
  
    
      
    
  


Synopsis

			Annie Freckle is doing her best to be a productive and efficient worker among workers while living her life as a recovering alcoholic. Working as a barista in a busy downtown café, and as an accounting clerk for a quirky bookstore owner, Annie has her fair share of diverse characters that circle her wagon of life.

			 

			It isn’t until she signs up with Guardian Services—a monthly membership of fairy godmothers—that Annie’s white bread life begins to take off in an adventure of self-examination and the pursuit of happiness.

			 

			Follow Annie as she musters her innermost self to develop spiritually and emotionally, all while discovering a love interest she never dreamed would melt her butter.
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Chapter One

			Every other day, Annie would walk or swim with her elderly landlady’s dogs. The sprite Chihuahua mix, Saqi, made the perfect companion to the rescued beagle-bird dog mix named Bones. Bones always seemed to enjoy giving her rusty joints a stretch. Such time with them both gave Annie an excuse to start her day out with a smile. Today was a pool day. Saqi paddled around in an inner tube chasing his ball while Annie joined Bones in a chase for several tennis balls that had splashed into the water. A wide-eyed game for them both, as Annie attempted to grab a ball with her teeth too. 

			Before visiting her father, Annie decided it was always a good idea to mentally prepare herself. Today, she walked through the downtown to the city’s carousel. There, she drank a coffee by the river and watched the barges go by while listening to the faint pipe organs of the spinning carousel. She drove her tiny, yellow, electric Smart Fortwo across town as clouds bore down, torturing the streets with endless sheets of rain. 

			“Why does it always rain on my day off, dammit?”

			While stopped at an intersection, Annie blared the volume on the song, “Bad to the Bone” and met the smug smirk of a man in a towering SUV. He clearly was not appreciating her choice of vehicle. She pulled away, flipped him the finger, and continued headbanging.

			When visiting her ailing father, Annie would drive to the local suburban farmer’s market and pick up his favorite handmade rosemary and olive oil bread and a handful of local fresh fruit. On this occasion, she picked up some strawberries. She also added in a bonus bag of black licorice. It wouldn’t hurt to butter him up a bit. She never knew where she stood with her father. He was either warm and pleasant or bitterly cold and contemptible. In the car, Annie scanned through chapters of a book on dementia for caretakers at more stoplights on the way.

			It was closer to lunch by the time she got there, but her father always made breakfast. It was his favorite meal. She stepped in from the garage and received his usual gruff greeting, along with his Dobermann’s bombardment of hysterical jumping, tackling, and rambunctious joy at her presence.

			“Sit down. Breakfast is ready.” Her father placed a plate of scrambled eggs and potatoes on the table in front of her. “Gunny, go lay down.”

			Gunny leapt at Annie’s bag in an attempt to disarm her. Missing her as she twisted and sidestepped, he hurled himself into the living room empty-mouthed. His expression was hardly one of defeat. She knew not to feel cocky just yet. She laid the market bag on the counter and handed Gunny a big bone. He was so excited.

			“Lucky for you, I happened to stop at the pet store,” she said.

			Her father poured himself a drink. “He’ll bury it. I’ll find it in a day or two stuck inside the cushions.”

			“Yes. But I’ve seen his eyes when he finds it and hands it to you. So proud of himself.”

			Her dad scoffed a laugh. 

			Annie placed the fruit in his fridge. “I found your favorite licorice. Thought you might enjoy it over a ball game or something.”

			“The Reds lost yesterday. They’re on a bye today.”

			“Well, you can enjoy it later watching the Pirates get stomped on by someone.”

			“You getting fat again?” he asked, poking at her belly.

			“No. It’s probably the shirt.”

			The dutiful charge of being a good daughter always put Annie in a less-than-obedient mood to honor thy father and mother. With a churning gut and mixed feelings, Annie sucked in her sore feelings and took a seat at the table.

			He offered her a demeaning snuff, his go-to reply to most things.

