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Forward




We are proud to present this collection of 20
short stories by 20 different authors. The stories may have or will
appear in past or future issues of LIPHAR magazine. Most of the
authors presented here have an extensive portfolio of other books
and stories that you may want to check out.

From heart warming family situations to the
totally bizarre , including aliens worlds and ideas, you will find
stories that get your attention.

The stories cover a wide genre and offer a
cross-section of writing talents. We have not edited the stories in
any way and are publishing them as we have received them.

We hope you enjoy the stories as we also hope
to publish many volumes of short stories.

All these stories have come to us from
submissions to the magazine. We encourage all writers to send us
their stories for inclusion.

The low price of this e-book is being made
possible by Spangaloo a book publishing service. You can visit them
at http://spangaloo.com

 


Spangaloo offers Ebooks from authors so that
the authors make better royalties as well as list where you can
also buy the book from other online retailers.
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Ziora’s Surprise

 C. M. Okonkwo

 


I jolted up from bed when I heard a loud
noise in my house. It was actually strange to me because first of
all, I’m normally a very deep sleeper. I could sleep through a
fire, a flood, or in a falling building without even noticing.
Secondly, it’s almost impossible to hear anything from my bedroom.
And finally, I live alone in my three-bedroom house, so all the
doors are always shut, preventing any sound from traveling
around.

I heard the same noise again. I tried to
ignore it, but it got louder and louder, loud enough to make me
realize it was coming from my front door. And given that my bedroom
is positioned just above the living room, if I look out of the
window, I can see the front stairs and anyone standing in front of
the main door.

Without thinking twice, I got up quietly and
walked toward my bedroom window. I peered through the slightly open
curtain and saw a male figure at my door. The person was dressed in
all black, and had a red cap on. It was difficult to tell who it
was, and judging by the way he was tugging at the door handle, I
could only conclude one thing: he was trying to break into my
house! I pushed the window open and yelled at him. He looked up
immediately. Our eyes met, but his face was as dark as the night,
so I couldn’t really make out any of his features.

“Hey, you! Stop right there!” I shouted, as
he dashed off. It wasn’t the brightest idea, but I jumped down from
my bed, and grabbed my housecoat while running out of my room. Then
I scampered down the stairs, almost stumbling down in the
process.

I yanked the front door open and looked from
left to right, but the burglar was gone. I think he dropped
something on the street, because there was a suspiciously looking
object lying at the entrance of my driveway. I went to investigate,
picking it up carefully, and it was a...cloth!

After examining it closely, I noticed it was
a scarecrow’s mask. Was it Halloween already? I thought to myself.
I never remembered any celebrations, unless it was a public
holiday. And even at that, I hardly took any days off because my
job was somewhat demanding.

Before I could understand the significance of
the mask, I saw the man running back toward me, holding something
in his hand. I dumped the cloth, and headed for my front door. The
man must have been flying, because he caught up with me almost
immediately.

I slammed the door into him, and whatever he
was holding fell out of his hand. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I
knew he wouldn’t try to reach for it because he stuck a foot in the
doorway, preventing the door from closing. So he had to choose
between leaving his foot in and picking up what he dropped. With
all the strength I had in me, I pushed the door a few more times
but it was evidently useless. His big foot stood still like a rock.
I stepped on it with the intention of crushing his toes, and he
cried out in pain, distracting me for a split second. Then without
notice, he rammed into the door and knocked me off my feet.

As I lay on the floor, just below the stairs,
looking at him with fear in my eyes, I turned to my right and saw
my dog, Sniper staring at me. He adjusted himself in his bed, not
offering any form of assistance. It was weird because Sniper barked
at anything, or anyone that even attempted to walk up the front
stairs outside my house. I quickly turned back to the intruder. I
could see his face clearly now. It was badly scarred, looking like
something from a horror movie or a costume party. This definitely
had to be a Halloween prank, I thought.

