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The woman sat in front of the television set, fretfully anticipating her husband’s return from work. Last night his dinner had been late, and although tonight’s meal simmered, ready, in the kitchen oven, she had the nagging feeling that she’d forgotten to do something; some little thing that might cause him to come down hard on her, as he had the previous evening. Her ribs still ached, and she noticed bruises on them when she looked in the mirror this morning. Nevertheless, she felt grateful—that they were only bruised instead of broken.

The children were upstairs playing quietly in their bedroom. They knew their father’s broad range of stern rules brought harsh punishment if even the slightest of them was broken. The only sound in the downstairs den—aside from the TV—was the minute click of the grandfather clock in the hallway off the kitchen as it ticked off the seconds. The clock had been in the family for years on her husband’s side, and for the past seven the woman had grown to hate it. There had been days that were too numerous to count, when she had listened, much as she was now, to the annoying tick of the wood and brass clock as she waited, wondering whether or not it would be one of the days when her husband had a bad day at work, or trouble with the car—or both.

Lately, it didn’t have to be anything more than that.

She mentally evaluated the past thirty minutes, trying hard, but unsuccessfully, to put her finger on what it was she had forgotten. This agitated her further and made it harder to concentrate.

The children had watched the clock since a quarter past three, and had walked quietly up the stairs a little before three-thirty. The woman suspected the two of them had heard and saw a great deal yesterday. Each of their faces had held tight lines of tension all afternoon, and she had seen that tension intensify when they realized that it was ‘time.’ Although it was midsummer and the children should have been out playing and enjoying the freedom that summer brought each year, they were not allowed to at this time of the day. Their father might have some chores for them to do, and he liked them close at hand.

The dishes were washed, dried, and put neatly away in the cabinets over the sink, the handles on the morning’s coffee cups turned to the front of the cabinet for easy access. Her husband hated it any other way. The floor was swept and mopped, the carpet throughout the house was vacuumed meticulously, as soon as she had put out the dog. She often wondered what her husband would think if he knew that she let the dog in sometimes during the day, when the kids were at school and loneliness wrapped itself around her like a thick scarf.

As far as she could see, everything was taken care of, in perfect order. Oh, and the laundry was also finished. She had taken the last load out of the dryer over an hour ago, had ironed the shirts and...

With a start, she remembered there was something she had forgotten. Her husband had ripped one of his work shirts yesterday afternoon while doing the yardwork. He had been out back, trimming around the side hedges and slamming back can after can of beer, when he snagged the shirt on the branch of a nearby tree. He had told her to mend it today, and she had forgotten.

Panic seized her in a sudden and cold grip, and she went into the kitchen. Mind racing, her eyes searching for the clock over the stove, the single good thought going through her mind was that she was glad she couldn’t see the grandfather clock down the hall. Sometimes she fancied she could hear it laughing at her at moments like this, telling her it had won once again and that time—ha, ha—was not on her side.

But surely there must be enough time left. She should have time to go upstairs, get the shirt, find her small sewing kit, choose the right thread and needle, and mend the garment before he returned from his day at work. A faraway glimmer of hope surfaced in her pacing mind, but she paid it no heed. That glimmer had once been like a roaring sun at midday, fierce, intense, but over the years it had dwindled so that it resembled a late-evening sun, sinking almost over the horizon, unable to hold on to another day. Today that diminishing sparkle of hope was like twilight.

She started down the hall for the stairs.

And that was when she heard the car pull up outside.

Fear seized her and froze her where she stood. Her mind screamed at her to do something—to run—but the rational part of her brain, the part that caused her to pay little attention to that faint glimmer of hope, told her calmly—and a little coldly —that running would do no good. Similar situations had occurred before, and she had run before.

But only once, and once was enough. After that day, she had stayed indoors for two solid weeks, afraid of what the neighbors —or anyone, for that matter—might think if they saw her bruised and swollen face.

The motor from the car outside fell silent, and although her instincts continued to tell her to beat a path to greener pastures, she remained planted where she stood, afraid to do anything else, and all the while trying desperately to think of an excuse that would be acceptable to her soon-to-be-angry husband.

She could think of nothing.

She heard the rattle of keys in the front door, less than twenty feet from her.

Run out the back door, her mind screamed at her. Run! And on the heels of that: What about the kids? Stay put!

Before she could do anything, the front door was thrown open. It slammed into the wall and bounced back, vibrating on its hinges. Her husband stood framed in the doorway, his head hung forward slightly, his eyes vacant yet hauntingly piercing.

“Hi, hon,” she tried, smiling, as though this was the way he made his entrance every evening.

He didn’t respond as he put his hardhat and lunch pail on the small table next to the sofa.

Now, confusion and disillusionment crept into the woman’s mind. Whether or not anything was wrong, she always got a reply of some sort from her husband, even if he was already angry with her. “The kids are upstairs,” she offered. “They’ve been really good today.” She tried a smile, but that didn’t seem to work.

