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SCRIBOMANCY 
skrī-bə-măn-sē (noun)

1. 	The practice of conjuring worlds, characters, and improbable events through the careful arrangement of ink upon paper.
		See also: stories

2. 	The art of discovering meaning, magic, or mischief hidden within text.
		See also: spells

3. 	The questionable habit of a writer experimenting with strange forms of storytelling to see what happens.
		See also: happy accidents; school assignments

4. 	The art of foretelling the future by writing it down with words.
		See also: To-Do List
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          Short Stories

		      
          

        

        
          
          

        

      

    

  
  On Foundational Spells


Most scribomancy begins with the traditional forms. 
A character is placed in motion, a problem is introduced, and the writer attempts the oldest magic in the craft: arranging words so that a reader might briefly believe in a life that never existed.
(And then rearranging the words to sound slightly better. And then arranging them again to make them slightly less bitter. This is the magic of revision, where a bit of better wording can make the whole thing a bit less bitter to read.)
The thirteen stories in this section are built on that familiar structure. They are not necessarily safe spells—some summon ghosts, others regret—but they follow the basic grammar of narrative magic.
And some (more than others) are a painfully accurate record of how growth happens as a writer: through trial and error, and embarrassing foibles best left buried in old notebooks and junk drawers. For those seeking true horror, I challenge you to revisit your own early work. It rarely improves with time.
Digressions aside, as tempting as it is to go back and fix things, I’ve included these earlier pieces as they were originally written. They are the best evidence I can provide that scribomancy is a practice, not a perfection—and that the real magic lies in the editing.
Everything else in this book grows from here.






  
  Short Story Index




A Pie for Poltergeist — 996 words — Cozy Paranormal
A woman has a reckoning with the poltergeist who runs her bakery.

Prosopagnosia — 535 words — Crime / Suspense
A man suffering from face blindness attempts to identify a person who attacked him.

The Happiest Place — 802 words — Family Drama
A soldier returned from war struggles to reconnect with his wife.

Another Man’s Albatross — 722 words — Character Study  
A recovering alcoholic finds himself trapped at sea with a crate of alcohol.

Midnight Deadline — 600 words — Domestic Fiction
A woman struggles to find balance between family obligations and a school deadline.

No Services — 1000 words — Road Drama 
A young woman and her mother on a road trip through Utah.

Cyrano the Weirdo — 1089 words — Coming-of-Age
A school yard re-imagining of Cyrano de Bergerac.

Making Friends With a Mirror — 823 words — Myth Retelling
A young man helps ease feelings in the aftermath of an argument between his younger siblings.

Paid in Advance — 929 words — Low Fantasy / Historical 
A woman reflects on her job as a time traveling journalist.

The Most Terrible Thing — 1000 words — Dystopian Horror
A young woman in a dystopian world is taken to see a Grief Counselor.

An Exercise in Penance — 996 words — Myth Retelling
A former CEO is tormented by the man who took over his business.

A Horse For Hunter — 3,050 words — Western / Comedy 
A man looking to buy a horse is sent on a fetch quest through an Old West town.

Interspecies Communication — 1100 words — Sci Fi / Pulp Serial 
An alien engineer is locked out of his computer system by the personality of a teenage goth girl.






