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      I never considered myself to be a short story writer. As a matter of fact, I steered away from this type of narrative simply because I believed it was a very difficult medium to write in.

      And I was correct.

      Novels give you leeway to explore, to expand, to take liberties. You don’t have to worry about length. Characters, conflict, plot can be developed slowly, differently.

      With short stories, a writer has to gut punch the reader immediately. The story must be told within certain parameters. Characters must be real from the first words spoken. Conflict must be intense, almost at the climax point, and the resolution finished sometimes subtly, sometimes shockingly, and sometimes not necessarily as a happily ever after.

      I wrote my first short story while getting my Master’s degree, but I stopped because life got in the way. Years later, I decided to publish my novel, The Coin, and to write its sequel, The Book of Hours. But always, in the back of my mind, I wanted to do something about the short stories I’d written and, maybe, expand the repertoire, especially the stories from my childhood, my experiences as a Cuban exile.

      This collection came to fruition after one of my short stories, “The Fish Tank”, won a finalist spot in the Carried in Waves contest at the University of Cork, Ireland. That pushed me to finally compile what I’d written and to write the rest of the stories roiling in my mind (I still have a few more to tell, but that is for a future collection).

      I divided the collection into four sections, which I believe are self-explanatory: For the Fun of Writing (Just Because), Soul Songs (Stories from the Cuban Diaspora), Prologues (prequel stories from upcoming novels), and The End, a short, short-short piece of author whimsy.

      On the second section, Soul Songs…

      Those stories were difficult to write. Soul-tearing. Each one contains one, or several events I personally experienced. And trust me, even when those incidents happened close to what feels (and is) a lifetime ago, the fear, the pain, the longing, the melancholy of turmoil experienced, things lost, and inevitable change remains. I never suspected creating the short stories would tear at the scab protecting a deep wound I still harbor in my heart, one that will not quite properly heal.

      As always, I want to thank Scott Carpenter for his wonderful work on the book cover and Anita Mumm for sharing her wonderful editorial expertise.

      Another thing…

      This collection was a labor of love.

      I hope you love it as much as I loved writing it.

      

      
        
        Maria Elena Alonso-Sierra
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      PEELING paint, outside and in, no wall and no ceiling immune to the wrinkling effect of age, no surface worse off than another.

      Maureen took the exfoliated, ivory-colored flakes in stride, dismissing the dusting in her hair, her clothes, and her life as a bad case of temporary dandruff. But the flaking walls of her great-grandfather’s house, like her life, would shortly be renovated as soon as she negotiated an equitable price for Jerry’s gift.

      Damn satisfying.

      The slanting sun warmed her skin to a faint blush as she sat on the veranda, the breeze pregnant with the scents of pine and rose. Maureen loved this southwest corner of the porch. The air served as walls and nature replaced the lack of decor. Every afternoon, after she stopped the refurbishing, she made a pitcher of lemonade and sat facing the eighty-year-old maple trees at the edge of the property.

      Her ritual.

      Her space.

      Her world.

      She laughed, and the soft sound mingled with the strident chirp of the cicada. She flexed her toes against the bare boards, set her rocking chair in lazy arcs and, without haste, scooped shipwrecked paint chips from her lemonade. She filled her mouth with citrus coolness and reveled as the liquid trickled slowly, very slowly down her throat.

      Jerry thought he’d won. He believed that because he’d manipulated things so Maureen would be left with a miserable lump sum of cumulative income from the divorce settlement. The X-factor, she had called it—X as a percentage of their years of marriage subtracted from Jerry’s X productive years as a lawyer.

      A pittance.

      But Maureen hadn’t complained. Didn’t complain. She was content.

