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Old Man River 

The river was grey and long and you couldn't see into its depths. Though you occasionally 

saw the fat body of a dead fish floating on its surface. I walked along it sometimes on the 

night after I finished work. My feet splashing slightly in the foam that leaked from it. On 

either side of it, there was nothing but forest. I would walk for hours by the river, before 

circling back up through the trees.                                                                                                                   

Most of the time when I walk by the river it is almost dark. Even in the summer the 

mountains and hills that surround our city block out most of the sun, so when I walk all I can 

really see is the river, the trees and the sky. It used to scare me when I first came here, but I 

don't mind it now.  

The day was no different from any other when I found him on the bank of the river. His body 

bleeding out on the stones and dirt. I had been walking for several hours and was about to 

start circling back through the trees when I saw his body. It was clear that he had been 

stabbed and his shirt was a dark red where the blood had stained it and a dull white where it 

hadn't. I paused for a second before walking over to him. Stones moving under my feet like 

sand as I step closer to the river. As I got closer I could see the cut that the knife had made in 

him. It was just below his chest and what I could see of the wound was big and ugly. It was a 

few seconds before I saw that the knife was lying a few metres away from his body and I 

wondered if he had pulled it out.  It was long with a slight curve by the sharp edge and most 

of the blade was coated in blood. I knelt by his body and put my fingers a few centimetres in 

front of his nose and to my surprise felt breath. He was a ridiculously fat man and his shirt 

had ridden up his stomach past where he had been stabbed. What I could see of the wound 

was still steadily leaking blood. All hot and thick, and pooling around him before dripping 

into the foam by the river. I tried to rip off part of his shirt, but I only got a small corner from 
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the bottom. Still, I bunched up the fabric around the wound and held it there hoping it would 

stem the blood. I reached into my pocket for my mobile to phone an ambulance before 

feeling a cold hand grab my wrist tight. I tried to jump back slightly and almost tripped on the 

stones as he held me. 

His eyes had opened, and he looked at me and his mouth opened and closed, and I saw that 

he was trying to speak. 

"Shit," He said looking down at the blood that lay around him. "I guess this is it." He 

managed to gasp between breaths, his face turning a dark red as he struggled to get the words 

out.  

"I'm just calling an ambulance now," I say as I try to remove his hand from my wrist. He 

tightens his grip on me as I do and says.  

"No don't bother. I'm dead. It's fucking over." With a deep sigh, he leaned his head on the 

sand and is quiet before speaking again. His voice coming out stronger. "You never think 

about how you're going to die, do you? Or at least I never have. It's one of those things you 

should never think about because you will never get the answer, no matter how hard you 

search." 

I am still pulling my arm trying to get away and I say again "Please just let me phone 

someone." But he again pulls on my arm that holds my phone stopping me and with a sigh, I 

put it back in my pocket.  

"You know I have never been in love." Is all he replies with. "I searched my whole life for it 

and never found it. I have been with a lot of women, but they meant nothing to me and I 

doubt I meant something to them. I only got married because I thought that I could force 

myself to love or even just care about someone other than myself. It's strange you know, 

being married without loving your wife." He nods down at the hand clutching my wrist so 
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that I see the bright gold band of a wedding ring. "Its even stranger when you have children 

with her and you can't bring yourself to love them either, it makes death seem like the end of 

a play you have had a part in."  

He slowly let's go of my wrist and takes hold of the shirt that I was holding to his stomach 

and winces. I shake my wrist and step back again trying to get some distance between us. He 

seems to want to talk more but I want to leave. There is nothing I can say to him now that 

will comfort him, and I don't really want to anyway.  

"I should really phone an ambulance." I say again, just to have something to say. 

"Are you not understanding? I don't want one!" He tries to shout and ends up coughing in a 

ball. Blood and spit coming from his mouth and falling into the river and on his face and 

clothes. He gasps for a while, his body moving like a wild animal and I watch him 

dispassionately. I want to feel more than disgust, but I can't. All I want to know is why this 

man is here and why I still am. 

