
  
    [image: The Apple Tart of Eden]
  


  
    
      The Apple Tart of Eden

      a Deities Anonymous story

    

    
      
        M. L. Buchman

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Buchmann Bookworks, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sign up for M. L. Buchman’s newsletter today

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        and receive:

        Release News

        Free Short Stories

        a Free book

      

        

      
        Get your free book today. Do it now.

        free-book.mlbuchman.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The pounding in the back of the deli echoed the pounding in Anne’s head. Retired gods and goddesses weren’t supposed to get colds, but this one had certainly slammed their household. She and Joshua had finally closed up the deli and retreated to their upstairs apartment, because there were limits after all—even if she was the one who always had to set them.

      But tomorrow was Rosh Hashanah and a Jewish deli couldn’t be closed for the Jewish New Year.

      She rubbed at her aching forehead, surprised as always not to find her crown there. She hadn’t worn the thing in over two millennia, and still she missed it. There were times she wished she’d kept it, but it had been much more satisfying to heave it in Zeus’ face when she’d dumped his sorry behind. After all, it wasn’t being married to him that had made her the Mother Goddess Hera; that had been by divine right from Mom and Dad. Well, Mom anyway. Dad had been something of a jerk as well. Why do we always marry in our father’s image? Pointless path that she wasn’t going to think about again…until next time.

      After booting Zeus and his latest gaggle of sycophantic nymphs off Mount Olympus, Hera had played around a bit, but ultimately moved in with the One God.

      She only regretted doing so whenever he was sick—Joshua could be such qvetch when he was ill. Oy vey, did that man know how to complain. But he was a sweetie at heart.

      Anne moved the hands of the plastic clock-sign on the front door to announce they were opening again at noon. Six hours would be plenty of time to set everything to rights. Normally she could do it faster, but it was her first day back on her feet and she wasn’t feeling any too quick about it.

      She’d started going by “Anne”—the French form of Hannah, which was close enough, but not too close to Hera—shortly after they’d opened a nice Jewish deli out in the countryside not far from Paris. They rode out the Crusades right through the Dark Ages and the Age of Exploration there. Louis had built Versailles nearby and he often stopped in for a cuppa and a piece of rugelach. She’d loved France, but the bloody revolution had been too reminiscent of the testosterone-poisoned Spartans for her taste.

      Seattle was a nice change. A little rustic at first, but it had very few wars and even fewer guillotines.

      Joshua was still down with the cold—indulging his sniffles as if he was a mortal and his life was ending—but Anne had come down to the deli to tend to the things that couldn’t wait. Without much hope she told her lingering headache to please go away because she couldn’t face taking another pill or one more swallow some sickly sweet syrup—Nyquil was so completely not the nectar of the Gods.

      The cool morning glittered beyond the rain-washed windows. The trees of Ravenna Boulevard had soaked up all of the Seattle sunshine they were going to receive for a while, and were now contemplating the long rains of fall. That reminded her, Persephone soon would be returning to her winter home as Queen of the Underworld beside that old letch Pluto. Anne really must remember to go visit her before she went back to Hades for the winter—snowbirding was fine, but Pluto kept the thermostat far too high for Anne’s taste.

      The pounding against the back room delivery door started again; she’d forgotten about it. There was a desperate need for coffee, so she quickly started a pot as she crossed behind the long glassed-in case that would soon be brimming with potato salad, knishes, carrot cake, and other Jewish delicacies.

      “I’m coming. I’m coming,” she shouted out and then wished she hadn’t when her headache swelled to proportions she’d thought only Zeus could ever produce. Maybe she should go back to bed.

      Past the pickle barrel, which her nose was still too stuffed up to smell, and through the swinging doors into the back storeroom which swooshed back and forth behind her.

      She unbolted the rear delivery door…but there was no one there. No one driving away up or down the narrow alley. The backyards of houses, parked cars, the deli’s Dumpster and recycle bins. The alley was empty except for Myrtle Thomas who waved a greeting as she raced the engine on her Toyota Corolla. She might look like everyone’s favorite granny, but she drove with all the panache of Apollo racing his chariot across the heavens and far more style.

