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Introduction

What you are about to read is no more or less a collection of minor works, the B-sides of a twenty-year-plus stint of writing stories for an accumulating number of readers and fans throughout the world.

The stories I present to you take me as far back as when I first remember writing anything at all, when it comes down to telling tall tales.  It was my third grade teacher, circa early ‘70’s, who challenged us kids at the Thomas Alva Edison Elementary School in Southern California to write our own tall tales, to present to the class after being subjected to films projected on a pull-down screen depicting cartoons of Paul Bunyan and Pecos Bill.

When we were directed to write our own, I wrote and wrote and continued to write to this very day.

Diverse Tales is both a homage and a product of my ongoing growth as a writer of the macabre and the fantastic since those very early years, presented here for the fans that have shown appreciation for my dark and whimsical body of work and have enabled me to make a living doing what I enjoy the most.

Included here are revised versions of pieces completed throughout the last couple of decades, as well as tales I’d recently written throughout the last year or so preceding this collection’s first publication for the express purpose of including them here.  Some of these tales were only partially written and never completed, forgotten for many years, and for the sake of showcasing them on these pages I snatched them from old files and completed them.

Trancer’s Time, for example, was written off and on for over a whole decade until recent completion, and I believe my change in writing styles throughout that decade are varying and evident as well as in other tales included here, such as Bring Back Eden, which I began just after high school.  Among the Mintleaves goes a little farther back.  The Rose Hole, comparatively, is more recent and inspired by my own exploits at late night drunken gardening.  The Wanting Seed and Blind Insight both came about in my early professional writing career, and please take note that neither is intended as a political statement; they exist as expressions of fear with an underlying theme that appears time and again in my works that deals in birth and death.  Galewood Baptist spawned a screenplay and further explores the concepts I often toy with of the Christian church reflecting the very evils which occasionally rise against it.  Also noteworthy is the fact that some of the most traumatic aspects of Granny Geraldine actually did happen.  

Extras: Of Lost & Young Persuasions contains tidbits, poetry, and early tales of personal significance which are essentially retrospective and that, where indicated, stretch as far into the past as my fifth grade years.

What sort of material did you write when you first began writing?  This question has popped up in many an interview and by the occasional friend or fan.  This book is my ultimate show-and-tell answer and a back-and-forth journey through a lifetime of minor material, a majority of which I’ve kept on the backburner until a good excuse arrived to present them to an audience.

Putting together this book was indeed for me a writing journey.

I wish you well in your reading journey.

——-Nicholas Grabowsky

Fall, 2004
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The past is as much of a part of the present as I am, because, as with the present, I myself am a product of the past.

As very well we all are.

And forever shall be.

My Granny Geraldine, on my father’s side of the family, used these words often and I remember them well enough to recall them precisely.  In the latter decade of Granny’s life, she’d made sure us kids would remember much of what she always told us by engraving such words of wisdom on wooden plaques and presenting them to us on our birthdays, unwrapped and amidst showers of instamatic camera click flashes from an annual gathering of relatives.  If not plaques, then life-like stuffed birds made from an assemblage of raw materials she’d harvested from a local craft store, and those tidbits of wisdom would be scribbled legibly on tiny cards anchored from thin string wound about their little legs.  

Each occasion and presentation was more like a press conference than a family gathering for anyone’s birthday when the giving of one of Granny’s plaques or “Birds of Wisdom” were concerned.  They were presented like awards, and everyone always marveled at them, marveled especially at the birds.

Everyone, that is to say, except us kids.

I was seven years of age when I received my first one, a plaque:

The birds will set free your soul.

What the hell did that mean?
My father received a Bird of Wisdom, at his birthday two weeks prior:

Age is a shrinking prison squeezing tight around you until you lose your mind, squeezing so tight that it pops you from your shell like the exposed flesh of an oyster left for the birds to carry you away.

The least I expected of her on my birthday was a Stretch Armstrong, a foot-high doll caricature of a strong man in tights whose arms I could stretch around my neck with little difficulty like a thick rubber band, and when let go it would snap gently back into its normal placid strong man self.

That would have been cool.

A wooden plaque or bird reeking of Elmer’s glue at the time would have been not.

