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This is a fictional short story collection about events that didn’t happen to people who aren’t real.

It is dedicated to Dean.


Shard


Up until the first time I saw a woman alone, I was only pretending to be a barbarian.

My family has had this place on the ocean since the sixties. They ran a boys’ camp out of it but now it’s just a summer home and they rent it out to whomever wants a week or two of serenity on the coast of Maine. The all-American grass goes out a ways past the house till the yard abruptly drops off into what probably has some fancy geological name but we just call it the rocks. It’s safe as long as you watch your step— safer, I think, for a kid, since we can clamber and don’t fall as far. The cliffiest rocks wear the tide like pants. You can find sea glass and iridescent shells out there but it’s no stocked aquarium or anything, just little crabs, snails, barnacles, and mussels, and I suppose I’m grateful for that.

To hang out on a real beach with sand you have to “walk the rocks”, we call it, though it’s plenty of climbing and jumping, too, and the tide’s got to be low enough to give you space to work with. Head southeast—that’s the left side of the dock— and follow the coast for half a mile. Maine’s got a coastline longer than California because it dips in and out so much; the beach is less than a quarter mile from the house through the woods as the crow flies but people own that.

When I found the shard I’d been old enough and strong enough to walk the rocks on my own for quite some time but the important thing was I was old enough to be allowed and old enough to have the kinds of problems a boy needs to solve out in nature in silence and solitude rather than by frolicking with his family. At the southern tip of the little nothing peninsula that’s the way to the beach, about halfway through the trek, is where I found it, sticking up from some lumpy rocks as water washed around it.

It stood out because it was so black it looked fake, like computer graphics. I went and lifted it out of its special notch it had gotten stuck in with both hands. It was roughly shield-shaped but not symmetrical; if it had been, I would’ve gotten upset. My instinct said it was more stone than glass, but again I’m no geologist. Sea glass is red or green or brown or clear weathered to white, because bottles are. But this thing was smooth, shiny— and reflective.

I held it up to my face like the devil’s wife’s hand mirror and the woman looked back. I juts about jumped out of my sneakers and fell backward— a bump of my head on the rocks could’ve ended it all right there. Could you imagine? Head over heels.

She was beautiful, but you know that if you would’ve bet a million bucks on that you would’ve won a dollar. She was too melancholy to spark instant excitement in me, though, especially because she looked about twenty and I as a rule I don’t fantasize about older women because it’s not realistic that they would reciprocate. White woman, long dark hair, serious bones, and green eyes, I thought, but it was hard to tell because either the shard itself washed out the colors or she was located in some grim void that was wheezing out life. I thought, this is exactly the kind of girl who would get stuck in a black shard.

I held her up to the sunlight and improvised some experiments to run. She wasn’t a picture, a crazy piece of art— she was a reflection of my own gaze. And moving! Not much. Blinks, the gentle ebb and flow of breaths. Never opened her lips more than a crack. Not a video, or a looping animation. Just stoic vigilance, like she was following the command, “Stay here and watch carefully.” More like a window, then?

“Hello?” I said, feeling stupid, and grateful no one else was around. There was no response or reaction. I knocked on her face like a door.

I pulled her in close and kissed her right on the lips. Nothing— excepted I started to sweat more.

This girl didn’t notice me at all. Naturally, I became obsessed with her. Right away I turned around and went back to the house— a common occurrence if, say, I found a lost buoy to wash and hang in my room back home and wanted to make sure it was secured.

I held her against my chest like a child as I walked up the lawn. Dad and Morgan were playing ladderball out back and bickering about the rules so I smuggled her in no problem but Mom was in the kitchen working on pulled pork for the slow cooker and she asked what did I have there and I said a cool rock.

The internet had no easy ride to this seaside sanctuary in Maine because Dave and Rob gave Uncle Darrell hell about 5G networks and the cancer and mind control they cause, never mind the question of why someone would go to the trouble of hacking someone’s brain only to give them cancer; they just about came to blows. But reason prevailed and so I was indoors on the internet on a beautiful day by the ocean and that’s how I learned that if anyone finds a black rock on the beach, they have a burning need for the rest of the internet to assure them it’s obsidian. I get it. It’s seductively creepy, like a rock but wrong. Native Mesoamericans studded wooden bats with it because durability be damned, you could lop someone’s head right off. In a game I play about a bunch of monsters there’s one based on obsidian and it hits like a sharp truck but shatters itself at any physical blow and taming it for your own use feels like living life on the edge.

