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That they may find peace in sobriety and freedom from the demons and the past that haunt them.
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Thank you to the readers who have waited so patiently for new material. I am pleased to begin to release new works. 
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"OH, THAT ONE IS VERY special." The elderly shopkeeper looked up from her gold-embossed vintage book to peer over green-tinted glasses at her guest.

"Is this a perfume bottle?" Whitney's fingers grazed the brass filigree frame encasing a blue bottle filled with liquid. Its wristlet chain warmed her skin while she examined the piece, and she pushed her long hair aside to get a better look. In her many journeys to vintage and thrift shops, she had never seen such an ornate bottle in person.

A flash of lightning illuminated the dim interior of the antique shop and briefly distracted her from her find. "That was close." Whitney shuddered, unscrewed the cap, and took a whiff of the contents. As a musky scent escaped from the bottle, thunder rolled outside and rattled the stained-glass windows of the converted chapel. 

"Yes, it was," the shopkeeper agreed while pretending to return to her reading. She regretted not putting the exquisite trinket back in the jewelry case with the store's pricier items.  A younger, dark-haired gentleman had asked to see the antique jewelry, right as the shop opened that morning. The keeper got distracted by a regular customer, a builder, and a serious buyer of antique keyhole plates, and the younger gentleman left the jewelry on a side table and exited without a word while she rang up the carpenter's purchases. She was grateful the first guest didn't steal it. "Supposed to storm all afternoon."

Another burst of lightning cast a kaleidoscope of colors onto the bottle. The perfume seemed to bubble and glisten, and a startled Whitney cringed as the container nearly escaped her grasp. She winced as a bent edge of the corner brass spliced her fingertip, leaving a bulbous line of scarlet oozing across her skin. “Ouch.”

"You break it, you pay for it," the shopkeeper muttered, flicking the dog-eared pages of her book with disgust.

Whitney sucked on her injured digit as the aroma from the bottle enticed her nostrils, and the air in the shop grew heavy. Her feet felt weighted to the floor, yet she was lightheaded. The antiques seemed to come alive in vivid shades. She glanced around her, hearing the sounds of orchestral music wafting through the shop. The shopkeeper’s raspy voice snapped her back to the present.

"Seventy-five dollars; cash only, please. No returns." The woman played with the chain that held her spectacles. She only wanted serious buyers and was tired of people canceling purchases on credit cards.

"Oh yes, of course. I want it." Whitney wrapped a piece of tissue around her wound, then tried to gather money from her purse without affecting the cut. She approached the counter with the air of one experienced in the art of negotiation. "But this edge is bent. How about fifty?"

The shopkeeper scowled. She didn't remember any damage to the wristlet when she pulled it for the early visitor. "Hmm, let me see that. Did you spill any?"

"Um, no." Whitney sheepishly replaced the cap and handed the piece back to the keeper.

"Sixty-five is the best I can do." The shopkeeper wove her eyeglass chain through her bony fingers. This young woman had the potential to be a repeat customer, but the keeper didn't want to haggle; the other man could easily come back for it.

"Do you have a band-aid by any chance? Surprising how a small bit like that can leave such a nasty cut." Whitney attempted to leverage her pain for a discount.

"I don't, but I'll take it down to sixty. Final offer." The keeper smirked. A homeless picker told her he pulled the bottle from the construction dumpster of a Victorian painted-lady rehab. Since it had been coated in years of dirt and he was too lazy to clean it, the picker was happy to get five dollars to support his nasty drinking habit.  A little spit and polish made the wristlet worth at least ten times what the keeper paid for it. 

"Done. I don't need a bag. I'll wear it." Whitney slid the piece over her wrist and slapped three twenties on the counter.

"Thank you, and please come again. We have lots of lovely pieces like this. I get new items all the time. Well, things that are new to us," the shopkeeper twittered, pleased she'd made a good sale on such an inclement day. 

"Thanks, I will." The floorboards creaked as Whitney strolled out of the shop and into the pouring rain. She dug in her raincoat pocket for her keys while scurrying to her vintage Beetle Bug. A gust of wind splattered the chilly wet across her face and hair, making her blink repeatedly.  None of that stopped her from smiling at her luck, however. 

She plopped into her car with a thud and flung her purse on the passenger seat, pleased to see that her finger had stopped bleeding. The chain of the wristlet and bottle felt delicious on her arm as she pulled down the visor mirror, cleared the hair from her eyes, and wiped blood residue from her lips.

