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			Dedication

			 

			For Jocelyn, who kept things running and made sure we didn’t forget too much during difficult times.

		

	
		
			No AI tools were used in the crafting of this story. Seriously, where would be the fun in that?

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			 

			Through my teenage and early adult years, I wrote a truckload of short stories. I cut my writing teeth on them, although in hindsight pretty much everything I penned back then was pretty awful. But the first steps of a toddler always are. We cheer baby steps not for their precision but their audacity and promise.

			The stories in this collection came decades later, after a long dry spell followed by several novels. When I returned to short stories, I began small with flash fiction, compact tales of less than a thousand words. “The Lighthouse” came first, written as an entry for a weekly flash fiction contest with an almost brutal length limit—two hundred fifty words—hosted by the website Indies Unlimited (IU). To my surprise and delight, it won the Editor’s Choice award for that week.

			I became a regular entrant in that contest, contributing stories most every week over the following year. My pace did slow—today I contribute only sporadically—but by then I had won several awards and assembled an extensive collection of tiny tales. In this volume, you’ll find a number of them, including four IU Editor’s Choice winners and two honorable mentions.

			Success came in other forms, too. “An Incident at the Mall,” a flash tale written as a joke, introduced Bernard and Melody Earls, the stars of my novel Weasel Words. These infectious husband-and-wife thieves went on to appear in half a dozen short stories before the novel appeared. The first four of them are reprinted here. And Weasel Words itself? It just won Diabolic Shrimp’s Golden Shrimpy Award, which may sound like a joke, too, but is real.

			Longer tales soon followed, appearing in online publications hosted by Medium.com, most notably Lit Up. A number of these stories are reprinted here. Although none of them won awards, many are among my favorites, and two achieved a special measure of distinction. “Hurricane,” written for a Lit Up contest, made the cut for the short list during the selection process, while the longest piece in this collection, “The Gift of Empathy,” was selected for a Lit Up anthology forthcoming probably in 2021, although as of this writing no publication date has been announced. 

			A few of these stories have even led double lives, appearing first as flash fiction and then in longer form, sometimes radically altered. “The Stones on the Shore” made that transformation well before The Realm of Tiny Giants was conceived, while “The Crossing” was expanded specifically for this collection.  

			That, in brief, is the story behind these stories, save one important detail. Whatever their origin, in the preparation of this collection every one of them benefited from the attention of my wife and editor, Kathleen. It has been so since we met forty-five years ago. But for her helping hand, my literary baby steps might never have attained whatever maturity they now possess.

		

	
		
			Running Down the Track

			(Selected by Lit Up as a “star” for 2018)

			 

			 

			His ears overflowing with clacking and creaking, Al Zullo had fallen asleep in his coach car seat as the train rushed headlong into twilight on its way from Denver to Chicago. Five cars ahead, the train’s horn quietly screamed at every crossing, a comforting, beckoning wail. He may have dreamed, although he couldn’t say. He seldom remembered his dreams, and when he did they had no clarity, rather like his life. “Always running,” his mother had once said. “From what? You don’t remember. To what? You don’t know, or maybe even care.”

			Mother had always been right, for all the good it did her. Or him, for that matter. She was gone, and he was still running.

			In the wee hours under a darkened sky, the train lurched and threw Al against the window. He woke with a start, those words echoing in his brain: you don’t even care. They slapped his face and boxed his ears and washed his mouth out with soap. He sputtered, then wiped his lips with his sleeve. Eyes wide with alarm, he looked left where, beyond the window, night still reigned; then right where a young woman, a redhead, slept on in spite of the jostling, her seat reclined full back, her footrest up, her unshod feet delicately perched on its edge, a navy blue coat draped over her body. Al knew the woman’s name, or had the previous day. She introduced herself when she took her seat, said she was going home from college for spring break, but now he’d forgotten all but that. His mind always had been a sieve, except where numbers were concerned.

			College. Al had left his college days far behind. More’s the pity, he thought. If he weren’t so old, she might have taken an interest in him. Yes, she might’ve. He’d been an athlete once, after all. Track. Baseball. Held his school’s record for bases stolen. The traffic accident that messed up his left leg ended all that, but he’d kept himself active. She wouldn’t have noticed that bum leg. Not in bed, anyway.

			He realized too late that they weren’t alone. Another passenger shuffling down the aisle had stopped beside them, a dark skinned-fellow not much his junior. The man grinned down at him, and when Al looked up in embarrassment the other pointed at the woman and made a thumbs up gesture. Then he motioned Al to follow and moved on down the aisle toward the lounge car.