But he looked at me and smiled before pulling
out a knife from his pocket. I tried to scream and call for help,
but the words won’t come out from my mouth. It suddenly felt like I
was in slow motion. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t scream. I just
stared at him and waited for the end to come. Then he stood over
me, grabbed my hair viciously, lifting my head up two inches, and
the knife met my throat.

I screamed again, with all the energy I had
left, and this time, I heard my voice. It was loud, extremely loud,
because I had just woken up from a terrible nightmare. Phew, what a
dream!

 


I sat up on my bed, holding my neck, and
carefully checking if it was scarred. The dream felt so real, I
could have sworn I was dead. I turned to my bedside drawer and saw
the red notification light on my cell phone blinking. I picked it
up and noticed I had more than ten missed calls. As I was about to
check who had called me, another call came in, startling me. I
answered it. It was an emergency call.

After I was done listening to the
information, I jumped out of my bed and ran to my closet to put
something on to tend to the emergency. I just needed something to
throw on my body, and keep warm until I was done. I planned to head
back home to continue sleeping afterward. Hopefully with no other
terrible dreams and masked men trying to kill me.

Two minutes had passed since the call, so I
raced downstairs, my cell phone tucked in my pocket, and my
emergency bag hung over my shoulder. I grabbed my house keys, and
my car keys from a fish bowl sitting on the dark brown table beside
the main door. I noticed the fish bowl had been moved. It was my
favorite fish bowl. I always had the eyes pointing toward the main
door, but it was now pointing toward the stairs.

I might have shifted it by mistake, because I
returned home late, and tired earlier today. And by late, I mean by
11:00pm. Needless to say, I had worked more than twelve hours
straight. I guess I must have moved the bowl somewhere between
putting my keys down and staggering toward the stairs. Whatever,
it’s just a fish bowl. I ran out the house, but quietly, making
sure not to wake Sniper up, or even Nathan, my next-door
neighbor.

Before I shut the door behind me, I darted my
eyes around and didn’t see Sniper sleeping in his bed. That was
unusual. He was always there, especially by this time of the night.
I would have to sort that out later. I was already running late and
I couldn’t afford to be. At least not after the phone call I had
received a few minutes ago. I screeched out of my driveway in full
speed, almost knocking over a dark figure that was walking down the
street.

“Hey, watch it!” he said, and banged his fist
on the trunk of my car. “This isn’t a game of Crazy Taxi!” he
added.

“Oh, yea? And what are you doing strolling
behind a moving vehicle at night? This isn’t The Dark Knight
Returns!” I don’t know what that had to do with anything, but
Batman was the first thing that came to mind. I also didn’t like it
when people indirectly called me crazy.

I drove like I was in a car race and got to
the hospital in less than fifteen minutes. It was usually a
thirty-minute drive. I jumped out of the car with my emergency bag
in one hand, and ran to the entrance. When I walked in, it was
chaotic: people moving from one place to the other, nurses bumping
into each other, telephones ringing nonstop. I could count only
about ten to fifteen people, but it looked like a zoo in there. I
entered the elevator and pressed the fifth floor button several
times until the door closed in front of me.

“Ziora?” Doctor Owen, my director said (or
was that a question?), as soon as the elevator door opened. “I
thought I told you to go home, or is it...” he looked at his
wristwatch, “...well, then, never mind.” He pushed me back into the
elevator and hit the button back to the lobby.

Okay, that was weird. So back to the main
issue, I began, “But Doc, your call said it was urgent. Something
about an accident?” He stared at me, acting totally clueless. “The
accident with a lot of victims needing surgery? I got here the
minute I could. Luckily, I didn’t get into any accident myself.” I
laughed at my joke, but he didn’t. I guess he didn’t find it
funny.

“My call?” he replied, giving me the
are-you-okay-in-the-head look. “I only called Andy.”

