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I try to be terrible whenever I can . . . 

This was supposed to be a lot different, not the kind of thing that it is, that it’ll turn out to be.  It was supposed to be one of those flighty fluffy romances everyone gags over because it has something to do with love.  But I’m not sure anymore.  Maybe I knew about love at some moment in my demented past.  Enough love stories have been told and written throughout the ages.  Man and woman fall forever in love and live happily ever after in a great big palace on a remote, fairy-tale island. 

The end. 

That’s how it was supposed to start.

Women (are you listening men?) know more about love and how important it is, the reason we cry as much as we do, why we get so emotional, sensitive, and make such a big deal about it.  Get the picture?  

Good.

The world of relationships, as everyone knows, is rocky and disastrous at best.  We know what we’ve been through.  Right, ladies?  (Not to exclude the opposite sex, but hey!)  We can all relate.

So I made a rule, something to help me get through the hard times.  Something to live by.  My new philosophy in dealing with love is this: 

I try to be terrible whenever I can.  

Don’t get me wrong, I try to be kind, too.  But sometimes, you have to be terrible.  You have to make it horrifying.  That’s the trade-off.

Rayleigh, I tell myself.  (I know . . . long name for just two syllables.  Thanks, Mom.)  Rayleigh Angelica Thorn, you miserable girl, why do you have to be so mean to them?  Do you really have to do that much damage?  

“Yes,” I say to myself (Some people say answering yourself is a sign of lunacy.  “Talking to yourself?” they say.  “Yes,” I say.  “Just don’t answer yourself,” they say.  “Screw you,” I want to say, but I decide against it.  I’m in my thirties now, and the way I see it is: If you can’t answer yourself, then why did you ask yourself the fucking question in the first place?)

I would like to say this, but I haven’t mustered up the courage yet.

Someday.  

I’m glad I’m a woman.  I know my femininity.  In this day and age, you have to be strong, but you also have to know when to act like a lady, too.  I see gruff, hard women out there, and it makes me cringe.  I don’t want to be that way.  I see women who act more like men than men do, and I wonder what those men see in those kinds of women.  I wonder about men who act more like women and what women see in them.  Times are a-changing.

We’re switching roles.

I’m still looking for my knight, my prince, my stallion, my steed.  (Make of that what you will.)  I need to be a lady in order to attract him.  That’s better than the bad-ass bitch stories you see nowadays: sweaty women with AK-47s killing everybody and the spineless (ironically feminine) men who are at their beck and call.  I can’t help but roll my eyes.  Women save the day in modern movies now.  The movement is alive in pop culture.  There’s no room for men.  Chivalry is over.  They had their chance, and they blew it.  

So when the wrong men come around, I try to be terrible.

I try to make it horrifying.

It comes with a sense of power, force, and dominance.  I attribute that to my parents.

Mom and Dad are both dark-haired beauties.  I love them both, and—I admit—I’m Daddy’s little girl.  He’s tall and handsome.  People say I look like him, and I wonder what they mean.  Do I look like a man, or do I simply look like my father?  Thank God I didn’t get his height because I’d be a monster.  

I’m that anyway . . .

Mom will be Mom with her tidbits of advice.  More like a barrel.  Barrels of advice doth my mother emit, and I nod in all the right places, “I know, Mom.”  “Yes, Mom.”  “Okay, Mom.  I hear you.  Yes, of course, I’m listening, Mother.  I’m standing right next to you, for God’s sake.  Get your elbows out of my eyes!”

But I love them.  Daddy’s an associate at Knopf and Holdburg.  They specialize in men’s fashion.  He has always believed in looking smartly dressed, and there’s never an occasion when it isn’t appropriate to dress nicely in my family.  Knopf and Holdburg have been around since the early thirties.  Joseph Knopf and Lance Holdburg founded the business in Chicago in 1932, and they steam-rolled into the world of men’s fashion from that day forward.  There are branches in Denver, Minneapolis, and San Diego.

Daddy (that’s Rex Michael Thorn) started early and worked his way up, designing his own suits to add to the Knopf and Holdburg collection.  I always thought men’s fashion funny because there are so many different names for suits when, to me, they all look roughly the same.  I stopped keeping track years ago.  I told Daddy once that all suits looked the same except for the color, and he almost started crying.

Mom (that’s Dorothy Willamina Thorn—boy, did I rib her for that one!) is a stay at home Mom who keeps the house clean, works in the yard, and is a phenomenal cook.  It’s one of her hobbies.  Theirs is a partnership that has lasted thirty-seven years.  I don’t know how they do it.

