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        To the rebels out there with a spark inside them, let this be your match.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Creativity is the greatest rebellion.”

        Osho

      

      

      

      
        
        Rebel: noun

        “1. a person who refuses allegiance to, resists, or rises in arms against the government or ruler of his or her country.

        2. a person who resists any authority, control, or tradition.”

        

      

      

      Rebellion has a bad rap. But I believe it’s the greatest gift humanity has. Rebellion is change, it is empowerment and freedom, it’s opinion and growth. Every step forward humanity takes is because one small act of rebellion sparked an idea or an invention or a revolution. Because one brave soul said “I don’t think so,” and found another way.

      The world needs activists and revolutionaries like Emily Pankhurst and Rosa Parks but it also needs the quiet child standing up to her bullies, the employee quitting on principle, the girl shaving her head and dying the spikes blue. Sometimes we need to hear “no,” or “you’re not good enough,” because it lights the fire for us to say “yes,” and “I’ve always been good enough.”

      Rebellion is laced through creativity. Creatives think differently. We are magicians and wizards creating something from nothing. We see beyond, craft new worlds from paper dust and ink.

      I have been inspired, humbled and awed at the rebellions shared in the community. Each one a reminder that we have the power to make our world the way we want it to be. This collection of stories is an examination of rebellion, of morally gray lines and deviant characters. It’s meant to be fun, lighthearted. But beneath the surface lies many questions, where are moral lines? What is right and just? Is it a rebellion if the action is morally just? Are we all really the villains of our own stories?

      My goal with this anthology was to make you laugh, help you escape into the minds of the dubious and irreverent all while experiencing the joy of reading exquisitely told stories. It is an honor and delight to have worked with these deeply talented authors. It would be remiss of me not to thank my critique partner, Helen Jones for helping to read through dozens of stories submitted and help me make the final selections. Thirteen stories—a fitting number, I think—that will take you on a rollercoaster of grumpy witches, literary thieves, terrifying orphans, ghosts, pirates, snarky demons, skull drinking book worms, sociopaths, superheroes, and ex-celebrities. Tales of inspiration and second chances, of empowerment and choices. Each of these stories is utterly unique in its voice, tone and shape and yet, they’re all united by one glorious gift: rebellion.

      

      In rebellion and revolution,

      

      Sacha Black, January 2022

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PEARL’S TEA BY SCOTT WILLIAMSON

          

        

      

    

    
      Pearl had run out of tea.

      Now to any normal, healthy, old age pensioner, running out of tea isn’t a huge problem, they would just pop to the shops and get some more.

      Not Pearl.

      Her knees creaked, her hip ached, and her tits chaffed against her thighs. And that was just standing still. Her popping to the shops days were over. She would make it to the end of the care home drive and pish herself from the effort and pain before being wheeled back inside by one of the care assistants.

      She could, of course, send one of those useless bastard assistants to pick her up some tea bags. Sure. But the tea Pearl drank wasn’t the standard swill drank by the pish-smelling, biscuit-chewing old goats she shared the Helping Hands care home with.

      This tea was different. Special. You couldn’t buy this in a shop. It wasn’t meant for any normal old hag to drink. It was for witches only, and had been keeping Pearl alive for the last three hundred years.

      But now she was down to her last tea bag.

      This was a problem.

      The flimsy off-white kettle in front of Pearl wobbled and clicked as it came to a boil, shouting for attention like a toddler having a tantrum. Hunched against the small kitchen, Pearl watched the steam cover the grubby tiles in drops of moisture. Pearl was more black shawl than woman with a thatch of gray hair framing crooked features, highlighted with an ugly wart on the end of her bent nose. The kitchen unit she used for support was shunted in the corner of the care home’s lounge and supplied never-ending cups of weak tea to its residents.

      Pearl hated using a kettle to make her tea. There was a patience she missed of sitting round a fire with her band of sisters waiting on the water to boil, then ladling out cupfuls of the bubbling liquid to each other. But those days were gone. As were all of her sisters. It seemed in today’s society everyone had to have everything fed to them at a faster and faster rate. They wanted their tea ready now, their food pinged and ready in minutes, and their entertainment fed to them constantly. She had watched patience slowly disappear over the centuries she had been alive—along with her own for the world.

