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            ENDLESS PUBLISHING POSSIBILITIES

         

         There are three writers in this edition of Novella Express, and their three debut full-length prose publications.

          

         Our writers have been patient and helpful as we have tried to put together a printed book and eBooks that are exciting and great value to readers.

          

         This edition of Novella Express was funded using crowdfunder.co.uk, who were supportive and helpful as a platform. A percentage of each donation or purchase was matched by Creative Scotland.

          

         We would also like to introduce two new editorial talents in Eleanor Hambi and Jo Higgs who worked with our authors to make the novellas the best they could be.

          

         With our own design team and marketing and management from Anitta Yoppan, we have brought together a strong and positive group and pulled together to make our publishing possibilities real again.

          

         The final part of this team are our generous supporters, listed in this volume’s acknowledgements, who made this possible by supporting our crowdfunding. It is to them that we are most grateful for their faith in our team and our writers.
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            Chapter 1: Dante
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         The small crowd at the funeral was dreary. There were a few distant relatives, people that would soon disappear into the fog of being strangers as soon as the funeral was finished. A very small handful of old friends, friends who could barely recall whose funeral they were attending. Two lonesome neighbors’, who hung at the very edges of the funeral. And a tall, slouching young man, at the head of the grave. His name was Dante Blanthe.

         Before, all Dante felt was tension. Now his father had finally passed on, all he felt was peace. His father, Omar, exited the world and with it, had given his son, Dante, freedom.

         Omar’s stiff corpse was dressed up in his old black lieutenant colonel suit. This suit had also been worn for many nights when Omar would patrol the neighborhood as his mental health deteriorated. The suit was embellished with gold braids on the pants and sleeves, shoulder marks with threaded stars, and pinned badges and ribbons where his soul used to be. The uniform was not clean or new; pieces of cotton threads hung off the sleeves and spots of dirt were splattered at the pants. The old white high-collared shirt covered his self-inflicted markings. A service cap fitted tightly on his skull and foggy plastic dress shoes were loose around his ankles. He almost looked respectable. The funeral attendees began to shuffle on their feet, awaiting the end of the funeral, but Dante took no notice. Dante’s next-door neighbors, Simone, and Samuel (whom he considered to be his family at one point) waited for him in the distance to give their nearly adopted son some space.

         Samuel and Simone helped Dante by giving him the support and nurturing he had never received from his father or mother. He 10would run off to their house on days when Dante was afraid of Omar. Simone would try to get him to talk, but Dante, a child at the time, was too occupied shoving food in his mouth, while his stomach rumbled loudly. Sometimes Dante would show up with bruises or fresh cuts. Simone eventually knew that Dante wouldn’t tell, so she put ice packets on the tender, colored marks, then patched the wounds with ointment and band-aids. Samuel would try to cheer him up by drawing and painting with Dante. He would crack jokes with Dante, and when Dante finally cracked a smile, Samuel laughed in joy. When Samuel laughed it felt so fatherly and warm to Dante that he eventually relaxed when around him. Dante opened to his neighbors about his father after a while, but when questions about his mother were asked, he’d shut down as a defense mechanism. He pushed aside the thought of her and remained content with the jokes Samuel made and the warm hugs Simone gave.

         But as Dante stood in front of his father’s grave on that cold day, he felt no feeling of contentment or happiness. In Dante’s opinion, the headstone was the only decent part of the service. Engraved was the following: Omar Blanthe, February 20th, 1956 - May 7th, 2020. Mercifully, there was no army title or plaque on the headstone to overshadow that he was anything but a human being; a human being who had suffered. Dante felt himself sigh with gratitude at this small mercy. Omar’s coffin would soon descend into the dirt and the religious sermon would come to an end; Dante felt a desperate need to look away. He gazed at the headstone instead.

         Dante thought back to his father’s life as he vacantly stared at the headstone. He got a chill throughout his body, followed by a prickling sensation that numbed his fingers and face. His eyes glazed over as his mind brought back all the horrible memories he had tried to push away since he had found his father dead. Omar had made a fearsome reputation for himself within the neighborhood, walking around the perimeter of his house in the thick swelter of 11the summer, with a glass of scotch as dark as mud in one hand and a loaded pistol in the other. Sometimes he would yell out the lyrics to “The Army Song” out into the sky. This would happen for days on end when Dante was 10 years old. Dante had always known that this song was a calling cry to the wilderness, a wilderness Omar knew he would never go back to. Omar had been a good father in the past, even if his anger got the best of him. Time had caused Omar to be slowly pushed to the edge, or so Dante had wanted to believe.

         Aside from Samuel and Simone, the other neighbors did not know any of these intricate details about their unhinged neighbor and didn’t particularly care to know. Dante’s close friend Rodger knew, but was told by Dante to keep well away; Dante didn’t want his life infecting the one friend he knew would probably stay by his side for the long run. They were disturbed by him but managed to successfully ignore his strange, out-of-tune song, echoing throughout the neighborhood in the dead of night. After many nights of drunken, echoing song, Omar started wearing his combat uniform at night too. He would dress in his olive-green cargo pocket shirt and pants, tie up his old service shoes, and strap on his helmet. The slim figure would pass their windows and front lawns, the low tune of the tune always in tow. As he had once justified to Dante with his whiskey-stained breath, everybody around them were the enemy; he promised he would hunt them down in their enemy camps. Omar would grab his pistol and march to the front gate, his tear-filled eyes blinking in and out of reality. Dante kept a close eye on him and dragged him back home before he got to their front doors, every single evening of every single week for a little over a year. Dante was only 18 years old. He had just graduated with his high school diploma. He had done well in his grades and had a bright future ahead of him. Omar hadn’t attended his ceremony.

         In his more lucid moments, Omar would open to Dante, going on to discuss his childhood, “I feel like a walking contradiction” Omar would whisper “I’m a kid one day, and an old 12man the next. I keep going back and forth in time, I can’t seem to grab on to the present; I’m so lost.”

         “Where do you feel like you’re at now?” Dante asked tentatively.

