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INTRODUCTION

I love stories, short or not.

My only rule: The story must be great.

You get a hopefully good idea, then the hard part starts: You must write the darn thing.

The trick is knowing when to stop. I'm a re-writer. Sometimes the words come in an orderly 5000-word armada. Often, they come out in a random, limping 752 word brigade. Then I re-write, re-write some more and re-write again. Lather, rinse, repeat.

After that, my editor hat goes on - and I slash, and slash some more. Then the writer's group gets a hold of it. More slashes. Then the professional editors get it, and knock it around even more. It's bloody and brutal. But, so is all creation. In the end, it's hardened and polished and will hopefully shine.

Short stories can be any length, in any genre. And I like it that way. What follows are the stories worth publishing, reaching back some 20 years. They're all over the map, genre-wise. A few stories contain some choice adult words, if the story called for them. Most don't.

So, come play in my weird, eclectic garden for a while. I think you'll have fun. Don't let the title fool you, they're not all dangerous. Though, you will find some wild monsters dancing in my stories. Enjoy.

M J Sewall





TOASTING LESTER 
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When the invitation arrived, we were honored and a little baffled. The formal card read:

 

Mrs. Brandini invites you for an intimate evening, to drink Reserve and remember.

 

Then we saw the date. Could it really be ten years later? The dinner would be on the anniversary of her husband's abandonment all those years before. My wife and I were most intrigued to be invited. I loved the old lady of course, but I had hated Lester Brandini. Regardless, her Reserve was legendary. My wife and I would definitely attend.

In a community of winery owners and ranchers known for being, well, just plain nice, Lester had been the Rasputin of the Wine Growers Association. Meetings and Harvest Festivals had always ended in shouts (and even one fist fight), back when Lester was in our lives. Everyone secretly cheered when he left. Except for Mrs. Brandini, presumably.

It surprised no one that the monster would leave such a lovely lady as Agnes “Aggie” Brandini. Awful in public, we all suspected worse abuses by Lester behind their closed doors. The whispers from the tasting rooms said Lester fled to Spain, but left her plenty in the divorce. She never offered any details. Aggie never confirmed nor denied any rumors, so after a while we all stopped asking. The wine community had seen her thrive after that. Now, ten years later, she had us all to dinner, with lots of wine, and a big slice of memory pie.

Lit by candles, the main tasting room sparkled. The dinner was set up family style, and we all passed around the dishes until our plates were much too full. The wine and gourmet treats filled our noses and then our bellies. Customary when wine makers get together, we all brought several bottles from our own stock, and Aggie had put out seven bottles of her special Reserve. Made by her personally, only fifty cases a year, a Reserve bottle retailed for $275 a bottle. They began to empty quickly.

Our plates clean, the stories flew around the elegant affair. “…Remember the costume party, Harvest Fest in, what was it, '97, or '98?” Her husband reminded her it was '98. She continued, “Right! Lester came in that kilt with those obnoxious bagpipes!”

My wife jumped in, “I remember he wasn't wearing underwear.”

“Exactly! He mooned everyone. Oh my God, so gross.” We all laughed.

Mrs. Brandini laughed most of all. “He was a bastard, all right. But he was my bastard. To Lester!”

The glasses raised again, the wine continued to loosen the mood. James, who ran Cutlass Wines, finally asked what we had all been wondering for years. “Aggie, did the bastard ever turn up? Any contact after he left?”

The mood changed, the question laying an immediate hush over us, all eyes on the great lady. But Aggie didn't answer, instead she laughed and turned the conversation. “I think about the simplicity of it all. Grapes, sweetness, sourness. I mean there's a hell of a lot of chemistry, and PH testing, and hard science we must know. Of course, we are all adroit at what we do; we can talk about micro-climates, and loamy soil, and grades and elevations, or how much rain we didn't get last year….”

