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			Introduction

			Every journey has its humble beginnings. The writing journey is no different. When we endeavor to take up the craft of writing fiction, we have to start from ground zero. The more we experience in life, and the more we learn and practice the art, the better our work will turn out.

			This book is a result of an online writing course I created a few years ago. We had a number of classes where I tasked the students to write a story within a specific set of guidelines . . . and then I let them run with it. No themes or genres to adhere to—just writing what they had in their hearts. And that is precisely what they did.

			What you are about to read is a collection of stories from writers (from various parts of the world) working on varying levels in the craft. Some are seasoned veterans with polished gold, and some are newbies with this being their first attempt at writing a short story.

			I can’t tell you how proud I am of these folks. The progress I have seen during the editing process—watching them take the editorial critique I gave them and actually making it work—has been inspiring. It made me look back at the years when getting my own feet wet. I was very fortunate to have a number of mentors and teachers to help me hone my craft, and I can’t begin to tell you how honored I am to be one of the same for these extraordinary writers.

			Now go experience the Dark Splinters they created. I hope you enjoy them . . . I know I did.

			Michael Knost

			June 5, 2021

		

	
		
			Dark Splinters

		

	
		
			Sins of the Mother

			By Helena Younger

			Stacy paced the floor around the elevated baptismal pool, her soft shoes making the tiniest whisper on the stones. This is bullshit, she thought. She braced herself against the pool wall, some of her fingers slipping into the water. It was warm, being pumped from beneath to stay alive. Her hand moved to her forehead in a gesture she had performed since she was old enough to walk. She stopped midway and wiped the water on her pants.

			A spotlight flickered over the enormous painting of Jesus hanging from the ceiling in a cut-out shape of a crucifix. Her fingers tightened to white as she scanned the familiar blood trails dripping from His side and head. The painting had been in the church for as long as the rocks had been holding up the walls. She remembered it from her mother’s funeral, everyone’s funeral. Nothing ever changes. Even the smells stay the same, burnt bees wax from the Blessed Virgin Mary chapel, where several prayer candles were lit and much more had burned out. Burned out prayers, burned out sorrow. What in the hell am I doing here? 

			She needed a cigarette.

			A cone of light expanded on the floor as the confessional door opened. A hooded figure snuck around the corner to the dark hallway. Another terrified soul trying to run from their sins. Stacy felt a cold shudder go up her spine like a snake winding up to choke her. It was time. She forced herself to breathe, in and out, slow and steady. Let’s get this shit over with. In a few minutes it will all be done.

			The faint delicate sound of a rocking chair tickled her ears, the timing like an old hymn being sung by wrinkled old parishioners at early mass. It clashed with the rhythm of the flickering light over Jesus. Stacy felt a headache coming on. In a few minutes she wouldn’t be able to see. Have to get this over with soon. Frayed nerves, more breathing. She shook her arms in the shadows, letting the tension slide out of her fingers. She didn’t need to be here. There was no reason she had to put herself through this, but if she didn’t, she would go insane. The nightmares, the rage, the pain was never going to go away. Her mother was going to haunt her for the rest of her life if she didn’t get through this night.

			She moved one foot and then the other. Enough of this crap, she thought, and jetted inside.

			Fr. Frank sat in his rocking chair in the tiny room fit only for another chair, a kneeler, and a wide piece of woven fabric that hung from the ceiling to the floor. It was for those who didn’t want the priest to see them when they confessed their deepest, darkest sins looking for forgiveness. Stacy didn’t care about that. She didn’t need forgiveness.

			The rest of the room was covered in carpeting from floor to ceiling to act as sound proofing. Although the sanctuary was cold from the stone floor and walls, this room was warm and stale. Every surface in the room was the same neutral tan except Fr. Frank who was in traditional black. The blandness made Stacy want to barf, but then again, she wanted to barf anyway. Must be the headache coming.

			God, she needed a cigarette, or maybe a drink.

			“Hello, take a seat,” said Fr. Frank moving his arm from his wide girth to gesture toward the chair.

			Stacy stuffed her hands into her jeans and leaned against the open door. She could get away any time she liked. All of this wasn’t necessary. Nothing was going to change what needed to be done, talking to a priest or God was just a pointless use of air.

			Fr. Frank went back to rocking, slow and steady.

			Light flickered behind the hanging. Stacy moved a little closer and saw a small table with a beeswax taper stuck into a thick wooden cross lying flat on the table. She recognized it as part of a kit for anointing the sick. Her mother had one. It never did any good, though. Next to the cross was a large leather Bible, open in half, the pages thin and stained with fingerprints. On the floor was an enormous box of tissues and a little trash can.