Again though I like to think I have a solid head on my shoulders— more than my cousins, anyway, and not between the ears, I mean that the attachments at the neck are up to specifications— and even if it takes my mind a while to arrive somewhere, it at least arrives where it was supposed to go, and I knew that she was neither obsidian nor coal nor glass. I could have asked the internet about her specifically and included a picture but I figured the armchair experts would argue and I’d just fall in with whomever told me what I wanted to hear, or if they could see her face in there they’d delete my post as a hoax, or if they couldn’t see her they wouldn’t have the right information for me anyway.

I went up to my room, put her the bottom of my suitcase, took her back out, propped her against the bed and stared at her. Everyone surely thought I was reading a book. They wouldn’t have cared because I’m pretty jacked for a kid and don’t have a problem being outside like a lot of kids these days do. That started when these idiots on the school bus were picking on me for reading a book with a shirtless man on the cover. I remember the exact story: this barbarian was detained to testify as a witness to a crime; the court was picking on him and he couldn’t understand why, so he just killed the judge and ran away to become a pirate and joined a naked lady pirate who probably didn’t look so great without sunscreen, but it was just a fantasy. What happened with me and those kid is not important— I mean, I didn’t beat them up, as I was too skinny. That barbarian was certainly chaotic but I at least wanted the choice he had. Over the summer I helped Grandpa with a lot of stuff outside— a lot!— and when I went back to school it seemed I was free to read whatever I wanted. I have been for a few years now.

That side of me worried the woman was in trouble. Imprisoned somewhere? Maybe in the shard itself. But if I smashed it apart and nothing happened or it killed her, she’d be gone forever. If I smashed it apart and she emerged, then I’d have a stranger in our vacation home! So I couldn’t smash it without knowing more.

I studied her face, straining to click into a spiritual moment where I recognized her from a past life or something. It was as hopeless as trying to move an object with just my mind.

At dinner I was asked why I didn’t want to spend time with the family outside or in a board game because the family was why I could be in Maine in the first place. I said I didn’t want to argue about the rules and got told to watch my mouth so I went back to the woman in the shard and watched hers. Same slightly curious face as always. I’d hoped to come back to a scowl, borne of empathy for me.

Left alone for most of the evening, I daydreamed about the quest I was supposed to be on to save her. Maybe the island across the cove contained the secret. A guess based on nothing. I got ready for bed, hiding her under clothes. After ten minutes of distracted reading, I took her out and propped her up sideways on some pillows— her image rotated with the shard. A woman was in bed with me. I held the top edges of the shard like it was her shoulders. In the void around her I could only see her face, no clothes or body. For a moment I wanted her to be naked. I rearranged the whole pillow setup and rolled over so she was facing away from the door. I thought about taking my clothes off and looking at her while naked myself, as if risking myself like that in front of her or my family would prove my valor and she would trust me enough to reveal more information, but I wouldn’t say I was really turned on because I could only make out her face, she looked distressed, and I didn’t know whether she could see me. Also, I didn’t want to fantasize about her only to end up learning later that she was related to me.

Was she looking at my face in a shard, doing the exact same thing? Asking questions felt pointless. I just tried to gaze hard enough to break the spell.

Rain started. It rains hard in Maine. Thunder up close turned out to be Dad pounding on the door.

“Drake? Don’t think we don’t know what we’re doing in here,” he said.

“How much have you had to drink?” Mom squeaked from down the hall, apparently unable to figure it out from his aggressive knocking and pronoun mix-up.

“As much as I want, because I’m on vacation,” Dad said, opening the door. “What the fuck is that.”

“A cool rock I found.”

“Cool enough to get sand and bits of stone shit in the bed that Darrell will chew my ass out about? Why are you sleeping with it?”

