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Short Stories for the soul
Scene One: Let the Fun Begin!

Fallon LeBlanc examined the photos again and grinned. Not that staring at pictures of two people
having raucous sex was something she enjoyed, but because she saw them as dollar signs--with lots of
zeroes. She picked up the phone and dialed Rose Baudoin’s number.
“You were right. I have the proof you need in front of me,” Fallon informed her.
“Bon! I can divorce that cheating bastard now, and he won’t get a dime!” Rose laughed, and Fallon
almost felt sorry for Tres. But he messed with the wrong woman and deserved what he was about to
get. Wait until she told Rose that there were two women. Mon Dieu! Fallon hoped Rose would be so
elated that she would give her a bonus. Or lagniappe as New Orleanians called it. Life as a P.I. in The
Big Easy kept her busy. But the stakeouts were long, and she was bored with waiting to catch cheating
spouses in the act of their infidelity. She was so busy thinking about the money that she almost missed
what Rose said next. Almost.
“Mais cher, lunch at Pascals? My treat. Them make da best Etoufée. Bring me what ya got and we
pass a good time! Twelve o’clock?” That meant around 12:20 or 12:30 in New Orleans but Fallon would
be there on time. Although she wasn’t from New Orleans, she had come to love the city and its
inhabitants. It had taken time, but she had won over most locals because she made an effort to learn
the lingo and understand its quirks. And its colorful history! A city of music, and the birthplace of jazz,
its sounds are heard around the world.
One of Fallon’s favorite places in the city was Jackson Square, home to much of the art so proudly
displayed in museums and galleries. New Orleans attracted creative people with its unique flair. After a
stressful day, she would go to the city park, renowned for its beauty, with its manicured flower beds,
and giant oaks with Spanish moss hanging down. She loved the city so much it had become her home
in a way that Dallas never had. And considering her family heritage it was the perfect place to for her
to be.
She was busy reminiscing, that she was caught off guard by the woman’s voice. “Are you Fallon
LeBlanc, the Private Investigator?”
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Fallon looked up and saw a middle-aged woman dressed in designer clothes, wearing expensive
jewelry. The diamond in her wedding band was at least two carats. Fallon hoped she paid as well as she
dressed. “Yes, ma’am. How may I assist you?”
“Someone murdered my daughter, and the incompetent police aren’t able to catch the person
responsible. Can you help?” Finally, something interesting!
“Please, have a seat,” Fallon said, as she removed a large notebook from her desk drawer. Divided
into sections, she started a new one for the case and marked it with a tab. Fallon tied her long blond
hair back and straightened her blouse, so she looked more professional. Then, she got down to
business. “Let’s start with some basics before we get into the details of the case,” Fallon told the
woman. “What’s your name?”
“It’s Margaret Delacroix. But you can call me Marge.”
“Your address and phone number.”
“4500 Crescent Street, New Orleans. My phone number is (505)555-1215.”
“Daughter’s name and address.”
“Samantha Delacroix. 15 Camberley Street, New Orleans. Her phone number is—I mean was…”
Sadness clouded her features, and Fallon could tell she was on the verge of tears.
“I’m sorry for your loss Marge, but if you want me to solve her murder, I must ask you questions
that bring painful memories. Do you need some time or are you ready to continue?”
Marge was silent for a moment as she composed herself. When she continued, her voice was strong
and steady. “Yes, I am.”
“Would you describe the circumstances of her death?”
Marge reached into her over-sized handbag and pulled out a folder, then handed it to Fallon. “I have
photos and a copy of the police report.”
“Thanks. I need some time to review them.” Fallon opened the folder and started looking at the
photos of the crime scene. The first one showed a brunette in her early thirties, tied to a high-backed,
antique chair using what appeared to be an ordinary cotton rope. She was wearing a light-weight,
long-sleeve sweater—unusual for that time of year. There was blood on the front of it, and by the
amount, she must have died instantly. Next, there was a picture of a note that read: Love comes from
the heart. It was written in blood and held in place on the wall next to her chair, by a blood-covered
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knife. Presumably, the murder weapon. The remaining pictures didn’t lend any insight, so she started
reading the police report. It confirmed what she thought, but Fallon took notice when she read that
Samantha’s was a writer.
“What did your daughter write?”
Marge squirmed uncomfortably in her chair. “Romance. If that’s what you want to call it.” She
paused before she continued and her face was flush. “I tried reading her first book. Trash is what it
was.”
“Do you know if she had any overzealous fans or stalkers?”
“I gave all her fan mail to the police, and they said they checked it thoroughly and didn’t find
anything suspicious.” Marge scoffed. “But they’re so incompetent I don’t believe a word they say, and
why should I? They’re too damn lazy to do any real work.” She shook her head.
“I’m sure they did their best, but I can investigate in a way they can’t. Did you get the fan mail back
from them?”
“I have the strange ones right here,” she said, as she pulled a stack of them out of her purse and
handed them to Fallon.
“Thanks. Hopefully, I’ll get some good leads from them. Did Samantha have a boyfriend or an ex
that might have held a grudge?”
“No, she rarely dated and there was never anyone serious. I used to tell her that she needed to stop
writing that romance trash and start looking for a real man before she turned into an old spinster. Oh,
God! That will never happen now. She was so young too…” Marge buried her face in her hands, and a
deep sob escaped her lips.
“Marge, I can’t imagine what you are going through, but I promise to do everything I can to catch
Samantha’s killer.”
Marge took a handkerchief from her bag and wiped her eyes. “Thank you, Ms. LeBlanc. I’m sure you
would like to discuss fees now.”
“Please call me Fallon. My going rate is $50 an hour plus expenses. I’ll require a $500 retainer.”
“Whatever it costs to find that bastard is fine with me.” Those were the words Fallon loved to hear.
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Scene Two: When Romance Dies

Mario brushed her hair behind her ear then whispered in a raspy voice, "I'll never leave you, Paige."
His soft lips brushed against her cheek then traveled down her neck. The firm grip of Mario's hand
held the back of Paige's head as he pulled her in close. His lips found hers, and he began kissing her as
though he would never see her again. Searching hands found the hem of her blouse, and Mario slid his
hand across her exposed side.
Paige's waist and hips pressed against his. She could feel the warmth spreading inside her as his
hand cupped her—
"What garbage are you reading this time?"
Cassandra Broussard jumped when she heard Nick's voice, and her face reddened. She turned and
came face-to-face with Nick who had been leaning over the back of the couch. "Hi, honey. Back from
work so soon?" Cassandra placed her bookmark then set her book on the arm of the sofa.
"Just came by to grab something. I'll be working late tonight." Nick picked up the book and
examined the cover. "To Capture a Heart? I don't understand why you read that nonsense." He flung
the book back to the couch, sending it tumbling to the floor. The book landed with the soft thud of a
paperback novel—the cover and pages splayed out against the hardwood surface.
Cassandra refrained from scoffing and calmly reached for the book on the floor. Some of the pages
were creased, so Cassandra smoothed them out before closing it with finality. "Don't throw my books
on the ground."
Nick's fingers lashed out and gripped her chin. He tightened his grip as he yanked her head to face
him. "I think I'll do whatever I please."
Pain shot along her jaw as Cassandra nodded her head in his iron clasp. "Y-yes, sir." Nick's ice blue
eyes pierced Cassandra's as his anger simmered.
"That's what I thought." Nick threw Cassandra's face to the side then stood and walked toward their
bedroom.
Cassandra rubbed the ache that was forming in her jawline as he disappeared. Hot tears had
bubbled to the surface of her eyes, but Cassandra furiously blinked them away. She wouldn't give Nick
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the satisfaction. Her mind floated back to their honeymoon—a time filled with laughter and love.
Where had it all gone?
Nick's footsteps pounded through the hallway back into the living room.
Cassandra dropped her hand from her jaw and then stood. She wouldn't cower like an animal.
"You might as well enjoy that novel while you can. Word is that your wonderful author turned up
dead this morning." Nick smiled as though this was the best news he could have given her.
Cassandra's mouth dropped open, and she stared at her husband with horror. "You're joking. Surely,
you must be joking."
Nick shrugged, bobbing the duffel bag draped across his shoulder with the movement. "Why would I
joke about something like that?"
"What happened to her?" Cassandra felt compelled to run to him, but she stood her ground.
"Not sure yet. We just got the call to check out the crime scene. Some of my men are there now.
That's why I'll be late. Don't wait up for me." Nick left without any other form of goodbye.
Captain Nicholas Broussard. What a jaunty title for someone so down to Earth. Cassandra snorted
with laughter at the thought. "Well, shit. I'm going to have to do something real nice for him if I'm
going to get any information from him about this case." Cassandra sighed aloud as she gazed out of the
large glass windows that framed the front of her house. She watched as Nick pulled his cruiser around
the circular drive and down the driveway.
After watching him leave, she walked back to her book and picked it up, gazing at the cover as
though it held the answer she needed to see. She took the book with her to her home office and
wiggled the mouse to wake up the screen of her computer. "Let's see if any digging will produce
anything." She had been trained as a private investigator for a decade now, and although she never
dealt with anything of this magnitude, it still piqued her interest.
"Why would anyone want to kill such a pleasant woman?" Cassandra pondered as she scrolled
through interview after interview as well as the romance author's website. She couldn't find anything
related to the woman's death, so the police must be keeping everything under pretty tight wraps.
While searching the internet, Cassandra happened upon an article of another romance author that
had died the day prior in New Orleans. It had been ruled as a homicide, but the killer was still at large.
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Not a whole lot of information was released about her death other than it had happened in the wee
hours of the morning when not many people had been around.
Cassandra jotted down what information she could gather in her notepad then looked up the
address of the new author. Her curiosity grew as she shut down her computer then shoved on her
shoes. New Orleans is less than an hour’s drive from Mandeville. Could the two possibly be connected?
One thing was certain in Cassandra's mind. She was going to find out regardless of whether Nick
wanted her snooping around or not, even if that meant calling in reinforcements. She picked up her
cell phone from the coffee table and dropped it into her purse, swinging by her bedroom to grab her
camera before heading to the car.
Thoughts kept flying through her mind as she made the fifteen-minute trip to the crime scene.
Could it possibly be a fan of both authors? They seemed to have similar writing styles. Not to mention,
they both wrote in the same genre. If they were even connected anyway. It could be that she's just
looking too much into the two murders, but it seemed like too much of a coincidence that they were
both romance novelists—successful ones at that—who lived close enough together.
Several police cars came into view as Cassandra turned her Mini Cooper onto the tree-lined street
that Roxanne Hum lived on. Butterflies flitted through Cassandra's stomach as she realized in a few
moments she, Cassandra Broussard, would be walking through Roxanne Hum's very own house. She
couldn't help but let out a squeal of excitement that was cut short by the thought of seeing the tragedy
the house encompassed.
Cassandra took a cursory glance of her face in the mirror. The shiner that surrounded her eye was
beginning to turn purple from the ugly black it had been before. She already had a story worked up if
any of the policemen Nick worked with asked her. She had fallen out of a tree trying to rescue a client’s
cat. A sigh of exasperation escaped her mouth as she started applying more foundation to try to blend
it in, wincing every time the applicator pressed against her bruise. “That’s as good as it’s going to get,”
Cassandra mumbled as she threw her compact back into her purse.
She grabbed her notepad and cell phone from her purse along with her camera lying in the seat next
to it, then took a deep breath as she clutched the items to her chest. Nick always hated it when
Cassandra started poking her nose around his crime scenes—and she knew he would probably get her
back for this later—but this was important.
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She breezed up to the house, waved to one of Nick's policemen who returned her wave with a curt
nod, then she ducked under the caution tape. People gathered around the outskirts of the house. Their
hum of nervous voices filled the air as they speculated what could have possibly happened.
As she neared the doorway, another officer strolled out of the house rubbing his balding head and
looking at the ground. "Hi, Julio. How's everything going?"
Julio's eyes perked up as they fell upon Cassandra. A dark shadow of confusion passed over his eyes
when they fell upon her black eye, but he chose to ignore it. "Hey, Cassie. It's not going so well. The
detectives are taking their sweet time with this one."
The corner of Cassandra's mouth drooped as she realized she'd have to fight past them on top of
Nick to get her own information.
"Are you investigating?"
Cassandra replaced her frown with a dazzling smile. "I'm going to try my best."
"This isn't, uh...exactly your kind of case though." Julio averted his gaze as he explained. "It's pretty
gruesome in there."
"I don't usually take these cases, you're right. I'm very intrigued by this case though. I've been
reading Roxanne Hum's books for years. It's just astounding that she died so suddenly."
"This isn't a romance novel though. More like Nicholas Sparks turned Steven King."
Cassandra belted out her best fake laugh which made Julio straighten his back in pride. "Oh, Julio.
Good analogy! Now, I'm going to try to find my husband."
"Alright. I'm headed back to the station, so good luck in there." Julio patted Cassandra's elbow as he
brushed past her.
The nauseating smell of sweet, metallic blood mixed with lilacs hit Cassandra like a wall when she
took her first step inside. Glancing around the room, she found several people milling about and talking
in hushed voices, blocking the view of a bloodied corpse tied to a rolling chair. The monitor of her
computer was still on, sending a ray of light into the dimly lit room. The only other illumination in this
area came from a plugged-in wax warmer and the black light flashlights from the policemen and
detectives.
Cassandra was able to study the door and bay windows for signs of forced entry before her husband
noticed her arrival.
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"Cassandra, what are you doing here?" Nick's voice was low and threatening as he grabbed her
elbow and led her toward the kitchen.
"I wanted to come check out what happened. I am a rather good detective. I figured the police force
could use some help." Cassandra forced her sweetest tone as she ran a hand across his chest.
Nick's grip tightened around her elbow. "What have I told you about visiting my crime scenes?" His
eyes narrowed as he looked down his nose at her.
"Oh, honey, I won't be here long. I just want to know a few things. I'll be out of your hair before you
know it!"
Nick looked back and forth between Cassandra's eyes which she batted at him playfully. A sigh
erupted from his mouth before he said, "Only a couple of questions. I'm only doing this because one of
our detectives caught wind of another murder similar to this, and it might be out of our jurisdiction
soon. If I had to guess, the two are probably connected, which means the FBI will be swooping in to
take it away from us."
"Thank you, sweetheart." Cassandra pecked his cheek with a quick kiss before pulling her notepad
from her back pocket. "What information do you know so far?"
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Scene Three: The Woman’s Instinct

