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Smash! A coffee mug with the word Colby’s printed on one side fell to the floor, exploding into dozens of shards. Fortunately, someone had enjoyed the contents fifteen minutes earlier. “Damnation!” a balding man in faded blue jeans and red flannelette shirt said, bending with difficulty to collect the larger pieces.

“Let me get those for you, Mr. Colby,” a middle-aged woman said, flashing him a warm smile. Her light brown hair was shorter now, with flecks of white, but Mr. Colby recognized her grey-green eyes and the small gap between her front teeth.

“Vanessa Baker, is that you?” he asked, using a table to help himself stand up.

“Sure is,” she replied, continuing to collect the broken pieces of coffee mug. “How have you been? It’s been a long time.”

“Long time?” Mr. Colby laughed. “It’s been a couple of decades. How do you think I’ve been? I’ve been old.”

“You haven’t changed a bit,” Vanessa said, collecting the last piece and standing up straight. “In fact, everything here is just as I remember it.”

Colby’s was a café where Vanessa and her friends had spent many hours during their teens and earlier adulthood. Behind the counter that still housed the same coffee machine and glass cabinets of delicious treats, hung a large blackboard announcing the menu and daily specials. Although some of the menu items had changed and the writing was shaky in some parts, Vanessa could tell that Mr. Colby himself wrote it. Along the opposite wall sat six booths. The red vinyl seats looked a little more worn from twenty years of backsides sliding over them and the chequered tabletops proudly displayed the scars of the regular clean down of food slops and hot and cold beverage spills. All that being said, the booths still looked as inviting and comforting as ever.

“Where would you like these?” she asked, holding up the mug pieces.

“Here, here,” Mr. Colby said, holding out his large, callused hands. Vanessa noticed the shakiness, and the twisted-up ends of his long fingers.

“I’ve been here a few times over the past few weeks.” She said, handing him the shards of mug. “I was hoping to see you.”

“Yes, my doctor tells me I need to slow down so I’m only here from time to time now.” Mr. Colby walked behind the counter and emptied his hands into a plastic bin with a chorus of thuds and smashing porcelain.

“You, slowing down?” Vanessa said with a grin, resting on the counter.

“Yeah, well, what do doctors know anyway?’

Mr. Colby signaled to a teenage boy at the far end of the counter to sweep up the remaining mess on the floor and then turned back to Vanessa.

“We heard you were back in town. It’s good to see you. You look well, are you?”

“I am, thanks,” she said, taking his hand in hers. “I tried to get by on my own for a couple of years, but I just kept thinking about coming home. My dad and my sister are still here so, here I am, I’m back.”

“We were all very sorry to hear about Steve,” he said, squeezing her hand.

“Thank you,” Vanessa said, her eyes becoming glassy. “We had nearly thirty years together. I would have loved thirty more. But you know,” she shrugged and swallowed. “Cancer has its own plans, it doesn’t care about our plans.” She sniffed and wiped her cheek with her sleeve. Mr. Colby reached across the counter with his free hand and squeezed her shoulder.

“What can I get you, love?” he asked. “Anything you like, it’s on the house.”

“No, you don’t have to do that,” she protested.

“No, no, I insist,” Mr. Colby said, stepping back and holding his hand up in front of him. The ringing of a bell interrupted them as the front door opened. A middle-aged woman with long blond hair and thick-rimmed glasses entered carrying a cane basket. Vanessa stood up straight. It’s her, she thought. It’s Susanne.

Vanessa sat in her booth. The booth she and her friends had occupied for years. The booth where she had shared loving moments with her boyfriend, come fiancée, come husband, Steve. Mr. Colby stood behind the coffee machine, as he had countless numbers of times before; steam rising in front of his time-lined but happy face. Susanne sat in the booth closest to the door and furthest from Vanessa’s booth.

“Almond chia for Susanne.” The boy behind the counter called. Susanne with the almond chia. That was how Vanessa had come to think of her. Am I obsessed with her? She thought to herself. No, obsessed is too strong a word. If anything, I’m intrigued. Vanessa had seen Susanne many times at Colby’s over the past few weeks. She watched with interest as this woman, who radiated joy and beauty, scribbled away in her book, humming to the music playing through the large, pink headphones that covered her ears. Today is the day to introduce yourself, she thought. The same thought she had yesterday, and Monday, and last Thursday.

As if feeling eyes on her, Susanne looked up, locking eyes with Vanessa. Feeling her cheeks warm, Vanessa smiled and pointed to the counter. Susanne removed her headphones and placed them on the table.

“Almond chia for Susanne.” The boy behind the counter called again. Susanne collected her drink.

“Thank you,” she said to Vanessa as she returned to her table.

“Yes,” Vanessa replied. Stupid, she thought. Yes, what does yes mean? She looked down, pretending to be deeply interested in the construction of the lemon cheesecake on her plate.

Mr. Colby collected some dirty dishes from the next booth then stood next to Vanessa.

“Is everything okay? Can I get you anything else?” he asked.

“Delicious as always,” Vanessa said. “And no, I don’t need anything more. I think you served me up the biggest slice of cheesecake ever.”

“I know how you love my cheesecake.”

“I do, I do, but I also love fitting in my pants.” Vanessa held a hand over her stomach. Mr. Colby laughed.

“What do you think she is writing in that book?” he asked, looking at Susanne.

“I think she’s writing a book or poetry, something that brings her a lot of joy by the look on her face.”

“She reminds me of that girl you used to come in here with. She was always writing things too. You know, she even looks a bit like her. What was her name again? Helena?”

Helena! In a flash of recognition, long-forgotten memories flooded to the front of Vanessa’s mind. Of course, that was it, the answer to the nagging feelings of familiarity she had been having about Susanne for the past few weeks. Her eyes, her smile, even the way her hair fell over her face. She looked like Helena, the girl that Vanessa had not thought about in almost a quarter of a century.

“Have you finished with that then,” Mr. Colby asked, pointing at her empty cup and the remains of the cheesecake.

“Yes, thank you,” she said, handing him her plate. “Could you please save my seat? I’m just going to pop to the ladies’ room.”

Lavender, Bergamot, lemon, and coffee. That was and had been the way the ladies’ room at Colby’s had smelt for as long as Vanessa could remember. Entering the small room with two cubicles and a pink, pedestal basin, she was amazed by the memories the scent evoked. Vanessa checked to see that she was alone. “I wonder if?” she said aloud to herself. Stiff hinges creaked as she pushed open the door to the first cubicle. Putting the lid down, she propped her left foot on the toilet and reached up to a small ventilation grate high on the wall. The grate pulled away as easily as it had 24 years ago. Sitting the grate on the top of the cistern, Vanessa reached inside the dark hole in the wall. She grimaced and pulled her hand back twice when her fingertips disturbed years of dust and cobwebs, but on her third attempt, she found what she was searching for. Dust bunnies fell from the long, pointed object as she lifted it down gently. Vanessa blew the dust from the top, making herself cough. The more stubborn build-up required a wipe of her thumb across the smooth surface. With all the dust cleared away, she was looking at a reflection of her eyes. A few more wrinkles now than last time I looked at this, she thought.

Vanessa stood at the basin, looking into the cracked mirror on the wall in front of her. Helena and she had argued, and the mirror ended up broken. Vanessa had wondered for years after why Mr. Colby had never fixed it, but she was sure
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