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Words of Advice: A Contemporary Fable

The elderly doctor and the young man stood about ten feet from the bed and spoke in hushed 

tones. Their voices, muffled by the musty velvet drapes seemed to float in the air like the dust mites 

disturbed by their presence. Odors of old cooking, urine, wet dog, tobacco and something sickeningly 

pungent suffused the atmosphere. The chairless room–cluttered with small tables abounding with 

knick-knacks, containers of foul smelling and odd colored liquids and boxes of odds and ends– seemed 

to close in around them. Reams of papers, old books, journals and albums filled the bookshelves while 

several stuffed small mammals, birds and reptiles  glowered at them from the rafters.

Unable to disguise his discomfort, the doctor held a handkerchief to his nose to filter the stench.

He lowered it just long enough to try to find out more about his patient. 

“And you say you haven't seen your mother for a long time?”

“Years, I'm afraid.” The young man raked his fingers through his strawberry hair in 

unaccustomed self-condemnation. He couldn't quite apologize, but went on to explain his absence. “I 

was just six when my father left and my mother sent me off to my grandmother's. I don't think she ever 

got over his leaving. She seemed very changed afterward. My grandparents were well-meaning, but not

able to cope. I was sent to boarding schools. Whenever I had a term break and could possibly come 

home, mother expressed other plans. I'd write. Once in a while she wrote back; but she wrote such odd 

things. I never really understood or knew her. She always seemed too preoccupied for me to visit. I had 

other interests, you know.” His eyes met the doctor's. The old man remembered his own youth and  

without intention began fingering his wedding band.

“I suppose so,” he admitted, then added, ”Still, she was your mother.”
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“I began to think of my grandmother as my mother,” the young man confessed. Then in an even 

lower voice admitted, ”Eventually, I just stayed away. I guess I'm not very proud of that.”

 The old woman puffed foul air through flaccid cheeks. The small red dog on the bed stood, 

stretched, turned three times and laid down again next to her, its head rising and falling on her chest 

near her hands. The young man drew a handkerchief from his back pocket and covered his nose and 

mouth.

“It's a rather scroungy looking creature. Are you sure it's safe having it near?” The doctor 

obviously preferred a sterile controlled death room.

“Mother won't part with it. I think the old thing is about my age.” The young man was not used 

to making excuses for anyone including his mother.

The doctor walked to the bedside and positioned his stethoscope one more time. The dog, long-

haired with a foreshortened face, bared his teeth and tilted its head setting the long hairs on the tips of 

his ears twitching. The physician couldn't read it as either a smile or threat, so he tried to ignore it as he 

studied his watch, measuring life in seconds.

“Thready,” he announced, not explaining the significance.

The doctor pulled a cellophane packet from his generous white pocket, and opened it producing 

what looked like a spongy lollipop. Gently pushing it past her lips he swabbed her mouth with it then 

discarded it in the overcrowded waste basket, the contents of which he dared not look at too long. 

Addressing the young man he continued his interrogation. “So you know nothing about her general 

health?”

“No, nothing...Sorry.” The young man explored his leather loafers and shrugged.

The doctor resumed his position next to the young man almost as if seeking strength from his 

presence and watched his patient's chest rise and fall irregularly, sometimes with long delays before 
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rising again.

“She appears to be comfortable, at least not in pain,” he added as though he should say 

something no matter how useless. What was there to say when one awaited the death of a complete 

stranger?

The son, however found some solace in this comment and nodded. The dog whimpered and 

licked the woman's fingers. Her breathing roughened and slowed slightly. The doctor stood statuesque 

for several breaths, eyes shifting from the woman's chest to cheeks that puffed out droplets of spittle 

with each laborious exhalation.

Searching for anything to help him understand his patient, the doctor finally asked. “So she's 

lived alone here all this time?”

“Yes. According to neighbors, she never even left the house. Had groceries delivered–left on the

porch. Rarely had a workman for repairs. Word was, she wasn't nice to any of them. Did all her banking

from home. Things like that. A real recluse.”

“And your father?” the doctor regretted his prying, but couldn't deny himself. He again held  the

handkerchief to his nose.

“I vaguely remember him. There was an argument. I was in my room–my head under the 

covers, I'm afraid. The next day he was gone. I was sent away and that was that. Rusty, here became 

her only companion.” He nodded to the dog as if expecting confirmation from the beast.

The woman's gnarled hand rested next to the dog's neck and twitched occasionally, the long, 

claw-like nails almost digging into the flesh were it not for the leather collar. 

Filtered light streamed through the pleats of the heavy drapes coursing across the room to the 

death bed casting a silver glow onto the old woman. The effect accentuated the lines and creases 

crossing her face. The doctor likened the appearance to that of the ubiquitous stone walls of his original
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home in Ireland. The woman's wispy silver hair stood on end like tendrils of smoke rising from slow 

burning peat fires. As the doctor imagined the distinctive smell, he thought he heard a banshee wailing. 

