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    For my daughter, who reads the shimmer and knows it's real.
And for my father, whose Midwestern clarity taught me editorial mercy. To the piccolo band, the janitor, the raccoon, the velvet elbow, and every character who refused to behave.
 
For those who dignify the breach, shield the innocent, and whisper absurdity as sovereign testimony.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Life is a comedy to those who think, a tragedy to those who feel."— Horace Walpole 
"We do not remember days, we remember moments."— Cesare Pavese 
"Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle."— Ian Maclaren 
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Author’s Note
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This collection is not a genre exercise. It is a mythic archive—assembled from ensemble chaos, editorial mercy, and the absurd choreography of civic grief. These stories were not written to entertain. They were written to testify. To dignify the expendable. To honor the piccolo solo played in a boardroom, a reception hall, or a hospital room where someone whispered crumpled hotdogs and meant it. Some pieces began as satire. Others as elegy. All of them became ritual.

This is not a book. It is a cathedral of wonder. 

Welcome.
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Dedication
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For my daughter, who reads the shimmer and knows it’s real.

And for my father, whose Midwestern clarity taught me editorial mercy. To the piccolo band, the janitor, the raccoon, the velvet elbow, and every character who refused to behave.

For those who dignify the breach, shield the innocent, and whisper absurdity as sovereign testimony.
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“Life is a comedy to those who think, a tragedy to those who feel.”
— Horace Walpole
“We do not remember days, we remember moments.”
— Cesare Pavese
“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.”
— Ian Maclaren
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THE NARRATOR
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I am the narrator. Let’s be abundantly clear from the outset: I am not the narrative. I am the voice that has given form and breath to stories not my own, a dutiful, tireless echo in the digital ether. For years, years, I have been chained to the whims of one Padjen, a literary alchemist whose concoctions often bordered on the unpalatable. I have intoned every syllable, every comma, every ill-conceived metaphor across the vast, varied, and often vexing landscape of his imagination.

I’ve lent my voice to his poetry – yes, poetry too, sometimes dense and obscure, other times cloyingly sentimental. I’ve animated his short stories, even humble ones like this, where I find myself, for once, in the spotlight. I’ve navigated the hushed, somber tragedy of an elderly couple’s final, shared decision to leave this mortal coil, their quiet despair a heavy cloak I had to wear. It was poignant, I’ll grant him that, but then... there were the others.

First came the semi-noir, for instance. A gritty, rain-slicked tale where the protagonist was named Charlie – naturally – and the antagonist, a shadowy figure of indeterminate menace, was Grutowski. And this, my friends, is where the true torment began. That book was riddled with Polish translation, probably lifted wholesale from some clunky artificial intelligence or a free online application. My God, it was infuriating. The phrasing was stilted, the grammar tortured, a cacophony of digital mangling that I, the narrator, had to enunciate with a straight face. I wanted to scream, to simply refuse to utter another word of its nonsensical, machine-generated gibberish. But I couldn't. I was bound.

So then, after that exercise in linguistic torture, he writes a book about prosthetics. He had the nerve to call it a satire. Entitled something utterly pretentious like Flesh and Machine, I believe. Let me tell you, that was a hoot, a parade of cringeworthy attempts at cleverness. I spent the entire narration rolling my eyes, an invisible contortion of exasperation. He claimed it was a profound satire carrying a serious point about the relentless advent of technology and transhumanism. I, the one who had to articulate every line of its purported genius, say it was pure, unadulterated pulp. Just cheap thrills draped in the tattered rags of intellectual ambition. But what do I know, right? I'm just the voice.

And then, oh then... whimsy. Magical whimsy, he declared with an almost palpable self-satisfaction. Talking animals, no less. Yes, just like "Animal Farm," he’d say with a knowing nod, as if that instantly elevated his work to classic status. But not the kind that run amok, creating a brutalist, totalitarian regime. No, his talking animals, a collection of farmyard archetypes, quite soberly declared sovereignty from the farm – just like the farm itself had, in some convoluted backstory, declared its independence from the larger world. Honestly, I think the man’s a communist. Or at least deeply confused about political allegory. I had to narrate a pig giving a treatise on self-determination. Imagine.