			She’d tired of trying to convince her dad she was doing well in her life, happy with most days. On other days she still noticed the scars on her forearms and chest, abuse from a previous lover who had an affinity for kitchen knives. Then, there were moments she wished she had more time to enjoy those brief glimpses of ease, of satisfaction, of being in her element. Moments with her dad certainly put a crimp in things—the instinct to always be Daddy’s little girl had gotten harder as she’d grown older and his derailing criticisms became harsher. She was used to changing the subject.

			Annie poked at her eggs. “How was your lunch with Scott yesterday?”

			“Your brother never showed up. Never called.” Her father stabbed at a piece of meat. “I called him later and he gave me some damn excuse about being caught up with fixing something in his house.”

			“You’re kidding me.”

			“He doesn’t give a shit. Nobody gives a shit.”

			Annie scoffed. “Hello. I’m here.”

			Her dad set his fork down and applauded her before returning to his eggs.

			That did it. Annie felt her being unhinge. “You know, I could leave.”

			“I don’t care.”

			“I don’t have to be here. I came because I wanted to. I actually wanted to spend a little time with you. If you’re asking for a pity party, you’ll have to do it alone. I don’t party anymore. It’s bad for my complexion. I break out over soap opera melodrama and end up looking like four-day-old Chinese takeout. I can’t help you when you’re like this. And it’s not right that you should take it out on me.”

			Silence.

			Annie was shaking. She hated talking back to her dad. It had taken years to find her voice and even longer to feel confident enough to use it. She picked at her food and sipped the organic orange juice he always bought just for her visits.

			Small boxes of pens, letters, bills, and junk spilled over each other, with only enough space for the two of them to eat. His house was a mess of clutter she was never allowed to touch or toss. In fact, he never threw anything away that he considered useful or repairable. And in his mind, he could repair or use just about anything.

			“How’s your breakfast?” he asked.

			“Good.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Mm-hmm. It’s…really good. I like the green peppers with the potatoes.”

			Annie slipped into her car seat, closed the door, and moaned with relief as she leaned her head against the steering wheel. The drops of rain on the windshield soothed her tension and hid her face from her dad’s figure at the door. She returned his wave before heading out.

			* * *

			The supermarket was always a mix of education and disinterest. Exotic and ugly fruit. Wilted lettuce, wrinkly poblanos, overripe avocados, and underripe bananas. New labels for GMO-free snacks dried with inorganic seasoning. Energy tea bottles with a hidden one-percent alcohol content. 

			“Oh, I wouldn’t drink that,” Annie said as she watched a pregnant mother of a frantic, screaming toddler pull one of the bottles off the shelf. “In your condition, I mean. Did you know it has alcohol in it?”

			The mother barely acknowledged her. “Do you want your milk?” she cooed quietly to her little boy. “Do you?” A silver cross dangled from her neck as she bent over into the cart and pulled an airline bottle of brandy out of her purse. She masterfully opened the kid’s bottle with one hand as she twisted the top off the brandy with her teeth, pouring it into his milk with her other hand. The top was replaced, the bottle shook, and it all took less than a minute. 

			“Helps him sleep,” she insisted to Annie. “Doesn’t it, sweetie? We all want to sleep later, don’t we, hmm?” The woman snatched up three more bottles of the energy tea before disappearing down the aisle of baby food.

			“Walk away, Annie,” she told herself. “You are not going to 12-Step an infant.”

			Once Annie had gotten home, the clouds cleared, allowing the June day to be drenched with plenty of sunshine. Annie placed a handful of daisies she bought from the grocery store in a ball jar and stuck it on her kitchen table. Pork and Beans leapt up to the open window and purred for her to stroke their heads, and joined Annie for a big sniff at the fresh air. She decided to distract herself with some good old-fashioned chores to escape the feeling of angst, which always settled in after a visit with her dad.

			With her earbuds in, she mowed the yard with much palooza, wiggling to all her favorites. Afterward, she relaxed in her inflatable kiddie pool with a glass of Tang, enjoying the quiet of her small backyard, limbs dangling over the top the puffy plastic.

