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 Foreword

 


Lots of
people have mentioned on social media sites that they don’t like
anthologies, and their reasons vary as much as the number of people
do. I, on the other hand, am not one of those people. I love
anthologies.

The
variety of authors, discovering the talents of a new author, and
shorter stories that fit in perfectly with a very busy life style,
makes my personal collection grow daily!

Usually
an anthology is a collection of short stories, or novellas, written
in the same genre. Sometimes there is a common theme, but the genre
is common for the collection.

I
decided to be a bit different, as opposed to be being a lot
different under normal circumstances. This anthology only has a
common theme: a Storm. I came up with the idea and then challenged
the participating authors to write a short story, in any genre for
adults (excluding erotica) around this theme.

And they
came up with the most amazing ideas and collection of stories
around this simple brief. This publication is a collaborative
effort of writing, editing and marketing by a bunch of people who
have one thing in common: a passion for story telling.

It is my
pleasure to present to you the talents of the Pretoria Writers'
Group's first anthology, Storm.

 


Volume I
is a collection of fantasy, science fiction, supernatural and
dystopian stories.

Volume
II is a collection suitable for a reader preferring a more
contemporary selection of dramatic stories.

 


I hope
you will enjoy reading this collection of stories, as much as we
did writing them.

 


Lizette
de Vries-Venter

(writing
as Linzé Brandon)

Founder:
The Pretoria Writers' Group
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 Dandelions for
Mother

by
Vanessa Wright

 


Synopsis

Eight
year old Abby is heart broken when her mother dies from cancer. She
is left behind in the big house with her father who is struggling
to come to terms with the fact that the church people, his so
called family, did nothing as they suffered alone. The only way in
which Abby can deal with her grief is to start building a town out
of odds and ends. Here she is able to escape the harsh realities of
bullying at school and the fact that she looks more like her mother
with each passing day. In the town her mother can stay alive and
she is able to give vent to her creativity. Abby blames herself for
not being able to keep her mother tethered to life or minimising
the grief for her father. She has failed in every aspect that she
can think of. The bullying escalates and Abby prays for a storm to
wipe out the possibility of school the next day. Her prayers go
unanswered as she finds herself growing lonelier and more detached
from reality with each passing day. Depression swallows her even as
the imaginary storm in her room grows to epic proportions and there
is only one way out.

 


About the Author

Vanessa is a 47 year old visual artist, author, mom and pug
breeder. Two of her Afrikaans short stories have recently been
published in My kort vir jou sop
is available as an e-book and soon to be released
in soft cover. She has taken part in Nanowrimo 2012 and 2013 and
reached the target on day 26. She has also published a collection
of short stories on Smashwords, titled Twisted.

She has
written the winning Christmas story 2013
http://awritersgallery.wordpress.com/2013/12/22/winner-for-the-christmas-writers-challenge/

She has
her own blog at http://iread1966.wordpress.com, appropriately named
Humouring the dark where the muse has captured many readers’
attention and a book about the character is in the offing. She is
also active on Facebook and Twitter and is a member of a writing
group. She leads her own book club and is a true
bookaholic.

Writing
has always been her passion, however the timing always seemed
incorrect as daily life interrupted more frequently than not. Now,
she has decided to go big or go home.

 


You can connect with Vanessa online at:

Twitter:
http://www.twitter.com/Artysoul1966


Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/VanessaWright.Auth?ref=hl


Smashwords:
https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/Artysoul


Goodreads:
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7303329.Vanessa_Wright


Pinterest: http://www.pinterest.com/artysoul1966/

Reddit:
http://www.reddit.com/user/Artysoul1966/

 


 


 








I am an
orphan; this is the thing that defines me. I still have a father in
body, though not in soul as he grieves the loss of his wife, my
mother. She died when I was eight; my memories of her two years on
are vague and translucent when I hold them up to the light. Nobody
told me why she died, but I heard the whispers and caught the word
cancer more times than could be chalked up to coincidence. My
memories were of a woman who seemed to disappear within herself.
She weighed little more than I and her eyes grew huge in her tiny
face. It reminded me of a picture of the wolf in a Little Red
Riding Hood book Mother used to read to me when I was younger. I
was afraid of her towards the end for she had become a stranger who
had usurped the mother I had loved.

