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Short is good.

I love short fiction. One of the best things about
short fiction is that it lends itself to our super-busy lives. We
can have a satisfying read for fifteen minutes, pack a few stories
together for a quiet lunch hour, or read a super-short while we
wait in line somewhere.

This collection,
Suppose, provides all of
that.

Suppose you saw something you couldn't explain. And
then suppose it turned out to be something far stranger, or
funnier, or more horrifying than you ever expected. That element of
surprise, and a different way of looking at things, is what this
anthology is all about.

You're in
for some rewarding twists and turns and smiles.

Most of the short stories take less than fifteen
minutes to read, and the drabbles (exactly one hundred words long)
are clever and engaging and take less than thirty seconds.

Kathy Steinemann has provided us
with an assortment of creepy, quirky, and wonderfully fun tales.
Along with contributing authors, Amber Hayward, A. L. Kaplan, and
Donna Milward, she's put together an anthology that
rocks.

Even the busiest person can read a couple of
drabbles while waiting for the barista to make coffee. So, I
suppose you should order coffee, sit down, and be charmed.


Introduction

Not only is the universe stranger than we
imagine, it is stranger than we can imagine. ~ Sir Arthur
Eddington






Suppose your imagination were bursting with ideas,
dreams, and fantasies. Suppose you had life experiences imprinted
on your brain, experiences so strange that nobody could ever
imagine them to be true. Suppose you were able to share what was
tumbling about inside your head.

Would you?

Kathy, Amber, Amy, and Donna do just that in this
book of drabbles, flash fiction, and short stories.

Immerse your imagination in tales that embrace an
eclectic mix of humor, horror, fantasy, sci-fi, romance, and life
experiences so unbelievable they have been disguised as
fiction.

Twisted endings. Horror that turns into comedy.
Romance in unexpected places. Will you see the clues, or will you
be surprised?

Buckle your seatbelt and read carefully, my
friend.


Anonymous Artist

Kathy Steinemann

This story is based on a tale
penned by a young woman who identified herself as Ada. She created
it from her recollection of events, assisted by entries in her
mother’s diary. Could it be true? How would you know if it
were?

Marianne cradled Heinrich’s emaciated hand in hers
and gazed at his yellowish-grey skin. His tortured breathing, a
rattle interspersed with bubbling, was almost inaudible among the
beeps of monitoring equipment. His weak exhalations barely stirred
his bedraggled mustache. Tubes fed him and drained him. He floated
in and out of consciousness.

Less than a week. The doctors said he’d be dead in
less than a week. I’m going to paint him. I want something to
remember him by.

The nurse checked Heinrich’s vitals. “Your brother’s
fortunate to have a dedicated sister like you. You should go home
for a while and get some sleep. He’s stable for now. We’ll call you
if his condition deteriorates.”

Marianne opened her mouth to protest, but realized
the nurse was right. She stroked Heinrich’s hand just one more time
before she left his room.

As she plodded home, contemplating the watery
sidewalk cracks through the rain, she recalled how he had looked
when he was well. The hospital staff had believed her when she told
them that Heinrich was her brother. But he was an aging, homeless
man with partial amnesia, whom she had rescued from the street.

By the time she had walked the five blocks to her
apartment, her blonde-streaked auburn hair was plastered to her
brow. She toweled off and hurried straight to her easel.

She painted Heinrich healthy. Handsome. Happy.

It was the painting that changed her life.

It was the moment that changed the world.

~*~

The unit clerk at the nursing
station gaped, unable to speak. She pointed in the direction of
Heinrich’s ward. Marianne rushed toward his room.
No. Am I too late?

Heinrich was sitting up in bed. He was healthy.
Handsome. Happy.

She hyperventilated. The bright lights blurred
before her eyes. … She passed out.

~*~

Nobody believed it at first, but Heinrich’s brain
tumor was indeed gone. He remembered Marianne. He remembered his
surname. His family, delighted to find him after searching for so
many years, took him home.

Nothing in Marianne’s world seemed real anymore. For
several weeks, she teetered in a daydream, or maybe a nightmare,
hovering on the brink of insanity. Lights appeared brighter.
Darkness appeared blacker. She often found herself staring at
nothing. She entertained a fleeting urge to dye her auburn hair
cobalt-blue like her daughter’s, but she decided it wouldn’t befit
a woman her age. As most humans do, Marianne adjusted. The months
marched by, and life continued.