Rayleigh Thorn went to Colorado State University, majoring in English, but she only made it to her sophomore year.  I own my own bookstore now called The Broken Spine.  I specialize in horror and speculative fiction.  A monster painted on the glass is ripping a paperback to shreds.  It’s a dark bookstore, and I have some interesting clientele.  I pride myself on being unique.  In this dark, underground world we live in, I need the added reminder.  It lets me know that worse things in the world exist, and the things I enjoy don’t scratch the surface compared to the horrors of modern day.  

The Broken Spine is on the corner of Broadway and Ellsworth.  In Denver, it does fairly well.  It would collapse in a smaller community.

I like being close to Mom and Dad, though.  They live a mile away is all.  But there’s something inside calling for a small town—just for the experience.  I don’t know, though.  I think I’d miss the city too much.

Mom thinks it’s one of her failings that I like ‘dark things.’  She comments on it all the time.  “Why are you so dark, Ray?”  “Well,” I say, “you’re dark with dark hair and dark eyes, and daaaddy has dark hair and dark eyes.  Thus I came out, looking quite similar, and here I am.  Ta-dah!”

She shakes her head and rolls her eyes.  It’s a game we play.

“Really, Ray.  Why do you like dark things?”

How am I supposed to know?  It just happened.  It chose me.  I tell her this, but she doesn’t bite, so I shrug.

I wonder if that’s part of being a monster.  I have gone through life being unequivocally wicked.  I appreciate wickedness, and I appreciate those who are equally wicked.  Not wicked in the sense of malice and evil, but wicked in the urchin sense, the playful demon . . . the ghost of a child.  

So, I thought, who is ever going to like a dark, demon, ghostly girl like me?

(That’s how it was supposed to start.)

But you’re beautiful, Ray, says my alter ego.  You don’t give yourself enough credit.  Look at you standing there with your tight jeans, your snug ruby sweater.  Look how lustrous, long, and thick your black hair is.  Look at those beautiful dark eyes.

And you have enchanting skin, skin like marble cream.  Don’t you see how luscious and full those red lips are?  How sculpted that nose?  You have been blessed with a womanly package, girl, and I must say, you are mesmerizing!  You see the way people look at you, whether you want them to or not.  You’re a lonely girl, and that’s okay; you’ve always been a lonely girl—those days as a child—time spent alone.  You are and always have been an enigma to yourself.  You doubt your own beauty.  And you are capable of so much more!

I try to be optimistic whenever I can, too, but it’s usually just wishful thinking.  

That’s what you tell yourself.  There’s a Natalie Merchant song about it.  You wait your whole life to grow up, to be pretty, or hope to be.  But you don’t always see yourself that way, and I just never thought . . . 

Never thought . . .

Never thought what?

Rayleigh Angelica Thorn has fallen.  She’s just a woman in the slam and drill of everyday life.  Rayleigh Thorn has ceased to exist.  She has so much to learn about abundance and care.  

Goodnight, sweet prince.  You were never mean to be anyway . . . 

Voices follow me into the dark.  Demons lurk around every corner, and all of them are men.  They’re chuckling like mad, trying to drive me insane.

I think it’s working. 

So, love isn’t my strong suit.  Who cares?  I don’t know a whole lot about it anyway.  Who does?  I love my mother and father, my bookstore, my cat, Junky, and the patrons I have, but I’ve never loved anything else.  I guess that makes me selfish.  But I still hope for love, the unconditional, easily forgiving kind.  The kind you dream about in those flighty, fluffy paperback romances. 

That’s how this was supposed to start . . .

—
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He was blond with green eyes and cute as hell.  His name was Ricky Bradford, and he was in my sixth-grade class.  I was eleven, close to twelve.  I loved the bashful bit, still do.  But I like them strong and in control.  At least, nowadays.  Strong and in control isn’t something you run across much these days.  It’s 2011 already!  Women are becoming more successful than men.  Men are becoming like women, dressing in their clothes.  Just be you, whoever that is, but don’t be afraid of it.  This is all live television anyway!

The secret is they know what they want.  They want you.  You know that’s what they want, but you don’t want them.  At least not yet.  It’s a game.  Even then, in the sixth grade, you’re playing the game.  It’s a fun game, exciting, and has lots of rewards.  But it’s still just a game.

“Can I walk you home?” he asked.

I smiled, looking at him, Ricky Bradford, green eyes, cute as hell.  He was trembling, nervous, bright red in the cheeks.  His heart was hammering in his chest a million miles an hour . . . or so I thought.  He was wearing a Def Leppard t-shirt and faded jeans.  His hair was long and wavy.  Even then, I knew what I liked, and I liked music and boys who liked music.  I liked boys who liked rock-and-roll music.  

I smiled wider.  “Yeah, you can walk home,” I said.  “If you want.” 

