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Introduction

 Welcome to “Discarded
Treasures,” twenty five short tales of skin-crawling,
leave-the-lights-on prose. Do you remember the scary stories told
around a campfire and how everyone scoffed at and dismissed as not
being real? Why was it that no one wanted to take the path to the
showers or bathroom alone?

You knew there were no monsters in the
woods stalking young campers, so what caused the snapping twigs and
rustling bushes you just heard? Nearly everyone at one time or
another will experience the discomfort of being alone in a darkened
bed-room, especially in one you are unfamiliar with. After all, who
knows what lurks in the shadows?

The stories herein will rekindle those
childhood fears you thought you outgrew. Discarded Treasures, the
anthology’s name-sake, tells of a bag lady rummaging through the
refuse of overindulgence for discarded items other people no longer
have use for. “Wild Goose Chase” brings to your door the relative
you loathe and wish you did not have.

The great winter storms of 2015 wreaked
havoc across the country. One woman in “When the Ice Man Cometh”
discovers that when she ventures out on a short jaunt to the store
to replenish supplies.

Women since the beginning of time have
hated their monthly curse, and in “The Curse” you get an idea why.
In “The Reflection,” a woman discovers a vanity in the attic of a
newly bought home

Earth consciousness and finding a
remedy for global warming and devastation of the world’s rain
forests are a hot topic in my story “Reparation,” where there may
just be a cure on the horizon, however unpleasant it may
seem.

“Trick or Treat” tells of a holiday
gone wrong, while other stories reveal a date night that may not
meet your expectations, and a hike through the woods that brings a
strange discovery. Not to be outdone, in “Naughty and Nice,” a man
walking home from work on Christmas eve wallows in his Scrooge-like
disdain for the holiday season.

Believe me, there is hell to be raised
in these pages, as in “Homecoming” when an unexpected houseguest
arrives, or of discovering that vampires make for lousy dates no
matter how refined or well-dressed they are as is the case in “Pest
Control.”

Travelers occasionally discover as in
“No Rest for the Weary,” the only vacancy to be found is at a motel
that should be condemned, or they stop in a town named “Redemption”
where everyone is welcome and sin is forgiven.

My story “Winner” shows how first job
interviews are always stressful, and that the promise of employment
with a powerhouse company may result in unexpected fringe
benefits.

However, some of you will still not
admit your heart rate sometimes spikes when you hear that bump in
the night or scratching on the wall while you are reading or trying
to fall asleep. Was it just the wind or is there an intruder,
waiting to violate you when you are most vulnerable?

Who among you has never gone to bed
without experiencing a brief second of terror upon feeling a slight
movement in the mattress, as though something may be crawling
beneath it, or feel a tug at the covers from the other side of the
bed when you sleeping alone. Do you convince your-self it was all
in your mind and drift off to sleep or do you lie awake and
wonder?

At one time or another in our lives,
our own discarded little treasures, be they objects, places,
people, or memories relegated to the dusty corridors in our minds,
will rise from the depths. They will torment us about what could
have been or something that never should have been said or done. In
closing, think happy thoughts my friends. I hope your treasures,
material or otherwise that you have collected and discarded, don’t
turn on you.

Happy reading,

Hal Kempka

Discarded
Treasures

 Violet dug through the
alley dumpster sitting behind a gutted apartment building. After
removing a lamp, battered toaster, and a few other discarded
treasures, as she called them, she set them in her shopping cart
between bulging plastic bags of recyclables.

She pushed the cart through the murky
depths of the downtown alley and stepped onto the street. The
putrid stench of grime and urine from her soiled clothing preceded
her. Passersby scurried past in a wide arc around her.

A muffled cry emerged from a bassinet
strapped to the cart’s child seat. Several people walking past
stopped and craned their necks with concerned stares. Violet
ignored them and continued down the street, mumbling something
unintelligible into the bassinet.

Several blocks later, a police squad
car pulled up to the curb beside her. The officer stepped from the
car and motioned her to him.

“Good afternoon Ma’am. We received a
call a while ago about a baby crying.”

He nodded toward the basket and asked,
“May I take a look?”

Violet flashed the officer a toothless
grin. “Officer, do I look like I should have me a damned baby in
here?”

“Well, I’m just responding to a
citizen’s complaint.”

She gave a rasping, hacking cough and
then spit on the street. “Well then here, take a look.”

She grumbled under her breath and
pulled back a tattered and gritty baby blanket covering the
bassinet. The officer leaned forward but jumped back,
gasping.

Violet cackled and slapped her knee.
She pulled the blanket back farther, giving the officer a better
view. A relieved look flooded his face as he stared down at an
antique doll with oxidized, porcelain arms. The doll mechanically
raised and lowered its arms and looked the same size as a
baby.

Spider web cracks covered the
porcelain, which felt cold when he touched it. At the same time,
the doll’s dull marbled eyes fluttered open and shut. The officer
stepped away from the bassinet and cart when a bug crawled from a
small hammerhead-sized hole marring the side of its brittle,
cracked face.

“Now, does this look like some damn
baby to you, officer?” Violet asked.

“To be honest, ma’am, if I had only
seen it from a distance, I would have thought it was.”

He questioned her for several more
minutes and then drove off. She muttered several obscenities and
turned to the doll.

“Oooh, my little prince, did that mean
man scare you?”

Violet shook the baby doll’s chest and
it echoed a scratchy, “Mama, Mama.”

She chuckled and leaned into the
bassinet whispering, “Well, I know you are getting hungry. But have
patience, and old Violet will get us some dinner.”

After kissing its forehead, she covered
it once again with the blanket. Violet continued down the sidewalk
muttering and laughing. She waited out of sight behind a
delicatessen as the evening shadows cast a pall over the
alley.