Ambrosine Buford let out a sigh as she placed her glasses atop the file she had prepared for a
munificent client: a southern lady on the verge of a messy divorce from the local biscuit empire’s heir.
Mrs. Verret suspected that her husband had hidden funds from her and the judge. Amber had
followed a winding trail of biscuit crumbs which led to a Cayman island banker via his Russian-born
trophy wife, who just happened to socialize with Monsieur Verret.
Men are so stupid when they let their dicks do the thinking!
The lady’s hunch proved right. A devoted wife never ignores the signs: late-night overtime suddenly
demanded by the boss and weekend traveling which wasn’t necessary before. Amber added one
personal detail to the equation: a blonde secretary who used silk stockings. That’s how it all started
with Chuck, Amber’s ex-husband.
The file on Amber’s desk proved the Verret scandal beyond a reasonable doubt. The case held
water, even when Mr. Verret’s lawyers would attack like a pool full of sharks. Dealing with electronic
crime was Amber’s specialty, and the local police nicknamed her The Fox Terrier: she never let go after
she locked her jaws on a secret overseas account.
Amber stared through the window of her little house in rural Natchez, MS. The neighborhood
slumbered while the air-conditioning hummed in her home office. On the sun-bathed porch, the
temperature climbed and caused the roses to droop. She scribbled on a yellow post-it note: water the
roses you idiot. If you don’t, they’ll die.
She couldn’t point her finger on the sore spot in her chest. The pain had become a dull ache after
the first year of mourning, but sometimes it reminded her of its stubborn existence.
I guess the feeling of a knife stuck into your back never goes away. The double-crossing weasel
should be hung by his…
Amber knew better than to continue down that road. She concentrated on the sizeable paycheck on
its way, riding at the back seat of a limousine. Not that she needed money, she had bled Chuck dry in
the divorce.
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From an old habit, Amber removed the magazine of her Glock 48 semi-Automatic 9mm for a
pre-meeting checkup. She returned the firearm into the belt holster and hid the bulge of the gun with
the hem of her pink Benetton shirt. Amber raised the leg of her jeans to see the fighting knife safely
strapped against her ankle. She glanced at her Rolex Yacht-Master 37: one hour to waste before the
meeting.
She checked her Amazon author’s page for the fourth time.
Fuck!
An angry red overtook her cheeks and spread across her throat. Her latest romance novel A Stab in
The Heart earned lousy sales figures, and the four rotten reviewers gave two to three stars. Each one
dissed the tragic ending which had made her so proud as she finished writing the book. Amber knew
she shouldn’t look how well the Southern competitors did in the same category. Louise Webber, a New
Orleans native, had sold two-hundred-thousand copies of sappy shit. A Natchez woman who hid
behind the pen name of M. Boudoir wrote lace-lined garbage which caught the attention of The
Natchez Democrat. The local newspaper did a centerfold article on the useless woman. In the picture,
she looked like a donkey wearing makeup.
Excerpt from her bestseller, The Duke Rides, caused Amber to lose her marbles: “Look at the stupid
cover!” she screamed and sent Tiger, her old cat, seeking refuge under the couch.
She slammed the top of her MacBook Air shut violently enough to damage the display. Tiger’s
whiskers shivered as he peeked at Amber who experienced a wave of shame. She rarely lost her
temper, but after the divorce, her fuse had shortened. Amber lured Tiger out and lifted the cat onto
her lap. She whispered apologies into the half-deaf feline’s ear and soothed him into a low purr which
reminded her of her dad’s old Ford pick-up.
The mobile phone vibrated on the desk. Amber pressed her thumb on the green icon. Captain
Chamoy’s hoarse voice didn’t catch her off guard. The Natchez PD needed her help with challenging
cases from time to time—and she had his number among her contacts.
“There’s been a murder, and the perpetrator knew how to cut a major artery with
a single sting,” he said in an undertone.
“I see. Ouch!” Amber winced and let go of the cat who sunk his nails in her forearm. “What makes
you think that?”
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“The note on the body… and the knife, or should I say dagger? You’ll see the evidence when you get
here.” He cleared his throat before he continued: “The reason I’m reaching out to you... We need
someone to crack the Windows password on the victim’s computer. The Adams County Medical
Examiner has identified Jane Doe as a local romance novelist who just happened to make it big.”
“Hmph! Really?” Amber swallowed her envy.
“Yup, the lady was featured in the news just the other day,” Chamoy said while ruffling his papers.
“Look, I want you to take a look at her social media profiles. Find out if she had a disgruntled fan or a
stalker—the usual stuff which you’re known for.”
“Of course.” Amber sat on her office chair and smiled with satisfaction.
“I know you're busy, Mrs. Buford, I mean Amber,” the Captain corrected with his Mississippi slur
which she had never learned to mimic, “but Mr. Rattenberg is on holiday, and I wouldn’t want to call
him in the middle of his Caribbean cruise. He’s on a second honeymoon with his wife and…”
“I expect a visit from a client as we speak,” Amber interrupted him. The word honeymoon caused
her emotional heartburn. “But could we agree on three o’clock?”
“That’s fine by me because I’ll be here all night anyway,” he sighed. “Since the first murders
happened in Louisiana, we can officially investigate only the one in Natchez. But we have detailed intel
on the other stiffs.”
“Interesting,” she mumbled while a hollow restlessness grew inside her stomach. “I’ll see you at the
precinct then.”
Amber placed the phone atop the infidelity case file. Someone knocked on the front door. She
wiped her clammy hands in a tissue and let in the future ex-spouse of Monsieur Verret.
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Scene Four: Oh, the Memories

Fallon paced the back and forth in her office, her frustration evident by the tenseness in her stride. Her
mind filled with images of death, and her thoughts raced as she visualized each piece of evidence,
looking for a new angle. As she turned for what seemed like the hundredth time, one of her sneakers
emitted a high-pitched squeaking sound on the polished, wooden floor. “Damn, damn, damn. What am
I missing? Think!”
“Talking to yourself, or is there an invisible person in the room?” Fallon heard a pleasant, and
somehow familiar, laugh. She stopped her pacing and looked up to see a young woman, dressed in a
grey suit, with a coordinating red “power” tie, that was in contrast with everything else about her. Her
face looked kind and sweet, and her manner affable. That, along with her curly blond hair that seemed
to defy gravity with each bounce, made her appear younger than her years. That is until you saw her
skillfully applied makeup.
“If it isn’t Cassandra Broussard. How are you doing? And what brings you to New Orleans?” Fallon
crossed the room and walked up to Cassandra, hand outstretched. But instead of shaking hands,
Cassandra put her arms around Fallon and gave her a tentative hug. When Cassandra pulled away, she
looked as confused as Fallon did, about where to go from there. Fallon decided to say something to
ease the awkwardness. Unfortunately, it was the wrong thing.
“People from Mandeville are friendlier than I remembered.” Cassandra’s face grew flush, and there
was an uncomfortable silence. Then, the words seemed to erupt from Cassandra’s mouth.
“So, you’re investigating the murder of Samantha Delacroix.”
“Yes, I am. I know there was a similar murder in Mandeville but that asshole Captain Brou—” Fallon
paused when she made the connection. Embarrassed, she continued, “Sorry about that Cassandra. I
forgot he’s your husband. I wouldn’t have called him that in front of you…I mean—”
“Don’t worry about it, Fallon. Some people get that impression, but he really is a nice guy. Now, can
you tell me what you’ve found so far?”
“Unfortunately not much. According to the M.E., the killer is approximately five-eight and
right-handed. The murder weapon is a The Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife. The killer stabbed the victim
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once through the heart. She died instantly. He left a note. Read it,” she said as she handed a copy to
Cassandra.
“Love comes from the heart. Hmm. I wonder if that’s a clue of some kind. Did you get any leads off
it? Is a book title, or a line from a poem or anything?”
“Not that I could come up with when I Googled it. It could come from anywhere. But I did locate the
store in town that sells those knives. Someone went there the week before Samantha’s death and
bought five of them. Paid cash. The clerk that sold the knives quit and the owner is trying to find him.
I’m hoping he remembers the sale and can give us a description of the buyer. Do you know if there
have been any other killings?” Fallon frowned, then out sheer infuriation punched the wall closest to
her, hard enough to leave a dent in sheetrock. “Fuck!” Fallon put her other hand around the injured
one and forced herself not to cry out.
“Fallon! Are you okay? What on earth got you so upset?”
“Five knives Cassandra. Five knives. Does that mean five murders? I’ve got to find a way to catch this
bastard before anyone else dies. I know I’m missing something. I have to be. Maybe fresh
eyes…Cassandra, can you review the evidence? You’ve got a lot of experience investigating crime
scenes. Maybe you can find something I overlooked.”
“Of Course. But can I make a suggestion?”
“Yes, anything!”
“If we can’t come up with anything, I’d like to call this P.I. in Natchez. She’s the real deal, and the
local police call her the ‘Fox Terrier’ because she never lets go until the case she’s working on is
solved.”
“What kind of work does she do?”
“Well, she specializes in finding digital evidence for all kind of crimes. She’s so good; I’m sure she
could help.”
Fallon’s brows creased, reflecting her concern. “I don’t know. Sounds like a waste of time.”
“Trust me?” Cassandra asked, then she winked at Fallon.
Fallon hesitated, then realized that she couldn’t afford to be picky about who could help.
“Of course.” She hoped she wouldn’t regret her decision. People’s lives were at stake.
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Scene Five: The Missing Piece

"Well, she seemed pretty eager to help," Cassandra said as she lifted her arm to look at the time.
"Yeah?" Fallon asked from her desk chair. When they couldn't find any more clues from
Cassandra's notes and picture, she had settled on propping her feet up on the desk and staring at the
ceiling while drumming out an inconsistent tune with her fingertips.
One thing they had decided on was that the two murders were definitely connected. The
murderer killed the two romance novelists using the exact same, skilled method and left the same note
stabbed through and held in place with an identical knife left at each scene.
"She said it would take her about two and a half hours to get here, so she should be—" A firm knock
on the door interrupted Cassandra's thought.
Fallon looked at the door and made a move to get up, but Cassandra batted her hand toward her.
"I'll get it. If it's one of your clients, I'll holler."
Fallon rolled her eyes at Cassandra's southern slang but nodded her head.
Cassandra opened the door to reveal a woman standing slightly taller with light brown hair tumbling
to her shoulders. Her blue eyes were covered by frameless glasses. She was dressed in jeans and a
high-quality dress shirt and stood with an air of importance. "How may I help you?" asked Cassandra.
"My name's Ambrosine Buford. I had received a call from this agency, needing my help with a case."
"Yes, hi!" Cassandra shoved her hand out in front of her which Ambrosine took with a firm grip. "I'm
Cassandra Broussard, and this is Fallon LeBlanc." She opened the door further to bring Fallon into view.
"Come in."
"There have been two more identical murders to the one in Natchez?" Amber asked as she sat in
the chair across from Fallon.
Fallon eyed Ambrosine carefully, but nodded and said, "Yes. The first one happened here in New
Orleans, followed by the one in Mandeville. They both have the same MO."
"Ambrosine, you said on the phone that the romance novelist in Natchez was also found with a note
and Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife?" Cassandra asked.
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"Please, call me Amber. Yes, although I can't seem to find any leads on a suspect at the moment.
Have either one of you found anything useful to go on?"
"Well, according to the medical examiner's reports from both cases, we know the suspect's height is
around five-eight to five-ten, and that he's righthanded," Fallon reported as she rifled through the
stacks of papers and photos on her cluttered desk. She found the reports then handed them to Amber.
Amber looked over the documents then glanced at Fallon's desk. "May I?" she asked as she flashed
a grin, gesturing at the papers from the case.
"Go ahead. Do you have anything for us to compare these to Natchez?"
"Of course!" Amber dug through her bag then set a manilla folder with documents and photos in
Fallon's outstretched hand.
Cassandra stood to peer at the documents over Fallon's shoulder while Amber perused the items on
Fallon's desk. "I almost would think it was the same victim if they had looked anything alike."
Cassandra grabbed one of the pictures Amber brought and compared it to one from Mandeville and
one from New Orleans. "Look at the precision. The killer knew his anatomy. There aren't any other cuts
or punctures. Just one clean entrance wound on all three women."
Fallon took the photos from Cassandra and looked them over thoughtfully. "I just don't get it. Why
romance novelists? Is it even likely that the three of them had the same fan?" A disgruntled groan
escaped her mouth as she tossed the photos back to the desk. "If we could just find some sort of
motive, then we might be able to piece together a few more clues!"
At Fallon's outburst, Amber looked up from the documents she had been examining. "You seem like
you could use a break." This statement elicited a string of grumblings from Fallon.
"I doubt she's gotten much sleep since she was contacted about the murder yesterday, and it is
starting to get late." Cassandra consulted her watch again. "Perhaps a break wouldn't be a bad idea."
"Why don't I take your case files with me so that I can look them over in my motel room?" Amber
reached a hand toward the stack when Fallon slapped her hand down flat on top of them.
"I think they should stay here. That way nothing gets lost in transit."
"Suit yourself. I was just trying to be helpful." Amber brushed it off with a cool smile.
Cassandra looked from Fallon to Amber before saying, "I can take my files with me, and we can go
over both of ours at the motel. I need a room as well, so maybe we can stay at the same place?"
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"That works for me. It was nice to meet you, Miss LeBlanc. We'll touch base in the morning." Amber
extended her bony hand toward her.
Cassandra flashed a wide grin at Fallon as a reminder to be nice.
After letting out a sigh of admission, Fallon shook Amber's hand before sitting back down in her
chair.
"Please, try to get some rest. We'll work on it for a little while longer tonight, and see if we can
come up with anything." Cassandra bent over and squeezed Fallon's shoulders in a one arm hug.
"Yeah, sure," Fallon grumbled.
As they walked out to the cars, Amber said, "It's so crazy that all of these romance authors are
dropping like flies. I hope I'm not next!"
Cassandra whipped her head to the side to face Amber. "You're a romance author?"
"I am. I actually just released my latest novel not even a month ago."
"Oh, that's exciting! I've been looking for new authors to read. What's the title of it?"
"A Stab in the Heart," Amber answered as she produced a paperback copy from her purse. "I'm
proud of the book although the sales haven't reflected what I predicted for its success. In my opinion,
it's the best one I've written to date. If you're into romance, you've got to read it! It's very innovative."
"I'll have to take a look at it!" Cassandra gushed with enthusiasm as she took the book from her
hand. "All this time, I've heard of how great of an investigator you were, and now I hear you're an
author on top of that? You must be amazing all the way around!"
Amber released a throaty laugh before thanking Cassandra for the compliment.
As they parted ways to go to their respective vehicles, Cassandra glanced over the book’s cover and
almost winced at the grotesque sight of a heart stabbed through with a knife. That’s a very interesting
cover design choice for a romance novel. She reached her Mini Cooper and tossed her purse into the
passenger’s seat with the book and manilla envelope containing her case files, then got in her car to
drive to the motel they had agreed upon.
Several hours later, Cassandra said goodnight to Amber before walking to the door of her motel
room that was just down the sidewalk. They had been looking at file after file until she started going
cross-eyed.
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She needed something to take her mind off the bloody and gruesome case, so she decided to pull
out the new book she had received from Amber. Turning the book around, she glossed over the
synopsis, murmured a confused exclamation, and then read it over even slower. "This doesn't sound
like a romance novel at all. More like a mystery or horror book."
She flipped through the pages, her eyes dancing across different paragraphs until they landed across
the words, “plunged her Fairbairn–Sykes straight into the heart…”
A gasp escaped from her throat as she earmarked the page before closing it to stare at the cover.
Grabbing her case file, she dumped the pictures from the folder and siphoned through them until she
found the picture of the murder weapon that had been left at the crime scene.
I've got to call Fallon. Cassandra scrambled for her phone on the nightstand and dialed Fallon's
home number. "Pick up, pick up..." Cassandra flipped through the book, earmarking more pages then
scribbled a note in the very back of the book.
The answering machine picked up after the third ring. "Dammit, " Cassandra hissed before flinging
on clothes and shoving her feet into her shoes.
The dim glow of the clock on the nightstand showed the time to be just after four in the morning.
Cassandra hoped Fallon was awake or at least that she’d be able to wake her up. As she grabbed her
car keys, a firm knock sounded on the door to her motel room.
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Scene Six: Point-Of-No-Return