Prepubescent love affair!  That first real challenge of a girl still trying to get her teeth to grow in straight, her wardrobe up on the times.  It was nothing more than jeans and jean jackets then, unlaced tennis shoes.  That would be the style throughout middle and high school, and I would don it like a plastic rebel.  My parents hated that phase, but girls will be girls.  It made Daddy furious because he based his whole life on looking smartly dressed.  Here was his only daughter in heavy metal t-shirts and torn jeans, and he was at the height of fashion.

Ricky took my books, that gentleman, and we left the elementary school and walked out into the cool sunshine of October 1988.  We walked across the parking lot, and he kept trying to think of something to say.  He would look at me and smile, and I would look at him and play coy, and he would look at me and smile again.  

“So, you like music?” he asked.

I nodded.  

“Who’s your favorite band?”

“Van Halen,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s cool,” he said.  “Eddie’s a wicked guitar player.”

“Yeah.  Do you play the guitar?”

He nodded.  “Yeah.  But I just barely started.  I try to play every chance I get, though.  I skip homework to jam.”

“You’ll be better than Eddie someday.  You’ll be a rock-and-roll star.”

He blushed madly, smiling as I petted his ego.  I already liked him and wanted to kiss him.  I’d kissed boys before, that silly, playful, ‘Oh my god, I’m doing something Mommy and Daddy would be very upset about.’  And that, of course, made me want to do it even more.  But I’d never kissed a boy before, not really kissed him, if you know what I mean.  And I wanted to kiss this boy.  

I took his hand, which sent another shiver through him . . . or so I hoped.  It was damp from being nervous, but so was mine.

“You wanna go steady with me, Rayleigh?” he asked.

I nodded vigorously.  “Uh-huh.”

“Cool,” he said.  

We didn’t say much.  We were, in all aspects, enjoying this lovely, immature relationship in its very early stages.  It’s funny to think about how it takes control of you, how it makes all the sense in the world and none at the same time.  It’s like the notes you pass in class: Will you go out with me?  Check box ‘yes’ or ‘no.’  And we thought we were so clever then!

I see through the eyes of a woman.  

I thought this, even then, back in the sixth grade, holding Ricky Bradford’s hand as he walked me home.  

We lived in Louisville then, a small town east of Boulder, though Dad still had to make the half-hour commute to Denver for work.  

“Nice out,” Ricky said, looking at the sky.  

It was nice out, balmy and wet.  October made its presence felt.  Leaves were changing, but the grass was still damp and green.  

Some boys had gotten together for a football game after school.  They were in the grassy field to our right.  Cars and trucks moved in and out of the lot with parents behind the wheels.  The bus was still waiting for other kids to board it.  I was glad I didn’t live far from Louisville Elementary School.  I hated Mom and Dad picking me up, and I would rather walk ten miles to school than ride in the Big Yellow Missile.  I always imagined it skidding off a bridge or over a cliff, even though there weren’t any bridges or cliffs in Louisville that I was aware of.  The bus, to me, seemed like a giant, raucous deathtrap.

“Do you want to walk through the field?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said, gripping his hand.  

So immature, so ready to believe Ricky would be with me forever!  I already had it going through my mind: wedding dress, Ricky looking smart and handsome in a tuxedo, his hair in a ponytail.  We would go on tour together!  I’d string and tune his guitars.  It would be everything a rock-and-roll girl could ever dream of!  

“I’ve wanted to ask you out for a long time, Rayleigh,” he said, staring straight ahead.  

Looking back, you tell yourself you were never that small, that immature.  Yes, you can see yourself growing, getting mature, but looking back, you think to yourself, Even way back then, I was a pretty cool kid.  A little disturbed and emotionally over-wrought maybe, but still a pretty cool kid.

“I’m glad you did,” I said, turning toward him. 

Prepubescent love affair!  How romantic you are!  Where did all that innocence go?  Is that what made it special?  The best love, the truest love was then and not now?  I wondered if that’s what life was trying to tell me.

This is the feeling that should take you through life.  If you remember this, you’ll be on the right track.  If it’s not like this later, even when the innocence is gone, then it’s not the perfect romance you’d hoped it would be.  

We walked through the fields of high, wet grass.  My tennis shoes were damp.  My toes were cold, but I didn’t care.  This was my first real love, the one I would look back on and compare to every other relationship afterward.  

Ricky stopped and looked at the sky.  Clouds gathered, and it was darker.  The smell of wood-smoke hung in the air, autumn wet leaves.  The wind picked up.  In the distance, I could see the back porches of several houses.  Other than this, and the school behind us, we were alone.  

“I want to kiss you,” he said, looking at me.  “I know that sounds stupid, but I do.  Would you let me kiss you before I go, Rayleigh?”

I smiled again, my heart beating fast.  Kiss?  Yeah?  Really?  Sure.  A kiss would be nice.  

I nodded, and he leaned in.  I closed my eyes, suddenly burped, putting a hand over my mouth.  I widened my eyes.  Ricky widened his eyes wide, blushed, and laughed.

