
  
  Advanced Praise for Unfinished Creatures


“Transcendent elements animate a dozen divergent stories to impact the disparately troubled lives of its characters. There is a consistent tone that links their often juxtaposed blends of brutal darkness, tenderness, and humor. Overall, the characters and situations are relatable for their world-weary pathos, from which emerges the humble epiphanies or inner transitions that make each story worth telling… They all share an affecting expression of humanity. It’s a collection in which any reader will find plenty to enjoy. The influence of classic American short storytellers can be detected from the likes of Flannery O’Connor, Sherwood Anderson, Raymond Carver, and even a nod to Shirley Jackson.” 
—Peter Hassebroek, Independent Book Review


“A riveting anthology filled with emotional webs that keep readers spinning. The stories are laced with profound themes and poetic prose depicting characters who will be forever imprinted in hearts and souls. Tom Stahl writes spellbinding tales… with characters who keep readers at the edge of their chairs. At times Tom Stahl’s stories make us cry and yet at other moments they caress our core, creating our heartfelt smiles. He has a compelling literary voice which paints beautiful images that transport us to unforgettable places.”  
—Amarilys Gacio Rassler, author of Cuban-American Dancing on the Hyphen, used by Oregon State University for Cultural Studies


“Be prepared for a dark ride of emotions; Stahl grabs the reader and never lets go. This is a deeply expressive, sometimes funny, often dark, roller coaster of emotions that will captivate readers with beautifully written, uniquely detailed narratives. Stahl offers a funny, gruesome, well-crafted collection of pain sprinkled with hope. Readers will laugh, cry, and cringe, but they won’t be able to look away.
—Annette Masters, author of Dragonfly Down and The Hennessy Lie
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  To everyone with a dream… never give up.









  
  Unfinished Creatures


“We are unfashioned creatures, but half made up, if one wiser, better, dearer than ourselves—such a friend ought to be—do not lend his aid to perfectionate our weak and faulty natures.” — Mary Shelley, Frankenstein


“We are all unfinished creatures, only half made up, searching for the other half to make us whole.”— My reflection inspired by Mary Shelley








  
  Blood Orange


For most of my birthdays, my dad beats the shit outta me. My very own Jake Paul or even Muhammad Ali. Aren’t I lucky? A knuckle sandwich for a present. My body’s a beatbox. Rap-a-dap-dap. How considerate. It’s the thought that counts, for real, right, Bruh? 
My It. What I’m not allowed to talk about.
It. It. It.
I can’t explain why he hits me. Sure, he’s in love with his beer, St. Pauli Girl. Screws her every night until he’s blacked out in her arms. Sure, he’s outta work more than he’s in. He’s too good, too smart, too strong to be bossed around. Sure, his father, my gramps, battered him too. What my dad learned.
But none of those reasons really explains the smile he plasters on his lips every time he takes to walloping me. Not gonna lie. Smiling, yeah, smiling. Then laughing. I tell myself he’s really crying. He doesn’t wanna hit me. You know how sometimes laughing and crying look almost alike. Craphing until you can’t breathe. But he doesn’t ever shed a tear. I don’t either, for that matter. I’ve built a dam around my heart. Steel, concrete, rebar, scars. A Hoover heart. 
Of course, I’m not the only one to feel his gifts. My little brother Dell, my mother, and other drunks at the bar. My old man enjoys showering them all with the generosity of his fists. 
But me? I’m his favorite. Maybe I have it coming. I’m stupid. I’m slow. I’m useless. Maybe it’s my face. Maybe it’s my voice. Or maybe it’s who I am.

