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  Introduction

Michael A. Ventrella


This is the greatest collection of stories ever assembled in the history of the world, edited by the most talented wordsmiths to have ever existed, and published by the most prestigious and exclusive publishing house on East 17 th Street in Brooklyn.
Okay, fine, most of that was false—or what polite society might call an outright lie. But really, what would you expect from the Pocono Liars Club?
Indulge me a bit while I tell the story of how the Liars Club came to be. 
Years ago, after my first novel was published, I was a guest at a science fiction convention where I met New York Times bestselling author Jonathan Maberry. We hit it off immediately (and, years later, co-edited some anthologies together). He told me about a group he ran called the Philadelphia Liars Club: a gathering of authors who met once a month in a local coffeehouse to discuss their work, exchange ideas, and support one another. Their motto? “We make stuff up for a living.” He invited me to attend.
I learned a great deal there—not just about how to tell a better story, but also about how writers are not competitors and how important it is to support and build each other up. Inspired, I decided we needed something similar in the Poconos, where I lived.
I started by asking the Eastern Monroe Public Library in Stroudsburg if I could hold a writers’ seminar. They graciously provided a meeting room and helped promote the first Pocono Writers Conference. I invited some writer friends from the science fiction conventions I attended, and together we ran a panel, with specific prepared topics and plenty of audience Q&A. From that event, I invited people to continue to meet weekly. Back then, we were just called the Pocono Writers Group—or maybe Pocono Writers Association. Something like that. I don’t remember exactly, but it wasn’t very creative.
We never incorporated, never elected officers, never charged dues. The goal was simple: to create a space where writers could learn from and support one another. And, of course, it was personally fulfilling for me, because no matter how many stories you’ve published, you are always learning and improving. 
For the second Writers Conference, a year later, I convinced the library to allocate a small budget so we could compensate our speakers. The year’s event ran more like a traditional writers’ conference, with each speaker delivering an hour-long lecture followed by a group Q&A. The writing community responded, and attendance grew, and so did our ambitions.
We later got permission from the Philadelphia Liars Club to be officially affiliated with them. We adopted the name Pocono Liars Club and even stole their same basic logo. Borrowed!  I mean borrowed. 
Sahar Abdulaziz joined around this time, and together we launched a yearly workshop where our members helped new writers hone their skills while continuing to do a yearly conference. Too often, writers work in isolation without access to meaningful feedback or mentorship, and we felt that a workshop would assist new writers in avoiding the traditional mistakes while giving them the tools necessary to strengthen their craft. 
Writing is a lonely, solo practice, and that’s why our monthly meetings are so important—not just for discussing our current projects and planning our events, but also to encourage each of us to not give up and to push ourselves to be the best we can. 
And still, we never asked for dues. Instead, we simply requested small donations at events to cover expenses, like our website (https://poconoliars.com/), lunch for our guest speakers, or occasional unforeseen costs. Sales from this book will also help—so thank you for purchasing it. (And if you borrowed it from a library or a friend, thank you, too… after all, someone bought it!)
For this anthology, Sahar and I asked our steady members to submit stories that play with lying, deception, or dishonesty in some way—and we couldn’t be more pleased with the results. We also invited several of our favorite non-Pocono writers who have spoken at our conferences to contribute, granting them honorary Pocono Liars status. A special thanks to Randee Dawn, Keith R.A. DeCandido, Gregory Frost, Teel James Glenn, Jon McGoran, Alex Shvartsman, Hildy Silverman, and Ian Randal Strock for generously sharing their talent and creativity with us. (Every writer in this collection has donated their story so that all proceeds from this book can be used to sustain and grow the Liars Club.)
But above all, this book is meant to brag about the tremendous talent we’ve found right here in the Poconos. We hope that you’ll agree and that you’ll seek out more work from these incredible authors.
And now, may we present to you: The Lies We Tell Others.






  
  The First Lie

M.C. Ryder


It seemed like a lifetime 
To come up with an alibi
A play with words

To keep you from wondering where I am

My stomach feels
All knotted and twisted
Have to swallow
The lump in my throat
My heart’s racing so fast
My hands are clammy with sweat
This feeling I have inside
Is trying to burst free
And it won’t be easy
Telling the first lie
The first lie
It consumes me
Everywhere I go
Just can’t shake
This from my mind
I find it so hard
To see you face-to-face
Knowing what I know
Knowing what you don’t
My heart’s racing so fast
My hands are clammy with sweat
This feeling I have inside
Is trying to burst free
And it won’t be easy
Telling the first lie
The first lie

I’m so afraid you’re going
To trick me up
I’m so afraid I’m going
To slip up
You trusted me
Without a doubt
That I took advantage of…
They say the first lie
Is the hardest one
Until you lie so much
The lie becomes you
And you forget
How you once felt when…
My heart was racing so fast
My hands were clammy with sweat
This feeling I had inside
Was trying to burst free
And it wasn’t easy
Telling the first lie
The first lie
Felt so much guilt
Didn’t think I’d
Move on without
Telling you the truth
Now I’m telling more
Than I want to
Since I got away with
The first lie
The first lie