      As the bubbling water settled, Pearl leaned harder on the kitchen unit, trying to take the weight off the pain in her right hip. The useless sack of bones hadn’t stopped hurting since she had rationed herself to one cup of tea a day. Now she stared down her crooked nose at the last bag, the crimson red leaves inside ready to be steeped. Unless she found a replacement source of tea, the pain would only get worse until the relief of death came along and pulled her under to the waiting arms of her sisters. To find a replacement was why she was in this home—wasn’t it?

      Wrapping her two gnarled hands around the kettle handle, she lifted it toward her favorite black teapot. The kettle weighed like it was full of rocks and a spasm shot up her right leg and into her hip from the effort of lifting. A groan escaped her thin lips. Why did her bloody hip hurt from lifting a kettle? Old age could go fuck itself.

      The boiling water caused the tea bag to fizz at the bottom of the pot. She placed the kettle back down as the familiar aroma drifted up to her nose—log fires, nutty ale, and fear. The smell of him. She could still see him now lying out on the floor of the shack they had shared, the whites of his eyes clear and his face slick with sweat. Her heart hammered in her chest at the memory of the blood covering the floor, the sound of the approaching hooves and the orange glow appearing through the window. Back in the good old days when baying mobs would hunt for the likes of her. That day she had slipped the knife into her dress after cutting him open and spoke the words under her breath to collect his blood. The last of which, hundreds of years later, she was about to drink.

      “And on Mid-Morning Today we are going to be talking to a woman who can contact spirits through her lady parts.”

      Pearl flinched, almost knocking over the pot of tea. The memory of her last day with him evaporating at the sound of the voice coming from behind her in the lounge.

      “Thanks, Molly, as if that’s not enough, chef Dino Di Lonzo will make a lovely carbonara for you all to try at home.”

      “Mmm, sounds delicious, Bill.”

      One of the old fuckers had turned the TV on to the inane ramblings of morning entertainment. As usual, they had set the volume to ear-bleeding levels.

      She frowned at the teapot in front of her. The last cup she would drink would be while watching a woman describe summoning demons through her fanny. The sisterhood would be so proud.

      “I love me a bit of Dino,” came a shout from the lounge. The voice was Donna Crabbits’, the care manager for Helping Hands, and its sound was as common and about as welcoming as a worrying cough in the care home.

      With a shaking hand, Pearl placed the chipped lid onto the teapot, sealing the scent of the tea inside. Positioning her twisted black wooden cane into the crook of her elbow, she lifted the pot before turning in stages toward the lounge. The room was a sea of mismatched armchairs, all of them a different color of beige, all of them facing the hypnotizing glow of the television. All except one. Her throne. Black, taller, and undeniably less comfortable than the other chairs around the room, its solid, imposing frame sat off to the side, a small wooden table next to it. On the table, her favorite black cup and saucer waited. Her chair was deliberately pulled away from communicating distance with the rest of the room, but close enough for her to observe through her milky white eyes.

      Pearl was constantly observing the other residents. She needed new tea bags, after all.

      There were only a few bodies to scrutinize this morning. Most of the care home had been taken out for a morning walk in the garden. Pearl had refused, she wasn’t a dog who needed taking outside for her morning shit.

      No, she just needed to sit and have her tea—and pick her next victim.

      As always, Donna had her fat arse plonked on one of the seats reserved for the old and frail. Built like a British Bulldog, top-heavy with a face that was meant for sniffing arseholes, Donna had her short stumpy legs propped up on a stool, her thick white ankles poked out from beneath her blue trousers. The matching blue t-shirt she wore had the Helping Hands logo stitched on its chest—a pair of gentle-looking hands holding the sun. Nothing like the clubs Donna had for fists. Currently, she held a mug of tea in one and a handful of biscuits in the other which were from a tin set on her stomach; a gift brought in for one of the residents no doubt.

      Pearl shuffled toward her seat, the lid of the teapot rattling as she limped toward safety. She could feel Donna’s beady eyes on her as she walked, a comment about her teapot no doubt on the edge of her lips. She was always dropping in comments about the pot. “We don’t really allow junk like that in here as it’s a safety hazard. Why don’t you put it in the bin and use one of our own?”