Amber became achingly aware that Cassandra turned the pages of A Stab in The Heart paperback in
the next room. She had given her the glossy cover edition which cost Amber a fortune to print.
A rerun of Oprah babbled on the TV. Amber wasn’t ready to turn in for the night. She tossed in the
bed with her clothes on. The thought of drunk truckers made her give up a visit to the hotel bar. She
helped herself to an overpriced miniature bottle of Smirnoff instead.
I should visit Cassie and ask her what she thinks about the book.
The metallic taste of anxiousness mixed with the vodka in Amber’s mouth. The atmosphere
reminded her of Dad who was a traveling salesman and more abusive than a pissed off gator. Amber
opened the pocket door to turn the air conditioning up a notch because her breath stuck to her throat.
The humming grew louder as it circulated the smell of sweaty kids and stinky shoes in the room. She
heard Cassandra flushing the toilet next door. A heavy thump followed.
I wonder if she reached the point-of-no-return…where the MC plans to kill the boyfriend.
She walked across the parking lot on her way to the lounge. Amber checked the doors on her F-250.
The lights were still on in Cassandra’s room.
The piece of junk at the end of the lounge refused to give Amber a Diet Coke despite the four dollars
which she fed into the slot. She gave the vending machine a kick and aroused the suspicion of an
elderly couple. The woman leaned closer to whisper into the man’s ear and pointed at Amber’s general
direction.
“$1.75 for a Coke!” Amber gushed. “That’s fucking legalized robbery.” As she turned to go, the tinny
clank signaled the arrival of the can.
The Coke opened with a sizzle of carbonic acid when Amber halted in the shadow opposite to
Cassandra’s window. She observed how the younger P.I.’s hourglass silhouette rushed to and fro in the
room. Amber sneaked closer along the concrete sidewalk. Inside, Mrs. Broussard stuffed her power
suits into a wheeled travel bag. Amber knocked on the door while tension curled into a ball in her
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stomach. She heard the woman’s high heels clack closer, but it took Cassandra a few minutes to crack
the door. The safety chain stayed on as she stared hard at Amber with those hazel eyes.
“Aren’t you going to let me in?” Amber asked and tossed her head back to get the last drop of Coke.
“Oh, sorry, of course.” Amber fluttered her long lashes, but a slight tremble colored her voice. She
wore a smart skirt suit, and her makeup seemed flawless, but pearls of sweat pushed through the
foundation on her forehead.
“I just…” Amber paused when she felt a hot flush on her face. ”I mean, I saw your light on, and I
wondered if you had the chance to finish reading my romance.”
“Oh?” Cassandra’s manicured hands clutched together. “Yes, I read your book,” she hesitated
before clearing her throat and stating the obvious flatness: “It was good—excellent.”
Amber needed something specific: “So, you like my style in general, but what about the ending? It’s
somewhat untraditional don’t you think?” She noticed her novel on the nightstand, the backside up
and several mouse-eared pages. A good sign.
“Yup. Surprising,” Cassandra echoed while she retreated toward the bed. She attempted to close
her Louis Vuitton suitcase. Her elegant handbag lay tossed to the edge of the bed. Amber became
aware that Fallon hadn’t called to schedule another meeting.
“Are you going somewhere?”
“No. I just thought I’d pack up and be ready to ride,” Cassandra’s full lips formed a convincing
explanation, but the ridiculous Bambi eyes gave away fear and hate.
She had no choice but to draw the Glock 48 from the belt holster and point the barrel at Cassandra.
“Hands up, Sis,” she said with a belligerent voice. Nothing could have pleased Amber more than the
confusion on Cassandra’s face. She knew Cassandra carried a weapon. “Open your jacket,” she
commanded.
The Barbie doll did as she was told but wore no shoulder holster on top of the blouse. The firearm
had to be in her purse. “Move away from the bed,” Amber ordered and inclined her head. “Back up
until you touch the wall.”
As Cassandra retreated, her elbows lowered.
“Keep those paws in the air,” Amber told her with resolve. There was no doubt she meant business.
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The pearl-handled, nickel-plated Taurus 85 revolver hid inside a compartment of Cassandra's purse.
“A cry-baby like you wouldn’t buy a 38,” Amber grinned. “A gift from your cop husband? To make up
for the black eye?”
“No, I bought it myself,” Cassandra replied with a firm voice.
Amber threw the handbag under the bed. “Face the wall and put your arms behind your back,” she
whispered with a wry smile.
Amber produced a zip band from her back pocket and bound Cassandra’s wrists together. She
uttered a small “Ouch!” as the plastic bind sunk into her skin but didn't object. The scumbag Captain
Broussard probably taught his wife the correct approach to survive a kidnapping.
That’s why you don’t rebel. Clever girl.
Amber gave her a thorough pat-down but didn’t find a hidden pocket knife or a picklock for
handcuffs. She turned the woman around by the shoulders. “What made you suspect me?” Amber
asked when they faced each other. Amber loomed a head taller above Cassandra. She pressed the
Glock’s barrel between the breasts of her prisoner, but Cassandra just shook her curly-haired head and
remained silent.
In the distance, a siren started wailing. Amber opened the door to check the parking lot. Manly
laughter erupted from an open window, and a soft breeze moved among the trees. A lessening moon
had risen over the rooftops. She took Cassandra by the arm and walked her at gunpoint to the Super
Duty SRW Lariat pick-up which stood under the motel’s neon sign.
“This is what you drive?” Cassandra commented when she saw the menacing truck. “On the other
hand, it fits your ego.”
“I don’t care what a candyass homemaker like you thinks,” Amber growled and narrowed her eyes.
She helped Cassandra onto the passenger’s seat. Looking over her shoulder at regular intervals, she
zip-tied her slender ankles together.
“Where are we going?” Cassandra tried to gather intel while appearing innocent.
Amber got onboard and turned the ignition key which sent the tuned motor rumbling. The
headlights lit the west wing of the shabby motel. Her eyes became gunmetal grey when she rolled
down the window and spat a lump of chew tobacco on the tarmac. “Let’s see if the boys in blue can
swap that!”
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The safety belt alarm irritated her. Amber placed the Glock on the dashboard and leaned closer to
fasten Cassandra's seat belt.
“I know you’re dying to ask,” Amber whispered when the truck pulled onto the freeway. “Ask me
why I killed the writers.”
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Scene Seven: Demons

Unable to sleep, Fallon laid in bed, obsessing over the crimes and the evidence. Or lack of evidence.
She felt sure that if by some miracle she was able to drift off to sleep, she would have nightmares
about the murders. Frustrated, she got out of bed and made some Community coffee. The taste of the
dark, hickory roast became the only pleasurable thing about her night. One more time, she looked at
her folder and the notes she had taken. The information Amber provided hadn’t helped except to
confirm her greatest fear—more deaths would follow, and she felt helpless and worried that they
couldn’t prevent them. In a way, she wished she never found out about the knives. Maybe then she
would be able to sleep. No, that wasn’t true; it wasn’t in her nature to avoid things because they made
her uncomfortable. Or lose sleep, as in this case.
“Damn, forgot to set a time for the meeting in the morning.” She would have to wait until a
reasonable hour before she called Cassandra and Amber. Cassandra trusted Amber, but she didn’t.
There was something about the woman that made her skin crawl. And that ego of hers made Fallon
want to teach her a lesson by beating the shit out of her. Sure, she Amber had a great reputation, but
in New Orleans so did she. The difference was that Fallon didn’t let it go to her head. And poor
Cassandra, overshadowed by that husband of hers. What a shame.
The phone rang, a disquieting sound at four in the morning. But it could be the break she was
looking for. She grabbed the phone off the kitchenette table as fast as she could and swiped the green
icon. “I know it’s early, but I figured you would want to know.” It was Ronnie, the shop owner where
the knives were purchased.
“Know what?” Fallon asked breathlessly.
“Marcus called late last night. I didn’t want to bother you at that hour, but I couldn’t wait any longer
to contact you.” He sounded anxious, but at the same time, eager to please.
“Marcus? The clerk that sold the knives?” Fallon asked impatiently.
“Yes, yes. He remembered the sale and gave me her description.”
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“Her?” asked a puzzled Fallon. She had been so sure it was a man. Female serial killers weare a
rarity.
“Yes, her. I was surprised too.”
“Ronnie, what does she look like?” She didn’t even bother getting something to write the
information down. It was too critical for her to forget.
“Sorry. She’s tall for a woman, around five eight or nine. Shoulder length straight brown hair and
blue eyes. She’s slim, but with a hot body. I mean…well built. Oh, and she was wearing frameless
glasses.”
“That’s a lot of detail to remember for a customer he only saw once a couple of weeks ago.”
“I thought so too, so I asked him about that. He said that because the brunette was so pretty, and
bought all those knives, she was hard to forget.”
Fallon considered it for a minute. “Makes sense. Call me no matter what time it is if he remembers
anything else.”
“Okay, will do.”
After he hung up, Fallon sat there thinking about the killer’s description. Something about it was
bugging her, but she couldn’t figure out what. A female serial killer, and an attractive one at that. She
removed her laptop from its case and started searching for profiles. She was surprised to learn that
female killers weren’t as rare as she thought. Some of what she read fit the details of the murders, but
still nothing firm about the reasons behind the crimes that fit the woman they were dealing with.
Then it clicked. No, it couldn’t be; it didn’t make sense. But what did she know about her? Oh no!
Cassandra was in the same motel. With desperation, she called Cassandra, but it rang and rang and
then went to voicemail. Fallon left a message but feared it was too late. She grabbed her keys and ran
outside, into the sultry morning. The sun hadn’t peaked its head yet, and wouldn’t for at least an hour,
if not longer. She didn’t like the idea of going after a killer when it was still dark. But another life was in
danger—and it was up to her to stop it.
Desperate, she raced to the motel, hoping no cops were around to try and stop her. She decided
that no one would get in her way—no matter what the cost. When she reached the motel, she didn’t
bother to pull into a parking spot but left her car running where it was, blocking other vehicles. She ran
along the sidewalk, but not so fast that she missed the room numbers. With a bad taste in her mouth,
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she found Cassandra’s room. When she started pounding on the door, she was surprised when it
opened. Wanting there to be a simple explanation, she looked for her ice bucket or a can of soda.
Maybe, she went to get something to eat, she thought wistfully.
Then she saw the book on the nightstand and picked it up. The first thing she saw was the cover.
“Fuck.” She flipped through it, scanning the pages as she tried to get the basic plot. When she reached
the last page, scribbled on it were the words, “Dear God, it’s her!” Her worst fear had come true. Then
she noticed Cassandra’s purse sticking out under the bed. She would never voluntarily go anywhere
without it. Fallon checked it and saw that Cassandra’s gun was still there. “Shit!” Despite her
appearance, she knew that Cassandra was shrewd and therefore not helpless. That thought made her
feel a little better, but not enough to stop the butterflies in her stomach.
Her mind turned to the most important question, where would she take her? Different scenarios
flashed through her thoughts. “Where, where, where?” Then, she had a moment of clarity and had an
idea that she felt confident about. “I better be right--—and get there on time.”
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Scene Eight: Sunshine and Rainbows