"I suppose you want to know how this happened?" He asks weakly as if reading the questions 

from my face and he gives a little laugh. "Well, it's not important. Look at me boy. Why do 

you want to know about a fat old man like me huh? The truth is you don't, but you can't walk 

away now eh!" He tries to chuckle again, but nothing comes out.  

"She thinks we are broke you know. My wife. She thinks we get by on savings left to me by 

my father and odd jobs I do around the city, but the truth is that I've always had money. I just 

never wanted to buy her or the kids anything." He carries on speaking, and I see that his face 

is getting paler as the blood continues to leak from under his hand "It's always been like that. 

I clothe and feed them so why should I pretend to love them I wonder? I brought them life 

and still…" 
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His voice fades and stops and for a moment I think he is gone. But his eyes are still fixed on 

me and they blink rapidly. It is when he is silent that I notice that he has an interesting face. It 

is very wide and round, like his body, but his cheeks are gaunt. A black paper-thin moustache 

lies lazily on its side just above his thick lips and his eyes are colourless but bright and 

suddenly I realise why I feel nothing but disgust for this man. He reminds me of me. Those 

eyes are the eyes that stare at me from my mirror. And more than that, I see my own apathy 

written in his features. It is strange looking at a man who looks nothing like you and seeing 

yourself stare back.                                                                                                                                         

We sit like that in silence for a few minutes, both watching each other, and I am torn between 

wanting to get away from him and wanting to see him die and he seems to be hanging on for 

no reason other than to speak for a while. 

"Why do you not want help?" I finally ask, and he smiles sickeningly at me as if that is what 

he has been waiting for me to ask. 

"I told you. I'm sick of playing a part that I don't mean. I'm sick of fucking my wife and 

whispering lies in her ear. I'm sick of clothing and feeding children that mean less than dirt to 

me. This…" And he gestures to the wound "is freedom. Though sooner than I would have 

asked for and it wouldn't matter now anyway, I'm going kid" His face though pale and 

deathly was serene.  

"That isn't freedom," I say angrily. I recognise myself too much in his words and I want to 

tear away from him. To break free from the character that he is creating for both of us. "This 

is freedom you fool!" I cry, aware that I am shouting at a dying man and I fling my hands and 

point at the river. "Look at this river, look at its water, do you think it cares about love? 

About family? About anything? That is freedom and you have freedom. You don't care about 

your wife? Well, the world doesn't care about you. Doesn't that make it even? You are not 
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made to be broken and put back together every single day of your life!" I am almost 

screaming, aware that I am making no sense but not caring. I am breathless when I finish and 

stare at him while he just smiles at me with blood drops on his lips. 

"It has been too long and too hard for me to carry on any more kid. But you are right though, 

that is freedom, and I want to believe that that is what death is. The freedom of the rivers and 

the trees." His voice is soft and caring as he speaks to me now. He seems to recognise himself 

in me as well and I hate him all the more for it. I begin to pray for his death. I'm waiting now 

only to see those final breaths, and I think about what it will be like when he dies. I want him 

to keep talking before then. I want him to say something that separates us from each other. 

So, he can die as just a man and not as me. 

"What is your wife like?" I ask so that he will keep talking. 

"My wife." His voice is surprised as if he has never thought about it before, and I can see that 

he is growing weaker every second. The blood has stopped flowing so freely, but I suspect 

that is only because he is running out of it, and his skin is almost white and sweaty.  

"She is the most wonderful woman who ever lived." He says, and I am surprised to see some 

kind of pride in his eyes. "She has put up with me for fifteen years and let me tell you, I never 

hid the fact that I hate her, though I don't think she ever realised. I displayed it in every 

action, every kiss. But she still said she loved me every morning and every night without fail. 