  
  Cat Person

Randee Dawn


At first, no one noticed the kitten. Not even the woman in the blue dress. 
The subway car jerked forward with a gasp, jostling its passengers. One man leaned forward on his knees, craning deep into his book as he smacked on some chewing gum. A teen boy clutched a bouquet, eyes drooping. The woman in the blue dress poked at her smartphone game, bursting multicolored bubbles in muted silence.
“Mew,” said the kitten. “Mew-roo.” A plaintive squeak. A tiny outrage. But it cut through every other sound in the car.
The woman, whose crisp blue dress was hemmed in fussy, embroidered daisies, rested the phone in her lap. Four halter-topped girls across from her launched into a loud conversation about how some rude subway riders didn’t know how to make room for people. They shouted back and forth at each other as a fifth woman—silver-haired, pearls draped on her neck, grocery bag held between her knees—sat primly between them, staring forward.
The woman in the starched blue dress met the older woman’s eyes and gave her a nod of approval. The older woman glanced away. 
“Mew-roo-oo,” sounded from the floor, cutting through the indignant voices. The woman in the blue dress glanced around and discovered the source: a wide-eyed kitten, whose olive-brown fur stood up and away from its face as if it were in shock. It was peering from a mesh-walled carrier resting on the black gum-speckled floor. 
The kitten pressed a paw against the mesh. The tiny beans of its pads were as pink as its nose. “Mew,” it said again.
The carrier sat between the sandals of a man with very hairy legs, sitting a few feet from the woman on the shared subway bench. He was scrolling through his phone with a thumb as thudding music leaked from a dangling earbud. He was unshaven, in a T-shirt and cargo shorts.
Just as quickly as she had approved of the lady in the pearls a moment before, the woman in the blue dress came to a snap decision about the hairy-legged man: he was a loser. Men had no idea how to care for living beings; it had been bred from their DNA, she was certain. Women could accept some blame—all those coddling mothers raising spoiled princes—but after a certain age, a person just had to take responsibility for himself.
Men never did.
She turned back to her game.
At the next stop, the loud girls exited in a gaggle of shouts and laughter. The lady with the pearls remained. Another stop, and the person seated next to the woman in the blue dress vacated the seat, departing when the doors next opened. The woman slid down the row, into the empty space. The train continued uptown, into another borough.
“Mew.”
Sighing, the woman in the blue dress turned off her phone and tucked it into a pocket. It was so difficult to find women’s clothing made with places to tuck things away. Pockets were outré, possibly dangerous. Who knew what women might secret away in them? 
The hidden things of women always bedeviled men.
Phone stowed, she pressed down on her hair and slid over a few inches more. The daisies on the hem of her blue dress now touched the hairy-legged man’s cargo shorts.
“Hello there,” she announced. “I’m Cleo.”
He barely glanced up. “Uh.”
“Your kitten—”
“Not mine,” he growled. “Girlfriend’s. I’m cat-sittin’ this weekend.”
“Mew,” issued from the floor.
“Well, it’s making a great deal of racket,” she said. 
He shrugged.
“I’m very good with animals. Would you mind if I held it?”
The hairy-legged man sat up. His free earbud dangled like jewelry as he gave her a look that she knew well, the one strangers used in the city to determine if the person they were in contact with was a nutcase. The woman returned his stare with a wide, happy smile that mostly—but not entirely—reached her eyes.
“Can’t take it out,” he said. “Might run off or scratch ya. Shirley’ll kill me if I lose it.”
“Oh,” she said. “I shan’t remove it from the carrier. But having it on my lap might soothe the creature. It’ll feel the warmth of my legs.” She paused. “My thighs.”
Give him something to think about. She had reached an age when the notion of someone considering her thighs was neither alluring nor repulsive, not if it landed her what she desired. Men were very transparent in this regard.
“Mew!” said the kitten, as if voicing an opinion. “Mew-roo! Mew-aroo! Mew!”
“Jesus Christ,” the hairy-legged man sighed. “Yeah, if it’ll get the thing to shut up, go ahead, lady.”
Cleo—which was as good a name as any—lifted the carrier and, after giving its underside a quick swipe with her hand, set it on her lap. It weighed almost nothing; the kitten barely occupied a quarter of the space inside. The carrier was otherwise empty—not blanket, nor ball, nor treat. Just an animal in a soft cage.
“Hello, my darling,” she cooed softly, pressing one nail against the mesh. She thought of living things trapped in soft cages, ignored by men. “Is this better?”
The kitten lifted a wee paw, then settled back to wash itself. Soon enough, it had curled up and was making soft noises that only Cleo could hear.
The man returned to his phone as the stops slid by. In a few minutes, when another passenger came on, Cleo moved back down the row to allow him room. When a second joined their bench, she moved again to the end. Soon, there were three people between her and the hairy-legged man, who was fully occupied with his phone.
At last, a new passenger came on and held the bar suspended above Cleo’s seat. She peered into the mesh top of the carrier and melted slightly. “Oooo,” she cooed. “That is the most darling thing ever. How old is she?”
“Eight weeks,” said Cleo crisply.
“And what’s her name?”
“You know, I haven’t fully decided,” said Cleo, meeting the gaze of the lady in pearls across the car. “What do you think is a good name?”
“Tom,” said the dark-haired man sitting next to Cleo. He had on a crisp white shirt and tie and carried his jacket over one arm, across his knees. The shirt was not tight, but it fitted well enough to reveal an outstanding set of biceps that framed a pleasant, broad chest. “Always called my cats Tom.”
“But it’s a girl,” the standing woman argued. 
“Thomasina is a good name,” said Cleo. 
The standing woman and the sitting man smiled at Cleo, then at each other.
“She is kinda cute,” said the man. “You just get her?”
“Yes,” said Cleo. “I am bringing her home. I have a special room set aside for her with a large burlap scratching post. I also purchased a laser pointer and this funny rod with a feather on it. I am also farming a small patch of catnip that will keep her—”
“High as a kite!” the man chuckled, and the woman laughed, too.
“Happy,” finished Cleo. “I recently lost my husband—” she raised a finger to one eye, “and having something to cuddle again does my heart good.”
“Is she a rescue?” the woman holding the bar asked.
Cleo nodded. “She has a terribly dramatic story, you know. Nearly drowned. She was bundled into a sack with her brothers and sisters and tossed into the river! The rescue society said her siblings protected her from the water, and while they drowned, she came out still breathing.”
Another three or four riders had gravitated in Cleo’s direction as she spoke, listening in. Only the hairy-legged man was oblivious, lost to the music coming from his re-inserted earbuds. 
“You may have read the headlines about this,” said Cleo, and two or three of the onlookers began nodding.
“Yeah,” said the man with the excellent biceps. “The Today Show or something. Pretty sure I saw that. I was thinkin’ I should go down and adopt one of those little guys.”
“If I’d known, I would have,” said the standing woman, now also dabbing at tears. “Thank you for doing it, ma’am.”
Cleo chuckled behind her hand. “All the thanks I need are right here in my lap.”
A soft sigh escaped several passengers.
The loudspeaker announced they were pulling into the next station momentarily, and the hairy man pulled out his earbuds, wrapping them around his phone. He glanced around, and a smile of relief crossed his face. “Hey,” he said, gesturing at Cleo. “I’ll take ‘er now.”
Cleo stared up at him and cocked her head. “Excuse me?”
The train slowed.
“Come on, lady, give ‘er over. This’s my stop.”
Cleo gently curled her arms around the mesh case. “What are you on about?”
Biceps glanced up. “Lady, you know this guy?”
“I suppose he’s been on the train with me for some time, but—” She paused. “Absolutely not.”
“Buzz off,” said the seated man, folding his arms, which bulged forward appreciatively. 
“That’s my fuckin’ cat,” said the hairy-legged man. “She took it from me!”
“That’s not what I saw,” said the woman. “She’s been taking care of this cat the whole time I’ve been on the train.”
The lady in the pearls, who was still sitting as primly as ever, coughed into her fist. No one noticed except Cleo.
The spectators formed a wall against the hairy-legged man. The train rolled into the station and paused before shuddering to a stop. The hairy-legged man lunged forward to grab the case. 
“Help!” Cleo called. “He’s stealing Thomasina!”
The wall of spectators surged as the case entered into a brief tug-of-war between Cleo and the hairy-legged man. Then the subway doors opened, and the seated man tossed aside his jacket, landing a gut punch on the hairy-legged man, who doubled over and released the bag. Cleo scampered to the open doors. She looked back once at the lady in the pearls.
The lady was smiling. She gave Cleo a nod.
Cleo darted out onto the platform just as the doors closed behind her. As the train pulled from the station, she spied a scuffle erupting in the car between Biceps and Hairy Legs.
“Mew,” said the kitten.
Cleo dabbed at her throat with a handkerchief she kept in one pocket. Her mind was airy, and she felt as if she were floating. It had been so thrilling just then. Thrilling indeed. Far superior to the time she’d walked off with a tourist’s bag of souvenirs, and even more stimulating than the moment she’d casually carried away a man’s electric guitar, which, as she discovered later with a frisson of delight, had included his notebook of songs tucked inside the case. This event ranked so much higher on her list. There had been an altercation, not just a silent slipping away. People had been involved.
She glanced at the kitten. It was a living thing. Living things always got people’s attention, made them care deeply. Perhaps next time she would think bigger. She knew how it felt to be the tossed-aside, unloved object. It energized her to realize she could do the abandoning, if she chose. 
The woman in the blue dress with the fussy embroidered daisies held up the kitten in its mesh case and gave it a half-grin. It wasn’t so much that she needed things. She just needed to have them, briefly. To have taken them without permission. And once she had them, the spell broke.
A subway car heading downtown pulled in across the platform. It was her line; it would take her back to her stop, which she’d missed several miles back. 
Carrying the mesh case to a nearby trash can, she turned it sideways and tossed the entire thing down the wide silver opening. A small child, holding the hand of a distracted parent, stared at her with a finger in his mouth, drool running down his chin.
Yes, she thought. I will think bigger in the future. 
“Kitty,” said the child, speaking around the finger.
“Incorrect,” she reprimanded him. “I am a woman. I dislike cats intensely.”
“Kitty!” repeated the child, pointing at the can.
“Quiet, Reginald,” said the boy’s mother. “You’ll make us miss our train.”
The woman leapt into the waiting subway car with the grace of a predatory animal. The mother dragged her child inside just behind her as the doors bonged, then slid closed. Finding a seat, the woman in the fussy embroidered blue dress pulled out her phone again, briefly casting an eye toward Reginald before returning to her game.
She had many more colored bubbles to burst.






