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THEY DO EXIST!

A Foreword by the Editor

©2006 by David L. Repsher
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How many times have you heard someone say there’s nothing good to read? Unfortunately, I hear it way too often from know-it-alls who are sure all the great stories have gone the way of the dinosaurs. And that sends shivers down my back.

Nothing good to read. Good grief, is there a more depressing phrase than that? Well, I guess there is. Like, “The dog just ate my last pair of underwear” or “Didn’t you notice the horrible fungus growing on that last piece of pepperoni before you ate it?” But I’m just talking about reading right now.

Sure, the world is filled with stories that never quite achieve “great” status. How sad it is for someone willing to take precious time, to sit down to read, and get...nothing. Nothing, except that horrible empty feeling of an unfulfilled imagination, of expectations dropping like a brick in a pond, of feelings dragged through the muck and mire of a story that just isn’t there.

Okay, maybe it’s not that bad, but you have to admit, reading a story that just doesn’t do it for you can be a bit disheartening.

Trust me, you won’t find any of those in this anthology!

Now, what makes a great story? Glad you asked. A great story grabs you by the throat and won’t let go, taking you away from the everyday world and giving you new worlds to explore, new situations to experience, and the incredible feeling of being better for having gone.

Think back to all the stories you’ve read in your life. Now, write all the titles down on a sheet of paper along with the author’s name and number of pages and.... Just kidding. Try to remember the thrill you felt as a story made your pulse pound, your breathing quicken, your fingers fly as they turned the pages. Try to remember the far-off places you visited and the adventures you had while never leaving your seat.

Think those memories and feelings are gone forever? Wrong. Great stories are out there, waiting to be discovered and cherished, waiting to take up occupancy in your mind, to remind you again and again that you can leave the real world with all its troubles and worries and cares, even if for just a little while.

So, turn the page, my friend. Enter the Land of Stories and lose yourself in another world; a world where you don’t have to search to find great stories, because they’re everywhere you look.

Forget what the know-it-alls try to tell you. Great stories are not extinct. THEY DO EXIST!
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NONA

©2006 by Claire Grasse


~~FIRST PLACE~~
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She smelled smoke. She set the bottle of lemon oil on the coffee table and went to the kitchen, still clutching the rag she had been using to polish the furniture. The kitchen was burning, thick curtains of smoke boiling along the walls, orange flames like live creatures leaping and hissing at the ceiling. For some reason, as an offering maybe, she threw the rag into the flames the way you’d throw a bone to a vicious dog so you could get away...

She turned to run, but her hip gave way, and she stumbled. Someone laughed, and behind her the flames howled and nipped at her back. 

“Over here, Mamaw!”

She turned her head and saw her great-grandson in the dining room, his black hair slicked back and furrowed with comb tracks, wearing dirty jeans, a white T-shirt with the sleeves ripped out, and pushing a lawn mower, of all things. He pushed it toward her, grinning like a wolf.

“Hop on! I see you left another pot burning on the stove!” he said merrily and laughed again. “I’m afraid you’ll have to go with me. Come on, hop on and I’ll push you to the nursing home. Your room’s all ready; it’s even got cable TV!”

His laughter blended with the shriek of the fire, and then they were the same sound....

The woman woke with a start, the blood rushing in her ears, the sheet twisted around her legs, and the sun shining in the window like a prayer. 

She pulled herself to a sitting position and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The wind-up alarm clock on the nightstand pointed toward six forty-five. She had tried before to learn the luxury of sleeping late but couldn’t get the knack of it. She had risen early all her life, to do otherwise felt vaguely sinful. She’d sleep when she was dead. Plenty of time then.

Her clothes were hanging from a peg on the back of the bathroom door. The morning routine was short and without unnecessary fuss. She made a cup of tea and a piece of toast and took them to the kitchen table, where she ate watching the cardinals at the feeder outside her window and listening to the peaceful ticking of the wall clock.

When her cup and plate were rinsed, she went back to tidy her room. 

For twenty years, the rituals had been the same. This morning, however, she stopped for a minute when the bed was made and picked up the ivory hand-mirror that lay on the vanity next to the matching boar’s-hair brush. Scraps of the dream fluttered at the edges of her thoughts like stubborn threads unraveling from a hem. She peered uneasily at her reflection, as if she might see the future in the spotted surface.

Black eyes looked back at her from a face that was as furrowed and brown as the shell of a walnut. Twin silver braids hung over her shoulders to lie on flattened breasts. She looked like a squaw from an ancient Indian legend. Her Pa was a white sharecropper, but she favored Ma, a half-breed Blackfoot.

