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			This book is dedicated to my chat friends. To Δημήτρη, Joe, Josh, Christofer, Aaron, Chip, Ayumi, Rafic, and so many more. You gave me strength and home in these tumultuous years, and I will always, always, be here for you. #BouncyHorses forever.


		




		

			The Day It Rained Hearts — a very sad story


			Ouch Ouch Hearts are boncking me on the head. Here comes Cupid Hi. Any more weddings? Mary and her loverboy. Just then I floated to mars in a ballon Then the ballon popped I fell into Lake Erie and was never seen again.


			Emily, 1982











			Flit


			My wings are wet
What shall I do


			To flit about
As I should do


			Would take a gust
Of wind, or two


			Would take some time
Forgetting you


			E.D.E., Summer, 1998


		




		

			Preface


			This book collects my favorite unpublished stories from 2021-2025.


			The title of the first collection, Awkward Tomatoes, was inspired by the idea that the stories were not taken for the contests or anthologies they were written for; that they were thrown back (splat), but also that they are authentic and eclectic.


			When I ended the first collection at the end of 2020, I would not have predicted, well, a damn thing about the next five years. It’s been wild.


			And through it all, I’ve been me. GarlicTofu was my first nickname on Twitch, which I finally changed when I realized IRL people were calling me Garlic, which got weird fast, ha. But through it all, I’ve still been me. I hoped. I loved. I dreamed. And in finding and being myself, I’ve decided I’m a little cool. If you will, perhaps sexy. Look—it’s my book and we’re going with it.


			There is abandonment, isolation, and ptsd within these pages.


			I hope you will also feel the hope, the bravery—the love.


			My heartfelt thanks to every friend who read these stories, and nudged them, and hoped they might find a home.


			Home, often, is where we make it. And I’m so grateful for mine.


			I hope that you enjoy.


			My very best,


			E.D.E. Bell


			December 2025


		




		

			An Extra Minute Before You Leave


			My most recent story. From 2025, plotted and written around the District of Columbia, in places of personal inspiration. It is a love letter to myself.


			Mille pulled the last petal from the envelope of mulberry pulp and lowered it toward the plain, white cup. Her hand steadied against the faintest waft of interior breeze within the garden-lined space, the same space as always, as she set the blue-hued petal atop the potion’s crest. It began to dissolve, and then, disappear.


			A silence of time assured her the reaction had been properly set. As much as one can ever be assured in a world without memory.


			Hair twisted back in safety and ease, Mille walked as in procession away from the small round table, over the plain floorboards, and toward the corner of the room, the plain white cup in her hands, steady as the days that now passed.


			The procession was in her walk, if not her dress. Her bare feet, the soft, same, clothing that covered her in duty, was a constant now. Unless . . . 


			No, she could not be distracted.


			The ritual of procession was not magic itself, but Mille was starting to question how lines even served in a mind built of hope and loss. Remember your feet, she reminded herself. Remember your feet.


			She leaned back against the secure arms of a long, curving cushion she’d sewn of stalks, and, waiting for the surface of the potion to again settle, downed it in one swift pour.


			Nestling against the cushion, she felt over with one hand into the small woven basket and lifted the soft, round shape, having replaced it with the empty cup. Still, after all these tries, all these efforts, all this silence, she did not know what the object was. But, it seemed, it had been in her hand when everything had broken. And it was her only connection back.


			The potion was warming in her mind, and unreality faded.


			Again.


			The feel of cushioned pressure against the steps of her feet meant something, Mille remembered.


			“What is on my feet?” she murmured.


			“Is there something on your shoes?” a low voice responded. “Or do you mean something about your shoes?”


			Her eyes began to focus on a room of books. Beautiful books. Designs and pages and lines, simple manifestations of years bound in color. She wanted to reach out, touch them, devour their letter-scratched words, but books were a heavy weight, and Mille was strained as it was.


			The man was there. Again.


			Grief beset her.


			Why was she so sad? Shoes. Feet. Remember your feet.


			Shoes were the sign she was here. The potion. Yes. She tried to focus on the man. Oh. She’d tried so hard.


			She’d failed.


			She’d pushed so hard.


			Harder than she should have.


