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  Dear Reader,




  Thank you for purchasing The Awesome Pie Collection. What you have here is my second book and first collection of short stories. I wrote many of these while I was in college and still figuring my stuff out. That being said, these are a selection of some of my favorites from over the years. They have been revised, edited, baked at 375 degrees, and served as small slices.




  As a warning, some of these stories are light and fun. Others contain death or have bad language. Keep in mind that the tone will change dramatically from section to section or from story to story.




  Please enjoy.




  



  ~ Fruit Pies ~





  Pumpkin Pie





  "Smells good, don't it?"




  The old man leered at Judy with his missing teeth and droopy eye. He creaked forward in a sun bleached rocking chair, the whole scene looking like the beginning of that horror movie her brother had  made her watch. The man in the movie had kept pieces of children in his basement refrigerator.




  "Excuse me?" Judy asked, looking around, hoping he was talking to someone else. The sidewalk was void of life. Even the birds were silent.




  "Pumpkin Pie is God's food, you know. Warms the soul!"




  "It's, um... I don't know about that." Judy clutched her shoulder and looked around again. Sometimes, she hoped she could just latch on to some passing person's underbelly like one of those little fish get carried away from the dangers of awkward social encounters. No such luck today.




  "Come on, girl! You either like it or you don't! I have some cooling inside." The man wobbled on creaky legs. He lurched toward the rail to get his balance and catch his breath.




  "No, really. I should get going." She didn't want to be around when this man shattered his pelvis.




  "Nonsense!" The exclamation triggered Judy's fight-or-flight instincts, but her knees were locked in place. "Who says 'no' to pie?"




  He tottered through his front door, swinging it open. It didn't quite shut but just hung there, creaking in the wind.




  This was Judy's chance to escape. She could just run to her house down the street and just avoid this way home next week. She'd never talked to this man, so who's to say she would ever need to again?




  Still, good manners kept her locked in place, if a little fidgety. This was a neighbor after all, not a monster. And he was so very old. What if he didn't have anyone else? But then, what if they became friends and she felt obliged to take care of him for the rest of her life? She didn't have time for that! Judy was a court stenographer. She had a job to do and a life and a family she was already obligated to be around.




  She shifted from one foot, then the other, as if she had to go to the bathroom. Maybe that's what she should have told him. "Excuse me, sir," she would say. "I've really got to go home and use the lady's room. I'll have to come back for pie another day."




   




  Judy jumped a little as the door hinges squeaked open. Before she could open her mouth with a good excuse, the old man began rambling again. "You know, they say Van Gogh thought yella was God's color. Now, I don't know much about that art crap, but pumpkin pie is definitely something out of God's cookbook."




  He walked to the top step but no further. Judy tiptoed toward the shivering pie plate, taking hold of it like she would a dead rat. The old man grinned. His face exploded into a thousand smile wrinkles.




  "Now tell me how that is! I been makin' for thirty years an' I sell 'em right outta my home."




  "Oh, really?" She flaked off the first bite with her fork. "I've never heard anything about pie sales. Do you do this every year?"




  "Every Wednesday! Never sell anything, though. Just sit here waiting and nobody buys anything."




  "You don't have any signs up or anything. Do you put ads in the paper?"




  "Don't need to! Pie sells itself. People smell pie and come running."




  "But you just said..."




  "Nonsense!" he exclaimed, giving Judy a startle. The old man smacked at his gums for a while, a blank look in his eyes. Judy averted her gaze from his obvious signs of dementia. She felt ashamed for staring.




  Judy dug at her pie again, observing a brown glob on her fork. Perhaps it was made of little bits of children like in her brother's movie. The killer had made the hero eat a plate of that stuff. So gross. Still, the pie in front of her smelled like pie. And it looked like pumpkin pie should, all golden brown. Judy didn't want to make a bad impression with a neighbor, so she took a timid bite.




  "Pretty damn good, eh? I make it with rat testes."




  Judy gagged and let the pie roll off her tongue onto the man's lawn. The wretched geezer let out a wheeze that could have been a laugh. "I'm just messin' wit' ya! You shoulda seen your face! Ha!" He wheezed again. Maybe he had asthma. Or, if she was lucky, his old man lungs were giving out.