Then, her daughter fell ill.

Ada had leukemia, the doctors said. Poor prognosis,
the specialists agreed. Ada quit her classes at the university, and
she asked Marianne to paint her portrait before it was too late,
before she was too skinny.

“Please, Mom. It’ll give me something nice to look
at when I can’t get out of bed anymore.”

Marianne hugged her. The words she
wanted to say to her only child lodged in her throat, blocked by a
profound sadness she refused to release. She’s so thin I can feel her shoulder blades through her
sweater. I can’t lose her. She’s everything to me.

Ada squeezed her mother. “Thanks for everything,
Mom. For raising me all by yourself. For everything you’ve taught
me.” She sobbed. “I don’t want to die. I’m not ready.”

Marianne bit her lip and resolved not to let Ada see
her weep. She’d cry later. For now, she had to be strong.

Ada was stoic for the entire portrait sitting,
managing to smile in spite of her anguish. Her smile deepened when
she stood back to look at her likeness. The painting was
flattering, with exactly the right tints of cobalt-blue in her
hair.

Ada’s next checkup showed complete remission of her
disease.

~*~

Marianne was a religious woman, yet
she didn’t feel like a saint. Did she truly have the power to heal
through her art? There’s only one way to
be sure.

During frequent visits to the hospital, she
photographed terminal patients and talked with them, trying to put
them at ease. Then she returned home, and she painted. She painted
them healthy and happy. The hospital gained worldwide recognition
for its unprecedented cure statistics.

Finally, the inevitable day dawned. Ulrike, one of
the nurses, recognized Marianne’s talent. Ulrike’s cervical cancer
had spread to her uterus and metastasized. She cornered Marianne in
an empty patient room. “You’re my only hope. I know what you can
do. I don’t know how, but you’re a miracle worker: a healing angel.
Please. I’ll keep your secret.”

Marianne painted Ulrike, and the nurse became
another one of the hospital’s success stories.

However, neither miracles nor saints can be kept
under a bushel or hidden from social media. The news spread, and
people came from all over the world to sit for their portraits.
They camped outside Marianne’s building, lining up for blocks.

She switched from oils to acrylics to speed drying.
Her brushstrokes grew faster and more accurate. In order to keep up
with demand, she quit her job at the museum. All she asked in
return was for people to bring her takeout food and fresh art
supplies, to pay her bills, and to read to her while she worked.
Rowling. Hemingway. Austen. Anything that didn’t contain gore or
porn.

She often toiled until she could no longer hold a
brush. When that happened, Ada would put her to bed and turn off
the light before returning to her own apartment.

Unfortunately, Marianne couldn’t save everyone. Some
of the sick died while they waited in line. She lost weight. Her
skin turned sallow, and she developed severe back pain from so many
hours of bending over the easel.

Then, the government intervened.

They assigned handlers. They sent away the sick.
They transported Marianne and Ada to a secret facility where ailing
senators, oil magnates, and presidents were treated.

Marianne’s health continued to fade.

Ada argued with the government handlers. “Look, if
you don’t treat her better, she’ll get sick and die. If you want
her to continue doing this, you have to give her regular hours,
exercise facilities, and healthy food.”

The government met Ada’s demands. A personal trainer
set up individualized fitness programs. Audio books were piped
through the sound system. Daily shipments of fresh fruit and
vegetables were arranged.

Soon, Marianne realized that some of the people she
was painting were villains: drug-cartel kingpins, dishonest
dictators, and weapons smugglers. Roiling with indignation, she
ground her teeth so hard she needed a dentist to repair the damage.
Still, she kept painting.

One night, she slouched in front of
her easel. I’m so tired. Why am I doing
this? Who am I helping? She wept. Then she
painted: a beautiful beach sunset on a planet with two moons, fruit
trees, and waterfalls. I hope Ada will
understand.

~*~

When Ada woke from her nap in the rocking chair, her
mother had vanished. Ada’s initial reaction was panic. Where could
Marianne have gone? Government goons still stood guard in the
hallway. The windows had bars on them. She checked the adjoining
suite and the bathrooms. There was no sign of her mother, but
Marianne’s clothing, painting supplies, and possessions were
intact.