Nowadays, though, no one was allowed to say “half-breed,” or even “Injun.” Now that ancestrys like hers had come into fashion, people said, “Native American” and children from the elementary school came around to interview her for their reports and projects. She didn’t understand all the fuss herself. She recollected when it had been a shame—near unto a crime—to be neither one race nor the other. Well. There was no denying that times had changed.

There was nothing in the mirror but the reminder of a long past. She put it carefully away.

She left the house and stood a minute under the live oak by the front porch. The dust of the yard puffed gently around her canvas shoes and settled over them in a fine, white shower. The woman shielded her eyes and surveyed the sky. The temperature was nearing ninety and last night’s dew was still on the grass. The sky was clear, though: an aggressive blue, with none of the ominous haze that bespoke a day thick with humidity. The birds were flying high, too, and the promise of a breeze whispered through the wisteria that dripped like purple honey from the eaves.

She dropped her hand and shuffled off to visit the goats, her faded, cotton work shirt already dampening between her shoulder blades.

The goats were all nannies. Billies were ornery, sometimes downright mean, and anyway, she was past birthing livestock in the middle of the night. Three was all she needed to keep the brush in check, and maybe give the sense at sunset that there was something friendly nearby when the dark was closing in. 

The goats came running when she called, and she stroked their heads while she checked the water in the long trough and fed them a little salt for a treat. She ran her hands over their short, rough hair and they butted their knobby heads against her legs. She visited with them a bit, breathing in their sharp outdoor scent, while the white one nibbled at her shirttail.

At last, reluctantly, she pushed them away and walked to the tool shed.

The shed smelled of dry rot and two-cycle engine oil. Cobwebs draped the beams and swung in the draft of the open door. Mud-dauber nests sprouted from the door frame, and the unmistakable scrabbling of mice came from the unfinished loft overhead. She stood still, trying to remember what was stored up there, because she’d sure never make it up there now to find out.

Tack, she decided, from farm horses long dead. Or old sacks of feed gone moldy with age. She had a sudden, clear recollection of sifting through bags of horse feed with Tanny Colson, her childhood friend, looking for pieces of molasses-coated corn to crack between their teeth. Her eyes crinkled with the memory.

A shiny, red lawnmower crouched in the back corner, and she eyed it with distaste. Dewey had bought it for her. Goats, he’d insisted, weren’t enough to keep the property in order. She hated the machine with its manic roar that seemed to shake the birds from the trees, and its foul perfume of gas and exhaust that lingered in the air and settled on the flowers. It seeped into her pores if she stood too close, so that her skin smelled acrid and dirty for hours afterward.

Dewey would be over to mow as soon as the grass was dry, and that would be the end of peace, at least for the morning. She glared at the machine and reached for a hoe.

The garden covered a quarter-acre behind the house. She saw that deer had been at the lettuce again. Well now, there was no harm in that. The winter crops had long bolted in the heat anyway. She stooped and, balancing herself on the hoe, pulled up the six remaining lettuces by the roots and tossed them over the fence where her midnight visitors could find them without trampling down the pole beans and okra. She moved a few rows over, pulling up the last of the broccoli and cabbages, sending them over the fence for the deer, too.

Harold would have said she was crazy as a coon for feeding those pests. Then he’d have sat up all night with a shotgun full of rock salt, watching the garden just to spite her. She considered Harold for a moment, then bent over again and wrenched up a handful of tender carrots. She sent them over the fence after the others and hoped that Harold, God rest him, saw her do it. Satisfied, she turned to hoeing the corn. 

She was staking the tomatoes when she heard Dewey’s truck crunch up the drive. He slammed the truck door, and a moment later she heard him knocking at her front door. She let him knock as she tied up a few spindly branches and gathered some young onions. Finally, when she couldn’t think of anything else to do, she collected her hoe and met him stomping around the back corner to look for her.

“Mornin’, Mamaw!” He dropped a noisy kiss on her cheek and took the hoe.

“Mornin’ yourself. You come alone?” 

“Yep. One of the nurses’ aides called in sick, so June had to cover the shift.”

Thank the Lord for small favors, she thought. That tart he lived with hadn’t got two sensible thoughts in her head. A day spent in her company was as good as wasted. 

She opened the front door and the cool of the house, dim and smelling of sixty years’ worth of chicken dinners, underlaid with liniment, and a suggestion of Irish Spring soap, swallowed them. 

She dropped the onions on the drainboard. “Can you stay to dinner?”

