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Dedication

1 | Evil, smeevil. . . I’m tired of being evil

2 | He trained all his life for moments like this

3 | The meanest mind-melting gaze he could muster

4 | Like a ticking bomb, counting down to her love life’s extinction

5 | I hope Mom paid the sun bill

6 | That’s nothing a lobotomy can’t fix

7 | A soul-tickling masterpiece for their olfactory glands

8 | Oh, the horror!

9 | Every nobody is someone’s somebody

10 | A fake smile often seen on a ventriloquist’s dummy

11 | In a balding mullet and cheesy porn mustache way

12 | Don’t ya feel warm and gooey inside?

13 | A beacon to the joyful life

14 | Defenseless against his stalker-like proclamation of love

15 | Maybe it’s just the milkshake

16 | They never show the good stuff

17 | It’s all the rage these days

18 | Is this a hallucidelusion?

19 | If you had returned my calls, I could have explained

20 | Honey, I think I’m the devil!

21 | It was the second drop that caused the melting

22 | Chronic masturbation should resolve that too

23 | I’m psychic, alright?

24 | Raise the bones, mates!

25 | I just wanted to be like Elvis!

26 | How low did I go? Did I win?

27 | You canna tickle his nose or ribs, and he can’t do anythin’ about it

28 | The first naughty word spoken in heaven

29 | Call me after the funeral

30 | Obviously, the blonde in her still dominated

31 | No one she knew had a dead room

32 | A poor example of a Nestea plunge

33 | Loaded with something messy

34 | Not sure I’d call someone who can incinerate me with a sneeze a fool

35 | Machismo oozed like puss from a wound

36 | What flavor of steak sauce do you prefer?

37 | A simple man who only likes small talk

EPILOGUE
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    For Rene…
Thanks for being this nobody's somebody
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Evil, smeevil. . . I’m tired of being evil
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A mishmash of living and dead souls, nothing about Luke’s Bar and Grill was normal. 

Adorned with hanging lights advertising alcoholic beverages on painted glass panes, the large, smoky room of Lucifer's earthly establishment was a cacophonous example of ear-damaging fun. 

Thermostatic resin balls clacked together on billiards tables like crash-test dummies through windshields. 

Shouting voices attempted to overcome the song I Got Friends in Low Places blasting from a corner jukebox beside a pinging pinball machine and a whirring vintage Atari video game. 

Luke’s Bar and Grill was far from the run-of-the-mill establishment, but within its walls, something was about to happen that would forever change everyone’s lives. 

Though they may never realize it.

At a table in the back of the room, thick cigar smoke swirled under a ceiling fan. Below sat an elderly dude in a white suit, hat, and beard reading a newspaper. A second hepcat approached him, sporting a classic black ensemble trimmed with red satin. The man in black sat across from the man in white, who lowered his paper enough to notice him. 

Oh, this ought to be good, the man in white thought. “Well, well. It’s been a while, Lucifer. You don’t call. You don’t write. So tell me, son, to what do I owe the displeasure?”

Lucifer leaned onto the table. He clasped his hands and flashed a devilish grin. “Remember that game we played a few years ago?”

God—yes, the man in white was God, the All-Knowing. Lounging in his chair, he lowered the newspaper and turned the page. “By the term game, I assume you are referring to Job. And it wasn’t a game. I believe it was a bet... and you lost.”

“Yes, yes, I recall that now. Torturing that poor old man was awful. We should be ashamed.” 

God made a not-so-kind glare as he raised the newspaper, lent it a quick pop to snap it tight, and pretended to read. “Tell me why I’m here or leave me be.” 

With a masterful show of theatrics, the devil fell back in his chair. “A little touchy today, are we?” He performed a climactic pause, for timing is everything. “I won’t take up much of your time—” 

“Just say what you want.” 

Lucifer sighed heavily, adding to the effect of his act. “I guess there’s no reason to delay telling you this... I want to go home.” 

God turned to the next page, popping it straight. Shrugging, he said, “So, go.” 

Lucifer inched closer to the table. He reached across. And with the ease of Humpty Dumpty teetering on a wall, he lowered the crinkling newspaper to uncover the Creator’s face. “I want to go home with you.” 

God fell silent. Well, he didn’t fall. He just had nothing to say. He chuckled, then paused for thought before letting out a boisterous laugh. “You... you want back into heaven? After having all of Earth, all this open space to spread your wings, you’re telling me you want your old room back?” 

