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			Introduction

			This lively collection offers literary short stories founded on History, Love, Need, Excess, and Final Acts.

			In History, Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings sit for a revealing interview that should have happened. Anne Frank survives the Holocaust and goes on a rousing book tour in the United States, promoting her celebrated diary. An Austrian customs official defends his troubled son against warnings by a traveler from the future.

			In Love, an adult female student becomes obsessed with her male teacher of English as a Second Language. Lonely men and women seek quick romantic results by speed dating. A middle-aged man in a bad marriage picks up a hitchhiking young lady who lives by different rules. When a wife goes on vacation, her husband starts selling her possessions.

			In Need, The Ragpicker explains to an eager benefactor what it means to be homeless. An aspiring and broke screenwriter conspires to meet Dolly Parton about his exciting project. An aging man is inundated by bills. A worried patient keeps looking for a doctor but can’t find one. Mammals and other creatures in Puget Sound revolt against human invaders.

			In Excess, drinking and other drugs cause bad judgment in many places. Friends and coworkers struggle with the effects of alcohol. Sigmund Freud tries to help a morphine-addicted friend by giving him a wondrous white powder. An American tourist in Mexico learns about the powers of magic mushrooms.

			In Final Acts, Marvin Gaye writes to his father, Elvis Presley communicates with his fans, Michael Jackson says This Is It, Jim Morrison conveys his pain in a diary, and a vacationing psychiatrist tries to save Jim in Paris.
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			History

		

	
		
			Sally and Thomas

			Thomas Jefferson, years removed from a two-term presidency, is in his early eighties and hasn’t long to live. His slave, and some say concubine, Sally Hemings is thirty years younger. They sit in chairs several feet apart and face me in the library of Jefferson’s elegant estate, Monticello, in the rolling green hills of Virginia. I take out paper and quill to note that he, though feeble, still looks aristocratic and Hemings remains a lovely woman despite her once-admired long black hair being shorter and much of it gray.

			“Thank you for inviting me,” I tell Jefferson. “I’m honored to be your biographer.”

			“Rumors have bedeviled me almost forty years,” he says. “I want to clarify important issues so my political enemies can’t forever attack my character.”

			“Are you comfortable discussing personal matters, Sally?”

			“No sir,” she says, “but I usually comply when President Jefferson orders me to do something.”

			“Your life profoundly changed in your mid-teens when you accompanied the future president’s youngest daughter Polly to Paris where he was serving as envoy to France.”

			I glance at Jefferson who’s gazing at Sally as she tells me, “It was thrilling. I hadn’t been off the plantation and suddenly I was on a ship in the Atlantic and headed for what many told me was the greatest city in the world.”

			“Was it?” I ask.

			“It certainly was. The buildings were beautiful, and I’d never been treated so well by white people.”

			Jefferson stiffens in his chair and says, “I beg your pardon, Sally, but you’d always been well treated here.”

			“Here I was and remain a piece of property. In France I was free the moment I arrived.”

			“You would’ve had to petition for emancipation,” he says.

			“And it would’ve been approved. I talked to many Negroes who applied for freedom. None were denied.”

			I smile at Thomas and Sally and look at the lady when I say, “I’ve heard that you studied French and were also taking violin lessons.”

			“Who said that?” Jefferson asks.

			“The same people who’re bedeviling you, no doubt. I think Sally had some fine cultural opportunities.”

			“I was learning French well by my second year in Paris,” she says. “Sometimes I wonder what would’ve happened if I’d stayed.”

			Gently I ask, “Why did you give up what would’ve been the life of a free woman in France?”

			“My mother and my brothers and sisters were in Virginia. I missed them.”

			Jefferson nods. “Sally would have been alone in Paris if she hadn’t returned with Polly and me.”

			Locking hands on her lap, Sally says, “We have strong and complicated family ties. My father was also the father of President Jefferson’s late wife. That makes her my half-sister, and their children are my nieces and nephews.”

			“There will be no more talk about my wife,” says Jefferson, looking sharply at Sally.

			In placation I raise an open hand and say, “I certainly understand. We’re at any rate here to deal with more recent and controversial issues.”

			“Until now, I haven’t counterattacked,” he says.

			“You’ve unleashed friends and allies for that task,” I say.

			“I’m above that level of discourse.”