         “I’m in between. A young man who’s stuck in a corner. It’s heaven and its hell. I wish I hadn’t become a soldier. I should’ve been a sailor. Yea, a sailor; I should’ve been a sailor” Omar laughed away as he looked off into the ceiling.

         Dante had figured out that this was Omar’s usual move whenever he had been pulled away back into his mind, fixated on some private memory. Dante would observe his father go further and further into his own mind while his father’s eyes slowly glossed over with a waxy, distant look. After sitting in silence for a few minutes together, Dante would leave quietly and focus his time on something else. These few minutes were a mandatory wait period, on the slim chance Dante’s father returned to the living room, returned to him and to the conversation; this chance was always given, but was never met with reward.

         After Dante graduated high school, Omar stayed in the house with Dante less and less, taking long trips in the dead of night to bars to drink the same scotch he had in the house, gambling away his earnings carelessly with the checks from the government. A thankful reminder of his service on small, white sheets of paper. They did not even bother to check on him in person.

         Once Dante had entered his early twenties, Dante finally decided to settle him into a psychiatric care facility. The institution was located on the outskirts of town and Dante promised to visit him all the time. The first week was indeed every day. Quickly it depleted to once a week, and soon it was once a month. At last, it was once a year on his birthday.

         Dante took no pleasure in these visits, especially given that his father had started to descend into an incoherent shell of a man. Dante first realized this when Omar would rapidly explain the same story again and again, and again, reveling in the unhappiness his 13memory provided him. “In Vietnam,” is how Omar would start the story, “that jungle was so hot, I couldn’t figure out what was real or imagined.” He explained further that there was a woman in that forest who wanted him. Omar had wanted her too; soon he found out that the woman was pregnant. He solved the problem by shooting her point-blank in the left side of her chest, killing her instantly. Omar argued with himself, as Dante watched with a grim expression, “I didn’t want the boys to assault her or torture her for days like they did the others.”

         The group therapy sessions that had been offered were pointless to him. He also refused to take his prescribed medication. Although Omar appreciated the fellow men there who served their beloved country, nobody could understand or fathom what he dealt with as an individual. Loneliness had overtaken Omar. He was suffocated by his demons daily.

         Dante was haunted by this fact, forced into his mind by the ever-present image of his father hanging from a rusty red pipe behind the cracked-up ceiling cover of the institution. Omar had used the bedding that was ripped and tightly twisted into a hangman’s knot. His father’s gray neck and face were covered in blue veins, crawling, and connecting like spider webs. His eyelids were closed. Dante thought that the finality of death after such struggle brought to the scene of his father’s death a sense of peace. He also wondered if it was not his own peace he was feeling.

         
             

         

         The morning of the funeral, Dante discovered a box underneath his father’s bed. There was a pair of binoculars carved M-19 7x50. Some photographs were wrapped up with a thick rubber band. The first was Omar, as a child with a paper boat on his head smiling with no teeth. The second picture was Omar driving his first car. The 14third photo was when Dante was a new-born baby in the hospital, his tiny hand clutching on his father’s finger. And the last one is a snapshot of Omar in Vietnam with the woman he shot, heavily pregnant.

         The bottom of the box had a folded piece of paper. He had carried it with him to the funeral, despite his fingers still trembling from what he had read. Within it, contained the words of a short poem Omar made:

         
            Paranoia is eating you, 
peeling back your flesh, letting the veins and blood flow out of you. They all moved on, you need to do so as well, you deserve that chance of light. Let the blood flow, let the skin rip, and tear away from the soul, it’ll be solitude in the end.

         

         And so there he was, pressing his shirt pocket with the scrap of paper, age 27. His eyes blinked away tears, as he watched the coffin descend. The heat from the hot weather had hung on Dante’s shoulders all that day, and now the midday sun made him feel lightheaded. The funeral was nearly over, and Dante realized he had dissociated in favor of these painful memories of his father. He realized he would always remember the conversation about the woman in Vietnam. In Dante’s view, it was one of the last moments his father was still just about there, stuck inside the body of a fractured man. Deep down, Dante knew that even if his father had become better, healthier, and won the battle against his guilt, he would still be haunted; “I see that woman’s eyes everywhere” Omar explained “When I’m gone, really gone, I know I’m going to see her and tell her why I took her life away.”

         Dante stood, rooted to the floor. He didn’t know why he was waiting, or what he was waiting for, but he stood until the midday sun had become cold. The only souls in the graveyard now were him, Simone, Samuel, and a lone fox, running between the 15moss-covered gravestones. Simone walked up to Dante and tried to touch his arm, but Dante shrugged and chuckled with disdain.

         “What are you doing here? You’re here to pick up the pieces again?” Dante asked while taking a swig from his father’s flask before tossing it, hitting his father’s headstone. As Dante turned away, Samuel said, “I know that you feel alone, but we were there then. We can help now.”

         “Yes, you were there, fixing up my scars and putting ice on my bruises. Giving me a bed when he wouldn’t let me in the house. But it wasn’t permanent. It wasn’t real-”

         “I’m sorry we didn’t adopt you. Your father wouldn’t let us. If we went to protective services, we didn’t know where you would’ve ended up. We figured keeping you as close as possible would help. And when your father couldn’t oppose and he was in the hospital, you were already an adult” interjected Simone. Dante swung around to face them and looked at them with something close to anger “those sound-like excuses to me. Even after I begged you two to be my guardians, after what you knew where his mind was. You didn’t make it real.”

         “Look I’m so sorry, maybe we should have made sure Rodger was here too. You were the one that demanded he not be invited. Maybe you are just overwhelmed, not saying things you mean. Take a moment before you make a mistake. “Don’t shut us out now” said Samuel desperately, but all he was met with was a cold and harsh stare. Dante stared at them, feeling a mix of guilt and hatred. Hatred at everything and everyone. He knew he was alone. Simone walked up to Dante but was held back by Samuel, who shook his head slowly. With longing eyes, the closest thing to family Dante had ever known, they both walked quietly away. Dante took a respectful moment of silence and looked to the sky as the silence filled the void around him.