			At the end, she’d still failed.


			She took a breath.


			“I’m sorry. It’s . . . hard for me to speak right now. This was the last try, and . . . I’ll leave soon, but I have to find myself first. Don’t worry; it only takes a few minutes.”


			His feet stepped easily against the ground as he approached. “I have no idea what’s happening.”


			Mille squeezed her fingers together, trying to get the feel of them back, one hand empty, one hand not. “And I’m sorry for that.” She felt empty. Knew there was nothing left to say. But, as talking hastened the connection, she might as well continue. “I’ve talked to you before. I should have stopped twenty, thirty, however many times ago, but I kept thinking, if I tried another way, I’d reach someone else. Someone who remembers.”


			“Why should you have stopped?”


			For a moment, she was unable to prevent a twinge of hope, but his voice was hollow, and it snapped back like a slap. She was not an object to assess. “The effort is its own sacrifice . . .  I’m sorry, it’s just I’ve gone as far as I can. It’s a hard thing to accept. Harder the more you’ve tried.” She pushed down her irritation.


			He was coming into focus now. Same neat clothes, same gentle smile. He leaned against the desk. “How many times have you tried . . .  Tried what? What is this?”


			Again. Anger. Frustration. But she could not focus on the heaviness here; it would only bolster it. Recover. Leave. And find something new in the quiet space she occupied.


			The answer she gave sounded like someone else was saying it, though she was starting to feel her own lips. “I’ve tried again and again; the number of times would hurt me to recall. And this, I’m never really sure. But one of the memories I retained was that people, when apart, can find each other again.”


			Now he showed some signs of emotion. This hurt more. But soon, it would be over. Something would.


			“What could be so important?” he asked, earnestly. “To try and find again and again, when it appears I’ve told you I can’t help?”


			“Right, I explained this,” she said, immediately checking her own short tone. She tried to soften it. “I’ve been trying to find what I lost. There were others. I know this. Yet no matter how hard I try, how many ways I search, I only come back to you.” She could feel her knees, a soreness in them. That was a good sign. She might as well keep talking.


			“I used to be somewhere, with many people. I was a magician, or maybe a scientist, or something more. Or less.” She heard herself chuckle. “I remember first in pieces. Flowers. I always remember flowers. Songs. I always remember songs. A forest. Patches of light. And safety. I remember safety. And above all, I remember that something was being built. Not built. Building. We were building it. Something related to that safety. A project, a structure. The only thing I know, I know with all my heart, was it was important. And then, it was broken.”


			Mille stopped to breathe, and in doing so, she caught a clear look at the man’s face. Grief flooded her; she had to keep going.


			She wished she could tell a story. But all she knew to tell was the truth.


			“I hoped, beyond hope, that if I held pieces of a puzzle, someone else did as well. Like, in a story. People find each other.”


			Her toes awoke, feeling the pressure of the shoes. “Anyway, this is the last time,” she managed to say.


			The man ran a finger across the angle of his jaw. “If this is the last time, we should at least try again.”


			It was impossible to express the weariness beyond weary. She stood, trying to respond, feeling inadequate in every way. But again, he spoke.


			“How do you know that it broke?” He paused. “From memories?”


			She nodded. This was the hard part. The part of piercing sleep and crawling days. But it didn’t matter. Then, she looked at his face, watching her. Damn it. It was the last time; she could do it once more. She could try again. One time.


			“Not just broken. A separation. I don’t think an accident. Meant to keep me away, to be unremembered. But something stuck. Something imprinted.” She closed her eyes. “I see paths. Trees. Clearings. Lights and shadow. Patches of sun. Stripes of shadow.”


			Her breath failing, she took a moment for air, before the fragments pulled her back. “‘The lines are cut.’”


			She opened her eyes to see him standing still. He knew not to interrupt.


			“Those are the only words I remember. I think I said them, or whispered them, thought them, screamed them. It’s . . . ” She breathed in. “Flashes. And sparks. Fizzling noises and sounds of smacking, of destruction, I don’t . . .  We walked in the trees, we built in the sun. We wanted to be safe. We wanted . . . safety. Phantoms.” Her voice was cracking, like needles through her throat. “There were phantoms,” she rasped out. “They passed through the trees, they violated the shadows and the light. They ate on safety. They . . . ”


			A shove. Inside her. It wasn’t real. Not here. She continued.