  
  A Pie For Poltergeist

Cozy Paranormal · Flash Fiction


Taylor had to duck as a muffin pan narrowly missed her head. The bakery’s once orderly kitchen was a chaotic assembly of ingredients and utensils, scattered haphazardly over floors, counters and walls. 
“I’m selling this place and there’s nothing you can do to stop me!”
Taylor turned to look at the mirror over the sink that she’d been carefully avoiding for the last several hours. Her adversary stared back. His elegantly parted hair and neatly trimmed handlebar mustache were still perfectly immaculate and his shirt, vest, sleeve garters, and tie were just as presentable as they’d been the first time she’d caught a glance at him. 
Of course, no amount of utensil throwing antics were going to affect his appearance; it couldn’t have changed much in over a hundred years. Taylor’s slacks and long-sleeved blouse were almost embarrassingly casual in comparison and were coated in vegetable oil and berry juice. It was only Taylor’s stubborn refusal to be bested that had this confrontation stretching long past midnight. She did not want to admit that he had her beat but he had already won. Flying dishware notwithstanding, nobody in their right mind would buy a bakery with egg yokes dripping from the ceiling.
Her shoulders slumped in exhaustion. “One reason. Just give me one reason to stay.”
A flash of color at the corner of her vision startled her. A photograph had slipped free from the cookbooks lining the shelf above the workstation. It was her mother standing in front of the bakery on the day it had opened. She looked so happy. Taylor had been too busy during her freshman year in business management to even come help her celebrate.
Taylor rubbed at her eyes with her sleeve, smearing flour across her face. Maybe if she’d bothered, even once, to take an interest in her mother’s bakery, she would have at least been prepared for the inconvenient poltergeist who was staring patiently at her from the antique mirror, his hands folded peaceably in front of his apron, looking nothing more than polite and respectable.
He hadn’t been nearly so amiable when she’d first set foot on the premise; Taylor had been showing the property to a prospective buyer and the ghost had more or less expressed his opinion by throwing measuring cups at her head. Only the buyer had escaped before the ghost had locked the door. Now it was three in the morning after an all night standoff and for several hours, all she had wanted to do was run screaming, jump into her Prius and drive as far as her economy gas mileage could take her away from bakeries and meetings with buyers, from funeral homes and wills and executorships and all the things that had converged to ruin her life.
But the supernatural menace wouldn’t let her leave. Not until he got what he wanted. He had locked her in the kitchen and there was nothing else to do but try to find a compromise.
“Please, just... What do you want from me?”
Across the room, her mother’s apron fell off its hook and Taylor knew what the ghost wanted.
“My mom should have told you, I’m a horror in the kitchen. I’m a businesswoman, not a baker. Is there anything else? Maybe something not kitchen related?”
She closed her eyes before the flour hit her, erupting in a spectacular, off-white cloud of wholesome, unbleached dry ingredient.
“Covering me in flour isn’t going to make me a better baker. I’m telling you. The best way to burn a cake is to have me come within five feet of it.”
Taylor flinched when the book fell from the shelf above her, dropping onto the counter with the gravity of a slamming coffin lid and settling open to a well-creased page in the middle. There were oil stains and flour smudges on the page, a clear sign that the recipe had been oft used.
“Apple pie? You want me to bake a pie? Shouldn’t I start with something easy, like cookies?”
An apple rolled slowly across the workspace.
Taylor picked up the apple with a resigned slump of her shoulders. “Alright. Apple pie it is.”
She picked up a knife and began slicing, her thoughts pulled into memories by the sharp, fresh bouquet of the Granny Smith. 
For most of Taylor’s childhood, she could remember her mother baking pies—fruit pies, cream pies, savory pies—in her memory, they seemed like a never ending parade of ever changing variety. They’d all been amazing, more or less, but it was the apple pie that was her specialty and the one that Taylor recalled the easiest.
The tart bite of the apples tempered by the sweet syrup and the buttery richness of a perfectly flaky crust was a sense memory that had been imprinted on her being. Taylor had loved to watch her mother moving through the kitchen like a mad scientist, and to taste the magic concoctions that she pulled from the oven, but she had never assisted. Never once throughout the pies or the cakes and cookies, or when she’d progressed to donuts, or even when she’d begun to try her hand at tarts, éclairs and other decadent pastries, could Taylor remember even lifting a spoon to help stir. 
“Did you know my mom used to love apple pie?”
The lights in the kitchen flickered once and Taylor’s eyes filled with tears. Of course he knew. This had been her mother’s bakery. His bakery. Their bakery, Taylor supposed.
A bowl of flour slid toward her across the counter. Taylor began working on the crust, just as she’d seen her mother do however many thousands of times during her childhood before she’d gotten too busy with her own life. With the ghost supervising gravely from the mirror, Taylor cried as she worked the butter into the flour, grieving for her mother for the first time since she’d died while she poured her soul into making a perfect apple pie.