      She smiled. An image of her ex-husband, smirking as he roamed the thin streets of Europe with his newest bimbo, Grace, flashed through her mind. Maureen could easily imagine him gloating, believing he’d put her in her place—after all, she was a nobody, from a nobody family, back to a nobody ex-wife. Never mind if she had spent the greater part of her youth supporting him while he studied corporate law. Never mind if his pedigreed family had disowned him for the duration of their marriage. Never mind, either, if she had spent the last three years molding herself physically and socially to mirror Jerry’s definition of a wife, before getting fed up and filing for a divorce. In the end, none of her efforts had mattered. Maureen hadn’t been flashy enough for his career, or enough of an ego boost for a superstar attorney. When she had finally served him papers, Jerry’s relief had been palpable, the document some sort of divine sign validating his voyage of self-discovery, giving him carte blanche to hoard more mistresses than previously.

      Maureen set her rocker in motion once more, enjoying how the movement displaced the air and cooled the skin around her neck. Who would have thought, after the nasty divorce proceedings, that Jerry’s last act would be one of generosity? A satisfied chuckle vibrated within her chest and the air stirred, mixing the scents of pine and mossy earth around the veranda. The shifting maple leaves captured the light and winked like jewels against the magenta sky.

      Jewels. Such an appropriate symbol, Maureen thought, one worthy of a liquor-free toast.

      “Here’s to ex-husbands.” She raised her glass in tribute. “And their need to find themselves.”

      Several paint chips spiraled their way to the ground. She drank more deeply and patted the square, black velvet pouch riding her lap. She should thank Jerry for his impatience and for his compulsion to prove his male prowess. His behavior had been her saving grace. By this time tomorrow, the two-carat diamond cufflinks, the ruby and diamond earrings and matching pendant, the 18K gold and sapphire bracelet and ring, and the brooch with an emerald as wide as her thumbnail’s matrix, Jerry’s pride, his family heirlooms, would be dismantled, cut, redesigned, and sold. Because he had been in such a hurry to discover Europe and plunder the depths of his latest sex toy, he had rushed to retrieve the jewelry pouch from the safe deposit box a couple of hours before his flight, without inspecting its contents. He’d forgotten he’d stashed her jewelry together with his late grandmother’s the year before. And because Jerry had been drooling over the finality of their divorce, once he’d delivered Maureen’s pitiful cachet of pearl necklaces, bracelets, and emerald teardrop earrings to her lawyer, Maureen had been handed an unexpected bonus, gratis, free of liability and reprisal.

      Maureen lifted the velvet pouch and cradled it in her palm. Its weight satisfied her sense of contentment and justice served. And if the mistake was ever discovered, all roads would lead to her ex-husband. Maureen had not been near the bank, nor was her signature anywhere in any document linking her to that safe deposit box. Never had been. Jerry’s trust had never extended to include Maureen as co-signer in the safe deposit bank account.

      His loss. Her gain.

      Gravel crunched. Maureen’s visitor parked next to her RV. With lemonade glass in one hand and the jewelry pouch tucked in the other, Maureen stood. She dusted her hair, smiled, and waited for the jeweler to reach her.
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      “MOM. Mo-om! Let me go on that one. Please?”

      My son’s excited voice warns me. My eyes confirm the challenge is even worse. The massive roller coaster he’s pointing at is huge; the screams from its riders are sharp, even in the surrounding racket.

      “Are you sure you want to get on that thing?” I ask, my apprehension rising.

      “Oh, yeah.” He scoots over to a notice posted at the entrance of the ride and practically merges into it. His hand draws an imaginary line from his head to the wide line painted at the top. It lands about two inches higher. “This year I’m tall enough. I can really go on this thing.” He rushes back, grabs my waist, and gives it a quick squeeze. “Please, please, please, pretty please?”

      I know I’m the intrepid kind, but I don’t like modern roller coasters—well, not all of them.  The huge plunges and the resulting free-falls from these new, state-of-the-art thrill rides do not correlate with my definition of excitement. They remind me of another ride, more traumatic, more devastating. I stare at the coiling metal structure, appropriately baptized Viper. From my angle, it looks bigger than Mount Everest and as nasty as the snake it’s named after.