The only
time that I was not worried about my father or thought constantly
about my mother’s death was when I could be alone in my room. I had
started a project. I was building a city out of odds and ends,
loosely based on our town. My mother had been a true artist, a
creative soul and I needed to be like her or at least capture some
of that creativity. I could not afford to lose it; it made me feel
closer to her. In my mind this was the place where my mother and I
would be together; a make believe city in which I was in charge of
events. I would never allow Death to enter its gates. Everything
inside the town would live forever; no plant would die and no tree
would lose its leaves in the winter. The construction would be
encapsulated within a time bubble. It was a stage upon which mother
and I would play out our lives, happily ever after.

Mother
loved dandelions and I placed them everywhere throughout the little
town. I used tissue paper and gossamer fabrics for the flowers and
toothpicks for the stems. Ice cream sticks became Daisy’s Ice Cream
Parlour, cigarette boxes and toilet roll tubes became factories and
matchsticks became men, women and children. Matchbox cars were
parked on the streets. I spent a blissful week making the sun, moon
and stars. The sun consisted of flame red wool wound around an old
golf ball. Bits of tin foil, heaps of glitter and a yellow ball
which had been partly chewed became the stars and moon. I turned
the yellow ball, which I had picked up one afternoon as I was
walking home from school, so that only the good half showed. When I
left my window open the breeze would rotate the ball and I would
see the pitted side again, reminding me that nothing was perfect. I
strung the sun, moon and stars up by using wire old Mr. Finkelstein
had given me. He was our neighbour across the street. He kept to
himself, only venturing out to buy milk and the cigarettes he chain
smoked. He habitually wore black trousers and a white shirt. His
semi-detached home smelled of old books, mildew and
tobacco.

I was
always picking things up and bringing them home to add to my
project. My eyes never left the ground; I hardly ever looked up,
just watched as my feet took me home. I was looking for treasures
which people threw away and only I could see the value of. When I
looked at a piece of discarded paper I immediately saw what it
would become. My city grew piece by piece. Cotton wool became lazy
white clouds; colourful, translucent sweet papers became church
windows and pencil shavings miraculously turned into curly hair or
bushes.

I was
old and the neighbourhood safe enough that I could walk to and from
school by myself. I had my own front door key. It made a heavy, sad
sound when I unlocked the door. I would wait until father came home
from work, then we would have dinner together and read a passage
from the Bible. It was my job to fetch the sombre, family Bible
from the mantelpiece each night. Father would pray for our
safekeeping and that we would be a blessing to others. Before I
went to bed he would reiterate the lesson we had learned from the
passage.

“Remember Abby that this is God’s will for our lives.” Sadly,
I never once heard him mention Mother in prayer, nor in thought. It
was as if she had simply disappeared from our lives. Whenever I
asked a question about her he would only sigh and say:

“You know this already, Abby. Why do you need me to remind you
of it?”

I was
afraid that I was forgetting her, her image fading away and I
needed him to tell me how she had laughed, what she had looked like
and that she had loved me. His pain was too intense to do any of
these things and I was left with my own imagination and the echoes
of who she was. Within weeks of her death he had taken her clothes,
shoes and costume jewellery to church, to be given to the needy. He
kept the expensive jewellery locked in the safe; the plan was to
give it to me on my eighteenth birthday. Her photographs, even
those in the delicate, silver frames were banished to the cold
depths of a cardboard box and locked away. The house seemed to
grieve for them. The things that he couldn’t take away, box or lock
up were shadows of all the items that were important to me; the
bright, yellow curtains she sewed for the living room, the
embroidered roses on the bathroom towels and the needle point
cushion that I had stolen and hidden away in my cupboard. When I
was lonely and there was no danger of Father coming home early, I
would hold the cushion to my breast to relieve the ache that was my
constant companion. I never wanted him to see that I had taken it;
I did not know what it would do to him.