We all gave a commiserate groan. Aggie continued, “…But it really comes down to grapes going bad and the delightful pursuit of lining up everything so it happens in just the right order, at just the right time.” She lifted her glass, “to make this amazing yummy juice we drink. We use words in our tasting room description lists like 'elements of raspberry, coffee, or dark chocolate.' ” She laughed again. “No one puts down what we really grow it in; no one lists cow shit. None of us tries to work 'nitrate-rich fertilizer' into our elegantly worded tasting sheets. But you can't grow grapes without it, my friends. What it grows in matters. The things in the dirt, they change the character of the fruit ever so slightly. The roots that dig deep and share space with so many unknowable things…”

She slurred her words a bit as she trailed off, and I wondered if a joke would be appropriate to swing the conversation back into lighter subjects. But the grand lady's face lightened as she stood. “Anyway, to Lester!” She toasted again, and everybody drank. “And no, I haven't forgotten your question, James. I did confront him. And it wasn't in Spain. We had a final scene of sorts. But what was said and done will never be repeated. It's been ten years, my friends. The announcement I've been waiting to make is that I'm discontinuing my Reserve line. It's time to move on.”

Jenny from Aspora Wines nearly choked. “But Aggie, that line is your premium seller. It's too damned good to…”

“I know, I know. A lot of hard work goes into it. And I make a lot of money from it. I've been handcrafting this wine myself all these years. I'm done. This is the time to end it.”

“Can I buy the secret?” I quipped, “Everyone's dying to know your tricks.”

“No tricks. It's all about where it's grown, my secret little patch of the property. Special growing technique, and very special soil components. It's been ten years since my dragon of a husband left us. I say good riddance. I've still got some living to do. I just wanted you all to be here to share in my decision. This is the end of my Reserve, so drink up!” She lowered herself and I noticed one of the last Reserve bottles landed in front of me.

I grabbed the bottle when a wild idea occurred. Left us, she had said. Not left her, but left us, a phrase one might use if someone had passed away. Special soil components, almost as if Lester was… I shot a glance to Aggie across the long table. She saw my look of incredulity. She smiled and shrugged, grabbed her glass and took a long swallow. The wry smile neither confirmed nor denied my suspicion.

I poured the last of the bottle into my own glass, and that of my wife's. The label read Woman Scorned Reserve. I was enthralled that the wine was so balanced, so complex, so damned good; especially if the ground beneath it really contained what I suspected. Sour grapes, indeed. I remembered how Lester would get drunk and shout at this great lady, how we all feared the worst when they were alone. Then how thrilled we were when she launched her Reserve only a few years after he'd left. If he'd really left at all, of course. Whatever had been said between them, Aggie had gotten the final word.

But I was drunk, and it was a silly Hollywood-style notion anyway. I looked around and saw strange smiles on everyone's lips. If anyone else suspected what I did, no one seemed to care too much. I laughed, thinking of that small patch of secret earth that grew these marvelous grapes.

I raised my glass, “To Lester!”





IT'S THE NOW 
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Maya ran her fingers across the temporary tattoo on her wrist. “Will the real one hurt?”

Nicole brushed back her long blue hair. “Oh my God, you are such a baby. Okay, yeah, a little. Especially if you wanted to put it somewhere weird.”

“Yeah, like on your…” Jackson began, but was cut off.

“Stop, Jacks, don't be gross.” Nicole continued, “No, I wouldn't advise getting it anywhere uncomfortable. Besides, you need to touch it anytime you want. Jacks, don't go there.”

Jackson let out his boy-like giggle, confirming his constantly dirty mind.

Maya squirmed in the padded restaurant booth. “I mean, I suppose I like the idea. But it's so permanent. Sure, there's surgery that can reverse it, but it's basically forever. This is a big decision, guys. It just freaks me out.”

Caleb jumped into the conversation, “Everything freaks you out, Maya. I mean, don't you still use a laptop from the last century? You are so behind all the tech.” he started talking in that weird voice he thought sounded like a typical old person, “Back in my day, we used mouse pads and flip phones on the way to the schoolhouse.”

“Yeah, walked five miles, in the snow,” Jackson added, They both laughed at Maya.