“You okay?”

I tasted my lunch.  

“What?” he asked.

I shook my head, embarrassed, eyes still wide.

“What?” he said, laughing.

“I had a hamburger for lunch,” I said, my hand over my mouth.  I could still taste the mustard.  I needed a stick of Doublemint gum, a cinnamon bear, anything.

“I had a hamburger, too.  I can still taste the mustard and pickles,” he said.

I laughed.  It was perfect.  I took my hand from my mouth, and he moved in, taking the opportunity.  It caught me by surprise.  I almost fell over, losing my balance in the wet grass, getting mud on my jeans.  Explain that to Mother!  

My heart revved in my chest, soft lips pressing against my own!  It was danger danger danger!—in red warning lights, and I loved every second of it! 

I regained my composure and leaned into him.  My arms went up and behind his head.  It was a beautiful surprise—the moment—as if you’d jumped the highest hurdle in your life.  I felt like I’d lost my virginity. 

His mouth opened, and I wondered how many girls Ricky had kissed before me.  I felt his tongue, warm and moist, making little circles around my own.

Mommy, Mommy!  Guess what?  I just had my first French kiss!  Isn’t that magical!  Isn’t that divine?  “Of course, Ray.  We knew you would.  You’re turning into a woman.  Now go put on your sexiest black dress and take him!”

After several long seconds (Minutes?  It was hard to tell), Ricky pulled away and smiled.

“You taste like a hamburger,” he said.

I laughed and swatted his arm.  He took my hand and led me home, and we promised to do the same thing tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that.  I gave him my phone number, and he beamed, putting it in his pocket.

“Call me,” I said.

“I will,” he said.  “Here’s your books.”

I took them, smiled, and turned to my house, a small, red-brick structure on the corner of Roosevelt Street.  In Louisville, every street seemed named after a president.  My mom met me at the door, thinner, younger then.

“Who was that?” she asked, suspiciously.

“That was Ricky Bradford,” I said.  “He’s gonna be a rock-and-roll star.  We’re going on tour together.”

—
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“Rayleigh?”

It was a good memory.  Obviously, I never went on tour, and I have no idea what ever happened to Ricky Bradford.  

Sure, you do.  You know . . . 

I never saw him on MTV, so who knows?  Maybe he went on to bigger and better things.

“Rayleigh?”

My mom hounded me, of course, like she always did.  “You’re too young to have boys walk you home!”

“Would you rather girls walked me home?”  Putting some emphasis into it, so she’d know what I was talking about.  Yes, I was a pain in the ass even then.

“Rayleigh!”

I stumble back and almost split my head on the shelves behind me.  I had been leaning on the counter a moment before, daydreaming.  Junky, the black cat and sole proprietor of The Broken Spine, leaps to the floor and disappears around a stack of books I haven’t organized yet.  I blink my eyes, and everything comes into focus: the shelves and shelves of fiction, Broadway and the cars going by on the street outside the window, fliers posting readings and upcoming events and classes in literature.  

Pug is standing in front of me, one of my sixteen-year-old regulars.  He’s a nice kid but a little creepy.  He reminds me of Uriah Heap with his slippery hands and unctuous skin.  He’s a shorter and darker version of Uriah Heap.  But he’s a good kid.  He’s dressed in baggy black jeans, a silver chain for a belt, and shredded, disintegrating shoes.  I wonder how he keeps from getting lost in his clothes.  His white t-shirt is four sizes too big for him, some bright red/orange, fiery, dragon-like Chinese thing on the front.  Rows of silver hoop earrings adorn each ear.  He’s wearing black eyeliner with black, horned–rimmed glasses, which are, for whatever reason, back in fashion.  Looking like a Gothic dweeb is cool.  His forearms are covered in black leather and silver bracelets.  A silver cross (he isn’t religious) dangles from a chain, resting in the V of his throat.  His hair is a mat of greasy, spiky black, and he’s oozing some kind of odor like cologne, bacon, and cigarettes.

I look at him, blink, blink again, and the world is suddenly around me.  I have focus.  The memory of Ricky Bradford is a distant dream.  Why was I thinking about him anyway?  I haven’t thought about him in years. 

“Jesus, Ray,” he says, somewhat offended.  His voice is indignant and squeaky.  I try not to make fun of him.  “I’ve been trying to get your attention for over an hour.”

I know this isn’t true, no more than a few minutes, but he likes to exaggerate, and he likes me to let him.

“Sorry,” I say.  “I was thinking.”

“Must have been something fierce,” he says.  “Where did you go, Neverland?”

“Something like that,” I say.  “What do you want, Pug?”

“I’m looking for some H.P. Lovecraft.  I can’t find him anywhere.”

“Guy came in yesterday and bought me out.”

