

    
        
          Everything But The Kitchen Sink

        

        
        
          After Dinner Conversation, Volume 33

        

        
        
          Debbie Zubrick Romani

        

        
          Published by After Dinner Conversation, 2020.

        

    


Everything But The Kitchen Sink

Copyright © 2020 by Debbie Zubrick Romani

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations em- bodied in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organiza- tions, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Book design, cover design, and discussion questions by After Dinner Conversation

First Edition: April 2020

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

.

.

.

[image: image]

.

Free e-Books

Sign up and receive free bi-weekly short story email links!

.

Podcasts

Listen to our lively short story podcast discussions!

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Everything But The Kitchen Sink

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Everything But The Kitchen Sink

[image: ]


After Dinner Conversation Series

* * *
[image: ]


WHEN MARY LITTLE WALKS into her kitchen on Tuesday morning, the sink is under the window. 

At first she can’t even find it. She looks at the space where the sink is supposed to be, at the end of the island, and the sink is gone. Her son, Ben, sits there, spooning cereal into his mouth with one hand while his other rocks an empty mug. His long, sweaty legs stretch out past the edge of the cabinets. At the very end of the island his bowl sits on smooth counter-top, right where the sink has always been, and the mug he is rocking is hers, her favorite Seurat mug. She had left it next to the sink last night.

She always leaves it next to the sink.

Always.

Mary stands there, perfectly still, trying to puzzle things out. The only possibility is that Chris hired a contractor to move the sink during the night. What an odd and disconcerting joke. The situation reminds Mary of a nightmare reality show, where they replace everything in a woman’s closet with identical skirts and jeans and shirts, all exactly one size smaller, so that when she wakes up in the morning, absolutely nothing fits. And then they shove a camera into her face as she starts crying. 

Is there a camera in here? 

Mary half-turns to look behind her, sees nothing unusual, and starts wondering how Chris and Ben could possibly have pulled it off between them. A contractor would have made an enormous racket, working all night. Granted, Mary has always slept soundly, even on nights when Chris crept into bed fresh from San Diego or Singapore or Austin. But she must have been absolutely exhausted not to hear a team of men removing the cast iron sink and installing a solid piece of slate-gray granite.

Looking around her, still searching for cameras or a hidden group of friends or strangers waiting to surprise her, her eyes shift to the California live oak tree outside, and from there down to the counter in front of the window.

Her sink is there, under the window, in the middle of what had been an unbroken countertop.

“Dad’s gonna be in trouble,” says Ben, still fidgeting with her favorite Seurat mug. Mary thinks this is quite the understatement, given that her husband seems to have remodeled the kitchen without even bothering to ask.

“So this was his idea?”

“Well, I’m not stupid enough to move your mug.” Instantly there was an odd feeling in her stomach, and a pressure at the base of her neck. Ben was doing an unbelievably good job of playing the straight man.

With a strong sense that she is asking the wrong question, Mary says, “He moved my mug?”

“Well, I didn’t,” Ben says. “It was right here when I came in from practice, and I know you always leave it over there.” He glanced over at the window and the sink underneath it.

Mary never puts her mug anywhere other than next to the sink. The sink had been in the island at 10:15 the night before, and her mug had been next to the sink when she’d turned off the light. But now, the sink is under the window, and her mug is on the island. 

Mary is confused, so she tries to clarify things. She is about to ask him about the sink, but can’t quite bring herself to do it. “So, you think your father moved my mug,” she emphasizes the word slightly, “because I usually leave it . . . ?”

Ben looks puzzled, but finishes the sentence anyway, “. . . right by the sink, under the window.”

“Are you joking?”

“No.” 

Ben stares at his mother. Mary stares back.

She really needs her tea.

Trying her best to sound normal, she says, “Handsome, will you do your old mom a favor and fill the teakettle?” 

“Sure thing,” he says, and flashes her a smile. God, he can lift her heart just by looking at her, her six-foot-four baby. But she can’t ignore the strange queasiness as she turns her back on the kitchen and collapses into the couch. She feels like she’s caught on a swing, rushing down after hitting its apex, and Mary wonders how it would feel if the ropes suddenly broke and she went careening off into the unknown.

