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This is for Lara, Bonnie, Robbie,

Alex, and Sean. I love you
all,

more than words can express.

 


 


 


 



Foreword

 


Writing is a very solitary endeavor.
Many hours are spent hovering over a keyboard or with pen to paper
in hopes of reliably translating to the page worlds that unfold
from the writer’s imagination in order to entertain readers. It is
hard work and diligence that bring this work to your reading
device. Each of these short stories is a product of many hours of
writing, reading, proofing, editing, and sometimes rewriting. Many
times, readers are unaware of the amount of time writers spend
crafting individual tales. I assure you, dear reader, each of these
stories has endured many hours of scrutinizing every word and
punctuation mark so that I may provide you the best reading
experience I can provide. I do hope you enjoy them as much as I
enjoyed writing them. Now, without further ado…

 


 


 


 


When the Dead
Whisper




 


I walked into the cemetery on a cold, but beautifully sunny day.
The sky was deep blue and clear, save for a few wispy cirrus
clouds. I was bundled in my wool coat, my breath vaporizing before
me as though I were exhaling cigarette smoke. I hadn’t been here in
over twenty years.

* * *

As children, my sister and I played
hide-and-seek with our friends among the burial markers. Most of
the graves were old, dating back to the early 1800s. One grave had
a rock as its marker, with marbles cemented onto it, spelling out a
single name—Zina. This mysterious grave was at the back edge of the
grounds, beside the forest. Lichens covered most of the headstones,
while creeper vines extended from the nearby woods. Large marble
monuments dotted the area, marking plots of the wealthier families,
but there was one tombstone in particular that stood out from the
rest—the statue of a cherub.

This cherub balanced on one foot,
extending its arms toward heaven. The angel’s face had weathered
over the decades and moss grew up its leg. By itself, the sculpture
was not scary, but coupled with the legend told by the neighborhood
kids, it was ominous.

* * *

In the legend, a prominent citizen,
Elizabeth Stanchfield, erected the figure to watch over her
deceased infant. Elizabeth and her husband, Graham, tried
unsuccessfully for years to have children, until she eventually
became pregnant. Her husband was ecstatic when the child was born
until he learned that it was not his, but instead, the child of one
of his house staff.

It was rumored that while Graham was
away on business, Elizabeth had a secret love affair with their
groundskeeper. Graham was enraged when he discovered this, and ran
out of the house, searching for this gardener. Unable to find him
and still furious, Graham went home and killed the illegitimate
child.

The local magistrate tried Graham,
found him guilty, and sentenced him to death. Elizabeth inherited
the estate and the money, some of which she spent to erect the
statue over her child’s grave.

This was the legend of the cherub that
we knew, but some older boys in our neighborhood embellished
it.

* * *

My sister and I were with four of our
friends in the cemetery. We were playing the usual game of
hide-and-seek, when Danny Pruitt and his two cronies came upon us.
Danny had a reputation as a bully, a boy frequently in trouble at
school and, from time to time, with the police. My heart rate
doubled when I saw him approach behind our friend Billy Lehman.
Danny stuck his finger in his mouth, wet it, and poked it in
Billy’s ear, giving him a nasty Wet Willy.

“What are you babies doing?” Danny
asked.

His two friends stood behind him with
smirks on their faces.

Billy stepped away, wiping the spittle
out of his ear, and not daring turn his back on Danny.

“We’re playing
hide-an’-seek,” my sister, Amy, said. “And we’re
not babies.”

The sun was waning in the sky,
dissolving into the western horizon.

“Aren’t you scared of ghosts grabbing
you?” Robbie Stark, one of Danny’s friends, asked us.

“There’s no such thing as ghosts. My
mom said so,” Amy said.

“Oh yeah? Then I guess you’re brave
enough to listen to the cherub’s secret, aren’t ya?” Danny said
sneering.

It was obvious we had no idea what
Danny was talking about as we exchanged glances with one
another.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never heard the
story of the baby’s cherub,” Danny said.

Again, we each looked around and then
back at Danny. We shook our heads.

“You have to get real close and put
your ear to the statue’s mouth. I had to cup my hands around my ear
‘cause it whispers the secret,” Danny said, miming to actions as he
explained them. “Oh, and it only works if you do it at midnight on
the baby’s birthday.”

Lenny asked, “What’s the
secret?”

Danny didn’t tell us what the secret
was, however.

“Have you ever done it yourself?” Amy
asked. She looked at me and Lenny and added, “Or, were you too
chicken?”

If my sister were a boy, Danny
probably would’ve socked her for the remark. Instead, he said,
“Yeah, I was brave enough and if you want to know the secret you’ll
have to do it yourself!”

Finally, Danny and his degenerate
entourage started to leave, but not before Robbie Stark snatched
our friend Lenny’s baseball cap. They high-tailed it through the
burial markers with Lenny chasing them, calling for them to give
back his hat.

The sun was below the trees then,
making the graveyard appear monochrome. Amy grabbed my arm and
said, “C’mon. We gotta go eat supper.”