			“They removed something? That is what I can’t understand, when my mind fights against remembering. Was it removed, or was it broken? It was broken. A separation.”


			She had nothing more to say.


			He shifted uncomfortably. “A thing can be broken by removing pieces.”


			She did not know what that meant. Not what it meant. Why it mattered.


			It did matter?


			“We walked in the trees, we built in the sun,” she repeated, feeling her silence was nakedly inadequate.


			He leaned forward, just slightly. “Do you remember anything of after? What was there? What did you see?”


			“Pain. Confusion.”


			With a quick shudder, she stifled a scream.


			“Forest. Light. Safety.”


			That was not all.


			That was not all.


			That was not all.


			“Silence.”


			Her heart was racing. She was here, fully now. She could return. It would all be over. She was ridiculous, she was inadequate, but it didn’t matter anymore. She would return, and she would bury these thoughts. Bury them deep in the beds of the flowers and live what was left to be lived.


			Magic. It wasn’t real, was it? It could be abandoned. And this, perhaps not real either. No, that wasn’t true. She knew it wasn’t true. She pushed the words out. “I only know it was important,” she nearly cried out. “And that I failed.” The last words slipped through her teeth.


			She breathed. It was time to go.


			He caressed his chin. “May I ask you a question? Just a matter of academic curiosity.” He smiled warmly.


			Painfully, she nodded.


			“What is it that you’ve done, since? How did you try? Meaning, if you don’t know what is magic or science, then how are you here?”


			This was complicated, but a new hunger awakened in her for conversation. She knew it would hurt more when it was over, but this was the last. She could survive it. How could one refuse the last taste of flavor before an eternity bereft?


			Mille . . . could. She knew that about herself.


			And she did not.


			She calmed her own voice. “It is a potion, and thus I could call it magic. But I retain patches of knowledge, of flowers.”


			“Huh.”


			He sounded interested, and it pierced her, somehow.


			“Patches of flowers, like in the forest you described,” he offered.


			Her heart screamed.


			“Yes,” she said, holding her voice calm. “I have patches of knowledge without memory, and they always involve flowers. There are properties. Over these years, I have come to suspect . . . ” Her neck twitched. “Do you know of math?”


			He shrugged.


			“Of computing machines?”


			He raised his hands slightly.


			“Our minds are an eon of paths traveled, built in layers of strength, each holding the other up. This netting, it grows to where it must, or grows to where it will. I don’t remember enough to know. But there are blank pages, like in a book.” Her lips twitched. “We’ve staked our claims, as adults. Built walls around the home and the travels that we understand. The potion enables me to cross the lines of those walls. To write upon the blank pages. And in that space, one can interpolate: carry what they do hold to where it likely leads. And perhaps, even, outside of that mind.” Images, scenes, returned to her as blurry as they were passing by. “Neural communication by common knowledge. To know what someone is thinking because of our interpolation, and then to release our ropes and fences and climb our walls and speak to each other.”


			He breathed out, and Mille felt repulsed by his fascination. Which was not open. A jolt ran up her neck.


			“Fascinating. So do you think we are actually communicating, or you are simply writing it on your blank pages?” He lifted one foot to stretch upon a seat. “All in your mind, I mean.”


			She stretched her neck and then, trying to find words, shook her head. “The only thing I’ve learned after all these attempts is that writing new endings again and again and again, it is not the same as living. It creates an unresolvable weight. It builds.”


			She twitched. “I do think you’re real. But I can’t do it anymore.” Again, she heard her voice outside of herself, unusually strained.


			Finally seeming to realize her distress, he walked back behind the desk, sitting in a large, comfortable seat. “The trees. The clearing. Are you there now?”


			She rejected the quiver of her lips. “No. Never. Never again.” Now she believed that was true. Not believed. But she would. She’d have to. “I’m inside. Always inside. Myself. My fear. A simple space, with food, a table, and a place to rest. And beds of flowers on windowsills. I can grow whatever I want. So I learned to make potions. And, here I am.” She looked around, craving the colors and books and warmth. “And you, always somewhere different. This one is my favorite. With the books.” Knowing this must soon end, she tried not to look at the man, but at the books, to let them be her memory of this, forever. If only she could be here. If only she could hold them in her hands, read. Learn. Grow. Grow more than flowers, but grow of self.


