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Author's Obligatory Acknowledgments
Of course, there are about a million people to thank for this little volume. Contrary to popular belief, writers do not work in a vacuum. Every person I meet has had some effect on my writing, some more so than others, some good and some bad.
This collection of stories are from the very beginning of my writing career. They are dark and uncomfortable and I make no apologies for that. Life is often dark and uncomfortable. It was my therapy and the thing that saved my sanity more than once. Some of you might wonder how much of these stories are true. To that, all I can do is quote one of my literary heroes, Stephen King: “Fiction is the truth inside the lie.” The rest I will leave up to you.
My mother is the one who instilled in me a life-long love of reading, supported my writing endeavors, and she still remains one of my biggest inspirations. I miss her more than I can say. My children have also had a profound influence on me, in more ways than I can count. They are the reason I do this. They are the reason I was born. Special thanks to Donna, who has traveled many of these paths with me in the dark and held my hand.
I was lucky enough to become involved at an early stage of my writing career with some outstanding online writer's workshops, where I formed enduring friendships that continue to flourish and support me to this day, over a decade later. “Thank you” doesn't even begin to express my gratitude to Stacy Taylor, Laurie O'Hare, and Dave Burton for their unflagging encouragement, generosity, and love.
Joseph Paul Haines is in a class all his own, a king among men. I owe much to this fine gentleman. He not only has been a beam of support, a mentor, and a hellraiser, he's the writer I want to be when I grow up and a direct reason this volume exists.
Plus, he's fun to nag. Thanks for the kick in the pants, Mr. Haines, and for blazing the way. Love you, man. I owe you big-big.
Lori Cunningham Whitwam is a kindred spirit and a cohort on Facebook. She is just too cool for school, and many days she has prevented me from taking a hammer to my computer by providing a constant supply of gigglesnorts and brainstorming sessions. Thanks, doll.
Mitzy Shutte has been one of my biggest fans, and is my BFF with one of the best cursing vocabularies I have ever run across. Although not physically related, we are spiritual sisters. I luff you, Mitzy Kaye.
Tim Dunn, Jennifer Drury, Peter V. Brett, Loey Rotchford, Matt Ward, Maggie Croft, the group at Pam Castro's workshop, the Critical MS crew, Eric Mayer, the Journalscape Gang, MeiLin Miranda...thank you, thank you.
Finally, but not least, to my knight: I loved you then, I love you now, and I will love you forever.
Just so there's no misunderstanding later, I want to make one thing perfectly clear: Annetta Ribken is not right in the head.
No, I don't mean that she's killed anyone (I think) and I'm certain that she hasn't broken any (statutory) laws but still . . .yeah, not right in the head.
I only bring this up because the stories you're about to read will not only entertain you, but they'll have you both moved in the right way and upon occasion, you'll find yourself laughing in the wrong way. Her fiction will both caress you and club you at the same time. You'll gigglesnort (her favorite word) on one page and gasp on the next. Yeah, it's that kind of book.
Annetta isn't the kind of writer that lets you get comfortable, which is how it should be. The book you hold in your hands is a sort of jalepeno-laced jelly doughnut, meant to be both savored and feared. You'll want to take small bites, just in case, because while Annetta may be one of the sweetest women I've ever met, (turn the book over and check out her picture on the back cover; go ahead, seriously, do it now) her stories are dangerous.
I could give you examples, but I won't. Want to know what I'm talking about? Read the damned book. I'm not here to pre-chew your food. I'm here to let you know what you're in for, and to give you a friendly word of warning.
Because while she might not be right in the head, her stories are right in the gut, just as they should be.
You want fluffy? Put this book down and go pick up some nice Victorian literature, or perhaps re-read your Christmas cards from last year. If you prefer your fiction with a dash of Tabasco however, you're in for a real treat.
And when you're done, shoot Annetta an email and ask her about that time she spent in Nepal with the two goat herders, the pony-keg of Pabst Blue Ribbon and a Victoria's Secret catalog.It might not have really happened, but Annetta's the kind of person who'd spin a damned fine yarn about it anyway, just to mess with your head. Why would she do such a thing, you ask?