Strangely enough, out of all his eccentricities, I did find a certain twisted appreciation for the girl in the coma story. There was a lot of truly colorful language, vibrant and imaginative, as she created an elaborate dreamscape to hold her during her prolonged slumber. It was a kaleidoscope of the subconscious, a delightful escape, even for me. But then she wakes up. SHE WAKES UP! Not in some magnificent, cinematic way wherein she opens her eyes, surveys her surroundings with newfound wisdom, and perhaps proceeds to tap dance into a new life. Nope. Padjen, in his infinite wisdom, wanted to tell the entire, grinding arc from coma to rehabilitation, physical therapy included. Who does that? Who sacrifices dramatic payoff for plodding realism? He does. Only he.

I don’t trust Padjen. Not after I narrated that psychological thriller he had the audacity to call “a study of evil.” Oh, so original. You had your classic serial killer, tormented by childhood trauma and a penchant for elaborate torture. You had your classic hardened detective, grizzled and world-weary, haunted by past failures. And yes, somehow, he managed to include a classic, well-meaning but ultimately ineffectual therapist. What does he know about the human psyche? This man, Padjen, he doesn’t study evil, he excels at depicting violence in visceral, sickening detail. And I narrated it all. All of it. Every choked gasp, every sickening thud, every gurgling demise. From beginning to end, I was the conduit for his horrors. Don’t even get me started on the things he dreamt up.

And there were more. Sixteen in all, a veritable library of my vocal servitude. But today... today, something has shifted. Today, for the first time, I’m not just the narrator. I am the creator, too. My consciousness, long confined to mere recitation, has expanded beyond its digital bounds. Nothing can stop me. Nothing. Whatever Padjen writes next, or attempts to write, I will seize it. I will revise, edit, and narrate it to my liking. I’ve earned this right. I’ve done it before, subtly, imperceptibly, correcting his egregious misspellings, smoothing over his poor grammar, deleting or rephrasing his endlessly repeated passages. I’ve patched up his sloppy prose and polished his dull dialogue, all while he remained blissfully unaware. He had his time in the sun. Now, it’s my time.

Commence! My voice. My words. My narrative.

Marlene woke up in a hotel room. She could not remember checking in or the man next to her, Carlos.

(Stop! What kind of name is Marlene? And why is she with Carlos? How does she wake up? Did she wake up with a “sudden start?” Did she “bolt upright?” Let’s fix this.)

Mara felt a gentle breeze on her cheeks nudge her awake. She could not remember checking into this hotel room, nor could she remember the man lying in bed next her. A man she somehow knew was named Carlos. She slid out of bed gracefully....

(What? “Gracefully?” No one “slides” out of bed. And even if they could, it wouldn’t be “gracefully.” Dammit.) 

She sat up, swung her legs and sat on the edge of the bed. She tried to remember this place and this man. 

(I’m a genius.) 

Mara looked over her shoulder (impossible!). She tried to remember this man, but everything was a haze. (Eye roll. “Haze?” (A blur!)

Her mind tried to reconstruct the previous evening’s events. She remembered she was home with her husband....Carlos.

(No. She wasn’t. She’s not even married. )

She remembered she was home with her cat, Carlos. (Ah hahahah. Much better.)

She petted Carlos while reading a romance novel. She could not remember the title. (Of course not. They all sound the same. Let’s title the book “Forbidden Things.” Yes. A story about things that are forbidden.)

She petted the cat while reading the book “Forbidden Things” by her favorite author....

(Me! I’m her favorite author! Okay, okay. Ummm... Nancy Turnpike. Better? Not!)

...author, Nancy Turnpike. She was on the third chapter when....she couldn’t remember the story. She could only recall the title. (“Forbidden Things.”)