Maybe he wouldn’t mention the shirt. At least, not if she kept his mind preoccupied with something else. Maybe he would forget all about his instructions for her to mend it. They said there was a first time for everything.

Numbly, he closed the door.

“Can I get you something to drink, dear?” she asked.

Instead of answering, he raised the lid of his lunch pail, a small Igloo cooler with a sandwich tray on top, beneath the lid.

She was finally able to move, after seeing an act that was normal for him. He would have his dirty silverware in the cooler for her to wash. He always took his own with him, along with leftovers from the previous night, because the little plastic forks in the breakroom in the construction site office-trailer never failed to break on the first or second bite.

So she walked toward him with relieved eagerness, already reaching out for the silverware that might keep her busy while she tried to think of an excuse for not doing his mending. Doing this one little normal thing might buy her enough time for that.

But she stopped short of him when she saw, with even greater confusion, that his right hand did not hold silverware. Instead, it held...

That can’t be right, she thought, what would he be doing with a...

Suddenly her husband’s hand slashed out, a pink blur, and the woman was blinded by a tremendous burst of pain in her left eye. She screamed and staggered backward.

He lashed out again, and her abdomen was filled with sudden, hot fire. Dimly, she could hear the patter of small feet in the upstairs hall, heading quickly to the stairwell.

“Stay in your room!” she yelled through the excruciating pain. “Stay in—” Her screams were cut off as her throat was filled with sudden pain, as well. She fell limply to her knees. Then there was even more pain; this time in her lower back.

And then more, in another place. And another.

As she fell on her stomach, heedless to stop the blows she was receiving from her husband, she looked at the television.

It was still on. She had been watching General Hospital, or at least looking at it as she contemplated the rest of her day, but what she saw on the screen now was a far cry from the serenity of tiled, hospital corridors, and the friendly medical staff who walked them. What she saw on the screen was another thing that was totally wrong on this afternoon of wrongness.

What she saw could not possibly be on the screen of her television. Is that a newscaster? Why is he smiling at me?

Her body, now blessedly numb, fell still. Darkness swayed in and out of her vision. The pain seemed to have left her, and now her sight was diminishing.

Were her thoughts leaving, too? Who would help her children?

She felt tingling prickles along her scalp like a thousand fingers, and an inner tugging at her mind. Was this part of dying?

The woman didn’t live long enough to consider it. The last thing she heard was her children screaming. Their screams were like knives gouging out her heart. My babies, oh God, not my babies. With what little strength remained in her, she screamed out her husband’s name. Even in her weakened state the scream was not a plea for help. Instead, it was a primitive yell of anger—and of hate.

She looked up. At the television set. That strange man was still there, laughing and pointing at her in a mock accusation.

And her last thought was an acceptance that what she was seeing was real. It was, indeed, real.

Then nothing.

*****
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On the Edge

of Reality

––––––––
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So we beat on,

boats against the current,

borne back ceaselessly

into the past...

—F. Scott Fitzgerald
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His name was Richard Raines, and he had been looking for a television set for the better part of two weeks. He did this in the evenings after work, checking in local flea markets, Bargain Barns, and small repair shops such as the one he was in now.

He had even made a special trip last weekend to Ravenden, to the huge flea markets held in that area. He took a bottle of bourbon with him on that excursion, and that had been a mistake; he’d ended up at the edge of Spring River, away from all the weekend tourists, and spent the afternoon staring across the cool churning water, thinking about old dreams and dulling the clarity of those thoughts with shot after shot of Jim Beam. So, he had yet to locate the right place or the right television set.

What about that one over there?” he asked, pointing to a low shelf at the back of the room. The room was actually part of a small repair shop that looked as though it might have been a garage at one point in time.

“Well, let’s go over and take a look,” said the shop owner.

“Okay,” Richard agreed. His light brown hair had thinned somewhat over the past three years, and although he was approaching thirty-five years of age, his face maintained a cool, youthful complexion for which most of his friends and business associates envied him.

“Don’t many people come by this way anymore,” said the shop’s owner, who had introduced himself to Richard as George Morrison. He was about the roundest man Richard had ever seen. His hair was a grayish-white that seemed to be the trademark of all small shop owners, and the trace of beard stubble on his rounded cheeks and formidable chin was the same color. He walked with a noticeable limp to the back of the shop, and Richard followed him, wondering if the man had polio, or if he might have lost part, or all, of a leg in one war or another.

He decided not to ask.

“Nope, not many at all,” Mr. Morrison continued, as though Richard had prodded him to go on. “Business just kind of came to a screeching halt about three months ago when that new video and appliance store opened up a couple a blocks down the street. Not that business here was doing so great. But it still gets me. A guy works all his life doing the only thing he’s good at making a living at—just getting by, mostly—and then some confangled company with all the money they could ever want decides they want to may some more money, and who cares if it puts old George Morrison under further than he already is?” He stopped and turned around to face Richard. “People are greedy. Always remember that.” He ran a liver-spotted hand over the stubble on his chin, as though he were examining the whiskers there for the first time. “Make any sense to you?”