Because she's a story-teller.
And a damned fine one at that. The gigglesnort would just be lagniappe.
The fiction of Joseph Paul Haines has appeared in Interzone, Aeon Magazine, Abyss & Apex and a bunch of other places, and garnered honorable mention status in multiple year's best anthologies. Fifteen of his short stories were recently collected in “Ten With a Flag, and Other Playthings,” available at Amazon.com and other retailers, and his story, “Ten With a Flag,”will appear in January of 2011 in John Joseph Adams' dystopian anthology, “Brave New Worlds.” He is currently at work on a new novel and multiple short stories.
It wasn’t very nice of him, Sue thought as she washed the dishes. No, not very nice of him at all. She placed each dish in the drainer, positioning it carefully so that the dishes did not touch each other at any point.
Clear glasses were next. She fit her slippery hand inside each one. Hand encased in a glass prison. Fingers barely able to wriggle. Twist, twist, and they were clean.
In the drainer, just enough room between them for air to swirl and dry. Never touching. Never. Touching.
She plunged her hands in hot, soapy water and felt for silverware that dropped to the bottom of the sink. Not nice, not nice, not nice. Her fingers closed upon sharp tines of the forks as they pierced her fingertips. Her fingers pulsated, keeping time with her heartbeat. Much as her body had pulsated last night, in shame, in pain, in denial. Denial that afforded her nothing, since he took what he wanted anyway. He had fallen asleep afterward, a thousand miles between them.
She shifted from foot to foot to ease the throbbing between her legs, rinsing forks under running water, watching red threads from tiny punctures run down the drain. Down, down, all the way down.
Sue placed each fork precisely on a white kitchen towel with a blue border. She placed them exactly, so that not one touched the other.
Grabbing the Brillo pad from its nest in the ceramic frog, she scrubbed the frying pan next. She scrubbed until her fingers were raw and her knuckles bled. Again she rinsed, steam rising from hot water and scalding. She squinted her eyes against the heat, against the pain, against the raw. Not nice.
The pan joined its brethren in the drainer, not touching.
She wiped her hands on her apron, leaving small red smears. She untied it and walked to the clothesline outside and hung the apron on the line with wooden clothespins. It flapped in the breeze. Sunshine would help bleach out the stains.
The neighbors would talk, but she didn’t care. She felt very brave, flying her white apron-flag with red smears out where everyone could see.
Not nice, not nice.
I see the scene over and over again in my mind, but I make up a different ending. I can do that. It's allowed.
Don't get me wrong, it doesn't change a thing, but it does make me feel better to think I can change the ending. Then it occurs to me, if I can change the ending, why didn't God change it?
Trouble is, there is never an ending, is there? The story just goes on and on. I have to wonder about the point of all this, I mean is it just telling the story? Or is there an actual point?
I have a notebook filled with questions for God. I hope someday to have my shot. Inquiring minds want to know. I don't expect any definitive answers, and I can always change the ending. In my head.
They were young, I was stupid and they were bigger than me. Size does matter, after all. I stay big now, because when you are big they can't get you. I was caught by the river on a phantom planet in the middle of a lonely day. In my ending the doves eat them. They pick at their gizzards.
But the river flows on, washing away with it my fantasy ending.
In reality, I am left with the rocks exposed. Sometimes the mirror even shows the ones that are buried deep. I don't like looking at those; they are sharp and ragged and I'm afraid they will cut me.
Damage control. It's all about damage control. I pick another ending.
The stars go blue and I can't see through the shadow. They want more than they can take but I won't let them have it. It is a tug of war but I won't let them have it. I hide deep and when they are done the eagle finds them and dashes them on the rocks. The fish nibble their livers.
And the river flows on.
I remember breathing and the pulse of my own heartbeat mingling with the current of blood. Inflamed senses with no release and a sense of shame burning like the white light of the sun. My inner core is mine and I hold on to that with a dogged embrace.