Lucifer pretended to look sad. “Yes, very much so. I want to go home.” 

The Creator realized the seriousness of what his son had implied. “But you are evil. That’s why I banished you to this planet and gave you power over it.” 

The pitiful child sighed, focusing his gaze on the table until he had amassed all the necessary pity. “Evil, smeevil. I’m tired of being evil. I guess there are some advantages to being in my position. But I have grown up and come to my senses. I want to quit being the devil and serve you.” 

God looked away, his index finger tapping his mouth in contemplation. He settled his gaze on his distrustful son. “It will offset Earth’s balance... the results could be disastrous... no, I cannot allow this.” 

Lucifer sulked like a child whose birthday cake had caught fire and turned to a sweet soupiness that spread across the table and onto his lap. Then an idea sparked so powerful anyone within earshot could have experienced the heat. The devil peeked up, hiding a smile. 

“What if I find a replacement?” 

Those six earth-shattering words started a chain reaction that would soon affect everyone in Heaven, hell, and on Earth. 

God glanced at the devil, his finger tapping his chin. He squinted at Lucifer, shaking his head. “No. I don’t trust you.” 

The wicked one, like a tree in no wind, was unshaken. He smiled wide, as the world’s first supervillain should, and dared to propose the unthinkable. “Then I want a rematch.” 

“Another bet? Why bother, Lucifer? We both know you won’t succeed,” God said, wielding an insultish chuckle at the witty devil in black. “Vicissitude doesn’t sit well with you.” 

So the disobedient son, the master of all things evil adjusted himself in the chair and prepared to deliver a counteroffer: “If I turn a righteous soul against you... and he’ll be my successor... will you let me into heaven?” 

The Father of the Universe rubbed his perfectly groomed chinny chin chin. “Alright ... but on one condition.” 

Lucifer was mentally rubbing his hands together in anticipation, now looking as anxious as a child getting served an unmelted cake. “Anything you want.” 

A soft, devious chuckle mingled with the jukebox just before God said, “I choose the man.” 

And there it was: the condition. Of course, there is always a condition. 

Pangs of desperation stirred deep within Lucifer’s bosom. An epic anguish that shook his molten core and left him agreeable to any terms. “Okay, who shall it be?” 

God leaned over the table, getting right up in Lucifer’s business while fighting back a smirk. And with his voice a silky smooth drumroll, he said, “Jack Spencer.” 

Then, with his chair levitating backward, he stood. “I’ll text you the terms.” 

God took a few steps and turned to the devil with a gleam in his eye. Twas a gaze reminiscent of Santa Claus on a night so cold only a man wearing fuzzy pajamas could smile at his shrinkage. “And this time, the gloves are off.” 

As God neared the exit, he further amused himself by uttering, “Oh, how I love a good chess match.” 

And with that, God vanished, leaving Lucifer alone at the table where a large, evil grin performed the tango around his lips. “I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you.” 

Flames danced in the ruler of hell’s eyes. Then he dared to utter eight words that would spell doom to one man’s land: “Well, Jack Spencer, this is your unlucky day.”

A crystal ball popped onto the table before Lucifer, surrounded by a swirl of red smoke that rose and slowly dissipated. Smiling wide, he released a wicked chuckle and rubbed his hands in anticipation. “Okay, show me Jack Spencer.”

A whirl of white clouds spun inside the glass weapon of doom, tightening until a tiny movie began.

Jill Spencer, dressed in her fast-food manager’s uniform, was ready to leave for work but stood over Jack, locked in a daily ritual of shaking and bouncing the mattress to wake her less-ambitious mate. 

He opened his right eye and peeked at her, then fell asleep seconds before his eyelids met. 

“Wake up, sweetie. I’m going to work. Don’t forget to take your pills. There’s a list of reminders on the table: The psychiatrist at 2:45 and the baby doctor at four. Oh, and I put your lunch in the fridge. Jack, you better follow my instructions no matter who tells you differently... real or hallucinated. And shower when you get home. I don’t want you smelling like garbage at the doctor’s office again.”

But the only words that registered in his infantile intellect were “list, fridge, and blah, blah, blah.” 

Then he grunted.

To Jill, his grunt was no assurance he had listened. So, standing with her hands on her hips, she yelled “Jack!” from her perfect lips.