      “Oh no, dear, this is special to me. I couldn’t throw it away. I’ve had it all my life,” responded Pearl every time.

      And if you touch it, I will rake your fucking eyeballs out.

      Pearl found her seat and dumped the teapot on the table next to her, almost scattering the matching black cup and saucer set on the table. A rattling breath left her lungs as she slumped into her chair. She really couldn’t go on living with this much pain. She needed to make her choice soon.

      She lifted the pot and poured some of the claret liquid into her cup, the scent of burning fires thankfully overpowering the usual stench of pish wafting around the room. Or was the pishy smell coming from her after that walk? Hard to tell these days.

      Puckering her wrinkled lips, Pearl took a loud slurp of the tea. Even after the thousands of cups she had drunk she hadn’t grown tired of this particular flavor.

      Strong. Earthy. Him.

      Is this why she hadn’t found someone else? The fear of replacing this taste?

      Pearl was ready in some ways. Ready to cross the veil and reunite with her sisters. You didn’t live all these years and not suffer. The physical pain wasn’t even the worst part. And that was a persistent bitch. How many hundreds of friends, lovers and pets had she watched die out as she had carried on her march through time? All the so-called important people in her life faded away until they were nothing but a speck in her memory. It had gotten to the stage where Pearl no longer bothered building relationships as the pain of them ending was too much to bear.

      Maybe now was the point where she let time win? It was always going to win, anyway. The sneaky bastard.

      She slipped her hand into the pocket of the top layer of her black shawl and wrapped her hand around the rough jagged surface of a tea bag for what seemed like the hundredth time that day. The tea in her pocket was different to the crimson red tea she drank. This tea wouldn’t keep her alive. The tea leaves felt almost hot beneath the mesh protection of the bag pressing into the tips of her fingers like needles. Pearl knew if she lifted the bag out and inspected the leaves inside, they would be a vicious green and give off a toxic reek. If she dropped the bag into some boiled water, the stench would disappear, replaced by whatever she desired the most to drink at that moment. But with one sip of the irresistible liquid, she would curl up on the floor of the lounge shortly after as her guts fought over which orifice to escape from.

      The thought was morbidly appealing given the slow, excruciating way she was going to go anyway now she had run out of tea. Then again, the poison she held in her hand would have her shitting blood and vomiting up every inch of her insides until her body gave up. A slightly less appealing way to go, although it would give Donna something to clean up.

      The poison had been in her pocket since she walked into Helping Hands care home in search of a victim to replace her source of tea. It should have been easy. A building already full of bodies close to the end, Pearl just had to pick one. But she hadn’t been able to yet, put off by the thought of finding a tea which didn’t mean as much to her as the one currently keeping her alive.

      Pearl eyed the alternatives over the lip of her cup. Besides Donna, they were all potential victims. All of them potential bodies to keep her going. All of them saggy messes.

      Slumped like a sack of potatoes in the hideous wool armchair on her right was Colin. His eyes, as always, raced his jaw to see which would droop the fastest as his false teeth slowly protruded out from behind his lips. It wouldn’t be long until a stain formed on his brown chino’s. Was that really who she wanted to be drinking from to keep her alive? A toothless old man with a bladder problem?

      And then there was Helen. Sat perched on the edge of her seat, immaculately dressed in a tartan skirt, a cream jumper with a set of pearls around her neck and a pompous smile plastered across her face, revealing a good set of teeth. Unusual for in here.

      But then she would have. Apparently, her son John was loaded, which didn’t go unnoticed by Donna. He pranced in here once a month and Donna just about wet her knickers over him. Then the entire home would have to listen to Helen prattle on about her son for hours after his brief visit. “My John does this. My John does that.” Blah, blah, blah. As always, a stupid grin on her face.

      No matter what Helen said, her John had left his mother to live in this beige nightmare.

      Pearl took another sip of tea and returned the cup and saucer to the table by her side. The warm liquid soothed her throat. The familiar effects would kick in once she finished the pot, and she would at least be able to move with less pain. Then she could pick her next victim.

      But first, it was time to wipe the smile from Helen’s face.

      “What you smiling at?” Pearl said.

      Helen kept her eyes plastered on the TV in front of her.