“No,” Richard said, unaware of what the old man was talking about. He had tuned out Mr. Morrison’s prattling almost completely since they had started toward the back of the shop, catching only fragments of the conversation here and there. He was too awestruck with the TV to do anything more than nod and shake his head in the right places.

Now, looking at the set in front of him, he felt a little swoonish, and oddly excited. He was looking for a TV set for what seemed like, on the surface, a very simple reason: his was gone. Yet it wasn’t that simple, and he knew he couldn’t pretend it was. As he looked at the set, he remembered part of his childhood in Jacksonville, Florida. His parents had, at one time, owned a television set similar to this. He had not seen one like it since, and was surprised that he had come across a TV that resembled his parents’ old one so completely.

It was an older set with four squat legs made of a dark stained wood that was the same color as the console encasing the screen. The screen itself was a dull green color, rounded on the sides, and framed by about two inches of metal on all four sides, likening it to an old picture frame. The controls—volume, tone, and channel selector—were located directly below the metal at the bottom of the screen. A light film of dust covered the top of the TV. In his mind, Richard could see this set sitting in the vacant spot next to his bookshelf, where the other set had been before...

Before Tina left.

That’s it, bring her up again. Can’t you ever stop?

He pushed the thought away with a mental hand and looked at the old man. “How much?”

George Morrison looked at him as though Richard was a man preparing to jump from the fortieth floor of a high building: cautiously, with puzzlement, and with more than a little trepidation. “You sure this is the one you want?” he asked as he pointed to the TV.

Richard thought about it briefly, but in his mind’s eye it seemed to take longer, for his thoughts, as though on ball bearings, swiveled around to the day he had asked Tina a similar question: Are you sure this is what you really want? 

“Yes, I’m positive,” he said, echoing the response she had given him. He mentally shook his head. He needed to focus. He knew that, but it was tough sometimes.

Originally, he had not set out to replace the set that he’d let his ex-wife take with her. He didn’t watch much television in the first place, because books offered so much more. Aside from that—and the second determining factor in him giving Tina the set—was that he hadn’t like the looks of it. It had been given to them by her mother as a wedding gift, but its color, a light tan wood finish, clashed with his bookshelves, which had been on either side of it. In the end, it could have been this one thing that prompted him to purchase a replacement set, but the truth was this; he was lonely. He was past the point of worrying what people would think, partly due to the fact that he had been spending a lot of his time inside a bottle. He was lonely, and in the end he had set about looking for another television in hopes that it would get his mind off Tina. Everything that had happened had been popping into his mind at odd but frequent moments, often when he least expected it.

On one of his few sober evenings, he had decided that maybe a TV would help. But it wouldn’t resemble the ugly, off-colored thing that had sat between his bookshelves for the past three years.

“Yeah, this it is,” he said.

“It’s a black and white, you know,” the old man said. He looked at Richard questionably, his eyebrows raised.

“That doesn’t matter,” Richard told him, never taking his eyes off the set. “This is the one. Definitely. I’ve been looking for one just like this for a pretty good while.”

Mr. Morrison looked agitated for some reason, and Richard suspected he knew why. His first instinct upon coming into the shop was to be on his guard when it came to dickering on a price if he found something he liked. He had almost bought a set four blocks over, at a pawn shop—one not as nice as this one, but which would accent his shelves nicely—but he’d felt that the pawnbroker was trying to hoodoo him on the price. Now, oddly, he wasn’t so concerned with the business end of the deal. This was the set. He could picture himself in front of it watching reruns of his favorite sitcoms (although there weren’t many that qualified) and old westerns. All of that would be flavored with a bit of sweet nostalgia because of the similarity between this set and the one he’d grown up with back home. Thinking of his family in that retrospective manner might also help rid his mind of Tina. No price could be too high for that.

“Seventy-five dollars,” George Morrison told him.

Richard frowned, but not too hard. He would have laughed and walked out of the store—and had done so many times during the past couple of weeks—but, oddly, the price seemed secondary. “Care if I plug it in and try it out?”

George jerked as though startled, as if the question had caught him off guard. “The price is seventy-five dollars, as is,” he said, a little coldly. “Surely you saw the sign outside. This television is in good working order. I guarantee it.”

“Okay,” Richard said passively, his eyes still roaming over the set. He looked up in time to see George Morrison roll his eyes, before limping his way toward the front of the shop. Richard followed him.

“Most of the time I can’t move a black and white bigger than ten inches. That one’s been on display for quite some time. Thought I was going to have to throw the damn thing out.” And then, in a softer voice, perhaps to himself: “I wish I had.”

“Sounds like a reasonable price,” Richard said when he got to the register. He knew he sounded like the most gullible guy in the world at the moment, but the old man hadn’t charged as much as he had been expecting or what, in his mind, he would have been willing to pay.