I huddle into a ball and feel strong arms around me and a voice telling me it is all right; it will be all right and the lie beats at my ears like they were drums. I want to hear a song of vengeance, but know the cost is more than I can bear. So, I make up a different ending and note another question for God.
Inquiring minds want to know.
She is lonely and she doesn't want to be lonely. You look at her and see a successful, sexy woman with a hard exterior and that's all you see. You don't see the little girl inside whose daddy didn't think she was good enough to raise, or whose mother was eternally disappointed and indifferent by turns. She hides the damage done by the nasty "uncles" that came and went and by the bad choices made for her and the ones she made for herself. You see the chip on her shoulder but not the huge wound in her heart. You don't think she has a heart.
Why should you see it? She doesn't see it herself, and she has been building the layers, one at a time, since she can remember. The layer of sarcasm, the layer of indifference, the layer of cruelty all building up until she can't feel anymore and you can't reach her.
The little girl cries inside, inconsolable and alone.
"I love you" is meaningless and there is no such thing as permanence.
#
He sees her from across the bar, a cigarette in one hand and a martini in the other. She looks provocative; he takes a chance, little knowing she eats his kind for breakfast. His pick-up line is neither original nor funny. She takes his measure through slitted eyes and watches him squirm. She isn't afraid he will walk away, to the contrary, she knows it makes her even more of a challenge in his eyes and yawns. She is so bored by it all, the same routine. They are all alike.
His ego stung by the yawn, he blurts out the unforgivable:
"What has happened to you to make you so cruel?"
The bar goes silent and she freezes, her eyes locked on to his. The jukebox blares on, unheard by either of them. He looks deep, and she flinches. He sees too much; that too is unforgivable. She is angry with herself for being caught off-guard -- it hasn't happened in a long time. She tries to tell him to move on, but to her horror the words are stuck in her throat and won't come loose. He asks her to dance.
They move to the dance floor as if in a dream. Silence reigns as she breathes in his scent. It triggers a feeling that is unfamiliar and yet most familiar; she avoids categorizing it, sensing it is dangerous to do so. The arms around her are warm and comforting.
He is careful to make no threatening moves. It is rather like holding a tiny sparrow in his hands and he can see her heart beating in the hollow of her throat. He is intrigued and curious; she is frozen and bewildered.
The music envelops them and she closes her eyes. He holds a little tighter and she allows this. The swaying motion is very soothing to her, and she decides to enjoy it this once, for the moment. She lets her head drop to his shoulder and for some reason his heart thumps in answer.
He is touched and somehow knows how difficult this is for her. He wonders what life has done to her to make her so afraid and raw. He is unsure if he wants to know. He feels if he gave his heart to this one, she would shred it without thinking twice, instinctively, and may or may not be sorry later.
She is hoping the only thing he is after is what is between her legs, and not between her ears. She is hoping that this longing for something indefinable by her standards will pass with another martini, or two, or six. The music ends; they stand locked in their embrace for a few beats longer, then part. She avoids his gaze and walks slowly back to the bar, wondering what she should do from here. She knows deep down what she is going to do, struggling with what deep down in her heart she wishes she could do.
He follows her back to the bar, watching her hips swaying and her hair moving gently across her shoulders. He is remembering a girl he once knew, a girl who needed something at one time and could not find it with him. She finally found what she needed in a bottle of pills and a quart of vodka. The young man of yesterday dreams of redemption. He is thinking over what he should do, struggling with what he knows he could do.
They take their seats at the bar. He is studying her face and she is avoiding his gaze. She looks at the bartender and gives a tiny nod of her head, and the bartender starts to make her another martini. The bartender glances at the man at her side, and he nods also. The bartender goes back to his job. They wait in silence. It hangs between them, pregnant with the promise of something. Hope? Redemption? Atonement?
Her face is impassive, but he can see in the structure of her face both pain and eternity. The bartender brings their drinks over. She swallows half of it and finally looks back at her companion. Now he sees defiance and the demon waiting to break free in defense of its territory. He says nothing, after all he approached her.
