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Chapter 0: Introduction





  



  




  The practice of writing involves undertaking an ongoing series of explorations. By working through interesting ideas, characters, tones, etc., writers improve their craft and challenge their comfort zone. Completing this exercise is best done through the creation of short stories rather than full-blown books.




  What follows is my first collection of ten short stories. Each one covers a wide range of topics, genres, and viewpoints. It begins by looking at the cost of selfishness and bullying in “Taken Seat.” This is followed by a tale of romance and unusually pesky computer networking issues called “Layer 20” and then followed by the unnerving dream-like space of “Time Served.” The 4th work, “But it’s on Sale.” reviews the consequences of not thinking through our actions while food shopping. It is presented from two different perspectives and has multiple endings. The next two tales, “The Strip” and “Missed Lessons” deal with spiritual encounters and their impact on our lives. These stories sandwich an older piece showing how marriage and writing goals may differ in “Would Be Family.” Three late additions were written just before the first edit started and are included. This includes the challenges of life faced in “Beatrice’s Story,” and “The IT Wife.” These sandwich the last story written in the collection – the sci-fi travelogue of “Under Texas Skies.” Unless noted, these are all new stories and they did not exist before this book had started. I added a short note before each work talking about their history and influences. I hope that that you enjoy these small doses into the human imagination.
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Chapter 1: Taken Seat (A Modern Fairytale for Adults)





  



  [At airports and on trains, some people place their bags and articles on the seat next to them. This story builds off that idea as well as giving tribute to The Man Who Could Walk Through Walls by Marcel Aymé. That story can be found at: http://www.stresscafe.com/translations/pm/index.htm If you are in the Montmartre Quarter of Paris, you can visit Place Marcel Aymé to see a sculpture based on that tale.]




  




  Once upon a time when good manners mattered, there was a selfish girl named Ebrel. Ebrel was not born that way. In fact, for the first ten years she was known as being sweet and considerate to all in her land. She loved everyone and everyone loved her back.




  But shortly after her tenth birthday, Ebrel’s fortune dramatically changed. She had been on the way to volunteering at the local hospital. When reaching for the hospital door, she was kidnapped. Ebrel’s life was now at the mercy of one of the most secret organizations in the world – the Selfish Gang.




  Little is known about the Selfish Gang. Some believe that they are a medium-sized underground group of malcontents. Others think they somehow stumbled into each other at that reliable meeting ground of misfits – school detention. In any case, Selfish Gang members appear to spend their days performing dastardly acts. The high point of their day is to kidnap older innocent boys and girls and then brainwash them into being selfish. In your lives, you unknowingly may have seen evidence of their handiwork. Some of you may know of a formerly delightful child that was recently transformed to a behavioral horror and now incites panic and fear in others. Everywhere you can find the notorious deeds of the Selfish Gang. Once a child is in their clutches, it is nearly impossible to fight back against their extensively field tested techniques lovingly based down through fifteen selfish generations. This includes the following set of “original” games:




  Mine, Mine, Mine! Where “teachers” try to take a prized possession and taunt a besieged “student.”




  Hoard It! Here “students” race to store as much as they can in their rooms in the shortest period of a time. The winners get to take one prized possession from the losing “students.”




  Non-Musical Selfish Chairs. “Students” must vigorously defend as many chairs as they can.




  Poor Ebrel underwent these and other homegrown tortures. The hours of relentless “selfish-washing” passed by quickly. Eventually, Ebrel cracked and became a rabid follower of the Path of Selfishness. Then during one evening torrential downpour, Ebrel was returned to her front door. She entered the house and her parents were glad to see her. However, that joy was short-lived. Her new shadowy persona consumed her behavior and ruled her outlook. Soon her whole neighborhood and family were scared of her presence.




  There was one notable exception living in the neighborhood that was not afraid of anyone. Just two blocks over from Ebrel’s home in a log cabin home, lived a youthful horror named Rod. This boy was a year older than Ebrel. All that you needed to know about him could be seen on his never washed holey tee shirt. It summarized his life philosophy in bright red letters -- “100% BULLY-BRED AND PROUD OF IT.” Rod was an equal opportunity offender and loved to pick both on younger male and female classmates. This was likely due to learning at too young a tender age that Adora, the beloved Summer Solstice Nymph did not exist. Or he may have had an immature mind by being fed for years on a steady diet of string cheese, eggs, and cheese curly fries.




