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 Dedication

For Glenn

Thank you for inspiring me to write super short
stories.



Opening Quote


“There are no
secrets in life; just hidden truths that lie beneath the
surface.”

-
Michael C. Hall, actor known for playing Dexter Morgan, serial
killer of serial killers, in Showtime’s series, Dexter.


 Soul Jam

Cooking. Baking. Unique jam making. Food is life.
Yet, we derive food through death. Death of mammals, birds, fish,
insects, even plants. Every living creature depends on death—in one
way or another—to survive. It’s the Circle of Life. Tell you
something you didn’t know, right?

Well, my name is Buckley Sole. The
few living friends I still have call me Buck. I’m an
eighty-six-years-young man. Yes, young. Age is attitude, you know.

I’m just shy of six feet tall and boast a head of
thick wavy white hair atop my marathon runner lean body. I’m
soft-spoken. Married to my work. Never had a significant other.
Never needed one. Or wanted one.

But I’m not alone. Or lonely.
Never know who I’ll meet
next. A careless teen? Cancer tortured patient?
Mangled accident victim…? Fate offers new possibilities and
challenges.

After introductions, the first thing I scrutinize is
their feet. Toes in particular.

Are they stubby? Slender? Twisted into gnarled
shapes? Is the surrounding skin calloused? Scarred? Digits
missing?

Are the toenails decorated with colorful nail
polish? Manicured? Or thick and yellow ravaged with fungus?

Regardless, all toes are beautiful in my eyes. And
all present opportunities for healing in the Circle of Life.

Now is the appropriate time to tell you I own Sole
Mortuary and work alone. I’m a master at my craft. I see people at
their worst and make them look their best. Or at least as
presentable as possible for their loved ones’ last looks.

Winter is my busiest season, sometimes bringing in
three clients in a week due to weather-related vehicle accidents
and suicides triggered by loneliness during the holidays.
Self-inflicted gunshot wounds to the head present a challenge
sometimes even I can’t repair.

I also see an uptick in business during the summer
months with deaths related to swimming, hiking, and all manner of
dare deviling gone wrong.

Of course, year-round, there are
always expected deaths. The passing of those who have lost their battle with cancer
or some other dreadful disease. Only twice in my career have I
encountered a murder victim.

I’m the consummate professional in my life’s calling
and have the greatest respect for the dead. As well as the living
left behind. I pride myself on the service I offer to the small
town of Piper Ridge, population 20,000. It’s my mission to do my
best to comfort families in the throes of grief.

As of today, the first day of spring, I’m retired.
Last week, they delivered my custom Strada Mercedes Sprinter Camper
Van. Tuxedo black. Designed with all the comforts of a high-end
camping trailer. I’m packed and ready to embark on a journey to
which I have no formal destination. Just leisurely driving across
the country, taking in the sights, and exploring Ma and Pa roadside
cafes. That’s how I’ll spend my days.

I sold my business to a chain that will give my old
building a much-needed face lift. They’ll offer more disposition
options. Alkaline hydrolysis—the formal name for aqua-cremation—as
an alternative to cremation. And instead of embalming and coffin
burial, the eco-friendly human composting method known as Natural
Organic Reduction. Already signed the real estate papers and handed
over the keys. Saying goodbye to the only life I’ve ever known is
hard. But invigorating as well.

I have one final business stop to make before I hit
the road.

Roger Perkins was my last client. Heart failure at
age 59. I’ll stop at his home to deliver a special jar of jam to
his lovely wife, Hannah, and encourage her to share it with her
sons.

I create every batch of jam with love. Although the
recipes are similar, no two jams are ever alike.



Pedal Digits

During the half-century I’ve practiced my craft, no
one has ever requested to see the feet of their dearly beloved at
rest. Nonetheless, I dress the feet as the family desires. Socks or
slippers are the most common. Although sometimes when the family
requests shoes, it can be challenging to put them on stiff feet.
The lack of interest in seeing the feet of the deceased suits my
intentions. I harvest at least one toe from every client as the
unique ingredient in my special jam recipe. It’s my way of sharing
a piece of the decedent with their loved ones, even though they are
unaware of what they’re eating.

Please don’t judge me as a monster the likes of
Jeffery Dahmer, who ate parts of his victims. Or Joe Roy Metheny,
who ground up his victims and mixed their flesh with beef and pork
and served it in sandwiches at a road-side barbecue stand.

No. I’m nothing like that. A shiver jolts me just
thinking about those depraved serial killers.

I make my jam for endocannibalism; the sacred ritual
of consuming the flesh of a loved one after death. The ancient
practice is considered a celebration of life. When visiting South
America in my youth, I learned several tribes honor their dead by
consuming their flesh.

Fascinated, I took the practice to heart. After
Mother passed, I celebrated her life by consuming a slice of her
thumb dehydrated into jerky then eaten with a spoonful of honey. It
was an experience unlike any other. I knew I had to share the
divine ritual with others. And my chosen profession provided the
perfect opportunity.

Think that’s gross?

Consider the undertones of the endocannibalism
ritual still practiced today in Catholicism. The bread and wine
consumed is believed to become the broken body and blood of Jesus
Christ.

Perhaps, in that context, the concept of
endocannibalism may be less repulsive.



Experiments

Mother’s flesh sweetened with honey spawned the idea
of developing a recipe for jam. Although the meat chunks were
tender, thanks to the pressure cooker, the first few batches were
flops. Tasted like a mixture of tuna, sugar, ketchup, and limburger
cheese, smelled like a rotting corpse, and looked like chunky,
bloody vomit. Thank God for ten toes!

With my jam making, I embraced
Julia Child’s advice of taking a what-the-hell approach to cooking.
That allowed me to experiment with tomatoes, bacon, and even corn
cobs in my jam. But I found honey-sweetened figs create a delicate
blend of flavor and texture with a small amount of pureed toe
flesh. My perfected soul jam recipe is made with love. By the
way, soul jam, is
a brilliant play on my last name, wouldn’t you agree?

Families have requested my recipe many times. Even
suggested I enter a jar in the annual state fair. I smile and
reply, “It’s a closely guarded family recipe I was sworn to protect
with my life.”

They always laugh.

If they only knew.

Back to my soul jam. It’s important to note I must
remove the toe, or toes, before the embalming process, which
involves harsh chemicals not suitable for consumption. For obvious
reasons, the toe must be de-boned and the toenail removed prior to
pureeing for jam. The bone and toenail are returned and placed in
the decedent’s sock or slipper.

About a week after the deceased
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