  
  Prosopagnosia

Crime / Suspense · Flash Fiction


“So, you’re telling me that this is the woman who murdered Peter Kent?” The man in the charcoal suit wasn’t pleased. 
Frank examined the drawing the one in the navy suit held up for him. The hair had the right bounce to it. The ears were roughly the right shape, size, and location. The outline seemed right.
“I think so?”
Charcoal Suit threw up his hands and paced to the window. “I can’t believe this shit.” He turned to Navy Suit, seated to the left of Frank’s hospital bed. “I can’t take this to the station, it looks like a damned Picasso.”
“It’s what he told me to draw.”
Frank squinted and tilted his head. If he slanted the image far enough in his field of vision, the fuzzy spot in the middle began to sharpen and solidify into incongruous shapes jumbled together. Picasso? Fair enough.
Frank had actually been quite good with faces once upon a time. It made being a private investigator easier than it could have been. He didn’t want to think about what this condition would do to his career.
Prosopagnosia.
That was the word the doctor had used to describe what had happened to him.  Face blindness. Frank had always been good at faces. Now he was struggling to describe one that he had seen up close in good lighting. It was the face of the woman who had bashed his skull in.
Frank rubbed his scalp with his free hand, the one not attached to the IV drip. He caught himself before he could reach up to scratch at the stitches.
“I’m sorry, detective. She was five nine in flats, wearing a cinnabar cocktail dress. She had cleavage but wasn’t terribly busty. No wedding band. Wore perfume, something floral. I can’t... I just can’t remember her face.”
“You say you got a good look at her, enough to tell me she’s got attached earlobes for crying out loud, but you can’t remember her face?”
Frank shook his head. “Everything’s just sort of blurry between the ears.”
“This is ridiculous.” Charcoal grabbed his coat. “I’m getting some coffee and then we’re trying this again.” Navy followed him out.
The door opened again, accompanied by the fragrance of roses. A nurse, male by the straight lines of his torso, was carrying in a cheery bouquet of purple and yellow flowers. “From your secretary.”
“Oh? That was nice of her.”
“Is it true?” the nurse asked, voice pitched too oddly to be quite masculine. He set the flowers on the windowsill—sunflowers, purple irises, and forget-me-nots adding vibrancy to the room. “You really can’t see faces?”
“Really, really.” Frank sighed; maybe he could start a new career as a living oddity. He sniffed, the perfume of roses heavy enough to overpower the filtered oxygen and disinfectant of the hospital room.
The hair on Frank’s arms stood on end. There wasn’t a single rose in the bouquet.
Frank fixated on the hands tampering with his IV where remnants of cinnabar nail polish clung to the cuticles.
“What a shame,” he said, dread turning his blood to ice.
“It is, isn’t it?” the woman said before she depressed the plunger and Frank closed his eyes.