Another grunt graced her ears.

“Wake up!” she screamed, hoping to startle his senses into action. 

Again he stirred. But his eyelids didn’t open. As affectionately as possible, the loving wife punched his shoulder, startling him awake. “Get your lazy ass out of bed and go to work! We can’t afford for you to get fired.”

“Alright, alright. I’m up,” he proclaimed, as his covers moved back. He rose like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon.

She sighed heavily, waiting until he sat with his feet planted on the floor before kissing his forehead. Slapping his pawing hands from her breasts, she said, “Not now,” and hurried away. She stopped in the doorway, placing her right hand on the door frame while flashing a playful grin. “Maybe later.” 

Proud of her work, Jill pushed off the wood and entered the hallway.

Jack lingered, listening, and upon hearing the rattling of keys and the front door closing, he smiled a large cartoon-cat-like smile and crawled back into bed.

Jill’s throat cleared in the hallway, forcing his right eye to open wide. 

“You’re such a child!” she exclaimed, as she went from his sight, massaging her baby bump while releasing a sigh. “Soon I’ll have two to care for.” 

The front door closed. 

With a mischievous smile, he stood, stretching one arm high while the other did some manly scratching over his tighty-whities. 

He strode toward the bathroom as Silent Troy, his twelve-year-old imaginary friend, appeared before him, dressed in 1980s blue “tough skin” jeans with iron-on knee patches, a red t-shirt, and a blue Texas Rangers baseball cap turned backward. His white sneakers tracked imaginary mud across Jill’s plush, beige carpet while his hands danced in a flurry of sign language.

“I know she hates it when I do that,” said Jack, prompting Silent Troy to respond by signing with even more enthusiasm. “Okay, okay. I won’t do it again. Sometimes I think you love her more than I do.”

Silent Troy nodded, smiling wide as he made a gesture outlining large breasts.

To which Jack sighed. “Don’t you have school or something?”

Silent Troy shook his head.

Annoyed, Jack pirouetted and entered the bathroom, turning his head to find Silent Troy watching. 

“Do I watch you pee?” he asked, shooing him away. Not with a shoe, of course. “And clean up that mud. Jill’ll kill me.”

Silent Troy stuck his bottom lip out, pouting as he shuffled away while Jack closed the door, hoping to perform his business without further interruptions.

[image: Free Devil Flirt vector and picture]

Moments later, as if his morning were not hectic enough, another surprise awaited Jack as he exited the bathroom. Barry, a hallucinated, authentic 17th-century pirate, stood in the center of the room, sporting a mischievous smile between his thick black mustache and chest-length beard.

Silent Troy lounged on the bed, a safe distance away because Barry was unpredictable, often practicing his swordsmanship for no apparent reason.

“All set to plunder the high seas?” Barry asked.

Jack perked up. Then he sulked when Silent Troy hand-signed a reminder of his responsibilities. “Sorry. I gottagota work.”

Jack enjoyed his adventures with Barry—however imaginary they were—but with his job in jeopardy from excessive tardiness and a baby baking in his wife’s belly, he could use some downtime. For Jack, life was akin to riding a unicycle down a bumpy gravel road while people continuously handed him objects to balance. And if he went to work and listened to people saying, “Smile, Jack” or “You should smile more,” he’d need another stint in the loony bin.

“The wench’s keepin’ ya busy, eh?”

Jack slid on a clean green jumpsuit and zipped up. “Maybe this weekend, guys. I can’t be late again.” 

He pulled on his boots, tied them, and hurried away.

[image: Free Devil Wings vector and picture]

Finally, out the door, Jack jogged the sidewalk lined with flower beds resembling a wildflower graveyard or a milkweed sanctuary. With his sack lunch swinging in his left hand, he headed toward a rusting-out 1970s puke-green Ford Gremlin that slept in the driveway. 

Tom, a hallucinated golf professional with a long red beard and mustache, 1800s Scottish-style brown knickers, chocolate argyle socks, gold vest, and black puffball hat stood on the last surviving sprig of crabgrass, smiling at his young protégé. “Ready for ye lesson?” he asked, adjusting his golf bag on his shoulder.

Jack reached for the door handle, wanting to answer yes, but doing so would receive a not-so-pleasant response from his wife. 

“Not today. Can’t be late.” Those words were a mantra to keep him focused and out of trouble. So he silently repeated the phrase again and again and again while entering the car and slamming the door shut. 