Caleb finished, “Get with the times, Maya.” Then he tuned out.

Maya pointed to Caleb's tattoo. “You guys don't even have the latest ones. You've got the older kind, and those are totally different.”

Jackson said, “No they're not, it's exactly the same. Look.” He showed his flame tattoo, licking down his arm with the yin/yang symbol at the wrist. “It's the same technique, and this one's like eight months old.” He pulled up his shirt to reveal the frowny face with the mysterious Fu Manchu mustache and beard, “and this one's almost two years old. But they still use the same technology….”

They all waited for Jackson to finish his point, but he just sat there.

“Holy crap! Jackson!” Maya shouted.

Jackson's eyes looked far away, until Maya snapped her fingers in front of his face. “See, you just proved my point. Where were you just now?”

“Sorry, it was just an ad for the new sushi place downtown.”

“An ad for a restaurant just popped into your mind, even though you didn't even touch the Tat App? That just proves it; they're not as safe as they claim.” Maya crossed her arms to punctuate her well-served point.

“Firstly, they don't even call them that anymore.” Jackson's disdain dripped. “They haven't for like six months, and secondly, the new App Tats are totally safe. Plus, you only have to get one now. It's not like the three individual ones I have. The new ones are every app in one place. Just press it and the menu is in your head.”

Maya continued her objection. “What if I'm driving? Isn't it distracting?”

“They used to be.” Nicole explained calmly, “The new rules say you can't drive for fourteen days after you get it, then you take the app distraction test. After that you're hooked in, like all of us.”

“I don't like the idea of something foreign being inside my head,” said Maya. “I know, like everyone has one, but it just seems creepy. The Internet was supposed be something we could use on a device. It's creepy - the idea of it streaming in my head.”

Nicole said, “You are so dramatic. We are the device now, silly. People are the hub. Doesn't your dad have one? Nearly everyone I know does. I read that it might even be a law soon. How are you keeping in touch with your friends and family right now? Answer? You aren't, Maya.”

Maya groaned. “First of all, my dad got one a year after the divorce, the same month he got an earring. So that doesn't really count. Plus, wait… Caleb. Caleb, what are you doing?”

“What?” Caleb's eyes came back into focus. “I was listening to you. Jackson was just showing you his App Tat.”

“That was like five minutes ago. Were you watching that stupid show again? Pay attention, please.”

Caleb casually brushed his finger over his cross shaped tattoo app, annoyed. “I'm on Season Five with my show, but honestly, just now, I was mind-texting my mom back. Jesus, Maya, just do it already. Everyone's connected. You're the last person I know with no mind apps of any kind. And honestly, that's kind of why we don't hang out with you anymore. It takes forever just to talk, and talk and talk about everything. I mean, I know what these guys are doing all the time, before I even see them. Seriously Maya, it's exhausting being with you sometimes.”

Jackson gave Caleb a high five for his good points. “We all know your appointment is for tomorrow morning anyway, so why are we even talking about this?”

Maya looked at her friends, trying to figure out another argument. But they were right. Even her mom had one of the new apps; her tattoo app was a heart with Maya's name on it. She didn't want to tell them that, because it would make her argument weaker. Nearly everyone was connected now. If you wanted to send a message, you just did it in your mind. If you wanted to send that inspiring picture with the great quote, you just thought it, and whoosh, it was sent from one mind to another.

Caleb had already disengaged and was probably back watching whatever episode he was on in Season Five. Jackson was wearing his cool, practiced smile, looking right at her. Maya could tell that he was busy doing something else in his mind; probably on Mindbook, most likely stalking some high school girl.

“So, Maya. No more arguments?” Nicole asked, fully focused on her friend.

“Well, thanks for paying attention while I contemplate the most important decision of my life,” said Maya with a smile.

