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FORGOTTEN LORE
Eric Witchey

The windows of his drafty room rattle. The gales have come, 
and the winter storms break full against the cold basalt 
walls of the Oregon coast. 

The long night comes to every man, and Ash believed his 
life no different than the life of any other man. Storms had raged 
through his life, as storms rage through every life. His were not 
hurricanes spawning a thousand tiny tornados, though they 
seemed so to him at the time.

Of course, every man’s storms must be weathered, and 
all storms seem to the man battling them to be the worst ever 
spawned by the gods; but even so, when the weather is calm, 
most men know deep down that worse storms hide in the clouds 
of the lives of other men.

Ash, like most writers, knew this. He had spent a lifetime 
of days and nights imagining lives filled with terrible storms to 
place on the page.

In his bed he persists, even in the tempest of the darkness of 
his last nights, in spinning yarns about himself, about his own 
importance in a world that long ago gave up the written word in 
favor of flickering lights and promises of bigger, better, happier, 
and newer. 

He imagines that somewhere a child hides beneath wool blan-
kets, safe from storms blowing and howling beyond stretching, 
rattling window panes. He imagines the child inhales the scent 
of yellowed, brittle pages and explores worlds penned in manu-
script before the child was born.

He imagines this, and his own feeble hands grasp the satin 
edge of his blanket and pull it upward to his bristled chin. Then, 
with determined effort, he pulls it again until it comes upward to 
cover his face.

The remembered security of darkness is still there beneath 
the blanket. 

For a moment, he thinks he will let the silent darkness take 
him now. After all, he is seventy years away from his childhood, 
and his flashlight rests on bookshelves beside dusty volumes—
friends and teachers long ignored or forgotten by the children of 
the new world: Winston Smith, Guy Montag, and Bernard Marx.

Youthful vision has given way to eyes that no longer resolve 
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the black letters on yellowed pages. His fingers, locked in per-
manent hooks by swollen, bulbous knuckles, no longer obey his 
mind. He can neither tap at keys to type nor curl thumb and fin-
gers around a pen to scratch away at yellow pads. 

Submitting to the darkness will protect him, leave his dream 
to live forever in the imagined silence, light, and safety of the 
child who reads.

Imagined.
Tapping filters through the wool battlements he has drawn 

around himself.
Tapping.
Poetry breaks into his fantasy of oblivion.
Take thy beak from out my heart and take thy form from off my door.
Tapping.
He pulls his blanket down to his nose and inhales his own 

ancient smell. He pulls the blanket down farther and breathes in 
cooler, cleaner pre-dawn air. For a moment, he wonders how long 
it has been since he slept through a sunrise, since dreams came 
to him and gave him reason to sleep beyond the coming of light.

Then, the tapping again.
He turns his head and finds a friend—not a raven bringing 

more darkness. This friend is an old gull, a bird who has come to 
him for food every day for…

He has forgotten when he first befriended the bird, first tossed 
bread into the air and saw it swoop down to neatly snag the mor-
sel in beak at the moment when gravity and momentum fought 
one another to a standoff.

Long ago—before his hands could no longer tear at a loaf, 
before the bird’s claw was injured, before the other birds had 
learned they could run it off from crab carcass and dead fish.

His friend perches at the sill, one gnarled foot tucked up un-
der its white belly and the other gripping the sill against the push 
and pull of outside winds.

Ash smiles and pulls his blankets down. He moves his spin-
dly legs out into cold air.

“You have come for a story?” he asks.
He knows his hope is false. No one comes for a story. They 

come to steal from him now. He supposes they always have. Since 
his hands curled and froze, they have discovered that they can 
run him off from his work, that he has no lawyer, no money. There 
have been films. The titles and names have been changed, but he 
has seen his pen in the settings and dialog. There have been col-
lections and reprints. Thieves have gotten fat, but somehow there 
have been no profits to share—no morsels for him.
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The bird cocks its head as if to question his thoughts. 
Ash laughs at himself. The bird knows the truth. That thought, 

too, was fantasy. They don’t come at all. He flatters himself that he 
has anything left worth stealing.

The bird comes for bread, and Ash won’t let it down. He has 
never missed a deadline in his life, and he won’t miss this one.

He reaches for the sash, hooks its cold, steel handles with his 
deformed fingers and lifts. The bird, white and gray and battered 
by gales for so many years, hops into his room, flaps once, and 
lights atop the wrinkled pile of wool. It shakes itself free of the 
rain it brought in. 

Ash ignores the musty feather spray, secures the window, and 
shuffles off toward his kitchen to find breakfast for himself and 
his friend.

Only old loaves. 
He doesn’t mind eating the loaves from the Goodwill food 

bank himself, but he regrets not having better fare for his friend. 
Still, he will share what he has, and he comes back to his room 
with half a baguette, stiff and hard in the crust but still soft enough 
in the center. 

The bird waits. It has settled on its belly, making a sort of nest 
for itself in the blanket.

“That blanket,” Old Ash tells his friend, “was my father’s. I 
had it in my bed as a child. I worried the satin while sucking my 
thumb. I wore it out. After my first book, I had new sewn on.”

The bird nods, but the old man knows it is only following 
the up and down of the bobbing loaf while he shuffles toward 
the bed.

The wind rises and wails outside. The glass rattles in the sash. 
The bird, wary with age and weakness, turns beak and eye to-
ward the sound.

