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Foreword

 

 

 

What you hold in your hands is the first of three collections of stories that are a product of the several years I was associated with the Fiction River series—a long-running project that was the brainchild of Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith, and that has included many, many fantastic editors and writers from around the globe. The core of the project stems from a workshop that was held each year (at least until the pandemic brought every such thing to a slamming halt), originating in Lincoln City, Oregon, then migrating to Las Vegas, Nevada. 

With a little luck and a lot of vaccinations, perhaps that workshop will resume in 2022. Time will tell.

Regardless, though, I’ve been threatening to make these Collins Creek collections a reality for some time, and this seems like the right moment.

The stories in this first volume are all pieces of contemporary, real-world fiction.

Perhaps that seems odd to my regular readers, because as Kris Rusch has often noted in her introductions to my stories in Fiction River, I call myself a writer of speculative fiction. She then, however, inevitably goes on to say I should write more “like this one”—noting that what follows is a crime story, or a mystery, or a piece of historical fiction. Fiction River is a place where genres can mix and clash together to make wonderful music, and it turns out that when Kris edits, I write a lot of things that don’t have speculative elements in them.

Hence this volume, which is chock full of this kind of story.

As such, I’ve asked Kris to give her own thoughts on it with an introduction. I’m quite honored that she’s agreed to do so.

Fear not, though, Volume 2 will include all the good Skiffy/Fantasy-laced speculative fiction I’ve put into the Fiction River project.

Then will come Volume 3, which will hold all the stories that have passed through Fiction River to be published in places like Analog, Galaxy’s Edge, and Pulphouse.

And I love them each enough to want to see them all together.

I hope you’ll like them, too.

 

 

Ron Collins

Oro Valley, AZ


Introduction: Writing for Anthologies

Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 

 

 

Here’s the key to writing for anthologies: You need to think differently from everyone else.

Anthology assignments come in various forms. Sometimes they’re quite specific: We want zombie stories of no more than 5,000 words, set in a major city, during the 21st century. We prefer to read about zombies falling in love or zombies with families or zombies that have day jobs. Avoid cliches.

Sometimes the anthology assignments are very vague: We want romantic holiday stories between 3,000 and 10,000 words.

Sometimes they’re a cross between the two: We want romantic holiday stories between 3,000 and 10,000 words. Unusual holidays preferred. No zombie stories!

Most people write something predictable and down the line. If I sent out the first description, I would get a dozen zombies in love stories, a handful of zombies with family stories (dull zombie with family stories) and a small group of zombies with day job stories. None of the writers who wrote those stories would avoid clichés.

But Ron Collins does.

Ron can write something unique for any type of anthology. I’m not sure how many anthologies I’ve invited him into. (In this collection, you’ll find 10 such stories, including the award-nominated mystery “The White Game.”) Ron always strives to write a story that no other writer will write.

In his quest to be different, he sometimes misses the anthology assignment. A companion volume to this one has those stories…because someone else published those stories. All of Ron’s stories are excellent. Sometimes they just don’t fit a narrowly constructed anthology.

All of the stories here fit, but all of the stories here are very different from the other stories in the volume or project. For example, “The Ten Days of Newtonmas” appears in the anthology Winter Holidays. It’s a holiday I’d love to celebrate.

He and his daughter Brigid wrote one of my very favorite of all time stories, “The Year That Went into Extra Innings,” before 2020, the world’s collective year that went into metaphorical extra innings. The extra innings in this story, though, are actual extra innings: the final game of baseball’s World Series looked like it would never end. I love this story, and think of it every October when the World Series begins.

Some stories are like that.

With Ron, more stories than not are like that.

The key to writing an anthology story is to write a story that only you (or you and your daughter) could write. No one else. No one else could have thought of a never-ending baseball game.

Ron writes a lot about baseball. His story “The White Game” features baseball with the right amount of clear-eyed vision and just a tiny bit of nostalgia. It’s darn near close to perfect.