      “So, when did you find out you could speak to the spirits, Mary?” the female presenter said. The presenter’s voice was light and airy and totally inappropriate for talking to someone who thought spirits could speak to her through her front bum. If she had actually known what the spirits were like, then she would know they were more likely to make an appearance out your arsehole.

      “Well, I was at the toilet one morning and just heard a voice,” replied the guest.

      “Isn’t that lovely,” Helen said from the chair opposite Pearl.

      “What? The nutter is saying she can talk to spirits through her fanny,” spat Pearl.

      “It’s always nice to have company.”

      “What, even in your fanny? I suppose. I bet it’s been a while since you had any company down there though, Helen, eh?” Pearl let out a cackle at her joke.

      Colin flinched in his sleep at the sound, returning his teeth to the safety of his mouth. Pearl looked toward Donna for recognition of the joke, but the care manager had nothing but a deep frown on her face as she stuffed another biscuit in her mouth.

      “Did you not feel like a walk this morning, Pearl?” Helen said.

      Pearl shifted in her seat.

      “Yeah, why you not out for a walk?” grunted Donna, spraying biscuit crumbs as she spoke.

      “The cold, Donna, it’s not good for my leg.”

      “I have always found walks to be good for the circulation, Pearl,” Helen said.

      “I bet it doesn’t unclench that arsehole of yours though, you uptight bitch.”

      “Right, that’s it. You’re going out,” Donna said, pulling herself up from her seat causing the biscuit tin that had been clinging to her stomach to clatter to the floor.

      “No, I’m fucking not—”

      Donna’s hulking body loomed over Pearl, blocking out the light in the room. Pearl lurched for her cane ready to strike the woman if she got any closer.

      “Come on. Up and out.”

      “But I’ve not even finished my tea.”

      Donna reached and grabbed the cup and saucer.

      “No!” Pearl lunged forward and swung her cane at Donna, but the care manager just turned her gorilla-sized back and the cane bounced off, causing a shuddering pain to travel down Pearl’s arm.

      Donna stomped away with the pot, cup, and saucer all in one shovel-sized hand, leaving Pearl to sink back into her chair, sucking at mouthfuls of air.

      What had just happened? She had lost the last of her tea. Why hadn’t she savored it? That last cup would have seen her through the night. How was she going to find a replacement if she could barely walk?

      A tut came from across the room.

      Pearl looked up to find Helen’s pretentious smile aimed at her.

      “You bitch!” Spital flew from Pearl’s mouth as she lurched forward again and tried to get to her feet. A pain burned from the top of her right hip down to her toes stuffed inside her black slippers causing another spasm in her leg. She gasped and flopped back down in her seat.

      “Donna, she is in a lot of pain. I think a walk will do her good,” cooed Helen.

      The gargle of liquid disappearing down the plug and dishes clattering into the sink came from the kitchen. Pearl’s chest felt tight, the last of her tea gone. The last of him, gone. Only pain would follow now.

      A misshapen silhouette like a dark storm cloud gathered over Pearl as Donna stepped back to her chair. Pearl looked up at the twisted smile on the woman’s drooping face.

      “Up.”

      “No, please—” Pearl hated how pathetic she sounded. Without her tea, she was nothing but a frail old woman.

      Donna gripped hold of Pearl’s shoulders and hoisted her to her feet like a mother handling a child. Even through the layer upon layer of shawl, Donna’s fingers dug through into Pearl’s paper-thin skin. She bundled Pearl toward the door who didn’t even squirm or fight back, there was no point; she had to conserve her energy.

      “Enjoy your walk, Pearl,” came the sweet call from Helen as Donna led Pearl from the Helping Hands lounge.
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      Like a shuffling shadow, Pearl moved through the hall of the care home. The cane in her left hand tapped on the bare, rough carpet. A scraping followed as she pulled her slab of meat right leg reluctantly after her left. Each step caused her eyes to water and the cup and saucer she held in her hand to rattle—sloshing the cup’s contents toward the rim.

      The earlier walk around the garden had been hell. Even with the couple of mouthfuls of tea, each hobbling step had felt like someone driving a blunt knife through her legs. Two nurses had helped her back into her black throne after one lap outside, her whole body shaking like a shitting dog. The chair was her relief and her prison for the rest of the day. As darkness descended, Pearl watched the surrounding frail be carted off to bed. She conserved her energy for revenge.