			No. Never. Never again.


			Now she believed that was true. Not believed. But she would. She’d have to.


			“Well, I should go.”


			He leaned forward, hands on the desk, eyes suddenly sympathetic. “You spoke of sacrifice. It’s this, isn’t it? Having this conversation again and again.”


			She waited for more, but there was not more. “No,” she answered. “The repetition is pain, it is hurt. The sacrifice is that you won’t know this ever happened. This time, the last time, or any time. And I will know forever about each and every one of them. And that I failed.”


			For the tiniest moment, she saw something. Recognized something. Yet it was gone.


			“I’m sorry that you’re suffering. I could . . .  I could sing.”


			She felt the sting of blades through her. Not memories. Fantasies, or . . . 


			Without a response, he began. A simple song, in a simple voice. Without pretense, or worry.


			She could not run.


			And so she stayed.




			If we, could walk


			Together, over death and fracture, onward


			Then we could grieve


			The way that the phantoms tore asunder







			If we, could talk


			Together, over rest and laughter, imagine


			We might then breathe


			And find where the air is everlasting







			If we, could chalk


			Up the failure to the storm, beyond


			We would believe


			In drawing a . . . 





			The last words seemed to slur. She could not understand what he’d sung, knew she could not, whether or not he was truly singing them. Yet the man smiled as the room itself changed around her. Or seemed to. It was not visual or touched, but a stillness. That reached into her being. It did not fill her, but it reached her. Something known, something familiar. A cruelty. She could bear no more.


			“Thank you,” she managed to say. “I’ll carry that forever. It will ease the weight.”


			“You will,” he stated, his expression dampening, as if considering it. “But I won’t.”


			Mille nodded. “I’m going to leave now,” she said, at a point of everything and nothing and no reason to discern them.


			“You can just leave?” He was curious. Only curious.


			That was too hard to answer. But if he asked, she would answer. She would always answer, she knew.


			“We’re both here by choice. We only have to . . . go. So. Goodbye.”


			Mille felt herself. Her body. Her mind. She stood straighter, curled her fingers tighter around the unknown object clutched in her hand, and steadied. A sound stopped her. Not a sound. A voice. A question.


			“An extra minute before you leave?”


			If her heart could stop on a moment, it would have. Yet, she nodded, her heart unceased.


			He scratched lightly at the side of his head. “I can’t help but ask the question. Can I leave myself a message, you know, find a way back?” He pointed at the books. “Like a story. In stories, people find each other.”


			She stared ahead, and heard herself whisper, as if from a different blank page, “No message, no note, no puzzle. Not when you are always moving. But, yes, you could come back.”


			He cocked his head to the side, and raised one hand, a bit. Something she could not remember. This was too much. She had to go. “You could come back. I believe that. No, I know that. You just have to remember.”


			This was all too much. Too much for an ending. Another ending. The last ending. Not an ending. Only too much.


			Is it even a story without an ending?


			She turned away. She squeezed the object in her hand, again, another time. She felt it in her numbing grasp.


			Slowly, she looked ahead. She was seated on the floor, her toes in view. She heard the echoes of silence. And a breeze. It was nothing. She was nothing.


			And none of this was true. Anymore.


			She took the soft piece of nothing left from her hand and thrust it into a bed of flowers, not even noting which one. She picked up the cup, to go wash it.


			If this was life, then she had to live it.


			Mille breathed. She heard the song of the empty pages. Still there. Still there forever. She smiled.


			*


		




		

			Edera Died at Sea


			I’ve been trying to get into a secondworld publication on and off for years now. I wasn’t sure I had a traditional enough style to do it, so I hoped to partner with someone to guide my emotions in a more traditional arc. That didn’t work out, so in 2024, I wrote and submitted the story on my own. Rather than technical issues, this time, it didn’t reach far enough emotionally for the editor. I don’t know, maybe I can only be myself. But I do love this story and believe, in its way, it is quintessentially me. Content note for underwater trauma.