Richard handed the old man four twenties and told him to keep the change.

That done, the two of them managed to load the set onto the back of Richard’s pickup truck, both men breaking out in a light sweat before the task was completed. The temperature outside was in the lower eighties and, although that was fairly cool for late summer in Jonesboro, Arkansas, moving the TV had been a real job.

Richard closed the tailgate and then leaned back against it, breathing hard. “Heavy son-of-a-bitch, isn’t it?”

“It is, at that,” Mr. Morrison said as he wiped sweat from the back of his thick neck with a hanky he fetched from a hip pocket. “And black and white, too.” He looked solemnly at Richard.

“I told you—”

“Listen,” George Morrison said sharply. The look on his face and the tone of his voice was as serious as any Richard had ever seen or heard. “I could have sold you a nice color set for about the same price as this...this one. Might have been smaller, but you would have been happier with it. And that’s the truth.”

Having spoken his piece, he tucked the hanky back into his pocket and limped slowly toward his shop.

Richard was flabbergasted. He had bought something from this old man, and this was the gratitude he got? He watched in stunned silence as the man made his way to his shop.

Mr. Morrison turned around a faced him once more before disappearing inside the open front door. “You won’t be happy with that set, Richard Raines. Not happy at all.”

“Wha—?”

But the old man was gone.

Must be something wrong with it, Richard told himself. Maybe I should have tried it out. But he hadn’t needed to, had he? He had seen the sign out front, just above the door, before he’d gone into the shop. He looked at it again now. It said:

USED TV’S and APPLIANCES

And underneath that, in smaller letters:

with warranty

And he had the warranty in his pocket, along with the bill of sale.

No, he was confident the set would work. The old fart was more than likely pissed off because he couldn’t sell him a more expensive set. One salesman is like the next, Richard concluded. They want to milk all the money out of you that is humanly possible, and if what you buy is not exactly what you had in mind it was just tough shit.

He had found the television set that he’d so painstakingly sought over a two-week duration, and now he couldn’t wait to get it home and plug it in and

and did he call me by my name?

Sure did. Probably saw my driver’s license when I paid him.

Yeah, right. Open your wallet, dummy, and you’ll see that your license isn’t even visible unless you remove your photos and credit cards.

He shook these thoughts from his head, and automatically began to think about Tina. It seemed as though he spent most of his time doing that these days. That, and talking to a bottle; or, to be more apt, talking to himself through a bottle.

At least the house would be a little less empty now. Not that it was missing a lot of things—just the things she had wanted that he had allowed her to take...and herself, of course; she wasn’t there, either. Maybe the TV would be the distraction he needed to finally get his mind off her and the things that had transpired between the two of them.

Well, between her and them.

But, like always, it hurt to even think those thoughts, and so he began whistling, something he did when trying to get something—anything—off his mind. He’d been whistling a lot lately.

He looked up at the clear sky, and at the sun, which was lowering in the west toward a twilight that was only a few hours away, and decided that not even Tina could ruin this day for him. If he didn’t allow her to, at least.

He checked the tailgate once more to make certain that it was secure, and then he realized why the old man had known his name. He had a copy of the warranty that Richard had in his hip pocket. Richard had filled out the form at the counter after paying the man. He had been so preoccupied with the TV set that it had escaped his mind. He shrugged his shoulders, climbed into the cab of his truck, and headed home with his new find—the television of his dreams.

But hadn’t he been living a dream? He thought he had been. Before it came tumbling down on him, anyway. He was a grown man, but he still he knew—from bitter experience—that dreams can turn into nightmares.
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Richard pulled into the driveway of his home, an apartment at 2900 Crestwood, around five-thirty on the evening of September sixth. The sun was lower on the western horizon, and the oak trees in the front yard that shaded the driveway at this time of day were rustling in a light breeze. A few leaves fluttered around the yard as if happy that they had so much room to themselves before the surrounding trees would begin to litter the lawn with the rest of their passengers in a month or so.

The apartment was actually a condo that was three payments away from being Richard’s free and clear, but he had never like the word ‘condo’ (it was too similar to condom), and so he thought of his place as just an apartment, although it was much more luxurious than most of the apartments located throughout the city. It was a single unit, and could have been thought of as a house, if there weren’t forty more identical ‘condos’ in the neighborhood.

He had purchased it shortly after he and Tina were wed three years ago, when he had been making good money as a supervisor at a struggling factory on the industrial side of town. He had put down a third of the price, and he had surprised Tina with her expensive wedding gift ten days after they returned from a honeymoon trip to the Bahamas. Ironically, he had surprised her again just three weeks ago when, ten days after she left him, he told her that she couldn’t have the apartment in the divorce settlement.

She had been upset to say the least, but after conferring with Richard’s attorney—and then her own—she found that her name was not on any documents pertaining to the condo, and that he had submitted his offer to purchase it just before they were married. This had been done intentionally by Richard, although he couldn’t have said why he’d been determined to do so. It was something for which he was now proud.