“It’s hypnotizing.” There was nothing I could do. If he saw the girl in it, there were even odds that he’d care more about the weirdness of the shard than the weirdness of my behavior.

He snatched it off the bed. He gave no sign of seeing the woman. “So it is. Wow. Looks like obsidian.”

“It’s probably not, because this is not a volcanic area.”

“Oh? May I see your diploma, smartass? I said it looks like obsidian.”

“What do you see when you look into it?” I said, wanting that part over with.

He tilted it like he was trying to look down her shirt. “I see a broken man, a failure of a human being.”

“Oh, here we go,” said Mom. “You do this in front of him and this is why he spends more time with books and rocks than friends. He has no model for how to act in front of people.”

I’ve read stories besides barbarian ones and it’s a common theme in realistic ones for heavy objects like a rolling pin, a vase, an all-surveilling tablet, or what have you to detonate a ticking time bomb of a family and it was my destiny as a genre-savvy guy to avert such a catastrophe. My dad was tomato red and not just with alcohol, his hands twitching, veins forking like rockweed out by the water.

“Oh, I know how to act in front of people,” Dad said. “I’ve been putting up with everything for years. There’s a lot I’ve been holding back.” He roared “lot” like a lion so even though he had said the sort of soft words that only adults find menacing for some reason, I knew that I had to skip to the part where this was over, or at least went into a different genre.

Dad had turned away for the moment so I got my knife out of the suitcase and it deployed its gleaming deadliness as quickly as advertised. “Get away from her!”

Dad whipped around and the knife point twinkled in his eye and he dropped the shard. On the floor she split into two long pieces like awful fangs. I did too, right up the breastbone, through the heart.

Dad growled, “I gave you that knife.”

“I’m about to give it back.” I doubted I would stab him eighty-nine times like in the news. Just planting it in once and letting the shock do the rest would be enough. I was glad to have it. In a straight fight with my dad I’d lose nineteen times out of twenty, but some of those would at least be close enough to not be worth it.

“’Get away from her.’ Are you fucking serious? I’d never hurt your mother. Or your sister,” he added as an afterthought, just naming women. “Or you.”

The way my dad wrote it down later, I was like a ghost. Fear and rage rippling up and down my muscles, teeth clenched, hollow shark eyes, whole body tight, about to crunch itself into rock. I remember only the weight of the knife, and what felt at the time like the inevitability of gravity, that I would split something important to him and see how he liked it. But I didn’t, because he melted into a sputtering wet mass like sea foam, and if he saw what he saw, I guess I see why.

Vacation ended early and calls were made.

Alcoholics have this whole religion where they have to get hit hard enough to see they’re making a mistake and one of the other things Dad wrote while he was away for a month was that he hoped whatever hit he’d taken would prove to be the one. But I feel like it must not have been that hard if he didn’t know for sure. He said he wants us each to keep half the shard because darkness or whatever.

Because I pulled a knife on my dad instead of just screaming or giving a little shove, I went to a month of treatment at the same time as him, which was a big deal to him especially what with the shard.

Both halves are leaning in a corner of the garage and pressing them together doesn’t do anything.

I’m discharging next week and the staff (I don’t know the difference between a psychologist and a psychiatrist) don’t like what I have to about the shard, but we can call it even because I didn’t like when they asked me if I’ve ever felt like a girl in a boy’s body just because I said I saw a woman’s face when I should have seen my own.

I kept thinking she would show up at the airport, on the plane home, or as someone who worked at the hospital. I don’t know how old you have to be to be a therapist, and her face is starting to fade so I’m not confident I really remember how old she looked anyway.

When we were in a therapy group learning some good stuff about how to regulate our emotions, a trio of girls were cross-talking about some other peer of theirs that was stepping down tomorrow from full-fledged hospitalization to join the rest of us; some girls like to slice themselves wide open for some reason and they lock you up for a while for that.

As far as the shard goes I went oh for three on these girls but I’m hopeful about this next one. If it’s not her then I just have more time to think of what to say to her when I meet her. Like I said it might take me a while to think of something but it will probably be good.