      [image: ]It’s my sixteenth birthday. 
I wake up early before the sun. I dress quickly in my jeans and oversized gray hoodie, the one my mom got at Costco, even though it’s a hot April, a record-breaking month, the weatherman reports. I’m bailing out on my dad. Sayonara to the bastard. 
I stare at my brother sleeping in his bed next to mine. “You gotta understand, Dell,” I whisper. “Don’t hate me. I won’t forget you.” I ruffle his hair just a bit.
He swats at his head like he’s thinking my fingers are mosquitoes. He doesn’t wake up.
“Remember our pact, Dell? When I turned sixteen, I’d leave. And today’s the day. I’ll find us a way out. I promise. A safe world where we can live free of him. Where we get to be the top dogs for a change. Wouldn’t that be… shit… the best thing ever? I’ll be back.”
I wish I’d been a better brother. Built us… what? A treehouse, maybe. To hide in. For telling ghost stories at night with the fireflies. For eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with bananas and M&M’s. For joking during the day. Knock, knock. Who’s there? Dell, you have the funniest laugh. Like a sick goose honking all the time. 
Sure, I took hits for you, Dell, but not enough. I’m sorry. An epic fail.
I leave my brother to his wonderlands.
I take nothing with me except two dollars I dare to snatch from my dad’s wallet as he snores off another raw-doggin’ party with his piss-water side chick. I don’t have a phone. My dad took it away from me. I think about the gun he’s concealed, not very well, in his nightstand. The one I peek at from time to time. The gun that breathes, that leers back at me, whispering, “Pick me up. Pick me up.” The gun for intruders. Maybe I might need it if I get shook out on the road. But no. I might blast my foot off. Or worse. So, I leave the piece where it lies under his old Playboy magazine from when he was a boy. Collector’s edition, he says. The one with Anna Nicole Smith, Playmate of the Year, June 1993.
I peer at my mother sleeping on the couch, where she sleeps every night now. She looks so little, so lost, under the quilt she made. Her hair smells clean and fresh, like everything’s extra dope in the world, our world. I breathe in the scent of Herbal Essences shampoo, wanting to remember it. And her. 
Before I go, I feed the one fish we have in a tank near the TV in the living room. An aquarium I started when I won that goldfish at a carnival a few years back, the only pet I’m allowed to have. George is his name. I wonder what he sees from his tank. He watches us. He’s seen it all. A bone-chiller of a show.
I put my hand on the tank’s glass. George swims over to it. I swear he looks up at me with sad, unblinking eyes. One eye is black; the other’s silver. He knows I’m leaving. “Stay safe now, buddy-man. Dell will care for you. He’s good that way. Don’t go all belly-up on me and let them flush you down the toilet.”
I touch the pre-birthday bruise on my cheek my Daddy Dukes gave me yesterday as a prequel to what’s to come. A snake of pain forces my eyes to twitch and my arms to tighten. I tongue the front tooth he chipped. Creeping outta the house will deny my padre the pleasure of singing “Happy Birthday” with his paws all over my body. A kinda perversion in me, I guess. Not giving him what he wants. Not letting him be the proud papa he wants to be to teach me how to be a man, how to be a father to my own one-day kids.
But I will never hit my children. Never. That’s what I vow. Shit, do you know how hard it is to promise Never? How I fight to keep the Godzilla of him from crawling into the deepest part of me? To let him live in me? 
Every. Fucking. Day. 
The dam holds the demon at bay. Cuz I cannot… will not be him.