I cried.

I cried when she gave me the plaque instead, and everyone still took their ritual snapshots as a somber and disappointed me accepted this unwanted trophy.

A month prior to this, my sister Nancy was given a Stretch Octopus.

And no plaque.

That following summer, I had taken a pair of pruning shears to the eight synthetic rubbery purple legs of that goddamn octopus and severed them so that all that was left was a sniffling sister and a smiling, google-eyed knob-shaped appendage that could’ve been mistaken for a stunted cartoon dildo.

It was just as well.

And so much for me, in retrospect, the jealous sibling.

My sister Nancy was the only one of the immediate family that never received any plaque or bird at all, ever.  You see, my sister was autistic and, according to Granny, not as in tune or appreciative as the rest of us to the receiving of those mentally nourishing types of gifts.  That was why she always received toys.  It got to the point that I often purposely acted with a reduced I.Q. just so I could compete with her that way.  It got me nowhere, except banished to my bedroom early with even less toys with which to occupy my time.

In my junior high school days, it became, as my father put it, a necessary custom to take Granny on a visit to the supermarket every other Saturday.  In those days, her wisdom as well as her mental capacity seemed to wane, and she could not take it upon herself to do her own shopping.  Come to think of it, I don’t recall ever seeing her drive a car.  

In those days, while Nancy and I accompanied them in the bimonthly shopping endeavor, Granny would opt to purchase for my sister anything she wanted, which wasn’t much; typically, Nancy would pick out one item from the toy aisle, usually some two-dollar puzzle depicting a generic flowery landscape accented with rivers or a far-away cottage in the woods.  Nancy was two years my superior in age and in Granny’s eyes she always seemed to come first, as she was her first grandchild.  I always supposed she felt sorry, perhaps sympathetic, towards Nancy’s autism.  If I complained enough throughout those excursions, she’d buy me a candy bar.

A candy bar was not enough for me, needless to say, and I learned to take advantage of her deteriorating mental state...she’d at least appear to be oblivious to the numerous times I would sneak toys and items of personal fancy onto the check-out line conveyor belt among the grocery items readied for purchase, and I got away over a period of months with a fortune from even under my own father’s nose.

If only they’d carried a Stretch Armstrong in grocery stores.

It was on the tail end of these days that my young life, as I knew it, took a course which would alter my life and the way things were in the natural world in regards to myself and to everything I knew was real.

Granny often talked about birds and the nature of birds during the course of her final years, months, and days on this earth.  To ease her mind and provide her company, my father bought for her a blue and black speckled parakeet, which for awhile remained in a box-shaped cage hung from a metal stand centered before the window of her bedroom.  On one occasion of our visits, she had set the bird free for it to fly around the room, only to escape out the opened window of that bedroom.  I remember Granny shouting, cheering it onwards, be free!  Fly!  Be free as my soul!  Free as my soul!

But as we all watched as the parakeet flew into the distance, a dozen or so crows, black as soot, emerged from every direction and chased the bird down to its death and tore it apart without ever touching the ground

The birds will set free your soul.......

So it was, for what seemed the longest time in those days.....no more family gatherings, no more plaques, no birds of wisdom, only grocery shopping, and......

***
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Granny, at this time, was 83 years of age, born in 1900 on the coast of Portugal, an immigrant to America in the early twentieth century.  This made the current year to be 1983. The community Granny lived in during those early eighties days was composed primarily of Mexican-American folk, a short cry nonetheless from the suburban realm of her many Los Angeles years in a tiny corner of that metropolis.  She was Portuguese and spoke the language fluently, though she had no one to speak the language to.  I couldn’t ascertain what had evoked her certain prejudice towards people of Mexican heritage in her latter years, though I suspect that regardless of the nationality of those in her final neighborhood she would still develop a sort of intolerance to them, as an old woman aging and frustrated with her age and loneliness would nitpick and complain about her surroundings to vent her inner frustrations.  Regardless, she was overly concerned that the Mexicans were breaking into her apartment from time to time and making off with her paper towels and toilet paper.  She posted notes upon her front door exclamations such as STOP STEALING FROM A POOR OLD WOMAN!