         
            *

         

         Nightfall had descended, but it brought no relief from the exhausting heat. It was almost unbearable for anyone to walk down the busy street without feeling out of breath. Dante could feel the sweat all over his body. He felt the sweat drip from the top of his head, which was covered by low cut fade, all the way to his freshly trimmed beard. The heat had drawn his mind away from the funeral and so he privately relished focusing on something physically unpleasant than mentally unpleasant. He was headed to a bar downtown, wearing a black button up shirt, black pants, and black shiny lace up shoes.

         The night was lively, packs of family, friends, and college students strolled around, eating food from the nearby trucks, bar hopping and screaming for their football team to win. As Dante got closer to the bar, he felt his throat become drier. His palm finally touched the door handle, and he swung the door open to hear a rowdy place full of people; the sound of soft drinks being gargled down and then being clinked on tables, the hot and cool breaths of others and the sudden drunken laughter from overcrowded tables. Dante walked up to a free bar stool. The wooden floorboards made a groaning sound as Dante leaned over to get the waiter’s attention.

         “Can I get a cold beer please?” said Dante.

         “Coming up.” The bartender leaned down to get a beer from the small fridge, a cold glass from the small freezer and handed it to him. The first sip of beer Dante swallowed made his body temperature cool. Relief washed over him. He looked around and saw all the usual regulars. Except one, a face he had never seen before. She sat on the bar stool closest to Dante.

         A woman in her mid-twenties, wearing a black tank top and dark jean shorts with sneakers, was drinking alone. She was petite with a curvy figure. She had dark brown curly hair that hit below her shoulders, half of which was tied up in a hair tie. Her hair hung around her oval shaped face with pink flushed cheeks that harmonized with her brown skin. Her eyes were fittingly small, dark, and almond shaped; below her nose were full lips. Dante 17noticed she had a lovely smile; it brought a compelling charm to her. Dante felt his heart in his chest, he felt safe and warm. She looked to Dante, noticing his gaze. Dante felt struck, shocked that a stranger could make him feel so warm and calm. She turned around unaffected and swayed slightly on the small bar stool. He felt sure this new drink was not her second, or even third, drink of the night. She twirled the black straw in the clear tequila. Her eyes were glazed over.
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            Chapter 2: Joanna
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         “Bartender, can I get a tequila… neat please?” she slurred.

         The man next to her observed her intently. He had a tall forehead, hooded small brown eyes, big nose, and dark black hair. She glanced over and noticed he had not even gotten through half of his drink. She was attracted to his dark skin that shined from the sweat. He was tall, even while sitting, and he was lean built. She smirked at this attractive stranger. He brought his eyes back to her, after taking another sip of his drink.

         “Hi.” the man said.

         “Hello” she answered.

         “What’s your name?”

         “Joanna. Tell me yours”

         “Dante. Are you even old enough to drink?” he asked, pointing to her drink.

         “Yeah. I know, I look young for my age. My identification is in my pocket officer,” Joanna replied, holding up her hands mockingly. Dante smirked, amused. She liked his smile. It felt safe and took up the entirety of his face. She lowered her voice and placed her hand on her cheek: “If you wanna check me thoroughly, we must go to the bathroom. You don’t want to give these people a free show.”

         “You’re charming.” He replied coldly. But Joanna proudly noticed a warmth in his cheeks.

         “More so being a smartass. I am allowed to be a smartass on my days off; at the café down the street, and from life,” said Joanna.

         “Why is that?” Dante asked. 19

         In her drunken haze, she could feel something close to feeling gloomy. Pushing it down, she welcomed the warm rush she was used to feeling before spilling her secrets to strangers: “My mother. I’ve been taking care of her. She’s gotten sicker. I don't know why. Everything was fine when I was younger. Then it all turned against me. I just want her to live and succeed and be happy. Why does it have to be my mother? Why not someone else’s mother?”

         “Things happen for a reason,” said Dante.

         “Well it shouldn’t,” said Joanna. Joanna thought deeply, still in her drunken, murky haze. “Can I ask you a question?” she asked, “Do you feel that you’re in solitude or in complete loneliness?” She could tell he was confused by the question. He looked lost for words as he tried to find a good way to answer, or so Joanna thought. She had lost the rush of fun of talking to this stranger about her private worries and thoughts, and he was giving her nothing.

         “I have to go,” Joanna mumbled.

         “Hold on,” Dante grabbed her arm “You told me so much, you asked me a deeply personal question, and now you're going to vanish?”

         Joanna shrugged his hold on her and collected her belongings, including the drink, and headed for the door. She was fine with opening up to strangers, she had never met one that wanted to know more. In fact, a small part of her felt angry he wanted to, he was ruining the point of opening up to strangers and after all, she didn’t want to be saved; she just wanted to be listened to. The tall man followed her outside, gently walking by her and opening the large glass doors. He looked lost for words and started and failed a few sentences, while Joanna marched away. Finally, he blurted out:

         “The bartender wants his glass back.”

         Joanna turned to him. Annoyed, she gulps the drink and through it at the door, smashing and spraying glass to the ground.

         “My apologies,” Joanna giggled, bowing deeply to the door. 20

         “Do you have a ride?” said Dante.

         “Why are you so concerned?”

         “I know you’re not planning to drink and drive,”

         “Not simultaneously. I already did the first part at the bar,” Joanna ran to a lamppost and swung her body around, laughing all the while. She knew how this usually ended, these strange men getting sick of having to babysit an unstable drunken girl, especially when they had a full beer, and plenty of other more stable women, waiting for them inside.

         “I already have someone coming to get me in a few minutes. You can go home now and forget all this happened,”

         “I’m not going anywhere until that friend shows up,” Dante said. Joanna stopped twirling, and stared at this strange and kind man who she hazily remembered was called Dante. She didn’t get it, she didn’t understand; they usually leave by now.

