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            IN THIS BOOK…

          

        

      

    

    
      …the line between reality and nightmare begins to fray.

      

      A boy watches ghosts march through his room and tries to join them.

      

      A woman makes a deal with the devil without asking what it costs.

      

      A girl splits from her shadow—only to lose herself entirely.

      

      And so much more…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      These stories contain mature and potentially distressing themes, including violence, death, psychological trauma, abuse, and dark emotional content.

      Reader discretion is advised.

      Please take care of yourself!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Most of these stories came from a magical time when I set myself a goal of writing one short story a month for 12 months.

      It was a time of unbridled creativity and vision.

      Ha! Just kidding!

      I wish.

      Really, it was a time when I had the most bizarre ideas.

      And somehow managed to translate those bizarre ideas into a bunch of short stories.

      These stories span the length of my writing career. A few of them (Rache, Keepsakes) are from when I first started writing, while others (Shadow Ripper, Among the Trees) are from more recently.

      A few of them are pretty dark (Rache, With Every Deed), some are heartfelt (The Ghost Parade), while others are just plain weird (Bubblegum and Barbershop Quartet).

      But all of them are a lot of fun.

      Thanks for reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BUBBLEGUM

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, Mom, don’t get mad. Jenny and I were playing outside and Jenny sorta...um...well, she sorta deliquesced.

      No, no, no, no, no, no. It’s okay. Really. She’s safe. What? I told you, she melted. Into bubblegum. Then I sorta stepped in her. But it’s okay! I got all the stringy bits…I think. Even if I didn’t--what?  I don’t--Okay, wait. Wait. Wait. Before you get mad, let me explain. Just--okay. Please don’t call the cops. Look, I put her in my treehouse, okay? She’s safe. Just let me explain.

      No, I didn’t do it! It just sorta--okay, let me--okay--yeah. Okay. Let me explain. I’ll tell you what happened.

      Okay. Like I said, we were playing outside. I was riding my bike and Jenny was playing with her dolls. What? I don’t know. She was having a tea party with her teddy, Mr. Jinglestein. Or, maybe it was a bar mitzvah. I think I heard her mozeltav a couple times.

      Then I saw Greg come outside, so I rode down there and he wanted to know if I could come play at the dirt fields. I said I would have to ask you.

      Jenny was still there when I came back and--no! I didn’t bother her. I gave her back Barbie’s head but she started crying anyway, so I told her (nicely) to be quiet. She didn’t listen. I told her she better be quiet or Mrs. Jones was going to shoo her away like she shoos Melchy away when he brings her a mouse.

      But Jenny just looked at me and stuck out her tongue. She blamed me for hurting Mr. Jinglestein, and I--what? No, I didn’t hurt him. The stuffing was already coming out, but Jenny didn’t believe me. She said she was going to tell on me. I told her you didn’t care and then she took one of those big, deep breaths--like you do when you’re crying--and then she was gone. Just like that.

      Like in the movies when people disappear and all their clothes crumple to the ground? Only her clothes were gone too.

      I went to where she was and I felt something under my shoe and when I looked, there was a string of pink bubblegum stuck there. I stepped back and the gum stringed with me.

      I knew it was her because it was where she was a second ago, and besides, she always kinda smells like bubblegum.

      I didn’t come and get you right away because I saw Greg coming and when I lifted my foot, Jenny stuck, so I just kept going.

      I told Greg but he didn’t believe me so I dared him to chew it and tell me if it didn’t taste like Jenny always smells.

      He didn’t want to because dirt got stuck to her, but after a while, he did. He chewed and then he asked what would happen if he swallowed it. I punched him in the stomach and made him spit Jenny into my hand. Then he got mad and tackled me and we got into a fight--don’t worry, I won.

      No, no, no. Just–wait, hear me out.

      We left Jenny on the sidewalk and since it was hot out, she kinda melted--you know, got all wet and flat and water-like.

      We were just scraping her onto a leaf when Danny showed up. He said that something like that had happened to his uncle once, and that his mom had to take care of a piece of spearmint for three days.

      We got Jenny onto the leaf and out of the sun so she would get more solid again, and we decided that you would get mad if you saw her like that, so we took her to the treehouse. And that’s where she is now. But I decided you should know because you might start wondering where she was and I--

      Jenny! You’re back! How’d you–? That’s not true! I did not put bubblegum in your hair! You were bubble--no, sir! Mom, don’t believe her! I was telling the truth--she was bubblegum! When she changed back, part of it must’ve stuck in her hair--it’s not my fault! You have to believe me!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NECKTIES AND LILACS

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t that I wanted to do it. Not really. I saw you together and it all fell apart. The plan. The story. The ending.