			“Your critics claim you weren’t above sleeping with a teenage slave,” I surprise myself by saying.

			Jefferson jabs a crooked finger at the door and says, “It’s time for you to leave.”

			“No, it isn’t, Thomas,” Sally says, twisting toward the old man. “It’s time for you to admit you were a lonely widower who fell in love with a Negro, if that’s what I should be called despite being three-quarters white. The laws of Virginia still consider me a slave. You were infatuated and worried I might decide to stay in Paris.

			“‘Please come home with me,’ you said. ‘I’ll protect you.’

			“‘Make me free in Virginia,’ I told you. ‘Make any children we have free.’”

			Jefferson sits tight-lipped in his chair, looking at neither of us, as Sally continues, “You said, ‘I’ll make them free when they’re twenty-one. And as they grow up, I promise they’ll never have to work in the fields. They’ll learn trades so they can earn a decent living. You, naturally, would never have to work hard. Simply take care of any future children as well as my current grandchildren. You’ll have a staff to help, and it will be comprised of your relatives. No one can offer as much, but I can’t grant special privileges to your mother and siblings if you live in Paris.’”

			She pauses before addressing me. “I agreed, and we returned to Virginia and soon began to have babies. Two died quite young.” She then looks steadily at Jefferson and says, “And I told you, ‘I deserve to live in your house.’

			“‘We can’t do that,’ you said, ‘but I’ll build you private quarters and a covered passage to my bedroom, a place we can be together without my enemies ever knowing.’

			“‘Are you ashamed of me?’ I asked.

			“‘Of course not,’ you said. ‘But I can’t become president if the public believes the rumors.’

			“‘True rumors,’ I said. ‘You should be more concerned people will find out that you still order runaway slaves whipped. I’ll leave if you don’t stop.’

			“And you told me, ‘If you run away, your children will never be free.’”

			Jefferson struggles to stand. “Your children have been freed, and when I’m soon gone, you can join them.”

			Sally rises to state, “I’ll be thankful to leave this place,” and walks from the room.

		

	
		
			Gasthaus Stiefler

			Entering a solid two-story building that houses Gasthaus Stiefler on the ground floor, I survey several drinkers before I walk to a stocky mid-sixties man behind a frowning gray mustache, wait for him to take another sip of wine and set the glass down, and say, “Good morning, Herr Customs Official, I have most important business to discuss with you. May I?”

			“Ja, please sit down,” he says, motioning to a chair.

			I set my briefcase on the floor.

			“It’s about your son.”

			“Still getting bad grades and being smart aleck?”

			“I’m afraid it’s more serious than that.”

			“What is it?”

			“Let me show you.”

			I open my briefcase and place a large pictorial book on the table.

			“Here, look at these,” I say.

			He studies some photos, tensing as he proceeds, and says, “This is ridiculous. My son’s thirteen.”

			“You sense it’s true.”

			“I don’t like your tone.”

			“You know the boy’s disturbed,” I say.

			“I acknowledged his problems at school.”

			“Perhaps you shouldn’t have beaten him.”

			“I know how to discipline children.”

			“I’m not implying you’re to blame.”

			“Blame for what?”

			“The catastrophes…”

			“That my boy’s somehow going to cause forty years from now.”

			“This is quite serious. I must ask you to take action.”

			“He knows what’ll happen if he keeps causing trouble.”

			“That’s not what I mean.”

			Silently, I stare at him.

			“Criminal,” he shouts, and snatches his glass and throws wine in my face before lunging and grabbing my throat. He’s very strong, and I’m blacking out when the old man gasps, loses his grip, and collapses. Other patrons, long his friends and acquaintances, push me away and carry him to a leather couch.

			“Get the doctor,” one shouts.

			A man runs outside.

			Another says, “No one can help now.”

			“You killed him,” the bartender tells me.

			“Nonsense. He was the most essential man in the world. Please, all of you, look at the evidence.”

			“Get the police,” says the bartender.