Lest you think that Ron just looks at an anthology invitation and then comes up with a brilliant story—okay, well, I suspect he does that more often than not—every now and then, though, he writes a story and it has the heart of another story inside of it. He did that with “The Spy Who Walked into the Cold,” for Fiction River: Spies. 

This story was written about the Fred Hampton murder before Judas and the Black Messiah hit the screens. Ron wrote a first draft for me, and I loved the idea of the story, but because of my Smokey Dalton series (which I write under the name Kris Nelscott), I knew that Ron had to do some more research to get the perspective and details right. 

He did. And he wrote one of the best stories I’ve ever read from him. It closes this book.

When I say that Ron wrote one of the best stories I’ve ever read from him, that’s exceptionally high praise. Because Ron’s stories are often the best in any volume he’s in—or any magazine he’s in. Ron’s voice, his use of language, and the way he goes after a story make him one of the best short story writers working today.

If only we could get him to write more stories.

I’m sure that will only be a matter of time.

To those of you who are new to these stories, I envy you the journey ahead. To those of you who, like me, have read them before, I know you’ll love the reread.

Ron knows how to write for anthologies.

But more important than that, Ron knows how to write.

Full stop.

 

 

—Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 

 


Ron’s Foreword: “The White Game”

 

“The White Game” first appeared in Fiction River: Hidden in Crime. It was among my first attempts at historical fiction. I admit I was nervous about it. For reasons that might become obvious as the story unfolds, I felt a deep need for the story to feel right. So, once I knew what I wanted to do, I spent days reading every newspaper from Birmingham printed in the springtime of 1963 that I could get my hands on, and watching every documentary and interview I could put my eyeballs on. Then, on the last day before the anthology deadline, I wrote it.

 

When it was done, I knew it said what I wanted to say.

 

Kris suggested I touch the ending a bit—a suggestion that was so bang-on that I knew what I was going to do the moment she said it. It all added up to a story that went on to make the shortlist for the Derringer Award for Best Short Crime Fiction of 2016.

 

 

 

 

The White Game

 

 

 

I told the police I needed access to the archives for a story I was doing for the paper, which wasn’t completely a lie but also wasn’t the whole truth. That’s the way of all things, though, isn’t it?

The microfiche machine shut off with a firm click.

I moved the row of paper cups that had held the endless stream of coffee that kept me going all night, and I reshuffled the last set of aperture cards. The little room was warm, now. It felt stale, smelled of the machine's bulb. Its silence was a thing itself, like a bottomless pit of nothing. When I had the cards in order, I pushed the seat back from the table, took off my glasses, and rubbed my eyes. The bridge of my nose stung. My head hurt from squinting too long, and my neck felt like it had been bent about a hundred directions at once.

I’m nearing seventy now. Too damned old to pull all-nighters.

It had been worth it, though.

I looked at my notes, and, in doing so, I thought back to the first time I met Tommy Daniels. It was a Thursday. I hadn’t remembered that before, but that’s what the calendar said, and I believe it.

The rest of it, though, I remember like it was stained on the back of my hand.
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May 2nd: 

 

I was fifteen, getting on toward sixteen—that age where baseball was still the most important thing on the planet, but where I was beginning to see that Bonnie Del Rae might well have her charms, too. My Cardinals were on their way to beating the Cubs 4-3 that day. They led the Giants by 2 games.

Rumors of the Negro problems had scattered themselves around while I was at school, but Negro issues never created much of a ripple to me. So there was talk, but otherwise the day wasn't much different from any other.

It was a cool day for May, probably didn’t hit 80, but the sky was clear enough so I and the rest of the boys spent the afternoon waiting for the final bell before we could go to gather at the park up north like we always did. The one across Village creek from the railroad yards. It's a place that's made up all nice now, but back then it was mostly an open patch of land where a million games had worn a lopsided set of basepaths bare.

It had rained most of the week before but the last couple days were dry, which meant the dirt was hard and firm, and the grass was the kind that made for fast grounders and wicked hops. Being a school day, it was late enough when we all got there that we had time for only one game, or maybe two if the first was quick enough.