Cassandra kept nervously glancing out of the truck's windows every five minutes or so. She used to live
in New Orleans, but that seemed like ages ago. She tried to keep track of where they were going, but
the best she could come up with was Lake Ponchartrain. A lot of help that did when the lake was larger
than Mandeville and New Orleans combined.
"So why did you kill those romance authors?" Cassandra finally asked. She figured small talk would
be the best way to distract her. She hadn't put up a fight because Nick had taught her to do as the
kidnapper said and bide her time. Eventually, they would lose their focus, and that w
 as the time to
advance on them.
A maniacal laugh erupted from the front seat as Amber maneuvered the large truck with ease. "You
would do the same if you were sick and tired of all the sappy romance authors always getting their
limelight. All they ever did was mock me because my books were different. That's what writing is all
about, don't they see that? You have to be unique in order to make it. I tell it like it really is. Love isn't
perfect, and those shitty books give women everywhere an unrealistic expectation of what to look for
in a man. Eventually, all men screw you over in the end anyway."
Amber pulled off the road and drove down a caliche driveway that rocked the truck back and forth
as the tires crushed the rocks beneath them. The truck's headlights illuminated an old plantation
manor on the outskirts of the lake. Swampland and marshes met the green grass about a stone's throw
from where the truck parked around the side.
"What happened to make you this cynical? I don't have the greatest marriage," Cassandra would
have self-consciously reached for her purpled eye but for the damn restraints cutting into her wrists,
"But that doesn't make me doubt that true love could exist."
"Well, aren't you nothing but sunshine and rainbows," Amber muttered as she opened her truck
door and slammed it shut.
Cassandra watched as she held up her 9mm and aimed it through the window as she opened the
truck door.
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"Get out."
Lifting her ankles, Cassandra said, "Could I have the restraints removed? It would be easier to walk."
Amber eyed her with doubt but relented. She lifted her pant leg, removed the Fairbairn-Sykes
strapped to her ankle, and cut the zip tie around Cassandra's ankles.
"Thank you."
"Stop being so damn polite. It won't get you anywhere in life." Amber took a step back as Cassandra
hopped out of the vehicle. She motioned with her gun for Cassandra to start moving toward the house.
Cassandra's mind raced as she glanced around her surroundings, making sure to keep her head
perfectly still. There wasn't much she could use to her advantage except for maybe the swamp, but her
tiny frame didn't have the strength to overthrow her.
The sounds of tires moving over the caliche driveway made Cassandra jump. She couldn't help but
look in the direction of a car's headlights sweeping across the land and mansion. She looked back at
Amber and realized that she hadn't been expecting company.
Amber shoved Cassandra to the edge of the house where they would have cover from the intruder.
"Get down, now. " The metal from Amber's gun flashed in the moonlight as she shoved the end of it
into Cassandra's temple.
Cassandra's heart seemed to beat out of her chest, but she made no sudden moves as she lowered
herself slowly to the ground, one knee followed by the next. She sat back on her ankles and bowed her
head in a sign of submission. Sticky sweat mixed with foundation clung to her forehead and dribbled
into her eye. The sweat stung, but Cassandra couldn't focus on it. She kept her gaze on the ground,
waiting for the newcomer to get out of their car.
A few moments later, Cassandra's wish came true as the sound of a car door shutting rang through
the air. She could hear the sound of soft footsteps crunching over the scattered rocks as the person
moved closer to the mansion.
Amber moved to the corner of the house and flattened her back against it. She rolled her head to
look out into the darkness and leveled her gun toward the oncoming figure.
Cassandra saw her opening and leaned her shoulders against the house to help boost herself off the
ground. She moved slow, so she didn't make too much noise. When she put her first foot against the
ground, her heel slipped on a rock which caused her to slide forward against the mansion's siding.
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Cassandra's head popped up to look at Amber who hadn't heard the noise—her focus was still on
trying to identify the intruder.
She kicked off her unstable heels and tried again, managing to pick herself up off the ground. She
padded toward Amber, the rocks digging into her tender feet. The pain was almost enough to make
her scream out, but she didn't dare. She moved up behind Amber. If her wrists hadn't been bound
behind her back, she could have wrapped her arms around the woman.
Her heart gave a squeeze as she yelled out, "Fallon, over here!" Hope rang through her voice, and
she prayed to God she was right. If not, Amber very well may kill her on the spot.
Amber spun on her heel then flinched back when she saw Cassandra standing so close to her. Her
gun whirled on Cassandra, but before she could get aim to fire, Cassandra barreled her entire body into
hers, sending both women sprawling to the ground with Cassandra on top of Amber.
"Cassandra!" Fallon yelled as her feet pounded closer to where Amber was now trying to wrestle
Cassandra off of her.
With a grunt, Amber flung Cassandra to the side, scrambled to her knees, and then picked up her
gun where it had been flung from her hand.
As Fallon reached Cassandra who was still sprawled on the ground, Amber took off into the
darkness of the bayou. Fallon helped Cassandra to her feet then cut the zip tie around Cassandra's
wrist with a pocket knife.
"Thanks for the help," Cassandra said as she rubbed the blood and life back into her throbbing
wrists.
"How did you know it was me?"
Cassandra shrugged. "I didn't for sure, but I needed something to catch her off guard. I just got
lucky."
Fallon reached for another flashlight in her back pocket and handed it to Cassandra. "Are you ready
to catch this bitch?"
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Scene Nine: Killing Machine

Amber pressed herself against the trunk of an oak and looked back into the light where she saw Fallon
and Cassandra searching for her. They followed the picket fence which separated the trimmed manor
grounds from the badlands of the estuary. She thought of firing at Fallon, but she retreated behind the
boat shed before Amber could take aim. Amber closed her eyes to adapt to the pitch black which
waited for her on the swamp. When she began to see the outlines of the trees and rocks, she spurted
across the moist grass.
The layer of rotting plants gave away under her weight, and her feet sunk into the mud. Water
seeped into her shoes. The swamp let out a burp as it released bubbles of trapped air.
Bitches! You’ve ruined my Cucci Rhyton sneakers. I should kill you both for that.
She forced her thighs to work harder. Sweat glued her hair onto her forehead, but the mud let go of
her foot with a slurp. Amber steadied herself against a cypress which the salt water had mummified.
The musky smell of decay and briny algae surrounded her.
“Amber! Don’t go there. The shores swarm with alligators after dark.” It was Cassandra’s voice. Her
flashlight sliced the darkness, and Amber heard how the women ruffled the long grass.
The estuary was home to a patient stalker which had roamed the earth for millions of years. Each
piece of driftwood could be the scaled back of a gator. Amber closed her eyes to hear better but
detected nothing among the choir of bullfrogs. A thin slip of moon offered some light when the clouds
parted. She squinted and saw a piece of timber floating in the pond. It was wide enough to step on.
If I get to the other side, I can run through the woods. They’ll never catch me.
Amber placed her right foot on the log and balanced herself with spread arms. Inching forward was
easy after she became convinced the raft carried her weight. When she was halfway across, a splash
scared her. Amber lost her balance, and the swamp swallowed her whole. She fought to the surface
with powerful, instinctive strokes. Something muscular and scaly scraped her shin. Grabbing tufts of
grass helped her climb out of the pond, and she kicked with furious strength until she could roll on
hard land.
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A hiss erupted from the darkness when Amber lay on her side. She took out her pistol and scanned
the water where a green mat of fallen leaves and organic matter floated peacefully. Nothing gave away
the predator, but this animal had excellent camouflage.
A scaly eyelid lifted and a yellow iris focused on her amidst the greens and browns. The animal had
been straight in front of her all the time! Amber held the Glock at the end of her extended arms,
steadying her aim. Her front and rear sights aligned at the eye which didn’t blink. The dragon lifted its
head out of the water and gaped a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth at her. Through the chase, Amber
hadn't felt the sting of fear, but now her heart raced. She tasted the beads of sweat as she licked her
upper lip. The creature didn’t avert Amber—she was the one intruding on the alligator’s turf.
What a majestic creature! The perfect killing machine.
It was probably a female who swam to cool down after a sweltering day and had a nest to defend.
The gator’s scaly sides shimmered in the moonlight as the dragon crawled out of the water. Amber
rose to her feet and drew the Glock’s slide back. She wondered if the 9mm would penetrate the
beast’s armor-plate and thick bone. Her finger pressed the trigger long and slow, but nothing
happened! Amber racked the slide again and managed to jam it into the rear position.
“Fuck!” she hissed as the gator approached.
The mud must have filled the chamber.
She threw the pistol at the reptile which was at least twelve feet long. The tail whipped the grass
and splashed the water while the enormous head swayed from side to side.
“I’ll cut you up,” Amber threatened as she drew her fighting knife. “I’ll roast you over the fire.”
She flexed her knees and turned to run for the bushes. The amphibious tank charged with surprising
agility. Amber managed to stab the animal’s head multiple times, but the eight-hundred-pound
monster mowed her down and sank its teeth into her knife-holding arm. Amber heard her bones
cracking. A white-hot flash of pain forced her to scream.
Her blood colored the leaves as the hydraulic press of the gator’s jaws opened and closed to mangle
her limbs. Amber squealed. The predator made sure she couldn’t crawl away. The beast bit her side
and thrashed her like a rag doll. She felt the tremendous pressure on her chest and heard her ribs
snapping as the animal collapsed her lung.
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She couldn’t fight back. The adrenaline surge and Amber’s fading consciousness caused her to let go
of the agony. The monster dragged her into the pond. As it pulled her underwater she knew she would
die. The last thing Amber Buford saw was the furious mix of swamp water and blood which invited the
other gators to the feast. The feeding animals rolled their powerful bodies to loosen meat from her
bones. Each one fought for a mouthful of human flesh.
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Scene Ten: Whodathunk!

Fallon watched the drops of amber colored liquid fall onto the white floor of her veranda and burst
into laughter.
“What’s so funny?” asked Cassandra, who was sitting in the porch swing next to Fallon. It
rocked gently back and forth except when its animated occupants disturbed it.
“I think it’s ironic that we’re sitting here drinking Jack Daniels and talking about Amber,
amongst other things.” Cassandra looked at her with a puzzled expression. “Look at the color,” Fallon
told her. A mischievous grin lit up her face.
“Oh, I get it!” exclaimed Cassandra who then started giggling, a sound so hearty and joyous that
no one could resist its melody. She wiped the tears from her eyes before she looked at Fallon, who was
trying to drink, but their latest antics had caused the swing to sway too rapidly, and all she managed to
do was spill more whiskey. This was the cause for even more laughter. “I think I’m drunk,” Cassandra
confessed, her words slurred but still comprehensible.
“No, I think you need to drink more. Give me your glass,” Fallon ordered.
The corners of Cassandra’s lips turned upward. “Yes, bossy. But only if you hand me a beignet.”
“Sure thing.”
“Can you believe a year has passed already?” Cassandra asked as she shook her head,
reinforcing her incredulous expression. Then she took a bite of her beignet and moaned softly.
Powdered sugar fell onto her dress, so she swept it off.
“It feels longer to me. And who would believe that Amber’s books have sold millions of copies?
There are a lot of weird people in this world.”
“Don’t say that. Look at how many books we sold. Number one bestseller ten weeks in a row!
Whodathunk? All because we stopped Amber and saved other romance novelists from the same fate.
And who would have thought I’d divorce Nick the Prick?” Cassandra giggled again. “It rhymes!”
“You are drunk,” Fallon remarked, and then burst out laughing. “I think I am too. I’m so glad
you moved to New Orleans although I wish the reason we became friends had been under better
circumstances.” Then she belched causing another fit of laughter.
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“When is your book coming out?” Fallon asked after she took another drink.
“Soon, I hope I don’t have to die to sell a lot of books,” Cassandra remarked, as she tried to
suppress her nervousness.
“How morbid! That’s not like you at all. What’s wrong?”
“I’m just worried readers will be disappointed, especially after the success of Romance Kills.”
“Don’t stress yourself over it. Almost anybody can write romance.”
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Death by ashes. Death by desert. Death in the ashen desert.
Such was his fate.
He should've accepted it. He should've been at peace with it. But how can you ask that of a
child who has barely lived twelve suns? How can you expect him to close his eyes and embrace the
inevitable with open arms?
Whether he deserved death or not is of little consequence. He wanted to live. His desires
amounted to nothing, though. They didn't ease the pain on his back or the pain on his skin or the pain
from the scorching sun. It didn't magic him away from the grey desert of ashes devoid of life, as he
soon would be.
And so, he cried.
He cried with no tears and a parched throat. For seconds, minutes. He knew not. Time
mattered not. The boy’s sorrow was such that he did not notice the stranger's presence until their
silhouette loomed over his own skeletal body.
The first he saw was boots, old and riddled with holes, but he saw no toes peeking through
them. Next were trousers, a shirt and a traveler's pack, tattered, sooty but held fast against the
stranger's body with several leather strips. The stranger's left hand was too wrapped in leather. At last,
he saw a face, part of one, actually, for the stranger had been consistent with the leather strips, thus
only part of their left cheek and eye were exposed to the elements.
Fear crept in the back of the boy's mind. Many known and unknown horrors linger in the ashen
desert, monsters of old and new that preyed upon people and animals indiscriminately. People should
not venture into danger and certain death, the elders had taught him, even if certain body parts
possess unique and valuable properties.
This fear did not stay with him, though. How could it, when death already had him in its
clutches? What did it matter, other than hastening the inevitable?
The stranger kneeled. He was covered in soot. The only thing that broke the monotony was the
white of his eye.
Human.
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Fear left the boy completely when the stranger took him in their arms and carried him like a
baby. The boy leaned his head on the stranger’s chest. He heard a beating heart. It was a strong,
consistent and healthy beat, like his own.
Human.
Despite himself, the boy cried again.
He cried until he could cry no more.
He cried until fatigue took him.
And he slept.

