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“Do not go where the path may lead. Go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.” Ralph Waldo Emerson 1803 – 1882

“The secret of happiness is freedom. The secret of freedom is courage.” Thucydides 460 BC 
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We are the stuff of stories. Sometimes stories foreshadow an unbecoming, a kind of unravelling of who we thought we were, so steadfast in our loyalties to family and friends.

First up, a young child who isn’t all she appears to be, most unbecoming to the young wife desperate for a child of her own. We also have a distraught husband searching for his wife who then makes the dubious decision to stop at a roadside diner. Ignorance foreshadows his unbecoming. Two of eighteen tales in UNBECOMING: Selected short stories. 

Some of the stories were previously published, others are new. Each takes a kernel of truth and bends it in some way with the hope for a better outcome, a way to beat the odds. Which brings us to the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson: “The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.” If only it were that simple. 

​
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Kitten 
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Thick dust coated her socks, her shoes lost somewhere along the way, the impression given she’d been sitting there a very long time. The rolling farmland surrounded her and offered up a rich tapestry of corn and soybeans, another hot day in the bluegrass state known for its champion thoroughbreds. A child, in a ditch, at the side of a dirt road. No one else in sight. 

A car stopped and the driver looked out. “Hey there, kitten. You lost? You need a ride to town?”

The little girl smiled at the man. “Yes, please.” 

The man leaned sideways and pushed open the passenger door. The child climbed in, brushed the dirt from her calico dress with its Peter Pan collar and puffed capped sleeves, a soiled blue ribbon tied around her waist. There was the look of Shirley Temple about her with her dimpled cheeks, chestnut curls and sweet smile. The man returned her smile, feeling as if a ray of sunshine had come into his life, a kind of purity and innocence. 

Prior to the drive, he’d loosened his tie, a gift from his wife in celebration of his thirtieth birthday. His jacket lay tossed on the rear seat of his dusty four-door sedan. A St. Christopher medallion hung from the rear-view mirror. 

He asked the little girl, “Where’d you come from? From somewhere nearby?”

“I expect so,” said the girl.

The man blinked while he shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He flipped the visor to block the sunlight. “Your momma, your poppa? Where’d they be?”

“Back there,” said the girl.

“And where’s that?” asked the man.

The little girl shrugged, hands folded on her lap as though in prayer.  

The man looked thoughtful. “You talkin’ about the Tucker farm?”

The little girl nodded. “I expect so,” she said. 

Everyone knew the Tucker farm had been empty for nigh on thirty years, no one claiming ownership, no one paying the property taxes, no one tending the land. The house together with its many outbuildings were in ruin, shattered windowpanes, rotted timber, rusted farm equipment, the property with the look of a ghost town. If the child truly came from the Tucker farm it meant she had no family. A stray, thought the man, and he and Caroline always wanting to adopt. First a stop at the shoe emporium in the town center, and then won’t Caroline be surprised. 

––––––––
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Caroline was duly surprised and angry. “John, she must have family somewhere. She’s not ours to keep.”  

John sputtered, “The reverend foretold of her coming! How many Friday nights have we sat here, the three of us in this very living room, praying for a child? The Lord, in his infinite wisdom, has blessed us, sendin’ us this little girl.”  

Caroline wrung her hands. “The only blessing is Gareth. The fact he’s my cousin, otherwise we’d be facing kidnapping charges. Here he is now.” Caroline opened the front door and ushered him in. Gareth Feeble was a big man, barrel chested, a handlebar mustache and piercing blue eyes drawing attention to his face, a contradiction to his name, and Caroline’s polar opposite, she as fragile as a Chinese porcelain doll. 

He gave Caroline a quick peck on the cheek, nodded to John as he tossed his sheriff’s hat onto the dining room table. “Where’s the girl?” he asked. 

Caroline twisted her wedding ring inscribed with always and forever. “Upstairs. I gave her a glass of milk and a plate of cookies.” Earlier when she’d telephoned Gareth, he may have told her not to worry, he’d unravel the mystery, the child had to belong somewhere. Where that somewhere was didn’t necessarily mean smooth sailing, not with John sulking about like a petulant child himself. 

Caroline turned off the television. John had been watching the evening news. Caroline was in the kitchen scrubbing the child’s dress, knowing it was a hopeless gesture. During one commercial, she’d asked John, “Is this blood?” He’d dismissed the idea, telling her it was nothing more than Kentucky limestone, nothing nefarious about that.

The sheriff settled himself on the recliner opposite the sofa. He pulled a notebook from his breast pocket, flipped to the last page. “Me and the boys, we done us some lookin’ but no one’s missing a child what meets the girl’s description. It’s a right puzzle, for sure.” 

“It’s not a puzzle,” said John. He’d tossed his glasses onto the coffee table. “She belongs here, with us.”

“I need you to be talkin’ sense,” said the sheriff. “She’s a young’un far from home. Isn’t that so, Caroline?”

Caroline nodded. “Of course, she is.” She explained what few details they had, the child claiming to have come from the Tucker farm. 

“Maybe her people stopped there for a picnic,” said the sheriff. “Maybe that’s why she remembers the place. You figurin’ she’s, what? Three, four years old?”  

Caroline nodded. A chill prickled the back of her neck, a goose walking across her grave. “She speaks very well for her age but she’s shy on details. Doesn’t know the names of her parents, her address, or her telephone number.”

John glared at his wife. “Of course, she doesn’t. She’s no more than a baby.” 

He’d been circling the living room like a shark circling in shallow water. He fell to his knees, the impression given he was about to pray but praying wasn’t on the agenda. He began rooting through the stack of magazines and church bulletins gathered these past years, the pile in disarray within the antique cabinet adjacent to the fireplace, a teak cabinet he and Caroline purchased on Madison not far from the library. 

“What are you doing?” asked Caroline.

“Looking for that book of nursery rhymes. The one you came across at the church jumble sale.” John found the book, yanked it from the credenza. “While the two of you sit here jawin’ as if she’s nothing more than lost property, I’m gonna read her a bedtime story.” 