But this only turned out to be Rusty howling a high, long wail. Both men shuddered involuntarily. ”Not

much to do but wait.” The doctor heard himself explain his inaction.

“Right.” The young man hugged his college sweater, too hot for the room, but since there was 

no safe–that is clean–place to set it, he continued wearing it.

To revert the conversation to the living, the doctor asked casually what had  happened to bring 

the young man home at this time.

“ I don't know. I really can't explain it.” He lowered his arms and held them out in a pleading 

position. “I simply felt an overwhelming compulsion to visit. So here I am. I found her just about as 

you see her now.“

“Odd.” The doctor shivered despite the overpowering heat in the cramped room.

“ Indeed,” was all the young man could think of.

The dog made a rumbling sound. The men turned together and stared at each other in a surreal 

moment, both holding handkerchiefs to their noses.

“I'm not at all sure I'm glad to be here.”

“Indeed.” 

“ I suppose it is not good for one to die alone.”The young man offered as the wiser.

“ No.”

The old woman's limbs jerked and she exhaled heavily in a great puff.

“ It won't be long now,” the doctor said wishing he could remove himself from this 

uncomfortable place.

“ Should I hold her hand? Or anything?”

4



“If you wish.”

The doctor stayed rigid where he was standing while the young man slowly advanced to the 

bed, knelt down and reached for his mother's hand. The mongrel stretched, crawled over the dying 

woman's chest, rested its face on top of the son's hands and looked up at him with pleading eyes. This 

act mesmerized the young man for he thought he could see his own reflection in the dog's dark pupils. 

Just then, the old woman took a final gasp. The dog stood, lifted its chin and let out an eerie howl. Then

it leapt off the bed, bolted out the door and was never seen again. 

At the graveside the son stood with the local minister as the final prayers were said. As the son 

stretched out his arm to drop a handful of soil onto the lowered coffin, he saw another hand beside his 

doing the same. Turning, his eyes locked onto a stranger's and immediately he felt a wave of confusion.

The man was both familiar and unknown. The stranger stretched out his ams and said,”Son!”

Bewildered, the young man asked bluntly,”Who are you to call me, 'Son'?”

The stranger suggested they walk together and he told him his tale.

“I truly am your father. You last saw me as the dog Rusty. I know that sounds outrageous, but I 

heard everything you said to the doctor and can repeat it to you now.” He offered another proof, ”I saw 

your school monogram on your handkerchief.” It had been the first and only time the young man used 

it. Hearing this fact, he began to soften toward the stranger who continued, “You told the doctor how 

your mother and I argued. Here's what happened: I was a common laborer and did fairly well, but your 

mother complained that I was a poor provider. Words were exchanged on both sides. Things escalated, 

as they usually do when both parties think they are right and won't back down. She called me a 'good-

for-nothing'. I called her her a 'bitch'. I could see that made her angry.” He observed his son's face flush,

but continued. “Then I went a step further and and called her a 'witch'. She said I was ignorant and I 
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knew nothing. Then she looked at me squarely. Her eyes grew as big as saucers, her hair stood on end, 

her whole body shaking. She pointed a finger at me and shrieked, 'You 'll find out!' I had no idea what 

that meant–at first, that is

“How was I to know she really was a witch? She truly was. But, the thing is, she didn't want 

anyone else to know that she was a witch. That very night she cast a spell on me that lasted to her 

death. She turned me into a dog and named me Rusty. I became that slavering dog doing her every 

bidding. I was witness to some terrible things. You yourself saw that disgusting hovel she lived in. 

Worst of all, I missed seeing you grow up. I am released now, and I really want to get to know my son 

again.”

Stunned, the young man looked away and searched his childhood memory. Was the sound of 

that long-ago argument coming back to him? Were those words 'you know nothing' what prompted him

to be so studious? Did he not now remember hearing Rusty's first bark that very night? Back then he 

had wondered where the dog came from. This was almost too much to contemplate. Then he turned and

studied the stranger's physique. Certainly this man had the same basic shape of the face, rust colored 

hair, brown eyes, and posture he remembered. Wasn't it just like his own? Wasn't looking at this 

stranger like looking in a mirror? When he recognized the same look in the stranger's eyes that he saw 

in the dog's, he drew his hand up to thump his chest as if to re-start his heart beat. He didn't know if he 

had he just witnessed a miracle or magic.

He threw his arms around the man he now acknowledged as he proclaimed, “Father!”

 They embraced a long while. Eventually the father drew back and said, There's so much to catch

up on. But first, let me give you some fatherly advice: One: Never trust that things are only as they 

appear. And, Two: always be careful how you speak to your spouse. Don't use the B word, or the W 

word or you might find your self B-Witched.”
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