
        
            
                
            
        

    

 

Off Center In The Attic

Over the Top Stories

Mary Deal








Copyright (C) 2011 Mary Deal

Layout design and Copyright (C) 2022 by Next Chapter

Published 2022 by Next Chapter

Cover art by Inkubus Design

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.





Titles by Mary Deal

Fiction

The Ka, a paranormal Egyptian suspense

River Bones, the original Sara Mason Mystery

The Howling Cliffs, 1st sequel to River Bones

Legacy of the Tropics, adventure/suspense

Down to The Needle, a thriller

 

Collections

Off Center in the Attic – Over the Top Stories

 

Nonfiction

Write It Right – Tips for Authors – The Big Book

Hypno-Scripts: Life-Changing Techniques Using Self-Hypnosis and Meditation





What You'll Find in this Book

The flash story, The Last Thing I Do, appeared in Freckles to Wrinkles, an anthology by Silver Boomer Books, who also nominated it for the coveted Pushcart Prize.

 

Humor and nonsense, flights of fantasy into other realms, fright, disgust and disappointment, silliness and wonderment, and the sadness of reality and heartache. It's all here and more in stories that may leave you a little Off Center in the Attic, conjured through a mind that may be a little Off Center in the Attic.





Acting in a Coffin

Constance Faring was the most dynamic actress to make the Hollywood scene in decades. Her old-fashioned name alone suggested a lot of class and she had it all, including long, straight glistening brunette tresses. When it came to acting, she was not only blessed with a sense of humor but could play anyone from regal matriarch to prostitute.

Then along came Arlo Denny, a new breed of director, who angered Hollywood's elite while trampling his way to the top. He insisted on being referred to as The Denny. Underneath the personality façade, he was something of a wimp with a passion for playing cruel jokes to compensate. Although new to film directing, his first major effort became a mega-hit and garnered him an Oscar. Too sure of himself, his joking oftentimes lurched way out of control. He was on a roll and thought his sense of humor untouchable.

The Denny cast Constance in a short role of a woman who gets killed off. While Constance had proven she could play a variety of roles, she wasn't fond dying off early. The story was based around a funeral. Constance disliked the plot from the beginning but it was three months before her next film would begin shooting. Her agent suggested she take the part in Denny's film to have her name associated with this hot Hollywood mogul. It would take only six weeks to shoot.

“And by the way,” her agent said. “Watch out for a guy named Barnard who works on Denny's crew. The two of them together could ignite.”

So Constance's character died off, but Constance didn't disappear from the set. In fact, she had to lie perfectly still in the coffin for the duration of most of the rest of the scenes. That meant filming an endless number of scenes and angles as other actors and actresses played out their parts. Most of the film was to be shot around her lying in the coffin.

Part of the wimp director's repertoire of sic humor was playing jokes on set. Of course, where else? Everyone talked about retribution, but heaven forbid if someone out-did his antics. What kind of get even pranks might the demented director pull while trying to best everyone?

Barnard was a cameraman and insisted his name be pronounced Ber-nerd, plus he thought The Denny was way cool. Barnard had a dry sense of humor and tried to emulate The Denny. Unlike The Denny, who would laugh and dance around after pulling off some shenanigans, Barnard could pull off a joke with the straightest of faces and never so much as smile when people finally caught on. He might have been the best actor on the lot.

Filming a night scene called for the coffin lid being closed. No problem with Constance. In acting, she would rise to the cause for the sake of the film. After making sure she would be okay in a closed coffin—Constance joked that she would catch a catnap—down came the set lights and down came the cushioned lid close to her nose.

Constance could hear and understand the action happening on the set. While making changes and repositioning people and generally not being able to make up his mind, The Denny called a lunch break. He convinced everyone not to tell Constance for a while, but she had heard. Who knew that sound could reach the inside of a closed coffin? The dead never told.

“You coming?” a voice yelled from across the set. It was the voice of Gina Greg, the producer.

“I'll be right there.” The Denny's voice sounded close by where Constance lay.

Someone snapped one of the hinges on the coffin lid. She wouldn't be able to get out! She heard The Denny chuckling to himself and imagined him slinking away.

Constance knew what The Denny had done and why. She wasn't dead. She listened as people left the set. Lunch would be only half an hour, less if everyone wolfed the fare from the lunch wagon before it hit their taste buds. As she lay in total darkness, she realized that idiot comedian of a director meant to leave her there through the entire lunch period. Well, she was would give him a surprise.

Feeling around in the dark, she rubbed her eyes with her fingertips to smear the heavy eye shadow and mascara together. She hoped her eyes would look like two blackened holes. With layers of powder on her skin to make her look pallid, her eyes would look sunken, empty, and ghoulish. She rubbed some of the dark mascara across her two front teeth to hide them. She smeared her painted lips larger than actual size and dribbled some down the corner of her mouth hoping to make it look like oozing blood. She managed to get her hands up behind her head and took down her fancy hairdo and draped some locks over her face. Then for one final touch.