Tina was informed that her only alternative was to take him to court, and she hadn’t been about to do that. No, sir. She wanted something out of the divorce, and she only took whatever Richard allowed her to take from the apartment (mostly furniture) and he guessed she was satisfied.

Richard knew this, also.

But still...

“Hey, Richie, can I give you a hand with that thing?”

Richard had been unlocking his front door, and now he turned to face the familiar voice of his friend and neighbor, Paul Frazier. “You sure can. In fact, I was fixing to come over and ask you for some help. You saved me a trip.”

“Oh, really?” Paul said laughing. He walked over and clapped Richard on the shoulder. Then he coughed, an obvious fake one. “You know, I may be coming down with something. I may have to go in and rest.”

They both laughed, and Richard said, “This thing is heavier than it looks.”

Paul eyed the set. “Looks like it. You know, I haven’t seen you much lately, outside of work. Is everything okay?”

“Oh, yeah,” Richard said. “Everything’s great.”

“Good deal,” Paul said, He nodded and looked at the television.

Paul Frazier was Richard’s neighbor, co-worker, and best friend. He had, in fact, been his best friend since junior high school, when Paul and his family had first moved into town. He was about Richard’s height (5’10”) and of similar build, but blonde headed. His small mustache looked nearly white compared to his dark brown eyes, which seemed piercing at first glance. However, if you looked closely enough, you saw that there was a pretty easy-going guy behind them. He had been Richard’s neighbor for almost two years now. Their friendship, always strong, had played a major role in Richard talking Paul and his wife into buying the apartment next to his. Things had been great since, and both parties liked the arrangements okay. The most positive factor for both men was that they didn’t have to go more than twenty yards to share a beer or two during a ball game, or get together for work-related business, or just for conversation.

Yet for the past two or three weeks they had rarely seen each other in the evenings, or on weekends.

“So, what do you think?” Richard said, as he watched Paul make his way around the back of the pickup, where he was getting a look at the television set from all angles.

Paul looked up and scratched his head idly, “Kind of old, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, well...but just look at it.”

“I am, I am,” Paul said, looking from the TV set to Richard, and then back again. “I can see that it’s old. If it was much older, Moses could have watched it as he crossed the Red Sea.”

Richard stared at him for a few seconds, the only sound coming from two baby robins chirping from high atop one of the oaks, and then they both (Richard and Paul, not the robins) burst out laughing at that old joke.

“Just help me get in inside, will you?”

*****
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My God, Richie, I think you’ve finally begun to lose it, pal, Paul thought to himself as they lifted the television from the truck. If you could only get that bitch out of your mind for good, there might still be some hope.

Paul had never liked Tina, and he guessed he never would. He also guessed that Richard sensed this from time to time, although he never said so. Her arrogant ways and the manner in which she manipulated Richard and threw his feelings around aggravated him to no end. Yet he’d always made it a point to keep this to himself, as hard as it was to do sometimes. Richard was obviously happy, and that’s what mattered. At least, he had been happy.

Anything for Richie’s sake, man. And don’t forget our sake —mine and Richard’s. Better give it a little more time. He’ll come around.

“Shit, you’re right, this thing is one heavy mother,” Paul said as they made their way awkwardly through the front door.

“We’re almost there,” Richard said.

There were only a few pieces of furniture in the front room, so they made it over to the spot by the bookshelves without bumping into anything.

Having set down his end of the set, Paul grunted, sat heavily on the sofa, and surveyed the room. It had been two weeks or so since he’d been in here, and things had changed during that time. The gray carpet covering the floor was still in excellent shape, but there were spots that were brighter than others, outlining places where other pieces of furniture had been. Over by the north wall was the largest clean spot, where a beautiful twelve-piece sectional sofa had been in front of the fireplace. Now that area looked empty and foreboding. The two oil paintings that had always hung on either side of the fireplace were still there, as was the bar at the east end of the room. There were a couple more bare spots in the room where two expensive solid-oak end tables had been.

And then, of course, there was the place next to the bookshelves where they had set the old television.

The bookshelves were made of dark maple and covered one-half of the south wall—the rest of which was bare, save for one window—and went up to within a foot of the ceiling. Most of the shelves were full. Richard was an avid reader and he saved anything he read, and this was not the only bookshelf in the place; the one in his bedroom was nearly as big, and just as full. He collected everything from mystery and suspense novels, to science fiction and horror, and was more than proud of his small collection of rare and out-of-print first editions.

Richard stood, stretching, and asked Paul if he wanted a beer. “We should celebrate getting this thing in here without dropping it on our feet.”

“Sure. You know how hard work makes me thirsty.”

“I hear you. But hard work or not, I want a cold beer when I sit down in front of the television,” Richard said. He lit a cigarette and headed toward the kitchen. When he returned, Paul was looking at the television. “Well, what do you think?” Richard asked.