  One fateful day, their paths intersected. It was a sunny afternoon when Ebrel was playing happily all alone. Rod and his ever-constant sidekick Raw Jr. gazed with excitement on their prospective prey.




  A brief aside on Raw Jr. or RJ as only Rod calls him. He is rumored to be a certain senator’s son and is said to be a second-generation bully. No one seemed to know what his real birth name was. On seeing him, many take a wide berth. This may due to the craziness and generous white space surrounding his eyes. Or it could be the fear of a man that seemed happy walking around gnawing on a medium-sized animal bone.




  The two ne'er do wells moved closer to their target with nervous expectation. The time that they both looked forward to had arrived – BULLY HOUR. They walked up to Ebrel and cornered her. It looked that it was all over for her. Rod looked at Raw Jr. and said mockingly “Looks what we have here R.J. We found a little girl that needs our help. Shall we help her?” R.J nodded and loudly guffawed. They moved close ready to grab her.” BAM BAM. Ebrel had solidly landed her left and right fists on both the young fiends. The power of her blows overpowered her assailants and both of them landed hard on the ground. Ebrel’s two assailants were stunned. No one, either female or male, had ever placed such a breathtaking shot or made them fall down before. Ebrel stood over them taunting, “You little girls want some more or are you good?” Raw Jr. was ready to get up and pounce. But, Rod indicated for him to cease. Just like that, He had fallen in love with Ebrel. He rose and looked at her straight in the face and asked pointblank – “Will you be my girlfriend?” Ebrel scoffed and said, “A weakling such as you? Not on your life!” But in reality, she was secretly pleased with the attention. R.J. then said, “Why don’t you join us as we bully some helpless kids? It is a heck of a lot of fun. Ebrel simply responded, “I’d rather play by myself thanks.” And so, the two ruffians left her alone as they continued their path of psychic and physical destruction of those they thought deserving. But after leaving Ebrel, he gave a backward glance. He would somehow make her his girlfriend.




  The years passed quickly. Ebrel, Rod and R.J. all somehow made it to their senior year of high school. Rod and R.J. had big argument about two years ago on which one was the cruelest Roman dictator ever -- Marcus Balbus or Flavius Gracchus. Each of them made their case citing various biographies, official records etc. Then the arguing turned to screaming and screaming turned to fighting. In the middle of their scuffling, they looked at each and stopped fighting. Quickly, they disengaged from each other, gave one last growl and walked off in different directions.




  (By the way, R.J. ended up quite well. His wild ways attracted the attention of the daughter of the Mayor. After a torrid courtship, they moved into a cave together. They wrote a best seller about living the primitive life and stayed in relative bliss thereafter.)




  While in high school, Rod felt lonely and empty. Bullying did not seem to have the same fun and zing anymore. Somehow, he remembered about Ebrel. After she had punched him, he pursued her for three weeks. But after she kept spurning his advances, he retreated from romantic endeavors. After that, he went back to bullying with R.J until their big fight.




  So what had happened to Ebrel? She had greatly enjoyed Rod’s wooing and was about to give in if he lasted two more days. But unexpectedly, he gave up. Did he not understand that there was a game to be played and that he was making progress in wooing his desired maid? Anyway, word got out about Ebrel’s selfish ways and everyone ignored her. This shunning even included those that everyone else treated less than dirt.




  Without companionship, Ebrel retreated into the world of reading both non-fiction and fiction. This continued until High School. Although she was persona non grata, she still made an effort to find some activity club to join. All the other tables were well attended but the debate club. That club was just hanging on and had the minimum number of members. It did not help their case in attracting members when they always lost in the school competition. The debate team members’ faces fell when they saw Ebrel coming. But then they reconsidered -- they were desperate for new members. So, Ebrel had found a new sort of a home.




  The time of the first debate came and Ebrel was given the task of arguing against having state and national parks. Her reading knowledge, intimidating presence, powerful delivery, and strong rebuttals won the first individual debate for the school in over four years. This unnerved the opposing school and they actually lost a second debate and then two more. So, the final score was 4-2 in Ebrel’s school favor.
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