There came to be five deadbolt locks upon her inner front door, no matter how the apartment manager approved; three on her bedroom door and two upon the door of her bathroom.

Lawrence Welk was her musical television god, and the reruns of his show were always broadcast on the tube to herald our arrival every other early Saturday evening.  Funny, because my parents loved the champagne bubble maestro just the same.

One Saturday my father telephoned her for no other reason than to make sure she was ready for us to come over, to commence with our ritual grocery shopping event.

After dozens of rings, after several calls, she never answered the phone.

Saturday came and went, and my father decided for a short while that Granny wanted to be left alone.  He waited, telephoned her the next day.  No answer on Sunday.

All day.

Nothing.

For some reason, my father chose to wait, frustrated as he was with the odd interruption of schedule, though sensing it was best to leave things be.

Until the next weekend.

That passed as well.

During that week, I purchased a poster of E.T. and that popular Jennifer Beals poster of Flashdance, which was all the rage, and my dad burst open my bedroom door late the same night after my mother had telephoned him from his job as custodian at the Department of Motor Vehicles to tell him I had purchased a provocative poster of a girl.  I curled my fingers tight into my sheets as my father lashed the belt of his trousers into the bedcovers, demanding to know where I hid the poster of that woman......

He was a little tense about Granny’s not responding to his calls, I’d say that, but he was a little closed-minded concerning my early teen fancies and a church-going Protestant harboring his beliefs did not do me much justice anyhoo.

If he only knew about my Playboys.

The weekend afterwards, my father decided, after numerous phone calls with no responses, to have the three of us pay a visit to Granny; myself, my father, and Nancy, in hopeful expectation that there was nothing wrong.

It was to be a day I would never forget, for my nightmares would never let me.

***
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My father parked his Plymouth Belvedere, and the three of us got out, said our hellos to the nameless recognizable faces we usually encountered while walking to and fro along the sidewalk in front of Granny’s apartment complex, went up to her ground floor corner front door, and began knocking.

There was no answer.

After a half hour, still no answer.

She didn’t drive a vehicle, so there was no need to look for one to see if she’d gone; there was no one to necessarily ask, for she’d made acquaintances with no one in the neighborhood.  All we could do, for a short while, was twiddle our thumbs and question only ourselves.

We had every reason to believe such a typical recluse was home.

It was my father’s idea that I slip in through Granny’s bathroom window to see what was up, and I was certainly up for the task.

The three of us made our ways around to the hind side of her apartment, into the alleyway between the apartment complex and the one beside it, and with a boost from dad’s clasped hands I found myself face to face with Granny’s bathroom window.

“Is Granny gonna be all right?”  was my sister’s plea to Dad as I looked on, more than a little concerned.

All my father replied to her was, “I think she went to K-mart.  If she’s not here, we’ll find out.  We’ll have to wait some more, is my guess.”

I managed to locate the four metal wings of the window screen and flicked them upwards, grabbed loose the whole of the screen and tossed it over my shoulder to the rocky ground.  The glass slid easily open to one side, and I slipped through the small opening.  I crawled forwards inside, and I turned my body around so that my feet could take hold of the porcelain sink I found below me.

I was inside.

I abandoned my grasp from the tight window sill, and hopped onto the tile floor.

I gazed about, spied the shower area and its transparent plastic curtains, and moved to open the bathroom door.

I called out to my father and sister with an announcement that everything was okay, so far.  At least, with me.

But when I opened the bathroom door and stalked slowly into the bedroom, flicked upward the wall switch and proceeded further in, I beheld that everything was not exactly okay.

Nothing was okay at all.

Everything was far beyond okay.

I stood there in the doorway, between the bathroom and the bedroom, my thirteen-year-old self, and beheld a cavalcade of dark red blood.......

......blood smears across the walls and imprints of the palms of human fingers and hands integrated amidst the swirls of blood, blood dripping from the ceiling and extending in globules like tenuous stalactites.....

Some of the blood was fresh, or so it seemed, because I felt the sensation of the splatter upon my shoulder as it dripped, and the wetness upon my head as I entered the room, as I placed my hand upon my hair to feel what the sensation was and to wipe it away unthinking for a moment that it might have been perspiration until I brought my hand before my astonished eyes and saw the reality of it all.