“It looks okay, I guess,” Paul said after a brief pause. “I just didn’t think you were the type of guy to buy an antique. Especially when it’s a television set that you plan on using regularly. Antique books, yes, but this...”

“Maybe you’re right, but I don’t know,” Richard said. “It reminds me of my parents’ old house, and growing up there, and I guess I just need a little of that right now.” He took a swallow of his beer and looked at Paul. “Sentimental bullshit. Sounds pretty corny, huh?”

“Not at all, m’man. Not at all,” Paul said. He could swallow that easily enough. After what happened with Tina, he knew that Richard had needed something else to occupy his mind and rid it of memories of her. He would have liked for Richard to turn to him after Tina left, but Paul knew him well enough to know that he would—eventually. That was just Richard. When something stressed him, he usually looked for comfort in some object—such as a photograph—before he turned to a friend. He had to first work it out himself. Paul had thought on more than one occasion that Richard would have made a damn fine writer.

He drained his beer and stood. “I’m gonna head on over to the homestead before Margie wonders what happened to me. I was taking out the garbage when you pulled up. I’ve been helping her with the housework all afternoon, and she’s going to think I bailed on her.”

Richard laughed. “Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.”

*****
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After Paul left, Richard put the empty beer cans in the trash under the kitchen sink. Then—after looking for roughly five minutes—he found a bottle of glass cleaner and an old rag and began to wipe down the television set. Before he was finished, he had made an extra trip to the bathroom closet for more rags and a bottle of wood polish.

He stood and looked at the completed chore, stretching backward to relieve the tightness in his lower back that came from bending over the set. Not bad, he thought.

The TV did look like an antique, but weren’t a lot of antiques relics of beauty, whose purpose was to preserve art—and history? It really didn’t look that bad. Certainly quite a bit better than it had before he’d taken the polish to it. It was in remarkably good condition for its age, with only light dings and scratches on its wood exterior. It accented his shelves nicely and was almost the same color as the paneled wall behind it.

He placed the cleaners in a cupboard, swiped two cans of beer from the refrigerator, and returned to the front room.

He looked at the television, and for a few seconds a feeling of dread wormed its way into his stomach. A cold chill; and with the chill came a bleak thought, passing through his mind before he could grasp it clearly. Why did I buy this television? Briefly, his face held a quizzical look, as though he had come across some fine piece of information and had forgotten exactly what it was.

The fleeting feeling passed and he shrugged once before popping the tab on one of the cans of beer. He hunkered down on his knees in front of the set.

No remote, but what the hell. I’m not that lazy.

He reached for the volume control and turned the TV on.
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Tina Raines awakened shortly after midnight, alone. The bedclothes lay scattered and crumpled near the foot of the bed, where they had ended up during her latest sexual romp with a man she’d met that evening, downtown at The Scene. Of course, she had gotten what she had gone to the small night club for in the first place.

A man. Any man.

Although she had thought that the guy who had told her his name was Jim—he wouldn’t tell her his last name—might be different, he hadn’t been. He had silently and conveniently slipped out of bed while she slept, and there was no telling where had had gone—her guess was home to a wife she knew nothing about. She would never see him again, and was not surprised to find that she really didn’t give a shit, one way or the other.

She rubbed her head slowly with one manicured hand, pushing away a lock of her golden hair, feeling the slight throb of a premature hangover that she knew would soon turn into a thumping headache if she didn’t go back to sleep. As she sat up, still in the nude, her head began to ache with greater force, and she reached for the bottle of aspirin on the end table next to the bed.

That is when she discovered the crumpled twenty-dollar bill next to the bottle of white pills.

The bastard.

But what should she be so angry about? Most of her male ...acquaintances...didn’t give her any money at all, and besides, it wasn’t as though she couldn’t use the money this guy Jim—if that was truly his name—had left for her. It upset her when a guy left money after a night with her, because she wasn’t a hooker, or a whore, or any other of the many names commonly used to refer to girls of easy virtue. And the main reason it upset her was because, deep down, she did feel like a whore whenever someone left her money after a sexual relationship—no matter how brief that relationship was. Nevertheless, she couldn’t find it in her heart to blame herself for feeling this way. It wasn’t her fault.

It's Richard’s fault.

I was never her fault, and although she would not openly admit it, her whole life seemed to have followed a path where there was a sign along the side of the road every fifty feet or so that said in big, black letter: IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT!  To her it seemed like a perfectly normal road to take. Afterall, she had been born and bred somewhere along that path.

As a young girl growing up in Jonesboro, with something of a perfectionist for a mother, she learned early in life that when something went wrong—or if she did something bad—it was not her fault. Tina did no wrong. When she came home one day in the fifth grade and told her mother that three boys had lifted up her dress and felt her panties, her mother had soothed and crooned over her little girl as though she had been raped. She had told Tina that it wasn’t her fault. It was those the fault of those brats, and she would call the school and take care of the matter—which she did. Tina’s mother was a member-in-good-standing of the Parent-Teachers-Association, and the three boys in question had gotten suspensions.