			Al watched him for a moment, wondering who he was. He looked familiar, like maybe the father of someone he had once known, but, as with the woman, he couldn’t put a name to the face. The man stopped at the door and turned. Come on, man, he mouthed, then grinned at the still-sleeping woman.

			Good thing she is sleeping, Al mused, or we’d both be thrown off this train.

			The other man passed through the door, which banged shut behind him. Al rose, steadied himself on the headrest of the seat in front of him, and gingerly stepped across the woman’s outstretched legs. He felt sure he would either fall onto her or yank the hair from the head of the older woman sleeping in the next seat forward, but somehow he made it into the aisle without injuring himself or others. By the time Al reached the lounge car, the other man had found two empty seats and occupied one.

			“You old devil, Al.” The man shook his head and smiled out the huge windows at the featureless night. Throughout the car, people had crashed in the big padded seats, some sleeping, some wrapped in blankets while reading from books or mobile gizmos.

			Al chewed his lip, still unable to place the face. “Have we met?”

			“Sure, a long time ago. Bob Thurston.” Bob thrust out his hand and Al shook it mechanically, not quite knowing why. Caught up in the sweep of events again, he supposed. As always. “We worked together at the bank, don’t you remember?”

			The bank, the bank. Which bank? Al had worked as a teller for about ten years, right after college, for three different banks. “I’m sorry. It was a long time ago.”

			“And you never did remember names, or much anything but numbers. But you still have great taste in women. How’d you catch one so young?”

			Al wanted to confess that he hadn’t, that he didn’t know the redhead at all, couldn’t even remember her name — as usual — but it didn’t come out that way. “She’s got a thing for athletes.” He shrugged. The train’s horns bellowed, muffled by the distance.

			Bob nudged him. “Athlete? You and that bum leg?”

			“You remember that?”

			“C’mon, man, you know I don’t forget.”

			“Well.” No, actually Al didn’t know. Bob had vanished from his memory without a trace. But he remembered his own thoughts. “The leg thing doesn’t matter. Not in bed, anyway.”

			Bob laughed quietly and just a bit wickedly. “I always guessed you were something of a ladies’ man. You went through three girlfriends at the bank, didn’t you?”

			Al didn’t know the number, only that somehow all his relationships had been like riding the rails through the night, blind to what was just beyond the window, blind even to what was right beside him in the coach, while that muffled horn cried in the distance, calling him on or warning him off. He didn’t know which.

			“What about you?” he said to change the subject.

			“Oh, me, I got myself hitched to a real fine lady. She must be fine. She’s put up with me for twenty-six years now. Got myself two kids, a boy and a girl, and a grandchild on the way. You know how I always said I’d own the bank some day? Never made it, but got into management. Done okay for myself. Where’d you land?”

			On this train, Al thought, running from the edge of nowhere smack into the middle, with the past a blur, the present a window onto night, the future . . .

			The horn sounded, wrapped in cotton.

			Exactly.

			“Did okay, too,” he lied. “I have my own accounting firm now. Not big, but it’s mine.”

			Bob smiled and shook his head, happy for Al. “And a trophy wife to boot. You married her, right?”

			“Well.” Al suddenly realized his error. Bob would want to meet her, this ridiculous deception would unravel, and he’d be disgraced before a man who never forgot, a man who, twenty years hence, would shake his head in condemnation and wonder, Why couldn’t you admit you’re a failure, Al? Why’d you have to be a fraud, too?

			“To be honest, I haven’t. Not yet, anyway.” No, only half honest. He was doomed.

			“Better not wait too long. You’ll be dead and she’ll find someone else. Not necessarily in that order.” Bob laughed again and slapped his thigh. “Al, you look tired.”

			Al thought terrified more likely, but he nodded.

			“Go get some sleep. Bring her up here and introduce us when you’re both awake. I’ll be right here watching the scenery roll by for as long as possible.”

			Al promised, then rose and returned to the coach, dreading the gymnastics necessary to reclaim his seat. When he got there, he found the woman awake. She smiled up at him, pulled back her legs, and thunked down the footrest to let him pass.

			“Who was that?” she asked.

			“I hope I didn’t wake you.”

			“It’s okay.”

			He lowered himself into his seat. “An old coworker. A chance meeting, I guess.” His eyes strayed to her slender face. She glowed in the dim light of the darkened coach. How could he possibly explain this to Bob? What could he possibly tell her?

			“You okay?” she asked. “You look a little rattled.”