      [image: ]I stand in front of our old, moldy house with its leaky roof south of Miami, bordering the Glades, a plot of land more than three acres in size off Krome Avenue. Neighbors are far away. 
What now, you worthless shit? That’s what he calls me.
Don’t you call yourself that, though.
But that’s how I feel. 
In the vanishing dark. Alone. Nowhere to go. Only knowing I don’t wanna be here.
I walk and walk to the east toward what I hope is a better sun. Dogs bark at the shadow of me. I’ve always wanted a dog, but you know who… A lone vehicle barrels down the street. Could it be my dad, spotting I’ve ducked out on him like a bitch? Maybe he’s hunting for me.
I’m stashing myself in the wild azalea bushes past the breakdown lane, the asphalt covered in razor-like glass and crumbled McDonald’s bags. I scrunch down behind the flowers, my skinny frame easy to hide like another crumb of litter. I hold my breath. I don’t wanna be seen. I wanna be a ghost. Better yet, disappear. Like I’d never been born at all.
But I’m tired of being scared all the time. Afraid if I shut the back door too loud, look at my dad cross-eyed, say something wrong, he’ll lose it. I should get rid of him, shouldn’t I? Somehow.
Hey, Bruh, where are you anyway? I used to pray to you every night after my dad had his boxing fix. They said at Sunday school when I was little that you were always around. Watching. Guiding. 
Really? Sometimes, you seem like nothing but a fairy tale without a happily ever after.
The car moves on. Not my mother’s Ford Taurus. Not my dad’s truck either. “Whew.” I can breathe again, so I’m ready to keep going.
Soon, I dunno all the road names. Houses huddle together behind chain-link fences. Streetlights shine to take away the boogeymen. Strip malls and Dollar Generals and Home Depots and Chinese restaurants, all called Hong Kong, string along South Dixie Highway. More city than country now.
Near a Taco Bell, a rumble shakes the air. Not thunder or a low-flying plane. But a bus. Headlights bouncing toward me. My ride to take me somewhere far away. Where no one knows me. Where no one knows my parents. Maybe to the other side of the world. Maybe into the sky. I wave my arms to flag down the magic bus, but it keeps speeding along. I can’t miss it. I can’t walk to the moon. 
I step into the street, still flailing my arms. I don’t move. If the bus hits me, then so be it. I close my eyes. I’ll go where? Don’t really care. Just any other place. But I won’t be home waiting for Slugfest Sam to display the only affection he knows how to give with the kisses of his meat hooks: bloody noses, torn lips, black and blue trademarks all over my skin.
The brakes squeal and whistle. I open my eyes. The gray and blue bus lurches forward then backward. It veers to the right, stopping in front of me, maybe three feet away. A rush of hot air spirals around me, and a scattershot of pebbles bombards me. I hurry to the doors. They whirl open.
“The fuck you doing, man?” the bus driver yells. He’s a swollen diesel in a too-tight uniform, his biceps looking like they’re ready to go all kablooey. “Are you out of your mind? This isn’t a stop.” He’s got sideburns, something old-fashioned like that. Flaps of skin hang over his eyes, showing his age, one more so than the other, almost sealing that eye shut. “I could’ve run your ass over.”
“No… Maybe… Dunno.” All I can say.
He nods toward me. “What happened to you?” His tone’s softer.
“Oh, I…” The purple shiner is bigger than I thought. “Got into a fight.”
“I hope you won.” The bus driver attempts to smile, but it’s more like a crooked line of lips.
“Never do.”
A corpse of dead air drops between us for I dunno how many awkward seconds. 
A horn blares behind us. I glance back at the impatience. Inside a pickup truck, a man thrashes his hands. Is it him? My eye-jamming, warlock father? The whirl of his wizard fist and Bingo! Another stinger tat and knob await me. My legs go all fizzy.
I squint. 
No. It’s just some jerkweed.
The four-by-four speeds around us.
You know, sometimes, I wanna kill my dad. I think and think about it all the time. But it’s against the law. It’s murder, isn’t it? Homicide all the way. Life in prison without parole. Death penalty too. But what if he deserves it? I want him to stop. He doesn’t, though. I beg. I cry. I stay silent. It doesn’t matter. 
“So…?” The bus captain takes his hands off the steering wheel and crosses his arms. “I don’t got all day. Whadja want?”
“Where’s this bus going?”
“The Beach Express. I make a loop. Takes an hour and a half, sometimes two hours or more. Depending on traffic.”
That’s as good a place as any. It’s a start. It’s away. I rush up the steps, then pull out my two dollars. “All I have. Enough to get me there?”
“You’re short a quarter, but I’ll let you pass. Not round trip though.”
“I’m not coming back.” After handing him the bills, I find a seat, front row, catty-corner to him. I scope out his profile. On his neck, he has some kinda jagged skin trophy, perhaps from a long-ago car accident or disease. Or maybe worse. A knife or a bullet. 