With her back to the displaced sink, she tries to recapture some sense of normalcy. Behind her, she hears Ben grab the kettle from the stove, fill it with water, and clunk it back down again. The gas clicks three times before it catches. In a moment, her husband’s footsteps are on the stairs, and then she hears, “Morning, son. Morning, Mary.” Chris gives her a kiss on the top of her head, his hand warm on her shoulder. He pauses, inhales deeply. “You smell just like you,” he says contentedly.

Pretending that her kitchen will look like it did yesterday, Mary pushes herself up out of the couch and follows Chris. She claims the mug and adds some loose-leaf Darjeeling to the tea strainer as the kettle comes to a boil. Though only the sink has moved, that one change has shifted her sense of reality, and everything seems out of place. Chris and Ben talk about how morning hoops practice has gone, and Mary pours boiling water over the tea leaves, setting a timer for a five-minute steep. They seem to be avoiding the topic of college, though Mary knows the two of them are bursting, Chris with pride and Ben with happiness; just yesterday Ben learned he’d been accepted at Berkeley. She had been delighted for him, of course, but it hadn’t made for an easy night’s sleep. Two years ago, when Janie, their oldest, had left for Iowa, Mary had learned exactly how hard it was to send a child out into the world. When Ben leaves in the fall, she will have an enormous hole in her life. What will she do with her time? 

And then her mind is back in the kitchen, listening to the talk of basketball, and she has to walk over toward the sink when it is time to take the wet leaves out of her fragrant tea. She looks and looks at Chris and Ben, and at the kitchen itself, trying to understand what in the world has happened. They’re doing a remarkable job of pretending everything is normal. 

Her stomach rolls again. She wraps her cold fingers around the mug in her hands, holding it like an anchor.
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PERHAPS I SHOULD TELL you a bit about Mary’s Seurat mug. She bought it after her Junior year at Davis during a summer at an internship with a Chicago advertising agency. At the time, advertising was what artistically inclined students did if they wanted a paying job. 

She really didn’t remember much about the actual internship. It had become a blur of corridors and crowded conference rooms and pianos playing at odd times while someone tried out a jingle. 

She did remember her lunches outside the Art Institute, though. Mary’s office was two short blocks from the museum, and there was a cheap sandwich place tucked into one of the buildings on the way. She’d buy a pastrami sandwich and carry it to the little garden just to the right of the museum entrance. Sitting on a shaded bench in the humid Chicago summer, Mary would rustle the gravel under her feet and look at the clipped boxwood hedges and the small graceful trees overhead and be perfectly happy watching people drift in and out of the tiny space.

Her ad agency believed that good art inspired good advertising and gave all the interns a student membership at the Art Institute. She visited often. The painting she loved most was the Seurat in the Impressionist wing. The doorway to the room was right next to “A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte.” Visitors approached the painting from the side. Mary would enter, turn, and back slowly into the room in order to keep staring at the pastel colors, the dream-like but highly ordered composition.

At first she found the scale of the painting overwhelming. Over the weeks of the summer, she must have spent hours simply standing as close to the canvas as possible, looking at those tiny dots, and then stepping back and back into the gallery, watching how those tiny flecks of color coalesced to form a snapshot of life on a long-ago Paris weekend. She admired the ladies in their elegant dresses, and the man lounging in his white singlet. She was most drawn to one of the little girls in the painting. The girl was supposed to be running, because her pony-tail was sticking straight out behind her. To Mary it seemed more like the girl was balanced awkwardly on one foot, the free leg bent behind her, trying to hold still while the great painter did his patient work. 

Some experts were critical of the little girl in her stiff pose, but Mary just loved her. Between Seurat’s strange pointillism and the child’s awkwardness, Mary felt that Seurat was making a statement about art itself. He was proud to paint a place formal and flat, yet somehow entirely recognizable. It echoed reality just closely enough to shout out Seurat’s assertion that art was better than reality. Art was even more real than reality itself.

At the end of the summer, she carried a Seurat mug back to the UC Davis campus. That fall, she fell in love with a California boy she had met the previous spring, and the two of them married and lived only a few hours’ drive from their alma mater. Standing in the kitchen she shared with that boy and their children, Mary rubbed her finger against the chip on the bottom of her mug and realized that her Chicago summer had been a long time ago.
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BEN HEADS UPSTAIRS for his shower. He’ll dress and be out the door for school in less than ten minutes. Chris is actually in the office today. Last week he wrapped up a six-week trial in Austin for one client, and next week Mary will lose her husband again when the MyGen trial takes over his life. She doesn’t like it when
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	Was Mary’s reaction to the sink being moved appropriate and/or realistic?  What would you have done if you had been in a similar situation?