			She felt a shadow loom over her. Something had cut off the warm sun from her face. She opened her eyes to spy the goofy smile of her landlady.

			“Oh. Hi, Mrs. Winkle.”

			“Hello, dear.”

			Annie raised her sunglasses to get a better squint at the woman filled with halos from blocking the sun. “Is everything all right?”

			“I’m so sorry to bother you.”

			“You’re not bothering me.”

			“It’s such a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it is.” Annie started to roll out of her kiddie pool, and soon understood why toddlers looked so awkward standing up from those limp rubber tubes. It’s a perfectly natural position to have your butt up in the air as you attempt to find your feet after hitting the grass. Mrs. Winkle handed her a towel.

			“Thank you.”

			“I’m so glad the sun came out and warmed things up. Oh, I used to sunbathe all the time.”

			Annie dried herself off with a towel. “I bet you had a beautiful tan.”

			“Oh, yes. My grandmother was an Indian through and through.”

			“Was she, now?”

			“She wasn’t very good at catching a foul ball. But she loved sitting in the stadium when the team was playing the Pirates. Got the best tans in the northeast seats.”

			“I see. You do know the Indians changed their name, right?”

			“Yes. What a shame to choose a name like the Radicals.”

			Annie shook her head. “The Guardians. They’re the Guardians.”

			“What kind of name is that?” Mrs. Winkle wrinkled her nose. “What’s to guard in Cleveland, for God’s sake? Lake water? Akron? They would have done better with a name like the Rebels.”

			“Mrs. Winkle?”

			“Hmm.”

			Annie placed hands on her hips. “Was there something you needed to ask me?”

			“Oh. Yes. If it’s no trouble.”

			“No, no trouble at all.”

			“Good. It’ll just take a minute.”

			Annie followed Mrs. Winkle back inside the house. “How’s your grandson?” Annie queried. “Have you heard from him?”

			“Did I tell you he moved to Minnesota to live closer to his girlfriend?”

			“No.”

			“He decided to change his name.” Mrs. Winkle pet a vining mandevilla on her way past. Its blooms were bright red and warmed by the sun. “Isn’t this gorgeous?”

			“What does he call himself?”

			“Who?”

			Annie ruffled her forehead. “Uh. Your grandson. You were saying he changed his name. What does he call himself?”

			“Why does he need to call himself?”

			Mrs. Winkle occupied the first floor of Annie’s rental, a two-story rowhouse. She kept her patio and sliding glass doors impeccably clean, as if they were brand new. The kitchen and small dining table was also kept tidy. Usually. A bag of flour had fallen over, powdering the table and the tiled floor as both her dogs sat perfectly still in the middle of it. 

			Annie bleated, “Oh, my.”

			“Yes, well. You see, I thought I would make some egg noodles for tonight’s supper.” Mrs. Winkle picked up the torn flour bag. “But the bag got away from me.”

			The flour had spread far and wide, even outside of the room, with paw prints marking a trail of chaos in all directions. 

			“I tend to have this acid reflux reaction to excitement nowadays. Then I get gas. Don’t get old.”

			“Well, I’d prefer it to the alternative.” Annie bent down and the two dogs raced to her, getting white powder all over her damp skin and bathing suit. “I’ll get this cleaned up for you.” She laughed at the licks on her face. “Okay. Stop. Stop.”

			“If you have the time, could you take my trash out too? It’s trash day tomorrow, you know.”

			Annie’s phone dinged. A calendar reminder that she had a doctor’s appointment in an hour. Her heart vaulted and breath halted. “Oh, no. I forgot about my physical.” Her blood rushed. “Um—you know, Mrs. Winkle, never mind. I can do it.”

			“Are you sure?”

			Annie waved aside her concern. “Yeah. I’ll do it.”

			Mrs. Winkle stood beside Annie as she opened the garage door. Piles of black trash bags fell out before her.

			Mrs. Winkle gave a sly wink. “Found a burst of energy. Thought I should clean out a little. Oh. If you have the time, could you also wipe down Saqi and Bones for me?”