Nobody else rides the bus. Just me and him. It’s cold inside. I pull my hoodie over my head. Condensation clings to the windows, giving the outside waking world a shimmering, blurry vibe. I like that. Maybe the world isn’t real now.
“How old are you?” The bus driver closes the doors, then mashes the gas pedal. The bus jostles on.
I don’t wanna answer. Why can’t he just drive and shut up? Why do old people have to babble gas so much? Like they can’t let silence be the only conversation.
“It wouldn’t hurt you to unbutton your mouth, would it? It gets lonely this time of morning. Especially for the beach route.”
I know lonely. My constant brohan. I suppose I could give Mister Pecs an answer or two. “I’m sixteen.”
“It’s a what? Tuesday? Shouldn’t you be in school?”
“Um, yeah, but… a teacher workday.” It isn’t, but the driver doesn’t have to know that.
“What grade you in?”
A regular fucking chatterpillar. Him. “Soph… sophomore. Finishing second year, high school.”
“Which one?”
“Cutler Springs.”
“Basketball team. They won a state championship two years back.” He glances at me.
“Wouldn’t know. Don’t go to games.”
“Get good grades?”
“Let’s just say… enough to pass.” The only classes I like are the ancient history ones. Egypt, Rome, Greece with Ptolemy, Socrates and Aristotle.
And English class with poetry where I can write down how I feel. About my dad and what he does. The big It.  About what I desire: forbidden fruit, the taste and touch that’ll turn me into a freak. About you and your silence, Bruh, when I call on you for help. When I loathe you for leaving me all alone. 
But, dumb me, I still believe most of the time. I’m waiting for your hand.
The driver slows the bus. A duet of people hovers by a bench. The bus comes to a stop.
Two passengers get on, nodding as they tap cards against a scanner box. They don’t have any beach gear. No towels, no umbrellas. Dress codes though, with names stitched on pockets. Maybe this gent with a bozo-cut and this short-legged lady, still wearing a mask, five years after COVID, work on the beach. A shop. A restaurant. They waddle like good little ducks to the back. The bus moves on.
I press my head against the window glass. Cars and trucks speed past. Now, maybe the driver will be quiet.
“Whadja want to do after you graduate?”
No such luck, the jabberjaw’s pressing me. 
“Dunno.” Can’t even think about tomorrow, and yet he wants to know about two or three years from now. Could be dead for all I know.
“I wanted to be an astronaut. What boy doesn’t?” He shrugs. “But low-test scores and no money and life got in the way. So, here I am. Steering a bus on crazy streets instead of flying rockets to the stars. Get this, about three months ago, a fourteen-foot alligator, the size of a fridge, blocked the road. Everyone’s out taking pictures on their phones. It’s like that alligator’s grinning, enjoying the attention, knowing it’s screwing with everyone’s comings and goings. A jam for three hours or more until the wildlife people showed up. Damnedest thing.” He chuckles, his chitlin’ sack making his shirt wiggle like it’s amped up.
I feel it. Life getting in the way of dreams. You don’t wanna know, Bruh, the kinda dreams I have. You’d be like nah, man, I’m out. They scare the shit outta me. But you probably already know. It’s your job.
Maybe the bus driver is kin. Maybe he had to run away a long time ago too. “Hey, driving a bus isn’t so bad. It can be a spaceship in its own way. Look at that Target store over there like it’s Mars.” I point to the building drifting by us. “Dadeland as Jupiter and Saturn. Other cars as asteroids to be missed.” 
Listen to me, trying to be a goddamn guidance counselor, a junk whisperer. Who the fuck? Where’s a black hole when you need it to tear you apart, collapsing you to the size of a bee’s cock before you go out of existence altogether? Snap, crackle, pop! Gone.
The bus halts at a red light.
The driver digs into a brown satchel resting on the floor near his scuffed shoes. “Got something for you.” He pulls out a big orange, then twists his shoulder and holds out his hand with the fruit in it. “A blood orange. My favorite. Can buy them at Walmart. A two-pound bag for about four bucks and change.”
No way. What does he want? Nothing’s free. I know that. I’m not stupid. Stranger danger. What I was taught when I was a little toot. Maybe the bus driver’s a psycho who wants to kidnap me and chain me in an attic and torture me with cattle prods for years like I’ve heard in the news. Maybe he’s a weirdo and wants to suck my dick. But I’m no fuckboy, looking for that smash this morning. 
Or damn… maybe he’s just a nice dude. But I dunno too many of those.
I’m hungry. Know that. If the driver tries something wonky, I’ll kick him in the nuts. I can become my old man. 
Shit, no, never. 
Do I dare take the orange? What would you do, Bruh? 
Trust isn’t my thing. It’s curled up in me, a decaying rot inside my brain. But not every man, every woman is my father. There’s goodness in the world, isn’t there? 