Red woke the boy, the red of sunlight against closed pupils, a red he was all too familiar with.
In his drowsiness, he opened his eyes and was blinded by light and sand and rock. By the world
that had always been his home. The desert's heat hit him immediately after he regained full awareness
of his five senses. Suffocating, draining and unbearable. You can build a tolerance towards this land,
but you never get used to it. People were not meant for extremes, but somehow the sand-people had
made the untamable desert their home.
The boy pressed himself further against the stranger's chest. The last thing he wanted was to
dwell on his people. If it were for him, he would have this stranger carry him far from this land, far
away from his old life and into a new world. Was that too much to ask?
Thump. The boy listened to the stranger's heart.
Thump thump. With every passing second, the sound's speed increased.
Thump thump thump. As did the stranger's raspy breath.
They were running.
Not sprinting. The wind blowing on his face was not that strong, but they ran fast enough for
the stranger to tire after a few moments.
As quickly as they began, the stranger halted. He wanted to speak but drew heavy breaths
instead.
"Who goes there?" A man with a scar over his eye called out.
The boy heard the voice coming from the front. It was a voice he knew.

Short Stories for the soul
He trembled.

In all, four sand-people stood before the boy and the stranger. The sentinels. Three men, one woman.
"Help us," the stranger spoke between breaths. "The boy…"
The sentinels drew their swords, curved as their own brows, sharp like their senses.
"Stay back!" The same man commanded. His voice carried a known authority, a leader's.
"No, wait…" The stranger spoke again. The sentinels and the boy shuddered at the sound once
more. It was too sinister, too shrill, too grave. Far from normal, far from human. And whatever's not
human…
"Stay back, monster!" Another sentinel shouted.
The stranger exhaled a low and inaudible growl.
"I'm not a monster."
"What are you, then?" The leader demanded.
"I'm… I'm just a traveler," The stranger exhaled.
"Just a traveler?" The leader raised a brow.
"Yes," the traveler said. "A tired and thirsty traveler. As is the boy."
The leader, Sigi, signaled the other sentinels to lower their weapons. He perceived no threat, no
ill intentions from this traveler, and although he did not trust his vague identity, he believed his words,
for they reflected his deplorable state, one he'd seen countless times. The desert is a cruel mistress,
especially the ashen desert further south. Sigi knew this better than most, as did his useless eye.
Maybe that's why the traveler concealed half of his face and body. He might've also combated the
giant and poisonous insects in the sands and gotten the worst of it. Perhaps that was the reason
behind the wrongness in his voice, if this traveler was even a ‘he’ to begin with.
Maybe that's why Sigi took his own water-skin from his belt and approached. It was then the
sooty and dim existence that was the bundle in the traveler's arms caught his attention.
"What in the—?" Sigi stopped walking.
"Help him, please," the traveler stepped forward, "he's dying."
After a pause, Sigi clenched his yaw and shook his head. "Like he's supposed to."
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"What?" The traveler spat.
Sigi offered no reaction, except: "He didn't tell you?"
At this, the traveler raised his voice. "He can barely keep his eyes open. What is wrong with
you?"
"Do not speak to me with judgment, traveler," Sigi matched his tone, and broadened his
shoulders, "not when you don't understand our ways."
"Then, help me understand," the traveler met Sigi's eye.
He saw truth in it. Honesty. That's why he answered with words and not the sword.
"The boy. His name was Sami."
"Was?" The traveler asked.
"On his back, there's a brand," Sigi signaled with his chin. The traveler felt the boy's skin and
indeed found a reddened mark of an arrow inside a circle. Someone had burned it on him almost to
the muscle.
"Those who bear it are criminals forever exiled, forever shunned by our people, and to be
sentenced by the desert," Sigi explained.
"Why?" The traveler asked. His voice betrayed surprise.
Sigi took a deep breath and recited: "For the crime of theft, for the crime of greed, for the crime
of betraying the trust of his people, the sentence is death. Death by ashes, death by desert. Death in
the ashen desert."
After a brief silence, the traveler shook his head. "He has to die because he stole something?
That's ridiculous. It's out of proportion!"
"That is the law of our tribe," Sigi said, emotionless. "If he can't live by them, he cannot live
among us at all."
"By that logic, exile I can… understand. But death? It's… outrageous, it's unfair!"
"It's our law. We do not care for your personal thoughts on it, traveler. We only exercise it and
keep the order, an order that's kept our people alive since the days of the Destruction."
The wind picked up, as did the sands. A sandstorm was coming. The sentinels didn't seem to
mind. The traveler, on the other hand, closed his eye forcefully, perhaps a grimace, Sigi thought.
"This is a cruel land, traveler," Sigi continued, "you should not meddle in its matters."
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"Is that a threat?" The traveler asked, after a moment of silence.
"A warning. You should not linger here."
"I take it that means you're not going to help us."
"We can give you water and supplies."
"Captain!" The female sentinel protested. "You can't—"
Sigi raised his hand as a fist before any of the others followed her example. The woman kept
silent.
"We can provide you with little aid, traveler, but only to you," Sigi said. "Sami… the criminal
must stay and carry out his sentence."
Sigi noted that Sami clenched the traveler's shirt as if his life depended on it. Despite himself,
Sigi balled a fist.
The traveler shook his head. "I can't let you kill him."
"How dare you—" Another sentinel protested.
"Silence!" Sigi shouted, then focused back on the traveler. "We are not killers. We'll not harm
you or the criminal when you walk away. The desert is who will see to his end."
"His death it’s still on you. The only difference is that you don't get actual blood in your hands,"
the traveler said.
"We don't have to explain ourselves to you!" The female sentinel drew her sword.
"Kira! What did I say?" Sigi commanded.
"This traveler is interfering, captain," Kira said, her guard up, "and we must stop him."
"The traveler can be reasoned with," Sigi glared at his subordinate.
"No," Kira stepped forward, "no, he can't."
"Kira…"
"She's not wrong," The traveler said. Sigi turned and realized the traveler had placed the boy on
the ground. "You've already reasoned with me."
Sigi exhaled the breath he didn't know he was holding. Tainting the sands red was the greatest
offense of all, as was needless violence. The next step was to escort the traveler to the sentinel’s camp,
and send him on his way, but not before asking why he came from the ashen desert and how long had
he lingered there.
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"A wise choice, traveler," Sigi nodded, "now, follow us. We'll get you your supplies."
The traveler stepped away from the boy as he rummaged through his leather pack. Then, he
spoke. "I respect your reasoning and your traditions, but I cannot in good conscience leave this boy to
die because he broke a flawed law. It doesn't matter why he did it. The punishment is wrong," the
traveler took something out of the pack, a circle of black and white the size of their palm, "at least, in
my eyes."
"He dares stand above our laws!" Kira, ignoring captain Sigi's commands, approached the
traveler with her scimitar drawn.
"As you will uphold your sense of justice, I will uphold mine," the traveler glared and held the
circle tightly. Just as he did, it bled white light.
The small flash lasted no more than a few seconds, enough for the sentinels to draw their
blades.
All except for Sigi, who shook his head. "Traveler—"
Kira charged sword-first at the traveler before anyone could say anything else. Sentinels are all
too familiar with the advantage of striking first, an opportunity they never waste. She instinctively
aimed for the neck.
The traveler stood his ground and placed the black and white circle back on his pack as he
waited. But this was seconds. As soon as he took his hand back out, Kira's sword lay half an arm's
length away.
"No—" The boy coughed on the ground.
Sigi winced.
The length of Kira’s sword approached its target with the speed and viciousness of a
rattlesnake.
And the traveler stepped aside.
It was the simplest of movements, followed up by a grapple and a hit. Kira's sword fell on the
warm sand, her own body following soon after. Her head bounced against the ground and she moved
no more.
"Kira!" The second sentinel took to the offensive, as did the third.
"Quin, Dai. Stop!" Sigi shouted, in vain.
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The sentinels attacked from the same direction Kira had. Sometimes tactical approaches are
necessary when facing an unpredictable opponent, hence coming from different fronts is the smartest
course of action, as Sigi had taught them. However, seeing that the traveler was both unarmed and
unarmored, the sentinels opted for overwhelming him with numbers rather than smarts. It was both
faster and cleaner.
With a running start, they raised their blades and struck downwards to the traveler, who only
had enough reaction time to raise his left arm in defense. A pointless gesture.
Or so they thought.
The sword rang in the sentinels’ ears and through their arms, product of metal colliding against
something at least as strong as itself. The sentinels’ shock and pain were piercing, paralyzing, more
than enough for the traveler to punch their noses and reacquaint the men’s behinds with the sands.
The traveler shook his right hand and wrinkled his cheek. "Ow."
But one of them wasn't done yet. To the traveler's leftmost side, the fallen sentinel gritted his
teeth, ignored the throbbing in his sinuses, held his sword fast, leaped forward with his feet and knees,
and slashed at his enemy's leg.
He met the same shock.
Pain strained his contracted muscles. A warrior must know when to attack and when to accept
defeat. Shame is preferable to death.
The traveler stepped around the defeated sentinels and faced Sigi.
"I meant what I said, but not to the expense of your lives," the traveler said. "That wouldn't be
right. But they attacked me, so I defended myself. There's no need—"
"Enough," Sigi unsheathed his sword. "If you know what's good for you, stay down," he told the
sentinels, "and you, traveler," there was no time to be surprised about his hidden armor, only for
action, "it is as you said: we'll do anything to defend our justice."
"Anything?" The traveler asked.
Sigi nodded. "Anything."
Except killing. This last he thought. If he was to defeat his opponent, he couldn't afford to
display weakness. He was convinced the traveler would fight without holding back and so he must do
the same.
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"Take a sword," Sigi pointed with his chin, "you'll need it."
The traveler made no motion to comply. "I don't want to hurt you."
Me neither. Sigi rushed to the enemy and attacked. Mercilessly.
He slashed from the right, then from the left. Each time, the traveler used his left arm as a
shield, parrying, defending. It wasn't his first time in a fight, that much Sigi could see, but his
movements were mostly reactionary, sloppy, out of practice. Perhaps it was fatigue, the toll of the
desert. The fact the traveler was keeping up with him was impressive considering their state,
considering he came from nothingness and ashes. Or maybe he hadn't had the need to fight in a long
time. Whatever the reason, it made Sigi's task more difficult. In the best-case scenario, only one of
them would come out unscathed.
Sigi pressed the attack until they both fell into a rhythm, a point where neither needed to think
in order to act and react: Sigi swung left, the traveler trusted his arm forward; Sigi swung right, the
traveler reflected with his wrist, over and over again. Their feet danced on the sands, around the
sentinels, closer to the boy. The traveler noticed this, hence he pushed Sigi backward with each parry,
but he soon regained the ground. In the end, neither gained or lost ground. If anything, they gained
stress and lost energy.
Sigi exhaled deeply. His arms ached.
The traveler mirrored his expression, finally.
With unyielding grip, Sigi brandished his sword with two hands, imprinting all strength he could
muster behind the blade. He struck on the left. One, two times. The traveler staggered, for seconds,
fractions of seconds. Sigi wasted none to slash right and kick the enemy.
He saw blood, finally.
The traveler rasped for air. Sigi had hit him right on the stomach with enough strength to send
him sliding across the sand and into the boy, who grunted with what little life he had left. The traveler
also grunted after he found his breath. He hadn't the time nor luxury to examine his wound. Sigi knew
it was nasty, as he’d intended: a slash across the right forearm. The coming sandstorm did nothing but
worsen the sting.
"I told you to take the sword," Sigi towered over the traveler.
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He didn't want to kill him, of course not. Throughout their clash, he'd kept his composure, a
clear warrior's mind as to prevent inflicting life-threatening damage. Even now he was mindful of his
blade's position, pointing at the traveler, who extended his uninjured arm before the boy in a pointless
gesture of protection. Sigi thought it did more harm than good, for it only gave the boy a false sense of
hope. The one good thing it did was show him that someone was looking out for him until the very
end, unlike his pathetic excuse of a brother.
Sigi’s eyes watered at the thought and he hit the traveler's arm one last time. To his surprise, it
trembled and the traveler lowered it. Armored he may be, but his muscles had already reached their
limit.
The traveler said nothing. He glared at Sigi with flaming determination in his eye.
He didn't want to kill him, of course not.
Sigi twisted his wrist and grasped his sword firmly. A quick blow with his pommel should do it.
He only hoped that his head wasn't as shielded as his arm was. That way, he could knock him out
senseless without a cinch, for his own good as well as the traveler's.
Sami, I'm sorry. Sigi closed his eyes, despite himself, before dropping the hammer. His muscles
tensed through the effort of pushing through space and wind, the most stress he'd put them through.
Sigi saw a light. Not the red of the sun you see through your pupils, but a silver heatless light
that compelled his eyes open.
The sandstorm raged around them, a whirlwind scratching and slapping sand against his skin.
The howling wind deafened his senses, but not to the extent of rendering him clueless before the
reality of his situation, which was this: his blow hadn't landed.
Sigi pushed through space and wind, but wind was pushing back. And the reason was the light.
Of this he was certain. If not, why would the traveler hold a circle with a strange mark in front of him, a
silver circle that was the source of the silver light?
The traveler grunted and leaned forward. Sigi, in turn, was pushed backward, his feet sliding
across sand. The traveler's bleeding hadn't stopped. In fact, it was worsening, but he still found the
strength to stand up and shine the light brighter.
Sigi's weapon flew out of his hand, snatched by the whirlwind that pressed closer and closer
around him. He was caught in the eye of the storm. He shielded his eyes, nose, and mouth. It did little
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against the stinging and slapping and lashing. The only thing it did shield was his eyesight, thanks to
which he would've noticed the traveler emerge from the storm and thus see the punch coming.
Pain in his temple, concentrated and calculated. Not enough to render him unconscious, but
perfect to knock him down useless.
Sigi's vision blurred.
The world came in smudges each time he blinked.
Blood dripped from above.
The traveler shook his fist.
He disappeared.
And reappeared.
Touching Sigi’s chest.
Sigi’s waist.
The traveler grabbed the water-skin.
Walked away.
And carried a small body from the floor.
Sami.
His vision blurred further.
Not because of unconsciousness.
Water.
Tears.
The traveler walked away into the desert, with Sami in his arms.
Far from sight, but not from mind. And Sigi hoped, despite his people's laws, that the traveler
found a way to save his little brother from the desert's fate.
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“There’s a wolf in the closet.”