That was strange because I could have sworn
the call came from Doctor Owen. I quickly pulled my phone out to
check who had really called me. It’s true that I didn’t even look
at the caller’s name when the call came in. Well, because I was
still shaken up from my bad dream.

“Oh, silly me!” I sighed when I noticed it
was from a blocked number. “I hate prank calls!”

“Go home, Ziora. It’s almost mid-night, and I
don’t want you to get home too late.”

Right. As if it wasn’t already late. “What of
the people in the lobby? What’s up with that?”

“They are, umm, demonstrators,” he replied,
sounding unsure of himself.

“This time of the night?”

“Yea. But don’t worry, Andy and I will
transport them out of here in no time.” he said, as the elevator
reached the lobby and the doors swung open.

“But Andy is just your assistant. Anyway, you
both had better, because it looks like—”

“There you are, Doc, I was just...” a voice
said, interrupting me as the the elevator door was opening. “...Oh,
hey there Ziora.” the person said, when the door opened fully and
he saw me.

“Hi, handy-Andy.” I smiled at him. That’s
what I called him. He handled about everything.

“Aren’t you meant to be home?” he asked, not
looking too surprised to see me, though.

“Don’t ask!” I brushed him off. I wasn’t
going to explain the phone prank incident again.

He smiled and hurried off through the
backdoor. Doctor Owen turned to me and told me to go home and get
some rest, promising to call me if he needed some help with the
chaos in the hospital. I nodded and left, not even lifting my head
up to look at any of the demonstrators.

 


I took my time and drove back like a normal
human being. When I got home, I noticed my door was slightly open.
Someone must have broken into my house. First, it was in a dream,
and now in real life? I didn’t want to take any chances. I pulled
out a small weapon from my emergency bag, pushed the door open and
tiptoed in, making sure not to alert the intruder of my presence.
As I entered, I saw someone sitting on a chair in the center of my
living room.

“Remember me?” the person asked. I didn’t
recognise the voice. Oh no, hold on. It was the prank caller’s
voice. I wondered who the person might be.

I reached for the light switch and put it on,
but the light didn’t come on. I flicked it over twice, still
nothing. “Dammit!” I looked to the ceiling and noticed that the
bulbs had been punctured. At the same time, the person spun around
in the chair and stopped to face me. It was a male figure but I
couldn’t see a face. He was masked. It wasn’t a scarecrow’s mask,
but it was scary. I didn’t want to know if he had broken in to
talk, or to kill me, and I didn’t want to wait to find out. So I
dashed off to the kitchen, dropping my emergency bag in the
process.

I needed light to see whom I was dealing
with. I hit the switch, the lights were also dead, but some rays
from the streetlight were piercing in through the window. It
brightened the kitchen, well enough to only be seen. Standing from
the door, he could see me but I couldn’t see him.

“Seriously? That’s your weapon?” he asked in
a mocking tone. “C’mon, you can do better.”

“What’s wrong with it?” I replied, looking at
the syringe in my hand. “One shot of this baby and you’ll be saying
hello to your dead relatives.”

He pulled out a small samurai knife from a
holster hanging over his shoulder. “Well, this is what I call a
weapon.” He threw me an evil grin. Or was it just the mask grinning
at me?

I flung the syringe to a corner, and searched
under my kitchen table rapidly before grabbing a different weapon.
“Now, what do you have to say about this?” I asked, as I cocked my
gun. He ducked immediately, completely ignoring the question I
asked. Well, who wouldn’t?

He dropped his knife and ran toward the main
door but I fired at the door. Just then, I heard some footsteps
moving around upstairs. “More people in my house!” I reasoned with
myself. But before I could process the information, the intruder
bolted upstairs, and I followed him.

I fired another shot in the air, making him
slow down for a second. Then I held his leg, but in the panic, he
kicked me in the face, sending me flying down the stairs. I landed
hard and stayed still for only a few seconds before jumping back on
my feet. By the time I regained balance, I heard one of the doors
close. I quickly calculated; there were four doors in total
upstairs, so the intruder had to be behind one of them. I went to
check it out immediately.

