daubed her eyes.
“Do you want to come home with us, Norma? Maybe you’d rather not be
alone tonight. I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. Why don’t you come with us? We
can make dinner together and watch TV.”
Norma pictured Violet in her modern house with her modern mother
defrosting modern food and watching TV. That dried up her tears. “Oh
fiddlesticks!” she said. “I’m fine. I’m better suited to my own company,
anyway. Dog and I might do some canning tonight. We could put up some
jam.”
But, as Violet and her mother motored down the long driveway, Norma
thought of other things that needed to be done.
❖
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Norma and Dog started out about ten o’clock. The moon was high and full
and so was Norma. She had two shots of whiskey to take the edge off the
pain in her hips and knees. The forest walk with Violet had been hard on
her—and here she was about to do it again.
It’s hard to say if Dog or Norma led the way. They both walked so slowly.
Dog’s nose pointed the way as Norma’s flashlight helped find the trail.
Somehow, they managed to retrace their steps.
Norma expected to hear the night noises she associated with the forest:
the clicking of insects, the hooting of owls, and the rustling of small game.
Instead the forest was dead silent, as though holding its breath.
Earlier, the forest was cool against the heat of midday. Now the forest
was holding in heat against the coolness of the evening. When her sweater
snagged on a tree limb, Norma took it off and left it behind.
Her progress was slower than earlier in the day. She did not have Violet
in the lead, urging her on. This was a good thing. She took time to feel her
footing. Neither she nor Dog had any missteps, despite the gloom. Dappled
silver moonlight helped light the way.
It was midnight when they got to the fairy ring. Norma almost stumbled
into it. One second she was at the edge of a clearing and the next she looked
down to see a toadstool at her shoes, lit by the flashlight. She pushed Dog
back, and both of them stood at the edge of the clearing. Norma found a
fallen log and used it as a makeshift seat. Dog laid at her feet. To their backs
was a ring of trees; in front, a circle of grass.
Norma was tired and sleepy from the walk and the whiskey. It felt good
to sit, giving her knees a rest.
The old stories said that fairies danced in the moonlight and that in
moonlight mortals might dance with them. It had been a night with a moon
when Puck invited her to dance. She had no intention of dancing tonight.
She just needed to make something clear.
The moonlight was bright in the ringed clearing. It was almost directly
overhead, and it bathed everything in light. As Norma’s eyes adjusted, she
noticed that the pristine grass had gathered debris. An assortment of leaves,
twigs, needles, and bark littered the midnight green of the circle.
Dog looked at the circle, too, then looked up to the moon like he might
howl again.
“That’s enough of that, Dog,” she said. “I know they’re here.”
And they were. The leaves, the twigs, all the debris, were disguising the
fairies. They were waiting for some sign that the mortal before them was
approved or allowed.
“Puck,” said Norma. “Are you here?”
Dog sniffed the air and pointed to a place at Norma’s feet, just inside the
fairy ring. There, leaning against a toadstool, was a leaf and two twigs.
Norma smiled, and Puck moved the leaf to reveal his deception.
Norma clapped like a child. “It is you!”
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Puck unwrapped the leaf showing his handsome features.
“You look exactly the same!”
Puck nodded and smiled.
“I guess that’s the way of the Tylwyth Teg.”
He nodded again.
“I’ve done something terrible, Puck. I need to tell you about it. I’m the one
who sold the land and allowed the trees to come down. They won’t cut
down any more—I’ve made sure—but it’s my fault. I forgot about you.”
There were tears in Norma’s eyes. “I just forgot.”
Puck looked back at Norma with sadness.
“I know you saved me all those years ago. I know you could have got me
in the circle. I know you wanted to and held off because you’re a gentleman.
You saved me, and all these years my family has saved you—your way of
life, I mean.” Norma indicated the forest and the circle with a wave of her
hand. “The ring, especially. My mother did and her mother and so on. I
remember now.”
As Norma talked, the other fairies revealed themselves. Flickering
through the silvery shadows they approached Norma and Dog. It made Dog
uneasy. Some of the fairies looked unfriendly. A few were handsome, like
Puck, but most were not. Many looked like small ruffians with sharp teeth
and wrinkled faces.
Dog got on his feet, backing away from the circle, getting behind Norma.
“Now someone’s broken into your ring, and it’s my fault. I should have
made them put up a fence first. I should have told them not to cut down any
of the trees. I just forgot. What you said to Violet is right: I am too old. I can
barely see you, and we can’t even speak properly like we used to.”
“Norma.” She heard him speak her name, like a pleasant memory.
“They will put up a fence, of course, to keep people out. And I promise the
forest is in a trust. You’re safe—well, safe as a mortal can make things. We
all get old, we all forget, we die, and our promises are forgotten. It’s the way
of us.”
“Norma.” His voice was comforting. Puck outstretched a hand in
friendship.
“Promise me you won’t hurt the person who broke the circle. People
these days don’t understand such things. You don’t need to curse him or kill
him. It’s my fault.”
Dog backed up, but Norma inched forward. One foot moved toward the
ring.
“Promise me you won’t hurt Violet. She’s the trustee of this place. She’ll
keep it safe.” Norma paused. “I know some sacrifice needs to be made for
things to be set right. The circle’s been broken. Let it be me, Puck.”
As Norma’s foot stepped into the circle, Puck reached out to her. She
reached out too, and in the flickering of fairy light, they embraced.
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Dog shook his head to make sure, but Norma and Puck were gone. He
looked out at the fairy circle, and it was once again clear of debris. It was
smooth and undisturbed.
Not understanding, Dog tilted his head up toward the moon and howled.
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