“What?”

I raise my eyebrows and cross my arms.  Pug is a good kid, but he can be pushy and a little irritating sometimes.

“Yes-ter-day,” I say, explaining it to him.  “That would be the day before today.  A tall guy came in, probably late thirties, very quiet and polite, walked over to the horror section . . . that’s right over there, just on the other side of science fiction.”  I point in the appropriate direction.  “He walked right over there.  Didn’t take more than six or seven steps.  Just marched right over . . .”  I pause.  “Should I tell you what he was wearing?”

Pug is burning.  His face is red, and he’s looking at me as if he wants to set my bra on fire.

“He was wearing—” I go on.

“Okay, okay!  Christ!”

But I can’t resist: “—a pretty nice jacket and jeans, and he grabbed every Lovecraft on the shelf.  My kind of buyer.”

“Okay, Rayleigh!  Okay!  Christ!  Jesus!  Ask a girl a question, you get her life story!”

“Remember that when you sign for the check,” I say.

He looks at me, confused.  “What?”

“Nothing,” I say.  “If you need help finding some other stuff, Pug, just let me know.”

“Okay.  Damnit.  I’d been waiting for the money to buy those Lovecrafts, and when I finally get it, some big shot lawyer comes in and takes every one.  What a bastard!”

I can’t help but laugh because the impatience of youth is always funny to me.  They think the world should cater to them.  Entitlement like a neon sign.  They think everything should be right there, lined up pretty and proper, and when it isn’t, ‘Well, goddamnit, that tall sonofabitching lawyer knew I was coming in, and he did it just to spite me.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d tie his shoelaces to a garbage truck and stuff his mouth with Crisco!  So there!’

Yeah, they’re a lot of fun.  Lawyer?  Where had that come from?

Part of me felt sorry for Pug, though.  I knew his parents were brutal and indifferent to him.  He was a cool kid, if not a bit ill-tempered.  I guess he had a right to be.

“Hey, you got some Ramsey Campbell I don’t have.  Kick a dog’s ass!”

He said this from the horror section.  He only talks that way when we’re alone.  I told him I wouldn’t put up with that shit when other people were here, so he’d better watch his goddamn mouth.

“Incarnate; The Count of Eleven; Ancient Images.  Here’s Cold Print, I don’t believe it!”

“Close enough to Lovecraft,” I say, talking about Cold Print.  “Mommy’s allowance pays off!”

He ignores me, probably doesn’t appreciate what I just said, and suddenly I feel bad.  Sometimes I’m not funny. I’m just rude.  I don’t think rude is funny like some people do.  

Pug told me a story once when I was closing the store.  He liked to walk me home sometimes.  He’d been out with a girl, he said, no lie.  His father had repeatedly tore into him about him doing drugs.  Pug (I honestly believe him) said he was out with a girl, Annette Something-or-Other.  “Drugs,” his dad said over and over.  “I know you were out doing drugs.  Your little stoner friends have been calling here all night!  So, don’t lie!”  Pug said over and over that he’d been out with Annette Something-or-Other.  He and his father were standing at the head of the stairs leading to the basement and Pug’s obviously dark, fantastic bedroom.  Pug told his father he could call Annette’s house if he didn’t believe him.  Instead, his dad backhanded him as hard as he could.  All Pug remembers is a lightning blast of pain across his face, colliding into the wall, the steps, and the banister as good old Dad sends Pug sailing and tumbling down the staircase.

Pug said he was lucky.  He only got a fat lip and a sprained wrist for a week.  

What a pal!  The dad, that is.  I wonder if that’s who Pug imagines every time he says the word ‘bastard.’  

It’s a nice day outside, early spring.  I don’t need to turn the heat on in the store so much.  It’s still cool enough outside to be enjoyable.  The trees are beginning to bud, but signs of winter still linger here and there.

Pug comes out from the horror section, holding a stack of used paperbacks sauntering as they do in their small world of the universe.  I’m thinking about the spring and the flowers and the birth of things and how warm it’ll be soon.  I like all seasons, winter being my favorite.  I like the snowfall and the gloom.  I find it peaceful.  I like layers of flannel.  It gets damn hot in the city as anyone knows, but the spring is welcome.  Dark woman thrives on spring.  What do you think of that, Carmilla?  Carmilla is my alter ego.  She knows me better than anyone, and she’s actually a joke among family and friends.  But we’ll get to her later.

“How is Annette?” I ask.

Pug looks at me, the eyeliner on his face making him look creepier and more pissed off than usual.  “We broke up.  I told you that.”

“You did?”

He sets the books on the counter.  “Yes.”

“I’m sorry, Pug.  I didn’t . . . couldn’t . . . sorry.”

He smiles and waves his hand, letting me know it’s okay, but he seems put out.  