I kicked in the first door and it swung open.
It was my bedroom. I checked under the bed, in the closet, and in
the bathroom but there was no one there. I went for the next door.
It was one of the guest bedrooms. I searched it too and no one was
there. After searching the third room, I walked slowly toward the
last door. It was my TV room. Since I figured there could be more
intruders in my house, they definitely had to be in the TV room.
It’s the only room big enough to accommodate a lot of people.

As I advanced, I didn’t know what to expect,
only that the first intruder might be waiting to attack me with his
accomplices. I wanted to call the police but my phone wasn’t in my
pocket. Damn! I must have put it in my emergency bag after using it
at the hospital. I wanted to kick in the door but my knees were
already hurting from the other doors I had kicked into. I held my
gun tight, wiped my sweaty forehead, opened the door, and pushed it
to the end.

I fired a shot instantly when I heard a loud
shout in the room, then everywhere was silent. I reached for the
light to see if I had hit anyone, but I was surprised to see about
fifteen people staring at me. The intruder took off his mask, and
it was...Nathan! Wait a minute, what in the world is going on here?
What is he doing in my house? And how did he...? Never mind.

I looked around at all the other scared
faces; Doctor Owen and Andy were there, some of my colleagues were
there, or should I say the so-called demonstrators, and not to
forget, my Sniper was curled up at a corner. I looked down at the
bullet I had fired. It had left a hole in the massive cherry cake
sitting on the center table. Just then, it occurred to me that they
had all shouted “Surprise!” when I opened the door. It was the
scariest birthday surprise ever.

 



 


Broken Promises

 Eliza Sherlock

 


Budd stood by the kitchen window looking out
at the sheet of snow, dancing, so deceptively lovely in the light
from the house. Snow began to fall midmorning and already over a
foot covered the ground. Of all days for the storm to strike when
he must without fail get himself to Boston by tomorrow evening to
make his flight. Come hell or high water he would give Shelley away
on her wedding day. The sough outside in the trees became a howl,
and lights flickered, went out and came back on. The wind formed
spirals of snow and carried them away until they blew out of
sight.

He fixed himself supper, pork chops, boiled
potatoes and frozen peas, took the plate into the living room and
switched on the TV. All day long nothing but weather reports, the
storm intensifying, making its way inland, in its wake downed
utility lines, power outages, commuters stranded and towns ground
to a standstill. Taking a southerly route, the shoreline and
western Connecticut hard hit, the storm tracking east to the Cape,
Boston would be spared. What a meal forecasters made of weather
events, theatrics seemed to Budd their natural medium, they ought
to be on Broadway not wasted in a news studio. He noted the way
they teamed up, mature men looming over girlish blonde women no
more than twenty-five if that, their voices squeaky and
unauthoritative. He looked at the girl but listened to the man.
When he finished dinner, grateful he hadn’t lost power, he called
Gabe. He had called him four times already, only catching him in
person on the first call. Ever since, he supposed, Gabe took care
not to pick up when his number flashed.

“Listen. I need you here tonight. If this
storm keeps up, you won’t be able to dig me out until kingdom come,
and I need to be in Boston by no later than five tomorrow night if
there’s a chance in hell I’ll make my flight. Stop avoiding me,
Gabe. Call.”

He hung up satisfied. Intimidation had proved
a handy tool his entire life, though he had discovered its
limitations along the way.

His packed bag stood by the front door, along
with a carry case containing travel size toiletries, a couple of
Dick Francis paperbacks and two wrapped gifts, the wedding gift a
Waterford crystal bowl he came across on Shelley’s wedding registry
at Macy’s, which, in costly atonement he hastened to buy lest
someone beat him to it, the other a pair of sapphire earrings from
her mother’s jewelry box. Getting married in Florida, one of those
destination weddings, inconveniencing every one of her guests, he
knew to be a direct challenge to him. When once again he failed to
come through for her, she would entertain no further illusions and
dump him with impunity. He wasn’t about to fall into such a trap,
his fate sealed by forces outside his control. No siree.

