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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Closing time.

      You have to face it, you’re on the threshold of change.

      From one phase to another.

      That process can feel like chaos.

      It’s time to walk out of one world and into a new one.

      Submitted for your approval, an accidental theme emerged in the process of assembling these stories. In each of the five stories--whether an apocalypse, or a glimpse into the afterlife--a character’s world is in flux. From one story’s end to the beginning of a new one.

      Enjoy the stories collected here. At closing time, there’s plenty of light and love on the other side of the door.

      

      
        
        Rob Vagle

      

      

      
        
        Mesa, Arizona

      

      

      
        
        June 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DREAMS OF MEMORIES NEVER LIVED

          

        

      

    

    
      Details of Dom's entire life came spinning around him like crazy sideshow mirrors. Some things were familiar, yet many of the images were distorted, unfamiliar, some out of place.

      Then they were gone and he stood at one end of a casket. The lid was open and the body inside looked like his younger self, back in the days when he had a thick main of red hair. His long hair pooled against the white pillow, underneath his shoulders dressed in a black suit. A green gem glittered in his left ear and Dom couldn't remember having a pierced ear. The young Dom in the casket couldn't be older than late twenties or maybe early thirties. In Dom's opinion, when you're in a coffin you don't look any particular age. The age you looked was dead.

      The trouble was Dom had died at the age of sixty-four, which was still too soon. He had died in his own bed, heart attack. He still had the red hair, although cut short.

      Then why was this young version of him inside the casket?

      People were whispering around him and talking in hushed tones. One person was sobbing. He smelled lilacs and an old odor of pot.

      Rows of chairs were lined up in the room, all cushioned with red velvet. Young Dom had dozens of mourners and almost nobody over the age of forty. His own mother was one exception. She sat in the front row wearing a navy blue dress, her red hair cut short and she held a Kleenex to her red nose. She had been the one sobbing.

      This confused him like seeing the pierced ear. His mother had died when Dom was forty-two.

      The ceiling vaulted twenty feet high with four chandeliers dangling, shedding light on the mourners. The wallpaper was a pastel blue. Huge bronze flower vases flanked the wide doorway. This place looked high-end expensive. He smelled money and he never had a lot of it. This place smelled wrong. Except for the old smell of pot--that was prevalent in his youth.

      When he looked at the other mourners he didn't recognize anyone. They were strangers, many dressed in trench coats.

      "Who are you people?" he asked.

      Not a soul glanced up at him.

      But he had noticed his voice sounded hollow and far away as if he called from inside a well.

      He stepped away from the casket on a plush white carpet. He stood over his mother but she didn't notice him standing there, so he walked on by and down the aisle leading to the wide doorway. People were standing in the doorway and along the aisle. Dom raised a hand, ready to tap someone on the shoulder when he was distracted by the girl coming into the room.

      She was a teenager with strawberry blond hair swishing across her shoulders at every turn of her head. She moved like a pinball from person to person, tapping them with one finger and the person shuddered as if someone had goosed them.

      She used both hands, index finger pointed, unbending the elbow, lashing out, touching a shoulder, a back, even someone's derriere.

      She moved through the crowd, wreaking havoc with the piston action of her arms, tapping, tapping, tapping. She laughed gleefully at every shudder she caused, laughed maniacally at every "Oh!" she elicited with her touch.

      It was like a catchy yawn that moved through the room.

      Anyone she touched looked around themselves, not seeing her.

      She was invisible, like Dom was, yet she could make everyone feel her, like the touch of the dead.

      She made her way down the aisle towards him. He stared at her face and willed her to make eye contact. If the two of them were invisible to everyone else here, he reasoned, then the two of them should be visible to each other.

      When the girl finally faced Dom with a finger ready to strike like a poised snake, she took note of him, her face darkened, that bright smile snuffed out like a candle flame. She grew pale, her eyes as large as saucers. Her mouth hung open and a frightful moan escaped.

      Dom was not prepared for what she said next.

      "Dad."

      She back-pedaled away and bumped into a man and a woman holding hands, eliciting squeals from the both of them. "Omigod, dad," she said again before tearing her attention away from him and fleeing the room.

      He stood there stunned. Did he look like her father? Like the pierced ear, he couldn't remember having a daughter.

      "Wait, young lady, come back!"

      He weaved his way through the crowd, careful not to touch anyone. The poor souls had had enough shivers. He smelled Old Spice and perfume that smelled like lilies. He went through the doorway and into the hall, but the girl was long gone and no clue which direction she went. Apparently, when she fled, she had stopped sending shivers through people. And the hallway was filled with wandering men and women dressed in grays, blues, and blacks. Some entered doorways along the walls, while others exited them into the hallway. Sobbing came from many of the doorways.

      In both directions, the hallway seemed to go on forever. Dom couldn't see an end. The carpet here was red, the baseboards a soothing blue. The wallpaper was beige with green chevrons.

