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In all honesty, Sarah wasn't really surprised to find the park bench overlooking lovers leap 

empty. After all, the book that she had picked up at the garage sale had been written many 

years ago judging by its discoloration, perhaps as much as 20 or even 30 years. It stated that 

the lovers meeting on the cliffs overlooking the sea had been a chance encounter in 1971, the 

year Sarah was currently reading the story. She knew deep down though, that the footnote at 

the back of the book promising the reader a complete story full of adventure and not just 

small journal type entries, if the reader was ever to meet on the day in question in 1971, 

which was obviously long passed, and nothing but a faded promise typed up and printed in a 

nothing more than a fantasy diary. It was like reading the old adverts in the back of the 

science fiction books offering the reader a chance to by a set of x ray specs for .99cents.  

More realistically the story was no more than a fictional recount of two fictional character’s 

romance written a lifetime ago. Perhaps the date was nothing more than a gimmick, a printing 

error. But Sarah was intrigued nevertheless, ever since she had read the intriguing invitation, 
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neatly printed inside the last page of the second-hand book, the romantic inside her head had 

insisted that if she didn't come to check on the possibility of an encounter with the actual 

writer of this book, then she would forever carry the regret of never knowing what actually 

happened to the writer of such a wonderful love story, and why he had chosen  a meeting 

location of 1971 in White Cliff, and on valentine day of all days! Was it based on fact, if so 

whose life- the writers? 

The book itself had been tucked away in a box marked ‘50cents a bundle’ on a fold-away 

picnic table, that leant awkwardly in the front yard of her neighbour’s house.  Mrs Jenkins, 

the hoarder from next door, and the old creepy guy who liked to read in the park while he 

puffed on his fisherman’s pipe, had beaten Sarah to the best selection of the pile, making their 

pickings like a pair of hyenas, shopping for best seller bargains like it was the black Tuesday 

sales, leaving the box like a firecracker had gone off amongst the hundred or so tattered 

books. Most, if not all were dog eared, forgotten publications, many of them disintegrating 

with age, with broken spines that now barely held the yellowing, tarnished pages together. 

The faded illustrated front covers on many of the books Sarah had picked up from the box 

were lame to say the least, toned athletic space heroes, clutching scantily clad Amazon 

warriors, as they posed mid battle, amongst the apocalyptic ruined city wall limits. Others 

depicted forbidden romantic liaisons, entwined lovers on golden beaches, or under trees 

shedding their autumn leaves. Lovers on horseback riding along golden beaches with the 

wind in their hair. Each book had once been enthusiastically passed down from bookshop to 

reader, then reader to reader, until they finally ended up in a cardboard box marked “50 cents 

a bundle” on the lawn of some nest clearing mother in the midst of her spring clean garage 

clear out. She blushed slightly, as she thumbed through the stack, realising that she had read 

many of them, and placed them in a teetering pile on the table, delving in deeper. 
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The book that had caught Sarah Knowles eye however, had none of the well thumbed through 

tell-tale signs, or mark down clearance stickers from other reputable book-stores. This 

unusual hardback had been tightly packed between a copy of Robert Silverberg’s 

 “Up the Line” and a seemingly well used Jungle book colouring in book, where the child in 

question had managed to miss every possible line boundary in favour for the more abstract of 

colouring. Sarah had uncovered a rather unique book, which seemed to her more a Lovers 

Itinerary, than a story. More a list of dates and places the two characters visited throughout 

their union. The hardback was covered with a plastic dust cover which was simply coloured 

in plain brown, which contained no imagery on the sleeve, only the title printed in elegant 

calligraphy; 

 

Ask Mr. Foster 

Inside there was no printing date or issue, no place of print, or library number. Only the long 

list of dates and places with little anecdotes of what happened at each location. but Sarah was 

fascinated by the tale the moment she had begun reading the story of the chance meeting of 

two lonely strangers who met along the White Cliff path one early Valentine’s morning. Her 

heart had melted immediately when she read the opening line, because she knew exactly 

where it was they met. She knew because she walked passed that exact bench every morning 

on her way to work at the local bakery. Usually the worn bench lay empty, staring patiently 

out at the rolling salty waves as they crashed on the rocks below, waiting for somebody to 

stop and rest up a while, under the shade of the willow tree. Sometimes it would be filled 

with elderly couples sat huddled together under tartan picnic blankets, taking warmth from 
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the flask of tea they had brought with them. Sarah would smile and nod as she passed the 

aging couple, wondering if she would ever find a companion to share her very own flask of 

tea with. Her head was filled with fairy tale stories of prince’s and true love, caped heroes 

saving damsels in distress, romantic sidekicks and secret lovers, but ultimately, she dreamt of 

finding the perfect partner to settle down with and starting a family with of her own.  