I look through the books.  My prices are reasonable, and my trade is fair.  Bring in ten, you get five.  Bring in five, I’ll give you three.  All used paperbacks are no more than three dollars.  I’m trying to make a statement about the ridiculous systems some bookstores have by trying to ‘rip-you-off-with-books.’  Books?  That must be a joke.  I walked into a place where I had to wait two days before they could tell me what they were worth, and they were nothing more than cheap paperbacks.  Another said they accepted trade, but when you went to the register, they said, ‘That’ll be five-fifty.’  ‘But I just brought you the books.  You’re asking me for money, too?’

It’s hard for bookstores to survive anymore, I get it, so they need a system based on credit, which is why I’m so poor and about to close shop.  My system is the honorary one, allowing people to read whatever I can get them at reasonable prices.  I stay afloat, barely.  I may not have as much money as the other stores, but I have a better reputation.  I’ll sink soon enough.  

Pug has three Ramsey Campbell’s, two by John Farris, and one by Thomas Tessier.  Normally, eighteen dollars, but not today.

“What’s the damage, Ray?”

“Make it eight-fifty,” I say.

“But there’s six books there.”

“So, enjoy them and buy a pack of smokes,” I tell him, grabbing a plastic bag.

“Thanks, Ray,” he says.  “You’re pretty cool sometimes.”

I can tell it’s difficult for him to accept charity.  I hope he doesn’t think me a pompous little bitch, because I can picture him saying this on his way out, and I will find myself looking at him, seeing, watching for him to mouth the words, ‘What a pompous little bitch,’ as he walks out the door and down the street.  

I want to say something else, but I can’t think of anything.  Some business correspondent I am.  

He takes the bag, and on his way out, I watch him go.  He opens the door, the bell sounds, and I manage a simple, “Thanks, Pug,” before he leaves.

He looks at me, smiles, nods, and the door closes behind him.  I watch him as he swings his bag of books, whistling to himself.  ‘Pompous little bitch’ is saved till later when I am out of sight, perhaps.  

—
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The day is as normal as any other.  I want to expand the store and put in an espresso shop.  I want more customers, a bigger chain.  What can I say, I’m a hypocrite!  I want to accomplish feats and miracles!  I want to find a man who makes me laugh and lets me be my stupid, pouty girl self.  Isn’t that right, Daddy?

You’re pathetic, Carmilla says.  You don’t understand anything.

I ignore her.  

At seven o’clock, when the sun goes go down, I close up the shop, change the sign, and turn out the lights.  I leave one on in the window, just enough where you can see inside, especially if the police happen to drive by.  I’m comforted knowing my store is being looked after while I’m away.  

It’s dark, and I put on my jacket over a ruby sweater.  I hold my purse close to my side.  I’m a girl who can put up a fight.  I have Mace in my purse because it’s the city.  Luckily, my apartment is only three blocks away.  

People are taking out their garbage, drinking on their front porches, and making quick jaunts to their friends’ houses, the grocery and liquor stores.  Someone says, “Hi,” and I nod and walk with my head up, confident in the coming night of Denver, Colorado.

I like it here.  It’s a ‘hick-city,’ I’ve heard people call it, not the wildest but not the tamest either.  I have a late dinner of leftover Chinese in the refrigerator waiting for me when I get home.  I’ve left Junky at work.  There’s a litter box in the back and plenty of food, and he doesn’t mess things up.  

I climb the steps of the Denver Lounge Apartments to number 37.  I insert my key into the lock, step inside, and lock the door behind me.  

This is my lair, my home of homes, my delectable shanty of quaint oddities and feminine paradise.  My apartment is similar to the store.  Books and books and odd collectibles clutter the place.  I have a thing for the Renaissance.  A picture of a warrior knighted by a beautiful woman adorns the wall across from the kitchen.  I can’t remember the artist.  I have a skull with a candle in it on a stand.  A werewolf picture by Michael Whelan is on the wall above the couch.  It shows the beast perched in the middle of Stonehenge in the snow.  The body of a man is slung over its shoulder.  I had to have it!  An antique candelabrum sits dead center on a round dining-room table.  I like my visitors to know a little bit about me when they step inside.  I’m thinking of asking Janice Plashenko, my landlord, if she’ll let me paint the doors dark red.

Probably not. 

On my way to the kitchen, I notice three messages on the machine by the red, blinking number.  I grab a bottle of Ste. Chapel from the fridge.  I pull out a glass from the cupboard, fill it, and take a drink.  I pull out a cigarette (I haven’t had one since five o’clock.) and light it.  I take a deep drag, go to the phone, and play the messages:

“You have three.  New.  Messages (meeep!):”

“Hi, Ray, it’s Lacey.  Do you remember me talking to you about Dave?  Because he doesn’t know our little secret?  It’s driving him crazy, Ray.  I wish you could come to work with me and watch it sometime.  Anyway, I’ll be over tomorrow.  We’re still on for a movie, right?  Talk to you later, love.  Bye.”