She sees understanding in his eyes, and it scares her. She doesn't want anyone to understand, it means they have gotten too close. Close means access and access means revelation which in turn means vulnerable. She feels the warmth of his gaze upon her, and drawing on some small reserve of strength, meets it head-on. He is impressed.
The alcohol burns in her stomach but the acceptance in his eyes burns hotter. She is at a loss and he sees this, and takes her hand.
He speaks softly, but the words are loud and reverberate in her heart.
"I want to know you."
Tears start in her eyes, and a myriad of emotions tear through her.
#
You see a man and a woman seated at a bar, smoke dense in the air and the music blaring. They are both well dressed and you assume they have just gotten out of work. You figure they are just another yuppie couple, ready to take off and do the dirty dance of anonymous sex. You don't see the potential or the hope of the situation; you can't see the little girl yearning for validation or the young man needing redemption.
They are lonely, but they don't want to be lonely.
Mark used his key to open the apartment door, and stopped short at the sight of a mountain of boxes blocking the entrance to the living room. What the hell is this? he thought, his pulse quickening and stomach clenching. Just what the hell is this?
“Joey?” he called. “Joey, where are you?”
“In here.”
He picked his way carefully through the maze of cardboard, and made it to the back bedroom without knocking anything over, although he felt like grabbing a baseball bat and smashing it all. He tried to swallow, but was only rewarded by a dry click in his throat. He stood in the bedroom doorway knowing the shit was about to hit the fan. His stomach clenched so hard he thought he was going to hurl.
Joey looked up and smiled. “Hey, baby.” She folded a sweatshirt and placed it deliberately in the box on the bed and reached for another. Mark smiled back, but the muscles in his face felt like distended rubber bands. He noticed blank spots on the walls where there were once pictures of the two of them.
“What’s going on?” It was a herculean effort to get out those words, but he managed. He braced himself. Sooner or later, he thought. Sooner or later. I had to pick a smart one.
Placing the next folded sweatshirt in the box, Joey crossed the room to the closet for another load. Her voice was muffled, but Mark felt every word like a poison-tipped arrow. They burned and they clawed.
“Packing, dear. I’m out.” She emerged from the closet, her hair charmingly mussed and her eyes fixed firmly on the box. She can’t even look at me, Mark thought. He shuddered.
“Out? What do you mean, out?” His phone vibrated soundlessly in his pocket, but he ignored it.
“Out. Kaput. I’m done.” She looked up briefly and he saw reddened eyes and puffy lids. His heart thumped.
“D-d-done? What does that mean? What’s the matter?” He tried to swallow the lump in his throat so it could join the rock in his stomach.
Joey dumped the new load of clothes next to the box, put her hands on her hips and met his eyes directly. He felt their power all the way to his balls. He’d loved her eyes from the beginning, but he didn’t love what he was seeing in them now.
She sighed. “You know. What kills me is you think I didn’t. Don’t play dumb.” She crossed her arms over her chest and said, “I had a visitor today. While I can see your reasons from our…encounter, truth is, she had you first and that’s really all there is to it. I’ve suspected from the beginning, but I can’t ignore this anymore.”
He was afraid if he took a step forward he’d fall on his knees. He was afraid if he opened his mouth he’d either vomit or blubber, and he didn’t want to do either in front of her. He took a deep breath and said the only thing he could think of.
“But, I love you.”
Her face started to crumple, but he saw her dig her fingernails into her elbows and gain control. Mark started to speak again but Joey held up a hand and he stopped. He didn’t know what was going to come out of his mouth next, anyway.
“Don’t.” Joey turned slowly and sat on the edge of the bed, and kept her face averted. “I know you love me,” she said quietly. “And I’ve loved you for two years, Mark. Now you’ve put me in this position. Do I stay or do I go? Either way, it’s an unasinous decision from my point of view, you understand?”
He crossed the room on shaky legs and knelt in front of her, taking her cold hands in his. “No, I don’t understand,” he said. “You can’t use big words with me, I can barely handle words with single syllables. All I understand is I love you and I can’t live without you.” Tears burned in his eyes but he babbled on. “Don’t leave me. I know I fucked up but I’ll fix it. Just don’t leave me.”