			“Rattled. Yes.” There was no option but to get it over with. He drew a long breath. “There I was, running down the track as always, and as always I did something stupid.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I told Bob, my old coworker, well. He assumed you and I — “ Al waggled a finger back and forth while stewing in his own embarrassment.

			The woman laughed. “And you said we were?”

			“I didn’t mean to. It just spilled out that way. Now he wants to meet you.”

			He expected an explosion. Searing heat. Blinding light. Shrapnel. He cringed in anticipation, but it never came. The woman covered her mouth and chortled. “Oh my gosh. Are we married?”

			“Not yet.” Al hoped he hadn’t seriously reddened but decided she was too busy laughing to notice. “I’m really sorry. I guess I’m just an idiot.”

			The woman righted her seat back, plucked off her coat, and stood. She extended a hand to him. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s do this.”

			“You’re not angry?”

			She shook her head.

			Al reluctantly took her hand. Her fingers warmed him as he stood. “But why . . .” He wasn’t sure he even knew the right question.

			“Well somebody’s got to rescue you. Anyway, I’ve nothing better to do until we reach Chicago. Let’s run down that track together for a while.”

			The horn blared in the night. And run they did.

		

	
		
			Moonlight Sonata

			(Indies Unlimited flash fiction editor’s choice honorable mention)

			 

			 

			A wound opened in the indigo sky. The incision grew, lengthened, widened, bleeding silver light into the deepening evening.

			Farlu gasped and set a pale, trembling hand on Connor’s shoulder. “What is that?”

			Connor stroked her slender fingers. A night-hound cried in the distance. “Don’t be afraid. It’s just the moon.”

			The crack had split wide, revealing a glowing orb in its fullness, a cloudless haze smeared across each of its poles.

			“What is the moon?”

			He looked at her tall, thin face, her pale skin, her sparkling, wide-set eyes. A creature of the night, the light pained her. He stroked her cheek. “Nothing. It’s a long way off.” He raised his face to the luminary. “I came from there. They’ve opened the gate, searching for me, hoping I will come home.”

			“That is your home?”

			“Almost. Mine is a great blue world of oceans and forests and ice and fire.” Connor smiled at Farlu. “You might like it there, on dark nights.”

			She forced herself to face the light, blinking at its sting. “You are leaving us?”

			He couldn’t remember anymore where he’d hidden the wreck of the capsule, nor did it matter. Farlu’s people worked stone and wood, not electrons and metal. The gate would never find him. Above, the sky wound healed, closing, narrowing, shrinking, and snapped to a point.

			He embraced Farlu and whispered to her as the last glimmer vanished and a night-hound wailed in the dark. “How ever could I leave?”

		

	
		
			A Perfect Crime

			 

			 

			They stared through the unblemished glass of the display case at the blue velvet and the empty pedestal where yesterday a treasure had rested. Coulter rattled the ice in his lemon tea. Vandergriff gripped his scotch as though to crush it.

			“Well,” Coulter remarked. He sipped his tea and scratched his thin, dark beard. Hints of gray had emerged since last Vandergriff saw him. Their partnership, though never formally dissolved, had languished for nearly a decade. Vandergriff felt a pang of longing for their youth.

			“Why did you call the police?” Coulter asked. “They might find out how you got it.”

			Vandergriff shrugged. “That trail grew cold eighteen years ago. I can’t be implicated.”

			Coulter mulled that over but didn’t object. “What else was stolen?”

			“Trinkets. Nothing very old or rare. This was what they wanted.”

			“And what did that detective say?”

			“To me? Nothing. But I overheard him tell one of his people that this was the closest he’s seen to a perfect crime.” Vandergriff wondered if he looked as old as he felt. He had the advantage over his friend in height and fancied himself the more energetic and handsome, but physical endowments seemed worthless now. His treasure, his most precious memory, had been stolen.

			Coulter’s mouth twitched as he suppressed a smile. “A perfect crime? That’s what he said?”

			Vandergriff sipped his drink. “Sorry if I can’t appreciate the irony.”

			“You would if you didn’t drink so much. Alcohol dulls the mind.”

			“Oh, shut up.”

			“Well it’s true. You could have had her, you know. Janice practically threw herself at you, until she got a whiff of that ethanol cloud hanging about you.”

			“I loved her and she didn’t love me. That’s all.”

			“Loved her! You didn’t even know her. In any sense of the word. You loved her rare 1884 three cent nickel. And now even that’s gone.”

			Vandergriff nearly threw his glass at Coulter but restrained himself. “Vicious bastard, aren’t you?”

