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BY J. R. KRUZE

I

A STORY WAS TRYING to kill me. Because I wasn't writing it into existence.

Over and over and over. Dying a thousand times. Because I was living that story. Not my story, not a "figment of my imagination." It was very real, and really deadly.

It was like one of those ear-wigs you couldn't get out of your head. But this was no stupid song, or a TV jingle.

This story was out to get me.

It's attitude was: either bring me into your world, or die - failing.

"Surely, you're not that serious," I asked.

"What would you know about living in purgatory?" She replied. "Life as undead, unliving, another story that never saw your 'light of day' - what would you know about what happens to a story that was never told.?"

She had a good point there. I knew only of my earliest memories in childhood, of growing up in a family, of growing old, of knowing that my life would be over at some point. Of the uncertainty of what happened after that...

For a story that was never told, who never had its own life, what was their existence?

II

THE BEGINNING WAS WHEN I decided to listen to Stephen King, who said that stories wrote themselves. And another author who said that not only did stories become alive in your gut, making all of your glands become alive through interaction, no - he went on to say that stories were actually alive. Then you find out that Vonnegut and Bradbury and other authors actually 'interviewed' their characters to find what the story needed to be.

It wasn't what the author intended it to be, it wasn't their intricate plotting that created the story. It wasn't due to their control, their finesse of words and text craftings, of endless dissection of other's works to find out their secrets.

Stories were alive, their characters were alive. They wanted desperately to live.

And this one wanted to kill me to make her point.

. . . .

"Well, that's fine for you to say. Go ahead. Make me the villain. You're going to die anyway." She reposed on a red velveteen day bed in some parlor of my mind's recesses. "Whether or not I kill you doesn't matter. You're going to die anyway, some day. So go ahead, don't write me. I'll give you a heart attack, or fast-acting cancer, and then you're done. Then I just have to find another author and get them to write me out."

"Why do you have to threaten? I write stories every week. What is so damned special about you that I need to drop everything to write you into existence?" I asked.

"Because, you started this party. You said, 'Just listen to your inspiration - you've got unlimited stories in there.' You're your own worst enemy, don't you know?" She spit at me.

"Maybe not," I argued. "Maybe I can turn my imagination on and off, to quit listening to it. Maybe I can fill my mind with innocent stories of childhood, from days when people cared about each other and didn't work to get six-pack abs promoting continual sex, or people weren't into how they were 'triggered' by this or that 'offense' all the time. Like when minorities were not over-vocal and so bigoted and intolerant that they didn't care about anyone else around them. Maybe go back to books that were written in the days where older people were respected and sought for their wisdom, when religious books were known to contain the secrets of living successful lives...."

"You know, you talk and think too much." She replied. "Maybe you just don't write enough."

She rose and walked across the oval hooked rug that lay over a polished tongue-and-groove pine floor. Her object was the floor-to-ceiling mahogany-stained bookshelves ahead of her.

"All these books you've collected all your life. Here's the classics you read when you were a kid. 'Lorna Doone' - in 5th grade? You didn't even know it was a romance back then. Moby Dick. Huckleberry Finn. Tom Sawyer. Death and destruction in all of them. Becky Thatcher was sweet on Tom and he didn't even see it. Nowadays, they'd be off in the bushes 'exploring their sensuality' or Tom would be accused of being gay as he wanted to spend all that time with his male friends. Then there is all the symbolism in Huck Finn of a man and a boy of different races alone on a raft in the middle of a river. You've already got tons of stuff you've piled into your unconscious mind to pull from." She caressed the shelves and the titles on them, stroking her fingers across the bindings.

"So how come you can't make time for me?" She turned to face me directly, brows wrinkled, mouth down turned, dark eyes deep and bottomless and staring into my soul.

. . . .

I had to turn away at that point. Too serious.

Go get a snack. Take a walk. Do some chores. Anything but write.

And so I did.

But she came with me. An ear-wig. She knew I had to come back at some point, and I'd sit down at my computer again. When I did, she'd be there. And my hands would type her story, to bring her to life... Or else.

III

"YOU TRICKED ME! YOU worked on spreadsheets so you couldn't hear me!"

The voice shouted in my head. I'd just come in from outside chores with my second mug of coffee. Hadn't even typed anything yet. (No rest for the wicked...)

"You vile, contemptible MAN!"

Still shouting. But I didn't care at this point. Not much anyway. "Listen, lady, what IS your problem?"

"You are my problem. You are the bane of my existence. You are keeping me from living!" She was shrieking at me.