He carried his plate into the kitchen and
washed it by hand, returning it to the cupboard. He eyed the greasy
pork chop pan and the pots sitting in the sink, squirted washing up
liquid over them then ran water to soak. The blasted dishwasher
seemed no longer an unnecessary extravagance, he wished now he had
relented back in the days when such things mattered, when it wasn’t
about undoing but doing. If he had been as tight fisted as Shelley
now accused him, he had also been wise, saving almost a hundred
thousand dollars for their retirement years. That Kat didn’t live
long enough to enjoy this expression, despite everything, of his
love, grieving until the end over her disinheritance, could not be
helped. Though he came to see he, too, had been at the receiving
end of lost potential, too late he understood injustice needn’t be
perpetuated, least of all on the innocent. Reparation, he found,
when it comes too late, rarely takes. When it doesn’t come at all,
the pain may never go away.

By seven when he had still not heard from
Gabe, no point holding out hope he’d see him tonight, he went
through to the garage and removed the snow shovel from its hook on
the wall. He opened the garage door, confronted by a mound of snow
that immediately collapsed inward and covered his feet. Daunted, he
stepped out to take in the eerily white landscape, visible in the
flood lights he turned on after supper in optimistic expectation
Gabe would show up. The long winding driveway indistinguishable
from the lawn, he couldn’t rely on his senses to know where
anything began or ended. Pondering he decided his chances of
getting the car, a four wheel drive, positioned at the top of the
driveway. He knew it meant ramming his way through the snow and
leaving it out all night, wading through God knows how much
accumulation in the morning with his luggage to make the three hour
drive, conditions involving untold hours on the road.

He went inside for the car keys and started
the engine. He put the car in reverse and stepped on the gas,
slamming out through the snow bank by the garage, fish tailing in
all directions. When he put the car in drive, the tires spun, only
after gunning to maneuver back and forth so he faced the road did
he make any headway. Carefully he nosed the car up the incline, the
headlights beaming useless beneath the snow making it next to
impossible to see where he was going. As he approached the crest,
the tires screeching, began to spin again and no amount of rocking
would gain him traction. He sat and deliberated. Leaving the car
stuck halfway up the driveway would prevent Gabe, should he deign
to provide the service for which he paid him a ransom, from digging
him out. He stood a chance of getting plowed out if he admitted
defeat now and returned the car to the garage. He decided to call a
limousine service, and with this in mind, backed tentatively down
the drive, using as best he could, the tire tracks already made in
the snow. Back in the garage, relieved, but irate, he stomped
inside, snow puddling on the tiles of the mudroom.

He wrenched the receiver off the wall phone
and dialed Gabe’s number. “Listen, Gabe, I need you here. Now.”

Groping on the overhead shelf of the coat
closest, he came across the Yellow Pages, accumulated junk raining
down on him as he pulled it out from under a pile of disused
gloves, rolls of leftover wallpaper, and a jumble of old receipts.
He called the two local limousine numbers he found but got no
answer at either. When the phone rang, he jumped.

“This better be good,” he growled at Gabe’s
voice on the line.

“I’m sorry, Budd, the roads are impassable.
I’ve tried to get out but couldn’t make it to the end of my street
and had to turn back. Once the town plows, I can get over but it’s
doubtful I’ll get you out even if I do.”

“What are you talking about?”

“There’s almost two feet of snow. I’ll need a
loader to get rid of it all. I’ve got someone lined up to work with
me but I’m at his mercy.”

“Like I’m at yours.”

“Come on, Budd. You can’t hold me responsible
for the elements themselves.”