Nicole laughed. “No offense, Maya, but I also just bought two pairs of shoes while we were talking, and did some stuff for work. That's the cool thing about this. The times we live in, it makes getting things done so much easier. I can have a conversation with you, listen to my playlist, and send off a report to my impatient boss, all right now. And, because I'm super awesome, I can also buy shoes and have a conversation at the same time. Now, these dumb-asses over here can probably only do two things at once. But this new process is made for smart people like you, Maya. Sure, there's the annoying advertising crap that pops up. But, that's what makes it possible to have the procedure for free. It's not the future Maya. It's the now.” Nicole smiled again, and flipped her blue hair. “Come join us robots.”

They both laughed. “Now who's being dramatic? I guess it doesn't make us robots. But, somehow, I'm afraid that… well, I guess I'll feel less human.”

Nicole just shook her head. “Silly Maya.”

The next morning Maya went to her appointment alone. She still had doubts. Then again, she had doubts about everything. Maya thought of a line from an old book, one they made her read in high school:

Solitude sometimes is best society

Maya wondered if maybe that didn't apply anymore. She thought maybe the analogy was too obvious anyway, since it was from Paradise Lost. Her world would never be a paradise again.

A new thought occurred to her; they say you can read books in your head three times faster. I bet I can read five books at once.

Maya smiled at her own idea, and walked into the building to keep her appointment.





FILBY GETS A JOB 
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The board room was temperature controlled, but everyone sweated anyway. The CEO of the studio and all senior heads of departments were present.

“How did this happen?” asked Ken Kennings, the CEO.

“Did this really happen?” asked Neil Narrows, the Vice President of production. “I know they've called the election, but how would this even work?”

Kennings stared at the junior exec. “Are you asking how Filby the Flibbertigibbet just got elected President of the United States? That's what we're all here to figure out, before we answer to the media and Washington, all of whom have surrounded this building demanding answers. Hear all those phones ringing off the hook out there? So, again, how did this happen?”

“Not to sound naïve, but the logical answer is write-in votes,” offered Jim Jerling, head of production.

“We know that, dammit!” The CEO pounded his fist on the large, round table. “I know the how. We must answer the what – as in, what we do with this reality? Filby is a character owned by Media Mavericks, Incorporated. Filby was created by our beloved founder Walt Whiting some eighty years ago. Does that mean we, as owners of Filby, can occupy the White House? Run the government?”

“You're not serious,” said Neil, “Are you saying that our cartoon….”

“We prefer animated character,” urged Dave Drennel, head of animation.

“…Okay, animated character that just won the Presidency by write-in votes, entitles us to occupy the executive branch of government? That's ridiculous.”

The CEO threw up his hands. “The whole thing is ridiculous!”

Neil couldn't stop scratching at his collar. “Is this even up to us? No one reached 270 electoral votes, so the House of Representatives decide who will be president. Won't it get passed to the Supreme Court, in any case?”

“Exactly! They'll throw it out of court. Nothing like this has ever happened,” said Jerling.

Neil tried to bring reason to the table, “Wait a second. True, a write-in candidate can win the popular vote. But in 35 states, you must be a registered candidate first. Filby wasn't registered. Seven states don't even allow write-in votes at all. Obviously, that was all over the news last night since Filby just won in a landslide. But what about the electoral college?”

There was a collective groan. No one had slept, all glued to their televisions, watching the talking heads go apoplectic over the strange turn of events. Every news channel had breathlessly covered the unfolding story of the first write-in candidate winning the Presidency. Everyone was especially dumbfounded, since Filby was a fictional character. But, the electoral college was the most hotly debated subject of all. No one wanted to go over that again.

“Everyone's been trying to figure that out,” the CEO rubbed his temple vigorously. “Neither 'Mr. over-tanned billionaire', nor 'career lady bureaucrat' made it to 270. But it's not clear how the electors will vote in December.”

Dave put up his hand. “Sorry, can someone explain the electoral college to me?”

More groans. The CEO glared at the executive.

Neil took the reins and answered, “Each party has electors in each state. Each state has different rules about how those electors vote. Some states have a “winner take all” approach, which means all electors must vote for their party's candidate. Others leave it up to the elector's conscience, and party loyalty. If no one reaches the magic number of 270, the whole matter gets kicked to Congress, and probably the Supreme Court after that, since the losing candidate will probably sue.”