      The first part of that revenge was behind the door at the opposite end of the hall—a hall which seemed to grow longer with each fucking step. Was this the last challenge she faced to continue living? A long hallway?

      Oh, how the sisterhood would be proud.

      The hall was dark except for the blurred cracks of light appearing from under the doors to the Helping Hands rooms. The odd cough escaped from behind closed doors as Pearl limped past, some more worrying than others. She recognized that type of cough. Normally a pine box arrived shortly after, along with a group of relatives who had never appeared in these halls prior to the box. The relatives’ faces would be etched with relief at no longer having to fund the care of whoever was being carried out in the coffin.

      Pearl tried to hold the cup of tea in her hand as steady as possible to avoid letting the liquid spill over the sides. Her nose filled with the familiar bouquet of log fires, nutty ale, and fear. The smell of him.

      “Take a sip,” the tea called, “this will dissolve all the pain you feel.”

      And the tea would taste just like the half cup Donna had thrown down the sink this morning. But there would be no relief from the pain. That familiar warm, comforting flavor would quickly sour, replaced with a burning which would have her curled up in a ball on the floor.

      A hiss escaped her mouth as a sharp pain radiated down her leg into her toes. Tea spilled over the edge of the cup onto the saucer as her hand shook. She paused, her head swimming with the desire to lie down.

      Through her blurred vision, she could make out a blue light under the door she struggled toward. Her intended prey was still awake. What would the poison in her hands taste like to her chosen victim? Black tea? Coffee? Whisky? They wouldn’t see what was actually in the cup—a violent bubbling green. Not even Pearl could see that. All she had to do was get the poison in front of her victim’s nose.

      Easier said than done. She blinked away the tears and kept shuffling.

      Pearl’s chest heaved as she finally reached the door, her breath rattling in her lungs. Muffled voices came from the other side, no doubt from a TV. Her victim wouldn’t have guests. Pearl wondered how her prey would taste once drained and made into tea leaves. She wrinkled her nose; the thought wasn’t a pleasant one, but neither was carrying on in this much pain.

      Lifting her walking stick from the crook of her elbow, Pearl gave the door a rap and resisted the compulsion to lean against the door. She was likely to collapse through into the room when the door opened if she did.

      There was a curse and a groan from the other side of the door. Pearl took a deep breath, trying to calm her thumping heart as footsteps approached.

      The door opened inward, and light spilled out from within causing Pearl to squint. The stench of stale food and musty farts followed, and Pearl pushed away the thought of that flavor of tea.

      She blinked until her eyes adjusted to the light and met the eyes of her intended victim.

      “Oh, it’s you. What do you want? Another stroll in the garden?” Donna said, her mouth curled up in a sneer. The buttons of her Helping Hands t-shirt were open, and the collar sagged open, revealing an extra couple of chins Pearl hadn’t had the pleasure of being disgusted by before.

      “I thought—”

      “What’s that? Hot chocolate?”

      Donna’s gaze had already moved from glowering at Pearl, down to the cup in front of her. She licked her lips, grazing at a bit of saliva already caught in the dark hairs of her upper lip. Her normally narrow, hard eyes were wide and never left the poison Pearl held out in her hand.

      “It’s for you. A peace offering.”

      Pearl twisted her face into the most genuine warm smile she could muster. The effort hurt more than her leg.

      Donna looked up from the cup to Pearl’s smile and the desire had gone; replaced by a narrow-eyed mistrust. Who could blame her after all, a witch stood in front of her with a cup full of poison in her hand.

      Pearl forced herself to smile harder, her heart beating inside of her chest as she tried to keep the cup steady. Before she could pass out, Pearl hoped the greed of the woman standing in front of her would take over—it normally did.

      With a grunt, Donna grabbed the cup and saucer from Pearl’s hands and turned back into the room, leaving her door ajar.

      Pearl followed Donna into the room, pressing the door closed behind her, wondering if Donna would taste as bad as the room smelled.
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      Donna didn’t taste as bad as her room had smelled. She tasted worse.

      Pearl placed her teacup back on the saucer and swallowed. The tang of moldy cheese and armpits caught the back of her throat. Three cups in, and she still hadn’t gotten used to the flavor of her new tea. Each mouthful stronger and more disgusting than the last.