		

	
		
			Anne Frank on Tour

			Before the movie a newsreel surprises me with several seconds of Anne at age twelve, leaning out an Amsterdam apartment window, her black hair thick and wild. I’m intrigued and order a copy of her book, Diary of a Young Girl, published last year in the United States, and read all night before showing it to my newspaper editor at the Santa Monica Star. He thinks she’s overrated but says go ahead and cover her speech at USC. I doubt he’s read the book, or he’d know her prose is clear and evocative and earning money in Europe and Japan even though she’s just my age, twenty-four, and looks cuter every photo I see and is often with friends, some of whom have an arm around her. One’s a famous New York author I can’t stand. Another’s the movie director who invited her here. I hope people already have their seats. The auditorium’s full tonight. I’m near the front with other reporters.

			Everyone rises to applaud when a slender lady walks down the aisle toward the stage, smiling and waving both hands overhead to hundreds she seems to know. I’m surprised she’s lived in New York two years instead of magical Hollywood she long honored by posting photos of film stars on her bedroom wall in the secret annex. I don’t understand why she’s dating the arrogant author who, I’ve read, sometimes gets drunk and unpleasant. He won’t misbehave tonight. He’s not here. He knows Anne’s the star. She’s almost finished her second book, a novel based on experiences of Dutch resistance fighters she met following the war.

			As she stands at the edge of the stage, the director introduces her and concludes, “Ladies and gentlemen, I present one of the finest young authors in the world. And, I hope, the screenwriter of what will be a compelling motion picture about her life to date.”

			He bows and exits the stage. Anne uses a delicate hand to adjust the microphone, and in fluent English with a Dutch lilt she says, “Thank you. I’d be honored to write the screenplay. I’ve been writing since I was a child and started my diary when only thirteen. I worked on it most days for the two years our family and four friends hid in the annex. We often argued in our crowded quarters but after D-Day in June 1944 we felt better listening to radio reports and pushing pins into our wall map to update the imminent invasion of Germany. I thought we’d soon be free until sirens shredded a peaceful August day and several Green Police officers pounded the bookcase hiding our sanctuary and stormed in and arrested us and we only had minutes to pack a little clothing. They drove us to jail, and in a few days channeled Mother, Father, Margot and me and hundreds of others into a locked passenger train that took us to the transport facility Westerbork. This was a tolerable place, not like camps in the east we’d been hearing about and praying to avoid.

			“A month later we shuddered when they called our names and herded us into sealed boxcars, each having a single bucket of water and another as a latrine. Like starving dogs, we scrambled for scraps the guards occasionally opened the door to toss. In three nightmarish days we arrived, and they rifle butted our train walls, shouting ‘Jews out, Jews out,’ and the door flew open and we struggled onto cold hard dirt. Loudspeakers bombarded us with orders for men to move left and women right. Blinded by floodlights, I didn’t know who said it first but soon everyone knew. This was Auschwitz. Mother, Margot, and I huddled as we watched Father disappear in a swarm, and from nearby crematoria we smelled putrid smoke, and Mother gasped, ‘No…’

			“We stripped and got sprayed by something toxic and they shaved our heads and private parts and tattooed numbers on our arms. I don’t know why they didn’t simply kill us. I suppose they enjoyed watching people die of starvation and disease. We ate watery soup and a sliver of bread twice a day and worked twelve hours moving sod around. Mother often gave Margot and me some of her food and weakened more rapidly, and all of us, shorn of hair and losing weight fast, mirrored the horror that surrounded us.

			“Several weeks later, in November, Mother was too ill to travel, and we wept hugging her goodbye. Advancing Russian troops had compelled the Germans to try to conceal evidence and they shoved a few hundred of us into frigid boxcars and shipped us to the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp where people were dying from typhus and dysentery and malnutrition as well as bullets and blows from guards who called us animals.”

			In a silent auditorium, we sit transfixed.

			“I yearned to live and return to Amsterdam and find a few friends still alive,” Anne says. “And I hoped to rewrite my lost diary about our life in the annex. But I didn’t think I’d make it. After hours abusing our hands to rip apart shoes in a shed, we drank watery soup, and I had more bones than flesh and was covered with scabies and sores, and Margot got even sicker. At night, in a cold and waste-filled room, we climbed three levels into our top bunk bed and wrapped ourselves in filthy blankets and embraced all night. By March 1945 we were too ill to work and could barely get out of bed and one morning I said, ‘Margot, wake up… I have no one else.’

			“I held as they pulled her away. ‘Take me, too,’ I said.

			“‘You’ll be in the pit soon enough,’ said a guard.

			“When the British troops arrived, I was semiconscious. I’m told those
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