The sheriff stood, picked up his hat, made ready to leave. “I’ll have the county health nurse stop by tomorrow, give the girl a look-see. In the meantime, you giving her a bed for the night is mighty helpful. We don’t have the facilities to care for a lost young’un down at the station.”

John slammed shut the credenza sliding doors. “She’s not lost, not by your definition.” With that, he grabbed his glasses from the coffee table and climbed the stairs. Caroline and Gareth stared at each other in stony silence. 

––––––––
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The following day, the county health nurse arrived just shy of eleven o’clock. She was a heavy-set buxom woman with shocking red hair. John was in the backyard with the little girl. Caroline called them inside. 

“We best be listenin’,” said John. 

“Why?” asked the child. 

“We don’t wanna be rockin’ the boat,” said John.

“Why?” asked the child. 

“Sometimes we gotta jump through hoops,” said John. 

“Why?” asked the child. 

John laughed, took the little girl’s hand in his and led her toward the house. 

The county nurse gave the child the once over, listened to her heart, tapped her chest, knocked her kneecaps with a rubber-tipped hammer. The little girl sucked her thumb, her heavily lidded eyes riveted on John as though he were her touchstone. At the end of the examination, John handed her the book of nursery rhymes and told her to wait outside on the back step, he would join her shortly. He and Caroline sat at the dining room table while the nurse gathered up her instruments and returned them to her black bag. 

“Why that child, she’s sweet as a kitten.” The nurse, smartly dressed in her navy uniform, snapped shut the black bag. “I can’t find anything physically wrong with her. No marks or bruises or any indication she’s been mishandled. It’s mighty strange she doesn’t know any details about herself, not even her name.”

“I’m gonna call her Kitten,” said John. “She looks like a kitten. Isn’t that right, Caroline?”

Caroline nodded as she chewed on a jagged thumbnail.

“She’s the answer to our prayers,” said John. “Am I right, Caroline?”

Caroline said nothing.

The nurse grunted. “Well, whatever she is, she’s healthy. That’s about all I can say. I’ll give my report to the sheriff. He’ll be in touch, I expect.” 

Caroline escorted the buxom woman to their front door. “Sweet as a kitten,” the woman kept muttering as she maneuvered herself down the front steps toward her four-door sedan, a rusted Studebaker with a broken taillight.  

At bath time, the little girl fought like a wild cat. She clawed at Caroline’s face, not wanting any part of it. John finished the bath and put the child to bed with a bedtime story. He found Caroline in the kitchen, a cold washcloth pressed against her cheek. “She scratched me.” Tears welled up Caroline’s eyes. “She doesn’t like me.” 

John took the washcloth and rinsed it under cold water, gave it a good squeeze, and handed it back to Caroline. “She’s in a strange place with strange people poking and prodding. It has nothing to do with likin’ and dislikin’. She’s bound to be frightened.”

“Not of you! I saw the two of you together after dinner, the child draped over your shoulder when you were reading the newspaper. It was—it was, oh, I don’t know, unnatural!”

“Maybe ‘cause I found her,” said John. “She’s taken a shining to me. I’m the one who brought her home, remember?”

“How can I forget?” Ever since the child entered their home, John had become a different person, his short-sighted obsession centered on the girl, all of which worried Caroline. 

John laughed. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous.” 

Was it jealousy? The two of them, alone in their big house, wanting children but never blessed. Caroline kept busy with her volunteer work. She organized church jumbles, bake sales, and taught Sunday school. She and John attended Wednesday night Bible study. Often on a Friday night they sat with the good reverend, so many prayers and none answered, not until now.

At nine o’clock, the sheriff’s heavy tread could be heard as he approached the front door. Caroline ushered him in and led him down the dimly lit hallway toward the brightly lit kitchen. “What’s happened to your face?” he asked. 

“An unfortunate encounter with some blackberry brambles,” said Caroline.  

The sheriff grunted. His sharp eyes took in the kitchen, no sign of jam, jelly, or pies. “I’m thinking of taking her back to the Tucker farm. See if it jogs any memories.”

Caroline cut a slice of poppy seed cake, offered it. “Is that wise? No one’s lived there for thirty years. Not since, you know?”

“I know,” said her cousin. “That location, it’s the only place she remembers. Maybe some trauma happened there. Maybe seeing it again will shed some light.”

John entered the kitchen from the living room. He held the book of nursery rhymes clutched in a white knuckled fist. “I won’t have you upsetting the girl.” 

The sheriff waved his fork in the air, used it to punctuate his remarks while he leaned one hip against the kitchen counter. “I talked with the county health nurse and she’s in agreement. She’ll come with us. Monitor the child. Make sure nothing untoward happens.”

“Untoward? What does that mean?” asked Caroline.

“Think of it as preventative medicine,” said the sheriff. He wiped crumbs from his mustache with the back of his hand, set the empty plate in the sink. “I’ll swing by, ten o’clock.” 

“Tomorrow is Sunday.” Caroline expressed her concerns, her commitment to her Sunday school class. 

“They’ll find someone,” John interjected. “They always do.”  

––––––––
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The sheriff did the driving. The county health nurse sat in the passenger seat with her black bag crushed to her ample bosom. John and Caroline sat in the back, the child curled on John’s lap. Her wee hands clutched the book of nursery rhymes. Within moments of pulling out of town, she was fast asleep. 

Caroline fussed with her wedding ring as they drove past McKinnon’s Meat and Sausage, Betty Marino’s bakery, and the grain silos at the edge of town. Thirty-foot-tall cherry trees lined the sides of the dirt road. Bands of sunlight oscillated through the heavily laden branches. Caroline struggled to breathe, feeling as if she were drowning. 

