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Head aches.

Head killing me.

No. Wait. Can't kill me. I am already dead. 

My coffin smells nice. Someone tucked lavender around me and the scent permeated the satin. The smooth shiny wood smells of polish. 

I know exactly where I am and how I got here. Clancy cheated. After he swore he would love me forever if I would go to bed with him, and after practically turning me into a love slave for the past year, I found another girl's comb and lipstick in his car. So I did the sensible thing. 

I went straight to our school's biggest gossip and I said, “Mary Tiffany, has Clancy cheated on me?”

If  he'd given some girl a ride to the library, it wasn't worth worrying about. So that's what I hoped she would tell me.

Instead she said, “Lorna, if you don't know, you're the only person in school who doesn't.”

She started to smirk and turn away but then her true nature kicked in. Mary Tiffany is happiest when she's telling gossip to the person it will hurt most. What she told me was that the rat I called my boyfriend had five other girls who snuck him into their bedrooms whenever he wanted.

“Mary Tiffany, why would they do that?”

“Why do you?” she shot back at me.

“Because he said he'd love me forever.”

“Got it in one.”

What I got that night was my daddy's gun. I wrote a note with tears all over it and put it in an envelope addressed to Clancy and dropped it in the mail. And next I put the gun in my mouth. 

And took it out. Because what kind of mess would a shot through my head make?  I'd need a closed casket. I'd been to funerals and seen faces all made up, with the hair arranged beautifully and those people were mostly old and wrinkly and had thin white hair. I have long eyelashes that Clancy says look sexy when my eyes are closed. And I have thick, naturally curly hair.

Didn't want to mess it up. So instead, I moved that gun and shot my heart out.

How long have I been dead?  Well, it isn't like there's a calendar on the inside of my coffin lid. My head hit the lid a moment ago, which gave me the headache, and went through the satin and the wood and then through damp, sticky stuff. Garden soil is what it feels like.

After digging my way up and out, standing is rather difficult. I grab hold of a tombstone to pull myself up. It is a new stone, shiny clean, with my name carved into it. How nice.

A voice shouts, “All of you!  Follow me!”

When I look around, I see there are a half dozen people standing on nearby graves. They all lurch forward toward a man who is waving his arms. He's dressed in black and truthfully, I don't like the look of him. He reminds me of our gym teacher. When he isn't shouting, he's blowing on a whistle.

Also, something quite horrible happens. The first follower to pass me bumps into my gravestone and bits of him fall off. Really. His hand falls right out of his sleeve and lands on the ground and then an ear drops beside it. What's more, his clothes are rotting and hanging in tatters and I can't even begin to describe his filthy hair. 

When I check them out I realize the other shuffling people are in similar condition, missing parts and wearing horrible rags.

My parents often warned me never to go anywhere with a stranger. Good advice, because although the man who is shouting is clean enough, why would I want to be with the others?

Instead I turn and walk the opposite direction. I feel lopsided, as though a heel has broken off one of my shoes. Continuing, I ignore the shouts. A path winds between graves and between two tall brick columns and out to a paved street. Center Street and Sixth. That's familiar. Clancy lives in this end of town.

Perhaps by now he misses me and is suffering. I hope so.

When I reach his house, I stand beneath his bedroom window and call, “Clancy!  It's me. Lorna.”

My voice sounds as though I have a sore throat. I can barely pronounce the words.

The window bangs open and Clancy leans out. “Who's out there?  Who is that?  Oh, I see you, whoever you are. I guess you think that's funny?  Get your ugly butthead off my lawn.”

The window slams closed.

Ugly butthead?  What does he mean?  He must not recognize me in the dark. I should knock on the door. Stumbling around the house to the front porch, I stand under the porch light and raise my hand to knock.

Something drops off. I glance down. It looks like a finger. No, that's not possible. .

My reflection looks back at me from the glass window of the front door. Clapping my hands over my mouth, I manage not to scream.

My naturally curly hair is a muddy mess and there is a worm inching across my forehead. My best dress has stains. One sleeve is torn almost off.

Bending down, I pick up the thing that looks like a finger. It is a finger. When I wrap my hand around it, two more of my fingers break away. Now I do scream.

And then I remember where I am. What if Clancy hears me and opens the door?  What if he gets a good look at me?  What if he tells Mary Tiffany? She will tell everyone.

Now that I know he lied, I also know Clancy never ever loved me.

If I return to my grave, no one there will gossip about me. First, none of them know about Clancy, and second, I look a lot better than anyone else I saw tonight at the cemetery. 

END

*****
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In an authors’ group contest to write the LEAST believable science fiction short story, Matthews won hands down. Now she has agreed to embarrass herself by allowing it to be published.
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Dr. Howard Friar, head of the Meteorological Research Division of Factimnostrum, one of many companies owned by cash rich HandsomeSoftware Corporation, had never in his career suffered from any nervous disorder. Other scientists, especially those assigned to tracking stations, suffered everything from hives to ulcer attacks immediately preceding and immediately following each test series. But not Howard.

He was fond of saying to his sister, who was staying with him since her recent divorce, “Phyllis, the reason I am where I am today is that I have steel nerves and a cast iron stomach.” Then he would eat a second helping of the sweetbreads Phyllis always served with the breakfast eggs.

The morning of August third was different. Howard’s head felt as though it contained enough pressure to shoot the barometer up to 35 inches. When he reached the kitchen, he said, “Don’t fix anything for me, Sis. I’m dying.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said. “Old meteorologists never die. They just turn into anvil heads.”

Howard left for work at once. Through a blur of pain, he squinted his eyes to concentrate on the gleaming freeway. Every passing car shot darts of reflected sunlight beneath his eyelids. After he parked his car in his reserved space, he slumped behind the wheel, his large, freckled fingers pressed into his thinning hair.

Maybe he should have stayed home. ‘Nonsense,’ he thought, he hadn’t used a day of sick leave in years. He could not let a simple headache upset his schedule. He edged his way out of the car and closed the door very carefully to minimize the sound. Unfortunately, he did have to lock it with his remote. It beeped and he shuddered.

As he walked through the building he was pained to discover that every door, every light fixture, even the elevator button, had a high pitched sound. The simulated wall paneling in the elevator reflected light. Whatever had happened to wood, Howard wondered.
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