My mother’s eyes glinted in the dim light of the upstairs hallway in our old house. She
wanted me to react, but I wouldn’t. Mama was queen of the cruel joke, master of the sly dig.
She gestured toward the closet door, the color high in her cheeks. She’d been drinking again.
“Do not—ever—open that door. The wolf is one hundred years old and it is always hungry.”
“How does it eat, if no one ever opens the door?” I asked. I was only six, and hadn’t yet
learned the rules of this game. She slapped me, hard, across my face.
“You think this is funny?” she hissed. “I’m trying to help you! I don’t know why I bother,
you’re such an ungrateful little shit!” She was winding up, enjoying her power, readying for
battle. I hunched my shoulders, waiting.
She didn’t disappoint. Raining blows, screaming invective, she delivered her vile
demonstration of love with unerring precision, not stopping until I was sobbing, huddled on the
cold floor of the hallway. She crouched beside me, turning my battered face toward her,
studying my red, swollen eyes and the swelling already making its way from under my skin. I
could smell the liquor on her breath, the sickly scent gagging, choking me.
“Oh, darling, Mama is so sorry. I just worry about you, you know. Why do you make me
hurt you like this?” She pulled me onto her lap and rocked me, crooning as I wept.
She left me to go downstairs, turning around at the last minute, and the glint was back. “Go
to bed now. But be careful, dear. There’s a wolf in the closet.” I skirted the closet with the wolf
and huddled under my bedcovers, wondering if this time it might be true.
For a few days we would be like normal people, or at least like the people in the books I
read in the safety of the school library. Books about mothers who loved their children and kept
them safe, and fathers who stayed. She made pancakes with chocolate chip faces. She read me
stories, holding me close and laughing with me. I could almost imagine at those times that it
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would always be this way, that my mother loved me as a mother should.
I was ten. “Come here—your hair’s a mess again. Let Mama comb it for you.” The glint was
back in the dark eyes. This, too, was part of the game. I sat in the kitchen chair while she
yanked a comb through my tangled ringlets with ever increasing viciousness. Every so often she
would check my face, to see if the tears of pain had started to gather, and she would laugh, a
high, brittle sound like glass breaking or sticks being snapped in half. She wanted me to beg her
to stop, but I never would. I don’t know why. If I had begged it would have been bad, but over
quickly. When I refused to give in, she twisted my hair like the clothes in our old wringer
washer, twisting, twisting until finally I could take it no longer and I screamed with the pain.
“Shut up, you big baby!” Her voice was high and shrill, but somehow triumphant. This was
the part she liked best. She pulled the chair sharply out from under me, throwing me onto the
floor, and then kicked me in the leg. “Why can’t you appreciate anything I do for you? You’re a
miserable little bitch, and I wish you’d never been born!" I stayed huddled on the floor, trying
to make myself small, waiting for it to stop.
Mama walked around the room in tightening circles, mumbling to herself, and then she
stopped and watched me, a small secret smile tugging at her lips. She came over and helped
me up, hugging me, apologising but never meaning any of it.
“Go up to bed, but be careful. There’s a wolf in the closet and he’s extra hungry tonight.”
She turned and left me alone in the kitchen.
By the time I was fourteen I had grown too tall to be thrown to the floor, and my mother
did not try to comb my hair. I had become numb to the venomous words that dripped from her
twisted mouth. I no longer believed there was a wolf in the closet. Still, I never opened the
door.
I spent the next years planning my escape from this life, from this monster who called
herself Mama. I excelled in school and won a full scholarship to a college far away. I never
called, never wrote. Somehow Mama found out my address and sent letters that I refused to
open. I felt guilty for that, but then I remembered the wolf in the closet, remembered how I
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wanted to hurt her as she had hurt me. I felt the blows, smelled the liquor wafting up from the
envelopes with their scrabbled writing, and I added each letter to the stack of others in my
bottom desk drawer.
In my junior year I met Darrin. He was handsome and sweet, and his tongue was golden. He
said he loved me, that we should run away together, that he would take care of me. We quit
school and were married in the office of the Justice of the Peace, and we set up housekeeping
in a tiny apartment over the liquor store. I did not invite Mama.
I worked at the local supermarket. Darrin tried his hand at many jobs, but none were right
for him. They didn’t appreciate him, he said. And he began to spend his days on a cracked stool
in the local tavern. He seemed to love the bottle as he had once said he loved me. The day I
found out I was pregnant was the day I left. I was not my mother—I would not allow her path
to be mine. I enrolled in night school and began to work on finishing my degree in accounting.
A year later I had a job as a secretary in an accounting firm. When I graduated they asked me
to become a member of the team, and two years later I became a partner in that same firm.
Mama’s letters came less and less often until finally they stopped altogether.
Bethie was six when I got the call. Mama was dead. She had fallen down the stairs and lain
there for days before a neighbor found her. I must come, the lawyer said. Ding dong, I thought,
the witch is dead. But I went.
The moment I entered the house I felt the memories surround me, swirling in the dusty
hall, drifting up the stairs that had killed Mama. I felt unseen hands reaching from the darkness
to slap my face and pull my hair, and I wanted to leave this place of such unhappiness, run far
away and never think of it again. But there were papers to be gone through. I found the letter
in her desk, in a large manilla envelope that also included every school picture of me, the
announcements I had put in the newspaper of my scholarship, my marriage, Bethie’s birth. The
news of my job and my promotion were on top.
My darling, the letter began, if you are reading this I will be gone. I need to tell you that I
know I did not do right by you. I was sick, I know that now, and I was sad. So much of the time I
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was sad, and I took it out on you. I saw what a happy little girl you were, and I was angry that
you could feel that way when there was such a great hole inside me. I think I was jealous of you.
I had been smart, like you are, and I wanted to make something of myself. When I met your
father, I thought I had caught the brass ring. He said he loved me, that he would take care of
me forever. But then he began to change. It was subtle at first, a slap when I answered him
back, an unkind word. But then it became our way of life, and I hadn’t the courage to leave. I
still loved him. When I became pregnant he left us, and I blamed it on you. I lost myself in the
misery, and I turned to alcohol to numb the pain. As you grew up, I saw myself as I once was, a
sweet child with no idea of the cruelty this world has for the innocent. And I hated you for my
own frailty. Every spiteful word, every slap, was really for me. For my weakness, my inability to
cope. But I followed you through your life. I read of your graduation, your job, and I knew that
you were stronger than me. I was so proud. And I want to tell you now that I am so sorry. I love
you. I always have. Please try to forgive me and remember that. I think you are strong enough
to do that. I hope so. Goodbye, my love.

Mama

I sat staring at the words she had written, and I no longer smelled the liquor in them, no
longer felt the slaps stinging my face. I remembered the stories, the hugs, and I understood,
now that it was far too late, that this had also been a part of my mother. She had meant the
kind words. She had been weak, but she had somehow raised me to be strong. I found myself
sobbing like the child I had once been, the words blurring on the pages before me, tears
washing the darkness from my heart. She had not been a monster. She had been a broken
human being but she had tried, and she had loved me. My mother had loved me.
I raised my head and looked out into the hall, misty now through my tears. “I forgive you,
Mama.”
There was one more thing I had to do here, before Bethie and I could leave this sad place
forever. I walked up the long staircase, my mind protesting every step. I took a long, measured
look at the closet door, put my shaking hand on the knob, and turned it. The door creaked
open. I was staring at shelves of linens—sheets, pillowcases, towels, all folded neatly, silent in
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their normalcy. A mirror hung incongruously on the back of the door and I gazed into it,
wondering why anyone would put a mirror in a linen closet. My mother’s eyes looked back at
me.
“It’s time to come out,” I said to the wolf in the closet. “You’re free.”
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‘Honk, Honk, Honk,’ bellowed the horn. ‘Get out of the way you useless piece of
spit,’ yelled the reckless driver. Her bruised body folded over the curbside. She squirmed
to block off the pain from a twisted left knee. Her gaze unfocused as a river of tears
smudged the view. A man steadied her standing and asked: “Are you OK, Young Lady?”
‘Yes,’ replied Lexie.
He picked up her cardboard sign, then gave her twenty dollars and a business
card.
‘Thank you, God Bless you!’ Lexie pushed the card into her pocket. Her body
trembled, and her knee ached from the fall. Lexie made her move to her supplier.
Lexie, disoriented with an addiction urge and a twisted knee. The guy, seeing a
young blonde with deep blue eyes, inquired, ‘What’s up, Vanilla Ice? Dam, baby, you
should see somebody about your knee.’
‘Give me two,’ said Lexie.
A few blocks over sat the deserted house where she and others squatted. She
positioned herself in a room. The pain in her body was intolerable. She medicated
herself. The pain subsided. She covered her twisted knee with her shirt.
Old lady Susan wobbled into the room. ‘Vanilla Ice, you don’t know spit. You think
you better than me but you trash. Yup, handmade trash.’ She hesitated and snickered.
‘I’m just fooling with you. You’re too inexperienced to know but you still handmade
trash. But I care for you.’ Old Lady Susan recognized a reflection of her younger self in
Lexie so she teased and called her trash.
The afternoon sunlight peaked through the window. Cramped muscles from the
absence of movement reminded Lexie of her fall. She visited the soup kitchen where
she frequented regularly.
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‘Hello, Lexie, how are you?’ Dry eyes and spaced-out, she produced a narrow grin
and picked up her soup and bread, taking them to a nearby table. Hunger pains from
not eating set in. She slurped up several spoonfuls of soup. Small grumbling sounds
came from her tummy. Satisfied with the soup and bread, she reached into her pocket
and took out the card she’d received earlier and studied it, reading: Lexie Alexander
Collins Treatment Center. Mouth pursed, eyes wide she studied the card again to be
sure she saw the name correctly.
She showed up at the location on the card. Opened the door. Her glazed eyes
met Mr. Winslow. She swayed side to side and fainted.
Mr. Winslow and staff helped her to their nursing service. The nurse treated her
twisted knee. Relaxed from the medicine, she succumbed to sleep. Her entire life
flashed before her.
Lexie dreamed of her days as a youth. She looked at her 10-year-old self, holding
her head in her hands crying in her bedroom. Lexie tossed and twisted. She was in a
place seated in an armchair and chatting with a psychiatrist. The place shifted. She was
hiding under the table playing with what appeared to be baby powder while her parents
hosted a celebration for their wealthy acquaintances.
She awakened to old lady Susan’s hoarse, whispering tone. ‘Vanilla Ice, Vanilla
Ice! Wake up.’ She tugged the blankets to her face, staring at old lady Susan.
The old woman continued, ‘In this life, you reap what you sow. What you do, you
do to yourself. You and I are the same. We have inherited family curses.’ A dry barking
cough followed. She choked for air. Her eyes rolled back in her head.
With a rise in vocal pitch, Lexie cried out for help. They took old Lady Susan to the
emergency room. Heightened emotions. Increased fidgeting, inability to relax. The
nurse offered her medicine to relax her anxiety and addiction withdrawals.
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The next day, rays of illumination reflected onto several objects in the room. A
warm ball of light penetrated through Lexie’s eyelids and awoke her. She squinted to
adapt to the light directed at her.
There was a tap on the door. ‘Good Morning, Lexie. My name is Rebecca. I hope
you slept well. I heard there was a challenge last night.’ Rebecca placed fresh clothes on
the bed. She asked, ‘Can you please get dressed and meet me in the lounge?’
Looking downward Lexie nodded her head in agreement.
After an unhurried walk to the lounge, Rebecca and Mr. Winslow’s steady eye
contact offered support and comfort. She planted herself in the armchair. ‘I know you
are eager to know of Susan’s outcome. Susan Collins health condition is stable.’ said, Mr.
Winslow.
With slouched shoulders and a blank stare, Lexis responded slowly.
‘Old lady Susan’s name is Susan Collins?’
‘Yes, I have reached out to her family. Susan has a sister who lives in Chicago.
Elizabeth Collins.’ replied Mr. Winslow.
‘Please, it’s been an awful night and we don’t want to overwhelm you. Let’s take
a break,’ said Rebecca.
Lexie nodded in agreement.
The next morning, old lady Susan’s sister Elizabeth Collins sat in the office
speaking to Mr. Winslow.
‘Lexie’s father impregnated Susan. The relationship didn’t end well. Susan gave
Lexie up for adoption. It was a closed adoption,’ said Elizabeth.
‘Does Susan know Lexie is her daughter?’ asked Mr. Winslow.
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‘No, she does not. Lexie father’s family was wealthy. Money could get you
everything, even an adoption. I found out Lexie’s father and his wife adopted Lexie,’
replied Elizabeth
‘What about the last name Collins? Are you related to Lexie’s father’s family?’
asked Mr. Winslow.
‘Mr. Winslow, we share the same last name, Collins. No, it does not make us
related to Lexie’s father’s family.’ answered Elizabeth.
‘Mrs. Collins, did I understand you right? Lexie’s birth father and his wife raised
Lexie?’ asked Mr. Winslow.
‘Yes, Mr. Winslow that is correct.’ answered Elizabeth.
‘Mrs. Collins, were you aware Lexie’s parents built this center for the community?
And named the center after their daughter hoping one day Lexie would turn up?’ asked
Mr. Winslow.
‘No, Mr. Winslow. How ironic they end up together!’ replied Elizabeth.
Mr. Winslow nodded his head in agreement.
‘We’d love to have Susan come back.’ Said Mr. Winslow.
‘Thank you, Dr. Winslow. It’s a safe time to try treatment choices for Susan. She is
frail so she won’t give an argument,’ replied Elizabeth.
The next day Lexie awakened to the Old Lady Susan’s voice. ‘Vanilla Ice, Vanilla
Ice1! I’m back, Whew, handmade that bout at the emergency room was rough.’ Old
Lady Susan frequented the treatment center whenever she desired to relax and receive
a rest from her addiction.
There was a tap on the door. Lexie opened it and there stood Rebecca, Dr.
Winslow, and Elizabeth, Susan’s sister. They came into the room. Dr. Winslow pulled
out an armchair for both Rebecca and Elizabeth.
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‘Susan, do you remember David Collins?’ asked Elizabeth.
‘Yup, and good riddance to that piece of spit,’ replied Susan.
‘Lexie is his daughter,’ replied Elizabeth.
‘Vanilla Ice is David’s daughter?’ asked Susan.
‘Susan, she is the daughter you gave up for adoption,’ replied Elizabeth.
`Silence permeated the room, followed by an intense cry of wailing.
‘Get out,’ cried Susan. ‘You lie, You Lie, Get the hell out of here.’
Disturbed and bewildered, Lexie sat without making any remarks.
‘Please, let’s try to make sense of this new information. We are here for you,’
said Mr. Winslow.
Lexie and Susan gazed at one another. They shared no conversations between
them, both disturbed and in disbelief. Mother and daughter reunited! Hmmm!
The next morning, Lexie stood fixed as she watched Old Lady Susan sleeping.
Examining her facial feature, she noted the resemblance she had not noticed before.
She wondered if this could reveal the reason for emptiness she’d felt? So many
questions. She replayed old Lady Susan words in her head: ‘In this life, you reap what
you sow. What you do you, do to yourself. You and I are the same. We have inherited
family curses.’
‘Damn! Old Lady Susan is my birth mom. Is this true? Am I daydreaming?’ She
parked herself on her bed, rocked back and forth.
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Castle Karlsruhe stands at the edge of the northern Hardtwald forest, proudly overlooking
the city of Karlsruhe. It was a stormy night and while the city was nonetheless filled with life,
most animals had taken shelter from the rain, leaving the forest behind the castle devoid of
life.