“Where’s Cade?” I asked Bobby Downs as we tossed the ball to stretch our arms.

“Miss Whitlow kept him after the bell,” Bobby replied.

I wiped my brow on the sleeve of my white t-shirt. “Shit,” I said, and I admit the word made me feel bigger than my fifteen years. “So we got no one to play short?”

“Reckon not,” Bobby said.

"I can play it," a voice called from under the elm tree alongside the field.

It was the Negro boy that'd had been coming around a bit the past few days. He was thin, with elbows that looked like they ought to swivel every which way. He was not too tall, not too short. His hair was trimmed close against his head. He wore a faded red shirt with a collar, and he wore a pair of worn-out work slacks—both of which were too big for him. His shoes were scuffed and brown. I guessed him about my age, no more than sixteen. He leaned his shoulder against an elm tree alongside the yard and smoked a cigarette that looked extra bright against the skin of his fingers.

“This is a white game,” I said as if that was all that needed to be said. Which it was, really.

I turned to throw the ball.

Then I looked back over my shoulder, thinking maybe this was one of those Negro boys my daddy said would come out to cause problems like the ones that kept going into the stores and the lunch counters.

But the boy was still just standing there, smoking.

“I can hit a bit, too,” he said when he saw me glance back.

“Let’s play some ball!” Jerry Lyn Keys, a kid from the Catholic high school, called out from over on the other side of the field.

The guys came together, all eight of us.

“Anyone else coming?” Omer Cash asked. Omer wore his cap turned backward and that catcher's mask he was so proud of crammed down over it. Its big cage and brown padding made his face pudge up so all you could see of him was a pair of squinted eyes and his freckled cheeks.

“I think this is it," I said.

Bobby spit on the ground. “Damned Cade,” he said. “He knew we was playing today. Shouldn’t have tested Miss Whitlow. He knows she don’t care for us playing ball.”

We gazed at the other team. They had nine—not enough to lend a hand. We scuffed our feet on the ground, and spat some more.

“We could use him,” I finally said, tossing a thumb toward the tree.

“The nigger boy?” Lenny Dixon said.

“You sipping the juice, Kennie?” Frank added.

I shrugged. The afternoon sun was beating down, but the heat from my teammates was more uncomfortable. “Ain’t no one watching,” I said. “And it’s just a game.”

“We ain’t the Dodgers,” Sammy Ben Johnson said.

That drew laughs.

I smirked, but understood. If the Dodgers and the Yankees ever managed to make it to the series, it was going to be hard rowing for a white man in Birmingham. No one around here ever would cheer a bunch of carpetbaggers, but the Dodgers were black all up and down their roster: Wills at shortstop, Gilliam at second. Tommy Davis and Willie Davis in the outfield, and Roseboro behind the plate. They were all Negroes. To root for the Dodgers in Birmingham, Alabama was like treading on quicksand with a piano on your back. Drysdale was all right, and Koufax got a pass as long as you didn’t press the point, but Negroes were another thing all together.

“Ain’t playing with no nigger,” Lenny said. Lenny played right field, which was about as far away from shortstop as you can get on a diamond.

“Look, Lenny. I just want to win,” I said. “And we ain’t winning KP duty without a shortstop. Are you telling me you’re okay with losing just ’cause you can’t stand 150 feet from a black boy?”

Lenny glowered, but a couple of the other fellas nodded as if they hadn’t thought about it quite that way. Bobby squinted at me, then gazed out over the field. No one else said anything, so I made the decision.

“You got a glove?” I said to the boy who was still leaning there against the tree.

“Can get one.”

"Go on and get it, then. And hurry your ass up. Won’t be no time for you to warm up."

Lenny stayed. The game went long.

When it ended, everyone went home to dinner and to sleep in our beds.

I didn’t hear about the marches until Daddy turned on the radio.
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I dropped the aperture cards off at the front desk and went to pick up the pages I had printed. There were birth records in there, and an arrest report. Tommy Daniels had gotten into a fight and punched a man. Motives were left to the imagination. But the prize—the golden ticket, as it were—was something else entirely.