A glance in the side mirror showed his mentor frowning while giving a slow wave.

With a turn of the key, the mighty Gremlin coughed, sputtered, backfired, then rolled back into the street, coughing once more before vomiting a cloud of smoke and strongly considering retirement, rusting out in an automobile graveyard.

Tom sat in the driveway with tread marks along his face and flattened head, waving a bent golf club while shouting obscenities at his worst student ever. 

Unfortunately, Jack didn’t hear him, and the exhaust cloud hadn't cleared enough to see him.

Paused in the road, Jack lowered the sun visor, removed his black wannabe a rock star sunglass, and coolly slid them on with only his thumbs and index fingers. He pushed in a cassette tape. Seconds later, Born to be Wild blasted through crackling speakers while he gripped the steering wheel tighter. 

Reaffirming Jill’s warning, “I can’t be late,” Jack stomped the accelerator to the rusty floor and sped off at a top speed of about fifteen miles per hour—ensuring he would be late.

––––––––
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Lucifer chuckled as the miniature comedy clip vanished from the crystal ball. “I can work with that.” By that, he meant Jack. 

He smiled wide. Devilishly wide.

“Now, what should I take away first? His job? Or his smokin’ hot wife?”

A deep, wicked laugh shook the room. “I’ll take everything at once.”

Sealing the deed with a snap of his fingers, a flash of white signaled his plan was in motion.

Life as Jack and Jill knew it was no more. 

Gone. 

Vamoose. 

Sayonara. 

See ya. 

I-stole-a-visa baby! 

Gone. 

Unfortunately, having been thrown into an alternate reality upon Lucifer's snap, Jack and Jill would live as if they never met.
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He trained all his life for moments like this
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Driving his garbage collecting truck down a residential street with the window down and his head stuck so far out that a Golden Retriever in a passing car licked his face, Jack was in his element. Ah, the sweet smell of rotting food in the morning.

He slowed to a stop, watching the first curbside receptacle through his side mirror. "Easy ... easy. Come on," he said, "almost..." He held his breath until the trash can grabbers were perfectly aligned. "There we go. Press the green button and... launch."

His smile grew wide as the grabber's arm whirred, extending to grasp the can—as it had done thousands of times in his career. Smooth as honey-filled cough drops, the extended arms latched onto the can, under its handles, and raised the prize as designed. Awesome. 

In position at the top, all was perfect until the lid failed to open and release the rubbish into the receptacle. 

He pressed the raise and lower buttons. He alternated them fast to shake the can, hoping to pop the lid. No such luck. “Dammit!” he yelled, then smacked the steering wheel hard. He winced, shaking the pain from his hand while exiting the truck in full-on Jack fashion—a green jumpsuit and black work boots. 

Trash receptacles had gotten stuck before. And he knew exactly how to remedy the malfunction. This is a new truck. Why’s this happening? 

He climbed the wheel well and reached for the grabber extension, performing a perfect ballet of a partial pull-up and a swing to get enough momentum to place a boot onto the top rail of the metal mesh receptacle screen next to the grabber thingy. 

He moved in to give a close inspection of the can and lid. “Hmmm. Everything seems okay. So why the hell won’t it open?” 

To further diagnose the problem, he grabbed the lip of the lid with his right hand while his left held onto the truck for dear life. 

“Uh oh!” His eyes went wide. Fear crept beside him like an angry shadow.

He snapped his head across the street at the three laughing boys who had placed generous amounts of epoxy glue across the lid and handles. “That’s it, you little shits!” 

They responded by positioning their thumbs and index fingers in various versions of an “L” on their foreheads.

"Oh shit! How do I get down from here?" 

His foot slipped inside the truck’s giant, stinky receptacle, his weight ripping the skin from his hand. "Ow!"

He was free from the trash can lid but had fallen inside. Luckily the inches-thick layer of fresh refuse cushioned his landing. 

And that’s when the fun didn’t begin for Jack. 

It would be reasonable to assume that one of the bullies may have felt sorry for Jack when he left the impromptu school bully convention and crossed the street to aid him. Nope. He climbed the side of the truck, almost exactly as Jack had demonstrated but a little more athletic, and peered down at the legit loser. 

Jack gazed at the tormentor's blank look. “Please help me outta here.”

