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        Written Tales dedicates this volume to the writers who submitted their words and to the readers who receive them. What is written is never lost.

      

        

      
        We thank you.
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      Some things refuse to be forgotten. A mother's sleepless vigil. A boy learning the world through his mother's kitchen. A father's gift carried forward through time. The quiet weight of an old heart that has loved and lost and loved again.

      What Remains is the sixteenth chapbook from Written Tales, gathering seventeen voices from around the world: poets, storytellers, and essayists who brought us their best work.

      What emerged is a collection about the things that stay with us: memories, family, who we are, sadness, and times of joy. It's the moments we return to when everything else fades away.

      This collection features original poetry, flash fiction, short fiction, and creative nonfiction from seventeen contributors across the globe.

      To receive updates and support Written Tales, please join us at writtentales.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Thorne in My Side

          

          Barb DeMoney

        

      

    

    
      Waddling down the sidewalk towards home, I craved peanut butter and a big glass of milk – and I hate milk.

      Being sixteen and seven months pregnant meant that the hallways at school had turned into a jungle for me. Some kids stared at me like I was an exotic animal; others looked away like pregnancy might be contagious. A few girls from my biology class whispered about “life choices,” which seemed rich coming from people who thought mitochondria were a type of pasta.

      I pretended none of it bothered me. It helped that sarcasm had become my sunscreen—minimally effective but better than nothing. 

      And I needed it for dealing with the likes of my neighbor, Mr. Silas Thorne.

      As I passed his house, I kept my eyes forward. His lawn was immaculate, his house painted a drab military grey. I was convinced he hadn’t smiled since cavemen roamed the earth, and even back then, he probably just judged their posture.

      Mr. Thorne was a creature of habit, and those habits mostly involved glaring. At the mailmen. At children. At cloud formations he found disappointing. And especially at me—ever since I ran over one of his precious rhododendrons with my mom’s minivan while attempting a three-point turn that was perhaps more of a twenty-point maneuver.

      Arriving home, it smelled like laundry detergent and coconut.

      “Chloe,” Mom chirped as I came in, holding out a foil-covered pie. "Could you take this over to Mr. Thorne? It's Mrs. Gable's famous coconut cream pie. She made an extra."

      I side-eyed Mom and the pie. "Mom, you hate coconut. And Mrs. Gable hasn't baked anything since she broke her hip last year. Is this a peace offering for the rhododendron incident?"

      Mom gave me her best “who-me” look. "I'm just being neighborly, sweetie. He helped Aunt Carol jump her car last week."

      "He helped Aunt Carol? The man scowls at butterflies! He probably just glared at her car until the engine sputtered awake out of pure fear." I sighed, adjusting my belly, which jutted out like a watermelon was trapped inside. "Fine. But if he murders me, I'm haunting you."

      Armed with pie and skepticism, I scooted across the perfectly striped lawn and pressed his doorbell. A full minute passed. Perhaps I’d get lucky and could go home.

      Then the door creaked open a sliver, revealing white hair and a suspicious eye.

      "What do you want?" Mr. Thorne's voice, scratchy like sandpaper.

      "Hi, Mr. Thorne," I replied, mustering my sweetest, most non-threatening smile. My pregnancy usually fascinated adults, making them more gentle.

      Mr. Thorne, however, seemed to register it as a deformity.

      "My mom, uh, thought you might like some pie. It's coconut cream." I thrust the plate forward.

      He glanced at the pie, then at my belly, then back at the pie, as if calculating the odds it might be booby-trapped. "Pie?" he grumbled. His brow furrowed deeper than the roots of his rhododendrons.

      "Yes. I… I hope you like coconut?" I stammered. My wit abandoned me.

      He took the plate. "Hmph. What's the catch?"

      "No catch," I said, trying to sound pleasant. "Just... pie. From Mrs. Gable." I managed to keep a straight face.

      He narrowed his eyes. "Mrs. Gable hasn't made a pie in years. I heard she burned water last Tuesday."

      My jaw dropped. He knew. "Well, it's still pie!" I uttered.

      "Indeed," he said, and for a moment, I thought I saw the corner of his lips twitch. As he pulled the door shut, leaving me standing alone on his porch, feeling bewildered.

      I expected that to be the end of it. But a few days later, I found a small bag hanging on our doorknob. Inside were three ripe tomatoes, obviously from Mr. Thorne's well-tended garden, alongside a Post-it note that read: "Your pie was... adequate. Thank you."