What her mother hadn’t know, of course, was that Tina had let those boys raise her dress and feel her panties. When she had told her mother about it, she had mentioned it with the sort of childlike excitement she would show if she’d gotten an A on her spelling test. Her mother had undoubtedly mistaken her emotions.

And there was the time, years later while she was in high school, that she had come home drunk from a date one evening wearing only her denim skirt and her bra, which was covered with dark brown stains, as though she had eaten dinner without her blouse—and sloppily at that. She couldn’t remember what had happened to the blouse, and they had never found it, but her mother had made one thing perfectly clear that night over a cold shower and coffee: It wasn’t her fault. Tina had been able to live with it.

There was always someone else to blame.

She had eventually met Richard, and he had opened up a whole new world for her—a world in which a lot of mistakes were her fault. The transition from the way her mother had raised her, to the things that he showed her about herself, should have been a painstaking one, but Richard had pointed things out to her so simply and innocently that she couldn’t take them for granted. She had then, for perhaps the first time, found a true fault about her in someone else; her mother. It was her fault that she had been raised thinking she could do no wrong.

But those ingrown tendencies wouldn’t stay pushed aside for long. Things rolled along smoothly with her and Richard for a while, and then she had really messed things up. She had...

Tina crawled out of the bed and lit a cigarette from the pack on the nightstand in the small bedroom, and then she slipped into a long, navy-blue bathrobe that had been a Christmas present from Richard two years ago. Her head still ached, but it was a numbing ache, as the aspirin began its work.

She went to the window and looked out at the night from her fourth-floor apartment. A cool, refreshing breeze, only slightly chilly, wafted into the bedroom and over her robed body, bringing an alertness to her that made her headache seem less of an annoyance.

As she smoked, she thought about the day ahead of her. Mrs. Murphy downstairs would be up and around before seven. She would most likely still be in her nightgown and slippers, and complaining noisily about how that numbskull Brad Patterson in 1C had thrown up and left a mess in the first-floor bathroom coming in late from one of his nightly drunks. At seven-thirty, Tina would have to be downtown at Maurice’s Café, where she would wait on tables until she got off at five. And from there—if she wasn’t too tired—she would likely end up at The Scene, or maybe Snow’s Bar and Grill, for an afterwork drink. Since the divorce, that was pretty much an ordinary day for her, and not one that she looked forward to with any real pleasure.

Unless, of course, she was picked up at the bar.

Her mother, who had died of a heart attack eighteen months ago, had left her entire savings—over two-hundred-thousand dollars—to various charities around the city, and in Tina’s eyes she would never forgive her for that. Part of it was because she knew her mother had done so because they had not agreed that Richard was the right husband for her.

The lifestyle she now had, at least since she and Richard had first separated, then divorced, was the type she’d loathed even thinking about most of her life. Richard had given her—or to put it into truer perspective, had let her have—only some of the furniture, her clothes and personal things, and five-hundred dollars cash, and she had used most of that money to rent the small three-room apartment in which she now lived. And to top that off, she had to share a bathroom with the rest of the fourth floor. She had just started her job at Maurice’s, and was less than twenty dollars from being flat broke, when she had realized that no matter how distressful and embarrassing her current situation, the job was at present her only means of survival.

Her mother’s money was gone, and now so was Richard’s and she had never before had to depend upon herself to furnish a means of living. The sudden change of lifestyle should have been devastating, but in her foremind she had never blamed herself for any of it. First it had been her mother’s fault, and now it was Richard’s. If he had not made her believe—want to believe—everything that he told her, especially about the way her mother raised her, then things might have been different and she might not be living in this shithole, where mice infested the kitchen at night and cockroaches were was plentiful as dust.

Yes, if it wasn’t for that poor excuse of a man who was now her ex-husband, she would have still been in the good graces of her mother and would have likely inherited some—if not all—of her estate.

But this.

This was not the way she was meant to live. Richard had single-handedly ruined her life. She hadn’t helped the situation by occasionally stepping out of the marriage—and sometimes more than occasionally—but he had caused that, also. At least in her mind he had.

But things weren’t going to stay the same. No. Richard might have taken the mine and given her the shaft, but the whole thing had gone too smoothly on his end. There had to be something he had overlooked that she could use to squeeze something more out of him. At least some money, because she wasn’t going to live like this for long, and it wasn’t her fault in the first place. She remembered how he had managed to keep the condo, and suspected he was sneakier than she’d thought.

She stubbed the cigarette and then crawled back into bed. Pulling the covers up to her neck, she went pleasantly back to sleep, filled with a new motivation to better her current lifestyle—a feeling that was new and very much attractive to her.
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At first there was only static across the screen, and Richard began to think that maybe he should have tried the damn thing out at the shop. And following that thought: the old man was right, I won’t be happy with this set.