At least it seemed like that, but a shadow dashed from tree to tree.

It didn’t mind the storm. The darkness concealed its form while the rain and wind muffled his
footsteps as it approached the back of the castle. After the shadow looked to both sides, to
make sure there weren’t any unwanted spectators, it dashed out of the cover of the trees,
towards the castle and pressed itself against the wall.

It stood still, listening for anything aside from the whistle of the wind or the splash of the
raindrops. However, the only unnatural sound were the voices of groups of students, trying to
avoid the storm, and the roaring of the cars. Satisfied the shadow zipped up the wall. The
speed and jerkiness of its movements made it look like a man-sized spider, but as a lightning
bolt illuminated the shadow, it revealed the shadow as a slim boy wrapped in a hooded cloak.

The boy’s name was Nico Stein and from his point of view, breaking into Castle Karlsruhe
was just another day on the job. As soon as he reached one of the upper windows, he pulled a
rock out of his coat and smashed it into the glass. The window shattered and Nico slipped
through the crack, careful not to cut himself on the edges.

Once he was inside, he pulled the drenched coat off his shoulder, revealing the tight shirt
and jogging pants he wore underneath. The coat had prevented them from getting soaked in
the rain. Now all he had to do was wipe his feet clean of mud.
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He held his coat out of the window and let the storm rip it from his hands. He wanted to
watch it fly away, but he knew from his research that the castle’s windows were secured by an
alarm system. Security would be here any minute, and it was vital he was ready for them.

He ran down the spiral staircase and jumped onto the wall above the door which led to the
main building, a second before it swung open. Two cones of light crawled over the opposing
wall and two security guards followed them into the room.
“Who’s there? Show yourself!” one guard said as his eyes scanned every inch of the room,
except the door itself.

“Don’t make such a ruckus,” the other guard said and pointed his flashlight up to the
broken window. “The storm must have broken the window, that’s all.”

“What are you talking about?”, the first guard asked. While the two of them were bickering,
Nico crawled down the wall and inched closer to the guards back. “The burglar broke it to
escape.”

“Look again genius.” The second pointed to the shards. “The shards are on the inside. Do
you think someone broke into a tower through a window almost 40 meters above the
ground?”
Nico carefully unplugged the chain that held the guard’s keys to his belt. Without making a
sound he slipped through the door and left them to their argument.

********************************
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The rest of the way was almost too easy. The guard’s key allowed him to unlock and re-lock
every door he came across. He had used the last two weeks to make himself well acquainted
with the castle’s interior. So aside from one time, he had to hide inside an ancient cupboard;
he reached the door to his destination without problems.

As he opened the door, the same darkness he had encountered on his way greeted him.
Nico wouldn’t be able to find what he was looking for with only his sense of touch. He pulled
out his phone and switched on the flashlight app. It wasn’t much, but getting his father to buy
him this phone had been almost impossible, so it had to do.

It didn’t take long to find his target. A display case filled with multiple royal treasures.
Among them the diamond Tiara of Grand Duchess Hilda von Baden. According to his father,
this thing had an estimated worth of over a million. If he brought this back, he might get his
father to leave him alone for a few weeks.
One last time Nico scanned the room, making sure he was alone. While the storm explained
the shattered window, a shattered display case would be a different story. Luckily he had
prepared for that.
He held up his right hand, closed his eyes and concentrated on his index finger. With all the
imagination he could muster he convinced himself that his finger was growing long and thin.
He imagined his fingernail tapering until it turned into a small claw. And as the usual warmth
flowed through his finger, he opened his eyes to see that it had transformed into something,
that looked like a spider leg.

Nico allowed himself a satisfied smile before he slid the claw into the lock. It took him a few
minutes of feeling around and prodding at different places until the lock gave way with a click.
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With a wide grin, Nico reached into the case, grabbed the tiara and slid it into the bag on his
belt. Now all he had to do was get out of the castle without being seen and the job would have
gone with no trouble.

That was when he heard someone clapping from behind him.

Nico spun around but saw nothing. Confused he turned back to close the display case, and
could have sworn his heart stopped for a second. The moment he turned around the light from
his phone fell on a pair of slender legs, covering the entrance to the display case. He stumbled
back, tripped over his feet and tumbled to the floor. His phone slipped from his hand, landing
with the flashlight down and leaving him in darkness. All the while someone was chuckling.

“Sorry buddy, I couldn’t help giving you a scare. You should have seen your face,” A female
voice came from on top of the case. “But how about I get us some light?”
Nico heard a snap and his world exploded into white.

“Sorry again,” The woman said while Nico tried his best to blink away the white dots,
obscuring his vision.
“I should think before I act, but where would be the fun in that,” While she was talking,
Nico’s eyes adjusted to the light. He didn’t know what he had expected, but it definitely wasn’t
what he saw.

The woman sitting on the display case looked no older than twenty and wore a black robe
which covered her body from her shoulders to her knees. Nico’s vision must have still been
blurry since, to him, it looked like her robe was moving. Her skin was white like chalk and she
must have worn some kind of contact lenses since her eyes shone red like rubies. It was safe to
assume that she didn’t belong to the castle’s security personnel.
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“What’s up?” She asked, clearly amused by Nico’s staring, “am I so stunning, that you can’t
even say anything?”
That brought Nico back to reality. Whoever this woman was, the two of them had made a
lot of noise. Maybe if he hurried, he’d make it out of the castle undetected. He ran towards the
door, but to his shock, it vanished. Not only that, but as he turned to the door on the other
side, it faded in front of his eyes. In a last ditch effort he made a run for the windows, but as he
pulled back the curtains, he saw another stone wall.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the woman jumped from the display case and walked
toward him.

Every hair on Nico’s body stood on edge and shivers ran over his back. Her robe was
definitely moving.

“No need to be scared. I only want to have a little chat.”

But Nico didn’t listen. He was too occupied finding an explanation for what was happening.
Was he going insane? No, it had to be that woman. Nico once saw his father hypnotize one of
his targets, maybe this woman was doing something similar to him. Both of his hands went to
his head, and he rocked back and forth, telling himself to wake up repeatedly.

He felt the woman’s hand on his head. His first instinct was to slap it away, but as the
woman stroked through his hair, all his worries went away. He stopped rocking, his muscles
relaxed and his mind stopped racing, as the warm hand sent waves of relaxation through his
body. He had nothing to fear, nothing to worry about, he could trust this woman.
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Nico ripped himself back into reality. This woman was manipulating him and he would not
let that happen. He slapped her hand away and glared at the woman.

“Not trusting me, eh?” The woman crossed her arms, her smile never leaving her face.
“Guess that is a good thing, after all, I haven’t even introduced myself yet.” The woman made a
motion where she grabbed the sides of her robe and bent her knees a little. Nico could only
guess it had to be some kind of greeting. “My name is Grim. Pleased to make your
acquaintance.”

That had to be some kind of stage name. However, it seemed like she actually wanted to
talk. His best option would have been to give his name and try to talk his way out of this, but
since that wasn’t an option he only answered with a nod.

Grim sighed “Okay I get it, you don’t trust me. But none of us will get far if you keep up this
silent act.”

Nico’s cheeks flushed. His father had told him again and again that whatever happened, he
had to be sure to reveal as little as possible about himself when interacting with people.
However, he had never mentioned a situation where he had to interact with someone able to
make doors and windows disappear and it wasn’t like he had a choice. Reluctantly, Nico
opened his mouth and showed Grim the reason he wouldn’t answer.

When Nico was nine, he had made the mistake to talk to other children about how his
father treated him. His father had strictly forbidden him from talking to other children unless
he needed to get information about their parents. Nico never found out what happened after
he had talked to the children, but apparently his father had to pay off quite many people to
stay quiet. When Nico got home that night, he had grabbed Nico and drove him to his
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workplace. What happened next was mostly a blur in Nico’s mind. He only remembered that
his father had stuck a syringe in his shoulder and when he woke up the next morning, He
couldn’t feel his tongue.

Grim‘s cloak spun faster and faster, as her smile morphed into a disgusted grimace.
However, a part of Nico hoped that she might be so disgusted that she would leave. Instead
Grim took a deep breath and looked Nico right in the eyes.

“It seems I was wrong about you,” She knelt down in front of him. “Watching you, I
assumed you were abusing your abilities to live an easy life, but now I see there’s more to it.”

Nico wasn’t sure how to respond. No one had ever known what his father did to him, so no
one ever pitied him for it. And on top of that she said she’d been watching him. Why would she
do that?

“This makes things difficult,” she tapped her chin a few times, “Is there any way we can
communicate?”

He still wasn’t sure if he should trust this woman. Then again, this was his opportunity to
talk with somebody that wouldn’t scream at him all the time. Also, since he had begged for a
phone, he might as well use it.
“What do you want?” He typed the words into his phone before holding it in front of Grim’s
face.

“That’s simple. I want you,” Grim laughed as Nico took a step back. “Relax, I’m not going to
kidnap you. I am here to make you an offer.” She pointed at his index finger.
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Only now did Nico notice it still looked like a spider leg. He tried to hide it, but Grim pulled
his hand closer to her face.

“How long have you been able to to this?” She inspected his finger, similar to how his father
inspected the jewelry Nico brought him.

He hesitated, then held up two fingers in response.

“Two years?”
Nico nodded and Grim whistled
“And you can already shapeshift specific parts of your body. And with no training? Color me
impressed.”

Nico had to admit, he enjoyed talking to someone who didn’t run away from his strange
ability and even praised him for his effort. But a question lay at the corner of his mind.
“Did you come to take my powers?”

“I won’t force you to do anything. I know what it is like to be in your shoes.”
Nico raised his brow
“Don’t look at me like that, I do. You may have already figured it out, but I have special
abilities just like you. And, also like you, I was forced to use them to steal my way through life,
and we aren’t alone. Where I come from, everyone has their own unique quirks and abilities.
And we can’t have the humans discover that. So we track down others like us and give them a
choice. Either come with us, or lose their power and forget they ever had it.”
Nico’s eyes widened. If he lost his powers, he wouldn’t be able to fulfill his father’s wishes
anymore. He still remembered how his father reacted when Nico came back from an
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assignment with nothing to show for it. He rubbed over his sleeve, which hid his scars. One for
each time he disappointed his father.

“However,” Grim continued, “you have proven that you can hide your powers. I’m sure you
already guessed, but I am an important figure back home. I wouldn’t stand here if the regular
recruiters had been able to find you.” Grim gave Nico a wide grin.
“Besides, you remind me of myself when I was young, so I want to give you a real choice.”
She held out her hand towards him. “Either come with me, or stay. I won’t take your powers
either way,” She winked “And don’t, worry nobody will find out about this conversation.”

Nico looked at the outstretched hand. This was his chance to escape his father once and for
all. But as he reached out his own hand, doubt formed in his mind. What if Grim was lying?
What if she took him to a place even worse than this? At least he was used to his father by
now, the risk was too great. He shook his head and stepped back.

“Still don’t trust me?” Grim sighed “It is your choice, but take your time considering it.” She
reached into her cloak and pulled out what looked like a coal stick.
“If you ever change your mind, break this stick in two. And I will know.”

The stick was cool to the touch and as soon as Nico took it. Grim‘s robe expanded. It
drowned the display cases with its darkness, then washing over everything else, including Nico.
“Goodbye.” was the last thing he heard, before waking up outside the castle, directly under
the broken window.
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On the way back, Nico thought about Grim’s offer. He bumped into a group of students,
who surely were on the way to the next bar. What would it be like to have friends? To not
wake up every morning, fearing punishment for something he may or may not have done,
exercising in the morning and planning burglaries in the afternoon.

He was so lost in his thoughts he almost walked past the door to his house. If he rang the
bell now, his father would open, pull him inside and grab the bag with the tiara. He wouldn’t
thank him, or praise him. the best he could hope for was that he would get away without a
beating.

It was at that moment he made a decision. He lay the bag in front of the door and rang the
bell before breaking Grim‘s stick. He still didn’t trust her, but wherever she would take him, it
couldn’t be worse than this.

His father’s footsteps had almost reached the door, when Nico’s shadow condensed into a
black pool, by now it barely surprised him to see Grim rising out of it.

“I knew you’d make the right decision.” This time he grabbed her outstretched hand
without hesitation. He didn’t know what would await him as he and Grim sunk down into the
black pool. But he knew one thing: He would never forget the look on his father’s face, as he
opened the door to see his son’s head grin at him out of a black puddle, before disappearing
forever.
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THE END
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Thank you for reading my Story,
If you liked it, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or subscribe to my Newsletter to
receive updates and free short stories.