      He felt disoriented and lost in the hallway, uncertain which way to go. Once, when he was a teenager on a trip to Yosemite, he'd gotten separated from his friends. One moment, one wrong turn, and the forest closed in on him like it would swallow him up. He couldn't decipher which direction was the campsite and panic seized his throat, turning his mouth dry. That feeling returned in the hallway that seemed to stretch into infinity.

      Two women wearing veils (did anyone really wear those anymore?) bore down on him and he pressed his back against the wall to let them pass.

      A man with salt and pepper hair, mustache, and wearing a gray suit and fedora, stepped up to Dom and he realized the man could see him. The man had pale blue eyes and blue handkerchief to match in his lapel pocket. Looking into the man's eyes, Dom thought he was looking at a dead ringer for young Frank Sinatra.

      "You're one of the lost ones," the man said and he smiled with bright white teeth, but all they made Dom think of were a row of tombstones.

      "You can see me," Dom said. "I just scared the bejesus out of a girl when she noticed me."

      The man frowned, sharp creases between his brow. Then his expression changed back to a smile and he waved his hand at the hallway. "Welcome to Infinity Funeral Home & Mortuary, where everybody who ever was comes to die."

      Dom's lips moved as he silently repeated the name. Infinity Funeral Home where everybody who ever was comes to die.

      Laughter carried from one of the nearby rooms, a break from the sobbing heard from most of the other doorways. The air smelled pungent with perfume and air freshener, almost a sterile and disinfectant smell one would find in a hospital, and he didn't know why that would be. When he glanced at the ceiling, it vaulted high like a Cathedral with the chandeliers hanging by chains.

      "You're a ghost here," the man said.  "One of the spirits who haunt these halls and rooms, lost until you find what you're looking for."

      "What am I looking for?  What am I doing here? Seriously, because I don't have a clue."

      "You're looking for your daughter, of course," the man said.

      Dom knew he wasn't dreaming. The pain in his chest and arm came rushing back to him like he was reliving it. His life had been a quiet one working as lead mechanic in the fleet department of facilities maintenance at the University Of Oregon. He had been divorced from Juliet for ten years. They had no children. He liked to drink beer on the weekends and explore the Oregon coast. Again, there had been no children. He was sure of that, just as he was sure he'd never had a pierced ear and his mother was dead before he was forty-two.

      "I can understand your confusion," the man said.

      "Thanks for small miracles."

      The man reached inside his lapel pocket and pulled out what looked like a Polaroid picture. "This will help me explain," the man said.

      Dom held the picture in his hand but he couldn't believe what he was seeing. A younger Dom--just like the one in the casket in the room back there--held an infant in his arms. The infant had a tuft of fiery red hair just like the young Dom."

      "Her hair changed color as she got older," the man said and Dom clenched his jaw, irritated by the way man could read his thoughts.

      "I don't have a daughter," Dom said. "This could be a picture of me holding someone else’s child."

      The man was undeterred. "That picture is of you and the girl you say you scared the bejesus out of. Her name is Charity. Her mother is Cindy Swenson . . ."

      Dom didn't hear the rest of what the man had to say. He remembered blond-haired Cindy who he dated for two years in his early thirties. She was a part-time student at the community college while working full time as a receptionist at Wayne's Garage. That's where he had met her. They had two wonderful years for the most part. He remembered he had been irritated by how busy she was and how it annoyed him.

      "You married her," the man said. "A year later Charity was born."

      None of this made sense to Dom. Why was he hearing this, all of the what could have beens and might have beens.

      Dom shook the Polaroid. "Just tell me what the hell is going on here."

      The man snatched the picture from his hand and it disappeared in his lapel pocket once again. "Charity needs your help, sir. She died in a car accident the morning after her senior prom."

      "That's terrible," Dom said.

      "She needs your help to move on."
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        * * *

      

      Charity ran down an endless, carpeted hallway, her feet nothing but dull thumps like tiny fists against the floor. The hallway stretched on, full of light, much like the proverbial tunnel of light, which made her think about her death and she shook her head as she ran. She ran past women wearing burkas and a young man in a black leather jacket who fell to his knees, his sobbing wringing out the last drops of emotion from her heart.

      She didn't think she could cry anymore, thought her eyes had all dried up. For a brief moment she had been having fun, learning she could make people squeal here with her touch. That's because they couldn't see her. Then she had seen her father. Her dead father. The father she hadn't known because he'd died when she wasn't even two. She only knew her father from pictures and the one who'd seen her (in a place where nobody else could) was him.

      Tears rolled down to her lips and she tasted salt. And before a sob broke from her throat, she jammed her right hand against her mouth.

      She passed arched doorways, some made of wood, some of concrete, some of brass, some of adobe, every single one led into a room where the dead lay in a coffin.

