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MICHAEL 

When you grow up in a seaport town, you become accustomed to sending things out to the ocean 

and then waiting for them to come back. That’s the philosophy and the rhythm and the rule for 

every person who lives in Trinity, Newfoundland, which has been a port for as long as there have 

been ships that were seaworthy. For hundreds of years it’s been like this. Trinity sends out boats 

and crews and cargo and waits for them to return, slipping into the harbors with flags and sails 

and holds full.  

 

Of course, every now and then something washes up that you don’t expect.  

 

My great grandmother used to tell me the story about the sea monster that was discovered on the 

beach at Lower Lance Cove after a fantastic storm one night. The enormous creature was still 

writhing around as a crowd from the town gathered. Nobody knew what to make of it and no one 

knew what to do, they just stared at it at first. And then, like a gruesome gift dredged up from the 

deep, they took stock of the creature, poking and prodding. Measuring it for the official records.  

 

The newspapers reported that it had ten tentacles, all twelve feet long, and two great eyes, each 

as big as dinner plates. There’s a picture, an engraving that was printed on front pages all up and 

down the coast, with the caption “Devil Fish,” because no one had ever seen, or could even 

imagine of the existence of a giant squid.  

 

Almost every morning I run along the beach by Lower Lance Cove, where the devil fish washed 

up all those years ago. A couple of weeks ago I was coming down the sand when I saw 

something on the horizon. It started as this speck then got bigger and bigger coming in on the 

waves. It was a suitcase, a big white plastic job. No stickers. No tags. Just this bleached out box 

with a silver handle and seaweed curled up and around to one side. I didn’t know what to make 

of it and I didn’t know what to do, I just stared at it at first. I poked and prodded.  

 

Under a week’s worth of waterlogged clothes, there was a sealed plastic bag with a passport. It 

had a gold seal on the front and a French name inside, and the last smudged stamp was from 

Brazil, almost five years ago. And I thought, oh my god, this is from that plane crash that was on 

the news– the French jetliner that got caught in a terrific storm, hundreds of miles from shore, 

going from South America to Paris or Milan or someplace. Something went wrong and it fell 

into the ocean, breaking into a thousand pieces. Even the black box tore into pieces and it’s not 

supposed to do that. It’s not very often that things get lost anymore but it did. The plane just 

disappeared.  

 

So I picked up the suitcase and took it home.  

 

Well, kinda like the sea monster, news of this spread pretty fast. The mayor came over and the 

police chief and we looked through the bag and we weren’t really sure what to do. There’s a 

lawyer a friend of mine, Al, he came over and said maybe he could contact the French embassy 

or the airlines or something. 
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My wife didn’t like the idea of everyone pawing at this man’s clothes. They’d been in the ocean 

for so long. She didn’t want them returned to anybody like that. So she took them out of the 

suitcase and she put them in the washer. And then she hung them up to dry. And then she ironed 

them. And then she folded them and she put them back. 

 

I guess she thought if somebody was going to return things to her after a tragedy like that, she’d 

want someone to touch them with care and compassion. She’d want somebody to know when 

they opened that suitcase that it wasn’t just chaos. That there was somebody. . . 

 

Well, that was the first one.  

 

I went running the next day and I looked hard out at the ocean when I got to Lower Lance Cove, 

right past the pier. And there was another one.  

 

And another one and another one and another one. 

 

Something in the currents must have changed. Something in the gulfstream or a tsunami 

somewhere and all of these bags started appearing. For 34 days bags just kept washing up on the 

shore.  

 

It got to be a strange but familiar routine. We’d take them over to St. Margaret’s school, to the 

gym. Open them up. See if there were any names. Anything we could match to anybody. Any 

clues about where they were supposed to be. And my wife had a few of her friends, the ladies 

from church, they’d take all the clothes out and they’d put them in the wash and they’d hang 

them up to dry and they’d iron them. 

 

They ironed every sock and every pair of pants and every shirt and every handkerchief, ‘cause if 

that was the thing that you were looking for, maybe the last thing that someone you loved had 

touched, you’d want it to come back nice. Folded. Knowing maybe the last person who touched 

it wasn’t just some guy working the baggage carousel at O’Hare or JFK or Rio. It was somebody 

who was sorry for your loss.  

 

When they got up to 5,000 pieces of clothing, they stopped counting. 

 

Then one day I was out running, early. Padding down the beach and I came to Lower Lance 

Cove and there were three more suitcases lying there on the beach. It was a whole set. They 

didn’t have any tags or any stickers on them, just big black bags. And I thought that’s enough. 

That’s enough. There’s no more we can take in right now.  

 

And I picked up the bags and instead of taking them to the school, I took them to my buddy Al. 

He’s got a fishing boat that belonged to his dad. And we went out as far as we could, past the 

breakwater and past the shipping lane we threw them back.  

 

And we did that for months. Let somebody else find them.  

 

Now when I go past Lower Lance Cove I look around and I look at the horizon and I  
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watch the waves. And I see if there’s a small shape that gets bigger as it comes toward the shore. 

And I hope it’s a sea monster.  

 

But I know, growing up in a seaport like Trinity, that eventually everything you send into the 

ocean comes back.  
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