“I do hold you responsible. You could have
come earlier, done some partial clearing but you’ve been ignoring
me all day. And now I can’t even get a limousine service.”

“Why do you think that is? No one can get
anywhere. Why don’t you call the airlines and rearrange your
flight?”

“And get there after the wedding? I have to
be there if it’s the last thing I do.”

“You cut it a little fine, didn’t you?”

Budd fumed. “What business is that of
yours?”

“I’ll do my absolute best to get to you as
soon as I can. But until the roads are cleared and I have the
loader lined up, I’m as stuck as you are.”

“Go to blazes.”

“I would gladly if only I could get out of my
driveway.”

“Smart aleck,” he bellowed as he hung up the
phone.

Ashamed of his strong arm tactics, soft
shoeing never got him anywhere either. Ingratiation, coercion, he
just couldn’t figure out what the occasion called for.

It looked like he would have no choice but to
call Shelley and tell her he couldn’t get out of the damn driveway,
let alone all the way to chichi Miami, where no doubt all the other
guests, having more foresight than the father of the bride would be
handily assembled, sipping Margaritas poolside, sunning themselves
like iguanas. What had seemed good planning, arriving no sooner
than necessary, now seemed a complete lack of travel savvy. Well,
he could pull that one out of his hat; after all, he and Kat had
scarcely stepped out the door if they could help it. Somewhere
along the line, she had lost her spirited irreverence; he didn’t
like to think marrying him had taken it away, while suspecting it
had. This hadn’t precluded her knowing or speaking her mind,
possessing the kind of shrewdness he altogether lacked and relied
upon. Nevertheless, because of their insular existence, he saved
lots of money. He and Kat sat in the living room drinking cup upon
cup of tea until the morning she didn’t wake up and no amount of
shouting into her good ear roused her.

He stood at the picture window in the living
room and turned on the exterior lights. The picnic table, which he
took to leaving out rain or shine, hunched in the snow, swollen
five times its usual size. And the row of miniature spruce that
edged the lawn looked like a monstrous band of avenging snowmen. He
had wanted to sell the place when they retired, buy a camper and
live at the shore, but Kat wouldn’t hear of it.

“According to some, we’re already as good as
trailer trash. Let’s not make it a fait accompli.”

He hated the way she threw words around like
that. Why speak in a foreign language unless to confound him.
Provocation like this irked him more than the insult itself –
inadequate provider. While most men would be up in arms at the
reference to trailer trash, he took exception to the
incomprehensible French, if that’s what it was.

Now here he was, living out his days in this
God forsaken clearing in the densely wooded hills of western
Connecticut. He might as well be living in Appalachia for all the
signs of civilization. Despite his hard work as superintendent at
the high school in nearby Litchfield, their snug house in Winsted
never satisfied Kat. Marrying a girl who came from wealth yet
claimed she cared nothing for it invariably led to grief. She would
laugh if she knew he had got himself stuck in the gorge in a
blizzard on the eve of their daughter’s wedding. Last chance, he
had been told. If he gave his daughter away on her wedding day, she
just might let him back into her heart. Well, Goddamn it, how could
he call to say he was forgoing his last chance?

If he could just dig a narrow channel, enough
to get the car up the hill he would be on his way. If the journey
to Boston took him the rest of his natural days, it would be worth
every ounce of energy. Over and done, he could look back with
satisfaction. He visualized himself at the reception, tropical
cocktail in hand, recounting the story of his heroic dig, his
indomitability in spite of nature’s sucker punch.

An hour later when he had made an
infinitesimal dent into the mountain of snow, throwing it clear by
tossing heavy shovelfuls almost chest high, his vision began to
blur and he heard his father’s oft repeated words.

“Knock yourself out, Buddy.”

How it was possible to hate someone and not
realize it he didn’t know. That the devil, long dead, lived on
inside him seemed the ultimate injustice.

“You never did know when to quit.”