  "That wasn't funny!"




  "Cheer up, girly! If you weren't you, it'd be hilarious! Isn't that good pie? Try another bite."




  Judy thought of shoving the pie in the man's face and smiled. She sunk her teeth into the next bite, this time able to pause and taste it. The filling was hearty and creamy like a custard. Light and airy enough to melt on her tongue. The rich cinnamon and nutmeg flavors swirled together like the last sip of hot cocoa. The spices gingerly nipped at her tongue. Judy bit her lip in an effort to not look like she was enjoying it.




  "Would you mind if I stopped by next Wednesday to get some pie, Mr...?" She held on to that last word, but he looked past her at the street. "I never got your name."




  "Name's Curtis."




  "Well... Curtis. Your pie was exquisite, but I really need to get home now."




  "You remind me of Shirley Temple I first met her. The only way I could snag a girl like that was through my cooking."




  Judy didn't want to ask, but the bait was too tempting. "You... dated Shirley Temple?"




  "Dated? Ha! Yeah, you could say that. She was newly divorced and I was around."




  "You were Shirley Temple's rebound guy?" Judy wanted to wipe that image from her mind, especially since she could only think of Shirley Temple as little orphan Heidi and Curtis as, well, Curtis.




  "Yeah, but then she started going steady with that Black fella. That was his name: Black. Charlie Black." His eyes were awash in some old memory.




  "Well, I'm sure he doesn't make pumpkin pie like you do."




  "Huh? Yeah. Yer damn for sure, woman!" He wheezed and began coughing enough to push himself back into his chair.




  "Are you all right?"




  "Maaah!" he dismissed it with a hand.




  For a moment, Judy thought about staying a little longer to see if he was okay, but he was old and old people cough sometimes. She had two cats to feed and an episode of Law and Order to watch. Judy set her plate back on the rail and nodded politely.




  "I should get going. Thank you for the pie, Curtis. It was lovely to meet you."




  He hacked up a wad of phlegm and spit it into a nearby bowl.




  "Well, then," Judy said, not certain what else to say, given that response. She rigidly spun on her heel, finally free to make her way home again. But as she crossed the street, Judy took one last look at the man. He was rocking in his chair, creaking like an old abandoned swingset.




  




  




  Cherry Pie





  "Back for more pie, eh?" Curtis whistled through a gap in his teeth.




  "No." Judy smirked, holding a fresh-baked pie. "I thought I'd bring a pie as thanks for last time."




  "What is it?" He licked his cracked lips, though that could have just been to get moisture in his mouth. Judy's own grandpa used to get cottonmouth from his medication.




  "It's cherry."




  "Mmm." Curtis slid his dry tongue over his lips again. "Cherry pie, is it? I think I'm too old for that! HAAAaaa~!" His laugh turned into a wheeze and then a wet, hacking cough.




  After the man had spit some mucus into a plastic bowl, Judy finally asked, "Are you all right?"




  "Fine," he coughed. "Fine. Just get me some water from the kitchen."




  Judy set her pie on the counter and looked for bottled water in the closet, distilled water in the fridge, anything she thought an old man should have to keep healthy. She settled on grabbing a tall plastic cup from the cupboard and taking some water from the sink.




  "Here. It's from the tap. I wasn't sure what else..."




  He took the glass and drank so fast she felt the need to hover in case he choked.




  "I'll go cut up the pie."




  Judy had an easier time finding a pie slicer. It was unpolished, dull silver with a flower design. Perhaps it belonged to his wife. She and the neighbors in her complex had always assumed he was a widower.




  When Judy cut in to her pie, red cherries oozed out. She took two plates out and gave him the second slice that hadn't fallen apart.




  "See how you like this one. I'm not such a bad cook myself."




  Curtis's hand shook as he blew on the forkful of pastry. He chewed, slowly, swallowed, then put his fork down on the plate. Judy waited eagerly for a reaction as he sat back and licked his lips.




  "You know, my wife was a terrible cook."




  Not the response she was hoping for. Judy smiled, taking a few deep breaths. She reminded herself that he probably wouldn't be alive for very much longer.




  "Oh? I didn't know you had a wife."