Then he remembered that he hadn’t hooked it up to cable. The channel selector was on 10, and of course he couldn’t get anything but channel 8 without cable. He thought randomly that forgetting mundane things such as this was becoming an increasingly frequent habit for him. Two days ago, he had got to work only to discover that he’d left his briefcase—full of important papers he needed for a presentation that day—at home. On another occasion, he had forgotten to lock the doors of his truck, something he never failed to do, only to find the next morning that all of his compact discs had been stolen out of the console. He had been halfway to work before he discovered that his radio and CD player were missing, as well.

Of course, the television wasn’t cable compatible, so Richard went into the kitchen to his odds-and-ends drawer to look for the adapter he knew was there somewhere. It took less than a minute for him to paw through the nuts, screws, miscellaneous tools, and other items to find what he was looking for.

The adapter fit the end of the cable, while two wires with little u-shaped posts protruded from the opposite end. These posts fit the antenna hook-up on the back of the set. He and Tina had purchased the adapter over a year ago, when their set went on the blink so that they could hook the cable up to the portable set Paul and Margie Frazier had loaned them while theirs was repaired.

He grabbed a flat screwdriver from the drawer and returned to the living room.

Static still resonated from the television, and he turned the volume all the way down before moving the set (with some effort) to one side to allow himself access behind it.

Feels like a refrigerator instead of a television.

He hooked the adaptor to the cable and had one wire from the other one hooked to the set when the room was suddenly filled with crackling, popping static. Richard was so startled by the sudden noise that he bumped his head on the bookshelf and barked his shin on the corner of the TV. Swearing out loud, he leaned over the set and turned the volume all the way down. The room fell silent once more.

He squeezed his way from behind the set and stood in front of it, staring. The screen was still white with snowy static. He rubbed his head, where a small bump was already forming.

Although he wasn’t finished connecting the cable, he had come around to the front of the set because, while he was leaning over it to turn down the volume, he had seen—or thought he had seen—a clear picture of his arm on the screen. It had been there for a split second before the static returned, filling the screen with its white snowy lines and pulses; not just a reflection off the screen, but a real image, as though it were being broadcast through the television.

The screen remained white and mute as he stared at it.

Just your imagination. Probably caused by the bump on your head.

I saw it.

Sure, you did.

But an uneasy feeling had come over him. Fear? Yes, he believed it was. Not fear because he saw (or thought you saw, his mind screamed at him) his arm on the screen, because he knew that sort of thing didn’t happen. But a small, growing fear because, for the first time, his mind openly entertained the idea that the pressures over the past two months—driven primarily from the divorce—were draining him to the point where he imagined seeing things.

How do you explain the volume escalating like that?

I bumped the TV with my shin, and it probably jarred the volume control.

Right. But you bumped your shin because the increase in volume startled you.

But had it? He couldn’t remember. Nonsensical worrying such as this was not going to help his mental state, anyway. He laughed in the darkening room. The sun outside was sinking and shadows loomed long and dark inside the apartment; the only illumination came from the white fuzz on the TV screen.

He drained his beer, picked up the screwdriver, and finished connecting the cable. That completed, the static vanished and the screen was filled with the laughing face of Fred Sanford, of Sanford and Son, who was mouthing something to his son, Lamont. Richard pushed the TV back into its spot and returned the screwdriver to the kitchen drawer.

After grabbing another beer on his way past the fridge, he turned the volume up to a respectable level, turned on the lamp beside the sofa, and lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply. The small sofa was the only other piece of furniture he’d purchased—he had to sit somewhere.

He watched the rest of Sanford and Son, a thirty-minute edition of the evening news, and was watching the last half-hour of the Movie of the Week when something strange happened.

Although the TV was black and white, Richard had decided that it produced a clearer picture than any set he had ever owned. And when the picture suddenly went off and was replaced by noisy static, it awakened him from the semi-doze into which he had fallen just minutes before (he had by that time finished eight beers).

“What the...?” Cable must be out, was his first thought. Hell, it had happened before—seemingly once a month, like a reminder from the cable company to pay the bill—and usually at a crucial point in some movie or show. The first impulsive thing to do when the cable goes out is to check all the stations and see if they, too, are out. That is what he did now, cursing under his breath. He ran through the channels, receiving nothing but static on all stations, and left the channel selector on six.

He turned the volume down and sat on the floor in front of the set. I should call the damn cable company. But had he paid his bill this month? He couldn’t remember, but thought he had. He was meticulous about paying his bills on time. Well. Normally. He waited a few minutes, hoping that the picture would return, and then decided that he would just go to bed, after a look at his watch.

He was ordinarily a late-night person, but for the past three weeks he had been catching up on sleep—something he usually got only four or five hours of nightly. Now he was to the point where he was beginning to rely on the extra three or four hours a night he’d been getting.

Since Tina left, he hadn’t felt the urge to stay up late with a good book and a cold beer, as was his past custom. In fact, he hadn’t felt much of an urge to do anything but work and sleep.
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