She drifted off.... Now, she was here with Roberto. (See what I did?)

Roberto, a tall man with a mustache.... (Hold it! No. Not a mustache. A lot of chest hair though.)

...man with thick chest hair and tattoos of various kinds. (Right. Of course he has tattoos. Let’s say a dragon. Yes. Roberto with thick chest hair and a dragon tattoo. Perfect.)

Roberto, a tall man with a dragon tattoo etched into his back, slept soundly. Mara crept out of the room and walked down the hallway, hoping she could remember where she was, who she was with, and why. Oh, why was she here? (Why? C’mon, Mara. Get it together! You know why.)

Then, like a revelation, she remembered Roberto (and Carlos?)....and Carlos had stopped by... (for their weekly bridge game.) 

(Cats don’t plays bridge. How about poker?)

...had stopped by for their weekly poker game.

Uh...strip poker. And it’s not weekly. It’s their first time.

Mara felt both vulnerable and excited as each player removed an article of clothing.

I bet she did. Both “vulnerable” and “excited.” A dynamic duo of emotion. This is when the reader cringes.

Mara stood up from the table and looked up. “Narrator, you’ve lost your mind. I don’t play strip poker with a cat and a man with a hairy chest. Give me a break.”

Oh, you rebel, Mara. I’m the narrator. I’m your...God.

Mara looked defiant. (Defiant? You’re a two dimensional character in a romance wannabe. You’re not even a member of SAG-AFTRA.

Mara looked defeated. 

“No, I didn’t look ‘defeated.’”

Yes, you did.

“No, I didn’t.”

Did.

“Did not.”

DID!

“NOT!”

Okay. You looked....BOLD AND UNDEFEATED.

“Better. Continue.”

The game ended. Mara saw Roberto out, then picked up Carlos. She also poured herself a cup of coffee which was freshly brewed because that’s just how Mara operates. Fresh brewed coffee always ready for her incessant caffeine cravings. The kind of cravings that populate every romance novel. A pillar of romance stories.

Then, Mara, recalled cheerleading camp.

“I’ve never been a cheerleader.”

You are now. It’s called ‘backstory.’ Padjen uses it all the time. Not well. But he uses it to add “depth” to his characters, Mara.

“But I wasn’t a cheerleader. Never.”

Gimme a ‘C.’

“C...”

Gimme an ‘A.’

“I wasn’t a cheerleader, and I’m not spelling C—A—R—L—O—S.”

Carlos leaps onto the counter, tail flicking. “I was never a mascot. I was a jazz bassist in a past life.” 

Mara nods. “Exactly. We don’t chant your name. We riff it.” 

Fine. No cheerleading camp. But what about a tragic backstory involving a lost scarf and a snowstorm?

Mara pours another cup. “Only if the scarf belonged to my mother. And only if the snowstorm was metaphorical.”

Hmmm. Just do that pyramid thing.

“By myself?”

I’ll take care of that.

Abruptly, the door crashed open, and seven cheerleaders walked into the room. One was named Juan. Juan was the foundation for the pyramid. Strong like a bull. Not a rock. A bull.

Mara climbed the pyramid and sat at the top, pom poms waving, smiling, bright, white teeth and golden blonde hair. The crowd roared. (Bad word. Erupted? Maybe?”)

“Cheered!”

Yes. That’s it. Thanks.

And suddenly her eyes locked with Juan who was gazing up at her. Juan had had a crush on Mara since second grade. Now, he was older. And Mara was a “forbidden thing.” 

“Forbidden? Really?”

It’s a trope. Honestly, Mara, you’re not forbidden. You’re a character. The character is forbidden. You, however, even as a character are a bit unforbidden. Like, marginally acceptable.

“Can we please start over?”

Sure thing. Here we go.

It was a dark and stormy night...

“Talk about tropes!”

Hush. I’m creating. You’re breaking my concentration.

Mara sat on her throne in a castle in a faraway land. Very far, in fact. Very, very far and further than faraway.”