         Just as Dante approached Joanna with an open hand, a car, driven by a woman with a friendly wave, pulled up next to the curb. ‘Fix up Joanna, this is not you. His kindness is a fluke’ she thought, despite a small spark of disappointment in her stomach.

         “That’s them. I had a nice time.” Said Joanna.

         “Hey,” Dante cried, as he took out a piece of paper and a pen and wrote something down. “Here is my number, please keep it and call if something goes wrong. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

         Joanna looked at him ruefully. As if he could help, as if anyone could help, all the things she had gone through, all the things she was going through; the only person who could help was herself. She walked up to him slowly and gently touched his collarbone, the beep of the taxi loud and demanding. “I’m already hurt,” Joanna whispered, before clambering in the stifling taxi and rode down the long, winding road home.
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         It was early morning and a herd of hummingbirds chirped and stabbed their beaks into the deep brown tree stumps. They lived in the branches of the tree by the tall, yellow house and enjoyed the nectar of the small, bright flowers. Children from the nice neighborhoods would come by the driveway and reach out their hands, hoping that one of these delicate birds would land on their small, white palms. This would often mean, according to the children’s logic, they could happily take the hummingbird home as a pet.

         But it was no great loss to the children if they could not capture their beautiful prey. They were pretending to be princesses living in their woodland castles or firefighters spraying down invisible fire with real hose’s their parents provide for them. They were more than content in their leafy-covered neighborhoods, trees in metal casing that were taken ever-so-considerate care of by the neighborhood watch. As the water landed on the driveway and the street, it simmered into smoke, and got in the way of joggers and walkers on the side of the narrow roads. As the children watched the shimmering smoke rise from the clean and paved roads, they completely forgot about the shimmering blue birds, and instead danced around the fog, jumping at the sound of the sizzling on the road, as the cool water hit the hot tarmac.

         In the distance, the sounds of a father mowing the front lawn of his house came to her ears and began to fill the yellow house. It must have been from the leafy-covered neighborhood, a few blocks away. But however far away the sound was, the piercing cry began ringing in Joanna's sensitive ears. She opened her eyes, 22hoping that perhaps through sight, the sound would fall into the background noise. But she could still hear it. And the sun was not shy that day; the rays ran through her window, blinding her face.

         Joanna contemplated. She didn’t want to go to work, even on her last day. Though making extra money wouldn’t hurt. She gently rose from her bed and grabbed her forehead; a migraine was catching up on her. She headed to the bathroom to get ready. Looking in the mirror she started to remember the night, her time downtown at the bar, drinking too much, talking too much, and meeting a new person. But he seemed different somehow, there was a pull that she felt in her chest. Joanna shook her head and pushed this feeling deep inside her.

         Don’t focus on that. She thought

         She recalled that he didn’t tell her much about him, but he knew a lot about her. Joanna scoffed in frustration at herself, for opening to a random stranger again. After a rushed and guilty time preparing herself for the day, Joanna went to her mother's room. As usual, she saw her mother gripping onto her walker as she made her way to the bathroom; her mother quietly cursed to herself as she shuffled forward.

         “Mom, you know you can ask me to help you, I don’t want you to fall,” said Joanna.

         “I know dear, but I want to help myself. Remember what my doctor said,” replied her mother.

         The room was clean and tidy and there was easy access to the bed, the closet, and the bathroom. The top drawer of a bedside table on the left-hand side of her mother's bed was open, medication upon medication lining the inside of the drawer. A few bottles on the top were already open, all covered with peeling labels on which were her mother’s name: Dominique Cook. With a tired sigh, Joanna followed her and made sure the toilet seat was open and guided her to sit down.

         “Could you help me get my bag off?,” asked Dominique. 23

          Dominique's colonoscopy bag was full, and Joanna took it off and replaced the bag as instructed by her mother's doctor.

         “All done,” Joanna helped her mother out of the bathroom and guided her to the bed.

         “How was your night?” Dominique asked.

         “I met someone,” Joanna replied.

         “Who?” Dominique marveled.

         “A guy,” said Joanna.

         “Well, I want you to have some fun.” Dominique gave a warm smile and took Joanna’s hand lovingly. Joanna grabbed hold of her mother, grateful for the warm scents that always welcomed her when she and her mother hugged. She smelt like soap and sweet-smelling flowers. Despite her migraine, despite her stomach feeling inside out, Joanna knew that it didn’t matter if she drank too much or spilled her secrets to strangers; her mother would always be here.

         
             

         

         Her shift at her workplace was long and dry like the weather outside. And to make matters worse the air conditioning wasn’t working, causing Joanna to feel dizzy and unfocused.

         Her mind started to go into overdrive. The heat, the hangover, and seeing her mother today, struggling to get to the toilet; Joanna felt the world press upon her again. Joanna ran to the freezer to cool off, the cold soothing her sweat-covered body and slowing the shaking of her hands. But her mind was still in error. And she couldn’t get unstuck.

         Maybe this would always happen, or so Joanna thought. Maybe Joanna was just dealt an unlucky hand. Maybe the weight of the world would always find its way to crush her and push her down. The overthinking, the guilt, the decisions. With every breath 24she took, her tears became stronger. She placed her hand around her neck, trying to gently soothe herself. Suddenly, from deep within her, she started to wail and shake. From the back of her mind, she could vaguely register that someone was knocking at the door.

         “Go away please,” Joanna said.

         “It’s me. What’s going on?” asked Ashley, her manager.

         “I’ll be out soon, just please leave me alone,” said Joanna.

         “Open the door please so we can talk,” said Ashley.

         Slowly, Joanna unlocked the door. Ashley opened the door and was in shock. Joanna was used to giving people a certain impression. Now what lay in front of Ashley was a scared little girl. Ashley opened her mouth to say something, but she held back, and got closer to Joanna. She gently held her by the shoulders.

         “This life is your story. It’s yours and no one can take it away from you. When you are ready to share it, someone like me will care to hear it. I know it can be discouraging. But what you’re going through, I know you will get through it,” said Ashley. Joanna nodded her head and wiped her tears.