I gathered up the missing person report, put it together with the rest, and tapped the whole thing together on the counter. The entire stack was no more than a quarter inch thick.

Lieutenant Brady walked past. She was just getting in for the day, and took a moment to throw her jacket over the back of her chair before she turned to me. Gracie Brady had helped me get access to the precinct’s database the night before. She was of eastern European decent, Lithuanian, I think, but multi-generation American. I wondered if she thought of herself as Lithuanian-American, or just American.

When do you stop being a hyphen? I shrugged to myself. It didn’t really matter, now, did it? You are what you are. You are what you make of yourself. You are what you let yourself be. My brain locked onto infinite permutations of this idea before Gracie Brady broke the patter.

“Good morning, Mr. Pearson,” she said. “Long night?”

“Morning, Lieutenant,” I said. “Yeah. Long night.”

“Find what you needed?”

I raised the papers. “I think so.”

She checked me out of the precinct, while I grabbed my jacket.

When I left the building a few minutes later, I found it was cold and raining. From what I saw the week I was in the city, it’s always cold and raining in Philadelphia. I guess that was another lie I was telling myself, too. But it made me feel better, somehow, so I chuffed a bit as I shoved the pages under my jacket to keep them from getting soaked, and I flipped my collar up against the wet. The steps were concrete, which made my knees and ankles ache. My car was parked in a garage two blocks down, so I hunched my shoulders up and walked carefully alongside of the building the whole way, trying to use the brick as a shield from the weather.

It didn’t do much good.

I suppose it’s fair to say we were all breaking the law when Tommy stepped onto that field. You can’t live in Birmingham, Alabama in 1963 without understanding how it is. But we needed a shortstop and Tommy said he could play—which turned out to be true enough. Tommy Daniels could play him some shortstop—and in the end I can’t say as the law really had much to do with any of this whole thing.

Truth was that no one would hurt a white boy just for playing baseball. Sure, someone was likely as not to yell at us, but as long as we weren’t getting too close to a black, or going out of our way to make trouble for no one about it by pushing that black on anyone, we all knew the most we had to concern ourselves with was that our daddies might come down and tan our hides a good one. 

But Tommy was from up north.

He told me he was from Philly that second day when I finally broke down and said he didn't sound like a Birmingham boy. He said he was here visiting his uncle for a few weeks—which is why he was free in the afternoons. His uncle cleaned in a warehouse downtown, and worked noon to ten.

So Tommy wasn’t from Birmingham.

And if you weren't from Birmingham in May of 1963, there was no way you could really know anything at all. But if you were from around here, if you were from Birmingham in May of 1963, a place where the Ku Klux Klan had its open office just a couple blocks from the cinema, and a place where those same klansmen made up a good portion of the police force, you damned well knew there are worse things that can happen to a Negro than having their daddy tear into their hide.
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May 3rd: 

 

By the time school let out that second day, I had already heard stories about the hoses and the dogs and the Negro children singing their songs as they were rounded up. I didn’t think anything of it, though. There were always stories like that. This was just another. Bigger than the rest, sure. But, I don’t know. They just didn’t seem to matter much.

In the hallway after last bell I heard someone say they “heard the jail’s so full of niggers they’re dumpin’ them off at the fairgrounds.” And another kid say “Must be Saturday night, eh?” and everyone, including me, laughed.

When I got to the field, Lenny was already there.

So was his brother.

Clyde Dixon was older than Lenny. He was a senior at Woodlawn, and more than a bit of a rabble-rouser. He was already working at the steel plant, and probably would all his life. He and a buddy had his old Ford truck parked under the tree. It had been red at one time, but was half dirt and half rust now. The windows were rolled down, and Clyde was sitting inside with a buddy in the passenger seat, smoking a cigarette while Johnny Cash played Ring of Fire on the radio.

Tommy came along a pace behind, carrying his glove in his left hand and loping in his long stride. As he approached, Clyde got out of his car with his cigarette shoved into the corner of his mouth. He was carrying a shotgun that was broke-down to let him to load it if he wanted. Tommy didn’t see him right away, but when he did, Clyde smiled, slammed the gun shut, and took a bead on him.

