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An Unsettling Appetizer

Mark Tullius

To those of you who devour my writing no matter the genre.

These morsels are for you.
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A Note From the Author
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Despite all the craziness this year has brought, I’ve managed to stay busy, releasing four books: two Try Not to Die, Untold Mayhem, and Beyond Brightside. This small collection is a sampling of what else I’ve been working on. While “Stuffed” and “The Rules” would have fit nicely into Untold Mayhem or Twisted Reunion, “31 Others” is set in the 25 Perfect Days world. Hopefully these three stories will give you a brief reprieve from the stress in your life.

The last piece, “Paying the Price,” is nonfiction that will give you a peek inside my battered brain. I almost didn’t include the article, but my research on recovering from traumatic brain injuries is the most important thing I’ve done to date. Perhaps you’ll be able to pass on hope and awareness to a loved one dealing with similar issues.
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Everyone equates Thanksgiving with fun times and family, but not me. As kids, we’d love shoveling down favorite foods and delicious desserts, but by the time it was dark, we’d be laid out on the floor in a food coma. Meanwhile, the women would gossip and clean up the kitchen, and the men would hoot and holler at the football teams, tempers flaring with lost bets.

That eat-until-you-burst mindset was too hard to shake, and here I am forty years later. Having overweight parents didn’t help my odds, but it’s my dislike of exercise that got me ending up like this, my fat ass stuffed on the couch.

To make matters worse, my posture is terrible. Every day I sink a little deeper into the sofa, my shoulders slumping forward, my man boobs resting on top of my bulging belly.

Man, those were so embarrassing, especially in high school, but Sandra said they didn’t bother her. None of me did. But that was also when she was fifty pounds heavier and still believed we were both just big boned.

“Goddamnit!” Bobby says loud enough to hear through the wall. His bedroom door flies open and all ten years and two hundred pounds of him barrels into the living room, his curly blond hair smashed down by his cherry-red headphones.

“Stop shooting!” he yells into the mouthpiece. He slams the door closed, the bang loud enough to give someone a heart attack.

“Bobby!” Sandra yells from upstairs.

There’s no way of knowing if Bobby heard her. He hurries past me without a word, jumps on the recliner, all while grabbing the charger, the most graceful I’ve seen him. “Hold on,” he says to his online friends. “I’ve got to plug in!”

“Bobby!” Sandra shrieks.

He raises the headphone an inch from his ear. Without taking his eyes off the screen, he shouts, “What?” sounding like he really wants to add, “the hell do you want.”

“Don’t slam doors!”

His headphone slips back and tells his friends. “It’s nothing.” Bobby pounds buttons, his eyes narrow. “I’m back, motherfuckers,” he says, keeping it low.

Sandra would lose her shit if she knew how bad Bobby’s language was, but I’d be a hypocrite to say anything. When I was Bobby’s age, I cussed like crazy, and he’s dealing with ten times more than I ever had to.

Three seconds of silence then Bobby blurts out, “Did you see that? Oh my God, I nailed his ass.”

Buttons smash and he scrunches his face, dimpling those chubby cheeks. “Stop shooting me! Hey, stop shooting! I said stop it!”

He’s like this all day.

“Can you hear me? Don’t make me kick you. Kick him. Do it. Kick him.”

Nonstop. My new white noise.

The TV’s off, my reflection an unnecessary reminder of my pitiful existence. They’ll turn it on when Sandra’s parents get here, but there won’t be any football, that’s for sure. Now that I have no say.

The TV’s seventy-seven inches, biggest one I’ve ever owned. The price tag said $3,600, but I worked them down to $3,200. A week and a half of work.

It’s kind of sad, but it isn’t until you start running out of time that you notice how much you’ve sacrificed for everything, what you’ve given up for objects.

The entertainment center had to be custom, white oak because we couldn’t risk a crappy IKEA piece falling over or anyone judging us for having it. Two more weeks spent at the office and client dinners ensuring I wasn’t around for any of the framed photographs adorning the center.

Another huge time suck was the walnut floorboards, ten more days of work just to pay for it in here and the kitchen. The glass coffee table represents an overnight trip.

The hair dryer upstairs makes me realize Bobby’s being quiet, his mouthpiece pulled up. He’s still watching his screen, but his hand is digging around in the side of the recliner. He brings out a full-sized Snicker bar and tears it open, pushes the melting bar into his mouth. The bar’s finished in seconds, and Bobby licks the inside of the wrapper before balling it up and sticking it in his pocket.