			She moved back towards the door. “Father, I’m just wasting your time. Short of my mother’s funeral, I haven’t been to church in years, and this is the last place I need to be.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			She shrugged and looked out the door. Why was she here? Why did she need to give in to this? Last night’s dream flashed into her mind, her mother standing at the end of her bed, begging, pleading for her to go to the church “just go there, and see Fr. Frank” the image had said “and I will stop visiting you. Do this for me and I can be at peace knowing you are okay . . . please, Stacy, please . . .”

			“I don’t know, father.”

			“Don’t you?”

			Stacy whipped her head around, making her neck pop, and stared at Fr. Frank, her face feeling suddenly hot, her eyes into slits like a snake. Breathe, just breathe, you can get through this, she thought. She closed her eyes and softened her face.

			“I know what I need to do, and no one has to tell me otherwise.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			Stacy gritted her teeth. “I don’t know.”

			Fr. Frank rocked his chair. The door stayed open, the water gurgled outside, the taper flickered on the table, everything else stayed still according to its prescription in life. She breathed heavily.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Stacy.”

			“Well, Stacy, I believe that people end up in places they are meant to be. You’re already here, so why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind? I have time.”

			“I just . . . I just need to do something that I know needs to be done, but not everyone is going to see it that way.”

			He continued rocking.

			She walked to the left, then to the right. The room was too small. She sat down in the fold-up chair, wrung her hands, stood up again and noticed the baptismal font through the still-open door. This was nuts. It was no one’s business what had to be done, and yet, here she was. Was it just conditioning from childhood? It was always easier to do what Mom said rather than fight her, but she’s dead, that has to mean something. Stacy shook her head vigorously, loosening much of her pinned-up hair. Gotta get this over with or be forever haunted by it.

			“I need to hurt the son-of-a-bitch who raped my mother in college and I have the means to do it,” she blurted out.

			Fr. Frank stopped rocking.

			“I know who he is. He had the nerve to come to my mother’s funeral and shake my hand and say things like Mom was a wonderful woman, and he was sorry he missed seeing her the last few years she was alive. He acted so casual and friendly like nothing was wrong, like he had no idea he had ruined her life. What a dick! How can anyone be that heartless and cold? He has to be taught a lesson. No one should get away with causing that much pain without consequences.”

			Father went back to rocking.

			Stacy sat down again. “I stole a few drops of a virus from our lab. It’s not enough to kill him, but it’ll make him pretty sick for a while. It might do a little permanent damage to his lower intestines, but he’ll just need to have some surgery to remove the affected area, otherwise he’ll live. But more importantly, he will suffer, that’s what needs to happen. He has to feel pain for what he did.”

			Fr. Frank stopped moving.

			The Bible table wobbled as he leaned forward. “Stacy, are you telling me you plan to make a man violently ill over something that did not happen to you?”

			“Well, not really violent, just . . . mildly harmful.”

			Fr. Frank repositioned his wide girth in the rocker. Shortening the distance to Stacy’s face, he asked, “Why do you believe you should do this?”

			“Like I said, he ruined my mother’s life and he needs to pay for that.”

			He leaned back. “But why you? Shouldn’t that be up to your mother?”

			“Father, she died last month, you did the funeral. Don’t you remember? I was here and so were, like, three hundred people. It was crazy! Lots of people came out and said all kinds of nice things about Mom. If they only knew . . .” Stacy stood up. “I have to do this, I’m the only one left who can. That selfish piece-of-shit has to pay for what he did. Dad’s been dead for years, so it’s up to me. No one else but me.”

			Fr. Frank shifted his jaw to the left and then back, pursing his lips forward. “Stacy, I’m sure the experience your mother had to endure was unimaginable, but if your mother is gone, why the need for revenge?”

			Stacy sat up straight as her body went rigid. “He hurt her bad. He needs to pay for that. With all of the damage he has done, he needs to suffer like Mom did.”

			He took a slow, deep, even breath, tilted his head to the side, looking into her eyes. Stacy stared back.

			“Why should you be the one to inflict the suffering?”

			“He . . . he was so selfish, so arrogant, so . . . no one should be allowed to live after doing what he did.”

			“Uh, are you saying the virus is really meant to kill him?”

			“No, no, no . . . at least I don’t . . . no. It won’t kill him. I know it won’t.”

			The baptismal font in the sanctuary gurgled as the timer to the water warmer shut off. The air chilled in the tiny confessional. Beeswax smell wafted up from the single candle.

			“Stacy, let’s get back to why you’re here. Why did you come out tonight?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Yes, you do. Tell me about it. I want to understand.”

			“It doesn’t matter. I don’t need your help. I know what needs to be done.”

			Fr. Frank dropped his voice to just above a whisper. “Stacy, what happened? What made you come here?”