			“You have your vices, I have mine. Yours are entirely mundane, of course. Drink. Women. Money. Yawn. I, at least, have an interesting corruption. I enjoy watching people writhe, especially when I’m their torturer.”

			Vandergriff knew. Together they’d planned and executed enough high-end thefts over the years — Janice’s rare coin included — to understand each other’s hearts and minds. Though different in motivations and loves, both were as twisted as a mountain road. He gulped down a swallow. It burned in his throat. “You might spare your one and only friend.”

			Coulter put a hand on Vandergriff’s shoulder, either to reassure him or twist the knife. “I might.” He took another sip of his tea and nodded at the vacant pedestal. “The perfect crime. I’ve given a lot of thought to that over the years. In the movies, perfect crimes are always big things. Murder. Multi-million dollar bank robberies. They’ve got it wrong.”

			“For God’s sake, don’t get philosophical.” Vandergriff thunked his glass down on the display case, not hard enough to break it although part of him wanted to hear glass shatter and see a million shards glitter as they fell. “I called you for moral support.”

			But Coulter was in his element and couldn’t stop. “A perfect crime must be personal. Very personal.”

			“Murder isn’t personal?”

			“Not necessarily. Alfred Hitchcock’s perfect murder in Rope was as impersonal as it gets. The victim was convenient to the killer’s plan, nothing more. A truly perfect crime could be small if it’s deeply personal. And what makes it so? Simple. The victim knows the culprit but is afraid to turn him in.”

			Vandergriff resigned. Once Coulter embarked on one of his intellectual excursions, the voyage had to be completed. “You mean blackmail.”

			“No, blackmail is a time bomb. If it explodes, it takes out both criminal and victim. In the perfect crime, the criminal must be immune.”

			“Impossible.” Vandergriff shuffled to a brown leather chair by the fireplace and dropped into it. He’d always found this a comfortable room, but now it felt cold, dead. He’d built and furnished his lavish central Maryland home with the spoils of crime, yet he’d never shared it with anyone special. He could have, maybe, had he not met Janice. Laughing, golden-haired, wealthy Janice. Her rejection had stopped his heart, and no medicine, be it drink or other women or even adrenaline-filled escapades with Coulter, could restart it. Coulter was right. The coin was all he’d ever had of her, and now that was gone, too.

			“Risky,” Coulter admitted, “but not impossible. Suppose, for example, you suspected I had a hand in this.” He motioned to the empty display case. “Would you turn me in?”

			Vandergriff laughed bitterly. “Why would you steal my treasure? The one thing I had that Janice once touched?”

			“I don’t know.” Coulter ran a finger over the glass case, lightly. “Maybe to watch you writhe.”

			His old friend looked at him, blank.

			“You don’t think I would?”

			Yes, Vandergriff realized. You damn well would. “If I find out you did, I’ll kill you.”

			“But you wouldn’t go to the police.”

			“No.”

			“Because I could tell them exactly how you acquired that coin. Because our entire history would unravel under questioning. Because we’d both spend the rest of our days eating prison food. And most especially because somewhere, somehow, Janice might see the news, know what you did to her, and know in her heart that you never loved her at all.”

			Vandergriff seethed within his skull but said nothing.

			“You couldn’t abide that, could you? Because, inexplicably, you did love her. So if I had stolen your trinket, you couldn’t turn me in. Nor would the police ever connect me to the theft. You know that, too. They never could catch us. So. Pain inflicted, no chance of justice. Perfect crime.”

			“Until I kill you.”

			Coulter waved that away. “Come on, we’re friends. I didn’t say I’d actually done it. Besides, if it came to that, I’d return the coin rather than die. We’d go to the bar, I’d pay for you to drink yourself silly, and we’d have a good laugh over the whole thing. Then we’d part company, probably never to see each other again.”

			Eyes narrowed, Coulter nodded. “Yes, that’s just what we’d do.”

			“Exactly. So forget it. You know how I ramble when I’m bored.” He raised his iced tea to toast Vandergriff and drank.

			 

			Most of Vandergriff’s missing coins were found two weeks later in the pockets of an alcoholic living in public housing a dozen miles away. He’d spent some of them on food and drink, but the 1884 three cent nickel never turned up. How had the unfortunate come by the others? He couldn’t say. He had put his hand into his pocket one morning and touched metal, that’s all.

			Within a year, Vandergriff sold the rest of his stolen valuables along with his house and everything else he owned. He took the proceeds west, built a smaller home in Montana near the foot of the Rockies, grew older, and never saw Coulter again.

			Although, he found it impossible sometimes not to think of him.
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