She noticed Marianne’s final work
of art. A new painting, but it’s not a
portrait. Ada scrutinized it for a few
moments. Then her expression turned from puzzlement to
exhilaration. She pulled a magnifying glass out of the art supplies
and examined the canvas.

Ah. Right there, just as she
suspected. A tiny woman with blonde-streaked auburn hair walking on
the beach and clutching a solar-powered e-reader.
Mom painted herself into the scene! She’ll have
peace now.

Ada frowned, and her exhilaration transformed into
sorrow.

She paced. Can the world live with the knowledge of such power? With the
knowledge that it even exists? And that it might be gone
forever?

Ada tied her blue hair into a knot at the nape of
her neck and painted until dawn. She painted the Earth: a serene
Earth where nobody knew about Marianne. Then she walked out the
door past bewildered handlers, who couldn’t remember why they were
there.

Ada never spoke of the talent she had inherited from
her mother.

~*~

Dear Reader,

I suppose I should tell you how I came in possession
of Ada’s story.

One afternoon last year while I was
browsing through the arts &
crafts category at Craigslist, I saw a painting
advertised:

Painting, acrylic, by anonymous artist - $500

I clicked on the photo. It showed a beautiful beach
sunset on a planet with two moons. A planet with fruit trees and
waterfalls. It was gorgeous. I had to have it. I bought it without
dickering over the price or worrying about overnight shipping
costs.

When it arrived, I removed it from the battered
frame in order to send it out for reframing. In the backing
material, I found several pages containing a preposterous tale that
nobody would ever believe. The story was accompanied by a note of
explanation. I chuckled.

Then, I grabbed a magnifying glass. When I inspected
the painting, I did indeed find a tiny woman with blonde-streaked
auburn hair strolling on the beach. But there was also a second
woman. With cobalt-blue hair. Both women clutched solar-powered
e-readers in their hands.

As I write this, I look across the screen of my
laptop and see the painting hanging on the wall. I can’t decide
whether it’s mocking me, or perhaps inspiring my writing.

Is this fiction? Or is it so unbelievable that it
could be true? You must judge for yourself.


MUDD

Kathy Steinemann

Beauty products come in a wide range of prices, but
quality is always more expensive. Would you be willing to pay for
the best mud treatment in the county?

August is the best month: the month after local
creeks and rivers overflow, depositing generous accumulations of
sediment. Mallory, co-proprietor of Mallory and Ursula’s Dirty
Delights Spa, a.k.a. MUDD, loves the feel of mud on her fingers.
Her hands are always smooth and soft, her fingernails long and
strong. She and her harvesters haul the mud from Sludge Flats to
the spa. There they add volcanic ash, seaweed, clay, mineral water,
and an essential-oil mixture that neutralizes the unusual
smell.

Clients luxuriate in 102° MUDD-baths, cucumber
slices over their eyelids, ecstatic to discover the improvement in
their skin and muscle tone. Over the years, the price for a
MUDD-bath has doubled, tripled, quadrupled. And nobody complains.
The price is worth it, everyone says.

Mallory and Ursula’s bank accounts continue to
bulge, and they wallow in the good life.

~*~

Every summer, retired plumber Jed Rentner watches
birds and hikers from the creaky rocking chair on the porch of his
retirement cabin in the woods. The wizened geezer is always happy
to talk to strangers. Nobody can tell whether his stories are true,
but his visitors sit around him on wooden chairs, sometimes for
hours. His favorite tale is about his flush outhouse. The only one
in the county, he claims.

“Yep. I kid you not. Happens every year. My outhouse
is just yonder, over there beside the road into town. In June when
the runoff’s high, muddy water floods everythin’ out here. It
raises the water table and fills my outhouse to ground level. By
August, the crapper’s clean and empty. Just a little silt and mud
in the hole. Even smells good.”

He cracks a toothy grin and pokes at his teeth with
a toothpick. “Yep. Sweet smellin’ and maintenance-free.”

Today’s rapt listener is Sonja, a frequent customer
of Mallory and Ursula’s Dirty Delights Spa. She scowls. “But your
cabin is right above Sludge Flats, isn’t it?”

“Now that you mention it, s’ppose it is.”

“You don’t mean—” She recoils.

“Sure do. I s’ppose one of these days I should tell
those girls where their mud comes from. Maybe old Jed should be
gettin’ a royalty.”