			She leaned back against the chair, folded her arms across her ample breasts, and crossed her legs while her foot bobbed up and down. She allowed her eyes to roam across the ceiling, around the fuzzy walls and down to the floor. The candle flickered as a slight breeze came from the still open door, how it got around the wall hanging Stacy wasn’t sure.

			“I’ve been having these . . . nightmares . . . with a woman who looks like Mom. She keeps telling me to come here, night after night, the same thing over and over, ‘go to the church, go see Fr. Frank . . .”

			“Why do you think that is?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Would you like to know what I think?”

			Stacy sniffed. “Sure, why not . . .”

			“I think whoever is visiting you knows what is going on in your heart and wants to help you with it.”

			Stacy rolled her eyes. “And what would that be?”

			“That you’re in pain—a deep unresolved pain that has been stirred up by your mother’s death.”

			Stacy remained seated with her bobbing leg. She could feel her face heat up again as tears threatened to pour from her eyes.

			“What else did your mother say?”

			Stacey wiped at her face. “She said . . . she said that I should give up and not do it. She yelled at me not to harm him.”

			Fr. Frank softened his face, his eyes, as Stacy continued.

			“When she was alive, she actually believed he was a good man that she would have been glad to see him again, that they were somehow still friends. How fucked up is that?

			“So your mother forgave him for what he did?”

			“I guess, I don’t know. She was crazy. All my life she was crazy from anxiety to depression to rage. You never knew what she was going to do next. And you know what, Father? You know what really topped it off? She thought everything was fine! She thought that as long as she buried her feelings, everything was just fine. If she popped off every once in a while and emotionally bled all over the floor, it wasn’t a problem. It cleared the air and she was fine. Yeah, she was fine! But I wasn’t! I wasn’t, Father. I wasn’t fine! That man ruined my life because he hurt her and made her crazy! I can’t have a normal life because my mother was nuts! I’ve been married twice, I’m a recovering alcoholic, and I’m the oldest junior lab technician at work because of my issues. No one likes me there, they just put up with me and my moods because I know more about how to run the lab than even the director does.”

			She tightened her arms around her chest and started rocking forward as the tears gushed. “He deserves to die for what he did. He took my life away, I should take his! But I won’t, I won’t do that. I’ll just make him suffer for a while. There’s nothing wrong in that. It’s in the Bible, isn’t it? An eye for an eye?”

			She took out a pack of cigarettes, only two left. Fr. Frank shook his head.

			He sat back and put his hand on his chin. If he’d had a beard Stacy was sure he would have stroked it. “Stacy, if you really believed that you are doing right by making him sick, why are you here?”

			“I told you. It was those damn dreams with my mother. They wouldn’t let up. They gave me the chills. I couldn’t make them go away.”

			“Maybe she doesn’t want you to harm him.”

			“I’m sure she doesn’t. As I said she thinks everything is just fine. She hid her head in the sand for forty-five years lying to herself, and then to me and Dad. I didn’t even know what was wrong with her until after Dad died. It was then she went to a therapist and the whole thing came out in one of her sessions. Even when she was telling me about it, she said it had been her fault, that she shouldn’t have led him on like that. I wanted to throw up.”

			Fr. Frank took in a deep breath. “Stacy, your mother was just trying to make peace with what happened. She believed what most women believed in her generation. We know better now, but it’s hard for women to shake what they’ve been taught all of their lives.”

			“But what about what happened to me? My life was ruined because of an arrogant asshole and nobody seems to give a shit about that.”

			Fr. Frank let that linger on the air for a moment. His lips moved in a whisper and then he made the Sign of the Cross.

			“What would it fix if you went through with your plans and made him sick? How would it make anything better?”

			“It wouldn’t, but at least he’d be as miserable as I am . . . was. My entire childhood was ruined because of him.”

			Fr. Frank got that thinking look on his face, paused, and picked up the Bible. He turned a few pages and read, then set it aside. “Stacy, what do you remember about the Bible and the life of Jesus?”

			“I remember enough. I grew up in parochial school. The nuns taught us all about Jesus and Noah and Abraham and all of that stuff.”

			“So what do you think Jesus would want you to do?”

			“Frankly, Father, I don’t really care. He didn’t take care of me, so why should I give a shit what He thinks?”

			“When did He not take care of you?”

			Stacy rolled her eyes and let her leg bob up and down again with a staccato pace. “I remember one time Mom was flipping out and wouldn’t stop screaming and it scared me so much I ran to the neighbor’s house. I was maybe seven at the time. I prayed and prayed for God to help me. Instead of things getting better, she got mad at me for, quote, telling the neighbors our family secrets. She didn’t care what I felt, how scared I was.”

			“But you had a place to go, to be safe?”

			“Well, yeah, I guess . . . for a few minutes anyway.”

			“So God took care of you, didn’t He?”