"Maybe, maybe not." I sipped another dark roast honey-sweetened taste again. "Have you ever tried pitching yourself to other authors before me?"

"Hemingway said I was too petulant. Poe said I didn't have enough mystery. Twain confused me with his anecdotes of swinging dead cats - I didn't get the comparison. Stephen King was too busy with all these stories lined up in a queue. And they didn't like me butting in line..." She was calmer, but really was petulant.

"You know, if you were a human, they'd say you were obsessive-compulsive." I said.

"What?!? How would you know if stories were like humans? You have no clue about how and what we are." Almost stomping in my mind, or was that a fist-pounding tantrum?

"Oh, and that's why you came to me because I don't write enough stories to know enough to bring them to life?" I replied.

Quiet for awhile. (A relief for me.)

Calmer: "No, you write a lot. And don't have a lot of stories stacked up waiting for you. So, yes, you do know how to write and publish." Still pouting.

"And if you were human, I'd tell you to take a deep breath and relax." I said.

"What, I mean, how? What good would that do?" She replied.

"Oh, so you can breathe." I said.

"Everything a human can do, we can do. It's not like we are so different. You are in corporal form and I exist in your mind." She replied.

"Well, that's a start. So, take a deep breath and let it out, feel the relaxing replace the tension." I said.

"No. I'm not." She pouted (again.)

"Well, then I'll pick up some fascinating spreadsheets and let you stew until you do." I sipped my coffee again.

And heard the sound of a deep breath being exhaled. But, I still waited.

"Is this better?" She asked.

"Much. Now I can ask you about yourself." I said.

"Wait, you're going to interview me? I thought I was just going to rattle myself off so you could get me born... You're tricking me again. This isn't part of the deal!" She was stomping in my mind, now.

"Hold on! Breathe again - or I'm not going to talk to you at all." I replied.

Another breath - in and out.

"Take another, slowly this time. Feel the relaxation coming in." I said.

Now a slow breath, and a pause.

"Sorry. I've just been here waiting for so long." She said at last.

"I can feel it from here. But if - that's 'IF' - we are going to work together, it's going to be a two-way street. You can't be kicking and stomping and throwing things in my mind. That's not what it's for." I replied.

Another deep breath and a pause.

"Okay." She said.

I took another sip of coffee. Just to make the point. "So what do you want to talk about?"

"Well, the story starts off in a dark and stormy night. But instead of a campfire, we are all gathered in gloomy old house around an ancient stone fireplace, the only heat for that building..."

"Hold on, wait up. That's a fine setting, but not what we need to know to begin." I said.

"You aren't going to tell me how I'm supposed to sound - you are just supposed to type!" Her voice raised a little.

"Let's get some basics in here. First, what can I call you?"

A shocked pause. "Like, my name?"

"Sure. What should I call you?"

Another pause, but warmer. Like she finally met someone who cared. "Joyce."

"Oh that is such a great name. Thanks." I said.

A feeling of surprise and appreciation appeared in my mind.

"Now, Joyce, my name is John, as you know." I took another sip to let all this sink in. She had obviously been mistreated somewhere along the line. Like a pet who only wanted affection but was kicked at or shouted at instead.

"Joyce, every story has a problem. We know you are the core of it. But what is the problem you are trying to solve?" I asked.

She paused at this. "I don't really know how to answer that."

"That's OK. Let's ask it this way - when you wake up in the morning, what is the feeling that comes to you?" I asked.

"What am I still doing in this big bed alone." She replied.

"You want a lover?" I asked.

"I want more than just a roll in the sheets, I want someone to share my life with, and share his life." She sighed.

"So this is a romance, or is there some sort of journey are on as well?" I asked.

"I'm not telling some travelogue - and I'm not some hero out to save the world." She replied.

"Well, tell me what happens when you get out of bed." I said.

"I get dressed, go down and fix myself some breakfast." She replied, a frown in her voice.

"No, I'm sorry. I still don't understand, but it's my fault. I'm not asking you what you want to tell me." I apologized. "Look, you were telling me about that fireplace, the cold night, and the big empty house..." I started.

"Oh, so now we're going back to my storyline. Fine. So much for the problem and my romance. For a second I thought I was going to have some love in my life." Joyce said, pouting.

I took another sip of coffee. This might take longer than I thought. "What do you stories do while you're waiting for an author to come along?"

"We hunt for authors, naturally. We want to get born, to feel alive, to get read, to be retold a dozen ways...." She trailed off, thinking about her lack of a life, no doubt.