Jim added, “But, the timing gets weird. In December, the electors get together to certify – which basically means they get to vote again. It's never happened before, but they could change their vote: they could vote for the write-in candidate. That would be a bigger mess.”

Dave remarked, “What a crazy system.”

“What the hell are we talking about?” Neil shouted, “Filby is a cartoon character!”

“We prefer animated,” reminded Jim.

“Whatever!” Neil pointed to the bronze sculpture in the middle of the round table. Filby was created in the 1930s, an immediate hit. He delivered jokes faster than Bugs Bunny, was more excitable than Daffy Duck, and more beloved than Mickey Mouse.

Filby wasn't a dog, exactly, though he had a long snout. He wasn't a cow, either, though there was something suspiciously bovine about him. And he wasn't a him, as far as anyone knew. Filby was never romantically linked with any other characters (there was a Filabina briefly in one short animated film, but Filabina was just as gender ambiguous). Plus, the three voice actors that had given Filby the unique high-pitched voice were a mixed bag: two were women, one had been a man. Filby was hard to pin down.

 

Still pointing, Neil finished his thought. “You are saying you want us to figure out how we can make this our next President? A cartoon?”

“We prefer…”

“Damn it! Make an ANIMATED character the leader of the free world?”

“Why not?” said Will Whiting, youngest brother of Walt, the beloved creator of Filby. The rare occasions Will spoke up, everyone listened. “The country is divided. Bitterly. They couldn't bring themselves to vote for either of the clowns running for office. Both candidates were universally despised. Where did they turn? To a character that brings them joy and hope. They turned to the most American thing they could think of, and they did it by the tens of millions.”

The CEO stared. “Will… all respect, but, have you lost your mind?”

“No. I've also not lost the 55% of the company stake. So, watch your mouth. Think about it; what does a President do? He is the CEO of America, but he does very little of the real work. I'm not saying he's just a figurehead, but does he write his own speeches? No, not for about a hundred years, anyway. Does he do the day-to-day running of the executive branch? No. Staff does that. America voted for a beautiful fantasy. Let's give them one.”

“But… but, how would that work?” Neil pleaded. “A real person would have to make decisions, set policy. Then we would, what, just write speeches and animate him for the cameras? Like some Wizard of Oz behind the curtain thing? That is insane.”

Will smiled. “Look, the people voted once again for divided government. The left and right are farther apart than ever. What if we let each party pick half the cabinet posts. We set up an executive committee to formulate ideas from both sides. We'd do public polling and let the people decide each issue. Now that's real democracy! That would force our government to work together, in partnership with our Corporation. Then, at the head of America would be the most beloved character on Earth. We could use our newest hologram technology; Filby will be 'real' in every room he walks into.”

Neil ripped off his tie and loosened his collar. “Isn't this a coup? I mean, the people won't stand for that – a few elites running things behind a cartoo…” he looked to the head of animation, “… animated imaginary President!?”

“Yes, they will. They just voted for Filby the Flibbertigibbet. Think about the fact that he appeals to everyone: Filby is without race, gender, or strong opinion on any matter. Filby is the perfect candidate.” Will changed tactics, “On the other hand, imagine if we suppress the will of the people? If those House of Representative weasels, or the Supreme Court forces the old 'left-wing lady,' or the even older 'right-wing billionaire' on us, will they feel that their will has been embraced?”

“Would either party even agree to this?” asked the CEO.

Will nodded, “I think they will. They are both savaged in the polls; everyone hates them. This will give a common cause to rally behind. Running half the government is better than none, and we all know politicians prefer to work behind closed doors.”

“This is madness,” Neil whispered. He stared at the bronze sculpture with new dread. “In the sixteenth century, Flibbertigibbet meant devil, the Anti-Christ…” (First mention of Flibbertigibbet: Castle of Perseverance, a c. 15th century morality play. Mentioned in Shakespeare's King Lear, scene IV. Term once meant devil. The meaning evolved into the 19th
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