			Annie made quick work of sweeping and mopping the kitchen, then washed the dogs in her kiddie pool. Rinsing Saqi, the Chihuahua, with a hose was hell. It was a challenge not to shoot him away with the jet of water. She would retract him into position like an old typewriter after every shot, and he stood dutifully with every slide. He did seem to enjoy running away afterward, dashing about the yard and rubbing himself all over the grass when she gave him the word to go. Bones intended to take up more time than Annie wanted to give her, and she couldn’t help getting herself wet too in the process because making a game of it was so much fun, and ole Bones seemed to enjoy the massage.

			The only problem occurred when Annie attempted to haul out the trash bags. One felt like it weighed over sixty pounds. Tugging and pulling and pushing and gasping, she lost her grip and fell into another bag that burst, sending Styrofoam into the air like a poof of confetti, covering her still-damp body like a snow mummy. Thank goodness the neighbors weren’t watching. Maybe they were. At this point, she no longer cared. She spotted a woman across the street she once met at a LBGTQ festival. She had been seeing her everywhere lately. Reluctant to make eye contact, Annie felt her pupils dilate in reply to a happy hand wave. After the last bag was dropped at the curb, Annie made a dash upstairs to her apartment. Within minutes, she was zipping down the narrow, winding street in her Fortwo.

			* * *

			Annie sat on the examination table with a tech taking her blood pressure as she spit out a Styrofoam pellet and combed another few out of her hair. The tech grinned at the distraction.

			“I hate those things,” the tech murmured.

			“Big box companies must get a kick out of selling something to old people just in case they want to send themselves to China in all that free packing material nobody else wants.”

			“Your pulse is really high today. Too much coffee?”

			“Too much excitement. Good thing I don’t get gas. Inside joke.”

			The tech dismissed herself. “The doctor will be in shortly. I hope your day calms down a bit.”

			“So do I.”

			Annie’s doctor was the old-school type. A slightly built fifty-something fella with a graying beard and hitched suspenders that made him look like he should be in a silent film. His mustache curled in a smile as he shook her hand. His voice always reminded Annie of Bob Ross, the artist she watched on PBS as a kid. She’d sit alongside her mom, who’d converted the dining room table to an art studio, and watch Bob’s reruns. Painting was therapeutic, her mother would insist.

			“You’ve been quite active lately?” the doctor asked.

			“Of late. Really late. Yeah.”

			“Keeping busy?”

			“Even when I don’t try.”

			“Good. Well, your numbers are excellent. Across the board.”

			“Really?”

			“Yep. Whatever you’re doing. Keep doing it. Still sober?”

			“Seven years.”

			He shook her hand. “Good job.”

			“Thanks.” Her cheeks warmed. She did feel proud of that milestone.

			He unclipped the papers from his board and handed them to her. “Beware the seven-year itch.”

			Annie scrunched her face. “That’s for marriage, isn’t it?”

			“Murphy’s Law. It’s for everything. What they don’t tell you is that it happens every year, every month, every day. The key is to make sure you’re really enjoying your life.”

			“Well, I have moments. Small, incremental moments. Not the whole day, of course. Some days. Now and again. On occasion.”

			“And how do you think about yourself in those moments?”

			Annie puffed out her cheeks. “I don’t. That’s the distraction.”

			“And what do you do when you’re not distracted?”

			“I sleep.”

			“Are you depressed?”

			“No.” Annie had to let that question sink in for a moment. “I don’t think so. I enjoy my life today. I’m a productive part of society. It’s very freeing to know that.”

			He nodded. “What are you doing for you?”

			“What do you mean?”

			He opened the door. “Just think about it.” His mustache curled into an uplifted wooly worm.

			“Well, if all my numbers are good, everything’s right, then what am I doing wrong?”

			“You can be doing everything right, everything the world needs you to do. But, if you’re not happy in the process of just living, all the rest means nothing. Obligations and good deeds aren’t always enough. It’s different than following the spirit intent of something. I have to ask myself why it is I really want this thing or this situation to work in my favor. If it’s for the sole purpose I believe it will make me feel good, then it is the wrong intent. Be happy first.”