Everyone knew the Tucker children were found at the bottom of an abandoned well, tossed in like a litter of kittens no longer wanted—the youngest, only three years old. For reasons unknown, Tucker killed his family. His wife was found in an upstairs bedroom, her throat slashed. Tucker was never found, presumed to have taken his own life, coyotes and foxes made a meal of him. Law enforcement scoured nearby barns and outbuildings in their search for Tucker, but the only items recovered were his grey hooligan cap and a 12-gauge double-barrel shotgun found in a neighboring field. Over the years, young folk who dared each other to visit the farm at night spoke of ghosts and goblins and a haunting cry that sounded like mewling kittens. Anyone who dared to visit a first time never went back. 

Caroline glanced at John and realized what was missing. “What happened to your glasses?”

John blinked. “I broke them.”

“How?”

“An accident,” he said.  

“An accident?” Caroline doubted that. 

John fingered the book of nursery rhymes, now a disconnect between him and Caroline. “We were horsing around in the bedroom. My glasses went flying. One of the arms snapped off. I’ll see to gettin’ them fixed tomorrow.” 

Caroline knew it was no accident. The little minx had done it on purpose. Tomorrow was the start of another work week. As acting sales manager at the Beitel Bros Feed & Seed, John routinely traveled the countryside, talking with the farmers while offering advice on the perils of pesticides, the need for genetically modified crops, all meant to benefit their livestock. If only there were some benefit to this drive—the drive to the Tucker farm. 

Gareth made a right turn at Cobbs Corners and followed the main artery for another mile or so. He made a left and crawled along a dirt tract of rutted washboard road which led to the dilapidated farmhouse. His modified V8 Ford Fairlane bounced along, jarring its occupants. 

The child opened her eyes, wriggled in John’s arms. She lifted her head, pulled her wee thumb from her mouth. She squirmed into a kneeling position on John’s lap and draped herself over his shoulder as she looked through the rear window. 

The sheriff parked at the front of the farmhouse and set the handbrake. As they exited the vehicle, shadows flitted across the barren ground, sunlight winking in and out from behind a smattering of cloud cover. “Where to begin,” he muttered. He turned to the little girl, knelt in the dirt, and asked her, “Is this where you were? Before this nice man found you?” He gestured to John. 

The child crouched behind John’s legs. One wee hand clutched the fabric of his trousers. She said nothing.

“Here, let me try.” The county nurse pulled her stethoscope from her black bag. She too, knelt in the dirt with the help of the sheriff. She offered the stethoscope to the little girl. “Remember this? You played with it yesterday.”

The child nodded and clutched the stethoscope to her chest. 

“Those things cost a bundle,” said the sheriff. “You sure you want her playin’ with it?” 

The nurse nodded and accepted the sheriff’s help as she struggled to stand. “Think of it as something of a grounding tool. Make the child feel safe.”

The sheriff wasn’t so sure about that. John neither. He had the distinct feeling his little kitten had simply endured the check-up. There’d been no fun in the poking and prodding. He lifted the child into his arms and began walking around the side of the house. “If you reckon anything you’ll be sure to tell me, you hear?” The child nodded while sucking on a thumb. 

Caroline gazed at the drunken angles of the wraparound porch. “There’s something not quite right, the feel of the place. It’s sinister and evil.” 

“Now cousin, don’t be like that.” The sheriff offered an encouraging smile. “You’re spooked is all ’cause it’s the Tucker farm. You ever been here before?”

“No.” Caroline shuddered. “I wish I wasn’t here now.” 

The next moment, they heard laughter from the back of the house, John playing some kind of catch-me-if-you-can game with the child—a game of cat and mouse. 

Caroline tripped over an exposed root, and there, in the dirt, a tarnished silver locket. She picked it up, opened the locket, and gazed at two photos, both faded. One was the likeness of the wee girl and the other similar to John, almost his twin. She closed the locket and held it tight, feeling faint, knowing something was horribly wrong. She followed Gareth and the buxom nurse. All three stepped over shards of broken glass and worm-infested wood as they worked their way around the side of the house toward the back. Thistles and foxtail grabbed at Caroline’s ankles. 

John hollered, “Hey there, Kitten! Don’t be running off like that. Wait for me!”

The sheriff retrieved the stethoscope lying in the dirt. The child obviously dropped it. He handed it to the nurse while watching John race toward a grove of fruit trees, their gnarly branches twisted, the trees gone wild over the years. A flash of yellow and brown argyle, John’s knitted pullover, and the trees swallowed him whole.

Caroline dressed that morning in her Sunday best, her navy muslin suit, a pencil-thin skirt with the wide lapels on the jacket, the jacket trimmed with satin. What the devil was she thinkin’ wearing this ridiculous outfit? Running was impossible!

She took quick mincing steps across the property and eventually entered the grove. Crabgrasses and more thistle snagged her shoes, they too, as ridiculous as her outfit. With no discernable path, she saw where Gareth had charged ahead in his bullish pursuit of John, the weeds trampled flat. She found herself gagging on the cloying scent of rotted apples. Clouds of fruit flies hovered in the air, the bugs too, threatened to gag her. Because of the heat, she felt dizzy, lightheaded, on the verge of collapse. Why hadn’t she paid more attention before leaving home? First, she’d neglected breakfast and then she’d neglected John, not noticed he left the house without his glasses. She half wondered what happened to the nurse, the woman far behind, huffing and puffing like an old mule trying to keep up. 

Finally, a clearing, and at its center, the abandoned well, a deep dark hole which led to the depths of Hell. The sheriff knelt at the lip of the well and peered into the void. Caroline hurried forward when Gareth abruptly leapt to his feet, swung about, grabbed her and pulled her back. He held her tight, knowing it was a hopeless gesture. “It’s no use, Caroline. Don’t look.” He turned her face into his broad shoulder. “They’re both there, both gone. There’s nothing we can do.” 

Caroline fought to free herself from her cousin’s firm grip. “She did it! The little minx lured him here!”

“You mustn’t make wild accusations,” said the sheriff. “John couldn’t see, breaking his glasses the way he did. He was a damn fool chasing the girl when she bolted.”

Caroline surrendered into her cousin’s embrace. “I’m telling you! She did it! I know she did.”