         “I think I need to go home,” Joanna mumbled under her breath. Ashley nodded with a sigh and gently led her out of the café.

         When Joanna exited the café, she thought about Dante, “Maybe he’s a friend I need. He did give me his number.” She searched in her bag and found his number on tequila-stained paper. She dialed down the number and called him. The phone rang and she could feel herself become nervous. The voicemail sound rang in her ears and Joanna said, “Hello. I know this might be weird, but I wanted to reach out to you. I would like to talk.”

         Joanna could feel her mind slipping into panic again. She could feel her eyes fill with tears again until an aggressive car honked at her, startling her. Her friend Raven, an old neighbor who had moved out not too long ago, waved at her cheerily. Joanna opened the passenger door side and slid inside. 25

         “Hey, I've been trying to get a hold of you, what’s wrong?” Raven said.

         “I was having a bad day,” Joanna said.

         “I already know you don’t want to talk about it and that's okay. But was it about your mom or that guy I saw you talking to outside the bar when I picked you up with my taxi?” Raven nudges her playfully. Joanna smiled.

         “No, but I have been thinking about him.”

         “Oooh, okay. Maybe talking to him wouldn't hurt. Who knows, he might be your sort of guy” said Raven. Joanna rolled her eyes and laughed.

         “I’ll talk to him and see what he’s about” said Joanna and then, in a quieter voice, “I’m considering quitting my job.”

         “Have you looked at other places to work or done some job applications?”

         “Not yet. I just wanted a break from everything.”

         “Let me know when you decide. I can help you look for some jobs.”

         “Thank you. You have been such an amazing friend,” as Joanna and Raven hugged, the warm, sweet-smelling perfume of Raven greeted Joanna and was a welcome relief to the sweat and food-smells of the café.

         “You need a ride home?” Raven asked after a while of comfortable silence.

         “No, I drove to work today. I am okay, I promise,” said Joanna.

         “Alright, I’ll see you later. Keep in contact, yeah? You don’t need to do it all by yourself.” Raven smiled, as Joanna grabbed a handful of car-sweets and jumped out the passenger door. She waved to the car as it sped down the street, feeling oddly sad and out of place.
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            Chapter 4: Joanna
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         Heading home, Joanna distracted herself by wondering how the earth got here, how her home came to be. Her home had been mounted over nature. The top of the roof was covered in staggered brown tiles that had been cracked and broken by time. They were disjointed and were not perfectly aligned. As Joanna looked straight ahead, she noticed the patio’s screen door had started to flake from the old paint that was still there. On the patio, two brown rocking chairs were facing inward of each other. Beside them were orange pots full of lily flowers in the colors yellow and purple.

         Her home was special to Joanna. The times where both her mother, Dominique, and herself painted the outside wood and the walls inside each room were her happiest memories. The ivory white on the front porch and the colors of blue and mint green inside their home always filled her with joy, as they brought with it her love for her mother, and the time spent living alongside her through all sorts of difficult times. She loved seeing the look of hope and peace on her mother’s face as she brushed the paint up and down the walls of their beloved home.

         Jonna thought and reminisced back to these days as she made her way into their homely living room. Her mother was watching television on the white couch, a pleasant smile on her face as she turned around to see Joanna.

         “I didn’t expect to see you so home soon,” said Dominique.

         “I decided to leave early. needed some air,” said Joanna.

         “I made some sweet tea,” Dominique pointed to the kitchen. 27

         “Thanks,” Joanna smiled weekly. As Joanna poured out the tea, her hand began to tremble.

         “What’s wrong?” said Dominique.

         “Nothing Mom,” Joanna gurgled while drinking the tea. She put the cup away and sat down beside her mother on the couch, across from where the television stands. Joanna could feel the sofa dragging her into a deep and exhausted sleep. Her eyes began to feel heavy.

         “Did you have another attack today?” asked her mother after a tentative silence.

         “In a way,” Joanna exhaled, then quickly explained, “I think the heat just got to me, that's all,” said Joanna, smiling in the exact same strained way she had seen her own mother smile many times before. Dominique rubbed Joanna’s back, and Joanna’s fake smile disappeared.

         “You can talk to me,” said Dominique.

         “I know I can and I’m doing just that,” Joanna said.

         “You’re avoiding,” said Dominique.

         “What do you want me to say?” said Joanna as she threw her hands into the air.

         “Your feelings,” Dominique responded.

         Joanna shrugged her shoulders and wiped her face off the tears that were forming. Sometimes, Joanna knew in her heart she wished to be someone else, somewhere else. She knew deep down that this was wrong, and she always felt as if she were betraying her mother for wanting to leave, wanting to have a different home, a different life. But then her mother would grab her shoulders, or offer to make her sweet tea, and all of a sudden Joanna wished for nothing more than to stay in that small moment forever.

         Dominique kissed her daughter's forehead and looked at her knowingly; “It’ll be alright, Joanna. You just have to wait till you see the end and have hope. Make smart choices and you will be okay.” Joanna smiled and hugged her mother, standing up to begin making dinner. 28

         But Joanna couldn’t help but feel as if something was about to go wrong. She couldn’t help but feel like something or someone was predicting and controlling her life, her future. Sometimes Joanna thought I worry that this anxiety is real, and that it's telling me that I am destined to live as my mother has. That I am destined to walk out this path that my mother, and my mother’s mother have already walked. Sometimes, I feel as though I am not strong enough to break the chain.

         
             

         

         The next morning was dark and gloomy. Joanna came to work to collect her last check. As she opened the door, she spotted Ashley behind the counter, with an envelope in her hand.

         “Hey, how are you?” Ashley asked.

         “I'm better than yesterday,” Joanna answered. Ashley hands the envelope to Joanna, “Good luck out there. Here’s your last check, don’t do anything I wouldn’t spend it on! And someone over there asked for you.” Ashley points to the corner table at the back of the building. Joanna saw Dante, wearing a black shirt and blue jeans with converse.

         “Hey. What’s going on?” said Dante standing up “I was looking for you. You called me yesterday and it sounds like you were upset,” Dante recalled.