  "Sixty-two years. Loony as a cuckoo bird, that one. Couldn't read without glasses and she's dyslexic to boot. 'Curtis,' she'd say to me. 'What are bear slices doing in the pantry?' An' I'd say, 'Nonsense! Those are pears, you old bat!' We'd argue like that for half the day and then I'd pull her into the bedroom and we'd make love. I'd be her big bear slice and she'd be my little Goldilocks."




  Judy wished she could replace her brain. She put some cherry pie in her mouth. The cherries were delicious, just a little overripe but good for pie filling. At this moment, though, the texture felt a little like loose skin rubbing against her tongue. The thought of old people sex was affecting her palate.




  "What happened to her—your wife?"




  "She died." He took another bite of the pie and made a face. Judy bit her lip, trying to be civil.




  "I mean, how did she pass?"




  "Pass? Oh, ovarian cancer. Doctors gave her a year. She lived five months."




  "I'm sorry."




  "For what?" Bits of crust flew from his mouth. He pointed his fork at her. "Did you give her cancer?"




  "No. I just... I'm sorry for your loss."




  "Maaah! I didn't lose nothin'! She's dead!"




  All manners and protocol told Judy that his behavior should horrify her, that it wasn't normal. Her family used to mourn every little thing, even when the toaster died. They were dramatic and finicky to the point of comedy. When her grandfather passed away, she wasn't even sure whether anyone was genuinely sad of if they were just acting the part. That was when she decided to move away.




  "Gad damn it!" Curtis snapped. The pie slid off his plate, smashed into his shirt, and somersaulted facedown on the porch.




  "Don't worry," Judy said. "I'll get it."




  "No. Sit down." She did as she was told and folded her hands in her lap. Curtis sighed but didn't get up to change his shirt. He sat there with cherry filling on his shirt, his legs spread out, and his hands tucked under his belly.




  "You know, if my wife heard me saying the Lord's name in vain, she would have flayed my hide. Got in the habit of saying it all fruity like Dan Aykroyd."




  Judy caught the movie reference. "Oh! Blues Brothers."




  "Huh? Yeah, I had two brothers." Curtis pushed his eyebrows together, concentrating hard. He might have been trying to connect his own ramblings with Judy's comment.




  "That was the movie," she explained. " 'We're on a mission from Gad.' You know. Blues Brothers."




  He sat there for almost a minute, smacking his gums and staring into space. Just as Judy was about to say something to break the silence, Curtis opened his mouth.




  "I miss them too. They were good guys."




  He sighed, coughed, then closed his eyes. He looked like exhaustion had come and scooped everything out of him in an instant.




  "Are you all right?"




  Curtis bowed his head. She thought it might have been a nod.




  "Well, perhaps I should get going. Let you get your rest. I hope you enjoy the rest of your pie."




  "No. Don't bring pie. I'll bake."




  Judy forced a smile. "It was so wonderful seeing you again."




  Judy stomped home. When she closed and locked the door to her apartment, she breathed a sigh of relief. The cats were licking the countertops and the stove, so she set right away to cleaning.




  




  




  Strangers





  I have this friend who believes that we always meet the same people in every lifetime. Some stranger you connect with in this lifetime could have been your mother or best friend in the last. So the relationships we’ve had in our past lives keep repeating, just with different variations.




  Now, I think she’s full of shit. I don’t see life as bumping into familiar souls every day. We’re much more alone than that.




  The way I see it, every stranger we meet could potentially be the beginning of a relationship. It’s only that one stranger in a million that becomes a best friend or a lover.




  But this story isn’t about my friend’s bullshit, or even my bullshit. This is about the person I fell madly in love with for about a week and a half…




   




  I met Chia Hui in the fish section of the market. I was staring at the slack-jawed face of a rainbow trout, trying to figure out if I needed to skin it or how to cut its head off or what. And then, as if reading my mind, she said:




  “Are you going to eat the head?”




  “Uh, no. I didn’t think you’re supposed to. Are you?”




  “Oh, the head’s the best part! That’s where all the good meat is!”




  So, we got to talking about fish, though I admit this is not the most romantic scene, talking in the fish aisle, hovering over bulbous dead eyes. But it worked, at least for our romance.