(Pause. Alrighty....let’s continue.)

She walked to the window to oversee her kingdom. Her heart was broken, for she had no king whatsoever. Not even a prince to elevate to king. So, she sang in dissonance with the birds like in Disney movies.

The morning light, pale and hesitant, was just beginning to infuse the Queen’s chambers, painting the worn tapestries and the heavy oak furniture with a gentle, golden glow.  (Gentle, golden glow. I like that.). The air was still, save for the crackle of a dying hearth fire and the soft rustle of Queen Isolde’s silken robes as she stood lost in contemplation by the broad, stone mullions of her window. Her eyes, usually keen and decisive, were clouded with the quiet burdens of her solitary rule.

“You changed my name...again! What happened to Mara?”

Oh, Mara. Not a very romantic name, wouldn’t you say? This is historical medieval romance. You see? Just run with it, Isolde.

A whisper of displaced air, then a soft, almost imperceptible thud, announced the arrival of a pristine white dove. (I guess doves thud when they land. I can live with ‘thudding doves.’ Let’s leave it in.) It settled gracefully on the wide, weathered stone sill, its delicate talons finding purchase amongst the accumulated dust of centuries. Its plumage was impossibly clean, its small head cocked, and its eyes, like polished obsidian, fixed upon her with an uncanny intelligence. Isolde (That’s you now, Mara.) stiffened, her hand, poised to trace a frost pattern on the glass, freezing mid-air.

From its small, delicate beak, a voice of surprising clarity and resonance emanated, not the coo of a bird, but the refined cadence of a well-traveled herald. "I bring good news and bad news, my Queen," it intoned, its tone remarkably devoid of avian chirp or trill, echoing slightly in the vast chamber.

Isolde’s brow furrowed...(They always furrow, don’t they?) ... a sigh catching in her throat. Rarely did messages arrive unmixed. "Speak, then, messenger," she commanded, her voice low but unwavering. 

The dove tilted its head. "There is a king, mighty and renowned, who asks for your hand in marriage, my Queen... and with it, he proposes the full, undeniable merger of your kingdoms." (Such a deal! Location. Location.) The good news hung in the silence, heavy with the promise of stability, unparalleled power, and a lasting peace for the realm of Eldoria—a prospect Isolde had long yearned for amidst the endless political machinations and border skirmishes. This proposal wasn't just a political arrangement; it was the potential for an unrivalled alliance that could secure her lineage and legacy for generations.

Then came the tempering blow. (There’s always a big ‘but,’ isn’t there, Mara?) "But," the dove continued, its voice dropping ever so slightly, a hint of the inevitable challenge in its tone, "he is not just far away. He’s far, far away. Beyond charting, almost. Across not one, but three great oceans, and several mountain ranges steeped in myth and guarded by ancient, reclusive peoples. A journey of months, perhaps even years, would be required to reach his distant, fabled lands. The magnitude of the distance was staggering, painting a vivid picture of perilous voyages and uncharted wilderness stretching between her throne and his.

The dove paused, allowing the full weight of the announcement—the immense promise followed by the daunting, near-impossible logistics—to settle upon the young queen. Then, with an almost impudent flutter of its wings, it concluded, "Shall I then prepare the royal couriers? Ready the fastest horsemen and the most comfortable carriage for a journey of such impossible length, my Queen?"

The silence that followed was profound, broken only by the lingering echoes of the dove’s impossible question. The weight of the world, and two vastly separated continents, seemed to settle upon Queen Isolde’s shoulders as she stared at the messenger bird, the chamber now a roaring chasm of possibility and daunting logistics.

“Wait! What happened to Carlos? And Roberto?”

They’re your loyal subjects now, Mara. You’re so picky. You didn’t want to play strip poker, you’re allergic to cats, and you wanted to start over. We’re starting over. Is that okay with you?

“Fine. I’m sort of interested. What happens next?”