Spread



Chapter 1


You betrayed me somewhere along the line when you started writing about people being sad instead of fun things. And now here I am: a sad guy on the couch. So. Thank you. I don’t know exactly when it happened because we lost touch— no, you decided to lose touch between us— and now I’ll never touch you again unless you get scooped up and poured into a jar. What, is that gay? Are you going to say something that makes fun of that? You, the sad-guy writer, the sad sad-guy guy? You won’t, will you? Only I’ll say anything— for at least a while longer, anyway. I’ll say the sort of things people won’t believe you can say about a dead person.

Anyone who has any idea of how good we had it during elementary school won’t believe it. You were there and you believed it, but you had no idea how good we had it. And I… I don’t know what I believe anymore. I just remember we very deliberately planned it out like in the books. Chapter fucking two of the very first Jacques Toutaïte book— novel? Graphic novel? Whatever— described heaven for kids like us and we had it. No tree house because it wasn’t 19-fucking-73 but we had it and it was better than gold and silver, rubies and sapphire spilling through our fingers. A desk and beanbags and pens and pencils and paper. Stacks of paper like the skyscrapers of a futuristic metropolis from a comic book, one of those weird issues where the aliens’ names are all consonants. We had so much paper that we could afford to ball it up and chuck it— basketball practice— if we scuffed or tore a sheet. Even so, we ground through enough of it in the proper way, it was like watching Keats and Yeats chew through lettuce and cucumber. But you don’t remember my sister’s guinea pigs, do you? Or her name. We thought it was so hilarious that Yeats only ate in a circle around the peel of the cucumber discs; for whatever reason he didn’t like the softer, moister middle. And wasn’t that basically what you said about me later? That I only liked things that were hard and slick and went nowhere instead of somewhere deep? And I was so hurt by that comment that I didn’t even twist any of that into an innuendo.

Oh, oh, wait a minute. I thought of something that you liked that was hard and slick and went nowhere instead of anywhere deep. You evidently liked it so much you died for it.

Under the roof of your dorm and a little ways out there was this frozen pavement.

I choose to believe you did it that way just to spite me. A boring building. Not even that high. Three floors. You didn’t die instantly. You wanted to see if you would live. Well… it wouldn’t have been a question if you hadn’t jumped. And now you won’t get to see whether I lived.

I did. I am. I will.


Chapter 2


We have to talk about the sandwiches. It looks like I’ll have the last word on them. And that word is: barf!

<remember those sandwiches you always used to bring to school?> I texted you shortly before the last time I saw you alive.

<yes, you were always super autistic about them> you replied.

Wrong. Barf!

Ham, cheese, and tomato sauce? Are you kidding me?

“Oh, look at that,” I said the first time I noticed them. “All plastic-wrapped… in four squares… because that’s…” What was I going to say? “Needed,” sarcastically? That doesn’t sound like something a six-year-old would say. Was I going to make a comparison to building blocks or puzzle video games about stacking blocks? We’ll never know. I just gagged. Your— let’s call it the sad-wrap, ha!— made them all gooey. Little blocks of goo. Sensory issues? Autism? No, your family had the sensory issues to think that was normal behavior!

“Your mom gave you peanut butter and jelly again, Marcy?” you said.

(I will say that you did a fine job of establishing an important cultural norm around the schoolyard which was that I did not have a girl’s name; my parents had post-delivery room regret and had no other way to protect the whites from “Faramarz.”)

“Some nerve,” I said, semi-ironically since someone on TV much older than me had said it. “Peanut butter has protein and jelly has flavor.”

“Spell ‘protein,’ Marcy.”

“I will go right ahead and do so, Dan. Prepare yourself: P, R, O, T, E, I, N.”

“That’s wrong. I before E except after C.”

“Except shut up,” I said.

“Are you done with your sandwich?” you said. “It’s time to go save the world.”

“My mom worked hard on it,” I said. “I like it, it’s just that the peanut butter gets stuck to the roof of my mouth.”

“Just chuck it,” you said.

“My sister is pre-med and she says, ‘eating slow is not something to correct.’”

“I wouldn’t listen to anything your sister said if she was naked,” you said.

“Pre-med,” I said.