We started down the path toward the
road. As we walked past the cherub, Amy stopped to look at the
grave. While I stared at the statue, she checked the birth date on
the child’s headstone. She told me the child’s birthday was three
months away, in November.

* * *



We were lying in bed on the night of
the infant’s birthday when I heard Amy’s bedsprings creak as she
emerged from under her covers. I saw that she was dressed in jeans
and a sweatshirt.

“Where’re you goin’?” I whispered to
her.

“Shhh. I’m goin’ to the cemetery to
see if Danny Pruitt’s as big a liar as I think.”

“You know he is,” I protested, then
added, “Besides, mom and dad’ll spank you if they catch you out at
this hour.”

“They won’t know unless you rat on me,
you little snitch,” she said.

“I wanna come.”

“No. You’ll get us caught for
sure.”

“No I won’t.”

“Yes you will. Just stay
here—”

“I’ll call for dad,” I told her,
slowly raising my voice.

She plopped onto my mattress and
clamped her hand over my mouth.

“Okay, but you better be real quiet,”
she said, releasing me to get dressed.

We crept out of our bedroom window and
ran to the graveyard. The moon was waxing and shone bright enough
so that we didn’t need flashlights, which was a good thing, because
we hadn’t thought to bring one.

I have to admit, I was scared walking
among the graves at night, even with Amy along. I kept trying to
coax her into going back home, but she wouldn’t have it.

We stopped in front of the statue of
the cherub. The moonlight glistened on the figure as if it had
sequined skin. Amy held her watch up to her face and pressed the
side button. I saw its green glow.

“What time is it?” I asked
her.

“It’s 11:58,” she replied.

I felt fidgety, as if eyes watched us
from the shadows of the nearby trees. I tried once again to
persuade Amy to leave, but she was committed to fulfilling the
adventure.

At midnight, Amy pressed her ear to
the marble and listened. It was only a couple of seconds, but I
remember quivering in the cold night air, feeling those seconds
drag on for minutes.

I nearly soiled myself when Amy yelped
and bolted down the path between the graves, running for the road.
I followed. My heart was racing and my legs moved like pistons. I
was sure someone or something was behind us, giving chase. Of
course, when I turned and looked back there was nothing there. None
of that mattered, though, because Amy was well ahead of me and I
was not about to slow down or stop.

She was visibly trembling when we
reached the road and she stopped. I didn’t know what had her so
troubled. She said, “The statue’s lips moved. It whispered a date
in my ear.”

“You’re just trying to scare me,” I
said. It was working. Amy’s response was to turn from me and march
toward the house.

After that, we never talked about that
night. She never told me the date the cherub had whispered to her,
but I found out one day while I was sneaking peeks at her diary. I
saw where she had written her account of that incident, and I
realized she wasn’t kidding about it. She had jotted down the date.
It was January 12, 2008; such a long way off, I remember
thinking.

* * *

I hadn’t given much thought
to that date or what happened that night for a couple of decades.
Childhood is always fraught with such nonsense, or so one would
think. At least I thought so up until three days ago. You see, mom
called me on January 12, and yes, the year is 2008. She called to
tell me that my sister had died after falling in the shower. The
autopsy results indicated she had an aneurysm prior to the fall.
Today, we’re gathered for her funeral. I can’t stop crying for my
sister, but one thought keeps recurring: when the dead whisper, you may not want to hear what they
have to say.

 


 


 


 



Jason’s Last Wish

 


 


There wasn’t anything to do and Jason was bored out of his
mind. He and his parents had recently moved to Atlanta so they
could be closer to Emory Hospital, and Dr. Haber, a leading
physician in the field of cancer research. Jason’s parents put a
lot of confidence in the doctor’s abilities due to the latest
breakthrough his team had made in cancer treatment.

Jason plopped down on a chair in the
kitchen, where his mom was busy preparing dinner. She was preparing
two separate meals; one for her and Mike, Jason’s father, and a
special meal for Jason based on Dr. Haber’s specific
instructions.

“Mom, it’s boring here. I wish we
never moved,” he said.

“Honey, why don’t you go read a
book—”

“I’m tired of reading. I want to go
outside.”

“You know you can’t. If you get hurt,
it could—”

“I know. I know.”

He was tired of hearing about his
fragile condition and his hypersensitivity to infections. It was
the chemotherapy. It wreaked havoc on his immune system. He’d
already had two treatments before arriving in Atlanta. His hair had
fallen out and he wore a red baseball cap to hide the baldness. He
did not have any eyebrows either. When he looked in the mirror, a
sad, pale, skinny kid stared back at him.

“Baby, you know why we moved here. Dr.
Haber thinks this treatment can help make you better,” his mom
said, peeling potatoes over the garbage can.

Jason turned, thinking about
retreating to the basement as his mother was speaking. Every day it
was the same routine. He begged and pleaded to go outside, to
escape the boredom indoors, and every day his mother shot down his
requests.