Pablo’s Pain

Kathy Steinemann

And ever has it been known that
love knows not its own depth until the hour of separation. ~ Khalil
Gibran

Pablo shivered.

A fog of pale shadows and shapes surrounded him. He
strained to hear, but all he could distinguish were occasional
fragments of Kirsten’s distant sobs, partially muffled by the
sounds of a windstorm and the squawks of nearby birds.

Kirsten spoke to Leslie, a friendly woman Pablo had
met a few minutes previously. “I hate to leave him like this, but
it’s for the best. In his condition, he needs special care. I feel
so guilty, though.”

Pablo moaned to the empty room.

A door slammed, and the sobbing stopped.

The radio diverted his attention with a faint
melody, resurrecting images from better days.

Sharing breakfast toast smeared with peanut butter.
Waiting in anticipation for Kirsten to get home from work. Dancing
to their favorite tunes. Sitting together while they watched
TV.

He swayed, and closed his eyes. The images drifted
further back in time.

Hot, humid days. Watching birds from a lofty vantage
point above the valley. The insistent cries of the young ones
demanding food. Playful spats and reconciliations with his
sister.

He envisioned the men who had shackled him along
with his siblings and neighbors. And relived the desperation he
felt while watching most of the prisoners suffer and die. He
re-experienced the anxiety that consumed him when his tormenters
separated him from the few sad captives who managed to survive.

A violent tremble shook him.

More scenes fluttered into his
isolated world: insistent, repugnant
memories.

Lonely existence in a cell. Separation from the
other inmates. Scars from his ordeal. Lingering pain. Pining for
lost companions.

But Kirsten had rescued him, taken him into her
home.

And he had fallen in love with her.

A pleasant sensation flew down his spine as he
remembered her tender touch.

He scrutinized the room. Unfamiliar scents floated
through the air. His universe was a terrifying, alien landscape
fraught with unseen perils. He focused through a semi-opaque veil
to examine a confusing assemblage of indistinct forms and colors,
and he flinched as an unfamiliar object from above brushed his
head.

Pablo shuffled to the side, step by step. If he
moved too far, he might walk into something, or he might fall. And
Kirsten wasn’t there to protect him.

Another woman came near. He concentrated and
recognized Leslie’s sympathetic voice. But many of the words were
foreign. Where was Kirsten? He ached for her, not this person he
barely knew.

Leslie continued to murmur. When she reached for
him, he lunged forward. But she evaded him. Her silken voice became
a perpetual thrum emanating from somewhere in his gloomy twilight.
After several minutes, she vanished.

An eternity passed before the door reopened and
announced the approach of Kirsten’s comforting scent. Pablo peered
in her direction, and his face grew warm as he blushed.
“Kirsten.”

“Hello, Pablo.” She cuddled him. “It’s time for me
to leave. Leslie’s going to take care of you. I love you. If there
was any other way, I’d do it. I’m so sorry, but I can’t take care
of you anymore.”

Pablo felt a tear splash onto his cheek. He kissed
her. “See you later.”

“Bye, bye, Pablo. I’ll miss you, baby. Oh, I’ll miss
you so much.”

As she trudged toward the exit, he said bye-bye
several times, and she answered in kind.

The door closed with an almost inaudible click.

Pablo listened while Kirsten scraped the windshield.
She cursed at the frightful cold and slammed the car door. Then the
scrunch of tires on frozen snow faded into silence.

He wailed a sorrowful, throaty lamentation for the
person he adored. Kirsten had explained her intentions to him, but
until this moment, he had never truly understood. He tried to break
out of his enclosure. Cold metal greeted him no matter where he
moved. It trapped him in another prison reminiscent of the one that
had confined him so many years ago. And he couldn’t escape this one
either.

He uttered a raspy sob. Exhaustion consumed him.

~*~

Pablo was jolted awake by the clatter of Leslie
unlocking the cell. “Come here, Pablo. Everything’s going to be all
right. This is your new home.”

His peripheral vision revealed the presence of a
hand held out in a gesture of encouragement. He ruffled his
feathers as he groped with his beak to find a secure foothold. He
sniffed at her skin. Leslie smelled like unfamiliar birds, perhaps
the flock that Pablo had been listening to since his arrival.

Leslie patted him. “You stepped up. You’re a good
boy. Would you like to see the other birds?”

“Yeah.”

