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​

Good evening, the short story in your hands is rather like a locked attic. You know you shouldn’t look, but you do. 

The title, NAUGHTY or NICE, is quite accurate, though I should clarify: the publisher has refused all responsibility for what happens after you read it. Sleeplessness, trembling, and the occasional scream in the dark are entirely your affair.

The short story you are about to enjoy is part of a book titled NIGHTMARES - 13 Twisted Tales, though I should confess that title is a bit misleading. You see, most nightmares evaporate the next morning, like the mist in at sunrise. These stories, however, have the unnerving habit of lingering with you long after you wake up. 

One final note. As the author, I should wish you “pleasant dreams” at the conclusion of this story. But that would be dishonest on my part. 

May I suggest you keep a light on, and the door locked.

Shall we begin?
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Chapter 1
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Austin, Texas

Bruce Carter sat at his kitchen table, both hands wrapped around a cooling mug of chamomile tea. Steam no longer curled from its surface. The lemon slice he’d added had sunk to the bottom, pale and limp.

He should have been angry. Or devastated. Or something. Instead, Bruce just felt empty, as if his insides had been scooped out and there was nothing left of him.

He heard her words again.

“You’re just . . . boring, Bruce.”

Carol had said it so casually . . . no raised voice, no venom, no long explanation . . . just a statement of fact. The only hint at his wife’s emotions was the way her fingers were impatiently drumming on the handle of her suitcase.

Six years. Six years of watching TV movies and folding laundry together every Sunday morning. Six years of saving for that second car they never bought. For Bruce these were all the earmarks of a happy marriage. 

He had tried to protest. “We’ve built a life . . . ”

“I’m sorry, I am. But it’s not the life I want, Bruce.” Those were the last words he could remember her saying as she kissed him one last time and walked out the door.

Bruce’s gaze drifted to the wall clock. 11:47 p.m. He should have gone to bed, but the bed felt too big without Carol. 

Instead, he muted the TV and curled up under a blanket on the couch. That was when he first heard the voice . . . a deep, sultry, feminine voice.

“Carol was right, darling. You are boring!”

Bruce’s eyes flew open. “Who’s there?”

The voice chuckled softly, like the whisper of silk against his skin. “Don’t be scared, Brucie Baby, everything’s going to be OK. My name is Nadia, and I can fix you.”

Too late, Bruce was scared out of his wits. “Fix me?”

Another voice, nurturing and softer than the first, interrupted. “You don’t need fixing, Bruce. You’re not broken . . . Carol was just not the right woman for you.”

Bruce pressed his temples. “What’s happening?”

“I’m the girl you’ve always needed, sweetheart. Smoking hot and full of delicious ideas. I’ll make your life interesting.” Nadia purred in his ear.

“My name is Grace.” The second voice said. “I’ll help you be true to yourself and keep you safe.”
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Monday morning smelled faintly of glazed donuts and coffee. The office at Stellan & Co. Marketing was buzzing with the usual half-hearted chatter of people pretending to be enthusiastic about the start of the week.

Bruce sat at his desk, the pale light from the window highlighting the wrinkles in his shirt. He scrolled through his emails, but his thoughts were scrambled, and he couldn’t concentrate. He kept reading and rereading the same subject line: Client Feedback. The words swam in and out of focus.

“Morning, Carter.”

He looked up. Tommy Reynolds leaned casually against the partition of his cubicle, a paper cup of coffee in one hand. The other was tucked into his pants pocket as if he were posing. His shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbows in a way that seemed careless but was probably deliberate. Tom had a reputation in the office . . . part ladies’ man, part workplace mischief-maker. Bruce had never paid much attention to him beyond polite smiles at the annual picnic.

“You look like you need a little fun.” He said.

Bruce looked up at him. “What kind of fun?”

“You know . . . drinks after work. Or anything that doesn’t involve you staring at that screen.” Tom added.

Inside his head, Nadia’s voice unfurled like smoke. “Say yes. Brucie Baby. Ohhhhh, what a hunk . . . this man is a chick magnet. You’re bound to catch the overflow.”

Grace’s voice instantly countered. “Send him away, Bruce. This man is nothing but trouble. The kind that collects notches on his bedpost and then brags about it.”

Bruce hesitated, looking up at Tommy’s expectant grin. “I don’t know, Tom. I think . . . it’s too soon for me.”

“Come on.” Tommy pressed. “You need to move on. Carol is gone. You’ve been here, what, three years now? I’ve never seen you outside of this office. Don’t tell me you’ve got something better to do tonight.”

Nadia purred. “Pretty boy is making sense, darling.”

“Your soul is fragile right now, Bruce. Don’t make choices you’ll regret.” Grace whispered, almost pleading.

“If you don’t change something, nothing will change, Bruce. You got nothing to lose.” Nadia purred. Bruce looked up at Tom and grinned. “Sure . . . why not?”

* * *
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The bar Tom chose was dimly lit, with a jazz trio playing in the corner, their slow, seductive notes wrapping around the clink of glasses and muted laughter.

Bruce ordered a gin and tonic, the ice clinking as he stirred it, listening to Cindy from the office tell him some absurd story about a presentation that had gone terribly wrong. 

Nadia was in his ear constantly. “This one is ripe for the picking, Bruce. Touch her arm when she laughs. See how she leans closer? That’s your sign, lover boy.”

Grace sighed. “Bruce, you are filling your empty space with someone else’s noise. You do not even like gin.”

By the third drink, the room blurred along with any inhibitions Bruce might have had. Cindy’s hand rested lightly on his knee, her thumb tracing a lazy circle on his thigh. The old Bruce would have stopped her. Instead, he moved closer, urging her to go further, which inspired Cindy even more. Causing them both to laugh at the stares they were getting from the tables nearby. Three cocktails became five, and somehow, they ended up at Bruce’s apartment with random music playing from a Bluetooth speaker and a lone candle flickering on the counter. Neither complained that the couch felt too small for the way they tumbled over each other. 

The next morning, Bruce awoke to the sound of a shower running. He was still on the couch. His hangover was making it hard to see straight. Cindy emerged, her hair damp, already dressed. She smiled and bent over, kissing him hard. “I had a good time . . . Sorry, but I gotta go.”

Grace’s voice was quiet, almost mournful. “You’re worth more than being someone’s one-night plaything.”

Bruce shook his head, ignoring her. He stumbled into the kitchen, his hangover now fully in command, and poured himself a cup of cold coffee, then sat down on the stool, staring absentmindedly at the black liquid.

Unseen by Bruce Nadia stretched out on the couch like a satisfied cat. “You did good. That was fun, Brucie.”

“I can’t even remember if it was fun.” He mumbled.
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