He approached the door leading
downstairs and opened it. His mother did not mind if he played down
there because she thought it was safer than outside. It was a huge
subterranean open space with cinderblock walls. Squares of
indoor-outdoor carpet covered most of the cement floor. Along two
walls was a narrow cement shelf, where Jason’s old toys rested. The
boxes his parents used during the move from Ohio were stacked
beneath the stairs. A door on the far side of the basement opened
onto a narrow side yard separated from a thicket of woods by a
small creek.

The last time Jason had been in the
basement was two days ago with his mother, as she tried to get him
to play with some of his old toys. He wasn’t interested in any of
them, however. Jason wanted to play with some kids his own age. He
had grown tired of his own company.

Jason closed the door behind him,
turned on the light in the stairwell, and walked down the steps.
The air grew cooler and mustier as he descended. At the bottom, he
had to walk a few feet into the center of the room to pull the
string for the naked bulb hanging from the ceiling.

He glanced at the ledge where his toys
lay in piles. As the light bulb swayed, the shadows grew and
receded making his toys look less appealing than ever, dusty and
neglected. He walked over, pulled down a Sit-N-Spin, and set it on
the floor. He placed his foot on it and turned the disc back and
forth. He decided he didn’t want to play with it after
all.

His eye traveled along the ledge in
front of him, scanning the piles of playthings. A box of Legos,
another box of Lincoln Logs, some roller blades, Star Wars action
figures, plastic Army machine guns; none of it interested
him.

Finally, in the shadows at the corner
of the room, he saw the heap of folded boxes beneath the steps and
had an idea. He pulled out one of the flat boxes, opened it, and
placed it on the floor. He took more of the cardboard boxes from
the pile, opened them as he did the first, placing them in a line
in front of one another. He looked through them, at the tunnel he’d
created.

“Jason, wash up. It’s time to eat,” he
heard his mother call from upstairs, her voice distant.

He stood back and surveyed the room.
The loose maze of boxes stretched out before him, nearly twelve
boxes in all, and there were still plenty of boxes under the
steps.

* * *

When Jason went upstairs, he saw his
father’s briefcase in the foyer, sitting next to the front door.
His dad was in the bathroom washing for dinner. The water stopped
and the door opened.

“Hiya Champ,” his dad said, and
thumped the bill of Jason’s baseball cap.

“Hey dad,” Jason said, stepping into
the bathroom to wash his own hands.

When he was finished, he took his
place at the dining room table. His mother had already filled his
plate with vegetables and chicken.

His dad scooped steamy pasta onto his
own plate while Jason’s mother placed some garlic bread and
parmesan cheese in the center of the table.

“What’ve you been up to for the last
half hour?” his mother asked.

“I’ve been making a fort in the
basement.”

His mother looked up at him, appearing
to object to his new endeavor, but his father
interjected.

“That sounds fun,” he said, looking at
Beth in an attempt to stop her from scolding Jason.

She shot Mike a wide-eyed expression
of resentment.

“It is,” Jason said. “I can’t believe
I didn’t think of it sooner.”

“You’ll have to call us down to see it
when you’re finished,” his dad said.

Jason said he would and speared some
broccoli with his fork. His dad started discussing his day at work.
During his parent’s conversation, Jason managed to shovel most of
his supper into his mouth.

“Whoa! Slow down before you choke
yourself,” his mom said.

He tried to reply, but his mouth was
too full. His dad sided with his mother and gave him a pitiful
look. Jason swallowed what was in his mouth and finished off the
last few bites of chicken and broccoli in a more civilized manner.
When he was finished, he asked to be excused.

“I guess. Rinse off your plate and put
it in the dishwasher, please.”

Jason did as his mother asked and
opened the basement door.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she
asked.

“I’m gonna go work on my fort,” he
said.

“No. I think it’s a little late for
you to play in the basement. You can go back down there tomorrow
after your doctor’s appointment. Why don’t—”

“Aw come on, mom,” he protested and
slumped against the door still holding onto the knob.

“You heard your mother. You can go
back downstairs tomorrow,” his dad said.

Jason closed the door, went upstairs
to his room, and changed for bed. He had blood tests scheduled the
following day at Dr. Haber’s office.

* * *

When Jason and his mother arrived home
from the doctor’s office, he immediately went downstairs to arrange
the boxes for his fort. Beth entered the house through the kitchen,
just in time to see him closing the basement door.

“Honey? Are you sure you don’t want to
rest for a while?” she called to him.

He answered her as he descended the
steps, “No. I want to work on my fort, mom.”

A few minutes later, he emerged from
downstairs. His mother was emptying the dishwasher when he
approached her.

“Mom, do we have any tape?”

Beth stopped what she was doing, her
right hand holding silverware. “What kind of tape? Scotch
tape?”

“No, something stronger. I want to
tape the boxes together.”

She thought for a moment as she put
some of the utensils away.

“There might be some packing tape in
the utility drawer,” she told him.

Jason pulled open the drawer nearest
the den, where his parents stored miscellaneous items such as
flashlights and batteries. He shuffled things around, finally
spying a silver roll of duct tape, which he plucked from its hiding
place.

“Thanks, mom,” he said, running past
her.

“Stop running,” she said over her
shoulder, but he was already clomping down the steps.
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