			“Depends on how you look at it, but I suppose so. He didn’t stop Mom, or make her go away or cure her or anything.”

			“No, but He gave you what you needed to survive, to be safe.”

			Stacy let out a heavy sigh and rubbed her face. “Yeah, I guess so. What’s your point?”

			“That He’s here now. It was He and your mother who brought you here tonight, so you wouldn’t do something you would regret later.”

			“Look, Father.” She released her arms and put her hands under her legs. “I realize you’re a priest and all and you can’t help it, but God and I haven’t spoken in a lot of years and I’m not interested in starting now.”

			Fr. Frank leaned back in his chair and ran his hand through his graying hair. His girth rose up and down in big movements as he took a few deep breaths.

			“Stacy,” he said, “do you really want to do this, I mean really want to do this? I don’t think it’s going to have your intended outcome and could change your life permanently. Is he going to equate what you’re doing with what he did to your mother? He’s likely going to think he’s just sick because he’s sick, not that someone poisoned him, and how would he connect that with you or your mother or what you did?”

			“I don’t care. I need to do something. He can’t get away with this!”

			“Wasn’t that your mother’s decision?”

			Stacy got up and faced the open door. “Now it’s my decision.”

			Fr. Frank ran his tongue around inside his mouth and let out a heavy sigh.

			“I know it must have been very hard for you as a child to deal with your mother in her mental state. That’s not easy at any age, let alone as a child. I’m so sorry all of this happened to you, and yet something similar happens to us all. Every life on this earth is full of pain and challenges. No one lives without enduring pain and suffering throughout their life. Your job as a living human being, and as a child of God, is to figure out how you’re going to deal with that pain, how you’re going to decide in what way the pain is going to affect your life. Your mother chose to hide from it, to bury it and give it power. You can do the same or decide to let it go.”

			“You can’t let go of that kind of pain, Father. It lasts forever, believe me I’ve tried . . . with men . . . and alcohol.”

			“Then it’s time to try something new. Why else would you be here?”

			 Stacy rubbed the center of her chest as she walked around in the tiny room. Could she really do that, let this go and move on? Her whole life had been nothing but catering to her mother and her mother’s needs; could she change that and be something else, be someone else? She closed her eyes and sat down. Her mind jumped around looking for anything to land on, to grasp for reassurance. Anger and cruelty had always been part of her life, keeping others away so they couldn’t see who she really was, down deep; a little girl sitting in the corner of a cold, stark room wearing her favorite dress that was beyond too small, tugging at the sleeves because they dug into her arm pits, sobbing quiet tears. There was no one to hug her, no one to tell her everything would be all right, no one to tell her she was loved and wanted.

			Waterfalls of tears poured down Stacy’s face as her mind’s eye recognized the maroon smocked dress of when she was six. A faint light appeared in the opposite corner of the little girl, pale, barely noticeable. It moved around like a wisp of smoke undulating left and right like a Disney character until it elongated and swelled and took form. She recognized the tulip shape as it coalesced into a woman in white robes. It was the same face and shape as the statue over the prayer candles, the one with the roses and snake under her feet. The shape moved forward as on a breath of wind, the white robes undulating with each motion. She bent down in front of the sobbing, little girl and reached out a hand. The little girl took the hand with no fear. She stood up and immediately became enveloped in the light. It was full of healing warmth, filling in the jagged holes in the little girl’s heart and soul, bathing soothing balm into the emptiness and loneliness, smoothing the jagged edges with the fire of love and peace.

			The adult Stacy opened her eyes, and felt her chest in deep heat, a burning that had no pain. Her lungs pulled in air as if there was no more to breathe. Her head fell back against the wall. Her heart beat at twice its rate. Sweat beads appeared and mingled with the tears. She grabbed at the chair seat. Her legs became motionless. And the tears poured down her face. She rubbed her sternum again and leaned over, her hair falling down to her knees, covering her face.

			But the room was the same as before. Fr. Frank was in his rocking chair, the Bible to his right, and the candle that was still as a picture. No, there was one difference, Fr. Frank’s expression. The whole time they had been in the confessional, Stacy had not seen him change his straight face. Now he was smiling.

			Blink and breathe was all Stacy could do.

			She flipped her hair back and picked up the tissue box and wiped the wetness. “I . . . I . . .” she tossed the tissues into the can. “I don’t know what just happened . . .”

			Fr. Frank smiled deeper. “It’s okay. It’s an experience meant only for you.”

			She took a few more tissues. “Do you really think I can let this go?”

			“Well.” He moved his feet around. “I think it’s going to be a long journey, but if you’re done with letting the pain dictate your life, you’re on your way to freedom and peace.” He moved his hand through his hair. “Of course, a therapist will be helpful.” He leaned forward. “And something else. I know you’re not very close to
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