“Long as I’m back at the shop by one. I got a customer coming in with a bad tranny, needs to be changed out. It’s gonna take me and the new guy all the rest of today to do.”

“Well, you’ll be wore out if you mow first. You can come back another time. That grass’ll keep.”

“Nah, I’m all right. Won’t take me but a hour ‘n a half, two hours.”

She wasn’t one to mollycoddle. “Take you some water then.”

“I got a jug in the truck.” He left, whistling good-naturedly through his teeth and letting the door slam shut behind him.

The mustang grapes were thick on the south fence this summer, and the woman had picked a bushel basketfull the day before, pulling the basket behind her on an old Radio Flyer wagon as she moved down the vines. She dragged it in now from the laundry room and tried to hoist it into the sink. She got it to waist height, but she couldn’t lift it higher. It dropped on her foot, spilling a good quart of grapes onto the floor, where they rolled in all directions.

She set the basket flat, and studied it a minute, thinking. Danged if she’d call Dewey to lift it for her. He’d have her drying up in June’s old folk’s home before sundown. 

Outside, the mower roared to life, crowding into her head and her ears. Her china teacups trembled on the hutch in the dining room. For a moment, the world was filled with the throb and snarl of the motor, and then he must have moved around back because the noise faded to a distant thrumming.

She pulled a kitchen chair over to the sink and got the basket up onto the seat. She considered again, and then dragged over another chair. Balancing herself carefully on the drainboard, she stood on the second chair. She bent, lifted the basket from the chair to the sink, and tipped it in with a little “huh” of victory. She set the basket carefully on the counter, and climbed down, shaky, mindful of her balance.

She put away the chairs and swept the spilled grapes into the dustbin, then rinsed and picked over the fruit. When she was done, her hands and apron were stained purple, and the big kettle was full. She added a little water and tried to heft it. It was too heavy.

Well, nuts to that. She wasn’t helpless by a long stretch, though some folks liked to think so. Reluctantly, she left it by the sink. Dewey’d have to shift it for her; there was no way around it. 

She peeled potatoes and laid strips of salt pork in flour. By the time he came in, smelling of sweat and exhaust, she was setting out silverware and plates of hot food.

“Gaw, it’s hotter’n Hell’s backside out there!” He wiped his face on his T-shirt and drew a glass of water, which he drained in one noisy breath.

Her nose twitched a little. “Goin’ to rain this evenin.’” 

He drew another glass, drank half, then set it down, shaking his head. “Nah, it ain’t. Paper said ten percent chance today, and they’s no clouds out there.” He ducked his face under the faucet and scrubbed vigorously.

Her nose twitched again. It was going to rain. She could smell it on him, but she said nothing further. Later, when June complained of the downpour on her newly-waxed car, he’d say—believing it himself—that he had told Mamaw at lunch how it looked like rain.

She handed him a towel. “You can fetch that kettle of grapes to the stove for me. I got room for it now.” She looked at him sideways, but he seemed to think nothing of the favor and lifted it over obediently. 

“You makin’ jelly?”

“Ayuh.” She turned the flame on low and sat down at the table.

Dewey forked slices of fried salt pork onto his plate. “June wants you to come for supper Sunday.”

“All right.”

He looked at her sideways. “I can pick you up ‘bout five.”

“I’ll drive myself.”

He let it go, and she was glad.

He ate quickly, with little conversation, and finished a slice of lemon pie before he stood to leave. She went to the pantry, pulled twenty dollars out of the old tin lard bucket, and held it out to him.

He shook his head. “I ain’t taking your money, Mamaw. I don’t mind to cut grass.” He slapped his stomach and laughed. “Keeps me from goin’ to seed.”

These were steps to a familiar dance. She fussed a little, then put the money away. He left in a boisterous clamor of banging doors and spraying gravel.

After he’d gone, she moved around the silent kitchen, washing the dishes and wiping the table. She set away the leftovers and pulled a mason jar of sweet tea from the back of the icebox. She wrapped it carefully in a towel and put it in a plastic grocery sack, along with a dozen molasses cookies in waxed paper. She checked the grapes. They were swelling and giving off their juices, and a faint steam hovered on the surface of the pot. She gave them a stir, turned off the flame, and went out; noticing with some annoyance that Dewey’d left the lawnmower parked by the rose bushes again. It appeared to be grinning at her, wolflike, and she gave it a wide berth.

The sun sat on her neck like something alive and beat on the earth, pulling the hot smells of ripe grass and cedar into the air, driving the cicadas to a frenzied, electric buzzing. Most folks hereabouts hide from the heat; hate it like a sworn enemy. They speak of summer as something to hunker down against and endure. Summer in Texas means drought, wildfires, shriveled crops, and gaping cracks in the ground where the earth pulls in on itself from the long, brutal force of the sun.