      I gulp and turn to my husband for help, but his expression signals he’s not going to be very cooperative. He thinks my phobia is exaggerated, female histrionics, controllable if I put my mind to it. Not like his—physical, debilitating, masculinity subtracted. Only, I know better. In emphasis, my husband shakes his head once more and mimics gagging expressions. My oldest son, who suffers from a middle ear malady, hangs on to his father’s side like a leech, his mutinous expression one of, You’ll never get me riding on that thing.

      “Well, I guess you’re tall enough to ride⁠—”

      “He’s not going in any ride alone.”

      My husband’s tone is emphatic, his eyes disappointed at my easy capitulation, in me.

      “I can’t believe you’re even considering it, Kate. Bryan’s too young to ride without adult supervision. You know that.”

      “Jack, you promised he could ride the roller coasters. Alone. He’s tall enough now. These people are more safety conscious than I am.”

      “I never said he could ride alone. He’s too young to be responsible.” His eyes lift, as if asking the sky for patience. “I can’t believe I’m having this discussion with you. You’re the adult here.”

      I want to slap my husband. He’s always using his escape clauses, caging me into a corner, forcing me to decide, to capitulate to his logic. And the frustrating part in all this is that, if I agree or disagree, it ends up always being my fault, or my lack of sense, or my smothering sensibility.

      “Besides, nothing’s going to happen to Bryan if he doesn’t ride this thing. It won’t be the end of the world.” My husband’s eyes soften. I recognize paternal condescension in them. “Why don’t we go catch the animal show?”

      I stare at my husband. “The park closes after the animal show.”

      “So?”

      I look at my youngest. His almond eyes are locked on my face. He looks like a puppy dog begging for a treat, suspecting he won’t get one, and trying not to be too disappointed. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      “I’ll ride with you,” I tell him, knowing I’m going to regret it. Yet, I can’t trample my youngest son’s yen for adventure. Not because of my fears, or my husband’s cowardice.

      “You’re going to regret this, Kate.”

      “Let’s go, Bryan.”

      “All right!”

      Taking no chances, my son grabs my hand and drags me through the entrance. We rush inside, the path leading to the ride winding and winding around the foot of the metallic monster. The pace my son sets leaves me breathless. Finally, we catch up with the shortest line in roller coaster history. My hands begin to sweat. I know I’m hyperventilating. I silently scold myself. I’ve been on other roller coasters with my son. How bad could this one be?  This isn’t an elevator, falling and jerking to a stop every couple of inches. It isn’t a metal cave trapping me for hours on end.

      The roller coaster roars past our left at a dizzying speed.

      My mental reply is, Oh, shit.

      My son stands awestruck, nervous, excited.

      “Da bomb,” he says. “Way cool.”

      My legs start faltering as we approach the point of no return. I lock my knees and manage a couple of steps.

      “Are you sure you want to get on?” I ask again. The first plunge looks gigantic. I try to forget the claustrophobia, the jolts, the elevator doors stuck open, a faded number 6 dancing in match light, framed by gaping steel jaws.

      My son suddenly stops his excited bouncing and turns to face me.

      “Are you scared, Mom?”

      My first instinct is to blurt out the truth:  Yes, son. I’m scared spitless. My second thought is that I’d never impart my fear on my sons. It’s my problem, not theirs, and I’m not about to break that habit by telling them about the New York blackout, about getting stuck on my apartment building’s elevator, alone, a matchbook my only comfort. Four hours in a vertically sliding coffin.  My husband dismisses my fear—it happened long ago. I should have gotten over it by now. I look at my son again. How can I spoil his first experience in a grown-up roller coaster ride? After all, this is his rite of passage.

      “Nah,” I answer instead, and take another deep breath.

      “Are you sure, Mom? If you really don’t want to go, I understand.”

      I pat his nose with my finger
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