      The room smelled of lilacs–stale, faintly sweet. Like bodies after release.

      I imagine, even now, that I can smell them on the edge of a breeze. But there is no breeze.

      If there is a god, I’ll ask him–her, I think it’s a her–I’ll ask her why the lilacs smell of fornication and death. The intoxicating, over-before-it-begins smell of life.

      The tie is soft but strong. A birthday gift from a nephew I never met. Arrived in the post one day and signed “Love, Maria and Thom.” I don’t have a sister named Maria or a nephew named Thom, pronounced “Tom” but with an H. And it wasn’t my birthday.

      But it will hold.

      The definition of irony: I’d never worn a necktie until today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BARBERSHOP QUARTET

          

        

      

    

    
      The barbershop quartet sang on the street corner, a hat from one of the men upturned to collect coins. At the moment, they had fifteen dollars and sixty-two cents. The passersby either looked or did not look. But they all dropped coins into the hat as they passed.

      Fifty cents here, seven cents there. Reaching into their pockets or their purses, pulling out coins and dropping them in. Most didn’t even realize they were doing it.

      “My lady love. Sent from above.”

      “My lady love. Sent from above.”

      “I love her, oh yes I love her.”

      At half-past six, the quartet stopped singing, counted their earnings– three hundred twenty three dollars and seventy three cents–and went home.

      They were there again the next morning, singing their entwined melodies of love, loss, and longing. Those who passed, even those who had given yesterday, deposited money into the hat.

      For a week they sang and panhandled on the corner, earning over six hundred and sixty dollars. Finally, on Saturday, they sang their last song, collected their last coin, and departed.

      The next day, the inhabitants of the town were gone.

      “Like they been swallowed by the devil hisself,” a salesman who traveled through the town told the newspaper. “Gone.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that.”

      He wasn’t far off. The townsfolk weren’t swallowed by the devil himself, but by four, singing and touring in a barbershop quartet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IF I WERE TWO CENTIMETERS TALL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        If I were 2 centimeters tall,

        Floss would be a hang-man’s noose

        A drop of nectar, a cup of juice.

        A way to keep my hair in place:

        Tie it up with string & lace.

      

        

      
        If I were 2 centimeters tall,

        I would roam the grass, the green, the ground

        And see all there was to be saw’d and found.

      

        

      
        At any stage, at any price

        I would take my revenge on all the rice

        That ever caused me to gag and splutter

        ‘Ma, I don’t like this, I’d rather eat butter.’

      

        

      
        If I were 2 centimeters tall,

        I’d live with ants and spiders and fleas

        And hide all day from the birds & bees

        Out for a snack, a drink, a meal.

      

        

      
        I would sit and beg and bark and steal

        Until they gave me what I wanted:

        A life of luxury for the haunted.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MOUSE BONES

          

        

      

    

    
      She heard rather than felt the soft crunch of the mouse’s bones beneath her feet and when she looked down, she imagined she could hear tiny voices squeaking in panic and confusion. She took the broom and dustpan and swept up the bits, placing them in a plastic bag before depositing them in the trash. She didn’t want Catsnip–her calico–digging his nose into the garbage all night long. She cooked and ate dinner (beef stew with carrots and potatoes), cleaned Catsnip’s litter box, then went to bed.

      That night, she woke to the sound of feet scurrying over the floorboards. She felt for Catsnip. He lay just against her left shoulder, his favorite spot, purring softly. She turned on the bedside lamp. The scurrying stopped. She looked over the side of her bed but could see nothing out of the ordinary. Satisfied, she snapped off the light and rolled over.

      Two hours later the soft scurrying woke her again, this time louder and more furious. It seemed thousands of tiny mice feet scampered over the floorboards, across the ceiling and between the walls. She clicked on the light but saw nothing.

      “Catsnip?” she whispered. “Did you hear that?”

      The cat looked at her with sleepy eyes. He yawned and stretched. She picked him up and dropped him on the floor. “Find the mice,” she told him. He looked at her, annoyed, then padded from the room.

      She got out of bed, looked under the bed, behind the dresser, in the closet, but saw no darting shadows or piles of mouse droppings. After calling for Catsnip, who did not return, she went back to bed.