Occasionally, a lone well wrapped figure would occupy the bench and just sit and stare out at 

the sea. Other times the old man with the pipe would nod at passing folks as they walked 

their dogs, or stare at the kids pushed in the prams by concerned parents. Some said he was a 

bit dodgy that way, others said he liked the young girls, but Sarah never really paid any 

attention to him. He looked harmless enough as he puffed on his pipe, too frail to do any 

harm to her really, it was just the fact that he always stared at whoever walked by. She 

nodded politely each time she found herself being stared at by him, making sure her jacket 

was done all the way up to cover her modesty, and usually tried to at least look like she was 

continuing to read whatever love story was in her hand at the time of the awkward encounter. 

Her nose was always buried deep in a new romance book she had picked up from her college 

library, or liberated from someone’s garage sale, just like the one in her hand now. But this 

one was different, this one had no hero, or heroine. This one seemed real, real places, real 

people, real love. And Sarah was fascinated with each turn of the journals page. It was a 

journey through the couple’s entire lives together, each and every moment they had shared 

along the path of their wonderful life together, from chapter one:  A Chance Meeting, her 

favourite chapter where the lovers carved their initials into the bench where they met, to the 

heart wrenching passing of his beloved wife while on holiday at the White Cliffs. That 

chapter had had Sarah in tears for days, sniffling in her bed as she walked on to the end of the 

story with the inconsolable husband, as he meandered through a jumble of events in his life, 

disorientated, and in deep mourning. 



 
5 Cunningham/ header? 

Today she was rereading ‘Ask Mister Foster’ again, and skimming once more over the 

Chance Encounter chapter, where the two young lovers in the story met, and fell in love with 

for the very first time. She slowly walked over to the empty bench, ducking under the 

swaying willow tree branches as she felt the first threat of rain drops tickle her face, the very 

same bench she was reading about in the story. At the same time, she made sure she wasn’t 

about to stumble over one of the grassy roots sprouting from the side of the pathway, she was 

simultaneously scanning over the pages through teary eyes, and reading the smudged side 

note the author had marked in italics underneath the passage. The pages were yellowing, and 

the pencil mark nothing more than a faint scratching upon the page, but she could make it out 

clearly enough. 

    

  My beloved Sarah,  

my heart aches with joy whenever I recall our first encounter on that cold winters February morning of 

1971 on the pathway by the White cliffs. Your smile lit up my heart, and ever since that Valentine’s day 

it has kept the glow burning bright inside me. All I have done, I have done for you, because I have loved 

you from the very first moment our eyes met on that bench under the swaying willow tree, and I long to be 

sat alongside you once more as we gaze over each of our horizons together my Darling. Until then, I wait 

and watch alone from our bench, Forever your beloved Valentine, Jack. xxx    

Sarah’s heart fluttered as she read the old pencilled note scribbled under the chance encounter 

paragraph, wiping the tears from her eyes. It was as if the author was writing to her. The 

storm clouds rolled over the sea as the wind picked up again, and she tucked her hair behind 

her ear and lifted her collar, then sat down on the bench and waited.  

 Sarah’s thoughts drifted through the pages of the love story as she waited, imagining the 

places these two people had journeyed to together, their hands clasped together, fingers 
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entwined, as they shared laughs on the beach, or sat sharing glasses of wine outside a 

restaurant in Italy, both staring passionately into each other’s loving gaze. She had so much 

to ask the author. Who was his inspiration for this wonderful story? But nobody appeared, the 

date in the book was just as she thought, a fantasy story written by somebody who snatched a 

random date out from thin air that happened to coincide with her being around to read it at the 

right place and the right time. Valentine’s day, was always the loneliest day for Sarah 

Knowles, it always had been. So why should 1971 be any different. Her hand fell to her side, 

and caressed the wooden bench softly, her fingers following the ruts of the wood searching 

for the heart Jack had carved into that very bench as the lovers had sat talking to each other 

on that historic day. But there was no heart shape whittled into the bench. Jack had not been 

here to engrain his love for Sarah into the wooden bench. She sighed, unable to give up the 

fantasy in her head, despite the mounting evidence, perhaps just a little longer she thought as 

the chill worked its way up her spine. 