  
  The Key to Lying

Sahar Abdulaziz


Eighty-four-year-old Clara Louise Winnicott meticulously maintained her aging Victorian home, as if preserving its structure might keep the past from seeping through the cracks. Since her husband’s death three decades earlier, she had lived alone, clinging to routine to quiet the ghosts of a long, punishing marriage. Behind the house, the wildflower garden twisted under a rising storm wind, watched by a weatherworn stone cherub she called her silent guardian—protector of the secret buried beneath its crumbling base. 
Lately, though, Clara had started to feel a shift—an itch just under her skin, a whisper in the walls. 
It was time, she told herself, to put certain things to rest, beginning with a complete attic cleanout.
Clara’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the imposing, dust-covered box in her nephew’s arms, its edges frayed. She set it down, convinced she had removed all painful memories from her life, specifically the physical reminders, years ago. Yet here was yet another glaring reminder of her turbulent past. 
Could I have overlooked a box this large? she wondered. “What’s inside?”
“Not sure. It’s labeled ‘CLOTHING’ but feels heavier.” Quinn winced under the strain. “Please make a decision. This thing’s heavy.”
“Over there is fine for now.”
With a loud, exhausted grunt, Quinn dropped the box onto the carpeted floor of the living room. When it landed, something inside clanged. 
“That didn’t sound right.” Quinn pulled his box cutter from the side pocket of his carpenter pants.
“Funny, we never found this one on any of the other attic sweeps,” Quinn muttered, puzzled. 
With one swift motion, he sliced through the yellowed packing tape that secured its contents.
By then, the spry Clara had moved across the room to join him. She leaned in closer, curious yet puzzled, unable to recall packing this box. She studied the label. It closely matched her distinctive cursive style, but there was a subtle irregularity, particularly in the shape of the “t” and the curve of the “s.” It felt familiar, slightly off, and was a blatant attempt to make her believe it was hers.
“What’s the matter?” inquired Quinn, concerned as he wiped the sweat dripping down his forehead with the hem of his sweat-drenched t-shirt. 
Lips tight, Clara glared down at the now open box, her petite frame shifting her weight from leg to leg. While she didn’t recognize the box and couldn’t place the handwriting, she had no trouble remembering the colorful, homemade, folded quilt, small enough for a child, resting on top.
“Is something wrong?” asked Quinn.
“No.” It was a lie. Clara didn’t understand—she’d buried that quilt in the garden.
Quinn peeled back the blanket, and as the fabric fell, what looked like a vintage typewriter came into focus, its metallic keys glinting in the soft afternoon light.
It had taken all Clara’s reserve not to gasp.
Quinn focused solely on the revealed contents, hadn’t noticed his aunt’s dismay, and blew a low whistle. “Man, I haven’t seen one of these in years.” With careful hands, he extracted the object from the stack of clothing that surrounded it protectively. An intact, exquisite, glossy black Olivetti ICO from the 1930s appeared as he did. More surprisingly, the machine looked remarkably well-preserved, the ribbon still in place. “It reminds me of Grandpa’s typewriter, the one in his office on his bookshelf.” Quinn looked at his aunt. “Are you sure you don’t remember packing it?”
Clara Louise shook her head. “I do not.”
“Maybe Grandpa gave it to Uncle Henry—?” Quinn stopped himself, unable to finish the thought.
Like Quinn, Clara recoiled at the near mention of that man’s name, a visceral reaction to a name she thought she had surgically exiled from her thoughts, much like the unwelcome vestiges of his existence. But now, with a single unfinished utterance, a rush of uninvited, painfully vivid memories flooded her, enveloping Clara with a dread she thought she had long buried.
Quinn’s curiosity lingered. “Do you think it still works?” He reached out to press the keys. 
“Stop!” Clara grabbed Quinn’s arm before he made contact, but it was too late. He had already pressed a random series of keys, filling the air with that hated, metallic clatter she had hoped never to hear again. 
Clara briefly closed her eyes, attempting to block out the memory, but like her trauma, it was too powerful.