         “How do you know where I- I probably blabbed to you about it at the bar,” Joanna sighed.

         “Do you wanna get a drink somewhere?”

         “I don’t drink a lot like I did that night. And I'm busy,”

         “Then why did you call me if you didn’t want to hang?”

         “Then why did you give me your number instead of asking me for mine, if you wanted to hang out so badly?”

         Dante paused, a smile balanced between amusement and apprehension spreading across his face. 29

         “Okay, I’m sorry. Tell me this…what was your intention to call me?”

         “To talk to you,” Joanna confessed.

         Dante looked at Joanna in a way that made Joanna uncomfortable, almost too seen. He then continued with: “I don’t know if you can remember this but that night you asked me if I was in solitude or complete loneliness. I couldn’t answer your question, but now I am able to,” Dante rubs his chin “I’m in utter loneliness. I was going to tell you that I was in solitude, but I would be lying.”

         Joanna looked down, unsure what to say. She knew she liked this guy, this stranger that appeared out of nowhere, but she never expected him to remember her drunken questions; she never expected him to have thoughts about it either.

         “I’ve been doing a lot of soul searching lately” continued Dante “And I want to open up more to people. I pretty much did that with you already. But I want to do more of that with you. How about I take you out tonight? Live music and some good food too,” Dante offered.

         Joanna nodded her head slowly “I’ll give you my address.”

         With a smile and a wink, Dante walked out of the café, waving bye to Ashley in a happy mood. Joanna collected herself and chatted to Ashley about nothing of importance to ground herself before she left for her weekly appointment with Dr Shelton.

         Joanna let her mind ruminate about Dante as she headed to Dr. Shelton's office a couple blocks left of the café.

         We’re strangers to one another. I barely know this man. But maybe I could let loose just this once… or at least try Joanna thought. Spotting the office, Joanna tenses up.

         As the front door gently opened, Joanna looked at the date of the calendar in the corner of the wall behind Dr. Shelton's desk. Today’s date, June 18th, had been marked with a red pen like the previous dates. Dr. Shelton was sitting in her desk chair, who greeted Joanna with a smile. Laying on a fur sofa, Joanna began to worry again. She always found voicing her experiences with a 30therapist made it all real. And the idea that her problems were given shelter in a room made her sick to her stomach.

         However, Joanna did trust her therapist. Dr. Shelton's position had been earned through the various plaques of degrees and certificates that hung behind her in a halo-shaped design. Dr. Shelton carried an essence of grace. She wore a cream blouse tucked in her tan pants. She styled her brunette hair in loose curls to showcase her playfulness, keeping her patient relaxed and off guard.

         “Be truthful when you answer what I’m about to ask you. Do you think that there are people in this world you cannot forgive? Do you think it's justified to never, ever forgive them?” Joanna said as she looked at her, searching for the truth in her psychiatrist's eyes.

         “Why did you ask that question?” asked Dr. Shelton.

         “I haven’t felt much of anything in a long time. And when I do feel, it’s anxious or this intense wave of sadness and fear. I don’t remember the last time I was fully happy,” Joanna explained.

         “Can you tell me the last thing that made you happy?” Dr. Shelton asked.

         Joanna took herself back to her old family home growing up. There were green vines covering all over the roof, dripping down and spreading to the windows. The specific scent of cinnamon and home cooked meals her mother made. The clear rain fell onto the backdoor screen; she could touch droplets of water. The blue and red horizon in the clouds mixed as the crickets chirped. Joanna's lips curved into a slight smile at the thought of her family being one. Her father is at home, playing board games with her, picking her up and making airplane noises, tickling her and her mother just to make them laugh.

         “My old home beforehand. That made me happy.” Dr. Shelton paused briefly, then asked “I know last time you didn’t want to share this topic, but I think it would be a good time now to talk about him.” 31

         
             

         

         Joanna nodded her head. She looked down and twiddled her fingers, “It’s an odd feeling to have something for so long be gone and then have to make your mind get adjusted to it,” Joanna said.

         “Can you tell me what happened before he left?” Dr. Shelton asked.

         “He was a car salesman when we were all living back in Detroit. Then his work buddy sold him some dope at the job. I guess my dad thought he wouldn’t get addicted, but he did. The finances went straight to what he could get his fix on. It was the only thing he wanted to do. I knew when my mother and I weren't a priority no longer after he left once my mother was starting to get sick.”

         “Were there times where he walked out before the final time?”

         “Yes. Probably on a bender every time. At that point I wanted him to be gone for good, but he came into the house one night after months had gone by and tried to steal my mother’s pain medications. Looking at him, I hardly recognized him. His body was caving in on him, his eyes were heavily dilated, and his face had craters all over. He looked like a monster to me, and he truly was. They started fighting to where it became physical, and I didn’t want my mother to get hurt, so I went into the kitchen, took a skillet from the cabinet, and hit it over his head. I knocked him out clean. The cops were called and arrested him.” Joanna holds back her tears and closes her fists.

         “When you struck him, did you feel you were doing it out of defending your mother from the altercation or taking anger out on him for him getting on drugs and abandoning you and your mother?”

         Joanna can’t hold it in anymore. She hated it when this happened. She began to weep, “A little bit of both. I have so many conflicting emotions towards him. A part of me wanted to believe he was still a good man, that I didn’t want to let go of the good times from my memories of him. I was daddy’s girl when he was an actual father. But now I look at him in disgust and resentment 32because he knew better than to make those choices, knowing the consequences, knowing the effect it would have on our, my, family. The family that he was supposed to protect and love. And even knowing that, he still decided to do drugs, to hurt us repeatedly. He never loved my mother and I the way he should have. He should never have been a husband or a father in the first place. This type of ruin he caused and left behind will never be resolved no matter what, so that’s why I can't forgive him.”

         “Do you still have an amount of love for your father?”

         “I’m better off not loving him at all actually.”

         “Where do you think he might be now?”