(meeep!):

“Rayleigh,” (Mom) “Hi, dear.  Your father and I wanted to know if you’d like to come over for a barbecue this weekend since it’s getting so warm.  Call me when you get in, ’kay?  Love you.  Bye.”

(meeep!):

“Hi . . . uh . . . Ray.  This is Jeff.  I . . . uh . . . know I should come over and tell you this, but I’m just gonna let it go, okay?  I know I’m a pansy for not doing this face to face—”  You’re damn right you are because now I’m giving the phone my full attention.  

I met Jeff at the bookstore.  He hasn’t been in for several weeks.  I knew it was over anyway, but he never called, and I tried to call, heard he was seeing someone else, and that was two weeks ago, and here I am listening to this spineless toad on my answering machine.  I’m wondering why he’s bothered to call.  All it’s done is ruin my day.  

“I’ve been seeing someone else,” he goes on.  “I just think we both know it would never work, right?  So no big deal.  No hard feelings.  I’m sorry I never bothered to call until now.  But . . . anyway . . . Have a good one, huh?”  

Long pause.  

Click.

I turn to the wine, drink the glass, and pour another.  I wouldn’t say I’m furious, but I’m not exactly happy either.  Sort of disgusted.  Mad at myself.  I wish Junky were here so I could kick him across the floor.  I don’t mean that.  I love Junky.  But I would love to strangle him.  Jeff, that is, not Junky.  

It happened to me once when I was in junior high.  Guy just up and started dating another girl without even saying anything.  Never broke up.  Never said, ‘We’re finished, we’re through, see you, nice knowing you, have a nice life, nothing.  What the hell was I so mad about anyway?  I was actually surprised he’d called, surprised to hear from him.  I just thought it was funny he didn’t have the guts to look me in the face to do it.  He called while he knew I was at work.  He deliberately avoided me while he pranced off with some Cinderella Sunshine and her overnight bag of brassieres.  

Okay.  So I was furious, and now I wanted to kill him! 

But what was I getting so mad about?  Why did I care, just because he was spineless or because I’d allowed myself to get involved with someone spineless?  Probably the latter.

I drink another glass, look for more booze, and find some vodka.  Good night, sweet prince.  I look to the Renaissance picture on the wall and want to smash it.  Chivalry, there is none.

Jeff was an egghead, Carmilla says.  My alter ego has a way of smoothing the chaotic road.  Your day will come.  Spend some time fishing.

Always the jokester.  I shake my head, smile, and toast Carmilla’s wit, forgetting about Jeff.  What was the guy’s name who bought the Lovecraft novels, I wonder?

Trying not to think about it, I warm up my Chinese food, but another message is waiting to come through the machine.  For some reason, a long pause follows, and I hear this:

“Hi, Rayleigh.  It’s me.  Janeen.”  Her voice is vengeful, rankling with hate.  “You sold me to the hounds of hell, remember?  You put me in a cold place to die.  You forgot about me, didn’t you, love?  I’m still here in the cold ground waiting for you.  I’ve reserved a spot for you right next to me.”  Her voice changes to a completely sweet and innocent little girl, as if a cold dead finger has not just traveled the length of my spine.  “Just wanted to call and tell you I love and miss you, darling!  Have a fabulous day!”

The sound of her laughter follows, mocking and cruel, and I feel another shiver go down my spine.

“End.  Of.  Messages.”

—meeep!—  
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​​​​​2.


​​​​​What Mommy and Daddy Never Gave Me
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“So what looks good?”

Lacey Little has knocked on my door not more than five minutes ago.  She’s looking through The Denver Post for the next showing of anything.  She’s wearing a black and gold vest with a black blouse underneath, smart pants, and shoes.  Her hair is naturally brown, but it’s thick.  She had it frosted, so it shimmers with blonde highlights.  Her eyes are a beautiful emerald green, and she’s taller than I am.  

Lacey, it should be known, is a lesbian, and I wonder if this isn’t the curse I bear in my own life.  Men accost Lacey on a regular basis, and she takes advantage because she’s a daunting beauty.  On occasion, she flirts with me incessantly, endeavoring to coax me into bed, but it never works.  She laughs about it, and I worry.  Being best friends with a lesbian is interesting.  Many people know Lacey is a lesbian, so I wonder if they think the same thing about me—thus the curse.  But I love her.  She’s fun, thoughtful, entertaining, and she’s the best friend a girl could have.

“I don’t know,” I say.  “Movies are all the same these days.”

She drops the paper and peers at me, emerald green eyes narrowing.  I’m donning jeans and a simple long-sleeved purple shirt with a V-neck.