The bully extraordinaire gave a sly smile and wicked laugh. He pulled out a pocket knife and cut the glue from the lid. 

Jack's eyes couldn't go any wider. “Don’t you dare do—” he yelled, but his sentence was interrupted by garbage falling. Food cans bounced off his chest and head and rattled against the side walls. A banana peel landed partially in his mouth. 

Satisfied, the laughing, misguided youth jumped and ran to the cab, where he climbed in and looked over the controls. Of course, he found the forward and backward buttons for dumping a can and pressed them while watching the remaining contents spill over Jack. Laughing wickedly, he pressed the button that closed the receptacle.

Jack fought to find his footing before darkness enveloped him, but wet, slimy garbage prevented his escape. 

Sadly, unless the young punks reported what they had done, he’d not be missed until the end of the shift. Or perhaps not until an angry customer complained to his boss that their trash didn’t get picked up. And that could be a while. Especially when the prankster put the gearshift into drive, punched the gas, and drove away. 

Getting tossed in the back of the truck like last week's salad, Jack still didn't feel he was a loser. He had trained all his life for moments like this. 

“Keep the bar low, son,” his father often told him. 

So Jack practiced the ancient art of limbo—the forbidden dance—to see how low he could go. As a result, his simple desires manifested a life as a happy-go-lucky schizophrenic waste management engineer on the path to Nowheresville. 

He was fine with that. 

Just not at this moment.
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The meanest mind-melting gaze he could muster


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Joy Spencer’s kitchen was immaculate. Every appliance and counter surface glistened under the setting sun that beamed through the window above the a/c unit that had lost its battle against the sweltering heat. Her prized macaroni and cheese mixed with ground hamburger meat spread its scintillating vapors throughout the house.

Wearing her perfect dinner dress, Joy watched her son, Jack, stare at his plate. A pair of flies foraged on garbage remnants splotched onto a sweat-stained green waste management jumpsuit and blood that had seeped through his bandaged right hand. 

I want to ask what has made him so distant lately. But I don’t want to hear all the facts about bugs or garbage. 

“How was your day, Jack?” 

There, that’s it, keep it simple. 

He remained silent, gazing at the crumbs he’d soon scrape into the trash and later carry to the curb to be tossed in a truck. 

“Jack?”

He didn't respond, so she turned to her parenting partner, Herbert, who read the evening newspaper. “Talk to him, honey. I think he’s broken again.”

Herb, a retired business executive, had traded his expensive suits for assorted-colored Hawaiian shirts, khaki cargo shorts, and sandals—wearing white socks, of course. “He’s fine, dear. Let the boy be,” he said. He turned his attention to more fascinating things on his stock market page, re-positioned his sliding glasses, and read on.

Frustration mounting, and her face feeling hot, she slammed her hand on the table, causing the centerpiece, a vase containing a bouquet of fresh-cut pink roses from her garden, to wobble but not tip over. 

Jack shook from his stupor and looked at her. 

Herb lowered his paper, glaring disapproval at the interruption.

“How was your day, Jack?” she said, swallowing a side of anger with her macaroni.

He shrugged. “Okay.”

“Do you and Alexandra have plans?”

“Dinner tomorrow.”

She sighed, tapping her nails quietly on the table. “Will you be proposing soon? I so want grandbabies.”

“Wait,” Herb said, lowering his news to turn the page. “He’s still with that girl?”

“Of course. They’ve been together for eight years now. And I don’t see what they’re waiting for. Times ticking.”

Herb frowned and hid behind his paper shield. “I’ve never liked her. Something's off with that one.”

Joy sighed. “She’s a sweet young woman, Herb.” Not hearing a response, she turned to Jack. “How’s work?”

“I’m talking to my boss about that supervisor position tomorrow.”

Jack believed he wouldn’t fail if he never tried at anything. Gaining employment—even if it was a low-paying sanitation job—had surpassed his parent’s expectations. Yes, Jack was okay with his less-than-normal life. And God had smiled upon him for his lack of material desires. Jack would have been just as happy being a sponge on the ocean floor as he was sound asleep in his bed.

“Keep the bar low, son,” Herb had told him the same night he informed Jack there was no Santa Claus. He also explained that his son received bags of coal for Christmas not because he was naughty, but because he enjoyed barbecuing so much that it had become an obsession.

Herb turned a page. “Keep the bar low, son.”