She knew all this, had felt it herself, but still she welcomed the summers. She could stand outside, stretch, and feel the heat baking the sickness and weakness from her bones, leaving her clean from the inside out, driving the chill from her body and soul. She liked that she alone, of everyone she knew, felt this way. It was as if the sun, in all its brutality and blessing, belonged to her.

She crossed the back of her property and struck onto a path worn smooth in the meadow. The grass was high and painted over with Mexican hats, Indian blankets, and a tall, pretty flower people used to call butter-and-eggs. Wild thyme grew thick underfoot, the scent of it rising where she stepped, sharp and haunting, like a memory out of reach.

The path left the meadow at the edge of Sawyer’s property. A deep creek ran out of the woods a quarter mile away. Back when she was a girl, Mason Sawyer had dammed it up at this corner to make a good-sized fishing pond. 

She found the long stone bench still sitting, after all these years, under the redbud tree. She lowered herself gingerly onto the seat, remembering when Mr. Sawyer had it moved here all the way from California by train. Had it been eighty years ago?

That was the year they built the new schoolhouse, with indoor bathrooms and electricity. Vance Claymore stood against it, she recollected. Said electricity was the devil’s work and no decent person would do their bathroom business inside of a house, or a school for that matter. He sent his girls, though, when it was built, same’s the rest of the town.

She chuckled a little, remembering. Lord. So many people dead and gone.

She unwrapped her jar of tea and took a long drink, pressing the cold towel to her neck and face. A movement caught the corner of her eye, and she turned to look. Three feet away, a slim, green garter snake poured itself through the grass and disappeared into the meadow. The sight of it raised another memory so sweet and sudden she caught her breath with the force of it.

She was thirteen years old, and Teddy Jinks, who everybody called Hijinks, brought a bull snake to school and chased her screaming around the schoolyard until her braids came untied and her hair flew loose, while all the boys rolled on the ground, laughing fit to bust.

The teacher made him stay after school a whole week cleaning blackboards for it. She loved Teddy Jinks ever since. When she was fourteen, he took her horseback riding during the summer break. At fifteen, he brought her sticks of peppermint candy from Jape’s Mercantile, and they fished in the stream down behind the Methodist church. And when she turned sixteen, he kissed her right here at the edge of Sawyer’s Pond.

She closed her eyes and pressed the tea jar to her throat, pulling the memory from her mind strand by strand. How had they come to be here? She disremembered that part, but could see him now, reaching up with one hand to grab a low branch, while tilting her chin with the other, before leaning in to kiss her.

The ducks on the pond startled at their presence then. Maybe they had felt it with her, how the earth seemed to shift a little underfoot and the sky to tilt. For one long moment there was nothing in the world but the taste of his mouth, the splash of water, and the swift, sudden flight of mergansers taking wing.

She packed up the jar of tea and painfully stood to go. 

Teddy was killed right after that in one of those terrible farm accidents that folks talked of in hushed voices after the children were in bed. She had grieved alone in her room, keening into her pillow like a wild thing when no one was around to hear.

When Harold Straybeck, who owned the hardware store and had soft, white hands like a city woman, started calling twice a week with his bunches of hothouse pansies and his talk of maybe buying her mama an icebox for the kitchen, she finally accepted him, thinking at sixteen that persistence might be a worthy substitute for love.

She struck out again, cross-lots through Sawyer’s back field, a little slower now, feeling the force of the afternoon sun. Across the field, Jesse’s house shimmered in the waves of heat rising from the parched grasses. He saw her from his chair on the screened back porch and waved. She lifted her hand in reply.

Jesse Greenwood had been her friend time out of mind. Their mothers had helped each other hoe sweet potatoes and put up watermelon preserves back when Mrs. Greenwood was the only white woman who wanted what to do with the timid half-breed wife of a mean drunk. She and Jesse had each married and buried a lot of kinfolk together over the years, and she favored him now more than most of her own kin.

She toiled up the back steps and opened the screen door.

Jesse was in his wicker rocker, whittling at a bar of Ivory soap. “You crazy old woman,” he greeted her. “What the devil are you doin’ out in this heat?”

She dropped her bag and sat heavily in the matching chair, fanning herself. Moses, the old black spaniel, crept out from under the coffee table and greeted her, thumping his tail on the floor when she scratched behind his ears.

“I’m out checkin’ to make sure you ain’t up and died in the night. Watch who you’re
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