“It’s nothing more than a tragic accident, John unable to see, his glasses broke. The young’un, why—she prob’ly caught the toe of her shoe on an exposed root, tripped and lost her balance. To her, it was a game. How could either of them have known it was there?” 

“She knew,” said Caroline, choking on tears. She pressed the tarnished locket into the palm of her cousin’s hand. She pointed. Footprints in the dirt—tiny stocking feet running away from the lip of the well.
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Stuck in the Middle
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Driving on a wing and a prayer the last thirty miles, his luck about to run out, when he spotted a filling station, a miracle if there ever was one. He angled his Chevy Impala toward the pumps and coasted to a stop. The vehicle gave a last gasp, a sputter, and it died. The old-timer sitting out front, his vintage ballcap pulled low over his brow, lifted his chin, and gave the driver a hard stare. He left the boardwalk, hands in his pockets. “Fill ‘er up,” he asked, more of a statement than a question. 

“Is the Pope Catholic?” said the guy driving; then, “Where the hell am I?”  

The old-timer lifted the nozzle and removed the gas cap, his movements quick, fluid. “Nowhere, to hear others tell it, but me? I been here thirty years, give or take.” 

“You’re a sight for sore eyes, I’ll give you that,” said the driver. “You got any grub inside? Maybe a sandwich or two, a cold beer? I can pay. I’m not expecting charity.”

“O ‘course you’ll pay,” said the old-timer. “Gas ain’t free either.”

He took up the squeegee and made a half-hearted attempt to clean the windshield spatted with bug guts, using what little water he had in a bucket. The fella driving, now standing in what little shade there was under the canopy, looked off toward the horizon, not a breath of wind. “Anywhere I can wash up? Take a piss?”

“Around back. Got me an outhouse with a bucket of water by the door.”

“Christ,” muttered the driver as he shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose.  

The old fella finished with the squeegee, dropped it back in the bucket. He gave the nozzle a shake, hung it at the side of the pump, asking, “Where you headed?”

“Puget Sound, home to saltwater, seaweed and crabs.” 

The old fella chuckled, offered his take on the destination, “Peptides and riptides,” a feeble attempt at a joke. The guy driving, he wiped the back of his neck with a soiled handkerchief, got back behind the wheel and cranked the ignition key, angling the vehicle toward the boardwalk. Only then did he notice the window off to the left, what he took to be a diner.

He killed the engine, climbed out of the Impala, slammed shut the driver’s door. He didn’t bother to lock it. Anything of value was in the trunk, one suitcase and a leather billfold containing a cool grand—the better part of a year to earn that money, now headed to Seattle. For what, he didn’t know. A reconciliation maybe. Or a showdown. That depended on Brenda, the little witch. 

He headed round back, made use of the outhouse and the bucket of water, a bunch of dead flies floating on the surface, drying his hands with the soiled hanky. He returned to the diner, noticing two newspaper articles, both framed, hung side by side back of the cash register. One read Aliens Captured by US Agents and the other UFO found in New Mexico, more than three decades since that story caught the public’s attention.  

He paid for the gas, fifteen bucks, glad the old fella hadn’t gouged him, hadn’t charged him double. He could’ve done that, been one mean son of a bitch, but instead, he proved to be a straight arrow after all, not like Brenda. 

The old fella said he had a loaf of bread along with the fixin’s, he could rustle up a couple of sandwiches. “You be wantin’ ham or roast beef.” He was headed toward the diner side, swapping out his grimy ballcap for a grimy apron as filthy as the hat.

“Make it one of each,” said the driver, sliding his sorry ass onto one of the bar stools, his mind occupied by that Kewpie doll he’d seen earlier, stopping at a roadside pullout, looking to stretch his legs. He’d left the Impala idling, a stupid thing to do, using up gas while walking in circles, and that’s when he saw it, that Kewpie doll lying in the dirt, its face smashed in. He couldn’t help but think someone wacked the doll’s face against a fencepost. A kid maybe? A disgruntled parent? Too many miles cooped up, going squirrely, trapped like a rat. After he got back behind the wheel, he’d cranked up the air-conditioning, knowing he was probably shooting himself in the foot given the readout on the gas gauge, wanting to put the image of that broken doll’s face out of his mind. 

“What’s your story?” asked the old-timer, cutting thick slices of bread from a loaf he’d pulled from the ice-box, the fixin’s, too. 

Overhead, a ceiling fan rotated slower than the second coming, no relief there. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

“Try me,” said the old fella. “I ain’t deaf yet.”

“Blessed be the saints and them what loves ‘em,” said the driver, thinking of his ol’ Ma, a firm believer in leprechauns and that elusive pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, as if that did her any good, dying without a nickel to her name. He’d been toying with his car keys and now shoved them in a pocket. 

“I get home from work one day and Brenda tells me she’s horny. Just like that, out of the blue. Any other red blooded American, he’d have jumped right on that, you know? But not me. Oh, no, not me! I’d had a bitch of a day, the boss on my tail, grousing about how expenditures were up and productivity down, and me? I wasn’t pulling my weight, according to him.”

“What job was that?” asked the old-timer while slathering butter on them thick slices of bread, four slices. 

“Don’t matter. I quit that lousy job three days ago, hit the road. So there’s Brenda, telling me, she’s horny, and what do I do? What do I say? I tell her, I’m not.” He helped himself to a toothpick, a half dozen sitting in a shot glass near the napkin dispenser, fiddling with the toothpick as though it would give him some kind of insight. “Brenda loses it, flashes them dark eyes at me. You know them kind of eyes what look like they belong to a Senorita. All sultry like that? She accuses me of getting it elsewhere, and me, I’m royally pissed, so I say, sure, I’m getting it elsewhere, and she goes ballistic, calls me one mean son of a bitch.”

The fella driving snapped the toothpick in half. “Next thing I know, she’s storming down the hallway toward the front door, putting on that little hat she had, some contraption she’d found at Walgreens. It had a daisy and a bumblebee attached to the brim. I tell you, what kind of a woman where’s a hat like that?”