      She spotted a small, stone doorway between two wider and more elegant doorways--there were Chinese characters on one, maybe Arabic on the other, whatever. She dashed through the stone doorway and down concrete stairs lit by bare bulbs dotting a brick wall. At the bottom, her feet slapped solidly on white linoleum, the room lit with bright fluorescent light. The room was lined with stainless steel counters and and glass cabinets. It smelled of disinfectant and a harsh smell she couldn't place. And in the middle of the room was one stainless steel table with a body shrouded with a sheet. She backed away until she hit a brick wall and slid down down to the floor and cowered next to a desk with metal drawers. At least the place was cool and dank, away from the lightness upstairs. Away from people sobbing.

      A woman carrying a clipboard entered the room through a door at the back. She was tall and heavy set with thick, black hair tied in a bun. She wore glasses and a long white coat.

      She walked to the body shrouded on the table. When she put the clipboard down it   snapped against the stainless steel surface. The woman pulled at the sheet and folded it back, revealing a face Charity recognized in the mirror.

      Charity pushed herself up, her back sliding up the wall. Her body was on the table. Her doppelganger's face was pale.

      The woman noticed her and said, "You again."

      "Me again?" Charity said.

      "You're dead, honey," the woman said. "Shouldn't you be upstairs?"

      Charity bolted around the table, running straight for the door the woman had entered. There had to be a way out of this place. If she didn't stay here, she wouldn't be dead. If she didn't stay here, she wouldn't be with the dead like her father.

      "Stop!" The woman's voice was loud in the basement.

      The door looked heavy duty, metal, like it was for a walk in freezer, painted black. Charity pulled at the door handle and air pungent with dead leaves wafted in her face.

      "Don't go out there, honey," the woman said.

      Charity ran, leaving the door open behind her. Ahead, there was a trail made of yellow sand. She ran. Her feet sank with every step but after a few strides, she was sprinting down that road, the yellow sand kicking off the soles of her shoes.

      It was dark outside with a million pinpoints of light in the starry sky. She had never seen so many stars, so many of them close together, packed into the night sky to light up the sand she ran on.

      Death would not have her. Not today.

      So she ran.
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        * * *

      

      "Why me?" Dom asked. Thinking about it all made his head hurt. "I'm the wrong father. I'm not the one who died after she was born, I'm the one who never got married to Cindy, never a had child, and died just short of my retirement."

      "Because you're here," the man said. "You're who she bumped into. Like all intersections in your life they come at you. You have a choice where to turn. It's the same in death. You have the opportunity to save a daughter you never knew."

      "You said I have a choice," Dom said. "It's one I don't understand in this place. I'd sooner go on my way, shed this mortal coil, so to speak."

      "Your choice is this, sir. Save Charity and the two of you move on. Don't save her and you'll roam these hallways for eternity. Those are the choices. Only one them will result in moving on."

      "You got me between a rock and hard place," Dom said.

      "Don't be so melodramatic," the man said.

      "I don't know where to find her," Dom said, hoping that might settle things.

      "She's outside of this place now," the man said.

      "Lucky her," Dom mumbled.

      "It's not a good place to be. Shall I take you there?"

      Dom looked down both ends of the hallway. No end in sight, this place was filled with one funeral after another. That could be his eternity. He wasn't sure what was next, but it sure in hell wouldn't be this.

      "Alright," Dom said. "Take me there."
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        * * *

      

      Charity stopped.

      She grabbed her knees, bent at the waist, breathing hard and fast. When she looked back at the way she had come, the building with the dead was massive. It was taller than any skyscraper she'd ever seen. As she craned he neck up to look, she couldn't see an end, only floor after floor into the starry sky.

      That was just the height of it. The building itself, like the hallways, went on forever in both directions.

      "Well, duh," Charity whispered between breaths.

      The building was dark brick with lighted windows and every single one was lit up. She wondered about the size of the building and if she could even call it one. It was more like a wall or something impossible to pin down. Something impossible to name.

      Then there was the fact she had been running towards the same thing she'd been running from, for the sand road ended at the what looked like the exact same building.

      There were two sets of prints behind her. One trailing out and one trailing back to where she was standing. There was only one set of footprints coming from the door.

      She straightened her back and looked at the same metal door she had run out of, the one that looked like something that belonged in a restaurant kitchen. Was it really the same one? Or an identical one? In this place it was impossible to be sure.

      The same light was above the door, the one with the slanted shade. At least she thought she remembered it slanted. She remembered the way the edge of the light angled across the sand path.

      As she stared at the light, the door swung open and her father came outside.

      He saw her standing there, didn't seem surprised, and gave a small wave. "Can I talk to you?" he asked as if this was all totally normal.

      She wanted to run again, could feel the her leg muscles twitch. Instead, she crossed her arms and watched him walk to her through the sand.

      She wanted to be wrong about this man
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