      [image: ]Thirty years earlier… 
Despite the freshly fallen snow outside, the kitchen that morning was stiflingly warm. Yet even the scent of freshly brewed coffee could not mask an undercurrent of something ominous rising. Clara Louise stood at the stove, the rhythmic sound of the kettle boiling in the background. Though still young, her fingers trembled as she adjusted the burner. She told herself it was the room’s heat and tension, but she knew better. 
Hidden behind his newspaper, her husband, as usual, was indifferent to her presence, never acknowledging her since entering the room, his eyes scanning the pages as if the day’s headlines were more deserving of his attention than the woman slinking around him. Nevertheless, the weight of his silence pressed down on Clara, making every step feel deliberate and every breath shallow.
“Clara,” Henry’s sharp voice cut abruptly through, making her flinch. He hadn’t lowered the paper or looked up as though his wife’s attention was owed, not earned.
“Yes?” she heard herself answer, her tone wary. A strange, hollow ache burned in her stomach. She hadn’t kept much food down for days.
“I’ve been thinking.” Henry folded the newspaper deliberately. 
Clara’s stomach churned. She turned to meet Henry’s cold, assessing gaze. “Yes?” 
“About what you’ve been harping on about—starting a family.”
Her breath caught, and her heart leaped against her will. Clara had longed for this moment and prayed on it. Pulse quickening, her free hand instinctively brushed against her stomach, barely a touch, but enough to ground her in the terrifying reality she hadn’t yet dared to say aloud. “Yes?” she prompted with cautious hope and something else—fear.
Henry reclined in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest. “I don’t see the point,” he said flatly. “Children are loud, needy, and expensive. I’ve worked too damn hard to come home to that kind of chaos.”
Clara blinked, unsure she heard right, her grip on the kettle’s handle tightening. “Henry,” she said calmly, “we’ve talked about this. I—I’ve always wanted—”
“Yes, yes, you’ve always wanted,” he interrupted, waving a hand dismissively. “You’re always wanting something, Clara. More of this, more of that, more, more, more. Haven’t I provided you with enough?” His words radiated scorn. “Do you ever stop to think about what I want?” He stared—not at her but through her, his glare narrowing as though her dreams and aspirations were an inconvenience he had been underhandedly forced to endure. “Nothing is ever enough for you.”
Henry’s words hit like a slap, but Clara, accustomed to her husband’s cruelty, swallowed her pride and tried again, only softer, more pleadingly this time. “We could make it work. I would handle the responsibility, Henry. You wouldn’t have to—”
“Enough!” Henry interrupted her. “You? A mother?” He chuckled. “You get frazzled over the smallest things, Clara. A woman like you isn’t suited for motherhood.”
By then, the kettle had started to shriek, its sound grating. But Clara, her vision blurred with unshed tears, was too stunned to move, so she did nothing to silence it. “That’s not fair,” she countered, her throat tightening.
“Fair? What do you know about fair?” Henry barked a humorless laugh. “Life isn’t fair, Clara.” His hand smacked the table as he yelled, “Are you deaf? Turn that blasted thing off!” 
She wanted to scream, rage, throw the kettle and every other utensil, pot, or pan within her reach across the room, and demand that he see her, really see her. But instead, she obediently turned off the burner, her movements slow and measured, her face a mask of composure.
“If life were fair, I certainly wouldn’t have gotten saddled with you,” added Henry to finish his verbal lashing, picking up his newspaper and snapping it open with finality. As far as he was concerned, the conversation was over. For Clara, it had never truly begun.
Clara’s fingers grazed over her stomach again. She stood, her back turned to him, unable to grasp what had just happened. A decision as monumental to a marriage as this, which should have been theirs to make together, was arbitrarily ended without the slightest input from her. 
At that moment, something fractured inside her—a deep, irreparable crack that would grow with every passing year.
Clara stared at her husband. 
God, I hate him. 