      She sat the teacup and saucer down on the side table next to her black throne and eyed the yellow liquid floating in the cup with disdain. It looked like the pish of someone whose liver had given up a while ago. And her body felt more rejuvenated with every sip.

      Sunday afternoons were for visitors and around Pearl the lounge was busy with the Helping Hands residents and their guests. As usual, Pearl had no visitors, but she was happy to sit and people-watch.

      The record player was on and jazz horns floated in and out of the conversations and laughter filling the room. Colin was awake and up dancing with his great granddaughter who had come to visit. She wore a tartan dress with a frilly white collar and stood on Colin’s slippered feet as they danced. Every time Colin swung a leg, they both giggled, and he almost lost his teeth onto the floor.

      The room felt lighter. Even the care assistants were laughing and mingling with the guests. Pearl had overheard one of them comment that Donna had taken her first day off in a long time and it was a relief to have a day off from her.

      Donna would have to take a day off—considering she had been drained and folded into the suitcase under Pearl’s bed.

      It had been a full night’s work getting her there last night. Draining Donna’s body, then carrying through what was left of her, had almost killed Pearl. Only the fuel of a never-ending stream of swearing and the thought of never having to deal with Donna again kept Pearl from collapsing on top of the shriveled carcass of the care home manager. But now she was three cups into the tea made from Donna’s blood and better for it. Her leg no longer moved like a lump of dead meat, and her hip wasn’t throbbing in pain. She could be up dancing by the end of this cup. If she didn’t absolutely fucking hate dancing.

      More importantly, in the next few days, she could stroll out of this waiting room for the dead and back into a world without hideous armchairs and soggy biscuits.

      She just had one more life to ruin first, though.

      A familiar exaggerated laugh came from across the room. It was Helen, sitting bolt upright in her chair, dressed as always in an understated jumper and skirt, pearls at her neck. Sitting to her right, his head buried in his phone, was a man in his fifties who dressed as uptight as his mother. He wore an immaculate pinstripe suit with red socks poking out from the bottom of his trousers and shiny black brogues covering his feet. His slicked-back, suspiciously black hair, failed to cover the bald spot he showed off while checking his phone.

      “Oh, John, that’s so funny! You get your sense of humor from me,” squealed Helen over the record player. As she giggled, her gaze searched the room for others joining in. But her laughter quickly dissolved into a frown as she realized no one was paying her any attention. With Donna no longer around, everyone was having too much fun to give a flying fuck about how funny her John was.

      Helen looked toward Pearl, and their eyes met. Helen’s gaze suggested it was somehow Pearl’s fault no one was paying her any attention. The stuck-up bint was probably right. Pearl broke into a smile with all the warmth of a polar bear’s nipples.

      That’s right, bitch, no one is interested in you or your John’s shitty jokes now.

      Helen didn’t return the smile; she turned away and inched herself closer to the edge of her seat, reaching out a hand to rub John’s arm. But her son paid even less attention to her than the rest of the lounge. His eyes never left his phone, fingers flying across it constantly.

      Pearl kept her eyes on them both as her hand found its way into the pocket of her shawl. The familiar rough texture of a tea bag and the sharp stab of the poisonous leaves within met her searching fingertips. Now that she had used one of the lethal tea bags on Donna, it seemed a shame not to use another. It would be easy enough to pour a cup of something deadly for Helen. She was old and frail after all. If she dropped dead, no one would bat an eyelid. That’s what old people did, wasn’t it? Her own son would probably be relieved, it would save him a trip on a Sunday.

      Pearl thought of the call from Helen as she was being dragged from the lounge yesterday. Enjoy your walk, Pearl. That walk had almost killed her.

      No, poisoning Helen wasn’t the answer. That wouldn’t cause enough pain.

      Pearl leaned forward.

      “John,” she shouted across the din of the lounge.

      John raised his eyes from his phone to meet Pearl’s, his thick dark eyebrows arched in confusion at someone daring to call his name.

      “What do you want?” spat Helen

      “Just wanted to speak to the famous John,” Pearl said with a smile.

      “Ignore her, John, she causes nothing but trouble in here.”

      “Every group needs a rebel,” Pearl said and winked at John.