“Prem-ed,” you said. “Nak-ed. Do you get it now?”

“No and my sandwich didn’t come in four convenient throw-away cubes.”

“I make my sandwiches and I eat them and I drink my milk and I’m going to get strong enough to punch a man to Africa. That’s why you want to be friends with me.”

I couldn’t tell whether that was an accusation or an invitation. And if only your sandwiches had just been on wheat bread, not white bread, I could have been stopped from wanting to slap the fuck out of you.

Wanting. Maybe I should have done it.

I should have done it.

That would have been too kinetic for a story like yours. Right? That’s what you learned. That’s what you learned! An exclamation point every hundred pages, or once a career if you can help it. A good solid physical blow once every hundred stories.

Except for… well, you know.

Hey, you know what else looks like ham, cheese, and tomato sauce?

You, on the pavement.


Chapter 3


The stink bugs came in second grade, a couple months after the Goop.

“The Goop— has sent— the stink bugs!” you roared. It resonated across the blacktop in epic iambic trimeter. It became a meme. Ten years later I pointed out that the extra syllable, “bugs,” evoked the sudden descent of doom.

“It’s the perfect usage for a feminine ending,” I said.

“You’re a perfect usage for a feminine ending,” you said. Only now am I considering that you may have been complimenting me instead of insulting me. Maybe there was still some part of you that wasn’t jealous of the rest of the boys.

We were all there. It hadn’t occurred to us yet that any particular group of us would solidify into a jiggling gel of boyish camaraderie that would survive, bending but not breaking, for any respectable number of years, since we were only seven years old ourselves. But Shricky, Lexie, and Jamie were there, and a couple of your friends whose names I’ll condescend to forget.

It was you, the literary wunderkind, who by dizzyingly circuitous analogy concluded that the swarm had come to kill us. God’s eleventh plague, the one too hardcore for the Bible.

“They just smell bad, Dan.” said one of your friends, unable to appreciate you. “Let’s just play without squishing them.”

“If something’s bad, it stinks,” you said, an invisible podium materializing beneath your elbows. “If something’s really bad, it sucks. If there are many stink bugs, then that sucks, a lot! Really, they’re suck bugs! And they’ve come to suck our blood. We’ll all be shriveled-up husks at the end of it. They are our enemies.”

“Kill the enemies! Kill them all!” said a cartoonish voice passing by overhead.

I guess by similar reasoning to that which you decided that ordinary stink bugs were evil suck bugs, you could decide that Mr. I. was a… lunch… man? Or a recess man? Because he wasn’t a lady so he couldn’t be a lunch lady. We had a hard time understanding his role in all of this— in our schooling. All I remembered was that his first name was Isaac, and that’s where Mr. I. came from, and we didn’t know what his last name was, but I learned when I took piano lessons from him later that he had been student-teaching at our school under our music teacher and would supplement his student-interaction time and income by serving as a lunch and recess supervisor. Or “overseer,” as he liked to say. “They mean exactly the same thing. Think about it.” I like words that mean the same thing, synonyms, and redundancies.

Anyway, Mr. I. had just been strolling by, casually, lightheartedly mocking us by barking quotes from some ancient video game, but that flipped the switch in all of our heads. He’d noped out of there by the time we started to stomp the fuck out of these bugs.

We did it all week long. It was a Monday when we started. The next four days we saved our drink bottles from lunch and were grateful that we had lunch before recess or we would have been screwed out of a key supply of ammunition. We poured soda, juice, and milk all over them. We were so thirsty when we got back to class for the afternoon. Our teachers thought some sort of dehydration epidemic, perhaps in the form of an irresponsible internet challenge, was going around. Why do all these boys need water breaks? We tried to remember the Goop and which liquids had dealt the most damage to it, because of course the Goop and the stink bugs had some sort of genetic kinship, some common lineage, like how slugs and snails both hate salt.

Remember that movie from when we were kids where the teenagers played gay dress-up and rode around in giant dinosaur robots? And the villain said that tonight he was going to take over their relatively small town, and tomorrow night, the universe! What an escalation! So we knew we had to stop those goddamn bugs. The stakes were high and
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