She would hold me as I slept and whisper little stories. Stories from her childhood or just 

myths that she read or heard while at work. She raised our kids without me and never 

complained. I want you to know that just because I hate her, doesn't mean I don't respect her 

or that I am without some kind of loyalty." His eyes had started to stick out of their sockets 

by the end of his speech and blood had wormed its way into the veins in his eyes. He was 

breathless, and he seemed at that moment to genuinely regret his death. "That is why I must 
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die, my friend. How can a man be married to a person such as that and still feel nothing but 

resentment and hatred? It's ridiculous!"  

I had nothing to say to this. This man, who was me, was everything I hated. He stared up at 

me, waiting for me to say my piece, but there was nothing anymore. If this is what I was 

doomed too than I would leap into the river right here. Anything was better than a life as an 

unpaid actor. Which is all that this man was. But still, I couldn't leave. He had me in his trap. 

Like a moth to a light. Good God, how could I escape. How could I want to escape.  

I tried to pick out different facial expressions on him that I didn't recognise in myself. To try 

and distance me from him. But I was too wrapped up in what he had said. It spun around my 

head and I didn't know what to do. It was too much. I wanted to smother him right there, to 

stop the screaming in my head. 

I must have been staring at him without speaking for a while because he says, "You know 

you could do something for me kid." As if just to break the silence that had fallen. "Look in 

my pocket." He says, trying to shift his body to the side and almost screaming. I push him 

back down and reach for the pocket he pointed too. In it, I find a brown leather wallet so full 

of money it cannot be shut properly. He tries to laugh again at my face, but nothing comes 

out this time and we both know that it won't be long now. "You know the city." He finally 

manages to cough. "Just at the end of this river, take my money there if you want and give it 

to my wife and kids. The last name is Robertson. You will find them easy enough. I owe 

them that much I suppose, and I can't do anything with it now." He coughs again as he pauses 

speaking, his eyes filled with pride in himself before saying. "Or you can keep it yourself if 

you want. I don't care either way." And he finally manages to let out a weak little chuckle. 

The wallet is filled with notes and coins. At least five thousand. The sun has set completely 

without me knowing and the dark sky is getting darker by the second. I already cannot see 
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through the trees that surround the river and looking at the man I realise that even he seems to 

be fading from sight. I look again at the wallet and I realise with joy that this isn't something I 

would do, and I want to kiss him for the distance he has created between us. The blood has all 

but stopped flowing from the wound now and he already looks dead. I would think he was, 

but his eyes are still open and staring at me. He repeats. "Keep it or take it, kid. You will be 

doing me a favour. I either owe them or I owe you for staying here, I don't give a shit I 

suppose." He lets go of the bloody rag he was holding to the wound as he says this, and I can 

see that he cannot hold his hand up anymore. 

I look again at the wallet and nod at him. I don't answer or tell him what I will do with it. I 

don't want to give him that answer. His eyes move from me for the first time and look at the 

new night sky, where a few stars are appearing, before falling on the dark river. Without 

warning, he starts to sing. 

"Old man river, that old man river, he don't say nothing.  

But he must know something,                                                                                                           

Cause he keeps on rolling.  

Rolling and rolling along. 

I get weary and sick of trying, 

I'm tired of living and scared of dying, 

But old man river, 

He keeps on rolling along."  

His voice fades on the last word and he is silent. 
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He sings it desperately, I think, and I don't hate him then for being like me and I want to tell 

him myself how beautiful he makes those few words before I realise that he is dead. His hand 

has fallen into the water and created a new pattern as it flows past it. I stay for a while longer 

looking at him and wondering what to do. I close his eyes with two fingers before standing up 

and looking down one last time at him. He looks exactly the same. I look at the river and 

think about the song he sang. It is rolling the same way. It is the same colour. The same type 

of dead fish float on its surface. I look once in the direction of the city and weigh the wallet in 

my hand again. I laugh a little before turning and heading back in the direction of home. 

 

END 