      A smile played at the edges of John’s lips and he relaxed back in his armchair, letting his phone screen turn black.

      “How can I help?” he said.

      “Oh, laddie, I don’t need any help. I can help you though, I see your own mother hasn’t poured you a cup of something warm.”

      John laughed, revealing a perfect set of white teeth.

      “No, she has not. Have you got something I could have?”

      Pearl hopped to her feet. Thanks to the tea from Donna, her joints moved like someone had smothered them in oil. She lifted the poisonous tea bag from her shawl and smiled at Helen’s son.

      “I have got something special just for you. None of that standard swill you are used to.”
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            LITTLE ORPHAN AGGIE BY KIMBERLY GRYMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Most people look forward to the weekends, but not me.

      Then again, I ain’t like most people. I’m one of those unfortunate souls—a kid without a home, parents, or even a last name.

      I used to have a mom and dad, but Mom died of the fever and Dad decided he wasn’t gonna come home after working the factory one day. After he didn’t come home that night, I taught myself to strike a match to heat some food on the stove and light candles when it got dark. I don’t remember much about our home except that the floors creaked, and it was cold at night.

      One day, when the food was all gone, I remember trudging up the dirt road to our neighbor’s house, Old Lady Gums. I called her that because she didn’t have no teeth. She was nice and fed me a hot meal. Nothing special. Some kind of smashed meat stew with mushed up vegetables. It tasted off, but I remember devouring every bite.

      Anywho, by the time I’d finished eating, the police were standing in front of me, asking all kinds of questions about my mom and dad. They weren’t too happy with my answers because next thing I knew I was being dropped off to live with the nuns at the orphanage.

      Seven years I’ve been living in this ruler-smacking hell hole. Some girls don’t mind it, but other girls—like me—can’t wait to leave. I’m surrounded by cranky nuns and whiny brats. I ain’t complaining too much. There’s a solid roof over my head and half-decent meals three times a day, but still, there’s got to be something better out there. A life where others are doing gratitude chores for me. I hate scrubbing toilets, washing windows, sweeping stairs, and whatever else the nuns think we should do for what they call gratitude-time. What goop came up with “thank you for taking me in and not leaving me on the street” gratitude chores is beyond me.

      For the most part, I can tolerate all that bull. Everyone, young and old, has gotta work for a living, right? What I hate the most about this orphan gig are the what-the-fuck-not-again weekends. Same thing, every weekend.

      Sundays ain’t too bad, they’re just boring as hell. Sister Meredith and Sister Trudy, the two nuns who run this place, make us sit through hours and hours of God-babble during morning mass. After lunch, we’re forced to sit and read Bible verses. Then, without a break, we’re marched to the choral room where we sing hymns like angels for two hours with Sister Trudy. I was just kidding about that singing like angels part. But seriously, by the end of the day, I’m dog-tired from boredom.

      You’d think that was the worst part of my weekend, but nope. It’s Saturdays that I dread. Fucking visitation day.

      You’d think a kid without a mom and dad would be excited to stand tall and look all innocent enough to hustle some new parents. Yeah, well, no one’s buying what I’m selling. I ain’t got the right look that any of those dolled-up wannabe parents are looking for.

      “Her hair is too red. Her hair is too wiry! Doesn’t she own a brush?” are the biggest complaints listed off to me. One woman tried to hide her dismay by covering her mouth with one hand as she told her husband, “Her face is awfully long.”

      People with long faces still have ears that work, was what I wanted to say, but I held back. No need to get in trouble with the sisters when I can help it.

      I’ve gotten good at rolling my eyes and ignoring the hurtful things said to my face, except there was that one time. This one broad pushed me the wrong way and I pushed back. It was about a month ago, when this lady and her husband showed up right before Sister T was about to lock the doors. Visitation day was practically over! Yet, the sisters let this lady and her fancy husband inside. She was fancy too, in her green satin dress trimmed with lace. I swear her shoulder poofs were the poofiest I’d ever seen on an Edwardian dress.

      Oh, I read those fashion magazines, all right. The gardener sneaks one in every now and then for us girls to browse. It doesn’t cost her more than five cents, so no skin off my back.