         “I guess either in jail, still doing drugs somewhere in Detroit, or dead in a dumpster someplace. When the cops brought him to jail, that’s when my mother and I cut off all communication, left from Illinois to start anew in Missouri. Whether he’s in or out of the system, he doesn’t know where we are, and I would like it to stay that way. I have been having panic attacks and nightmares about him recently. I want to let go of the memory of him and everything about him because I feel as though he’s already dead to me. But I can’t since I’m not certain if he’s no longer living.”

         “Do you want to know the answer to that? Would it make you feel less anxious and fearful?”

         “No I don’t to be honest. I don’t think it will.”

         
             

         

         Joanna arrived home after her session with her shoulders relaxed and less scared of her surroundings. She became ecstatic to see her mother walking around the house, putting up kitchenware into the cabinets.

         “Hey baby. How was your day?” 33

         “It was better than I expected it to be. I got my last payment and then I went to see Dr. Shelton.”

         “I’m so proud that you went. I know you've been going through a lot of changes, and it’s been tough on you. I’m happy you have someone to talk to who can help you in a certain way. But you can always come to me, baby. I won’t ever judge you.” Dominique said.

         “I know. The guy I mentioned yesterday, he asked me on a date.” Joanna said. Dominique stops what she's doing, and she smiles at her daughter.

         “Where are you guys going?” Dominique asked.

         “He told me we’re going to dinner and music. Do you wanna help me with finding something to wear tonight?” Joanna headed to her bedroom and opened the closet door. Dominique followed her daughter. She scanned through her clothes and slid the hangers to explore her options.

         “Wear a dress with a pop of color,” Dominique suggested. Joanna is at the far side of her closet and pulls out a dress. It's a bright red one that has a straight across neckline, thick straps, and flows out in an A-line silhouette. Her mother gasped,

         “That one is gorgeous,” Dominique gushed. Joanna placed the garment on her bed and sat on her knees by the bed, hunching over to search with her hand underneath the bed. Once she felt what she was looking for she pulled it out, revealing a gray shoe box. She took off the lid to reveal a pair of black heels.

         “That works perfectly! I’m so glad I gave those to you,” Dominique chimed. Joanna started to reminisce,

         “Remember when I was little and when I wanted to play dress up you would take me to your closet and doll me up. This kind of feels like that now.”

         “That was a fun time. You were so small then, now you’ve grown up,” Dominique noted. Dominique sat down on Joanna’s desk chair and sighed. 34

         “Do you wish he was here right now,” Dominique asked, wanting Joanna to answer honestly.

         Joanna looked back at her mother and reassured her, “No. I’m fine with just the two of us.” Joanna pulls out the envelope full of the money and hands it to her, “I know you’ve been having a difficult time paying the bills, and I think you should use this.” Dominique shakes her head. “Mom, I'll find another job quickly and you need the money.”

         “I have my savings and personal assistance. I’m going to be okay. But thank you for looking out for your mother. You're becoming the young woman that I knew you were going to be.” Said Dominique.

         Joanna sighed and put the envelope on her vanity. She took her comb and detangled her hair and styled it down. She then put on her makeup; some brown mascara to coat her lashes, tinted moisturizer that blended into her skin, peach blush over her cheeks, and a pink nude lip gloss to glide across of her lips. The doorbell rang just as she finished.

         “I can get the door. I’ll tell him you'll be down in a minute.”

         “Okay,” Joanna said to Dominique. She took one look at herself in the full-length mirror and walked down the stairs. At the open door stood Dante cleaned up, wearing a dark blue button up shirt sleeve shirt, black fitted pants with black shoes.

         “You look dashing,” Joanna flirted.

         Dante thought of all the words he could say but found her beauty too distracting; his words became stuck in his throat.

         “Thank you,” he finally said, “you look lovely.”

         “Take your time. I want you guys to have fun,” said Dominique.

         Dante escorts Joanna out the front door. She sees his vintage midnight blue Cadillac. “A classic,” Joanna gleamed. He opened the passenger door and Joanna stepped inside. Black leather seats and steering wheel welcomed her.

         “Where did you get this car?” Joanna asked. 35

         “You always wanna know stuff,” He teased. As the ignition brought the deep sound of the engine alive, Dante continued: “I got it at an auction. I saw it and I’ve been saving up for a car. It reminded me of my grandmother’s car.”

         Silence slowly descended between the two. Joanna tried to think of what to say, but found herself at a loss for words. Dante glanced over to her and saw her twiddling her thumbs. A big blue neon sign covered their faces as Dante drove closer to the restaurant. He got out, came to the passenger door and opened it.

         It was a busy night, tables knitted together, waiters and waitresses scrabbling around making sure their customers were pleased. The music was live, a band was playing bass instruments along with a single black piano, which helped carry the tune.

         A host walks up to the two.

         “Welcome,” the host said.

         “My name is Dante Blanthe. I set a reservation for two,” Dante told the man. The host looks down on the podium stand to scan for reservation, then pulls out a couple of menus. It’s a claustrophobic journey to get to their table, which was all the way upstairs overlooking the balcony. Dante and Joanna are able witness the madness downstairs. Everything became a little fuzzy being so far down. The tightness became looser in Joanna’s chest as they found their table, which was in a quiet corner of the restaurant.

         A waiter arrived and ordered their drinks. Joanna noticed that Dante had ordered wine and she waited till the waiter left to question it. But Dante already knew she’s going to ask the question and blurted out,

         “I ordered it to loosen you up. Have fun. Let me know more about you.”

         Joanna laughed, wavering her finger playfully, “No. You don't have access to me just yet.”

         “You told me that’s what you wanted to do,” Dante recalled.

         “Not by getting me drunk. That nearly failed the last time,” Joanna reminded him. 36

         “Sorry you can’t handle your liquor. And wine isn’t that strong,” Dante teased.

         “I know what you're trying to do,” Joanna smirked.

         The waiter brought the drinks and got their orders.

         “I’ll get your order started,” The waiter took the menus and left. Dante instantly picked up the wine glass and the bottle, unscrewed the cork with an effortless flare. Joanna stared at the wine dropping into the glass reaching half full.