  
  The Happiest Place

Family Drama · Flash Fiction


“Why are we even here, Johnny?” 
John sighed and leaned back in the patio chair, twisting his wedding ring. It was almost two sizes too large and spun around his finger like a hula hoop. “It’s Disneyland, Mary. Does there have to be a reason?”
Mary shrugged and reached for her drink, a smooth concoction of vodka, orange juice, with a float of vanilla liqueur. “You know, guys come back from war and they do normal stuff. They turn into dope fiends or go crazy and beat up their wives. You…” she took a sip, “have to take us to a kiddy park. Without our kids, by the way. Who does that? Who goes to Disneyland and leaves the kids at home?”
“The kids are fine. Your parents are taking good care of them.”
Mary rolled her eyes. “Right. After all, why would they want to spend time with a father they haven’t seen in two years when they can go visit their grandparents instead?”
John sucked air through his teeth, the heel of his Oxford shoe bouncing a staccato rhythm on the concrete. He reached over to pluck strands off of the palm frond that was hanging too close. “I thought we had this discussion already.” He grabbed and yanked at every piece of greenery within his reach until the palm was bare and disfigured.
“Discussion? No. You told me that you weren’t comfortable with our children so much as breathing around you, let alone laughing and playing and doing what children do, and then you told me that you didn’t want to talk about it. So, no, we never actually ‘discussed’ anything.” She only used one hand for the air-quote. The other was gripping her half-empty glass, poised almost as if she were going to hurl it against the wall but was reluctant to part with the alcohol inside.
“Oh, for crying out loud.” John ran a hand through his hair. “It was just the one time, Mary. They were screaming and—“
“They were playing, Johnny. If you can’t bear to listen to your own children playing, how in God’s name are you going to manage an amusement park full of kids going crazy?”
“I just… I wanted… I needed…” John stuttered over his thoughts, scowling at his own inability to articulate them. He closed his eyes. “This is different. It’s going to be different.”
“Why? Because it’s only your own family you can’t stand?”
“That’s not what this is about and you know it.”
“Then what is it about? Tell me, please.”
Mary leaned forward to touch his knee, but John flinched and shifted away from her. She drew back, the hand that he’d spurned reaching up to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear before pulling it back to the front and fluffing it out again. Mary took a sip of her drink, and then closed her eyes while she took a deep breath and let it out in an even puff of air.
“Why are we even here, Johnny? You don’t like children anymore. You don’t like crowds. You say you want to reconnect with me, but you won’t even let me touch you.” She laughed bitterly, gesturing at the two queen beds just inside the patio door. “And if that isn’t a statement, then I don’t know what is.”
John fidgeted with his wedding ring.
“I just wish you would tell me what’s wrong so I can help fix it.”
John balled his hands into fists in his lap and shook his head. “You can’t fix it. You wouldn’t understand.”
“I will never understand if you don’t talk to me. Why won’t you please just talk to me?”
“Because I can’t.”
Mary pursed her lips. “Can’t or won’t?” she asked.
John flexed his jaw, using his thumb to pull the ring up past his knuckle before firmly pushing it back on.
“Can’t. Won’t. What difference does it even make?”
Mary rubbed her fingers across her brow even though the gesture did little to relieve the tension. “So, you won’t. Right. Silly me.” She shook her head and gulped down the last of her drink. “Here I am wanting you to talk to me about important things and you won’t even tell me why you wanted to come to Disneyland so bad.” She set her empty glass on the table. “I’m going to the lounge for a drink. I’ll be back later, maybe.”
He watched her leave, frowning when she didn’t even glance back before the door shut after her. A drop of condensation trailed down the outside of the glass she’d left behind. The ice inside shifted as it melted.
“It’s supposed to be the happiest place on earth,” he said to the empty space across from him. “I just want to be happy again.”






