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Author’s Note

 

These are not happy stories. Some of them contain depictions of violence, including acts perpetrated against children. Further, most of the characters in these stories do not go on to live happily ever after. If that is going to be problematic for you, proceed with caution.


 

The Other Side of the Door

The hockey card pinned to Aric’s spokes clattered as he pedaled over the last few yards of his driveway. As he dismounted and leaned the bicycle up against the house he knew it was going to be a bad night. His father’s truck was parked crookedly in the driveway with the door open and making a soft dinging sound. After checking through the window to make sure his father wasn’t slumped over the seat snoring, Aric slammed the door. The dinging stopped and the cab light went out. Last week when he’d discovered the truck in a similar state he’d left it as it was and the battery had died. His father had been furious and Aric had been unable to sit on his bicycle seat for two days.

As he left the bright sunlight and stepped into the dim light of the house, Aric stopped to give his eyes a moment to adjust. The first thing he recognized as the grey blurs in front of him coalesced into solid objects was the six pack of Ranier longnecks on the kitchen table. Each was empty and had its cap turned up like a crown on its mouth. The air was heavy with their scent and the sharp odor of sweat. An ocean breeze ruffled the curtain of the open kitchen window bringing a small breath of freshness which the house quickly swallowed up.

“That you boy?” his father growled from the cave-like living room. Before his mother died that room had been Aric’s favourite in the whole house. Its walls were white with bright yellow trim and the hardwood floor was always swept until it shone. All his mother’s bookcases were in there and she had let him read anything he wanted, not just the little kid books. He’d spent hours curled up on the soft couch consuming the words of writers as diverse as A.A. Milne, Ray Bradbury, Stephen King and Beatrix Potter.

No longer. 

Now the walls were stained with tobacco smoke, and the stink of cigarettes clouded the air even in their absence. The floor was worn and grungy, and Aric’s feet often stuck to it when he walked across. Worst of all, that’s where the stairs were.

“Boy?” His father said again, and Aric considered fleeing out the back door and pretending he’d never been there, but the screen door’s squeak would give him away and then he’d be in for it.

“Yes, it’s me.”

“Where you bin?”

“With Austin,” Aric answered truthfully. “Down on the beach.”

Their house was the last one on the bay before open water and ever since Austin and his family had moved in just down the road, he and Aric had been inseparable. They played on the rocky coastline for hours. Looking in tide pools, skipping rocks and having adventures. Austin was his best friend, the only person in the world he’d even considered talking to about his mother. Of course, in the end he’d decided against that. It was safer that way. For everyone.

In the living room, his father made a non-committal grunt and turned his attention back to the baseball game showing on the cabinet television he’d dragged in from the garage. Aric could remember his parents fighting about it. His father wanted it in the house but his mother didn’t, she said television rotted the mind. It was the one argument Aric could ever remember his mother winning. Assuming she had, that is. Which wasn’t an assumption he could safely make since the television had been in the house before his mother had even been in the ground.

He looked at the floor. Cigarette ashes and scattered burn marks marred its worn surface. He used to be bothered by that, but right now the only thing bothering him was the grumbling in his stomach. He was hungry. He hadn’t eaten anything but the piece of dry toast he’d snatched on his way out the door this morning, and he’d spent all day being a pirate with Austin. Pillaging and sword fighting built up an appetite. Still, given the six ‘dead soldiers’ on the kitchen table and the half-consumed one in his father’s hand, it might be better to go to bed now and try to sneak down for a snack later, after his dad fell asleep in his chair.
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