Again, I can’t say anything. I’m the one who hid the bars there and who made Sandra buy them. Thirty bucks a bag to get Bobby and me through the week. Barely a half hour of work.

Bobby wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and puts the mouthpiece down. Those headphones were sixty bucks, and that’s his fourth pair this year. The gaming platform cost two hundred but the game was free. The skins, emotes, and all the other stupid shit that he pleaded for adding on an easy hundred. About a day and a half of work so he can screw off his entire life looking at a screen.

But if we calculate the cost per hour used, then we’re talking pennies. Just like the TV, his gaming is priceless.

At one point we’d limited Bobby’s screen time, but that was before everything changed. The gaming keeps him busy, if not quiet. No one else in this house can give him what he needs right now anyhow. Plus, at least he’s interacting with real people, which is more than Mal does.

The doorbell rings and there’s a quick knock on the door. Bobby’s back talking smack to his friends and I’m not getting up.

The hair dryer turns off. “Bobby!” Sandra shouts. “Get the door!”

I assume he can’t hear her. Three seconds of silence and Sandra says, “Malibu! Answer the door.”

Mal stomps down the stairs, wearing all black with matching eyeliner. I’m assuming Sandra hasn’t seen her yet because I haven’t heard her bitching how it’s not very holiday appropriate.

“What the hell?” Mal mumbles at Bobby, who’s off in his own little world. She switches her paperback into her left hand and opens the door. I can’t see what she’s reading. Probably something about vampires or zombies. It’s been nothing but darkness for the last three weeks.

Mal disappears for a second and comes back with a white package and an angry face.

“That’s bullshit,” Bobby says. “No ganging up on me.”

Mal locks the front door and chucks the package at Bobby, knocking the game out of his hand.

Bobby tears off his headphones and screams, “What the hell!”

“It’s yours.”

“Why’d you throw it?”

“How about you take off your damn headphones and answer the door?”

“How about you go screw yourself?”

Mal storms off toward the stairs. Bobby whips the package back at her, the corner smacking the top of my head.

“Look what you did!” Mal hurries over and combs down my wig. “Sorry, Dad.” Her face is red when she yells at Bobby, “You’re such a jerk!”

Bobby heads for his room, eyes on the game. “My stupid ass sister just got me killed,” he says, slamming the door behind him.

“Bobby!”

“Sorry, Mom,” Mal says toward the stairs.

I hope Sandra hasn’t always yelled like that. She never did when I was around, but I wasn’t around much. We’d agreed early on that the kids and the house would be her responsibilities while I went out and made the money. If she has to yell to control them, I can’t really argue.

Mal pats the back of the wig down and tries to smile. I can see that she wants to. Just like preschool, shy and afraid.

She sits on the edge of the coffee table. Barely fourteen and becoming a beautiful young woman. So smart. But so full of pain.

It’s been three weeks since she’s been this close. The first day I got back from the procedure, she gave me a small hug I couldn’t feel. The next day she hugged from behind and whispered in my ear. “I love you.” The following day was when Sandra went through my computer, found some things I wish she hadn’t.

Mal flips her book back and forth, a flash of black and bones on the cover. She clears her throat and says, “I ... I’m sorry I didn’t ...”

I hate that she apologizes for everything, especially when it’s not her fault. There’s no reason for her to see my side of things. I’ve never really been there for her. We never talked about anything important, no nuggets of wisdom passed down. It’s like I’ve always been this useless.

Mal lowers her head, her bangs hiding the tears as they drop to the floor. Last time she cried in front of me was a few years ago out of embarrassment. Her friend Cindy asked if I was stuck on the couch. She’d never seen me anywhere else.

She starts to pick up my hand but stops with her fingers on my wrist. She pulls away and heads for the stairs. “I’m sorry.”

I’ve never cried in front of another person, and God knows I won’t now. I’m suffocating with realizations and regret, but I won’t cry. If I started, there’d be no stopping.

All I do know is that this is the worst mistake I’ve ever made. I never wanted or expected this. This wasn’t part of the deal. But then again, the deal was verbal and not something I could sue over.

Sandra’s coming down the stairs in a beautiful blue dress hugging her hips. She trips on the last step but catches herself, her eyes never leaving her phone. She sets it down on the coffee table and turns on the TV, changes the channel to CNN. In a cold whisper, she says, “There you go.”

My sense of smell is gone, but I suspect she is wearing perfume, more than she needs, to go with all the makeup.

Sandra straightens out the recliner so it’s angled just so, then heads into the kitchen, leaving me with the news. I don’t get upset about it anymore. It’s just another circus to steal
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