  
  Another Man’s Albatross

Character Study · Flash Fiction


The crew of the Aqua-holic cheered when the treasure was pulled up to the ship’s deck. All of them except Benny. He stared at the dive basket full of grime-encrusted bottles and curled his fingers so tightly that his fingernails gouged into his palms.
Michael climbed up the side, swinging himself up and over the rail, an exuberant grin plastered to his face tighter than his neoprene dive suit. “Well, gentlemen? It looks like we won’t have to wait until we make port for that celebratory drink, after all!”
Back slaps and clapping circulated the deck. The submarine rolled up and down in the water, waiting to be fished out of the sea. Benny turned his back and busied himself with unlatching the chain that connected the basket to the heavy crane. “Bunch o’ loons d’rather celebrate than git the damned sub outta the water. Damned bunch o’ idjits.”
Voices from the deck blended together.
“Could only fit about forty of the bottles. There has to be another hundred down there.”
“What’s in ‘em, you think?”
“Champagne. Bottle shape’s all wrong for anything else.”
“Think any of it’s still good?”
“Two hundred years old, it’s gotta be flat by now.”
“What’s it matter? Can’t sell it if you drink it. Do you know how much something like that’ll sell for?”
“Thirty to fifty thousand at least depending on the auction house. And that’s just for the novelty of it.”
Benny tuned out the voices as best he could while he reconfigured the winch to pull up the submarine. He started in surprise at a voice closer than the rest.
“Hey, Benny?”
Benny lifted his head, twisting to glance over his shoulder. “Yeh?”
“You ever drink a $50,000 bottle of Champagne?”
Benny tightened his jaw, clenching and unclenching his fist, tight enough to make his bones ache. “Can’t say that I have.”
“What do you think it tastes like?”
“Like angel’s tears and unicorn piss! How the hell should I know?”
He dropped the chain, a little rougher than necessary, and shouldered through the overcrowded deck and through the door that led to the belly of the ship.
Benny held out his hands to the walls on either side, swallowing against the sand dune lodged in his throat. His muscles strained with effort, but the walls didn’t move and he couldn’t straighten his arms. He snarled and slammed his hand against the bulkhead, his other clawing at his shirt collar. The ship was too small to escape from the temptation nestled in the metal cage on deck. It would soon be moved to the laboratory and the proximity would tighten even further, like a noose around his neck. 
He didn’t bother shutting the door behind him when he burst into the room he shared with three other people. He dropped to his knees beside his steamer trunk and scrabbled through his belongings to find the wallet that he hadn’t needed for the three months they’d been at sea. He pulled out a scrap of paper and a red plastic poker chip and clutched them both with trembling fingers. His left thumb traced along the ridges of the coin, the raised triangle and the words Benny knew by rote, “To thine own self be true—Unity, service, recovery.” He sneered, tossing the cheap plastic back into the trunk. His right thumb stroked over the ten digits of his sponsor’s phone number, useless out at sea.
Benny scraped down to the bottom of the trunk to grab at his daddy’s flask. He twisted off the cap and guzzled down the liquid inside, but the water coated his tongue like citric acid. It did nothing to quench his thirst, only made him salivate for the real thing—the thing in those bottles that he couldn’t escape from unless he wanted to jump ship and swim home.
Benny stared up at the calendar hanging between the beds. There were twelve empty boxes between the latest X and the O. Twelve days of being locked in a cage with a dragon and nothing to protect him but a plastic coin he didn’t believe in and a phone number he couldn’t call.  
 Benny clutched at his paper talisman, his thumb stroking across the numbers until the sweat of his palm dampened the paper and rubbed it away to nothing.






  
  Midnight Deadline

Domestic Fiction · Flash Fiction


Tina stares at the computer screen, her attention completely captured by the blinking cursor on the pristine white background of the word processor. 
It isn’t a big deal. She has several hours before the midnight deadline. She looks at the clock: 9:47 am.
The baby begins to cry again. Tina closes her laptop. 
By 10:47, Tina and baby are in the car, a scrawled grocery list stuffed in her purse and a snotty pacifier keeping the little one sedate in the back seat. The phone rings. The hands-free receiver picks it up before Tina can find the phone and check the caller id. “Hello?” 
“Hey, there, sweetheart.”
Tina breathes a sigh of relief. “Hi, honey. How’s your day going?”
“It’s pretty busy, and I have to get back to it, but I need to ask a favor real quick.” 
Tina exhales, no longer relieved. “Okay?”
“Could you go to the annex and pay our water bill? I meant to do it myself, but I’m swamped and if it’s not done today…” 
Tina tightens her fingers on the steering wheel. “Yeah, yeah… That’s important, I’ll get it done.”
“Thanks, sweetheart. Gotta run!” The phone disengages. Tina glances at the clock: 10:52. She flicks on her turn signal and maneuvers over to make a U-turn. 
By 2:32, Tina is pushing a shopping cart down the meat isle with one hand, the other wrapped protectively around the baby who is nuzzling into her shoulder and crying softly around his pacifier. 
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