Joey reached out and brushed the hair from his forehead. “You don’t have to live without me, baby.” His heart lifted at her words as her cold fingers left a hot trail tracing the contours of his face. Mark’s chest hitched, and he felt the tears start to fall. Her expression was implacable, and he knew what was going to happen just before the knife slipped between his ribs and sliced into his cheating heart.
Had to pick a smart one, was his final thought.
One hundred blind mice and you ate the cheese.
Something’s coming soon, I can see it on the calendar. I just don’t know what it is, yet.
I hear the pattering of tiny, clawed feet, rushing like water over rocks. Faint, at first. I expect a crescendo, and I know I won’t be disappointed.
You sent out the call, and it’s been heard. Always quantity over quality. Blank, rodent eyes and twitching noses. Squirming furry bodies. The repulsive has quite an attraction for you.
Something’s coming soon.
I counted one hundred blind mice. You ate the cheese. They’ll fall like lemmings at your feet and worship.
I’m lactose intolerant.
Off on cheap Zinfadel and silly gillyweed. New slippers squeeze toes and cradle heels. The aroma of sandalwood is thick, and the cat is crying after dinner.
Does any of this matter?
It’s the minutiae of life that travels on every second, every minute, building hours. Hours of time gone on and impossible to reclaim.
One more glass, one more hit. What’s the total, ma’am? What’s the damage, sir?
Easy microwave fudge becomes a way of life. Disposable and easy, it has to be easy. If it’s not easy, it’s not wanted. Until the end of the glass. Then, if it’s not hard, it’s not wanted.
Where’s the meeting room and who’s paying? Whose name is on the title page? Who signed this tax form, really? I feel the need – the need to create a new document.
So I can fly. For seconds that turn into minutes which build hours.
Hours build days. Days, weeks. And so on.
The question is, how high can you go? How high will you go? The stability is compromised when the northerly wind blows cold and cruel in its whiteness. Fierce.
Hungry.
Show, or hide the rulers? Does it matter? The cause and effect still ride the rails, one merging into another with nary a seam. Will the days unite when time ends, united at last in one enormous payday?
Or, will it culminate in a handful of bonus tokens with a twenty-five dollar purchase?
Talk to the hand in your ghetto-speak, with a half-price dinner on the line.
Cover me, will you?
No matter how many times you ask me, you won’t get in.
You won’t get in because you keep asking. It doesn’t work that way.
I remember one of the first things I planted and why. I was four years old, and I had spilled grape juice on my Sunday dress. Mother took it off and I felt like my rag dolly, Mary Jane, thrown about the room.
You wouldn’t know what that means.
Timmy Danvers held my hand in fifth grade and tried to kiss me. I was sitting in a swing on the playground and another seed was planted as I turned my head and his lips grazed my cheek. So sweet. His hand was sweaty.
I’ll tell you the seeds, but you won’t see them in their maturity. Not for your eyes.
It’s there, but it’s not for you.
What you’ve paid for with words of love, with kind thoughts and whispered confidences you will receive in full measure. But the velvet green paths with nodding flowers will be forever beyond you. The tragedy is you know it’s there, and yet you will not find the way.
#
I never question the grass stains on the sheets. Or the occasional odd plant material wadded up in the bathroom wastebasket. I don’t mention the strange implements that chitter in their box, stored on a shelf high in the garage.
Sometimes I see her hands, cracked and embedded with soil. Fingernails broken, scrapes raw and bleeding. I’ll bathe them and tend them with soothing lotion and a tender touch; she just smiles when I ask what has hurt her so.
I tend to her, and she tends to her own. She’ll be cuddled in my arms as we drift off to sleep, when her breath is my breath; my heartbeat hers, and we are as close as two people can get. This is when I’ll hear the wind whispering through new leaves, feel the heat of the sun warming my skin, the kiss of rain.
It never lasts.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/35944 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!