“Kirsten has to go to the hospital, and she can’t
care for you anymore, but you’ll meet lots of new friends here, and
I’ll talk to the vet about fixing your eyes.”

The bird sounds became a welcoming melody that
increased in volume as Leslie neared the aviary. Pablo could
distinguish the shapes of manzanita playstands and fluttering
wings. He leaned into Leslie’s chest and laid his head against her.
Then he ran his cheek over the texture of her sweater. The calls of
the other birds, although foreign to him, were comforting. He
relaxed his stranglehold on her wrist.

She scratched beneath one of his wings. “Good boy.
You’ll like it here, I promise.”

He clicked his beak. “Good Pablo. Ohhhh, good bird,
Pablo. Pretty bird, Pablo. Good boy.”

Leslie placed him on a perch.

He gurgled a purring chuckle from deep within his
throat. This was his perch. He had memorized every groove and bump
in the manzanita. He knew where the food and water dishes sat,
where the barriers blocked the edges. And it smelled like
Kirsten.

He strutted and pranced, comforted by the sudden
discovery of a familiar object in his environment.

Aromas wafted through the air: bananas, oranges, his
favorite bird pellets. But what was that? A scent from the past. He
swiveled his head from left to right, trying to discern its source.
A flash of red wings from another scarlet macaw crossed his field
of vision. He stretched toward her … farther … farther …

Leslie’s voice warned, “Pablo, be careful. Do you
want to go and sit with Sherry?”

“Yeah!”

She picked him up, and his claws dug into her arm as
he extended his body as far as he could. She placed him on the
other bird’s perch.

Pablo bobbed several times. Then he filled his crop
with partially digested food for the sister from his first life.
Sherry licked his cheek, preened his feathers, and whispered soft
coos while she groomed him. Pablo unfurled one wing to pull her
close.

Her scent tugged him into the past, to a world that
existed long before his eyes had betrayed him, to the nestlings and
their home at the roof of a verdant jungle. He recalled joyful
hours in the nest with his mother and two siblings while they
waited for his father to return with food.

But the memories soured.

Metal monsters destroying ancient trees on the
hillside. Poachers with noisy chain saws. Shrieks of terror from
nestlings as their homes plummeted to the floor of the forest.
Thunderous bangs that stilled the adult birds when they swooped
down to protect their babies. A dark, constricting box. Young birds
struggling and trampling one another as they shared the blackness
with the trophy tail feathers that had been wrenched from their
parents’ still-twitching bodies.

Pablo shivered.


How to Tell if Your Human Worships
You

Donna Milward

This story is by Donna
Milward’s cat, Spartacus. He emulates his talented author mamma and
her fantastic sense of humor as he shares his feline philosophy
with you.

Psst … She’s asleep.

My writer needs a nap. She’s been working hard at
looking for a job, writing, and spring cleaning. We’ll let her
sleep, and I, Spartacus will point out to all you felines the
various ways you can tell when your human is a little too obsessed
with you. This will help you learn the train-ability of your human
and allow you to determine their place in the event of the global
cat domination.

1. That flashy thing. If you have a human,
chances are your human has one of those annoying flashy things.
They point it at you constantly, no matter what you are doing and
will spare you no decorum or dignity. This is an unfortunate thing
that cat-obsessed humans do, and cannot be avoided. Be adorable
whenever possible. It will lead to expensive toys and treats once
you master “The Cuteness”. Which leads us to …

2. Insufferable Cutesy Nicknames. It is the
absurd habit of people to give you one name, but call you by a
variety of others. These include, but are not limited to:
Sweetie-kitty, Handsome-boy, Little-Man, Sweet-boy, Baby, etc.,
fill-in-your-humiliating-moniker-here. The good news is you can
pick and choose which one, if any, you will respond to. I myself
only respond to Baby. You would too, with a name like Spartacus
Thomas Jones Milward.

3. They will share their noms. Once you
have mastered “The Cuteness”, stealing noms becomes easy. This also
works on forbidden surfaces like counter tops. The worst that can
happen is being “shooed”, and the rewards outweigh the possibility
of needing to execute a hasty landing.

4. The Constant Cuddle. Obsessed humans
always feel the need to pick you up and cuddle you. I suspect it is
due to their lack of fur. They covet the soft warmness that we have
and feel the need to rub it upon themselves. This too can be used
to your advantage, and for training. How, you ask?