			Annie slouched. “But what if I’m anxious?”

			“Anxiety is the body’s response of what we are thinking. We are what we think about. Doing things that make you feel good can keep you healthy and happy.”

			“Happy little trees, huh?”

			“Happy little trees. Happy little clouds. Happy little me.”

			




Chapter Two

			Annie’s brother, Scott, was a lounge pianist at a local coffee house and jazz club in the hip neighborhood of Walnut Hills. He could play Beatles to Billy Joel and every conceivable German and French obscurity in between. His favorite, though, was Scott Joplin. When he finished tickling the ivories he got a tiny hand clap from a ninety-year-old who seemed to be the only patron paying attention.

			“Thank you. Thank you very much,” Scott acknowledged with a wave.

			The lunch crowd started to dwindle. Annie slid a plate before him. “Egg salad sandwich?”

			He reached for one half as she ate the other. “How’s your day going?” he asked.

			“The usual,” she answered with mouth full. “Dad’s a grump. The dogs are needy, but precious. Mrs. Winkle is a dear, no matter what. And the doc says my numbers are terrific.”

			“And?”

			“And, I’m bored.” She sipped at her root beer.

			“Bored? Your day’s only half over. What are you going to do the rest of the day?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t have a talent like yours to while the hours away.”

			“I thought you were going to take up knitting?”

			Annie frowned. “I discovered the needles worked better as chopsticks in my chow mein.”

			“They’re great back scratchers. Hey, I actually sold my first woodworking project on eBay.”

			“Oh my God, Scott! That’s great, hon.”

			“I know. And I’ve had more requests for rocking horses. I’ve just got to find a better gig than this to afford the exotic woods.”

			A drunk man fell against the piano before he slid and staggered away. “Why don’t you two get outta my way?” he slurred.

			“You could always pick up the pieces of free piano wood after I rile him up a little more,” Annie puffed.

			“You forgot your keys, Frank,” Scott said to the man.

			Frank turned around. “What?”

			“Your keys.” Scott pointed to the table nearby.

			Annie watched as Frank threw a lazy wave to Scott, swiped up his keys and shimmied his way to the door. “He’s not driving, is he?”

			“Those are house keys. He lives upstairs. He owns this joint.”

			“Crap almighty,” Annie blurted. “Guess I’d better not rile him up.”

			Scott’s eyes diverted as he sipped on his lemonade. “Are you dating anyone?”

			“Me? Are you serious? You know me better than that. I’m insane, not stupid.”

			Scott wiped his hands and began to play a soft tune. “I just asked because there’s a blonde checking you out from the corner table over there. Very low-key on the profile.”

			Annie glanced up and met the woman’s smile and wave. She recognized the curly shoulder-length hair, and glasses.

			“Oh, no.”

			“You know her?”

			Annie turned her back to the piano and held her head down. She pulled her glasses off and cleaned the lenses with Scott’s T-shirt. “Cindy Russo. She’s been following me for weeks. Hanging around the coffee shop, the bookstore. I spotted her this morning when I took out Mrs. Winkle’s trash.”

			“What was she doing?”

			“I think she was taking a picture of me wearing Mrs. Winkle’s collection of Styrofoam pellets.”

			“Early Halloween costume tryouts?”

			Annie yowled in her root beer. “The motion-capture suits. The…the green onesies with white darts on them. What a great idea, Scott.”

			“Yeah, not really. I wore that once a couple years ago. The girl I was interested in at the time was dressed as a Pixar lamp.”

			“Oh, I bet she was cute too.”

			“She was wearing that cone around her head.” Scott gestured with fingers stretched wide around his face. “It was her dog’s, so it was awkward. She didn’t see me. Tripped over my foot and knocked us both down the stairs in front of the courthouse. The only thing that stopped us was the Channel 5 newswoman.”

			“Vanessa Young? The blonde? She’s a hottie.”