Suddenly, a hand reached out from behind her, and she turned eagerly, her heart skipping a 

beat as she beamed nervously. But the hand ripped the book from her grasp with the speed of 

a cobra striking its prey, “That’s enough of that!” the stranger growled, yanking the hardback 

from her dumbfounded grasp, and wrenched it free. “ITS CHEATING!” he sneered, before 

bringing the spine of the book down in a swift swinging motion, swatting Sarah across her 

forehead so hard that she fell backwards onto the bench, and tumbled onto the wet grass 

unconscious. The old man stood astride Sarah, inspecting the book like an old friend with a 

manic grin, then he sat down on the worn bench, staring out over the churning ocean, and 

waited while Sarah twitched by his feet. As he waited he pulled out his pipe, and tapped out 

the tobacco onto the side of the bench, and watched with a grin as the burnt offerings were 

caught by the wind and scattered in all directions over the edge of the cliff, I am but a leaf on 

the wind, he mused, reaching into his long drab overcoat for his small pocket knife. He 
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opened the blade up and stared at the glinting edge for a moment, then began slowly routing 

out the stubborn tobacco leaves from his pipes edging. Before he put the knife away again he 

had a thought, and laughed to himself- why not, after-all he had time to kill while he waited. 

 

 

 

 

The old man chomped on his pipe as he worked the knife on the bench, gouging out two sets 

of initials corralled into the shape of a heart. 

S  K 

 & 

                                J  G  

                      FOREVER 
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Jack Garret shuffled from the busy Diner cursing the latest cold to hijack his worn-out 

body, and blew his running nose. His belly ached after his lunchtime routine of a milkshake 

and a foot-long meatball sub, but Since his wife of forty years had recently passed, Jack 

found himself paying little attention to his ever-expanding waistline. His daily routine took 

him along the sidewalk, passing by the sandwich board outside the fast food diner displaying 

the Summer special offers, and as always, his gaze wandered over to the travel agents 

window display next door, and he sighed. It had been exactly two years since he had taken 

his holiday break back to the White Cliffs with his beloved wife, and he missed her terribly. 

As he leant forward, cupping his hand against the glass to avoid the sun glare, he peered 

through at the cards offering 20% discount on all international flights. Mr Foster, the elderly 

agent that he and his wife had dealt with on many occasion before, was sat in his usual worn 

leather chair, behind his huge archaic yellowing computer monitor, typing away furiously. 

The old man looked up from his screen and smiled sympathetically, beckoning Jack to come 

inside with a polite hand gesture. Jack smiled politely back, instead pointing at his wristwatch 

and raised his eyebrows in apology. “no time- sorry!” he mouthed and waved back, “another 

day perhaps” he smiled and waved again, before continuing on his way. Mr Foster nodded 

with a face of sad understanding, but got up from his chair regardless, and made for the shop 

entrance. The small bell above rang twice as Mr Foster opened the worn wooden door 

surrounding the stained-glass depiction of an old 2 seater piper Colt aircraft flying low over a 

field of tulips, and he peered outside. The travel agent leant out holding the door ajar calling 

after Jack, “Mr Garret,” he shouted after the middle aged man in an almost apologetic 

English accent, “Mr Garret, I just wanted to let you know my door is always open if you 

wanted a chat over a cup of tea one afternoon, I have several exciting vacation opportunities 

in Cuba you may wish to peruse” Jack turned and waved as he walked backwards, ”another 

time perhaps Mr foster, thanks again” he smiled politely, then continued on to his office to 



 
9 Cunningham/ header? 

finish his day. Mr Foster smiled and waved back briefly, realising Jack Garret was now 

walking with his back turned again, and heading for another mundane day at the office across 

the street from his own agency.  

They waved twice more as Jack glanced back running across the road, and then Mr Foster 

turned and made his way back to his leather recliner and sat down with a happy sigh. He 

cleared his screen, until only the green flashing cursor remained at the top of his monitor, and 

typed JACK GARRET into his keyboard. 

Mr Foster could wait to show Jack his special deals, deals that he kept for only his special 

customers, a little longer. But as they say, the deals won’t last forever folks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
10 Cunningham/ header? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