	The story says Mary only had one choice, and that was “to keep going?”  Isn’t that the case with every significant change in your life beyond your control?  If that is true, then what choices do we have when significant change happens?

	Mary is, understandably, concerned that other things about her life changed while she was sleeping.  If you were in a similar situation, which things would you be most concerned about having changed, and why?

	In her new reality, Mary has taken up art in greater earnest, do that mean in this reality she is a different person, or the same person with different hobbies?

	The narrator says life is “smothering us with love and duty.”  What does that mean?  Why would someone allow themselves to be smothered in duty? Why would Mary (or anyone) voluntarily give up their freedom?
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	Patchouli Lost (Free): Patchouli calls a friend for help getting out of an abusive relationship. (Podcast)

	My Fellow (Immortal) Americans (Free): The President gives a speech about a proposed raise in the minimum “time wage” and its effect on those who plan to live forever. (Podcast)

	The Shadow Of The Thing (Free): Maeve calls on her friend to help her take a new street drug that (she thinks) will forever open her see the true meanings that hide behind the curtain. (Podcast)

	This I Do For You (Free): A spoiled child is raised in the lap of luxury until he is finally called on to serve others. (Podcast)

	As You Wish (Free): An elderly woman finds a trunk of tattered stuffed animals and makes a promise to fix them all. (All-Ages) (Podcast)

	Pretty Pragmatism (Free): A US Senator introduces a bill that borrows public policy ideas from the Nazi party. (Podcast)

	Alpha-Dye Shirt Factory (Free): A fire breaks out at the garment factory and one worker has to make a life or death choice. (Podcast)

	Are You Him? (Free): A family man on his way to work stops to talk to a young woman in need of a friend. (Podcast)

	Lay On (Free): Three outcast witches visit the hippy era to tempt a street musician. (Podcast)

	Bunny Racing (Free): Two bunnies race, but one of them has been eating a special carrot from the forbidden forest to help him run faster. (All-Ages)

	The Truth About Thurman (Free): Two Americans are captured by a terrorist group who give the government a choice, pick one for us to let go free, or we kill them both. (Podcast)

	Rainbow People of the Glittering Glade (Free): Three kingdom wards are sent to investigate the reclusive “Rainbow People” of the shifting desert. (Podcast)

	Believing in Ghosts (Free): A security expert hired to finds flaws in a Presidential candidate’s campaign system finds more than she bargained for. (Podcast)

	Monsters (Free): There are monsters roaming the neighborhood, but sometimes you need to go outside for ice cream.

	Father Dale’s Drive-Thru Exorcisms (Free): A semi-retired couple living out of their RV decides to follow a traveling tent revival and offer drive-thru exorcisms for extra cash.

	Patreon Support: As a Patreon Supporter you will enjoy early, ad-free, access to short stories and podcasts. You will also get access to our live, weekly, virtual book club discussions and behind-the-scene videos!

	A Community of Peers (Free): A foreigner wanders into a remote village just before a convicted criminal is about to be punished and is asked to throw the first stone. (Podcast)

	Survival Kit (Free): A wife in an unhappy marriage gets caught in a freak snowstorm with her husband and sees the opportunity to end her “suffering.”

	Give The Robot The Impossible Job! (Free): An AI tutor faces deactivation if she cannot prove her worth by saving a teenage pupil with an “unsolvable” problem - she’s a budding serial killer. (Podcast)

	All Harriet’s Pieces (Free): A young girl faces the death of her mother and the loss of her closest companion.

	Ruddy Apes And Cannibals (Free): An expanding empire bumps into a remote island of civilized cannibals. (Podcast)

	Abrama’s End Game (Free): Abrama learns the gods created her dimension as their play-space to visit and is forced to fight across realities when she discovers their plan to shut it down. (Podcast)

	A Change Of Verbs (Free): A middle-aged professor changes his life by changing his verbs. (Podcast)

	I Do So, Like Durian (Free): A sheltered teen on a quest through Chinatown finds a new world to explore.

	In Love And War (Free): A midnight knock on the door and a request to “hide me.” Is there more you would need to know?

	Cast Out (Free): An isolated community in colonial-era America deals with fleeing refugees and the plague of fear that comes with them.

