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As Needed
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Your daily workout has been a disappointment – four years of lifting and no progress. Hoping to end the day with some cheer, you hit up the local pub and, in a bizarre, drunken way to prove that you’ve made some progress, you challenge a tough-looking guy to an arm wrestling contest.

You break his arm and destroy the table.

You immediately apologize, though the man’s friends’ threats against you, the man’s screams of pain, and the bar owner shouting at you to leave probably make it hard to hear. 

The best course of action is to leave, so you do.

The entire walk home, you trace your hands, your wrists, your arms. You know they’re the same size (you’ve been measuring your biceps) as they’ve always been. Glances in the shop windows as you go by confirm it.

Waiting for a long light, your still buzzed mind decides to conduct an experiment. You punch the brick wall next to you and immediately regret it. You feel that pain in your bones, even as you never felt the grip of the man while you sat across from him at the bar table. 

You cross the street, sucking on your scraped knuckles.

At your place, you realize that in your hurry to leave the bar, you’ve lost your keys. Desperate to get home, you try to open the door anyway. You push the handle through the wooden door. The splinters don’t bother you, your hand feels fine, and with a creak the door slides open around your hand.

You blink, sigh, and walk into the building. After a poor attempt to fix it with duct tape and Gorilla Glue, you resign yourself to telling the landlord in the morning and hope the other units in the building have their doors locked. 

You pause at your unit’s door and switch hands. You’re just as desperate to get through this one, but maybe it’s your right hand that is too much? But nope, your left does the same, and now you have to worry about paying for two damaged doors. 

At this point, your beer haze has disappeared. Shock sobriety. You stare at the weight set you’ve been using for four years. It’d worked at first. You found it easier to lift things, carry groceries, and only needed to hit a nail once, even as your muscles stayed the same and the weights always felt as heavy. You plateaued ages ago, but the habit had been incorporated into your life and it was only recently you decided to stop in favor of running. 

You look at your hands. Look at the weights. It had been a suspicious Craigslist buy, complete with alley pickup. And it was a very unfinished set. One pair of dumbbells. One kettle ball. One bar with weights. 

You pick up a dumbbell. It’s the same weight as always, but for the first time, you pay attention to the faded words stamped onto the metal.

Mar Chumhacht Riachtanach. N lbs

You think it weighs ten pounds. Easy to pick up, but you’ll feel the reps. When you place it on your bathroom scale - another thing that hasn’t changed as you presumably gained muscle - the scale says the weight is zero.

It’s midnight, but you have no desire to sleep. You try to lift everything you can. You start with the fridge - no dice. But you can an hour later when you need it out of the way to pick up a fork that slid under. 

You look toward the weights again. You don’t know the brand, but type it into google. To your surprise, you get a translation.

As Needed Power.

Apparently, that man in the bar really did need to be taken down a peg.
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Love Will Grow
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Susie found the bag on her pillow the night after their third date.  Small, made of dark blue silk, someone had tied it closed with a pink velvet ribbon. The attached title card read “Johnathon Maynard”.  

Susie immediately felt creeped out. Why would John leave a gift on her pillow? How did he even get into her house? Shit, did he take something?

She bolted upright. Leaving the bag on her pillow, she checked all the doors and windows.  All were locked and nothing was out of place. Her laptop and iPhone sat undisturbed on her desk. She still had eight teaspoons.

Assured of her safety and belongings, she took a closer look at the bag. The title card wasn't in John's chicken scratch handwriting. Instead, the letters were round, if tiny.  She picked up the silk, marveling at the smoothness of it on her palm, but couldn't feel the weight of something inside. Susie flipped the card to read “love will grow” on the back before opening the bag. Inside resided a single, round, seed. An indentation on one edge and its rusty red color reminded her of a heart. 

She planted it in an empty Jiffy jar, put it on the kitchen window sill, and watered it every day.

On the morning of her and John's two-month anniversary, Susie noticed the first bit of green sticking up above the soil.  She stared at it in wonder while the coffee maker gurgled, turning the peanut butter jar cum plant pot around in her hands. Growing things had never been something she was interested in, but staring at this little sprout she felt pride and wonder at her ability to encourage the seed to grow. 

On their date that night, Susie decided John had long-term potential.

The plant grew, from a bit of green to a seedling two inches tall.  When the first leaf unfurled, aiming toward the sun, Susie learned John could tell when she was upset and knew exactly how to make her feel better. This was officially a serious relationship.

Susie posted in forums about the plant, hoping for help identifying it, with no luck. Its description was strange, its lifecycle stranger. Since discovering the seed, she had planted several other plants that had already bloomed.  But this John Flower, as she had taken to calling it, took six months to form a bud. Instead of green like she expected, the bud was burnt orange and covered in white fuzz. 

She snapped a picture for her forum. Perhaps that could help someone identify it. But, just like her description of the seed, nothing came of it.

It was an odd little plant, but it was hers. She decided to introduce John to her parents.

The bud didn't bloom for months, just sat on the stem collecting sun. Susie watered the plant and added fertilizer, but the bud didn't open and she wondered if she was growing food instead of a flower. No fruit or vegetable appeared, even if the bud swelled to the size of a fuzzy grape. Maybe that was it; the plant was done growing and would die soon.

It didn't.

A year after Susie met John, he proposed.  She came home that night to find the John Flower had bloomed, the grape-sized bud expanding into a flower with an eighteen-inch diameter. Shaped like a sunflower, its pink petals turned a deep red near the center. The flower faced, of all directions, away from the window.  

Amazed at the flower, Susie didn't notice the card against the Jiff jar at first. Written in the same rounded hand the first card had been, it simply read “Your love has bloomed.”
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Dear Deer
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The knock on your backdoor is unexpected, more so is the...being... who answers. You cannot call them human, standing six feet tall with an extra ten inches of elk antlers growing from their head. Their hair is short enough that you can see the antler’s bone root, and it's possible hair might not be the right word either. Fur?

Yet there’s something familiar about the figure. The large, warm brown eyes. The nut brown of their skin. Their odd, blocky teeth. You stared at a kid years ago with teeth like that, they took your fascination for interest, and you had a ceremony there by the swings to witnesses of birds, a booger-eating kid, and a girl more interested in making her action figures fly. 

“I intend to marry you and love you forever,” the kid had promised, tying a long string of knotted grass around your wrists.

“Sure,” you said back then, caught in the make-believe, but now, staring at this elk person you can feel that grass on your bare skin, hear the squeak of the swing’s chain, remember the breeze that seemed to circle the two of you when you received a kiss on the cheek. 

“Roosevelt,” you say, the name coming back to you.

“Wendy?” the being asks, eyes alight with hope. “I’ve been looking for you for a year!”

“Well, you found me.” You can't help how your eyes go up to the antlers, but you do your best to
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