He took a bite out of one of the sandwiches, not realizing he’d picked up the ham and cheese as he kept on talking while he chewed. 

“I asked, where’re you going? And she said, out to find a man who could give her what she wanted. I asked, what’s that? And she said, a one-woman man, and I laughed. That’s what I done. I laughed. And again, she called me one mean son of a bitch while I’m telling her, there’s no such thing as a one-woman man, all men cheat. Well, let me tell you, she goes ever loving apeshit when I say that. She makes a hard left and storms into the kitchen, scrabbling through the knife drawer with them lacquered fingernails of hers, and the next thing I know, she’s grabbed a carving knife and she throws it at me. Imagine that, a carving knife coming at your head. Damned near took my ear off. I heard it hit the doorjamb, thwang! Like she’d been taking lessons from Daniel Boone or Davy Crockett. You remember them two?”

The old-timer nodded, snapped open a can of Schmidt’s, and handed it over, foam dribbling down the sides of the can. The driver pulled a napkin from the napkin dispenser, wiped mayonnaise from his lips while dropping his half-eaten sandwich back on the crockery used for a plate. He took the lager and asked the old fella, “Why does that happen? You crack open a can of beer, and the damned suds. They been in the fridge, right? Cold, right? So why the suds?”

“Why’d God make little green apples?” asked the old-timer, wiping the counter with a dirty rag, it too, about as grimy as the apron, bypassing a dead fly as if it had a right to be there, like that particular spot on the counter was its final resting place.  

“You asking me straight or is that a rhetorical question?”

“I’m asking you straight.”

“Because all the red ones were spoken for,” said the driver. 

The old-timer laughed. “Hell of an answer. I never thought of that before.”

“Makes sense, don’t it? All the red ones spoken for.”

“It surely does. All the red ones spoken for.” The old-timer couldn’t stop laughing.

“It’s not that funny,” said the driver. 

“No, it’s not that funny. But it got you thinkin’ about apples. Took your mind off of that Brenda gal, a woman who’s obviously torn you to shreds.” 

“Torn me to shreds. Yeah, that’d be Brenda.” The guy driving, he hung his head, now toying with the roast beef sandwich, peeling back an edge as if looking at the guts of the thing would reveal more insights into his lousy existence. “The thing of it is, mister. I am a one-woman man. Never cheated on her a day in my life. Not even after she left. Can’t even look at another woman. I even dream about her.” 

“And now she’s moved on, left the county, as it were.” 

“Came home from that lousy job two days later and she’d hightailed it out of there, just like that.” The driver snapped his fingers. “She cleaned me out, not a nickel left in the joint savings account. It’s taken me the better part of a year to save up enough money to go lookin’ for her. Got word through an old friend, she’s in Seattle.”

“So that’s where you’re headed.”

The fella driving nodded. “Can you imagine? Seafood and the Space Needle, and for what? Just so as she can watch them sealions sunbathing on rocks. Imagine the stink coming off a colony like that, thousands of them critters.”  

“Maybe she found another fella,” said the old-timer.  

“Ah Christ! Don’t say that. If she’s found another fella then I’m making this drive for nothing. Might as well have run out of gas out there on the savanna and let the coyotes have me.”

“It’s not a savanna. It’s a prairie.”

“Same difference,” said the driver. “It’s the middle of goddamned nowhere.” A sudden movement caught the corner of his eye, some motion taking place beyond the picture window. 

He leaned back, sunlight blinding him, his eyeglasses nothing but a damned nuisance, squinting. “Who’s that?” he asked. 

“Who’s who?” said the old-timer, having finished his beer.

“That guy snooping around my car.” The fella driving slid off his stool and went to stand by the big picture window. It was hotter than a lit firecracker standing by the glass. He broke into a sweat, scratched his scalp, itchy all of a sudden, like ants were crawling all over him. Before leaving home, he’d bought himself a seersucker suit for the trip, realizing that had been a waste of money, the tie and the jacket left lying on the backseat of the Impala, the heat sucking any sense of sanity right out of him.  

The old-timer joined him. “That guy? He’s nobody.  Goes by the name of Fergus, no last name. He’s a drifter. Travels up ‘n down this stretch of road, sleeps under the mesquite bushes.”

“Isn’t that dangerous? I thought there were rattlers out there.”

“Sure, there’s rattlers out there, but they know better than to go messin’ with Fergus. He’s one ornery son of a bitch. Even meaner than me.” 

“I don’t like the way he’s looking at my car.”

“Fergus ain’t likely to hurt it. He likes cars.”

The driver headed toward the door to intercept this dingdong called Fergus, to tell him to keep his grimy paws off his car. The old-timer beat him to it, fast as a rattler the way he moved, coiled and ready to strike. He pushed opened the fly-specked screen door and hollered, “I got one on ice for you, Fergus. Why don’tcha come on in, join the party?”

Fergus turned, his thicket of matted grey hair sticking out from under his cowboy hat, a ratty old thing made of straw, his clothes scruffy, a beat-up knapsack slung over one shoulder. 

“There’s a party?” he shouted.

“Could be,” said the old-timer. “Don’t three make a party?”

Fergus turned away from the Impala and climbed the few steps onto the boardwalk. “I’d like me a cold one, Chester. Sure, that’d be nice. And a party, why I guess, I’d like me that, too.” 

So that was the old fella’s name. Chester. The driver eyed this Fergus character as he came through the doorway. The fly-specked screen door slammed shut with a bang. Fergus stepped on over, held out his hand. “Pleased to meet‘cha. I’m Fergus.”

The fella driving, he didn’t know what to do. He had no desire to take the drifter’s outstretched hand but then again, he hated to be rude. Rudeness cost him Brenda, getting all uppity with her. He shook Fergus’s hand, hoping the guy wasn’t contagious, wasn’t gonna pass on some parasite or, God forbid, headlice. “Derek O’Sullivan. Just stopping by, got some gas and some grub from Chester here.”