Fuck it. Do it for the plot. I reach for the orange against my better judgment. Like a scared dog who’s been the brunt of too many whacks, I snatch the fruit from the driver, touching his fingers. “Thanks.” I flop back onto my seat and tear the rind. I peel a red slippery section off and drop it into my mouth. The orange is bussin’, yeah, so sweet, but a bit tangy. Pockets of juice wash across my tongue. I chew and chew, hesitating to swallow this piece of blood to make his kindness last. To give me hope that—
“It’s my birthday.” What makes me blurt that shit out loud?
“Well, there you go. A present for you, son.”
“You flippin’ out? What do you mean by son?” I don’t like him calling me that. I’m not his. I’m the haymaker’s. Yet I don’t wanna be his either. Don’t wanna be anybody’s son. Being a son stinks like cabbage.”
“My bad. It’s just a word.”
I can tell I’ve hurt him somehow by how he hangs his head, averts his eyes. What I do sometimes when I’m offended. Questions, tones, can be like punches too. It’s not what I intended. I screwed up. It’s just the dam inside, protecting me.
“What’s your name, then?”
I don’t wanna tell him, but then toss out, “Cecil.” The orange’s making me weak, cracking the concrete barrier.
“That’s an old name for a young man.”
“A great-great-great somebody in my family. A used-to-be name. Mother’s side.” I’ve eaten half the orange. I pick two seeds from my tongue, then try to flick them away. But they stick to my skin. Like they wanna grow and flower, spreading the fruit of the bus driver into me.
“I’m Nelson.” He waves. “That’s me.”
Some minutes pass. 
We don’t speak. Now, I want him to. Feels normal to talk, to be a part of someone. Don’t really know normal though.
Nelson takes his eyes off the road and stares at me. “Who did that to your face?”
Oh, shit. Back to the bruise. I wish my skin’s made of armor. Then, no one would notice the consequences of my dad’s wrath.
“Just somebody. A nobody really.”
“My guess… probably your pa?”
I nod.
“Why?’
“Just cuz… I’m me. Dunno any other way. I make him mad… even when I’m quiet. Just me living is enough to make him go haywire. Sometimes I feel sorry for my dad though. Maybe he doesn’t know any better.”
“He does. You should report him.”
I laugh. “Bet you, I did that a few years ago. Told a librarian. She was nice.”
“What happened then?”
“He copped a plea. A second-degree misdemeanor on a minor. He went to jail. Told whoever was in charge he was clean in his head. Got out after two months or so.”
Nelson punches the steering wheel. “But the sumbitch didn’t learn squat, did he?”
“No… Two weeks later, I was his scrap bag again. Overall, I had a hundred and twenty-three days of freedom. Marked it on my bedroom wall. Good enough for me then. But I’m cooked now.”
Yeah, I don’t want the It anymore. I wish I could tell my dad to shove the It. The fucking It.
The condensation’s dried up, the sun having done its job to bring the world back into perfect 20/20 view. The bus rounds a corner and crosses MacArthur Causeway with all the cruise ships to all those foreign places I wanna go to someday. 
Seven or so blocks later, the bus stops at Washington Avenue and Fifth Street. The two passengers totter off through the rear doors. 
Stirring to go, I shove the rest of the orange in my mouth to finish it, pulpy red juice dribbling down my chin like I’ve bitten into the vein of Nelson’s caring and mercy, and I can’t swallow the blood fast enough. A vampire, me, desiring tenderness and decency. Am I a scrotum or what?
“You alright, Cecil?”
I swallow, then give him a thumbs up. “I’m cool as hell.”
“If you need some…”
La-la-la-la-la. I don’t wanna hear what Nelson has to say. He can’t help. He won’t help. Just the polite thing to offer. I’m just a throw-away-able.
Charging down the steps, I stumble off the bus, almost losing my balance. The bus lingers. Nelson lingers. He better not get off the bus and try and rescue me. Don’t need rescuing. I’ll beat the shit outta— 
No, never. There’s that Never again. I swear, I won’t turn into my dad. Never, never, never. Not ever. By no means. Seriously, no way.
But stay with me. 
A whiff of ocean sneaks into my nose. 
Hold me. 
The sun is bright and hurts my eyes. 
Cradle me. 
The day is warming. 
Please don’t leave, Nelson.
The bus departs with a whine of acceleration. Goodbye and good riddance then.
I run as fast as I can past a liquor store and a Walgreens at Collins. Make it to the Atlantic Ocean where I settle down in the famous Miami Beach sand, all Shakira–and–Flo Rida–like, stretching out my legs, resting back on my elbows. I crane my face to the early sun. Maybe it can tan me so my rough slap can’t be seen. Maybe my tooth will grow back like a shark’s. 
The beach smells salty and fishy. The waves slosh like ever-flowing ripples of liquid velvet I’ve seen in commercials for chocolate candy. Seagulls scour the shore for something to eat, squawking at each other. Crabs dart into holes in the sand.
I doze off.