Tommy froze.

“Hey!” I yelled before my thoughts formed anything practical. For a minute I actually thought I was going to see a man shot down.

Clyde dropped the gunpoint down, and I realized then that the gun wasn’t loaded.

“What you want?” he said. In his gaze, I sensed a trap. He was like a big bear or a snake sitting there, waiting for me to say something.

“Nothing,” I replied. I was holding the baseball in my hands and thinking it made a shit weapon against a shotgun, and what the hell was I doing calling out Clyde Dixon when he was holding that kind of firepower.

“Don’t worry,” Clyde said with a slow pace. “I ain’t doing nothing, either. Everyone knows you can’t shoot a nigger in the daylight.”

I took a breath.

“Course,” he said. “Don’t mean you can’t do a little target practice.”

“We’re just playing ball,” I said. “That’s all.”

“That’s good to hear,” Clyde said. He broke the barrels open again. “Cause we just happened to come here to take in a game.”

Clyde gave a crooked grin and got back into the truck. His buddy lifted a brown bottle of beer, and said something that made them both crack up.

I looked at Tommy.

“Cade’s got detention again," I said. "If you’re playing, go on and get out there.” Then I threw the ball over to Bobby.

Tommy seemed to breathe again. With a glance toward the truck, he started to get warmed up.

As Tommy stepped onto the field, I saw Clyde Dixon spit out the window of his truck.
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Walking down the street in Philadelphia that morning, I couldn’t recall if we won that day. For all my hardnosed nature, I couldn’t recall if we won either of those days Tommy Daniels played baseball with us. All I can say for sure is that he could cover ground like no one else, and that he had an arm like a cannon. I remember turning a double play on a grounder up the middle that he back-handed to me about as well as any shortstop you’ll ever see.

And I can say one more thing for sure about that evening, and that is that it rained.

I remember that because I got wet as I hoofed it home.

And I remember that rain because as I was getting wet on the way home all I could think about was the dark gleam of Clyde Dixon’s shotgun, and the matching gloaming that was in his hooded eyes. He and his buddy drank while they watched the game, and they hollered and hooted at Tommy the whole way. They threw their empties into the bed of the truck, each falling with a glassy clank. On one hand the whole thing gave me an appreciation for what Jackie Robinson had gone through back in ’47. On the other, it made me feel small. Like someone was watching me. I kept wondering if I needed to tell someone something, maybe my daddy. I didn’t know. But when I thought about it harder, it seemed like there was nothing to say and no one to say it to. This was how life was. There was nothing for anyone to do.

And, finally, I remember that it rained that evening because at dinner I heard the truth of the day's stories—that a thousand or more Negro kids got wet that day when Bull Connor gave them the hose, and I thought of them stockpiled out at the fairgrounds, probably getting wet again.

I stepped into the parking garage and got out of the rain.

I found my car and unlocked the door. Most of the rain had beaded on my jacket, but a trickle went down my back and made me shiver as I settled into the seat. I pulled the dry pages from my chest and set them on the seat beside me. They sat there, a stack of white paper against the dark seat, whispering to me.

There are things that are hidden, and things we hide from ourselves.

 


[image: ]



 

May 4-8:

 

It rained enough that Saturday that we didn’t play ball at all.

And Sunday was always an off-day in our house.

On Monday, neither Tommy Daniels nor Clyde Dixon showed up at the park. The game went on, though, same as always. By then the Birmingham jails were stuffed full of a couple thousand Negro kids.

It didn’t rain at all the rest of the week, and we played baseball every day.

I looked for Tommy on Monday, worried about what to do since Cade had gotten off detention and could play. Same thing on Tuesday. I knew he was going back to Philadelphia on Wednesday, so when he didn’t show I figured I would never see him again.

“Anybody seen Tommy Daniels?” I said to the boys as the first game started that Tuesday.

“Naw,” Bobby Downs replied.

I frowned. “Shame he couldn’t play one more time. He was good for a Negro.”