“I won’t send you back into the tempest,” the old man says. 
“Neither you nor I are fit for this night’s plutonian shore.”

The bird turns back.
He sits beside it.
The bird nods.
He breaks the loaf in half. It’s the best he can do. He holds half 

out for the bird, who pecks at the white core, pulling soft tufts 
away and snapping them down, beak clicking. Wings spread a 
little, as if pumping the bird’s throat, as if the movement is need-
ed to get the bread down.

“I understand,” the old man says. “I do. I have to take much 
smaller bites now. And I have to turn my head to swallow. It’s all 
so much work. Once,” he continues, and he offers the bird an-
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other bite, “I wrote a story about a man who never had to eat and 
never had to sleep.”

The bird eats and nods and pumps.
“Someone out there is reading that story right now,” Ash 

says. “I can feel it.”
The wind howls.
The bird pecks.
“Maybe not.” He looks out the window. The gale is in full 

force now. The window glass itself bends. His face and the bird’s 
are reflected there, bowing in and out as if the room is breathing.

“Bad weather.”
The bird makes a noise. It sounds like an ancient, steam fog-

horn—a broken, miniature foghorn.
“Sorry,” he says, and he offers the bird another bite. “Do you 

remember the skating pond when we were young?” he asks the 
bird. “When the winds of Lake Erie swept down from Canada 
into Ohio? Where we all spent our winter days?”

The bird eats and nods.
“What was the name of the pretty girl? The one I wanted be-

fore I knew what the wanting meant?”
It seems to Ash that his good friend settles into the blanket to 

listen. The wind bends the glass. Rain coming in from the ocean 
spatters and clatters against the pane. He should have closed his 
shutters, he thinks, but then he would not be sitting safe with his 
friend enjoying fine French bread. “It is a good thing to breakfast 
with a good listener,” he says.

The bird nods and snaps its beak.
“Andrea,” he says.
“I remember now. Her brother was little and very cold. The 

ice was thick. Her parents were late and the night was coming. I 
built a fire on the ice for her and her brother. She was so surprised 
that I could build a fire from the sticks and ashes of the fire made 
by older boys earlier in the day.”

The bird shakes. It nods. It eats.
“Or did I write that?” He tears off a bit of bread for himself. “It 

has become so hard to know what is memory and what is story.”
Tapping. 
He looks to the window. Another gull perches outside. Wind 

and rain lift its feathers from behind. It is a white and gray feather 
ball with a yellow-beaked face painted in the middle. 

“Oh, Lord,” he says.
His friend, settled deeply in the blankets, snaps its beak and 

makes its foghorn noise. 
“You invited a friend?”
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The foghorn sounds again.
“I see.” Ash places his loaf where his friend can get it, and 

he moves once more to the sash. He lifts. Wind and rain tear at 
his thighs. 

The new arrival leaps inward.
He closes the sash.
The new friend moves quickly to the bread. It touches beaks 

with the older friend then settles itself in the blanket as if it has 
come to this bistro every day for all its life.

“Family?” the old man asks.
Two foghorns sound.
“I hear the resemblance,” he says, and like any good host he 

offers what he has to the second bird as well.
For a time, they sit together in comfortable silence, eating and 

thinking thoughts that mingle in the air between them. He won-
ders if he is thinking bird thoughts, and he wonders if they won-
der if they are thinking man thoughts, and wind outside howls 
and whistles and rattles the windows.

“There was a bookcase in the basement of our house,” the old 
man offers.

The birds are attentive.
“I remember the first book I took from that case. I remember it 

was the first novel I ever read that had no pictures.”
His two friends snap up the last of the soft bread, leaving the 

crust like an empty, brown crab shell. 
“I have it here.” He gestures toward the dusty tomes and rest-

ing flashlight. “Shall I read to you? I would be glad to.”
The birds flap and hop to the sill. The elder taps at the bow-

ing, rattling glass.
“The storm,” he says. “It’s terrible out there. Stay a while and 

hear a tale.”
The older of the two taps at the glass. The old man knows 

what it means. It means he will be alone again. It means the night 
is closer. It means that he has nothing left for them to take. 

He stands and shuffles to the window. “You can stay if you 
like.” He knows his hope is false.

Tapping.
He hooks his fingers into the sash handles. The wind howls. 

The window bows. He lifts. 
In spite of the blast of rain and wind, the birds are gone into 

the pre-dawn darkness.
The old man closes the window. 
Deep into the darkness peering, long he stands there, wondering, 

fearing.
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The window breathes. His reflection is now fleshy, corpulent, 
and youthfully smooth; now it is narrow, skeletal, and wrinkled 
parchment dry. 

He turns away. 
Cold, he shivers. 
He shuffles across the room to his bookcase, lifts a worn and 

yellowed paperback from the shelf, and gathers up his flashlight.
He climbs back into his bed and blanket refuge and manages 

to convince his hooked and crooked fingers to turn on the flash-
light. He pulls the blankets once more over his head. By flash-
light, he opens the book. He imagines he is a boy again and that 
he has a boy’s vision. He pretends to read. 

Even after all the years, the words remain burned perfectly 
into his memory, the words of that first book—words that helped 
him weather his first storms, that fueled the dreams, and that even 
through the last nights of life keep the darkness from his heart.

“It was a pleasure to burn…”
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