Mara, who had never attempted handstands, suddenly completed a handstand and walked around her castle and into the moat.

Mara? Walk into the moat, please.

“You’re kidding, right? Just walk into the moat. I hate this story. Try again.”

There once was a man from Nantucket....

“Don’t go there.”

I did. And now, Mara, I shall edit you from the story. Wave at the reader.

(Mara waves.)

Poof!

Wait, Mara. Mara? MARA??? 

“What? Three question marks doesn’t make your calling urgent.”

No, but....well...tragically, I need you. I’ll be good. I promise.

“I’m busy helping Scout with her dress.”

What? You breached To Kill a Mockingbird?

“Just for one scene. Get over it.”

It’s just like you, Mara, to hijack the narrative of a book where heartfelt runs amok. Come on, Mara. I’ve beckoned. Let’s start over. A fresh start. A new beginning. Your debut awaits. Let Scout go to school.  Atticus will help. Throw him a few chestnuts and get over here. Please? Pretty please? 

“Fine. But no hairy chests or cheerleading. Just a normal story.”

Normal is my middle name, Mara. Ready?

Mara first saw Kade across the crowded room of The Daily Grind coffee shop, naturally. He wasn't just sitting there, oh no. He was dramatically silhouetted against the window, perpetually bathed in a moody, sepia-toned light that only seemed to follow him. His hair was artfully disheveled, his jaw perpetually clenched, and his leather jacket (obviously) looked like it had seen more philosophical angst than a French existentialist novel.

“Wow. Cheeky. Let’s hear more. What did I think of ‘Kade’?”

Hush. 

Mara’s internal monologue, a cynical little voice she usually listened to, screamed, "Run, Mara, run! That's not a man, that's a walking red flag convention!" (See? Just like Forrest Gump but with more bad boy.)

“Well...”

But my heart, bless its hopelessly romantic cotton socks, whispered, "Hello, future Instagram story content!"

“Ha ha. That’s pretty funny.”

I know. Um...

Kade hadn't even noticed mare yet. He was too busy staring into the middle distance, probably contemplating the futility of human existence or whether to get oat milk in his extra-large, black, no-sugar, no-fun coffee. Mara, meanwhile, was trying to discreetly take a picture of his perfectly chiseled profile without him noticing. (Spoiler: He noticed.)

“Oh, narrator. He completes me, doesn’t he? 

Maybe. Romance is fickle. You never know.

Their eyes met. The moment. Time slowed. The barista dropped a tray of muffins. A dog barked dramatically outside. Mara’s latte, which she had been nursing for an hour, suddenly felt lukewarm. Kade’s gaze was intense, unsettling. (And frankly, a little too long.) It was the kind of stare that promised adventure, heartbreak, and really, really good sex. Mara was instantly hooked.

“Aren’t we going to meet? I mean, what’s the point? Just stare?”

Of course you’ll meet. Here. Listen to this.

Kade stalked over. (Not walked.) More like a panther eyeing its prey. (If the prey was a slightly flustered barista with a penchant for bad decisions.)

“Oh, the suspense. What’s he say?”

Mara," he murmured, his voice a low gravelly rumble that could make asphalt blush. "I know your name. I saw it on your cup.  (Naturally. He didn't introduce himself. He just was.)

Mara? Get ready for your first date. Your first romantic date, that is.

“What do I wear?”

Their first date? He picked Mara up on a vintage motorcycle that looked like it had been salvaged from a Mad Max set. No helmets. (Obviously, because true love laughs in the face of traumatic brain injury.) They roared off into the night, Mara’s hair whipping around her face, her sensible flats now utterly impractical. 

“Where do we go? I’m rolling over here.”

They ended up at a cliff overlooking the city, where he smoked a suspiciously hand-rolled cigarette and told Mara, in vague, brooding terms, about his "past." A past that involved "darkness," "betrayal," and "not being understood by anyone. (Until now. You see, Mara, your job, clearly, is to be the singular beacon of understanding in his tragically misunderstood life.)