      [image: ]Outside, a summer storm had begun to brew. Winds whipped tree branches against the old house while rain pelted the windows, lifting the overbearing heat of earlier with colder, angrier gusts. 
Clara crossed her arms tightly over her chest, her thin shoulders trembling. “I didn’t pack that box.” She turned the side with the label toward him. “Look—it’s not even my handwriting.”
Quinn looked up at her, confused. “Well, it belonged to someone. Maybe Uncle Henry put it up there?”
Clara shot her nephew a sharp glare. “Henry never packed anything in his life.”
“Maybe it’s just one of those things that ended up here over the years,” replied Quinn, brushing his hands on his pants and overlooking his aunt’s retort. “The attic’s a treasure trove of old junk, anyway. I’ll finish clearing it out tomorrow—it’s too hot up there to keep going today. Besides, I want to get home before the storm washes out Main Street.”
Clara barely nodded, her focus locked on the typewriter.
“You good, Aunt Clara?” 
“I’m fine,” she snapped, her tone sharper than she intended. Softening slightly, she added, “Go on, Quinn. Drive safe, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Quinn hesitated, glancing from the typewriter to his aunt, but eventually gave a slight shrug. “Alright. Tomorrow morning, then.” He retrieved his box cutter and headed for the door. Quinn kissed the top of his aunt’s head. “Don’t overdo it while I’m gone.” 
Clara, her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving scowl, stood in place, listening for the door and then the screen door to creak shut. Once confident she was alone, she slowly lowered herself into the chair at the desk, but not before retrieving the baby blanket and folding it neatly on her lap. Clara reluctantly took a piece of paper from the drawer and rolled it into the typewriter. As she did so, her bony fingers trembled.
What am I doing?
Clara hadn’t been in the company of this cursed machine for over a decade and could have sworn she discarded it with the rest of Henry’s belongings. Yet there it sat. 
As an afterthought, Clara let her fingers hover over the blasted keys as if she had anything worthwhile to type. Suddenly, the machine burst to life, and the keys click-clacked without her interference.
Startled, Clara jerked her head back, her fingers recoiling as her fragile heart pounded in her chest. She stared at the paper, which was no longer blank.
The typewriter produced a single word:
CLARA.
Clara gasped. “Typewriters can’t do this.”
This can’t be happening. 
She reached out to press a key. With a breathless hesitance, she pressed down and heard the mechanical metallic clack she had remembered from years before and hated.
But then, before she could do anything else, the return handle lifted, and the typewriter’s carriage release lever shot across the page, repositioning itself to the following line. 
The following message read:
IT’S ME.
Clara’s frail hand flew to her chest, gripping the fabric of her blouse. “Henry?” Her voice was barely audible. “Is that you?” Clara wanted to brush this absurdity off, convinced that it was nothing more than her overactive imagination, a glitch in the machine. However absurd, the machine wasn’t hitting random letters but typing whole words—messages that felt like they could be from her late husband reaching out from the grave. 
But how was that even possible?
“I must be going crazy.”
Outside, the storm intensified while the rain hammered the windowpanes, yet Clara, lost in the typewriter’s lure, barely noticed.
Again, the return handle lifted, and the carriage bolted across, and a new, longer message appeared:
YOU’RE THE REASON I’M GONE.
As the evening progressed and the storm outside grew worse, more contemptuous messages started to appear, each more accusatory than the last. This very machine that once wrote heartfelt love letters to his mistress now ruthlessly tore her apart.
Clara, paralyzed by overwhelming fear and consumed by guilt, couldn’t bring herself to move. Her mind commanded her to escape this chaos and save herself, but as if an invisible force held her down, her legs remained helplessly immobile. Each time she tried to gather the courage to stand, the typewriter responded with a sharp click, producing another cruel message designed to taunt and demean her—accusing her of being responsible for her husband’s death, of not loving him enough, or of abandoning him emotionally. 
YOU HURT ME, CLARA.
YOU NEVER CARED ABOUT ME, CLARA.
YOU NEVER CARED ABOUT WHAT I WANTED OR NEEDED.
WE BOTH KNOW YOU’RE THE REASON I’M DEAD.
All lies.
Clara’s unresolved anger and suffocating guilt about her failed marriage boiled to the surface. She hated this man. This monster. This ghost.
Nevertheless, Clara remained in her chair, hour after hour, terrified by how real the accusations felt. Somehow, Henry’s ghost had made the typewriter his means of communication, making clear that Henry held her very much responsible for his demise.
And perhaps his ghost was right.
Clara attempted to defend herself, talking back to the typewriter as if it were Henry, right back at their kitchen table, his paper screening his judgmental face. At one point in the early morning hours, she became irrational, yelling at the typewriter for bringing up memories she had spent most of her life suppressing.
“I hate you,” she screamed. “You deserved what happened. You’re a monster!”
Somehow, likely fueled by her rage, Clara managed to break through the spell long enough to get off the chair. When she returned minutes later, she had a hammer in her hand, ready to smash it, but with each strike, the typewriter remained intact, never breaking. She even tried to throw it out of the house, but between the machine’s strange added weight and the storm raging outside, nothing she did worked. Instead, it fought back, taunting her by typing messages with increasing speed and force:
YOU CAN’T GET RID OF ME.
WE'RE NOT FINISHED, CLARA.
TELL THE TRUTH. TELL IT ALL.
OR I WILL.
REMEMBER THE BLOOD? 
I DO.
The keys slammed down harder with each line, the metal arms striking the paper like punches, until the ribbon itself started to fray.