I noticed the empty bird cage before the bedroom window.  There was a chest of drawers to the left of me, blood on top in splotches like splatters of paint from a brush shaken between ceramic angel figurines and shakable glass globes of water castles that rang pretty melodies when you wound them up.

Directly in front of me and in the opposite corner from where I stood was Granny’s king-sized bed, with Granny herself sprawled out inanimate and apparently lifeless on top of it, her top half covered with a soiled nightgown and her lower half uncovered and naked; I went immediately to cover it with her bed quilts before I stood back and took in the scene for not too very much longer.

I’d no idea what to do in such a striking emergency.  Without further thinking, I went for the bedroom door, proceeded to unlock the deadbolts Granny had installed under her fear of neighboring toilet paper thieves...

......until something stopped me.

It was some sort of abhorrent snarl that came from behind me, that came from somewhere around or beneath Granny’s bed, a guttural rumbling like that of a reaction from some small vermin giving a warning cry to a trespasser straying too close to its nest.  Nothing I clearly saw could merit such a disturbance, so I took it for granted that what I heard originated from somewhere outside, beyond the apartment walls, from out of the alleyway or the nearby streets.

Then from the doorway opposite Granny’s bed and to my left, from between the bedroom door and the chest of drawers, there came a frantic rustling sound.  The doorway was the entrance to a walk-in closet.  Like a curious fool, I abandoned my attempt to open the bedroom door and went to investigate.

The rustling sound grew very real, now, at this point, as I peered inside fumbling for a light switch I could not find.  The walk-in closet was dark but for the light of the bedroom exposing a convocation of hanging sweaters and dresses, coats of wooly fabric, a multitude of shoes at my feet, and unmarked cardboard cases and shoe boxes of various sizes on shelves circumventing the walls above me.

There came a disturbance to my left.  Another rustling sound, beside me, from within the closet domain.  I was instantly startled, and I turned towards the commotion.  I looked, and one of the dresses which hung inches beyond my right arm grew animate and shook just above its waistline area, a blue dress of white swirls and spots familiar enough for me to recognize it as one Granny had worn quite often in recent times.  I backed away from it, stepping into the wardrobe assortment behind me, frightened under the circumstances of discovering Granny’s bedridden effigy but somehow still emotionally distant enough to not entirely panic.

The dress fluttered violently then, and I found myself crying out suddenly, and I fell into the caucus of clothing at my back.  An arm of the dress flew upwards and out sprung a small creature, flickering into the air and taking flight straight towards my face and avoiding collision just short of my forehead.  I cried out again, my arms flailing from the attack and the abrupt terror of it all, until in the same instant it was gone.

I dropped to the ground amongst the shoes.

A bird.......had it been a bird?  Overcome by the stunning episode, I sat there upon the floor of the closet, increasingly relieved  that the disturbance which tugged at my curiosity could be more easily explained than, say, my grandmother lying half naked and comatose on her bed and surrounded by splattered blood upon the walls and ceiling.

A goddamn bird.

Son of a bitch.

Granny had recently purchased another parakeet, was all I could surmise, and it had trapped itself within the closet, perhaps spooked by whatever it had witnessed of Granny.

I had every right to be spooked as well.  I thought of my dad and sister anxiously waiting for my presence beyond the multitude of locks and deadbolts at the apartment’s front door.  After all, it was my mission to crawl inside and case the place and to let them in.

God, what a scene they were in for.

I rose to my feet in renewed alertness, exited the closet and once again faced the macabre display of the room.

There, upon my grandmother’s forehead, was perched a bright blue and black speckled parakeet, much like the one she’d let loose for the ravenous crows not long ago.

I stood there at the edge of the closet entrance, and gazed on.  Though the sight of the bird satisfied my suppositions of the closet encounter, I perceived this vision as an oddity amidst the woefully surreal.  My eyes upon the bird, I thought of unleashing my father upon the scene, of how he’d react, of what he would think.  My heart tumbled down a flight of inward stairs and into a stomach full of grief.