“O ‘course you did,” said Fergus. He’d slid onto a stool as if he owned the joint, plunking his hat and the knapsack on the counter. Chester went back behind the counter, brought out three more beers. Fergus helped himself to the first one. 

The guy driving, now known as Derek O’Sullivan, helped himself, too. And Chester, why he just smiled, the cat who ate the canary. 

“Fergus used to be a journalist. Worked out west in Tinseltown for one of them highfalutin tabloids. One of them paparazzi, taking a bite out of the rich ‘n famous, leaving just enough flesh to come back for another bite when needed. Ain’t that right, Fergus.” 

“Awe, why’d you’d go and say that?” Fergus shifted his skinny ass on the stool, looking uncomfortable. “You know what that does to me? Puts me back in that place I been running from, bringing up my past like that.”

“Derek here, he has a past too, don’tcha, Derek? We had us a mighty fine chinwag before you showed up. Derek quit his job, now headed for Seattle. Thinks he’s gonna find the wife. She run away on account Derek wouldn’t perform like a trained seal. Ain’t that right, Derek?”

Derek’s face reddened, feeling truly embarrassed. “I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“What way would you put it?” asked Chester. 

“It’s like this,” said Derek. He’d swiveled sideways on his stool, looking Fergus square in the eye. “You being a journalist and all, you’ll love this. One winter, Brenda takes this night school class, some journalism course, like she’s going to be the next Barbara Walters, and one of the students comes in late. A confident guy, an older guy, not particularly good looking but there was something about him. He comes in, expresses his regrets for being late but he does it with finesse, with humor. I forget Brenda’s actual words but she said the guy was funny. Soon the class is chuckling, they like the guy. He’s got a certain appeal. You know what I mean?”

Both Chester and Fergus nodded, keeping up with the tale.

“And that guy, why, he’s humiliated the teacher,” said Derek. “A pompous ass, according to Brenda. The class figured the teacher deserved to get cut down a peg or two. And the teacher, he tells the guy to take his seat. The guy, more ‘n six feet tall...,” Derek thought he’d failed in that department too, damned genetics, blind as a mole, built like a leprechaun, prone to psoriasis, having to use a ruddy prescription shampoo containing tar, smelly as all get out, “...that guy, he’s hamming it up, lifting one leg over the desk like a dog about to take a piss, swinging himself into the desk in one fluid motion,” he looked at Chester, “like what you did with the nozzle and the gas cap, I never saw anything like it.” 

Derek scratched his head, thinking about that loaf of bread, too. How in blazes did Chester slice four slices of bread without him noticing—bang! There they were, on the cutting board. “Then the guy’s in his desk, leaning back, his long legs sticking out in the aisle, ankles crossed, studying his fingernails like he’s bored out of his mind, which further upset the teacher. Brenda said it was one of the most spectacular things she ever saw, why couldn’t I be more like that? A guy with chutzpa. A guy who could enter a room and take command, instead of the lousy schmuck I’d become.”

Chester went back to wiping the counter sticky with the lager. 

Derek said, “Imagine saying something like that to the man you married. Some guy comes strolling into a classroom and Brenda thinks he’s the cat’s ass, the King of Siam.” Doubt now crept in. What in blazes was he thinking? Charging off to Seattle, the idea Brenda could be rescued, him the one to save her from saltwater, seaweed and cracked crab when he was the one cracked—cracked right out of his ever-loving skull! 

Fergus helped himself to another Schmidt’s, snapped the tab on the can, suds spurting forth. Derek figured there was something hinky with the beer, the way each can exploded with foam, too much pressure built up and then kaboom!  

“You work your tail off, and for what?” said Derek. “Just to have your boss rip you a new one ‘cause you’re not bringing in the revenue. Then you go home and there’s the wife throwing it in your face, why are we always flat broke? Nothing but lies, nothing but broken promises. Where was the fancy house, the fancy car, the nice clothes, ten years in, and it still hadn’t happened, so she hits me right where it hurts, right in my manhood. Where’s the fairness in that?”

“Life ain’t fair,” said Fergus. “I learned me that a long time ago. It happened to me, too. I had me a wife, prob’ly just as pretty as yours. Always after me to be home by six, dinner on the table when she knew it was my job to go lookin’ for the story—nose to the grindstone, keep the public informed. Fact is, I was the one what got taken. The wife, she cleaned me out, and then she run off with some Fuller brush salesman. Like he was better than me.”

“Can’t trust a salesman as far as you can throw ‘em,” said Chester, poking the dead fly with a toothpick he’d taken from the shot glass. 

“Wait a minute,” said Derek. “That’s low. I was in sales. I was good at my job despite what that lousy no-good son of a bitch boss thought. Every Friday, after work, he’d sit there behind his desk, crunching the numbers. He crunched ‘em alright. Skimmed what little profits there were, betting it all at the track. Tried to make it sound like it was my fault, not bringing in enough dough to keep the business solvent. Nothing fair about that.”

“Here, have another beer,” said Chester. “It can’t hurt none.” 

Derek wiped a sweaty brow with the back of his hand. Christ, it was hot. “I need to be leaving,” but then—all of a sudden, he felt sleepy, his eyelids weighing heavy, like trying to blink through treacle. How’d that happen?  

“Just one,” said Chester. “Take your mind off your troubles.” 

Derek relented, slurring his words. “What the hell.” Maybe Chester would let him sleep it off in the corner. He could prop himself up at one of the tables, put his feet up on a chair, take a load off. He hadn’t slept well in that fleabag motel the night before, the bed too hard, the pillow too soft, the traffic outside his window keeping him awake until almost dawn. 

“I got a fact—fact is, I have been a schmuck. Thinking I could drive across country, go and find Brenda when she’s prob’ly got some other dope in her life. Women. Can’t live with ‘em,” and then, he lost that train of thought, his mind all a muddle. He laughed. “Sure, give me another.  Like you said, it’s a party.”