Frustrated, wearied, and running out of ideas, Clara became more erratic. At the top of her lungs, she cursed it and even tried to yank the ribbon around her hand, but as soon as she let go, the machine self-corrected as if she had done nothing to it at all.
As she battled, a captive prisoner of this insanity, Clara realized how much she hated how Henry, his ghost, and now this insipid machine controlled her.
The house felt colder and increasingly oppressive as the early morning hours dragged on. Her home, once her sanctuary—her safe place, now felt like a prison. Reaching her breaking point, she yelled at the typewriter: “I didn’t want you to die! I just had to stop you!”
The typewriter continued to offend, its insults pulling Clara back in time to her loveless marriage, where everything she did or said was wrong. “I was never good enough for you. That’s what you said. I remember.” She shoved the typewriter, but it barely budged. “You said you felt stuck with me and never loved me, but I know who and what you were. I knew the monster you were.” 
Nothing ever mattered—everything she had ever wanted—irrelevant.
YOU NEED TO LET ME GO.
“Let you go?” she hissed, astounded at the ghost’s audacity. “Let you go!” She cackled as her thread of sanity slipped farther into darkness. “You think I’m the one holding on? After decades of peace without you and your put-downs, name-calling, and berating, do you think I still want you? Do ghosts do drugs?!” She sneered. “After what you tried to do to—!” Clara roared. “Twenty-seven years of marriage, Henry. Twenty-seven miserable years!”
YOU SHOULD APOLOGIZE.
“I should apologize. For what?” Clara let out a brittle laugh, sharp and humorless. “You were the liar, Henry. You lied to me every day of our marriage!”
The typewriter’s keys paused briefly before clicking again:
I WAS AFRAID.
Clara gripped the edge of the desk and leaned forward. “Afraid? You? Of what?” she hissed. “Being a father? A loving husband? Telling the truth? You weren’t afraid except of getting caught.”
The typewriter remained quiet.
No apology. No admission of guilt. No culpability.
I DIDN’T WANT CHILDREN.
“Except you had one—and not by me!” Her words cut through her fury. Clara swayed, and the room spun. “You didn’t think I knew, did you?” 
The keys click-clacked faster: 
I DIDN’T WANT TO HURT YOU. 
“Nonsense.” Clara hissed through clenched lips. “You did nothing but hurt me every day and every night of our marriage.”
The typewriter clacked again, slower now. 
YOU DIDN’T MAKE ME HAPPY.
Clara sighed. “What am I doing?”
It was all too much. He’d tortured her while he was alive and slighted her by his ghost, who refused—even from a celestial realm—to take accountability for the hellscape his living host had inflicted on her.
“I didn’t make you happy—coming from the man who got another woman pregnant! It didn’t matter that I, your wife, begged you for a baby. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I had to walk in and catch you ready to—” Clara gagged on her words, the memory of that night as fresh as it was then. “You broke my heart, you bastard.” Clara sobbed. “I’m done.” 
The man was dead, a ghost, and still, she couldn’t bring herself to admit the truth behind her anguish, that what Henry had put her through had far exceeded a broken heart.
In a fit of rage, Clara dragged the typewriter outside and slammed it against the pavement, over and over. She had wanted to do this before, but each time she tried, something stopped her. Her legs buckled, her hands went numb, or her mind clouded as if the machine had taken root inside her. But now, her fury surged past the paralysis—her grief, her guilt—whatever spell had kept her in its grip—snapped.
But as the machine clattered to the ground, somehow another message appeared:
WHY DIDN’T YOU DO ANYTHING TO SAVE ME, CLARA?
“Save you?” By then, Clara was spiraling—physically and emotionally exhausted, barely able to stand. Yet somehow, she managed to get the indestructible machine back into the house. By the time she was done, her body and what was left of her mind had unraveled. 
“I didn’t save you, Henry, because I hated you. Do you hear me? I. Hated. You. And wanted you dead. I still do! I only wish I had been the one to kill you.”
Her energy drained, Clara tried to lift the typewriter to place it on the desk, startled by how much heavier it felt. “You ruined my life!” she sobbed, struggling with the machine. Clara tried again. “Ahh!” she shrieked as the typewriter slipped from her weak grasp, landing with a dull thud on the desk. 
“I lost my baby because of you!” she finally confessed, dropping into the chair. She pressed against her face the baby blanket she had quilted—the same one that had covered the typewriter, identical to the one she knew she had buried with her baby.
IT’S YOUR TURN NOW, CLARA.
“My turn for what?” she muttered, slipping deeper into despair, her thoughts lost in the past, looping on the day she miscarried, the day after Henry pummeled her into a wall… the day she lied to the police about how her husband had died. The story she’d made up about how he’d fallen and struck his head in a drunken accident. 
The story had held. No charges. No suspicion.
And the day after, when in the wee hours of the morning and still in her bloody nightgown, she dug a makeshift grave in her garden to bury her twenty-two-week-old fetus.
IT’S YOUR TURN TO DIE.
In a moment of profound despair, Clara flung her small frame onto the typewriter, hoping to bring this madness to a halt. Instead, it unleashed a cascade of consequences she couldn’t have anticipated. 
Clara’s chest erupted in searing pain. Struggling to breathe, she stumbled backward, her hand pressed tightly against her heart. 
“No… no, not now…” she gasped before collapsing to the floor. Her frail body twisted and folded onto itself. 
Shallow breaths slipped through her lips as if escaping the grasp of life itself. Her vision blurred and dimmed while the surrounding world faded into an indistinct haze.
As Clara lay dying, teetering on the edge of consciousness, the typewriter conveyed a final message:
CLARA. IT WAS ALL YOUR FAULT. 
YOU WERE WEAK. NEEDY. YOU INTERFERED. 
YOU SHOULD NEVER HAVE INTERFERED. 
AND NOW YOU MUST DIE.
Clara’s world narrowed around her. She tried to respond, but no sound emerged. As Henry’s ghost had promised, death claimed her, and the room and typewriter fell quiet. 