			Scott smooshed the corner of his lip. “It was either Vanessa’s microphone, long blond hair, or the battery box in my girlfriend’s headpiece that short-circuited the lit bulbs on my onesie like a Charlie Brown Christmas tree. We blew out the entire block of street lights after it threw her cameraman across the street.”

			“Geez’o. You never told me that.”

			Scott began to play a soft 1920’s twinkle on the keys. “Well, enough time has passed I think I’ve healed from it.”

			She swooned over him and attempted to place a hand on his shoulder.

			“Don’t touch me. Memory pain still comes up once in a while.”

			“Right.”

			* * *

			Annie decided to ignore her stalker, but when she drove away, she spotted Cindy in the rearview mirror, sitting behind her car at a light. Cindy was driving the quintessential hot-girl car, a four door Jeep Wrangler. The baby-blue machine was given to her by her parents two months ago on her birthday. Annie heard through Varsha at the bookstore the only reason she wanted it was to impress Annie. The only thing it did for Annie was turn her gut into knots as the lipstick kiss-shaped headlight covers inched closer. 

			“Oh, for crap’s sake. Doesn’t she know this is such a turn-off for anybody?”

			She seethed under her breath and slammed the gas pedal at the green light, ready to destroy what few cylinders she had in her tiny car to escape. Once she got inside the grocery store, she noticed Cindy standing ahead of her, her back turned, examining a shelf full of batteries. 

			How the hell did she get in here so fast? Annie thought. She broke out in a sweat and turned down another aisle, glancing over her shoulder as she walked. She flung a tub of oatmeal in her cart and swiped up a box of cereal to hide behind. After a moment, she gazed around the aisle. No Cindy. Annie turned around and pushed her cart around the corner, taking quiet steps. 

			Guy with beanie. Woman with cranky kid. Older worker scratching his ass and stocking green beans on a middle-of-aisle display. No Cindy.

			Good. This is good. Annie breathed a little lighter and headed over to the deli meats. She passed by a cling-wrapped salmon with one grotesque, white eye and picked it up, wondering if her cats might like it for dinner. Maybe she was just in here for batteries. People buy batteries. I buy batteries. We’re good. It’s all good.

			“Hi,” Cindy said.

			“Aaahh!” Annie jumped back two feet, then took a deep breath and pressed the raised hairs on the back of her neck back down. “You really have to cut that out, Cindy.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No—don’t be sorry for being you.” Annie held her chest. “You just have to work on your social skills.”

			“I can be someone else for you.”

			“What? No. Don’t do that. Don’t ever do that. You’ve got to work on some things. Like appropriate behaviors.”

			“You want to go out?”

			Annie scowled. “No. I already told you that the last time you came to the bookstore. You’re not my type.”

			“I can be whatever type you want.”

			“Stop that. Don’t say that.”

			“Why not?”

			Annie paused. “Look. I don’t want to go out with you. I’m very happy being single. Okay?”

			“Okay. I guess.”

			“And this—this—me, you, me thing—this has to stop. This is not cool. You’re freakin’ me out here. Understand there’s a good way to hang with someone and a bad way to hang with someone. Some people might find this sort of thing strangely attractive. Some people think this one-eyed salmon is attractive.” Annie held up her cats’ dinner, waving it in front of Cindy’s face. 

			“There’s more to it than hiding around corners and changing yourself to get someone’s attention,” she said. “Sneaking around houses, taking pictures of people without their permission, and following them like bad breath is totally unacceptable. You can find a nice girlfriend somewhere. Just don’t expect it to be me. Nothing personal, I just like what I like. And for the moment, I like just being me.” 

			Annie stopped herself. She turned to where Cindy had stood. She had vanished. The only other person around was a man hunched over his braunschweiger, staring blankly at her. 

			“Bologna. It’s overrated,” Annie said to the man. “Always asking for attention, you know? Big celebrity. Braunschweiger. Braunschweiger is where it’s at, man. Totally authentic and likeable. Doesn’t ask for much. Right? Right.” Annie tossed a log of braunschweiger in her cart and whisked her cart away.