Joy shot Herb a look, then turned to Jack. “Don’t listen to your father. There’s nothing wrong with wanting more in life. Like a wife ... and children.”

“He’ll marry when he’s ready. You shouldn’t meddle.”

Jack smacked the table and stood. “Alright! Both of you ... stop telling me what to do!” Like the child he was (mentally), he stormed from the kitchen, leaving them stunned in deafening silence under the loud purr from the failing air conditioner. 

“Maybe we should cancel our vacation,” she said.

“As long as he doesn’t burn the house down, he’ll be fine.”

No, he won’t. 

She remembered a moment from Jack’s childhood. The moment she realized they could never leave him unattended.

To set the scene, here's the part of the story Joy was not privy to:

The year was 1987, when young Jack had it all, as the posters of sports stars, bombshell bikini models, and long-haired rock bands adorning the pale blue walls of his room evidenced. The shelves to the left of a wooden bunk bed displayed trophies and pictures of our youthful hero in various sporting uniforms. Framed sun-bleached newspaper articles gave fame to his exploits from which he wore the sweat of victory with pride and never showered it away, no matter how often his mother begged and commanded him.

Sitting cross-legged on his plush white carpet with a magic eight-ball in his lap and the famous Tears for Fears hit Everybody Wants to Rule the World playing from a boombox, he had everything he desired. Plus, a friend named Troy, who sat on the floor before an oscillating fan, looking nervous as he leaned toward the blades, his tongue poking straight, drifting until it entered the guard.

Jack waited while Troy inched closer, then hesitated. 

“Hurry up, chicken,” Jack said, rather mean-spirited.

Troy backed away, glaring at him with the meanest mind-melting gaze he could muster. “I’m not chicken. You barely went in.” Troy turned to the target and stuck his tongue out long and flat as he inched closer, millimeters from danger.

Jack shook a magic eight-ball and chuckled. “Will Troy lose his tongue in the fan?” He waited for the oracle, meaning a pyramid of truth packed inside a plastic container, to stop rolling and float against the transparent pane to announce the fate of Troy’s tongue. As the toy Nostradamus’s prediction came into view, he flashed a playful smile. “Not likely,” Jack proclaimed, turning his attention to the boy before the fan. “Continue, if you dare.”

Troy prepared to complete the challenge, not intending to go past the guard, for a smidge further than his challenger would win the game. Easy-peasy-banana-squeezy, Troy thought. Yet the game was challenging enough on any given day of the week. Tuesdays especially. 

Jack sneezed, launching snot across the room with such force the ball of phlegm smacked the back of Troy’s head. The smack lurched him forward into the spinning blades, slicing his tongue clean off. Blowback painted himself, Jack, the floor, and the walls with a blood-spattered design that would have made Jackson Pollock beam.

Troy spun to Jack, panicked, his open mouth streaming red, which made Jack shout, “Mom! Mom! Help. Troy’s hurt.”
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Moments later, Joy entered while drying her hands on her dishtowel. She found Jack sitting alone, freaking out before the oscillating fan. 

Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. 

No reason for her son to sit screaming. 

So, she frowned, and then sighed.

She couldn’t see Jack watching Mr. Deagle, an imaginary Beagle, run out of thin air, pick up Troy’s tongue, and leap through the open window. Jack rushed over and looked out, seeing the dog burying his snack in the flowerbed while tossing his mother’s favorite lilies onto the lawn.

As she observed nothing occurring around the panicked youngster, prescription-strength reality smacked her. 

“Oh, no!” she said, pushing from the door frame as she turned and raced to the bathroom.

Upon entering, she ran her finger across the yellow countertop to check for dust bunnies on the way to completing her task. Lucky for Jack, she found none.

She opened the medicine cabinet. She inspected the labels of the many pill bottles until she identified the suspected culprit of Jack’s hallucinations. 

She hesitated, saying, “Please, please, please, don’t be empty.” 

With a heavy sigh, she closed her eyes. She pulled the container from the shelf, and gave it a boisterous shake. 

“No, no, no. How did I miss this again?”

Her suspicion confirmed, she shut the cabinet, where her reflection showed she wasn’t as joyous as her name suggested. But something else in the mirror distracted her. She touched her dishtowel to her welling tears and used them to wipe away her finger smudges.
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Joy entered Jack’s bedroom and found him cleaning imaginary blood with a mop, slopping water all over the carpet and walls. She could do nothing but watch with streaming tears that wet the floor and her shoes.