 


* *
*

 


I was
never comfortable at school, my mind wandered too much and my
thoughts were different than the other children’s. It felt as if I
was older than them, as if life had left its mark on me. I was
branded just like the cows in the fields outside of town. I kept to
myself during recess preferring to eat my sandwiches in silence.
Truth be told, I envied the fact that the others still had mothers
to go to when the school bell rang and we were let out for the day.
I had a silent house and a father who barely acknowledged my
existence, to come home to. I overheard him saying to Chris, his
friend from work, that I reminded him too much of my mother. I
don’t know how to change the fact that I look like her. I have
avoided mirrors ever since.

Because
I was different, I was a natural target for the bully at school.
Even though I kept out of his way as much as possible, he hated the
fact that I breathed. He wasn’t clever and battled to read,
stuttering over the words, whereas it came naturally to me. It
didn’t help that the teacher, Miss Reid, was always using me as an
example.

“Thomas, try reading it slower and sound the words. Read like
Abby does, put some emotion in it.”

This
always made me blush furiously for his sake. The fear would leak
into my very bones as he looked at me, the hatred barely disguised
in his brown eyes; they spelled nothing but trouble for me. He
would wait until he saw me going into the bathroom and follow
quietly. He stuck my head down the toilet bowl, while he howled at
the injustice of the world. I was afraid of going to school and
would develop stomach aches. Inevitably Monday would roll around
and a new week of torture would start.

I asked
my father what he would do if he had been in my
position.

“Turn the other cheek, Abby; you know this shall pass.
Christians do not take revenge.” He said the words, but there was
no conviction in them.

This too
was what made me different, I was a Christian and I turned the
other cheek. Sometimes that cheek wanted revenge in the sweetest
way possible, but it was not to be. I endured and survived it, only
feeling safe on the weekends. It was the only time that the knot in
my stomach loosened enough for me to enjoy living before it was
rudely snatched out of my grasp sharply at six on Monday
mornings.

Sundays
were church days. We weren’t your normal run of the mill Christians
who went to church and carried on with their week pretty much as
they saw fit. Normal people forgot that God saw them all the time
and that they had nowhere to hide. We were evangelical Christians
which meant that we visited people at their homes to spread the
Good Word. My father always took me along; it was difficult to shut
the door in the face of a ten year old girl with pigtails, a white
dress and red Mary Jane’s. I was reticent to talk about my belief
to strangers and it hurt father’s case to have me along. I would
sit there numbly, while he tried to explain what we believed and
why. Even then I could see that his heart wasn’t in it as it had
been before Mother’s death.

“Could we come in for a minute to share some Good News with
you?” my father’s voice would boom, not unlike the voice I presumed
God had. We would be greeted by lame excuses, slammed doors or
profanity. Each week father would have new hope for a particular
family only to have them dashed when we were not invited back to
finish the talk. There was a pre-set way of going about it, rules
applied. Father followed them to the letter, but was never very
successful at leading people to Christ. For that matter neither was
I.

At
church we called each other Brother and Sister, though we were not
in any way related. I was one of the few children who went out with
Sister Cora, Sister Dorothy and Brother Emmet. The latter was
handicapped and used crutches to get along. The crutches counted in
his favour; he led more people to God than all of us combined.
Father said he got the sympathy vote. Brother Emmet’s pockets were
always filled with extra strong mints which he used to disguise his
bad breath. He would offer me one every Sunday. I never ate them,
just kept them warm in the palm of my hand until they became sticky
and I threw them into the nearest dustbin. Brother Sebastian was in
charge of the sermon even though he was not a qualified pastor. Our
town was too small to make it worth any pastor’s while to stay on.
We had visiting pastors whenever we could afford to pay for their
gas money; they all came from Pretoria or Johannesburg. To me it
seemed as if they came from another planet altogether; even their
clothing and accents seemed strange and out of place in our corner
of the world.

This was
my life as I knew it at the age of ten, never realising that things
could change if I wanted them to badly enough. The thing is, if one
wished and prayed fervently enough for change you had to be careful
how you envisioned it, because everything could be transformed in
the blink of an eye. It rarely has the outcome you desired. Mother
always cautioned me to be careful what I wished for.

 


* *
*

 


Monday
was a day like any other. Father prayed over our breakfast, gave me
my lunch for the day and sent me off to school before he left for
the factory. Thomas was waiting for me at the school
gate.