With a satisfied grin, she started the car and drove off into the blustery afternoon. 

Not forty feet away sat the gentleman who had been in the antique shop earlier that morning. He had taken shelter under the awning of a neighboring, vacated cafe. After taking note of Whitney's car and plate number, he stepped out into the storm. 

The empty shop wasn't the only thing he left behind. Inside, behind the boarded-up windows and amongst the empty tables and chairs, the lifeless body of the picker lay on the dusty floor in the early stages of rigor mortis. 
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I'LL BE HOME MONDAY. Miss you, the text read.

"But do you really?" Whitney muttered and tossed her phone aside. She and Perry were complete opposites. She adored vintage things, books, and culture. He was a blond, tanned broker who lived to bet on football and stocks. He drove a Beemer with personalized plates and lived in a high rise, while her collectibles filled a petite apartment in a small suburban town. For eight months, they'd met in the middle. She went to occasional sporting events, and he escorted her to the theatre and art gallery openings.

They clicked in the bedroom, having lusty passionate nights. Different had been good, for a while. But the center of their relationship was eroding. Not only had the specter of sexual boredom entered, but Whitney knew she didn't fit the expectations of his East Coast, hoity-toity, nouveau riche parents. And no surprise, her divorced, Kansas-bred mom wasn't a fan of Perry and his city slicker ways.

As she peeled off her jacket and kicked away her soaked shoes inside the doorway of her cozy apartment, she heard Perry’s voice in her head and recalled how he’d scrutinized her décor and collection of antiques. "Why do you need all this shit? You'd do better to invest."

The jingle of the wristlet chain reminded Whitney of her new purchase. After preparing a kettle for tea, she gazed upon her latest prize. With a gentle tap, the errant brass corner was pushed into place. "That saved me fifteen dollars."

Her admiration was interrupted by the warmth of her tabby cat as he encircled her ankles. "Well, hello, Mr. Muggs. I'm betting you'd like some of the milk I was going to add to my tea, wouldn’t you?" The kettle whistled in agreement.

She steeped the fragrant grounds, poured a dish of milk for the cat, and warmed a pretzel, then delighted in setting her tray with a vintage embroidered yellow and teal tea towel, antique silver, plates, squares of dark chocolate, and a rose-painted cup. An old phonograph played some sultry Billie Holiday while Whitney changed into a 1950's silk kimono and lounged on a Victorian fainting couch in her quaint living room.

"Yes, come on up," she responded to Mugg's insistent meowing. He leaped into her lap and purred against the warmth of her tummy. "You're all the man I need."

Completely content by herself, Whitney searched online, cheerily scrolling for perfume pendants and wristlets on her phone. There were no matches for her new find. "My, you are unique." She released the clasp and examined the wristlet more closely with a magnifier. "Umm, interesting." An engraved ribbon on the bottom read donec mors nos ex part. "Isn't that romantic, Mr. Muggs? I need to smell this again."

Whitney gingerly opened the cap, and the aroma wafted freely. "Ouch!" she cried a second later as Muggs clawed his way out of her lap and bounded out of the room. "What was that about? Geez. So much for a relaxing Saturday night."

But before she could react further, she felt a distinct head rush brought on by the scent. "Maybe I'm allergic," she mumbled and replaced the top. "I'll just lay back."

The room darkened around her as warmth radiated from her center. Whitney’s breath caught as she opened her eyes and saw the room filled with fragrant, colorful flowers and flickering candles. A dark-haired man floated through the doorway and toward the chaise.

She struggled to move, but her limbs felt like massive stones. The thick odor enveloped her senses, and her heart thumped wildly as the man approached. She blinked repeatedly, struggling to see the details of his face.

He sat next to her, running his nimble fingers through her brown strands. His muffled voice warmed her ears. "I've been searching for you."

Whitney relaxed under his touch, his hands cradling her face and his lips brushing against hers, igniting a fire within her. She quivered when he opened her silken kimono, his hands teasing over her breasts and down past her navel. She strained to hear his murmurs as he explored her nakedness. Just as his fingertips grazed the tops of her thighs, a persistent bell chimed, breaking the erotic spell.

She sat straight up as the record player clicked off. Her phone buzzed incessantly against her thigh, causing her to snap it
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