Shortly after closing, the deli clerks
threw several boxes of leftovers and outdated food into the
dumpster. After they left, Violet dug through the garbage and
batted away several rats trying to grab the food from her
hands.

One scampered out of the dumpster and
disappeared into her grocery cart. She could hear it digging
through the rancid garbage piled around the bassinet.

“Go find your own food, you damned
hairballs!” Violet yelled.

She swung a cut-off broom handle
against the cart’s steel basket. The rat scurried out of the cart
and disappeared into the alley shadows. She dropped a few more
items into the cart, before pushing it down the maze of
dank-smelling alleys.

“Well, my little prince,” she said
patting the blanket, “I would say we had a good night.”

Upon reaching a dumpster pushed against
the alcove of an old abandoned building, she moved it enough to
slide between the dumpster and building with her cart. Once she
pulled the dumpster back in place, she opened a small door and
pushed the cart inside.

Violet slid a thick wooden beam across
the doorway to keep out unwanted visitors. After lighting several
candles, she sat on a dirty, torn couch and munched on a moldy
clump of roast beef.

The cart rustled and she caught a
glimpse of a rat digging through her treasures.

“Get out of there, you damn
freeloader!” She yelled and kicked the cart with her foot. The rat
surfaced through the garbage and scampered out of sight.

Violet stood and shuffled over to the
cart. Her cackle echoed across the candlelit room as she peered
into the bassinet. The doll clutched the rat between its hands and
busily tore away fur and flesh. Violet patted the doll’s
belly.

“Now, didn’t I tell you we would be
eating soon? You can always trust old Violet, my baby.”

The doll’s bloodied lips curled into a
smile. Between bites it cooed, “Mama!”

Ophelia

Ophelia lay naked on a stainless
steel gurney in the county morgue. Two days earlier, the police
discovered her bloated and battered body on her apartment floor,
beaten to death by a jealous wife. The reeking stench of
decomposition filled the sun-warmed apartment.

A hungry, plague-infected rat slipped
into the morgue. It skittered across the cold cement floor and
climbed the gurney. The odor of disinfectant hung heavy in the air
as it crawled alongside the chilled corpse beneath the sterile
sheet. Upon reaching her skull, the rat gnawed through the soft
tissue and into the inner ear canal.

Rapidly spreading plague cells
immediately began fermenting the decomposing tissue. Inside
Ophelia, neurons began firing like sparkplugs as if trying to
jumpstart the lifeless corpse.

An assistant coroner stepped into the
room and spotted the rat cradling a segment of Ophelia’s tissue
between its paws. He tiptoed across the room with a mallet raised
over his head. The rat splattered against the stainless steel
gurney like a tomato.

Six months after the funeral, Ophelia
suddenly awakened in dank darkness. Her milky, opaque eyes provided
her with a night vision of sorts, and she could see the shadowy
interior of her casket. She also felt an awareness of its soft,
silky padding.

The casket, having cracked beneath the
weight of the earth, allowed in worms and bugs that had begun to
feed on her. Although this was now her eternal home, a primal urge
for flesh and brain matter commanded her to rise to the surface
periodically and feed as well. The broken record repetition stirred
her body into action.

Ophelia's calcified fingernails clawed
at the wooden casket until she ripped through. She dug upward
through the musty earth, spitting mouthfuls of dirt. Her hand broke
the surface, scattering clods of sod about the plot while she
clawed at the sky.

The other arm followed and she pulled
herself from her grave. She stood and faltered on legs no longer
equipped with muscle tone. Although she had no conscious awareness
of what transpired, the virus transmitted the commands she needed
to follow.

Her body clock regulated her every
action, including the need to feed only in darkness. She had a
narrow window of opportunity for flesh. The grassy ground beneath
her took on a flat, freshly mown appearance; it would revert to an
open state for her return once she climbed back into her
casket.

Fleeting thoughts of her former life
registered occasionally like electrical jolts. Ophelia caught a
glimpse of how she had once delighted in driving men out of their
minds. It seemed that even after joining the undead her
subconscious still registered her desire for men. The difference
now was inflicting pain rather than pleasure as she sucked their
life from them.

She stumbled toward town, keeping to
the shadows in the alleyway adjacent to the busy boulevard. Her
stained, tattered gown billowed behind her in the
breeze.

Transients crawling from cubbyholes and
cardboard shelters to begin their nightly foraging spotted her. As
Ophelia passed by, she bared her rotting teeth and snarled. They
immediately retreated to the safety of their shelters.

She stood in a dark and damp alcove and
waited. Finally, a young couple wandered out of a night club and
walked several yards down the alley. They leaned against the cold
brick building, kissing and embracing.

Ophelia stepped from the shadows and
flicked her hand at the young man. With one swipe, her jagged
fingernails ripped his throat out. The girl opened her mouth to
scream, but Ophelia’s other hand reached out and crushed her
throat.

After pulling her to the ground, she
tore into the girl’s sweet, tender belly flesh. The sickly sweet
steam from the freshly exposed viscera rose into the cool evening.
After she consumed her fill, Ophelia’s ecstatic snarl echoed down
the alley.

She retraced her steps to the cemetery,
leaving the two disfigured corpses as carrion for feral creatures
that hunted the city alleyways. Once a robber of men's hearts,
Ophelia had become a robber of flesh and brains; she was here to
stay.

Long Live the
Queen

 Edward’s lanky frame
allowed him room to easily follow the narrow walkway between the
walls of the reptile and insect exhibits. While he dropped a scoop
of crickets into each terrarium, he occasionally peered through the
glass, getting a creature’s eye view of the crowd.

He loved his new job as a janitor. Even
though he earned just above minimum wage, the curator gave him the
job of feeder when the new insect and reptile exhibit opened. To
help out, he arranged tuition
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