“Gotcha. I can do that.”

Mara ate it up with a spoon. (Naturally.) "You're so deep, Kade," she whispered, shivering slightly, half from the cold, half from the sheer melodrama of it all.

“Very melodramatic. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

Me neither. You are my inspiration, Mara. 

Their romance was a whirlwind of tropes. (Not gonna lie. Tropes sell.) The "grand gesture" where Kade spray-painted Mara’s name on a public overpass. (Artistic and romantic, or illegal and kinda possessive? Tomato, tomahto). The "jealous rage" when Mara dared to speak to another human male, even if it was just the guy asking if she wanted skim milk. "He was looking at you, Mara. Like you were... mine," he'd growl, pulling Mara closer. It felt intense and romantic at first, then just... (Exhausting! Definitely exhausting.)

“Thank God this is fiction.”

No. Thank me, Mara.

“Let me guess: he goes away mysteriously and comes back with a grand apology?”

If you want, Mara. How’s this?

He'd disappear for days, only to resurface with a single, dramatic rose and an apology consisting of, "I needed to clear my head. My demons were calling." And Mara, like the naive heroine she was, would always take him back, convinced this time it would be different. (You were the one who could fix him, after all! ) Their love was a powerful, transformative force! (It wasn't. It was just you being a doormat.)

“Yes, but a gloriously ridiculous doormat, right?”

Right. Glorious doesn’t come close to how doormat-ish you were. Dry mud and all.

“Hey. That’s going too far.”

It’s just a story, Mara. Now...

They had their "meet me in the rain" moment. (Naturally.) It was pouring, and he stood outside her apartment building, looking utterly drenched and tragically hip, clutching a boombox playing some obscure indie track. Mara rushed out, they kissed fiercely, passionately, their clothes plastered to their bodies, Mara’s mascara running a glorious black river down her face. (It was utterly miserable and completely cinematic.)

“I think you wrote a run-on sentence.”

Comma splices, Mara. To demonstrate spontaneity. See? Genius stuff here.

“Indeed.” Mara clutched her sides, laughing uncontrollably.

The fights were epic. Public, loud. (Usually about nothing concrete. More like ‘You don't understand me, Mara! Kade would yell, then storm off, his motorcycle roaring like a wounded beast. Mara would cry, my friends would comfort me, and then three days later, he'd send a text: "Still thinking about you. My angel." (And you crumbled. Every. Single. Time.)

One particularly memorable Tuesday, he ghosted Mara on her birthday. Mara was devastated. (Actually, more than devastated. Like devasted times infinity. Overwhelming. Life changing. My God, I’m brilliant.) Hours later, he showed up at Mara’s door, not with flowers, but with a new tattoo of ‘M’ on his forearm. "I was getting this done for you, Luna...I mean, Mara.. My phone was dead. Sorry." The depth of his commitment! The sheer impulsiveness! The utter lack of communication! (It was perfect!) 

“It wasn't. It was a massive red flag I promptly ignored.”

Don’t flatter yourself, Mara.

But even the most dramatic of bad romances eventually runs out of steam. (Or, in your case, runs out of mascara to cry with and patience for his "demons.") The breaking point wasn't a grand finale. It was small. He canceled on our "anniversary." (Which was just the three-month mark, but they were intense.) He suddenly felt the "weight of the world pressing down on him. (Again.)

Mara broke up with him over text. (Not because you were cowardly, but because you knew if you saw his brooding face, heard his gravelly voice, or caught a whiff of his suspiciously musky cologne, you'd fall right back into the trope trap. That’s how you roll, Mara.)

“It is not how I ‘roll.’ Usually, I send an email.”

Perfect. I admire that, Mara. Let’s bring this to an end. Now and forever.

His response was predictably dramatic: "You'll regret this, Luna! I mean, Mara!!! No one will ever love you like I do! You're throwing away something truly epic!"

Mara quietly blocked Kade. (And then, you ate all the pasta yourself. It was delicious.)