  Now, this is the part where I wish I could say that I invited her over for dinner. But Chia Hui was always the more assertive one in the relationship. She invited me over and we had fish together. We cooked together and talked while we cooked and flirted while we cooked. I stayed the next few nights and we had the most incredible conversations. Only to be bested by the sex.




  But I was still the uncertain one in the relationship. Even after staying under her roof, making love to her, and playing with her cats, I didn’t know where we stood. Again, Chia Hui decided this for me. She told me that she loved me. No woman (save my own mother) had ever said this to me before. I didn’t know what to say. So I said nothing. I thought I would see her again, but looking back, I realize now why she never said a thing when I told her “goodbye.”




  




  




  Jack and Leigh Ann





  Jack and Leigh Ann are two people of the opposite sex. Jack is walking on the sidewalk. Leigh Ann is sitting on a bench.




  “Hey!” Leigh Ann calls out to Jack. “Why are you walking?”




  “It’s what I’ve always done,” Jack says, pacing around the bench. “Why are you sitting?”




  “I’ve always sat,” she explains. “Would you like to meet my family?” Her mother and sister smile and wave. Leigh Ann’s father isn’t there; he is a walker, so sometimes he walks by on his way to work or wherever walkers go.




  “No time for pleasantries. I need to walk,” Jack turns his eyes toward the horizon. “It was nice to meet you.”




  “Wait!” Leigh Ann says. Jack keeps walking. Leigh Ann struggles out of the bench and begins to walk after him. “Wait up!”




  Leigh Ann’s mother shakes her head. It is just like how she met her husband. Leigh Ann’s mother has happy and sad memories of her husband. She kisses her youngest daughter on the head. Leigh Ann’s mother and little sister are sitting and smiling on the bench.




  Leigh Ann tries to catch up with Jack. Jack glances back at Leigh Ann. Leigh Ann hasn’t been walking as long as Jack. He slows down for her.




  “What’s your name?” he asks.




  “Leigh Ann.”




  “Mine’s Jack.”




  Jack and Leigh Ann walk for years. Sometimes Jack says “left.” Sometimes Leigh Ann says “right.” They usually go left. Leigh Ann becomes a much better walker.




  One time, they stop by Leigh Ann’s family and say hello.




  “You have my blessing!” Leigh Ann’s mother yells as they walk past.




  Jack and Leigh Ann come to a fork in the road.




  “Let’s go left!” Jack exclaims.




  “I’d like to go right,” Leigh Ann says.




  “That’s a stupid idea. You go right, then.”




  “I think I will.”




  Jack goes left. Leigh Ann goes right. Jack is angry. Leigh Ann is sad.




  Jack grows tired and lonely. He misses having Leigh Ann to talk to. Jack sees a dry log that looks inviting. He sits down.




  Leigh Ann continues walking.




  




  




  Wine and Cigarettes





  “Don’t throw them away!” Stacie cried, her baby eyes well-trained for tears. ”They were so young! Life hadn’t burned them out yet!”




  She dropped to her knees, pleading for her lost cigarettes.




  Karen, stone-faced, held a small trash bin above Stacy’s reach. “You mean you were going to burn them out!”




  Stacie’s angelic pleas turned to devilish grin. “Tee hee.”




  “Pfft. Don’t ‘tee hee’ me, you little runt! You told me you were going to quit!”




  Stacie countered her patented puppy dog eyes and kitten pout. “But I needs ‘em! Puh-leez don’ take mah baybees away! I wud jus’ die.”




  “Guh! You’re awful, Stace. Tell you what…” Karen took the bin to the fire escape, dumping its contents to the dumpster below. Stacie clutched at Karen’s clothes, screaming for her to give her back her babies, that she was an awful, horrible woman for taking them away, an unrepentant murderer of innocent lives. A man having a smoke in the alley below looked both worried and disturbed.




  “Hi!” They chimed, retreating back into the apartment. Stacie began giggling to the point where Karen thought she wouldn’t stop, so she beat her over the head one good one with the trash bin.




  “Ow! Hey, Kare bear! That hurt!”




  “Yeah, well that wasn’t funny! I have to live here, you know!”




  “I live here, too!”




  “You squat here, you mean.” Karen rubbed her temples. “Gah. I need a drink.”
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