	The Book Of Approved Words (Free): A government approved “author” is tempted to show the world the words they are missing. (Podcast)

	The Dividual (Free): A human medical student is selected for placement and home-stay in Splint, a Dividual city with residents who display different faces for different aspects of their personality.

	The Orphan’s Dilemma (Free): A teenage orphan must decide if he wants to start his new life without the memories of his difficult past. (Podcast)

	How The Cockroach Lost Its Voice (Free): A talking cockroach takes his nephew to the top of the refrigerator to survey the world, and discuss the unhappy humans with three eyes. (All-Ages)

	Patreon Support: As a Patreon Supporter you will enjoy early, ad-free, access to short stories and podcasts. You will also get access to our live, weekly, virtual book club discussions and behind-the-scene videos!

	Prohibition (Free): A wealthy addict heads to a seedy part of town for his fix and gets more than he bargained for. (Podcast)

	Three Parables (Free): A tin man with a cursed axe; a woman dedicated to making the perfect omelet, and a daughter coming to term with her mother’s last will and testament.

	An Infinite Game (Free): Game theory goes out the window when a sociopath executioner lines up four men to see how far his blade will go. (Podcast)

	Everything But The Kitchen Sink (Free): Mary wakes to find the kitchen sink has moved overnight. What else about her life has changed?

	In Defense Of The Harvest: A little girl gets replacement eyes that were “harvested” from the criminal who cut hers out.

	Prevention: A single mother finds out her drug addict son plans to shoot up his school and is forced to make a choice. (Podcast)

	Selling To The Goyim: The son of a liquor store owner goes into advertising and finds out he’s just like his father.

	Choose: A woman trapped in a sick experiment is continually forced to make decisions about who will die. (Podcast)

	Seconds Last: A man enjoys an infinite number of perfect days in the park with his friend.

	Pneumadectomy: A young boy is ostracized by his friends because he has had his soul surgically removed. (Podcast)

	Snitch: A New Orleans pastor does redevelopment work after a hurricane, but it forced to make more and more compromises to his vision. (Podcast)

	Words Of The Ancients: An archaeology team finds a perfectly preserved crypt with a surprisingly intelligent farm animal.

	Two-Percenters: A new treatment may allow 98% of the people to be genetically enhanced, but at the expense of the 2% who already are. (Podcast)

	Patreon Support: As a Patreon Supporter you will enjoy early, ad-free, access to short stories and podcasts. You will also get access to our live, weekly, virtual book club discussions and behind-the-scene videos!

	Venom In The Cloud Forest: A young man suspects someone has been changing past tribal records.

	The Seven Absent Sins: A Jesuit monk examines the Encyclopedia of Sentient Species to determine if there is anyone in the universe incapable of sin. (Podcast)

	Bound: The “Lord Keeper” sets out to murder his successor in order to keep a community secret safe.

	On Good Authority: A doctor with a new vaccine for the “zombie virus” takes it to the next town and discovers two startling revelations.

	All My Tomorrows: A down on his luck man in his twilight comes into a “memory storage facility” to trade his remaining days for the chance to re-experience his “last good day.” (Podcast)

	Mayonnaise: The inventor of million dollar “zero fat, zero calorie” food additive discovers her invention is killing her son.

	The One That Damned Me: A high school counselor’s life is ruined when he is wrongly accused by a cocaine snorting student.

	In The Beginning:  A retelling of Adam and Eve’s fall from grace, with a cosmic twist.

	Farewell, Odysseus: A genetically enhanced super-human has to make an important choice about the person he keeps as a pet.

	Human Contact: A college student heads to a party, gets high and drunk, and ends up having a night that will forever change lives.

	Hiro’s Festival: A little boy who dreams of freedom has his wish fulfilled and is magically transformed.

	Idle Horns: A horned demon of hell born to eternally torture the damned walks off the job.

	The Mind Reader: An outspoken bar patron runs an experiment to see if the world can be divided into the “weak” and the “strong” in attempt to prove he’s not an authoritarian fascist.

	I, von Economo: A woman goes back to get revenge on the man who forced her soul into a new body.

	Love Sounds: A mother suffering from mental illness wants to help plan her daughter’s wedding.

	Patreon Support: As a Patreon Supporter you will enjoy early, ad-free, access to short stories and podcasts. You will also get access to our live, weekly, virtual book club discussions and behind-the-scene videos!
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