5. They will remain motionless for your
benefit. The devoted human will endure extended minutes of
discomfort to avoid disturbing you. It is the true indicator of
gauging your human’s commitment. Feel free to perch on whichever
body part you find comfortable. A worthy human will suppress
tingling nerves, hunger, and even the need to urinate in order to
maintain your happiness. Feel free to nap. Feel free to interrupt
THEIR time on their poo-pond. If they are willing to sit on their
wet white seat, in the dark, while you enjoy a siesta in their lap,
you have an obsessed human, and therefore a dedicated minion when
cats take over the world.

These are but five reliable indicators of fanatical
behaviors in the species Homo sapiens. If you are lucky enough to
find such a human, congratulations. If you are not, don’t worry.
Humans are highly susceptible to cuteness and easily trained. Maybe
sometime soon I will tell you the finer points of “The Cuteness”,
and how to use it.


Shades of Red

Kathy Steinemann

Mix one part passion and one part flattery. Sprinkle
with red. What do you get? Titillation? Or something else? Our
mild-mannered accountant is about to discover the answer.

Drew’s eyebrows arched above the frames of his
glasses. Three envelopes in three days. Each one had included a
short message.

Day one: My favorite color is red. What’s yours?

Day two: Are you going to the sci-fi museum again today?

Day three: You like Bradbury. So do I.

Today’s note was the fourth:
You have a nice smile.

He didn’t know whether to feel flattered or
apprehensive.

Either way, Drew Gordon experienced a rush of
adrenaline.

~*~

The fifth day dawned in Drew’s one-bedroom apartment
on the fourth floor of Baker Block Suites.

A breakfast of coffee and two pieces of brown-sugar
toast sprinkled with cinnamon; social media feeds; a check for
responses at Compati-Date; a quick browse through sci-fi
forums.

He checked the clock. Time to set out for his boring
job at Blanchard & Brown Chartered Accountants.

The super nodded at him as he sauntered down the
hall.

Drew studied the woman who smiled at him in the
elevator: dark hair, calm blue eyes, well-dressed, a quick remark
about the weather.

Could it be her? Maybe someday he’d
find the courage to ask her out. She was good-looking, cheerful.
She always chatted and smiled at him. It would be easy for her to
slip a letter under his door. Or maybe
it’s a guy.

He shuddered.

Drew picked up a paper at the
newsstand around the corner. The girl who operated it greeted him
with a cheerful grin. Did she brush his hand a little too long when
she gave him his change? Do I know her
from somewhere?

When he got to work, he watched the people in the
office. He didn’t notice anyone spying on him.

Noon: The server at Cinnamon’s Cafe was friendly.
She seemed to spend more time at Drew’s table than she needed
to.

After lunch: Normal office routine punctuated by
frustration, constant side-glances, and errors.

Shortly before quitting time, the boss reprimanded
him. “Where’s your head today? You’ve been making mistakes.”

“Sorry, sir. I’ll try harder.”

But it’s difficult to try harder when you feel as
though you’re being watched, when every stranger you meet is a
potential suspect. He eyed the pedestrians on the sidewalk. He
scrutinized the salesman in the men’s clothing store.

When he returned to his apartment,
he found the fifth note: Nice shirt you
bought today. Black goes with everything, even red.

~*~

Over the ensuing days, the notes took on a sinister
twist.

Day six: Playing games is so much fun, don’t you think?

Day seven: Are you nervous? Isn’t this exciting?

Day eight: Where’s that winning smile?

Day nine: Red, red, the color of dead.

Drew called the police.

Two bored-looking officers put in an appearance.
They asked a few questions. The taller one rolled his eyes and said
he’d pass the information along to one of the detectives. The
shorter one smirked. “Right. It’s not as if they don’t have enough
trivial things like murders to keep them busy.”

Drew waited for hours, but nobody from the police
department contacted him.

He didn’t sleep well, and when he did, he
dreamt.

… A nebulous woman in a red cloak materialized in
the bedroom. When she came almost near enough for him to remove the
veil from her face, she laughed a sinister laugh and broke into
shards of glass. He looked down to see his terrified reflection
mirrored in the splinters …

~*~

On Saturday, Drew decided to go out for breakfast.
The notes always showed up late in the afternoon, but he couldn’t
stick around just waiting.