Yes, the carpet had to be replaced. However, though mold-ridden, it wasn’t considered an imaginary crime scene.

[image: Free Devil Icons vector and picture]

Returning to the conversation at the kitchen table, Joy turned to Herb. “Do you think he’s taking his medications?” 

While waiting for his sage advice, she reached and shooed the flies so she could gather up the food scraps Jack had dropped around the plate.

“He’s fine. You’re trying to control him again. He doesn’t like that. No one does.”

She paused for thought. “I better go check.” As she hurried from the kitchen, Joy stopped long enough to pick up an escaped dust bunny on the pass. 
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Joy stood before the medicine cabinet, smiling at the half-full pill bottles that meant he’d been taking them as prescribed. 

Or did it? 

She checked the trashcan and found no pills, so he hadn’t faked it ... unless he flushed them.

She remembered the day she met Jack’s latest psychiatrist, thinking, what a day that was.

See, hours after finding Jack in a full-on schizophrenic relapse, Joy sat in a stuffy psychiatrist’s office in an uncomfortable armchair across from a doctor who reclined, steepled his fingers, and gazed at her with a most baffled look after she explained Jack’s latest episode. His befuddled face wasn’t what unsettled her as she remained reticent, squirming in her chair while pondering the question he had posed, knowing he would judge any explanation she offered as a failure on her part. No, it was his long white coat that bewildered her.

He’s not a surgeon. So why does he need it? Maybe it makes him feel smarter, she thought. It must be hard to keep clean. 

But what she failed to consider was the abundance of messy problems people brought to his desk each day that might splatter his suit that probably cost more than the combined salaries of the residents on her neighborhood block. And that was a lot of money, especially during the 1980s. But if he had kept his windows open, perhaps the craziness would have missed his clothes and escaped the room to infect more of the saner population.

She cleared her throat to prepare for her answer that undoubtedly stood between the borders of ludicrous and you’ve got to be kidding. “Well, you see. I’m not sure how many imaginary friends he has. But I can be certain of the Beagle and Troy.”

To clear any confusion as to why she didn’t refer to them as hallucinations, Jack’s psychiatrists (yes, there was more than one) felt it more sensitive to call them “imaginary friends”.

Anyway, the mind-shrinker scribbled some notes. “Troy’s the one who stuck his tongue in the fan?”

She giggled. “I guess he’s Silent Troy now.” To which he looked up, his gaze scolding her before lowering his head and recording more damning interpretations of his patient. 

Ashamed of her childish remark, she turned away while rubbing her hands on her skirt before straightening the pleats and refocusing on the Doctor. “My husband said he talks to someone named Tom at the golf course. Oh, and there’s a pirate. Barry, I think. Maybe. I don’t know. It’s hard to keep track of them all.”

He stopped writing. As if struck by an epiphany of Mount St. Helens proportion, he picked up a prescription bottle from his desk drawer and handed it to her with a side dish of smugness. “Let’s try something stronger.”

Joy reached and accepted the round orangeish plastic container containing the potential cure for her son’s hallucinations and his last chance to avoid another stay in the mental ward. She examined the label, releasing a sigh reminiscent of a lead parachute. If she had one failing as a mother, it was that she never realized his mind would forever be a loony bin no small receptacle of magic pills could contain.
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With her mind in the present, Joy thought, I’ll set them next to his toothbrush, so he doesn’t forget. And I’ll leave notes to ensure he takes care of himself while we’re in Florida. 

“Oh, if he’d only just marry that girl, I might get one day free from worry.”
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Like a ticking bomb, counting down to her love life’s extinction



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


In this alternate reality, Jill had always feared she would be alone. But being a classic red personality and thriving on logic and determination, she never stopped believing the man of her dreams would one day fall into her arms, and together, they’d live in eternal bliss. Throughout her formative years, her mind had filled with so much hope that her mother purchased a twenty-four by thirty-six-inch rectangle-shaped wooden box (dubbed a “hope chest”) to keep her only daughter’s future happiness safe. Throughout her teens and early twenties, that same receptacle of wedding wishes containing all her heart’s desires hadn’t moved from the foot of her bed, but the hinges were a tad rusty and harder to open, just like her heart.