			* * *

			Chronic aloneness seemed preferable to peopling, thought Annie. A dear friend, a couple family members, and few acquaintances she deemed enough to juggle in her life. Any more personalities felt more akin to walking a tightrope, with hiccups, and holding onto someone’s fifty-gallon fish tank full of precious tiny lives.

			The only supreme relief of her day was when she entered the door of her apartment. The world could not create enough acceptance and love than was witnessed from her two tabby cats, Pork and Beans, when they’d greet her.

			Annie hit her knees on the floor, plunked the groceries down and slid into the warmth of purrs, tails, and headbutts.

			“Yes. Yes. Yes, babies. I missed you too.”

			Beans was the big talker, and had to express to Annie all sorts of things he missed. 

			“Really? Is that right? Did your brother ignore you again?”

			By his appeals, Annie was certain there was always more to the story.

			“Okay, fellas. Come on.” She stood with bags in her hands and led them to the kitchen. Pork and Beans waited patiently beside their bowls as she unloaded the bags on the counter. The crack of opening a can of tuna delighted their eyes and wiggled their tails. It was typical that Beans should wish to instruct her how best to place the spoonful in his bowl, with Pork looking at him with irritation.

			The first piece out of the grocery bag was the braunschweiger. She held it limply and felt a wave of disdain.

			“I don’t even like braunschweiger anymore.”

			A piece of paper was stuck to the bag of French-style green beans. She peeled it off to read, “Making peace with my today will improve my future.” She snuffed and flipped the paper around. It was her grocery receipt. The motion of balling it up in her fist and tossing the wad into the trash didn’t give her the satisfaction she anticipated. Taps of rain appeared on the window above the sink.

			Annie slumped. “No way. Really? That’s just great. Now, what am I supposed to do?”

			Nothing Annie began invited her interest. She stood before the television with remote in her hand, waiting for the inspiration to turn it on. The dot matrix printer soothed her momentarily, as she sat watching the beam of light move back and forth. Laying with her back to the floor, she blew at a small white goose feather pulled from her pillow, and watched it come back down. Up and down, until Pork flew overtop her, snatching it away. After waking herself up in a deep sleep snore on the couch, Annie realized even flipping through the pages of an interior design magazine bored her with little contentment. Although, she was dreaming of someday having her own home. An article’s title lifted off the page before her that read, Dull life? Maybe it’s your home.

			A fluff-ball toy smacked one of the framed paintings next to her. Annie walked over to the painting, squared it back on the wall, and bent down to the fluff ball. Something tingled her brain. She lifted herself back up and stood there staring at the painting, with Pork and Beans on either side of her feet. That painting was old. She recalled stepping into her grandmother’s house and admiring it on the wall above an end table, with a glass bowl of hard candy Annie would always dip into. Only out of nostalgia had she accepted the painting. The warm fuzzies had since equaled the analogy of glancing into an empty bowl of popcorn, with a few unpopped kernels to remind her of how good it was.

			“Sorry, Gran.”

			Annie lifted the picture off the wall and tucked it into the attic, a hole above the hallway, with several other pictures and framed family photos of bad hair and poor fashion choices of decades gone by. Furniture was moved and floors swept. Even the trim, doorways, and ceiling fans were dusted; a rare and underappreciated task, as Pork and Beans related to her through a series of sneezes.

			Back in the attic, Annie remembered she had tossed a couple of canvases up there after attempting to paint landscapes when she was in a funk. They were quite ugly. It was a wonder why she still held onto them.

			With Pork watching the birds outside her wide desk window, and Beans curled up next to her paints, Annie proceeded to paint over the canvases and start anew. Abstract was freeing. She had forgotten how fun it was and how clever she could be with the colors, using all sorts of kitchen utensils in creating textures and patterns.

			The living room spaces on the walls were finally bright and beautiful, filling the room with something new and expressive. Including, of course, a bit of bright yellow on Beans’s tail.

			Annie crossed her arms and sighed thankfully as she stood in pride before her paintings. It had been a long time since she allowed herself to be in a good emotional space.