"Well, we've got this far. Why did you think you could threaten me with death to get yourself born?" I asked.

"Because I'm a horror story. And that's what horror does to get its way. We terrify people." She replied.

"Are you sure you're a horror story? Maybe you're a detective-thriller." I suggested.

She stopped at that. "What an interesting concept. I never thought that I could tone it down a bit."

"Well, you do catch more flies with honey than vinegar." I said.

"We can leave the gore out of this. Oh, you're probably right. I was standing in the Stephen King line too long, and the Poe stories are downright creepy."

"Is there still a Poe line? He's gone, you know."

"And there are still people doing knockoffs and covering his style as their own. So it's a way to make a living if you're a story. Kinda cheap, if you ask me." Joyce said.

"How is that - you mean you have a choice in how you get written?" I asked.

I could feel the pout coming on. "Of course we do. Haven't you been listening? What do you think writer's block is all about? Writers are refusing to do the work, and so the muses go on strike and we can't get told. So we go elsewhere, greener pastures and all that," she replied.

"Oh, I get it now. So you weren't really serious about killing me..." I suggested.

"But you didn't hear that from me. I've got my reputation to uphold." She answered, turning to face away from me with a frown wrinkling her forehead.

"I won't tell a soul. Now, let's get back to it. A story is a character in a setting with a problem..." I hinted.

"And you may have it wrong. There is a situation, where the main character either rises to the occasion or is defined by his flaws. And it does happen somewhere, or many where's. But it's the situation which is more important." Joyce insisted.

"You're probably right. So what was the situation you were going to tell me earlier?" I asked.

"This bunch of people were around a big fireplace in a drafty house, just trying to warm up on a cold night, then they hear a scream - but the whole house is supposed to be empty..." Joyce started.

"So we have a mystery..."

"No we have a cute-meet for two lovers when they were just trying to find a place to make out." Joyce's sarcasm almost dripped onto my keyboard. "Maybe I should go ahead and give you a heart attack or a perforated ulcer, maybe a slow-festering sore on your behind."

"You don't have to get snippy with me," I said. Then took a deep breath of my own and waited.

"Well?" She asked.

"Well what?" I replied.

"Don't you want to know?"

"Maybe." I said.

"Huh. Some sort of writer you are." Joyce was sulking again.

"OK, you wait there, and I'll go talk to this other story who came to me before you and isn't being so over-dramatic like a spoiled brat." I said.

The silence was golden.

IV

I WENT AHEAD AND WORKED on another story. Or tried to. I lalready had the cover done, and it was fascinating. But I couldn't get Joyce's cover and that conversation out of my head. It was no use. I was hooked into this one somehow. Like I said, ear-wig.

"Joyce?"

No answer.

"Joyce? You there?" I asked.

So I just started typing:

Joyce woke that morning like any morning, another day in hell.

Again, there was no one next to her in bed, but the aches she felt in her heart were now just dull pains. It had been weeks since she'd talked to that young man who got off at the bus stop just before hers. And she knew at the time that she should have followed him, just to strike up a conversation. But that time was gone, and now...

"Hey. Stop that. I'm not like that at all." It was Joyce, finally.

"Welcome back. I thought you had left me high and dry." I replied.

"Not like you didn't deserve it. You can be such a royal pain sometimes," she said.

"Here's a new one for you: 'Takes one to know one.'" I said.

"Oh, that's brilliant."

"True, though. You've been a complete pain ever since you forced yourself on me." I said.

"Forced? FORCED? Hell, if you hadn't ignored me, we could have gotten along just fine." Joyce's bitterness rose in my throat, as if she was living my life inside me.

"Just stop that," I said.

"What, making your gland secrete, your heart race? I can do anything I want in here. Now you're just where I want you. Now we can get something done here." Joyce was triumphant.

Time to kill her off.

I typed:

But that day was gone. As Joyce made her way down the stairs to breakfast, she slipped on the loose rug where the old carpet had come un-tacked. Tripping, she bounced and tumbled down the 14 steps to the hall landing, landing with her robe wide askew and her limbs exposed. Her head on the last step, her robe wadded up around her neck. Blood oozing down the carpet onto the tile foyer floor, thin red worms going nowhere and everywhere.

The last thing she saw through her blurry eyes was that young man from the bus stop as he opened the door with a box in his hand. It was the box she had left on the bus that day. The one with her home address on it.

And then her vision went black just as she tried to think of something to say.

THE END.

And I waited.