      Adequate. From Mr. Thorne, that was high praise indeed.

      The tomato incident opened the floodgates, or at least, a very slow trickle.

      I sat out on our porch, attempting to crochet a baby blanket that looked like a deformed sweater, when Mr. Thorne appeared on his porch to water his potted herbs.

      "That yarn's going to unravel if you keep holding it like a drowning rat," he’d bark.

      "It's turning out great, thank you very much," I retorted, secretly grateful for his unsolicited advice. The next day, a book on basic knitting patterns appeared on our porch.

      One sweltering afternoon, I was struggling to carry an oversized box of baby clothes my aunt had dropped off earlier. My center of gravity had packed its bags weeks ago, and the box was threatening to topple me. 

      Mr. Thorne materialized beside me, seizing the box with surprising ease.

      "You'll fall and crack your skull open; then where will the little one be?" he grumbled, carrying it into the house for me. He didn’t wait for a thanks, just turned and left, but not before I caught a glimpse of a faint, almost-smile playing on his lips.

      My friends avoided the topic of my pregnancy, and Mom checked on me incessantly. But Mr. Thorne? He didn’t tiptoe around things. He treated me like I had a brain. Like my life wasn’t over.

      Somehow, the grumpiest man on the block was the one person who made me feel like myself.

      The magic of our friendship was that it barely qualified as a friendship, yet it was precisely that. We argued, we traded insults—mine witty, his blunt—but at least he said things to my face and not behind my back like the kids at school. And beneath it all, something shifted. He started asking me questions, not about my pregnancy, but about books, about the quirky things I noticed around the neighborhood.

      He admitted one day that he missed the sound of children playing on the street, though he followed it with, "Too much racket, mind you." It was his version of a heartfelt confession.

      One particularly rough evening, the kind where everything ached, and the baby was using my bladder as a hammock, I found myself sitting on the porch swing, tears streaming.

      It wasn't just the physical discomfort, but the weight of growing up too fast pressed down hard. I was afraid of the unknown and just felt… small.

      A shadow fell over me. Mr. Thorne.

      “What’s all the blathering about?” His voice, rough as gravel.

      I sniffled. "It's just... everything. And nothing."

      He sat down on the edge of his porch, his back to me, but I knew he was listening. "Having a child changes everything," he said, his voice softer than I’d ever heard it. "You think you know how life works, and then...poof. It's all new territory."

      He rubbed his temples before speaking. "My wife, Martha…we had plans. A whole future. Then she got sick. Fast. After she was gone… the neighborhood, the sounds, even the sunshine, all felt wrong. Too loud. Too bright. So, I retreated." His voice hushed. “Thought it’d hurt less that way.”

      The silence that followed wasn't awkward but respectful, heavy with unspoken grief. He’d walled himself off, not out of malice, but out of a profound hurt.

      "It's scary, all of the unknowns." My fingers twisted the hem of my shirt.

      He nodded. "It is. But you’re not alone, kid. Don’t let yourself be alone.”

      A few weeks later, with my due date closing in, there was a knock on the door.

      I struggled to get my swollen feet into a pair of flip-flops as Mr. Thorne appeared, holding a small, brightly wrapped package.

      "For the... uh... the little one," he mumbled, refusing to look me in the eye. "It's a mobile. Martha used to make them. Found it in the attic."

      I unwrapped it carefully. It was a beautiful, handcrafted mobile of tiny wooden birds, painted in soft blues and yellows. It was exquisite. My eyes welled up. "Mr. Thorne, it's beautiful. Thank you."

      He shrugged, shifting his weight. "Hmph. Don't want the kid to be bored. Besides," he added, a real smile finally breaking through, "I'm going to need someone to complain about. Wouldn't want you thinking you're off the hook."

      I laughed. He chuckled—a rusty, unmistakable sound.

      "Well, then," I said, "I suppose you'll need to join us for a slice of coconut cream pie when the baby arrives."

      He nodded, a thoughtful look on his face. "Perhaps. As long as it's not from Mrs. Gable." He paused, then added, "And Chloe? You can call me Silas."

      Standing on the porch, swollen and exhausted, I realized something I probably should’ve figured out sooner: the man who’d once glared at me like I was a neighborhood menace hadn’t just opened his door that day – he’d let a little light back into his military-grey world.

      All it took was a pie, some tomatoes, and two lonely people learning how to trust
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