No, Jill had never lost hope. Her dreams of finding a timeless love would come true. Of that, she was certain because another chest of sorts—a laptop computer with an internet connection—promised to deliver her perfect man’s profile to her email inbox for an “affordable” monthly fee. All she had to do was set up her profile page and buy the wedding dress. 

How joyous would everyone’s life be if everything were so simple?

Mentally prepared to begin love’s journey, she clicked on the first question: What does love mean to you?

"WTF?"

She read the vague inquiry repeatedly with her elbows on the table, her cheeks in her hands, eyes wide, and a bead of sweat dripping from her nose. She eased back against the seat, her red-tipped index finger covering her chin and lips. “How do people describe love?” she asked. But the blinking cursor in the empty answer box only glared like an impatient teacher squinting over glasses.

Jill focused her thoughts, squeezing her spongy brain for all the phrases she could remember from history’s brightest thinkers—words of wisdom that explained the most subjective of human emotions in simple terms. She typed such nonsense as it is a blessing, it is blind, it is retarded, tender, painful ... even cruel, fantastic, or blissful. Maybe it’s all you need. “Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah,” she said and sighed.

She knew none of her responses would lure her perfect mate. Not even close. Having already fished in the waters where none but losers swam, her best chance was to compose something Shakespearean. Something flowing with a poetic measure encompassing every metaphor, every simile, and all the imagery needed to create the perfect world in which their perfect love would grow. Yet her knowledge of Shakespeare consisted of watching Romeo and Juliette at the local cinema on a high school field trip. Having slept through most of the performance, she later cursed herself for having missed Romeo’s naked butt scene.

“Guess I’ll finish that question later. Moving on to question 2.” 

Her frown showed question two was packed with as much trouble as question one. In twenty words or less, describe your perfect mate. 

“Wtf?” Like I’m supposed to write my fantasy man as a masculine, sweat-glistening, wood-chopping muscle man who could survive off a fast-food diet. No, that sounds stupid. 

So now she was at a loss. Her mind was blank. And the cursor blinked like a ticking bomb, counting down to her love life’s extinction.

Massaging her temples, she yelled, “Oooh! Just tell me how to find my perfect guy without this stupid website!” 

To which, the puzzled customers and employees gazed in her direction as though she were a lunatic. She wanted to assure them she wasn’t crazy. However, her knowledge gained in an online introductory to psychology class at one of Dallas, Texas’s fine community colleges taught her that having to do so meant she probably was crazy.

After pounding the table, she glanced up as the last of sunlight’s deadly heat magnified through the hamburger-scented fast-food restaurant’s western-facing windows. Its radiance further crisped the fries resting in a basket beside the deep fryer, ensuring the couple in the booth near the entrance were as warm as their meal.

A slim, 40-something male dressed in a poop brown uniform stood over the grill, flipping beef patties. His sweat dripping in a steady stream off the tip of his nose added generous amounts of salt.

The cashier leaned against the coveted ice cream machine, fanning herself with a tannish to-go order sack that proudly displayed golden arches while drinking her cup of once-frozen, coned-shaped dessert-cooling aid disguised as vanilla ice cream.

A lone mopper, whose advanced age didn’t fare well in the hot weather, worked on the shaded, cooler floors before the Eastern doors. From a bucket brimming with bacteria, he created masterful diarrhea-looking floor art.

In the last booth before the restrooms, Jennifer, an eighteen-year-old assistant manager who doubled as a high school senior with three unruly kids, slipped onto the bench. She wiped a wet paper towel over her face while Jill, the boss, moved her finger across the mouse pad.

“They’re all losers,” Jill said. With a heavy sigh, she glanced out the window. The parking lot was almost empty. Much like her heart. “I’m gonna be alone forever.”

Jennifer ran the sweat-saturated rag along her forehead and dropped it near the table's edge. “Have you finished your list of cat names?”

“Ha ha.”

Jill was a lovely young woman. But while she silently cringed at her protégé’s new multicolored hair tied in multiple-sized pigtails, her best mean-mug had replaced her infectious smile. Each of Jennifer’s self-manicured fingers wore a different colored nail polish... and oh, for the love of God, a small chain connected a piercing through her nose and mouth. I better tweak the dress code.

Jennifer chuckled. “There’s gotta be someone acceptable on there. Lemme see.”

Jill sighed as she shoved the laptop to her. “Acceptable? Is that what love means?”

Now she had the answer the impatient empty box with the blinking cursor
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