      [image: ]The next day, Quinn arrived as promised. He pushed open the screen door, balancing a fresh box of supplies for sorting through the attic. The wooden frame creaked as it swung back. 
“Aunt Clara? I’m back!” he called through the quiet house. The stillness felt wrong. Too heavy. Too quiet.
“Aunt Clara?” Quinn called again, this time louder. He set the box on the kitchen counter and walked toward the living room, his boots thudding softly against the old wooden floor.
Quinn froze in the doorway.
Clara, still dressed in her outfit from the day before, lay crumpled on the carpet, her spindly body motionless beside the desk. The vintage typewriter, unscathed, sat eerily still, its glossy surface catching the pale morning light.
“Aunt Clara!” Quinn cried, dropping to his knees beside her. His heart raced as he gently shook her shoulder, but her skin felt cold, her hands stiff, and her face looked frozen in an expression of pain—or perhaps disbelief.
“No, no, no,” Quinn whispered, his throat tightening. He knelt there for a long moment, his head bowed, wrestling with his demons. His eye drifted to the typewriter, noticing for the first time that it had a blank sheet of paper in its roller. 
Had she been trying to type something?
It all felt wrong. 
Quinn stood slowly, his chest heaving, and touched the typewriter. The metal felt cool under his fingers. He stared at it, his mind racing with memories of the previous day. He remembered his aunt’s strange behavior, which, at the time, he chalked up to her age. Then, to his horror, the typewriter clacked.
Quinn stumbled back, nearly tripping over the chair. “What the hell?” he muttered, his pulse pounding in his ears.
The keys struck again, slow and methodical:
HELLO, QUINN.
Quinn froze. His breath caught in his throat. The room seemed to grow colder, the morning’s light dimming slightly, as though the house was holding its breath.
“No.” His voice cracked. “No, this isn’t happening.”
The typewriter continued:
IT’S ME.
Quinn blinked. His chest tightened with a mixture of alarm and disbelief. “Who?” he demanded, his voice trembling. “Who are you?” 
IT’S HENRY.
“Uncle Henry?” 
But how? 
The name knocked the wind out of Quinn like a punch to the gut. Without warning, his knees nearly buckled as a flood of tormenting memories returned—recollections he’d blocked out since childhood. 
“This isn’t real,” Quinn whispered in desperation. “I’m just in shock. You’re not real!”
HELLO, QUINN.
Quinn’s legs gave out this time, and he sank into the chair beside the desk, his hands gripping its edges so tightly that his knuckles turned white. “How, how is this possible?” he stammered, his eyes fixed on the typewriter as though it might attack him.
The keys clacked again, more gently this time. 
I’VE BEEN WAITING FOR YOU.
“For me?” He glanced down at his dead aunt. “What did you do to Aunt Clara?” Quinn demanded.
I KNOW WHAT YOU DID.
Impossible! Only Aunt Clara knew—
Tears welled in Quinn’s eyes, blurring his vision. “I never—” He stopped, his breath hitching. “I’m so sorry for what happened, but you wouldn’t stop.”
YOU KILLED ME, QUINN. THAT WASN’T VERY NICE.
The words hit hard, breaking through the walls Quinn and ten years of therapy had built around his grief and guilt, contrasting with his inability to forgive his uncle, who had stolen his innocence and ruined his childhood that hot summer night.