Sweating, though it couldn’t be more than be
five degrees if that, Budd threw the shovel into the snow where it
sank out of sight. “Son of a bitch,” he shouted into the wind. Ice
sticking to his eyelashes, he could barely make out the time on his
watch. He stomped back inside and made himself a cup of coffee. On
the oven clock he saw it was eight fifteen. Sitting in front of the
TV, he knew what he must do. But calling Shelley remained beyond
him. Hadn’t he lived his entire life in a spirit of rebellion,
resourcefulness and self-sufficiency? Needing Gabe at all stuck in
his craw; begging and pleading not his shtick.

When things happened seemingly without
reason, a person can become permanently angry. He had done his
level best to play the hand he was dealt only for Shelley to come
along and tell him he ruined her life. Maybe he had groped his way
through fatherhood, made mistakes but who could claim otherwise?
Yet, Shelley, in her way, was giving him a shot at freedom from all
that. He didn’t want to die like his father, dense as the day he
was born. Not given to flights of fancy, at times he imagined
himself a tragic figure, pathos, not blindness, his signature. King
Lear perhaps; though not particularly well read, Budd knew a thing
or two - Kat made sure of that.

He met Kat at twenty-one, Shelley on the way
before they knew what hit them, leaving no alternative but to marry
when their futures might have taken other, more rewarding paths.
The mutual resentment didn’t lift for years. And Shelley, a child
who knew herself, became instant competition and an easy target all
in one, the cause of everything he could have been and wasn’t.

Dinner table conversation, when he recalled
it now, made him feel like dying. For some time the feeling lifted
and went unnoticed like an unwanted party guest who slips away, and
is only later missed. Relieved when his own child left home, he
characterized her as trouble to permit himself such feelings. That
she was smart, and he lacked her intuition, pointing out what had
gone wrong between them was okay until he began to pay for those
mistakes.

The eagerness he remembered on her face was
unbearable, all those dinners in which she shared small triumphs, a
B+ in Geometry, a subject she had no aptitude for, being asked to
the senior prom.

“Well,” he said. “Let’s hope he doesn’t stand
you up.”

Shelley looked to her mother who chewed
implacably.

“And don’t get yourself knocked up.” He
laughed, wickedly.

“Like you? They didn’t have condoms back
then?”

“You watch your mouth,” he shouted, his face
screwed up with such fury she jumped. “Do something,” he said
turning to Kat.

“You’re the expert.” What Kat thought of her
daughter never did become clear, nor what she thought of him, for
that matter. He had given her plenty of ammunition; not using it
meant something yet he wasn’t about to test the waters.

“Your mother and I didn’t know a thing back
then.”

“Why not?” she hollered. “Were you total
fuckwits?”

This question had never before been put to
him. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand it was
myth-puncturing. You believed what you believed to survive. What
gave Shelley the right to come along and tell him he was a liar, a
fraud, or worse, a fool?

“Why don’t you just run along?”

“Gladly.” Shelley jumped up and left.

“I don’t like such language,” Kat said,
continuing to eat.

An optical illusion, a trick of time, it
could have been him sitting at the family dinner table at age
sixteen. Are things bound to repeat, as cruel as fate itself? It
had taken years of marriage and fatherhood to discover that he was
his father incarnate. By the time he figured out what had happened,
the damage, as he supposed these days it would be referred, had
been done.

Budd knew certain things about himself, and
those he didn’t know had been brought to his attention. He knew he
wasn’t a naturally loving person but he believed in doing his duty,
which he later learned, according to Shelley, was grudging and
withholding. To hold in reserve energy and resources not strictly
called for had once seemed economical and wise. Economy not a word
normally associated with love, like most things he deemed optional
and later learned were not, he had lost his bearings, a man without
a compass.