She touched her fingertips in the lipstick and scraped them down the white satin inside the coffin lid hoping the marks would look like blood, as if she tried to claw her way out of the coffin. Anyone seeing her in the dimmed lights of the night scene might think she had been buried alive.

Soon, excited and accusatory voices burst onto the set.

“It was your idea to break suddenly for lunch,” Gina was saying. “You open the coffin.”

“I can't,” The Denny said. “If something's happened to her, I won't be able to live with myself.” He didn't sound that convincing.

“Open it now,” another person said.

“She said she'd take a nap,” The Denny said.

“No one naps in a coffin.”

“If anything's happened to her, it'll ruin the shoot. Get the cameras on this. I want this all documented.”

“Just open the damned thing!”

Constance heard the cameras being rolled across the set. Bernard would zoom in for a great close-up. She was prepared to make a scene they probably wouldn't expect from her.

Slowly, the lid began to open. Constance didn't wait. She threw back the lid and sat up fast and was right up in The Denny's face. She lunged for his neck and gurgled like a vampire about to suck a blood meal.

Everyone jumped backwards. Gina understood the joke and she and everyone else began to howl.

The Denny fainted.

Constance smiled a ghoulish grin and bounded out, white lace and fluff, to the floor.

Barnard and several of the crew picked up the unconscious director and placed him into the coffin. Bernard's smile was devious.

Just as Constance walked away with the makeup artist, she heard a familiar click of one of the latches on the coffin.

Everyone laughed and joked and waited out the half hour of retribution. From inside the coffin, The Denny must have regained consciousness. He wailed and kicked ferociously, as if taking a turn at acting out a part in a horror film. Finally, he quieted. He must have known they'd make him wait just as long.

After the half hour break, Barnard went to open the coffin as everyone watched. When he opened the lid, the inside of the coffin had been torn to shreds. The Denny did not spring out like Constance did. He didn't even move.

Barnard seemed stunned. Was he trying to prove his acting ability again? He bent down with an ear toward The Denny's face, straightened quickly and looked frightened. He put two fingers to The Denny's throat and waited and finally looked around, wide-eyed. “Oh, gad!” he said. “He's dead!”





The Wallflower

My two mannerly friends and I sit at our table and watch you walk into the room. People notice you, especially the guys. Your clothes are eye-catching and a bit more daring than I would think of wearing, but I don't accept every style change that comes along. Maybe that's why I occasionally feel like a wallflower in last month's trends. Your patent red stilettos draw attention to the fact that you've learned to walk on tiptoes. At least doing so is said to keep the calf muscles firm.

That tight black mini skirt could easily show the meeting place of your legs but it does make you appear smaller than you are. The plunging neckline of your beaded and sequined red silk blouse exemplifies the fact that you carry some weight, most of it above your waistband, and that acts as if it would rather break out and roam free. Your bangles and beads jingle and sparkle as only costume jewelry can. Could the glitz of your bling be why no one comments on the diamond tennis bracelet and other jewelry I patiently paid off over time in order to have pieces of value that will last? The sparkle of mine is subtle and pure under the lights of the nearby dance floor, but my jewelry doesn't make noise.

You find your table but don't sit to give the guys a chance to notice you. That's our way, but much too slow for you, the ultimate woman of the moment. My friends and I know your moves too well and watch you play them out as we smile in disbelief behind our table napkins.

You fling your tiny red evening bag into a chair and begin swiveling your way around the room talking to every guy along the way and flipping your tinted hair using provocative gestures and batting false eyelashes. Your cleavage bounces and rolls as you gyrate your way from table to table. Some of the guys reach for you, as if they want you to stay with them a little longer. Some follow and join you in others' conversations as if trying to claim you.

Other women in the room seem intimidated and drag their guys to the dance floor when you get a little too close to their tables. I'll bet I'm not the only person who expects you to break into song like a speak-easy entertainer of old who parks herself on the edge of some guy's table, or in his lap. Your voice and laughter have a way of quieting a room and drawing attention. Unlike you, too much noise and attention to me and my face turns red.

You pass our table and look at my friends and me only momentarily so you don't have to read our expressions. You know we understand what's happening here. You pucker up thick glossy red lips and move on. Or is that a fake pucker from the injections you've had to enlarge the thin upper lip you had a few months ago? Your colorful eye makeup would make Nefertiti envious but, surely, her perfume was more subtle. The red blush under your cheek bones accentuates both your jaw line and your fish-like pout.