Cinnamon’s Cafe was quiet. Unusual for a Saturday
morning. His favorite server asked him what he’d like to drink.

He pushed up his glasses. “Coffee, please,
Arlene.”

She fetched a menu and the coffee pot, and sat
across from him. “You’re here pretty early for lunch.”

“Yeah. Didn’t feel much like sticking around my
apartment.”

She passed him a menu. “You look worried. Need
someone to confide in? I’m a good listener.”

“I shouldn’t keep you from your other
customers.”

“Do you see anyone else in my section? Besides, the
boss is away, so I can sit for a while.”

He could see by the ripples in his coffee that he
was shaking. He set his cup on the table. “Just a rough patch at
work. I’ve been making a few mistakes, but I’ll be okay.” He
changed the subject. “What do you do when you’re not slaving away
here at Cinnamon’s?”

“I’m taking computer courses at night. I want to get
out of this hole and do something interesting. Waitressing’s
boring. I enjoy the occasional break when I can talk to someone and
not rush my butt off.”

He grinned. “You gonna turn into a computer
hacker?”

“No. Just trying to better myself. I enjoy challenge
and stimulation. Computers are the future.” She pushed her bangs
off her forehead. “So, what kind of work do you do? It’s Andrew,
right? You were in here one day with one of your co-workers, and I
think that’s what he called you. Everyone knows me. The beauty of
name-tags. But you’re not wearing one.”

“I prefer Drew. Sorry, I should
have introduced myself. I’m an accountant, so accuracy is
important. That’s why my boss is on my case.” His expression turned
pensive as he looked at the tattoo on her arm: the word
Red in an arrow. “Hey, I
never noticed that before. Is Red someone’s name, or are you a
closet communist?”

She rolled up her sleeve to show it off. “I got it
last week. Red’s my boyfriend. He likes archery.” She scratched
around the tattoo. “I’ve got to stop doing that. Don’t want to get
it infected.”

Three customers slid into the next booth. Arlene
shrugged. “Guess my break’s over. It was nice talking to you
again.”

~*~

After breakfast, Drew bought a paper. He nodded at
the girl who ran the newsstand. “Hi, I’m Drew Gordon. Nice weather
today if you ignore the smog, right?”

She frowned.

Drew squinted. Scrutinized. Where had he met her
before? “I can’t recall a day when I haven’t seen you here. Don’t
you ever get time off?”

Her dark eyes flared. “I’m Nellie. Don’t you
remember me?”

“Nellie?” He craned his neck. “Nerdy Nellie? Is it
really you?”

Her face flushed. Embarrassment? Anger? He tried to
read her expression.

She played with the ruby pendant around her neck.
“You come here every day for weeks, and you never look me in the
eye. And no, I don’t get time off. I work mornings, and I paint in
the afternoons.”

“I’m sorry. You’ve changed since high school. Your
hair is darker and …”

“Say it. I’ve lost weight.”

“Well, yeah, but you’re pretty. You always were. I’m
sorry if you took offence at the nickname. Everyone envied you
because you were so smart.” He swallowed. Floundered for
appropriate small-talk. “You said you paint. Do you work for a
construction company?”

“No, I’m an artist. You’ve probably seen my work at
the Schattner Sci-Fi Museum. Redscapes. You know the ones.
Skyscapes on alien worlds.”

“Redscapes? Yeah, I remember. They’re good. Really
good.” He contemplated his feet. “When do you get off?”

“One o’clock.”

“Would you like to join me for lunch? There’s a nice
little cafe just down the block. Cinnamon’s.”

She straightened a couple of magazines. “Are you
asking me out on a date?”

“Well, not really. … Yeah, I suppose you could call
it a date. I’d like to catch up on what’s happened between high
school and now.”

She peered into his face with a contemplative
expression. “Fine. You’re not a total stranger or anything. Here’s
your paper.”

Drew took the proffered newspaper.
She seemed harmless enough. Could she still be holding a grudge
after all these years? It’s not like we
bullied her or anything.

~*~

Drew roamed. Looked in store windows. Wandered
through a shopping mall.

At 12:55 he approached the newsstand and watched
Nellie as she waited for her replacement to arrive. She blushed as
soon as she saw him, an endearing pink that made her seem sweet and
vulnerable.