“A damned fine party,” said Fergus, clinking cans with Derek, giving him a friendly slap on the back. As for the foam dribbling down the sides of the cans, no one seemed to care about that anymore, the diner stinking like a brewery. 

Derek asked, “Fergus, is that your real name?” 

“It is now. Back when, you’d’ve recognized my name in them funny papers but I got tired of skulking behind bushes, hoping for the money shot. That’s what cost me the wife.” 

Derek drank his third beer or was it his fourth? He squinted hard at the remains of the two sandwiches, both sitting on that grungy piece of crockery, both partially eaten. Fergus took up one of the sandwiches, folded it in half and popped what was left of it into his mouth, making chewing noises like it was the best damned sandwich he’d had in years. “Mighty good, Chester. I sure do like me your sandwiches.”

“Happy to oblige, Fergus. But Derek here, he’s the one paying. Ain’t that right, Derek?”

“Sure,” said Derek, pulling his leather wallet from his back pocket. His fingers wouldn’t cooperate, swollen and numb, as though they’d been shot full of Novocain. He dropped the wallet. Dropped his keys, too. He slid off the stool, leaned sideways, reaching for the wallet and his keys when Fergus came out of left field, kicking him hard, right in the gut.

Derek toppled backward, cracked his head on the floor, thinking he’d be sick, the beer and the sandwiches rising up like gorge in his throat, threatening to erupt. “What the hell?” he groaned; the wind knocked right out of him. “What‘cha go and do that for?” 

Fergus told him, “I figure whatever you got in that trunk of yours, it’s a sight more appealing than what I got in this here knapsack. And that ’62 Impala, why—once we get that delivered to ol’ Hank down in Sin City, Chester and me, we’ll be splittin’ the spoils. Am I right, Chester?”

Chester nodded. “Right as rain, Fergus. You always had a flare for statin’ the obvious.” 

Derek was struggling to understand, tears in his eyes. Christ but that kick in the gut hurt. He then remembered the newspaper articles, framed, hung side by side back of the cash register, those damned aliens found in New Mexico. He pulled himself into a sitting position, cradled his stomach, taking note of the sad state of the diner. He saw it for what it really was, nothing but filth. If anyone stopped for gas or to top up their oil, they wouldn’t have eaten here. He wondered if the bread was as stale as the rest of the place. If only he’d opened his eyes to look, clued in to his surroundings. 

He asked, “You gonna take my car, take my stuff? What about me? You gonna leave me stranded, stuck out here in the middle of nowhere?” 

“Don’t worry about that,” said Fergus, tossing Derek’s keys liked he’d won them in some State fair lottery. “Me and Chester, we’re gonna carry you to what we call the State line.” Fergus laughed, a sinister sound. “We’re gonna drag you out back behind that outhouse. Chester’s got a nest of vipers back there, mean sons of bitches. The authorities, if they do show up, we tell ‘em it was most unfortunate. You headed out back after drinkin’ one beer too many, needed to take a leak, put one foot wrong and stepped smackdab in the center of that damned fool rattlers nest.” 

Fergus then moved like a rattler, giving no indication he’d strike. He grabbed Derek by his ankles, flipped him again onto his back and pulled him toward the door of the diner. Chester skedaddled from behind the counter, wiped his hands on his apron. He took one leg, Fergus the other, and they pulled in tandem. Derek screamed bloody murder, nothing to grab, no one to hear. The doorjamb too, slipped out of his grasp as he made one last attempt to save himself. The fly-specked screen door smacked the back of his head when it slammed shut. 

His head also took the brunt of the beating as they dragged him down the steps, plunkety plunk plunk, his glasses gone. What the hell happened to his glasses? They’d cost him plenty, a goddamned fortune. In his panic, Derek realized it was all an act, these two working in tandem, him stuck in the middle, and what about that Kewpie doll? What kind of person would smash in a doll’s face, and why? The doll was innocent, an inanimate object. It never harmed nobody. 
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Taking Care of Business
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Victor Slade had me trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey, perched on a chair smack dab in the middle of Dolly Hampton’s warehouse, a dark, dank environment located near the Fraser Surrey Docks south of the river, an area any respectable citizen avoided like the plague. 

As for me, I wasn’t known for respectability. 

Slade, neither. 

He carried an assortment of pliers, screw drivers and switchblades in addition to one badass set of brass knuckles that must’ve set him back a few, the hardware squirreled in the pockets of his flak jacket. Some said it was hardware to die for, literally. “You wanna live, start talking,” he growled for the umpteenth time. 

“I have been talking.” I managed that much despite the current beating having loosened a couple of teeth which hurt like hell, my lips swollen. The battery of contusions across my cheekbones wasn’t a picnic either, nor the cut under my right eye. I horked up blood, a gob of phlegmy mucus, and spat my disgust at Slade’s feet. 

He smacked me, hard, open handed, just enough to leave a battery of stars swirling in front of my already clouded field of vision. He then danced around me, swiveling his hips like he was working a rodeo, trying to deke out one badass Brahman bull eager for its next victim. 

“Christ, Sandy. You’re such a fuck-up,” he snarled. “Can’t see the forest for the trees. I’ll ask one more time. Where are they?”

I said yet again, “There were no jewels—nada, zip, zilch,” though it came out more zish ‘n zith. Couldn’t he see I was giving it the ol’ college try? 

He backhanded me again, then rooted around in the pockets of his flak jacket, coming up with a pair of pliers. “Just got ‘em today, asshole. Stainless steel with a high-quality nickel plating. Whaddya think?” 

Just then, Dolly walked in—Dolly Hampton, a classy dame who kept Slade on a short leash. She viewed violence as a last resort, made for a bad working relationship. “Party’s over, Slade.” She carried a six-pack of Budweiser, the King of beers. “Share this with the boys. Leave this joker to me.” 

Slade did a mock curtesy, like he was meeting royalty for the first time. Dolly laughed. “I like your style, Slade. You ought to be in pictures.”

Slade took the beer and sauntered off through a doorway to the left, out of my sightline. 