Strange, too, is how once you spend an hour or so making your way around the room, you manage to corner some of the most eligible guys into a group and fawn over them, or they over you. As the night goes on you have trouble holding your glass upright. Strange, too, is how the guy you seem to favor begs out of the conversation leaving you with the others, even though you reach for him and try to draw him back.

Disbelief is your expression when he turns and walks straight over to our table and asks me to dance. As we whirl past you, the look you see on my face is not an expression of gloating. It's simply the naturally blushing wallflower being thankful for being real. But I can't help wonder who you really are and what you're hiding behind the façade you've felt the need to build around yourself.





Pupule

Moke Manoa was a little nuts. At least, that's what the neighbors told Kamaki and Lina Akamu when they moved next door to the scrawny, elderly Hawaiian. The neighbors called the strange man Pupule, saying his brain was split in half. Pupule. Crazy. He always wore the same clothes and talked to himself and walked a little stooped over. Rain or shine, he rode a rusting three-wheeled adult tricycle with a basket on the rear loaded with bags of who-knew-what. A tiny flag waved high on a pole attached to the back of his seat so people could see him in traffic. The neighbors said Moke used to own a lot of farm acreage but got too old to take care of it. He sold it off and bought the plantation house he now lived in and saved the rest of the money to carry him through old age. He was Portuguese-Hawaiian on his father's side and Filipino-Chinese on his mother's; a mixture from preceding generations, like many Hawaiians; like Kamaki and Lina, a slender, mixed-Asian looking couple with graying hair.

Some days Kamaki might say, “Lina, you come go see! He's doin' it again.” They would watch the pupule through his kitchen window. Some days he danced and sang having fun. Other times, he angrily beat his metal dipping ladle and other utensils on the table and talked gibberish in pigeon English loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear.

The days he started talking nonsense meant soon he would be out in the back yard. He had a habit of throwing some smelly stuff into the corner of his yard, farthest away from the house. The tropical heat rotted it and the bugs finished it off, and it left a stink hole where nothing grew. The trade winds being what they were on the northern-most Hawaiian Island of Kauai, Lina and Kamaki were unfortunate because the house in which they planned to spend the rest of their lives sat downwind from the stench. Even their friends avoided coming over. The neighbors seemed cruel and wanted nothing to do with Pupule. They had given up on trying to make him stop making that smell. At least when Lina and Kamaki saw him dance happily, they knew he would not be dumping a pot load that day.

As time went by, they decided to ask the pupule not to make that stench in his yard. It forced them to abandon their lovely patio and to crank the window jalousies tightly closed to try to keep the smell out of the house.

Kamaki and Lina were usually quiet and patient. Now they needed to tactfully speak out, and soon. Lina thought it would be wise to let the talk be man to man. When they had a chance to speak to Moke, Lina nudged her husband.

“Cuz,” Kamaki said, using the island term that meant friendship. “Why you throw soup in back yard. No like?”

“Pilau!” Moke said. “Spoil.”

What could that pupule have in his house that would force him to continually throw out big boiling pots of stuff under his back-yard bushes? On trash pickup day, his three big garbage cans reeked the same way. Lina and Kamaki had wondered why the price on the newer house they bought for retirement in the serene Wailua Homesteads sold so cheap. Now that they were settled in for a few months, they knew. The gossiping neighbors said the real estate broker must have paid Pupule not to dump till someone bought the house next door.

“What's worse?” Kamaki would scratch his head and ask. “Hearing chickens squawking at other house… or pilapilau next door?”

The Akamus were the only ones to occasionally speak to Pupule. Since they were newest to the neighborhood, the neighbors decided to leave it to them to put an end to the stink.

When Lina and Kamaki built up their nerve to approach the pupule once more, they were suddenly haltered in their tracks. Moke burst out the back door of his house, mumbling all the way to the far bushes where he sent the yellowish contents of another pot sailing through the air. Turning back, he mumbled loudly, not noticing them as they tried to get his attention through the Plumeria trees in their side yard.

The Akamus came up with another approach. They figured since Moke was elderly and living alone they should take him some food. They shopped the farmer's market in Old Town Kapaa and bought a selection of vegetables. With those, he could make a hearty stir-fry. Finally, they knocked at his door.

Moke opened the door and turned back into his house, muttering again. Present was that mild odor again, one that threatened to go bad. His gibberish didn't sound too confused so they decided to enter. In spite of the unkempt weeds around the house, they were surprised to see Moke's tiny single-wall island home spotlessly neat and clean inside. They found him in the kitchen stirring a huge pot of something, but the kitchen was a mess. They offered their vegetables and emptied out the bags on the table so Moke could see what they brought for him. He just stood smiling at them, looked at the vegetables and back to them again. Finally, Moke picked up a big Maui onion, squeezed it and put it down. He picked up some turnips, felt them cautiously and put them down.

“You like?” Moke asked. “Moke make?”

“For you, Cuz,” Kamaki said.