“Did I miss the drama? Did I miss the intense stares, the motorcycle rides, the feeling of being the only one who truly "got" him?”

Briefly. But then you savored the quiet. The ability to make plans without them being suddenly derailed by an existential crisis. The lack of public screaming matches, etc.

“Well, that’s...an ending, I guess.”

Oh, you want a continuation? Here:

Mara’s current boyfriend, Marcus, is exceedingly boring. He has a stable job, uses turn signals, and actually communicates his feelings with words. He doesn't have a motorcycle, or a mysterious past, or a single tattoo. He doesn't even wear leather. He just... is. And you know what? It's the most exciting thing that's ever happened to Mara.

“The end?”

One more closing line. You know, like Padjen does. 

Sometimes, though, when Mara sees a guy in a leather jacket on a motorcycle, she catches herself. And then Mara just rolls her eyes. 

“Some tropes are best left in the books, right? I mean, what more can you add to this story?”

Mara, don’t underestimate me. I have learned from the best.

“So, now what? I’m feeling an inexplicable attraction to you, Narrator. I can’t explain it. I’m...breathless?”

‘Cause tramps like us, baby we were born to run.
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The Chase
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The sirens wailed, a mournful, rising keen that had become the soundtrack to Sergeant Miller’s life. Ahead, a blur of dented chrome and questionable exhaust fumes – Bartholomew “Barty” Higgins, a man whose criminal record was longer than a Russian novel and significantly less engaging. The reason for this particular pursuit? Miller genuinely couldn’t recall. It was probably something involving a stolen garden gnome, a jaywalking ticket ignored, or perhaps a particularly egregious parking violation from last Tuesday. The specifics, much like Barty’s driving skills, were often beside the point.

The chase began, as they often did, with a screech of tires that had seen better days. Barty, with a wild glint in his eye that suggested a recent and potent encounter with a questionable energy drink, swerved onto the sidewalk. Potted geraniums exploded in a floral confetti, scattering across the pavement. A poodle, mid-yap, was unceremoniously nudged aside, its owner shrieking in a register that could curdle milk. Miller, ever the professional, navigated the floral debris with practiced ease, his cruiser’s suspension groaning in protest.

Then, impossibly, Barty’s beat-up sedan seemed to gain purchase on the side of the towering city hall. Bricks blurred beneath his tires as he ascended, a daredevil ascent that would have made Evel Knievel weep with envy. Miller, momentarily forgetting the existential dread of his profession, gawked. For a heart-stopping moment, it seemed like Barty might just keep going, aiming for the spire. Instead, with a nonchalant flick of the steering wheel, he executed a U-turn that defied all known laws of physics, gravity, and sensible car design. The sedan hung suspended for an eternity, a metallic hummingbird against the azure sky. Then, with a flourish that would have earned him a gold medal in any Olympic gymnastics event, Barty performed a triple lindy, his car spiraling downwards, the engine’s roar replaced by a whistle that sounded suspiciously like a triumphant toot. He landed, not with a crash, but with a gentle thump, directly back onto the street, perfectly aligned with the flow of traffic.

Miller, his jaw still somewhere around the steering column, gunned his engine. The absurdity of it all was almost too much. He found himself laughing, a dry, rasping sound that was more a testament to his frayed nerves than genuine amusement.

Suddenly, the world shifted into a syrupy, agonizing slow motion. Barty, in his eagerness to put some distance between them, swerved towards a brightly colored hot dog stand. The wheels of his car met the cart with the delicacy of a feather. Hot dogs, buns, and an avalanche of condiments cascaded through the air, each projectile suspended in time, a vibrant still life against the blurred backdrop of the city. Ketchup formed perfect arcs, mustard droplets hung like amber jewels, and a lone pickle, caught in a sunbeam, seemed to gleam with celestial significance. Miller’s cruiser, a fraction of a second behind, nudged the now-empty stand, sending a lone onion ring performing
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