The parakeet chirped once, and moved.  I watched it as it hopped from my grandmother’s brow and down the bridge of her nose, perched itself upon the very tip.  It skipped daintily over her tightened mouth and upon her chin, turned to face her somber features, bent itself forward.

Then it burrowed its head and body between her lips until its feathers and tiny feet disappeared into her mouth.

I gasped.  I strained to look, not believing what I saw.

Or thought I saw.

I moved forward deliberatively, one cautious step after another, attentive, wary, my eyes never leaving Granny’s face.

That uncertain abhorrent snarl which caught me off guard while I’d been preparing to leave came again, came a second time, a restless guttural rumbling, and at once I felt sick to my stomach.  I collapsed, knees buckling, fell to the carpet upon the outstretched open palms of my hands, felt the saturation of warm dense liquid against the skin of my fingers and lifted my hands to my face to discover the blood I’d fallen upon.  An oblong metal object below the bed partially obscured from my vision led me to reach for it to see what it was.  My fingers curled as I made contact and I pulled out from under the bed a stainless steel tray the length of my body upon which sat almost a dozen round plastic margarine containers filled to their rims with deep black blood.

My bowels swelled with an unspeakable nausea and I vomited straight into one of them.  I spewed out pale liquid, coughed, and within the hellish delirium which swept over me I became aware of tiny feathers of white down escaping from my lips, twirling into the air and settling onto the tray and the pools of blood and vomit and upon the bed sheet draped before me.

I caught sight of the wall above the bed and the splattered blood which remained there now appeared to drip downwards as though freshly sprayed, almost appeared to bleed.

Immediately I became aware of the sounds of sobbing; in my confusion and mental disarray, I could have sworn it was my own until my eyes fell from the bleeding walls and onto the vision of Granny herself lying towards the edge of the bed, her eyelids shut but her mouth moving and uttering a grim whispered lamentation.....

I bleed freedom.

Blood at once sprayed against my face from the space where I knelt and I closed my eyes from the suddenness and sting of the splatter.  I wiped my eyes so I could see again and noticed that I was trembling like a Parkinson’s victim overcome by a spastic attack.  I raised my gaze and saw that my grandmother had somehow retreated from the bed’s edge.  I lowered my gaze, and the blood-filled margarine tubs boiled and swelled and drenched my face once more as a flurry of objects surfaced from the black-red liquid in increasing numbers, tiny, twisted, abominable things no longer than the length of my longest finger, crawling outwards to perch upon the plastic rims of the bowls to shake off the crimson gore before taking to the air in seemingly countless numbers.

The blood birds filled the room like an onslaught of swarming locust, and this time I did not merely cry, I screamed.  I covered my face, buried my head into my arms, and screamed to Almighty God.

I screamed until it was all over, until the blood birds were no more, until the blood was no more, until there was nothing left but what remained of my sanity, and I suddenly found my father and my sister kneeling next to me.

My dad thanked me for opening the front door to let him and Nancy inside, an act which confounded my memory.  As paramedics arrived, I saw that my dad was still kneeling, praying, as they took Granny Geraldine away.

Blood splatter still stained the walls and dripped from the ceiling above.  Margarine buckets full of unspeakable amounts of blood remained exposed and arranged atop the steel tray from beneath the bed.

Whatever it was I’d experienced that day, both real and unexplainably surreal, it was revealed to me that Granny Geraldine had somehow popped an artery during a lengthy return walk from a K-Mart visit possibly that past week, and allowed herself to bleed because she wanted to die.  Answering no phone calls, no knocks at the door, she struggled violently alone.  The blood-smeared walls, the ceiling, the buckets of black blood she filled and stored below her bed could only be construed as a final outcry to the world from a soul tortured for reasons beyond any of us.

She passed away peacefully at the hospital several days later, after her lungs had filled with fluid and my father made the painful decision to pull the plug.

Earlier that day at the hospital, the same day she died but hours before, I’d sat beside her bed and witnessed silently her final mortal slumber, and I wondered if she had meant for me to discover her as I did, for her last testament to the world to rest upon the shoulders of a young man barely beginning to comprehend the ways of life and how the world works, to place this scar upon his psyche for the rest of his life.

I recall gazing up at the hospital window, and a parakeet speckled in colors of blue and black
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