“No, you bring,” he said, holding up the turnips. “Many more.” He cupped both hands to show how many more he wanted. Surely, he liked turnips. He turned back to the stove and ignored them. They tried to get his attention and he only motioned to the turnips and said, “Nui 'ino.” Soon he began to mumble again and count on his fingers.

Getting through to a pupule was going to take some doing. The next week they went again to the farmers market and bought a whole bunch of turnips. Moke was not home so they left them in Lina's blue shopping bag on Moke's lanai beside the front door. Two days later, the blue bag showed up at their front door containing several small jars of canned food in yellow brine. They had the pupule's smell on them. Lina and Kamaki hesitated but took them inside and sat down at the kitchen table to examine them.

Finally, Lina said, “Brave husband, try one.”

Once the lid was off the jar, out wafted a most delicate odor they never thought could come from something connected to a pupule. The scent was tantalizing. Kamaki pinched out a piece and bit into it. As he chewed slowly, he continued to say, “Um-m…umm!”

Lina knew from the look on his face that he had just had a taste of heaven. She begged for a bite and Kamaki held a wedge to her mouth. She bit into it and chewed slowly and swallowed. “'Ono loa!” she said. “Such delicious flavor.”

Turnips. They were turnips, the ones they had purchased for Moke. They ate more. It was not dinnertime but they brought other foods out of the fridge and ate a small meal. Those pickled turnips enhanced the other foods.

“That's why he want more,” Lina said. “He want make for us.”

“We no see him cook again,” Kamaki said. “But he cook ono.”

“Then why throw other times in back yard?”

“Maybe he no can eat all.” Kamaki ate another piece. The little jar was almost empty.

“But no have to cook to pickle, only leave sit in brine to cure.” Lina shrugged and ate the last bite of her turnip wedge.

“Wonder what makes him huhu to mumble to himself and beat on table.”

It was puzzling. They had to know more about this neighbor whom the other neighbors thought had a split brain but knew how to pickle turnips.

“Why you no save?” Kamaki asked the next time he saw Moke throwing something out. “Why spoil?”

Moke only smiled doubtfully and went back into his house. Lina and Kamaki decided to go over and see what they could do to help Moke avoid such waste. In Moke's kitchen, they watched him try to remember something. He would repeat several words, lose his train of thought and start over. Then Lina figured out that he was trying to remember some ingredients. “You try memorize cookbook?” she asked.

Moke had cookbooks haphazardly cast aside. He picked up one. “No good,” he said. “Brine too strong.” He tapped his chest. “My brine good. Make my brine.”

“You cook brine to pickle vegetables?” Lina asked, surprised. She had just learned something from this pupule.

“My recipe… my recipe,” he said. He flagged a hand toward several other cookbooks. “No good.”

In his strange way, Moke was telling them that he had developed his own recipe for pickling. Lina and Kamaki finally understood and smiled at each other. Moke had been throwing out his brine if it did not turn out after he cooked it. Throwing it out in the back yard and making that stench.

“Why you no use garbage disposal?” Kamaki asked.

“No got.”

“Why you throw in back yard?”

“Same as farm in country,” he said. “Throw in field.” So that was how his habit of throwing the brine into the back yard got started.

“You need to use the sink, Bro,” Kamaki said, nicely using another familiar local term.

“No got grinding machine,” he said.

Now that they knew for sure, they could not be upset with the man. He was elderly and a little pupule but doing something he loved to do.

“Why you pickle? You no eat regular food?”

Again, Moke only smiled. Up close, though his teeth were ugly with stains, he still had them all. He opened the fridge. Inside sat containers most likely filled with leftovers or cut vegetables ready to cook. He had plenty of food and the containers were stacked neatly. He was eating well.

“Why you pickle?” Kamaki asked again.

“Income,” Moke said.

“Income? You sell?”

“Maybe tomorrow.” That meant he was not ready to sell or, perhaps, he had not perfected his creation. He looked frustrated with himself.

“Where's recipe?” Lina asked.

“No got.” He stirred the pot and did not look up.

“You no use recipe?”

He looked a little sheepish and feebly pointed to his head.

“You memorize it?” Kamaki asked. “He makes recipe as he goes,” he said to Lina. “That's why he throws in yard. Sometimes doesn't make good.”

Moke danced in his youngish feeble way. “Yeah!” he said, swinging his arms. “Yeah!”

They were finally getting somewhere. “You write ingredients and measures?” Lina asked.

Moke probably did not and could not remember correctly and that was why some days he threw out and some days danced happily instead. “No time,” he said.

She studied him and his half-smile showed a little embarrassment. She could not believe what she was thinking. Moke did not know how to write. He only read enough to partially understand a cookbook. That was why he thought he had a better recipe. But he did have a better recipe. They had eaten his ono product and wanted more.
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