*

There seemed nothing to do, too early to go
to bed and chase away his thoughts and too late to call Shelley to
announce he wouldn’t make it. He looked out the kitchen window
again considering what course of action remained to him; with the
exception of admitting defeat, there seemed none. He suddenly
remembered the old Toro shoved at the back of the garage. He hadn’t
fired it up for ages, since he had to give up plowing five years
ago when he slipped a disc and went in for an MRI. That was when
things started to go downhill. Even though, in time, the symptoms
eased, Kat insisted he give up mowing and plowing, and suggested he
think of retiring, in expectation that one day she would inherit
her parents’ fortune. If there had been one thing he had relied
upon it was his immortality.

He crammed his feet into his boots, thrust on
his parka and went back out to the garage. Ploughing thigh high
through the snow to assess his chances, the blizzard, though
weakening, still gusted, and immediately drove into his face,
formed a cap on his head, and trickled down the nape of his neck.
He went back in and rummaged in the closet until he came across an
old ski mask, brushing the snow off his hair, and sliding it over
his face, only his eyes and mouth visible. He smiled like a madman
into the mirror by the door.

“Mirror, mirror on the wall,” he chanted,
“who’s the most invincible of them all.” Reenergized by his stroke
of humor, he strode back out.

He removed all kinds of junk piled on top,
and dragged the snow blower out. It scraped across the cement floor
in a way that made him cringe. Just inside the entrance, he removed
the gas cap to find more than half a tankful, grateful he always
added stabilizer. When he tried the switch and fired up, only for
the engine to shudder and die, he turned it over and over until the
blades rotated at an alarming speed, rumbled, petered then regained
strength. He looked out at the mass of snow and shook his head. The
chute barely cleared it, an impenetrable wall standing between him
and Boston. He nudged out slowly and began to make progress until
the engine choked and the chute clogged. The snow turned to
freezing rain, a hard crust forming on the surface. He plodded back
and with a broom, prodded inside the chute. He turned the engine on
and inched forward. All he needed was enough width to accommodate
the car. Moving back and forth instead of forward, he rotated the
blower control levers to position the chute out of the snow, only
for it to blast directly where he had cleared. He plunged on, his
feet slipping until on more than one occasion he fell to his knees
and hit his chin on the handle. Once he fell flat. He had removed
only a few more feet, and panting heavily, a stitch in his side and
his back ominously aching, he stood arms akimbo and surveyed the
blackness that lay infinitely ahead. He would never make it. He
persisted for some time, coming to the conclusion that burrowing
his way through the snow like a mole seemed a better bet.

He progressed beyond the light cast by flood
lamp, unable to see a thing. As rain slid down his forehead and
into his eyes, he felt like crying. And then he did, gulping sobs,
which rent his body in two. He inhaled and exhaled deeply until the
moment passed, which, technically speaking lasted just over three
minutes.

The engine began to croak in a way he didn’t
like then sputtered, and backfired. With a flashlight he checked
the gas tank to see enough fuel remained. When he removed the dip
stick to find it dry, he discovered oil was what he should have
been worried about. While he dug in the garage for a spare can,
coming across nothing but empty paint jars, out on the driveway the
blower rattled and died. No amount of coaxing would persuade the
cursed thing to start.

Robbed of hope, he slumped indoors. The clock
in the kitchen read ten forty-five. He climbed upstairs and ran a
bath. He no longer carefully concealed his stash of scotch bottles,
empty and half full, now randomly lying around. He didn’t make a
habit of over imbibing but excess had a way of crossing lines and
giving a man away, his policy to protect his pleasures.

He poured himself a generous glass and sank
into the soothing hot water. His toes and fingers had become numb
and throbbed unpleasantly. He waggled them above the water until
they stopped tingling, then reached for the glass and drank, lit up
from the inside out. With little to do but brood, he contemplated
other courses of action. Perhaps he could stage a life threatening
incident so Life Star response would send out a helicopter and
deliver him to Hartford Hospital where he could hoof it at the
earliest opportunity. The very idea, along with discovery and its
repercussions made him laugh. He
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