      [image: ]Uncle Henry’s intimidating figure blocked the bedroom doorway, his voice sweet with malice as he urged Quinn to “be good” and stay quiet. 
Seven-year-old Quinn, sleeping naked except for his boxers under a thin sheet, froze, every muscle in his tiny body rigid, his child’s heart pounding. He didn’t dare move as Henry loomed closer to the side of his bed.
“Shush,” warned Henry, disrobing.
“Please, Uncle Henry,” Quinn had pleaded. “Don’t hurt me,” but his appeals went unanswered as Henry positioned his girth over his nephew’s tiny body, prepared to overtake him.
Without a second to spare, the bedroom door slammed open, and Aunt Clara burst in, her face pale but determined. She held a butcher knife in her hand, raised above her head. 
“Henry!” she cried. “Get off him and leave him alone!” She grabbed Henry’s arm, clawing at his sleeve in an attempt to pull him away from the boy, but he was stronger and shoved her into the wall. Clara stumbled and fell, her head smacking against the wall with a sickening thud, her hand flying

      [image: ]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
WE TELL
OTHERS

A POCONO LIARS
CLUB ANTHOLOGY

miml

EDITED BY SAHAR ABDULAZIZ
AND MICHAEL A. VENTRELLA






OEBPS/images/0bd7ff18-64c1-4fff-b057-4ea424b02a9f.png





OEBPS/images/a4ee105c-54be-4e4f-bf7a-687e3653799b.png
THE LIES
WE TELL
OTHERS

A POCONO LIARS
CLUB ANTHOLOGY

EDITED BY SAHAR ABDULAZIZ
AND MICHAEL A. VENTRELLA