However, the moment soured when a
magazine cover with a photo of Al Pacino made him flash back to
Michael Corleone’s voice in The Godfather
Part II: “Keep your friends close, but your
enemies closer.”

The hairs on his neck prickled.

~*~

While Drew and Nellie strolled to the cafe, they
chatted about old school chums.

He ushered her to his usual booth.
Arlene appraised her with raised eyebrows. “What tasty treat would
you like to order off our delicious gourmet menu?”

They all laughed.

He observed both women during lunch. Arlene acted
snippy with Nellie. Nellie stumbled over her tongue and giggled
even when his jokes weren’t funny. After he walked her home, he
puzzled over the encounter. He couldn’t remember hardly anything
she had said, but he didn’t get any bad vibes.

He took a roundabout route back to Baker Street,
delaying his homecoming as long as possible. Weekends alone made
time drag, and he liked to get out in the fresh air.

Lost in thought and fantasizing about a faceless
beauty jumping his bones, he almost collided with the super in the
entryway. Drew wrinkled his nose at the man’s nicotine breath and
pungent, sweaty odor.

The stench lingered in his nostrils during his
elevator ride to the fourth floor. He hesitated at the entrance to
his apartment. His heart pumped faster, and his stomach rolled as
he eased the door open. No note.

The breath he’d been holding hostage escaped in a
noisy hiss. With trembling hands, he gathered his clothes hamper
and headed for the coin laundry in the basement.

~*~

The well-dressed woman with the dark hair and calm
blue eyes rode the elevator down with him. His pulse galloped. “On
your way to do your washing too?”

She nodded. “Every Saturday, rain or shine. I’m
Rosie, by the way.” She offered her hand, and her cheeks reddened.
“I work in the same building you do. On the main floor. TeleTours
Travel Bureau.”

“Glad to meet you, Rosie. I’m Drew. Strange the way
things are, right? How many times have we been in the elevator
together, and how many times have we talked? But we never
introduced ourselves.” A tingling warmth flooded every one of his
extremities.

They exchanged pleasantries and safe conversation
while they sorted laundry and started their machines.

Rosie revealed that she did a lot of reading.
Business was slow at the travel bureau. Her favorite author was Ray
Bradbury. And she loved jelly doughnuts with a generous sprinkling
of icing sugar.

Drew scrutinized her neatly folded laundry and
cocked his head. “You sure have a lot of red clothes.”

“My favorite color. What’s yours?”

“Blue, I guess.”

“I’m a winter. Red, shocking pink, navy blue, white,
and black all suit me, but I really like red. My mom says it
matches my outgoing personality.”

“Winter?”

“It’s the color profile for my complexion and
hair.”

“Oh.” He looked at the floor. “You have a
boyfriend?”

“Not right now.”

He fumbled with his hamper.

Rosie narrowed her eyes. Then she spoke. “Do you
want to join me for homemade lasagna? I’ve got some in the oven. I
know it’s a bit early for supper, but we have to wait for the wash
to go through. That gives us at least an hour.”

Good-looking woman, homemade food.
What’s not to like? “Sure.”

They shared a meal, political views, opinions on
eco-tourism, likes and dislikes, and a bottle of wine. It was more
than two hours later when they finally returned to the laundry
room.

With clothes washed, dried, and folded, they exited
the elevator at the fourth floor. Drew was unprepared when Rosie
dropped her hamper and pulled his face to hers. The kiss was long,
arousing, spicy.

Without a word, she pulled away and walked down the
hall.

His blank gawp followed her hips until she
disappeared behind her door. He stood, dazed, and blinked several
times before plodding to his apartment. He had almost forgotten the
notes.

Almost.

He hesitated at his door. Then he unlocked it and
flung it open. Another envelope lay on the floor. He swallowed
hard, and held his breath while he broke the seal.

Another note: Arlene. Nellie. Rosie. You’re getting far too
cozy.

He slammed the door and yelled at the walls. “Who
are you? What do you want?”

Drew’s cell phone rang.

UNKNOWN NUMBER

“Hello?”

Nobody spoke, but he heard heavy breathing.

“Who is this? What do you want?”

More breathing. A television in the
background. Some horror show with a screaming woman. Maybe the
opening scene from Jaws? Or was it a real woman? Someone spoke. The words were like a
twanging guitar reverberating through a long tube.
“Who I am is my business
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