      [image: ]When I wake up, the sun’s position is higher in the sky, but I dunno by how many minutes or hours. I wipe sand from my face. My left eye stings, as a grain of beach must be in it. I rub and rub, even though I shouldn’t. I’m certain I’m coloring my blue eye purple to match the welt on my cheek. 
After removing my red Chucks and socks, then rolling up the bottoms of my Levi’s, my pain-free eye guides me to the incoming tide. The water is cold, but not too cold. I scan the horizon. Where should I go? 
A specter of a scraggly punk lurks behind a growth of palm trees in Lummus Park. He looks like… Same blotted skin, same opossum beer belly, same hooked fingers clawing the air, a tic of some sort, like they can’t rest until they ball into fists to pummel me.
If I had my dad’s gun, I could make sure no one, not even this guy, would fuck with me. One shot, and adios. I shouldn’t have left it, incognito, under Anna Nicole. 
I can’t stay on the beach forever. I have to escape. Perhaps I could swim. Yeah, swim east and land in Bimini. But no. That’s too close to home. Perhaps I could swim south through the Caribbean Sea, fighting off great whites. Pass Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, doing the freestyle all Michael Phelps, down to South America, then into the Amazon River. I gotta be careful of the piranhas though. I’ll fade into the lost jungles of Brazil with an Olympic gold medal hanging around my neck. 
With a pack of dogs beside me, too. Hundreds of them if I could.
And George.
I’d have Dell ship him to me. Does Amazon deliver to the Amazon? George loves me like a dog would. I know it. Some might say, goldfish can’t love. Brain’s not big enough. All you are to him is a feeding machine. But I don’t believe that. Not George.
Besides, I saved him once. Somehow, he got himself caught up in the filter tube. I pulled him free. He smiled, as insane as that sounds. He could’ve died. But he’s strong as shit. Maybe I need to be more like him.
Fuck me. Who am I kidding? I can’t swim past that buoy. I’d drown before the rip tide took me. 
I clump back to my shoes and socks, then put them on.
My burning eye tears up, my body’s way of getting rid of an irritant… being natural. I should cleanse myself of another torment. Someone hurtful. It would be normal, not obscene. Not wrong. Just me doing what I should do. 
The beach is filling up with mostly wrinkled raisins, you know, those retirees and tourists, with folding chairs and baby oil, with picnic baskets and coolers of beer and soda. Presto, I’m thirsty now.
Rising to my feet and brushing sand from my clothes, I wander in circles. Push the hoodie off my head, then tousle my uncut, unwashed hair, the green, homemade dye job I gave myself, still tinting my brown strands the color of a frog. Why green? ’Cause of Kermit, my buster. 
Don’t heckle me for trying on the ghetto Gucci I hear at school. But… 
Who am I fooling? I’m not gangster. 
Yet sometimes it’s fun pretending to be someone you’re not. Sometimes, it helps you to hang on. Who doesn’t wanna be cool one day, then a nerd the next? Just a somebody others see.
Bruh, you witness what my dad does to me. I know it. Why do you let him? What have I done? I can’t be so horrible that my dad has to knock me around. Is it your will? The damn “It.”
I pick at the scab on my ear where I had a piercing before my dad ripped the earring from my lobe. No boy of mine will wear a faggot sparkler. Maybe I wanna shine. Maybe I need to. 
Outside a stone restroom, I track down a water fountain and drink from it. The water has a bitter taste, a warm mixture of liquid onions and eggs. I use the unflushed smelly urinal filled
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