			Edera came of age with a celebration of her worth.


			Gifts held in hand and smiles held in spirit, she tucked away her childish things, and became an apprentice at the bay’s large mill, quickly moving on to full craft and then ranks of watch, then midwatch, then overwatch.


			With overwatch came long days, indoor days, ensuring the trunks rolled in on rain-worn carts were of purported breed, and personally guarding the cellar where payments of rare metal and traded goods were exchanged to the travel-weary jacks, and that the millers stayed at their machines and took no more than their proper pay.


			As the winter came on, she entered the cellars before the break of light, and left in the evening’s chill. She joked with herself on the walk up the hill to her comfortable, private room, whether daylight still existed in the bay.


			As months grew into years, the gifts had worn out, and the smiles had faded. Standing calmly against angry jacks insisting the fast-grown trunks were original growth. Addressing the arguments of the millers, keeping her mind sharp against attempted sleights of hand in the transfer of the payments, navigating the stares and murmurs from around the cellar, now possibly on so many grumbles or rumors she’d stopped addressing them at all. Explaining issues of toilsome resolution to the Earl, assuring them each was well in hand.


			At nights, especially in the winter, she walked the edges of the bay, finding them calming and pleasant, the waves lapping soothingly against the rocky shore.


			She’d never walked them as a child; they were said to be haunted, by ghosts or ghouls, doomed souls known as drift-walkers. As she’d grown, she’d learned more of the truth. That those who did not work, those who could not be helped, wandered there, collecting scraps of food and trinkets to sell from the wreckage of the bay.


			Once Edera had stood down a band of combative jacks from Fourth Mountain, she didn’t much feel scared of wanderers anymore.


			The shores were a whole world she’d not before visited. Astonishing to her, as she’d lived in the bay her whole life. Many objects washed up, sometimes as she stood and gazed at the choppy water. Coins, trinkets—she left them for those who might need them, but she always stopped to admire the fragments of wood.


			She knew it was a grim admiration, scraps of wood used by the desperate to try and leave the bay, knowing they sailed only to their demise. Or perhaps they didn’t know. She could only imagine with a horror she didn’t want to feel the moment that belief was dashed, as water rushed into the ship. As lungs . . .  She shivered. These were not good thoughts.


			All ships that tried to leave the bay were doomed to sink.


			This piece, she held in her bare hand, unafraid of splinters from the worn, perfectly smoothed wood. She turned it in her fingers, admiring the fragment of carefully, lovingly painted lettering. So much effort put into known futility. Now, here, she couldn’t even know what it had said.


			“You love the scraps from the ships,” a voice said beside her.


			Edera twitched, and turned to face a smiling figure, iridescently transparent in the moonlight, wearing a tattered robe. She did not fear the person, a woman by presentation, but she could not suppress the horror to see that she was not simply another person. But a ghost. A spirit.


			What are you? she tried to ask, but the question felt rude, even to a ghost. She looked down at the scrap, which continued to turn in her fingers. “They calm me,” she answered. “I work at the mill, but lumber must be trimmed, stacked, graded for flaws. The wood here, it’s small and irregular. Gentle. Each piece different. Like, how I imagine rough gemstones to be. Well, the opposite,” she said with a small giggle. “We cut lines into the wood, and here the bay removes them. Or maybe that’s the reverse.” She paused, not sure what else to say, but she had learned in overwatch to end thoughts confidently to signal strength. “I find them beautiful.”


			“Your hands seem smooth for lumber,” the drift-walker noted.


			“Oh, yes, well, I always wore gloves. And moved quickly to overwatch.” She waited for the normal response, praise, or admiration, or surprise she could be entrusted at such a young age. In its absence, she stumbled to continue. “I work hard.”


			“Mmm,” the spirit said. She rippled, as if fading from view. “I hope you enjoy your walk.” Before Edera could think what else to say, if there was more to be said to a destitute yet curious spirit, the woman had drifted on. Edera thought; she could no longer see her against the reflections of the water.


			When she reached her bed that night, she found she was still holding the fragment. In the morning, before the sun had risen, she took it with her, and positioned it onto the inside of her doorway, leading to her workspace.
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