Lenny laughed. “Missing your nigger boy, are you, Kennie? Cause if’n you are I’m sure I can get Clyde to get you two back together again.”

The team got quiet.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.

“Nothing,” Lenny said. “I don’t know nothing about Tommy Daniels, and neither do you.”

But Lenny was wrong.

I knew.

Right then I knew.

But I felt Lenny Dixon’s stare and I remembered the cold aura of his brother’s shotgun and I felt the rest of the guys watching me then, all of them quiet. All of us quiet. And I was weak.

But I knew.

And I never said a thing.
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The history books are clear about who won the Children’s Crusade of 1963. The names of the leaders are commonly spoken. Martin Luther King, Fred Shuttlesworth, Arthur Shores. A simple internet search finds them each today. But if you lived in Birmingham, Alabama in the 1960s, you know it was the children who exposed Bull Connor and got him stripped from office. It was the children who, by July, forced the repeal of the segregation ordinance of the Alabama code that made it a crime for all of us to play ball together those two days in May. It was the children who forced the lunch counters open and the water fountains to flow together, the children who made it legal for a black family to attend a State Fair on the same day and at the same time as a white family.

When I think about what those children did in 1963, I am humbled.

But ignorance does not die a quick death, and nothing those children did could give Birmingham a quiet transition.

The church bombing happened three months later, of course.

You’ve heard of it. Four little girls dead on 16th Street.

Everyone remembers them. Even today, when people look back on it they talk about Denise McNair, Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, and Carole Robertson. Sometimes they remember to add Sarah Collins, Addie Mae’s sister, who was blinded in one eye, or any of the other 19 injured in the blast.

But it’s the rare report that remembers to include 16-year-old Johnny Robinson, killed by the police that same day, and 13-year-old Virgil Ware, killed by white boys in a passing car later that day just outside the city. And people don’t recall three other bombs had been set in the weeks before the famous 16th Street bombing, or that two more blew the week after.

So many things get lost in history, it seems.

So many people.

A lot of that went through my mind as I drove the streets of Philadelphia. I wondered if I was crossing streets Tommy had crossed. I imagined him standing at this corner or that one. Who knew? Who would ever know?
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I never did play ball much past school. Wasn’t good enough, and my knees turned knobby anyway. I finished high school and graduated with a Journalism degree from the University of Alabama. First in my family to do that. I met Janice Haywood, and convinced her to take me in. We had three kids, and through it all I worked at a string of papers and wrote a book no one heard of. It was a good life, and a life I admit I muddled my way through without much thought on the past.

I am not here to say that Tommy’s specter weighed over me through the years.

I am not proud to say that it did not.

I never shed a tear over the fate of Tommy Daniels, though I can at least admit he was the source of considerable unrest and confusion for me at times.

The year after I retired, though, Janice and I found ourselves in Washington D.C. visiting the Holocaust Museum. We were taking a rest when a school class walked through, chattering as the guide explained the operation of the Third Reich. 

“It could never happen here,” one of the girls said.

And I saw Tommy’s gaze and I felt the cold burn of Clyde Dixon’s shotgun.

Yes, young lady, I thought. It can happen here because it did happen here.

That’s when I finally knew what I needed to do.

I had learned a thing or two about digging things up in my time, you see.

I tried to find his uncle in Birmingham, first, but he was long dead. Nothing left of the uncle’s family but a brother who was dead, too, and his brother’s wife who didn’t know anything about him. The warehouse he worked at had changed hands several times, and I found a few folks who remembered Tommy’s uncle, but they all remembered him as quiet in the way of a lot of Negroes of that age. Go along to get along, as they said back then.

I found Tommy’s birth records earlier this year—made more difficult because he was brought into this world at Philadelphia State Hospital, in a psych ward where his mother was being held as mentally deranged. I picked up his trail in fits and starts, registration in a school here or a program there. But mostly Tommy Daniels was a ghost. It was almost as if he never walked the earth at all. There is every chance in the world that I was the only human being alive who had any memory of him at all.
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