      Anywho, this pompous Miss Look-At-Me-I’m-So-Rich was making her way down the line. Her blonde hair pinned up with a miniature top hat set on her head, white feathers sticking out the side. The man had a white shirt, black vest, and a long matching dress coat. I couldn’t help but stare at his top hat and cane as he followed his wife around the room.

      I’d immediately known this lady and her gent weren’t going to be my new mommy and daddy, but I stood tall and smiled anyway. I could hear her scrutinizing each girl as she moved from girl to girl, down the line. When I snuck a quick glance, I saw her looking through a monocle that hung from a chain around her neck.

      Seriously, I thought. She needs a magnifying glass to get an up close and personal detailed inspection. Sheesh, I kind of feel bad for the hubby. This lady screams high-maintenance.

      When her scowl and beady eyes landed on me, I was ready for the onslaught of insults. There was nothing she could say that I hadn’t already heard, but to my surprise, that richey-rich bitch turned to her husband and said, “No-no, this one won’t do. She’ll produce the most hideous grandchildren.”

      Well, I sure as hell wasn’t expecting that and she wasn’t expecting the kick to her shin. That cost me a week in isolation, but it was worth it because I’d be locked up until the following Sunday. Meaning my ass ain’t lining up for any insults come the next visitation day.

      But my isolation is over, and here I am getting ready for another fucking day of being scrutinized for things I have no control over. I am who I am.

      “Come, come girls. Find your best dress and put on your happy faces,” I hear Sister Meredith announce. Her wooden cane bangs the stone floor with a rhythmic thump, thump, thump as she marches the halls of the orphanage.

      “Can’t they just show them our files, you know with our pictures, and let us be?” I say to Gerti, the closest person I’ve got to a best friend in this place.

      Gerti’s one good eye looks at me from across the top of her cot. “Just fix your blanket straight and play nice. Can you do that? It ain’t no fun when you’re locked up.”

      Gerti means well, and we weren’t always the closest of friends. Right after I’d arrived here, somebody donated a bag full of new clothes for us girls. Sister Meredith told everyone to pick one new dress from the pile and to keep it clean for visitation day. I found a pretty red dress. It was too big, but I was determined to make it work while I grew into it. Gerti was quick to snatch my new dress from me. “Thanks, this’ll look nice on me.” Yeah, I was upset about my dress, but it was also the first time I’d really gotten a good look at Gerti’s face, and that in itself had distracted me from wanting my dress back.

      “Whatcha staring at, you little shit!” Gerti, who was a foot taller than me, shoved me hard against the stone wall.

      “What the hell’s wrong with your eye?” I asked. Thinking back, I probably shouldn’t have been so blunt, but being subtle or polite ain’t my thing.

      “You talk’n to me?”

      “Ah, yeah.” Ten-year-old me wasn’t the brightest back then either. “Why’s one eye looking over there and your other eye looking at me? Is that a trick or somethin’?” The blow that came from Gerti’s right fist caught me off guard and I landed on my ass, black spots speckling my vision. Before I could react, Sister Trudy, our choral teacher, rushed over and escorted Gerti away. I was taken to the infirmary.

      Later that night, after everyone went to sleep, I snuck over to Gerti’s cot and held a butter knife to her throat. She tried to scramble free, but I pressed the dull blade harder to her skin. “Listen here, I know I’m new and all but I ain’t one of those little shits you can push around. I just want to be left alone. Maybe I’ll find a new home, maybe I won’t, but in the meantime, I don’t need any more black eyes from you. Got me?”

      The windows in the orphanage are crap. Old and dingy, they barely let in sunlight during the day let alone moonlight at night. I was close enough to Gerti’s face to see her narrow her eyes. She lay silent for a long moment before nodding. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Just get the hell off me.”

      “And I want my dress back,” I added between gritted teeth.

      “Yea, sure. Just get off me!” Gerti yelled in a hushed tone. Neither of us wanted to wake the sisters.

      I shushed her while slowly lifting the butter knife from her throat. Not wanting to lose the knife, I tucked it into my belt. “That’s a pretty nice right hook you got there. Maybe you could teach me one day?” It was the best peace offering I could muster.





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/logo-solo-colour.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/picture1.jpg





OEBPS/images/sacha-black-ebook.jpg
, &ACHA BLACF(