“Okay, Ray,” she says.  “What gives?”

I shrug.  “Nothing.  Let’s see something light.  No . . . maybe dark.  Something without a love story.”

“Ah-ha!” she says.  “So, that’s it.  What happened?”

“Nothing,” I say.  “It’s no big deal.”  I look her straight in the eye, so she’ll know I’m being honest, even though I’m not.  (I can’t remember Janeen.)  “Jeff is a spineless prick.  You know . . . I told you everything.  I knew it was over.  He finally called yesterday while I was at work.  He has no balls, madam.”

She smiles.  Lacey has a beautiful smile with perfectly white teeth.  “Ah,” she says.  “Forget that loser.  If I see him, I’ll politely remove his two-bits.”

“You’re such a good friend.”

She looks at me for a second or two, then says, “So, what did he say?”

I didn’t want to talk about it, so I shrug.  “‘He’s seeing someone else.  He’s a pansy.  We both knew it was over,’” I say as quickly as possible.

“What a bastard,” Lacey says.

“The ultimate bastard,” I repeat.

“Probably wasn’t even good in bed.”

“Horrible,” I say.

“Probably wouldn’t go down on you or anything.”

“Unlike you,” I play along.

“Oh, I wouldn’t come up for hours,” she says, walking over and brushing a black lock behind my ear.  

“Stop it,” I say, and for some reason, blush like crazy.

She kisses my cheek and bats her eyes, growling hungrily into my ear.  I laugh.  “Come on,” I say.  

“But we don’t even know what we’re seeing yet.”

“Well, pick something,” I say.  “You still have to tell me about Dave.”

Her eyes light up.  “Oh,” Lacey says.  “Yes.  I must tell you about Dave.  Oh!  I drove him crazy, disappointed, and maimed the poor sod.”

“That a girl,” I say.

Lacey takes one more look at the paper and says, “Broken Dreams starts at nine.”

“Perfect,” I say.  “Let’s go.” 

A brisk chill to the evening meets us as we walk to Lacey’s car, a white Subaru Outback.  She unlocks my side, and I get in, shivering with the sudden chill.  Lacey walks around the car, and I reach over and unlock the door.  She steps inside, puts the key in the ignition, and starts the Subaru.

“So?”  I turn toward her.

“Huh?”  Her eyes are wide.

“Are you gonna tell me about Dave or not?”

She chuckles, shakes her head, and closes her eyes.  Obviously, it’s a good laugh.

“So,” she begins, “I’m in the office—” Lacey works for Cellitall Advertising in downtown Denver as a receptionist.  She loves desk jobs.  “And Dave comes in.  He’s been hounding me for about a week.”

Lacey puts the car in gear and drives onto the street, following the rest of the evening traffic.  A modern hip-hop song is on the radio.

“I mean, he wants to go on a date so badly, he’s looking like the biggest damn fool you ever saw in your life.  If he can just get to the date, that’ll be something.  But, I mean, he’s asking for it.  It’s as if his testosterone has found another resident, and he’s trying like mad to find out who stole it from him.  He has something to prove.  

“‘I don’t understand why you won’t at least have lunch with me,’ he says.  ‘Because,’ I tell him.  ‘I’m not interested.’  He shuffles his feet, shakes his head, trying like hell to figure it out.  He can’t figure it out, and it’s driving him crazy.”

“And you are probably enjoying the hell out of yourself,” I tell her.

“Oh, God, Ray.  I’m having so much fun, I can’t believe I’m not hopping up and down in my chair watching the poor bastard squirm.”

“You’re evil,” I say.

“Thank you,” she says and resumes her story.  “So, I gave in.”  She has a big smile on her face, a smug, proud, arrogant smile.  

“What do you mean, ‘you gave in?’”

She looks at me.  “I went to lunch with him,” she says, simply.

“What for?”

“To torture the poor bastard.  What do you think?  To take it to levels unknown.  Because surely he thinks he’s in.  He thinks the kisses and the bedroom are going to come next.  That’s what he thinks.  And I want him to think that.  So I tell him, ‘All right Dave, all right.  I’ll go to lunch with you.’  His eyes are so enormous, I think they’re gonna fall out of his head.  He frowns a bit and says, ‘Are you pulling my leg?’ I smile, bat my eyes in the greatest coquettish fashion, and say, ‘Might be pulling on something else.’  He turns bright red, swallows the lump in his throat, and says he’ll be by my office at eleven-thirty.  His voice is a little shaky, and everyone’s telling me how excited he is.  He’s like a little kid.  He’s floating through the agency.”  She stops, laughs, and shakes her head again.  

“You are the wickedest person I know,” I say.  I’m trying to sound offended, but I can’t conceal the humor in my voice, and Lacey knows it.
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