			




Chapter Three

			The following day, Annie sat behind the desk at Yodel’s Bookstore calculating expenses when her boss Tim Tiddle walked in. She handed him a business card.

			“A woman from the Woodland Cemetery foundation visited and was asking for information on how to best place her brochures here.”

			Mr. Tiddle twisted his face all around in his typical ill humor. “Oh, ha-ha.” He crumbled the card and dropped it on the desk. “My accountant will be here in an hour to pick up the documents for last quarter. Please make certain he has everything, Miss Freckle.”

			“Yes, sir,” Annie replied. When he had turned his back, she muttered, “He won’t have much to calculate.”

			Mr. Tiddle peeked from around a bookshelf. “I heard that.”

			“The web thickens,” Annie’s coworker Varsha chirped.

			“The plot. The plot thickens.” Annie walked around the desk and handed Varsha a price gun and started pulling books out of a box. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we made this area into a bar?”

			“You mean like beer and books or something?” Varsha said as she rifled through a magazine full of porn.

			Annie reached over and snatched the magazine out of Varsha’s hand. “No, silly. We don’t need people reading our books upside down. And the patrons don’t need to see us reading this stuff.” She slapped it against Varsha’s chest. “I mean a coffee bar. If Mr. Tiddle would just invest his money in meaningful enterprises instead of blowing it on blackjack at the casino, his accounts would be smoother this month.”

			Varsha sneaked a peek at the centerfold before tucking the magazine under a book. “Invest? Tiddle? He’s too busy as it is adjusting his finances by whatever article the Chicanery Chronicles publish. Another great recession is gonna happen right after Ho Hos are dropped from production.”

			Annie gripped her heart. “No more Ho Hos?” A daft stare from Varsha convinced Annie she was kidding. “Oh. You almost had me there.” She watched as Varsha unwrapped a candy cane and stuck it in her mouth.

			“Is that from last Christmas?”

			“Yep.”

			“Isn’t that stale by now?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Varsha crunched on the candy. “I’m used to eating stale candy, chips, pretzels. Most of my childhood food was hand-me-downs from my cousins.”

			Annie drew her eyebrows together. “Really? That’s pretty sad. Your mom couldn’t buy you fresh snacks?”

			“Oh, it wasn’t my mom. My cousins would always get way too much in their stockings and never eat it. So, my Aunt Silla would put it all in a grocery bag and give it to me for my birthday.” Varsha slouched and scratched at the shaved neon green strip of color above her ear. “I kind of like it now, I guess. You get used to stuff, you know? Even stuff that’s not good for you. Something about endorphins. I read that somewhere.”

			Annie watched as Mr. Tiddle grumbled over his sorted mail. “I can relate. And it’s definitely easy to blow money you don’t have. Especially when you’ve got a gambling problem.”

			“It’s a nightmare,” Varsha said. “We met up at a casino a while back. I’d set aside some cash, and I burned it all in thirty minutes. But he went back to the ATM, like, five times. Kept losing at the slot machine with the unicorn, and he just wouldn’t give up.”

			Annie envisioned Mr. Tiddle beating on the slot machine in heated disgust at the animated unicorn as it jumped around the screen. “Nah. I just can’t picture that one.”

			Varsha shook her head. “I don’t even think it’s about the money. He just goes because this hot guy he’s interested in gambles. Some hotshot dude from Mexico City who visits here every once in a while.”

			Annie sat back at her desk. “Oh—that one guy with the Elton John shoes?”

			“That’s the one.”

			“Hey, he had a really cool pair of psychedelic oxfords I would have loved to add to my own collection.” Annie lovingly rubbed a smudge off her camel-brown oxford shoe.

			Varsha made a chirping sound to get Annie’s attention and nodded to the brunette by the classics. “Welcome to Yodel’s Bookstore,” she called out to the woman. “Now she’s like a smooth piece of jazz, isn’t she?”

			“More like a crap shooter with titty rings.”

			“I wouldn’t
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