I spit blood, wishing my hands were free to wipe the blood from my lips, check my nose. Slade’s first punch with the use of the brass knuckles had caused some damage there, probably broke the damn thing. I snuffled snot mixed in with the blood, not at all pleasant. 

Dolly untied my hands, offered me a couple of tissues from a jacket pocket, bomber style with a sheepskin lining. This night, she wore tight-fitting jeans and a slinky tank top, some metallic color threaded with silver highlights. Her short punk hair, normally as dark as raven feathers shimmered with platinum blonde highlights, a good look on her. I hadn’t seen her in a couple of days, we usually communicated by text. 

“Tell me what happened,” she said, standing there looking sexy as hell. 

“No dice,” I slurred, more like dithe, but she got the picture. I managed that much while dabbing blood from the corners of my lips with the tissues which smelled like menthol. I fingered the bridge of my nose, thinking maybe I’d gotten lucky, not broken after all. Hurt like a bitch, though. 

I told her, “The safe was empty. Haven’t a clue what happened. I’m assuming someone beat me to the punch.” 

Dolly smiled, a leopard toying with an infant gazelle. “Sandy, my sweet. You wouldn’t be holding out on me, would you?” She grabbed my chin, tilted my face toward the light, a single lightbulb hanging overhead, gave my ugly mug a good look. “And there I was, thinking you reminded me of George.” 

“George who?” I asked. 

“George Clooney, always after the big bucks. He makes good movies.”

“Never seen ‘em,” I said. 

“You should. You might learn something.” She then toyed with a diamond stud earring in her left ear, tugged at the earlobe. “What if I was to give you forty-eight hours to figure it out? Rectify the screw up, as it were. You were supposed to be there at ten. The way I hear it, you were late. Why was that?”

I shrugged, keeping that reason to myself. Dolly was a woman with no heart which meant excuses didn’t bode well despite her proclivity toward using violence as a not so last resort. Excuses made a fellow look weak, and looking weak in front of Dolly was tantamount to death even without Slade’s involvement, that dickhead taking pleasure hurting others. 

Dolly also had a need for respect. I’d heard the stories. Some guy called her doll-face a couple of times and Dolly took exception to that. Burned his eyebrows clean off his face with a Zippo lighter, left the fella with third-degree burns, not a pretty sight. 

I shook my right hand, the pinkie finger missing. Got the blood circulating again. The missing finger had nothing to do with Dolly or Slade. I lost the finger years ago when I was a little squirt, thinking I was invincible. 

My brother accidently chopped it off. We’d been playing with a hatchet found in the garage. 

My first mistake was the decision to climb the plum tree in the backyard, the second mistake, Chris, my ever-loving bro, a year younger, decided to chop down the tree. He thought it would be cool. Make him look like George Washington. Nothing but bullshit, that story, a fairytale, but Chris believed it. The tree’s still standing far as I know. Chris, not so much. A car accident ten years back left him a paraplegic with limited use of his arms due to extensive nerve damage, made him my responsibility. We lived together, if you could call it that, both of our worlds turned topsy-turvy. 

Dolly gave that slight nod of her head, permission to clear the warehouse. I hobbled on out, my legs soft as jelly donuts, and slowly made my way home. When I got there, a quick shower removed the blood, cleared the head, followed by crawling into bed. Chris had mastered his own routine over the years, taking care of his bodily functions, getting himself all snuggly between the sheets. I could hear him snoring, a buzz saw loud enough to wake the dead, nothing new there, a deviated septum, another leftover from that accident. 

As I lay in the dark, trying to get comfortable, my tongue worried one of the loose teeth and I thought about the job, stealing those ever-loving gemstones from Carlton Tolliver Landers, a high roller who lived out in Point Grey, something to do with hedge funds, his home in a swanky neighborhood overflowing with the movers and the shakers, including hedge fund managers, like him. A neighborhood I knew well having grown up on the fringes.

In her younger life, Dolly had a hankering for money. She’d been a high-class dame in the money business. When her looks began to go, she switched to heisting jewels, that need for money morphed into a need for respect. She figured the two went hand in glove. Her network was reputed to be worth its weight in clarity, cut and color, steal whatever carats she could find, fence them to some guy out in the valley who then got them south across the border, no questions asked. 

I figured there were a lot of Americans wearing expensive diamonds mined in Canada’s north. Conflict-free diamonds, ethically sourced, or so I believed. Not the blood diamonds coming out of Sierra Leone or Liberia or the Ivory Coast. Not the way to go, getting mixed up in anything to do with that, a bloody civil war and those advocating abduction, torture and rape. A fella had to adhere to some ethical standards, consider his reputation. 

But this night, the night I was to steal the diamonds, I’d found myself wondering if the stones were legit. I’d heard rumors, Landers gems procured through some ill-gotten gain. Knowing the man’s reputation, it was probably true. 

––––––––
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“An insurance scam,” I told Dolly. “Landers was thinkin’ to insure ‘em for two mill.”

It was the afternoon following our warehouse encounter, just gone two o’clock. No sense telling her how I knew about the insurance, some secrets best kept to oneself, like me working for the cops as an informant. I got roped into that as part of a plea deal after one arrest went south, a miscalculation on my part, a silent alarm tripping me up and alerting the cops. When I skedaddled, I ran straight into their ever-loving arms. 

I could’ve blamed it on Chris, him in hospital on account he’d gone and totaled the car that night. Didn’t matter it was one of those freak accidents, hydroplaning on wet pavement, a Pineapple express having blown up from the Hawaiian Islands and dumping a boatload of water across the lower mainland. Chris had been driving the Lougheed out toward Mission, a lonely stretch of road running parallel to the river, the accident happening in the wee hours just before dawn. Didn’t matter he’d been on his way to rendezvous with me, only eighteen at the time, the two of us thinking the world was our oyster. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SELECTEED
SIEIORIE SO RUES

UNBECOMING






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
UNBECOMING

KAREN KEELEY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