"You just think you are so cute." Joyce, petulant again.

"Well, what have you really inspired me to write about, anyway? You said I was going to die, that you wanted some love in your life, and that it was a horror story. So, you died in the most embarrassing way possible, right in front of the one guy you thought of last. Perfect."

"Very funny. 229 words. Throwaway flash fiction. Useless. That isn't a real life. You can't write me like that. I - I - I'll..." Joyce was speechless.

"You'll what? Here's what you get for wasting my time with your spoiled-brat dramatics. I can write you anyway you want. If I get you right, once I write the whole thing out, we're done and if you don't like it, you can get someone else to tell it. But you can't do diddly-squat about it at that point. No contract, no foul. You're done. So there." I sat back and took a long swig of my now-cooled coffee. Then thought it all over and rose to make another pot.

. . . .

1 scoop of coffee. Fill the carafe up with fresh water to the 10-cup line. Pour it in, switch it on. Wait.

"Sorry."

"What is that? Joyce, that you?"

"Yes, it's me," she was actually sorry this time.

"Well, you can wait until my coffee finishes. Then we can talk." I was firm.

Silence reigned supreme, other than the coffee perking and dripping into the glass carafe of the Mr. Coffee knock-off.

Two spoons of honey ladled in and stirred, tinkling the china mug while the dark flavor came to my nose. A hot sip confirmed it. Nothing like coffee, except too much of it. Then my writing went to hell. This was my last, well I did make a full carafe - OK, one more after this and I was done.

A short walk back to my office on the extreme end of the house and I was facing the keyboard again.

"Joyce, you were saying?" I asked in my mind.

"Yes, how can I help you?" she replied.

"Thank you for being so patient." I said.

"You're very welcome. Now can we get on with this? You're driving me nuts." Joyce gritted through her equivalent of teeth.

"So, did you want to start waking up in bed, or at the fireplace?" I asked.

"The hook is the fire place. Two couples, a weekend off. Empty house. A scream upstairs. The lights go out." Joyce dictates.

"And then?" I asked.

"I wake up in bed, thinking I'm at home and no love in my life. Then I realize that this isn't my bed, and I don't remember how I got there," she said.

"Naked?"

"No. You and your 'naked fixation'. This is a cozy mystery/romance. I'm fully dressed under the covers. OK, I did take off my shoes, we won't be gross here with dirt in the sheets. Then I realize it's a huge four-poster bed, not my own. Not my room. It's the house we rented for the weekend.

"So I get up and the floor is freezing cold. But my shoes aren't in the room. My socks are missing as well. I can see my breath in the room, it's so cold. I hustle over to the door and it's locked. But the key has been slid under the door.

"Next, I'm in the hall and calling for the other three people I came with. No answer. I head for the stairs, my feet are starting to feel numb from the cold. But I see my socks and shoes like a trail back down the curving stairs to the main foyer.

"Now, the foyer has a tile floor, so I stop and put on my socks and shoes at the bottom step.

"Then something bounced down the stairs, nearly missing me, stopping at the foot of the stairs. It's one of the saddle-back shoes my dorm-mate was wearing. Turning quickly to see who threw it, there's nothing at the top of the stairs, only a couple of socks and the other shoe sitting on that highest step.

“And... end of Chapter 2.”

"Ok, wait while I catch up to you," I said. "We're going to have to come back and fill in some detail, but we've certainly got a mystery-thriller on our hands."

"Just let me know when you've caught up, I'll be here." Sounds of fingers drumming on a table top. Idle whistling of some old tune out of Dickens' time. A creak of a chair like Joyce was leaning back, waiting. Waiting.

V

JOYCE STARTED ALMOST before I typed the last period.

"Now we do a flashback where I think of that young man on the bus. I got off on the stop before he did and left my box. We were sitting across from each other and exchanged smiles. But I blushed and looked down at my box, then set it on the seat beside me to pull out my smartphone and read a romance novel. The bus zoomed and jerked to a stop, I saw where I was, then jumped up and left. Viewpoint shift as we see him watch me walk up the steps to my old Victorian house, made into a duplex. I rent the walk-up, so have a doorway to the stairs. Security glass, frosted to match the antique original. Details here.

"When I get inside, latching the deadbolt, I put my keys down on the antique side table with a pink marble top. That's when I realize I'd just left the package and it was probably stolen by now. Great. I frown as I take off my coat, scarf, and wool beret, hanging them on the hall tree, and then trudge upstairs to my rooms on the second floor.
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