“How is little Miss Snooty Pants today? You think you are so
much better than anyone else, don’t you? Too good to spend time
with the riff raff are we, Abby?”

He
pushed me, hard. I fell to the ground, scraping my knees in the
process. All the treasures I had gathered that morning on my way
over, scattered to the four winds. I remember thinking how sad
Mother would be at the loss of the yellow button as it rolled into
the nearby drain and plinked to the bottom. Tiny rivulets of blood
snaked down my shins. I refused to cry; refused to give him the
pleasure. I dusted myself off and calmly picked up what I could of
my sad looking items. He scoffed at them, failing to realise their
worth. I walked to class. He followed me, his voice a taunting buzz
in my ears. It sounded like a swarm of angry bees, intent on
destroying the enemy. I wasn’t Thomas’s enemy, in fact I felt sorry
for him. Perhaps he knew it and this was why he reacted to me in
such anger. The whole town was privy to the fact that his father
spent the weekends at the local bar and never left before he was
drunk enough to pass out on the sidewalk, somewhere between the bar
and home. On a weekly basis his mother would throw his father’s
clothes out onto the lawn where they would lie forlornly until
Thomas gathered them up and took them back into the house. People
said that you could hear her yelling profanities at her husband
from two blocks away. Thomas did not have an easy life, but surely
that was not my fault?

I always
prayed that Thomas would stop, but I suppose God was taking a nap
or had something more important to attend to. I realised that there
were natural disasters; hunger and poverty where the outcry to God
was greater than my being bullied, but still it would have been
nice if He noticed.

Thomas
kept looking at me strangely throughout the day. I could feel the
heat of his hatred burn through my skin. My eyes never left the
surface of my desk. I prayed throughout the day, hoping to catch
God at a more opportune time.

“Please, God, if you can hear me, let it rain tomorrow so much
and so hard that school would have to be cancelled. I can’t endure
Thomas’s hatred any longer and I am tired of turning the other
cheek.”


Surreptitiously, I looked at the sky through the classroom
windows, but there was not a speck of cloud to be seen. It remained
an immaculate baby blue. I was disappointed. The Word says that if
you strongly believed, without doubt, you would say to the mountain
move from here to there and it surely would do so. Father had read
this passage the evening before and I had memorised it. The thought
of it captivated me. The Word made it sound as if normal human
beings were powerful, magical creatures. We could move mountains if
our belief was strong enough after all.

By the
time the final bell rung I had stopped looking at the sky. I
couldn’t see the point of it any longer. I walked home slowly,
intent on finding castaway treasures to quell the uneasiness I felt
inside. I took the long way home, to give myself extra time. I
found orange glass shards at the intersection. They were the only
evidence left of a car crash the previous evening. It was safety
glass, which meant that I would be able to use them without getting
my fingers cut. I slid them into my pencil case, thinking they
would make perfect marigolds for the gardens of some of the houses.
I found an empty cotton reel in the gutter in front of Sister
Cora’s house. She was a seamstress and had probably thrown it out
with the trash, but it had rolled away and was waiting patiently
for me to transform it into an elegant lamp pole or a beautiful
bird bath. Twigs and a sliver of bark found their way into my
pocket to become majestic trees.

Even
though father had oiled the gate, it still squeaked. Scotty, the
terrier from next door barked in welcome and Mrs. Venter stuck her
head out of the kitchen window.

“Hi, Abby, home so soon? Gosh, how time has flown today. I
have hardly done anything. Would you like some ginger biscuits with
tea, my dear?”

Every
afternoon she asked me the same question. I never wanted to be a
burden to anyone. Father says one should always help others and not
expect them to help in return. Mrs. Venter was 72; a sweet old lady
with a heart of gold. After mother died and father had to work
late, he would ask Mrs. Venter to look after me. She frequently
forgot to take Scotty out and could never remember to check the
rice on the stove. Once billows of smoke had poured from her
kitchen window and Father and I had to rush over to prevent the
whole house from going up in flames. She had forgotten about the
rice yet again and a dishtowel which she had carelessly thrown onto
the stove’s surface, had caught fire. People said she was senile
and that she should be committed to a home for the aged. I thought
she was lost in the past and couldn’t find her way back again. I
would suggest bread crumbs, but those got
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