         Joanna hesitated to drink it, not wanting to make a fool out of herself again but convinced herself by taking a small sip.

         “The first time I had alcohol was when I was a child. I went into my parents’ room and I saw a big glass of what looked like sweet tea and I walked up to it and took it from the bedside table and started to drink it. But it wasn’t a sweet tea but rather a sour strong feel to it that burned my throat. My Dad noticed, took the glass from my tiny hands while I cried.” Dante blurted out a laugh and then tried to cover it with a cough.

         “I know I’m a comedian,” Joanna said, rolling her eyes.

         “Where's your father now?” Dante asked.

         “Well, he left. After my mother started to get sick, he decided to leave. I’m very protective of her.”

         “I can see why,” Dante commented. Joanna looked down, playing with the cream-colored table fabric with her fingers. Dante gazed at her, looking at her voluminous hair in her natural ringlet curls and her face wearing a neutral lip that highlighted her full lips and her fluttery lashes that looked similar to the wings of a butterfly.

         “What do you like to do in your free time?” Dante picked up the conversation.

         Joanna looked up, “I used to write,” she admitted.

         “Used to?” Dante cocks his head and raises an eyebrow.

         “I haven’t written in a long time. It’s a horrible excuse but I have been busy with life.”

         “That’s unfortunate. I would like to see your old work,” said Dante. Joanna took another sip of wine. 37

         “I’m jealous of people like you,” said Joanna.

         “People like me?” said Dante.

         “People who are experienced. People who know what to do with life.” Dante looked astounded at her. Dante puts his hand on top of hers that is holding her glass.

         Dante sighed, “I nearly lost everything. I could’ve lost everything when I was a kid.” Joanna despised comments that were open to interpretation. They gave her no context. The mystery becomes a cold shadow, making a person worried to attempt to open it again. Joanna hesitated, she wasn’t sure if this dark secret would make the butterflies in stomach run away and she would be left alone, disappointed and having to continue a date with a stranger.

         “What happened?” she asked, her eyes filled with determination and caution.

         “You’re very nosy,” He looked directly into her eyes.

         Almost like a warning, thought Joanna.

         “You wanted to loosen me up. I want you to loosen up as well. I want the game to be even.”

         Dante lets her hand go, “You think this is a game?”

         “You want to know me and now I want to know you. I showed you my wounds and now you’re going to show me yours. That’s how it works.” Joanna stated, but grew unsure when Dante’s eyes were filled with something of dislike.

         “You don’t want to play this game with me,” said Dante coldly.

         Joanna draws herself closer, leaning forward. She would not be intimidated by his tone of voice, “You seem to have a lot of anguish about your past. You don’t like cutting too deep into the old scars. Maybe you should.”

         “What are you trying to get at?” said Dante.

         The waiter arrives, sitting the food down. “Is there anything else I can get you both?” 38

         “Yes, can you get me a box and two separate checks,” said Joanna, who stood up.

         “Why are you leaving?” Dante opened a napkin, putting it on his lap. Joanna looked at him confused.

         “After what I said, I thought it would be best to leave. This wasn’t a good idea,” Joanna began to collect her things.

         Dante looked at her “Do you believe that all relationships are fairytales? It’s not. It’s about learning, understanding one another, growing, figuring out the best and worst parts of someone. And what you said showed me that. I rattle you, don’t I. That is why you're leaving now? Because you're so shaken up by the other side of yourself you showed me when you were drunk. And now you're upset I’m not letting you settle the score. It’s okay, you don’t need to be afraid. Let’s reset.” Before Joanna could respond, the live band came on again.

         Dante gently took her left hand with his right hand and stood up, swaying side to side gently. He placed his hand on her waist, pulling her closer. Joanna found herself giving in, despite a part of her telling herself to run back home and forget she had ever met Dante Blanthe. Dante spun her around. Joanna found herself chuckling. Joanna, being so much shorter than the wide-set Dante, placed her hand on his chest and felt it rise and fall. She inhaled his crisp cologne and a warm sweet scent she couldn’t quite place. “You’re vulnerable right now and I’m not hurting you.” Dante whispered in her ear. The tone of his voice was calm and gentle.

         The last note faded from the voice of the singer. People clapped politely. Joanna broke away from their embrace and looked into his eyes. They were warm and looked at her as if to say, ‘It’s okay.’ Joanna felt as if she had never been seen before by anybody until now, as his hands gently brushed her face. He leaned down to placed his lips onto hers. Joanna felt a rush of hope go through her, that this could go somewhere better. They both smiled like little kids doing something they are not supposed to do. Joanna felt that if she were hugged by Dante, she would fall deep into his chest and 39never want to leave; she felt safe and her anxieties started to ebb away.

         “Let’s finish our food,” Dante said, as they both sat down.

         Their date was pleasant, with both of the two new lovers desperate to find out more about one another, but worried about reopening what was nearly a deal-breaker between them. As Joanna walked back to the car, humming the song from the band, she said:

         “I don’t want this night to leave my mind.”

         “Don’t be gloomy. This night will end. But if you want, there are going to be many nights like this,” Dante said.

         “If only time can pause,” Joanna mumbled to herself. Turning the window down, the highway wind is whistling in Joanna's ears. She looked up to see the moonlight glowing an iridescent gray and yellow tint. They finally pulled up into the drive and Joanna felt something close to sadness the night had ended so soon.

         “I had a great night with you. When can I see you again?”

         “I don’t know. Soon maybe,” Joanna shrugged, playing it cool.

         “I’m having a barbecue in a couple of days,” Dante suggested.

         “I’ll let you know if I can come. Goodnight,” Joanna said with a smile.

         “Sweet dreams,” Dante said, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek. The car stayed stationary until Joanna entered her home safely. Joanna watched as the car descended into the distance. As she watched it, she felt her stomach turn. The world suddenly lost all color as he left, as if the world revolved around his presence. Joanna caught herself, wondering if she should be falling this hard this soon.

         But his eyes. They were so kind.
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