      Inside the deli, the banging continued.

      Anne traced it to behind a pile of boxes a few steps along the kitchen’s rear wall. She unstacked several cases of sauerkraut, another of #10 cans of beets, and several cases of those little plastic knives for when customers wanted their bagel and cream cheese to go.

      Behind all of those she unearthed a small door, half the size of a normal one. It looked to be carved of a single great slab of wood. She ran a quick hand over the rough surface. Applewood? This hadn’t been here before. At least not that she could recall.

      The beating on the other side continued.

      Rather than a knob or a lock, there was simply a handle carved right into the wood.

      She pulled on it.

      The miniature door swung open and sunlight flooded into the deli’s kitchen and storeroom. Sunlight wrapped in the smells of the harvest. Apple and pear, hazelnut and pomegranate swept into the kitchen and danced merrily in the corners. The sun from this door had an entirely different quality than the wet glitter of the Seattle sunshine. It washed away her headache and the last of her chills.

      What in Hade—

      “About time,” a gruff voice snarled from beyond the threshold. A small man sat cross-legged on the dirt, rubbing at his knuckles as if to see whether or not they had been damaged by his prolonged beating on the door. He was perhaps the leanest man she’d ever seen: narrow-faced, arms and legs so thin they were almost vestigial. He was dirty and wore only a ragged loin cloth made of…goodness, scales. It looked quite uncomfortable.

      His eyes traveled up and down her body, dwelling overlong at her chest. “Nice,” he mumbled to himself. “Old Joshua finally caught himself a cute one.”

      “Cute? I’m not cute.” As the Goddess Hera she’d been known for being one of the three great beauties of Grecian lore. She’d have been known as the one great beauty if Aphrodite hadn’t blatantly bribed the contest judge Paris with the promise of bedding Helen of Troy. The fact that he’d turned down Hera’s gift to be king of all Europe and Asia only proved how ill-chosen he was as a judge. To add insult to injury, it had been her husband Zeus who had chosen the young prat as judge in the first place.

      Of course she couldn’t say any of that to this wizened stranger.

      “Cute,” the old man insisted. “Bet you’re even cuter out of those clothes. Care to prove me wrong?”

      “Care to get kicked?”

      “Not really,” he grimaced. “I get that quite enough as it is.”

      “I’m so surprised.”

      He leered once more, but it didn’t carry to his voice, “You showed your breasts enough to marble carvers and painters over the years. Why not me?” Instead he sounded sullen.

      “Most of them were just making it up. The only ones who—” Anne breathed in sharply. Her vanity as a young goddess had led her to pose early on for hundreds of statues and paintings of the Goddess Hera. But Anne, wife of Joshua, was a far more discreet woman. There wasn’t a single authentic depiction of her more mature years. “Wait! You know who I really am?”

      “Aw, get a clue, sweet cheeks. Joshua and I go way back. Where is the lucky wretch who gets to squeeze these apples?” He made grab-and-squeeze motions toward her chest.

      Anne was on the verge of slamming the door in his face, but then she caught another whiff of the harvest-scented air through the low frame. Birds sang and cooed there. Even though it shared a wall with the normal-sized delivery entrance, it opened onto a much more vibrant world. One she didn’t recognize.

      Beyond the narrow path of dust on which the little old man sat, lush growth flourished beneath a bright sun. It wasn’t hot on her sandaled toes, but just ever so pleasantly warm. Her feet hadn’t been properly warm since she’d departed Greece and left it to those callous Roman louts. Anne knew that she and hers hadn’t exactly been models of decorum, but the Roman gods were truly cads.

      “He’s sick,” though she’d roust Joshua soon despite his whining. They had a deli to run and now this little man to deal with.

      “Well, if he wants his delivery, he’d better show up soon. They’re ripe now.”

      “What are? I can take the delivery.”

      “No, lady, you can’t.”

      Then he reached out a thin hand, shot a final leer at her, and pulled the applewood door shut. It slammed into place with a surprising amount of force. She tried to pull it open, she hadn’t bent down to see farther through the low door and now regretted the missed opportunity.

      It wouldn’t budge.
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