You can find more information regarding me and my work on my website
markusboch.com.
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What The Stoneman Penned

by E.C. Wegner
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Everything was cloaked in the blue-gray of dawn. Stony figures stared with emotionless eyes at the
graveyard. The tombstones stood all in jagged rows like the teeth of an upper jaw. I followed Eliza's
graceful canter as well as I could with my usual titanium enhanced limp.
The war had not been kind to me—had not been kind to anyone. What was all that pain worth?
The answer was the deafening silence of those statues.
Does anybody care?
We live in a world where hearts are made of stone. The thought vanished with the early morning mist.
"Am I going too fast for you grandpa?" Eliza asked, her hands on her hips and eyes staring back at me.
"Not at all Liza, you go on ahead. Us gray-heads have to smell the flowers."
"You've been smell'n those flowers an awfully long time grandpa."
The flowers in question were a petite gathering of pink peonies I held as tightly as I could in my left
hand. Peonies were her favorite… I scrunched my nose like I smelled them. Eliza stared at my forehead
which I furrowed in questioning wrinkles.
"What? I'm getting some of the smell out of them. Your grandma has a sensitive smeller."
"Grandpa!" She said through her giggles.
"Alright, let's take these to your grandma."
Eliza placed her morning chilled hands in mine and I warmed her tiny fingers with my old mitten. I
rose, and we stalked together past monotonous rows of graves. Rising in the distance a trio of stone
soldiers seemed to float on wisps of the morning mist.
Then I felt someone watching us. It was the feeling of walking into an open field and knowing you're
surrounded by the enemy.
"Grandma's is right here, Baba. Where're you going?"
I looked down to where Eliza's tiny forefinger was pointing. There lay a shallow mound of
grass-covered earth. Above the knoll stood a slab of black stone. White lettering covered the
memorial.
"You're right Baby-girl. My Nelly—Grandma—sure did love to sneak up on me."
"Grandma can't sneak up on people anymore, Grandpa. She's dead," Eliza said.
"You're right, princess. I keep forgetting how big a girl you are now. "
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We came up to Nelly's grave and I handed half the peonies to Eliza. There the ritual began. We
both counted "One, two, three" and then placed our flowers on her grave in unison. When we
straightened ourselves I noticed one of the stone statues gleaming down at Nell's grave.
I don't remember there being a statue, but my memory isn't as good as it used to be. A sculpture of a
young man gripping a gnarled cane seems a bit outta place though.
It was time for the final part of our graveside ritual. We closed our eyes to pray, and made a final
wish. When I opened my eyes I could almost swear that the statue stood closer than before. The young
man's hand stretched towards me as if offering me something: a yellowed envelope!
I moved closer to get a better look at the statues offering.
"What is it, Baba?"
"I'm not sure."
Curiosity sparked in her round brown eyes and it was catching. I caught flame. My hands began to
tremble and Eliza smiled with mischief.
With a wink, I opened the envelope. I turned it over spilling out a letter and an arrowhead. I
handed the smooth black flecked stone to Eliza's eager hands. I unfolded the letter and read the lines
aloud:
"Dear Mekayla,
I never meant for things to turn out this way. I didn't mean for any of this to happen and I know that
does not change what I've done or what I am. I could not have asked for a better friend. You're the most
loyal, caring, and fiercely stubborn person I know. I love you. I know we promised not to, but I had to
tell you. I should have told you earlier…
I just could not say goodbye.
Well, this is goodbye. By some hideous curse or disease I am slowly turning into stone. One day I
found this gnarled wood cane while hiking in the woods and took it home. The next day I noticed what
appeared to be a rash on my feet. Then strange things began to happen to me. I'd stub my toe or trip
on a step and feel nothing. I lost my appetite for normal food. Everything I ate tasted terrible. The next
thing I knew I was smelling a sweet meaty smell that made my mouth water like your mom's Indian
tacos used to. I traced the smell through the house to my brother Eddy's room. It was Eddy who made
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me want to devour flesh for the first time. As much as I tried to resist… I left to get away from the
temptation.
Now I'm living in the remotest part of the woods I could find. This morning blood was
everywhere…a body on…counter. I've locked myself in the pantry. Oh God! Help me! My body
is…stone and even my…w…rd…"
The rest of the letter was illegible. I could only make out: Chase a Stone-man. At least that was the
closest I could figure.
Then I looked up and the statue was gone. Time seems to have slowed down as I turn around and
there was no Eliza.
"No! Dammit not Eliza!"
I looked every direction even behind me, but still no Eliza in sight. An image popped into my head:
the stone-clad man's face in Eliza's belly—blood all over the cropped field—the screams of the dying
men echoed inside my ears. My mind snapped back out of the episode. I found myself on all fours in
the graveyard. I clenched the soft green mat of the grass.
The black heat of rage erupted from my throat. A scream of raw anger shot out of my mouth. It
echoed off the trees, the gravestones, and the mute lifeless statues. I faded with the fog. I combed the
area with the eyes of a soldier. In each quadrant, I found nothing but mist until my eyes landed on a
space where the fog had vacated.
Between the two tallest structures was a dispersion of mist. I saw the out lines of a broad
black-stone back. The cursed creature was moving with unimaginable speed. I sprinted after him and
almost landed on my face.
Dammit! Move you old legs!
I limped forward. There was no way I would catch him. I watched him turn left down the next path.
He doesn't know about the shortcut. Thank God!
I backtrack a short way and then turned onto a mossy covered walkway. My bum leg began to
throb and protest each step. Then the mossy asphalt slid out from under my good leg and the other
buckled immediately. It collapsed and I laid there covered in mud and damp moss. A hundred needles
stabbed through my knee, my leg, and up my entire body. Through the agony, I saw Eliza's face. I
caught my breath and heaved myself into a kneeling and then a standing position.
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I will not give up on you! My beautiful Eliza.
I dragged my bad leg all the way to the end of the path. The trees hung over like a cathedral arch.
Underneath I saw a silhouette—black against the sun—moving toward me. Eliza's form was slung over
its shoulder. The cane wagged back and forth in front of the creature like he was blind.
How do I stop a creature made of stone?
Then an idea came to me. Although I knew it was madness, I charged the stone clad creature—well
as close to a charge as I could with my usual limp—and slid to the ground. My leg—titanium and
all—swung into his and exploded in stabbing pain. Eliza tumbled from the creatures hand and for what
seemed like an eternity she just lay there. Then she got up, looked around dazed for a moment, before
she sprinted out the gate. The Stone-man came crashing down on me. Horrid pain flashed through my
entire body like lightening. Blood rained—bones snapped—a scream that seemed to come from my
thought ripped through the air and echoed off the stone walls. Then, I could hear the air in me rush out
into the mist of that blue-gray dawn.
I found myself looking down upon a blood-covered body. Crouched over the body was the stone
covered creature with its blood splattered face fully planted in the stomach. The body's face was the
one I remembered seeing in the mirror every morning. The face was my own. For one terrible moment
I watched as the beast gorged himself on my flesh. The stone-man looked up at me blood dripping
down his cheeks like crimson tears on black stone. What fluttered in my chest was a hollow pit of
overwhelming sorrow. Then in a split second the feeling passed and the stone-face was once again
buried in what had been my gut.
Eliza? What about my Eliza?
I turned then to the cemetery's grated black iron gate and almost floated through the opening.
Once on the other side of the wall I could see the last glimpse of a child's back disappearing into the
mist beyond. I merely thought of my little Eliza and I began to float. Not just float, I flew in the
direction I had seen her go. The gray white of the fog was breaking apart around me as I came upon a
familiar walk and a familiar door. As I watched, Eliza darted out of the mist and raced for the front door
to her home. I followed her up the step as she swung wide the door releasing a bright golden light…
Now I know Eliza is safe with her family again. Even though I know that creature still haunts the
area, I'm ready to go. And now I am the one who canters gracefully through the mist towards home.
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The Curious death of a
Penny
by Ian Worrall
Author of No Remorse No Regret
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Hi, I’m Penny Wiseman, sit back and make yourself cosy as I tell you about how I died.
I wrapped my scarf around myself and tightened my coat as I marched through the park to get home,
the corpses of discoloured leaves crunched under my feet. I looked up and the naked trees themselves
stared at me with silent discontent. It was another day at the office that called on the need for
Chardonnay and while I stared at the opposite wall which was my view and question what hellish
detour had led me here.
The thorn in my lady crotch was my recently divorced boss cantankerous fuck-wit of a boss Tanya. Her
moods teetered between moaning on about how terrible losing her Shih tzu in the divorce had been
and finding a reason to make us our lives more difficult. The only time Tanya was in the same
neighbourhood as a good mood was when she popped that Xanax that we all knew she kept in a
drawer. It’s 2018 Tanya, no one gives two shits about your self-medicating, we all do it!
What really promoted this fine specimen to the level of human excrement was the fact that even
though I raked in the most novelists for the past quarter, my own novel, kept being put off because I
quote “It just isn’t the right time to take risks”.
It hadn’t been the right time for taking a risk for the last two years! Goddamn her! Not my proudest
moment but I proceeded to kick a tree before shouting, “fuck me!” as the pain shot up my leg.
As soon as I got home, I got the wine out and called my womb-mate John to vent for the umpteenth
time about my day. A week and a half prior, this honour would have gone to my darling boyfriend Dash
but this was before I found Dash, inebriated and straddling my now ex-best friend Cynthia. What
followed drowning myself in ice-cream and my beloved James Dean flicks, both washed down with an
assortment of inexpensive liquor.
Oh yes, sorry you have to excuse my crappy attention span, I was still walking through the park, I was
on the verge of taking the steps that lead down to the subway when something caught my eye.
It was twinkling, I don’t know exactly what made me do it but I liberated it from beneath the soil. It

Short Stories for the soul
was a coin. I’m not a coin expert but this coin didn’t look like any coin I’d ever seen, and sure as heck
wasn’t my currency. From the looks of it, it could easily have been there for decades, like it was super
old.
I threw it in my pocket, after all, little luck never hurt anyone, at the very least I was hoping it would
reduce my bad luck.
I woke up the following day, got dressed and decided to play the odds on a scratch card before I got
into the office. Gosh darn it, it was a dud! I wouldn’t be a multimillionaire today so back to my
humdrum job it was.
That day was an unremarkable one, not surprisingly. I buried my head in the batch of manuscripts
received, one skimmed the surface of mediocre, the others made me want to assume the fetal position
and cry in a corner because mine deserved to be in here with them. If my dream couldn’t come true,
then at least I should be witness to the rise of the next Pulitzer prize worthy writer.
I decided to stay an extra hour, as I did twice a week to ensure that there wouldn’t be a backlog for me
the following day.
“Time to leave,” I told myself, I tapped the nob on the side of my smartphone and the screen told me
that it was just after 8, the commute home would be a long cold one.
I reached the lift, slammed the ground button and waited for the doors to make their melancholy
close.
“Please hold it!” came a shout, it was a handsome, black gentleman, in a swanky three-piece suit. He
must have been one of the execs, his grey eyes smiled in thanks as he stepped into the elevator. I
stood in the corner of the elevator surreptitiously ogling him and for the briefest of nanoseconds I
thought what it would be like to have pinned me up against the lift and did things to me that couldn’t
be repeated in civilized conversation.
I did my best not to grin but he sent sensations to my lady business that I didn’t think I’d feel for ages
since Dash. His scent seemed to invigorate my senses..suddenly I recalled the memory of my 6-year-old
self, falling off of a swing. My mouth tasted coppery with blood and dad dabbed his thumb before
wiping my lip and lifting me into his arms as he carried me into the house.
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“That was one of your most cherished memories Penny, what has it been? 5 years since his passing but
still your wound opens on the 22 of June, does it not, one day before your birthday?”
He didn’t turn around but held his gaze forward. How the actual fuck did the stranger know this? This
must have been an elaborate prank, John was behind it, he must have been. But why? There’s joshing
and there is plain old vicious. This fell in the second camp.
I was just about to tell him to take a one-way bus to fuck-yourself-ville when the lift doors opened and
a blinding forced its way in.
“I believe this is your floor,” said the stranger, his voice had a musical inflexion to it.
The light had taken on a warm, almost nurturing dimension. It embraced me, it made me feel like
nothing else mattered. It told me I was home!
I stepped out of the elevator and it wasn’t concrete that my marked-down Jimmy Choos made contact
with but gold, the entire street was made of gold and ran as far as I could see. In every direction.
The make-up of this city was not mine and there were no cars. Okay, it’s fine, I’m going to be fine. This
is a nervous breakdown, I worked so hard that the little and not so little cogs that made my mind work
stopped working. I’m probably still in the office or I hope so. There’s only one thing to do and that’s to
follow the golden brick road to see if I can find the wizard, the tin man, the straw man and the lion. Shit
but weren’t there flying monkeys in that movie, I hate regular monkeys if one those flying ones bite
me, I’m biting back!
Things could have been worse, at least my mind chose to leave me stranded in this place. The Fiji
islands would have been better but beggars can’t be choosers, right?!
I looked up and squinted my eyes, were the buildings made of opaque crystal? There was no sun that I
could see because fog obscured the sky and patches drifted along the ground like spectres.
“Where am I?” I turned around to ask the Handsome McRide me pants but he was gone.
Left with only one other option, I followed the road. Looking up I actually saw figures moving within
the towering crystalline buildings but the streets remained empty.
I thought maybe phones work when you’re in Crazy Town but it was frozen, the time was still showing
8pm. I even tried a reboot but nope it was having none of that. So I decided to walk for what might
have been an hour but there seemed no end in sight.
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The grounded started to change, there were gaps in the road. As I looked through these crevices I saw
green patches, then mountains, and then houses. The more I looked the more the ground the scene
changed.
I started seeing vague shapes who became more defined and I realized that I was looked at people.
Two young boys were playing with their toy blocks, the image changed. They were older now, easily 15
years old, they were playing a video game when one friend he kissed the other. Shocked, his friend
covered his mouth and ran from the house.
Again the image warped into something else, the boy was taller now and he and his friend continued
their clandestine romance. The image became distorted, it was night: the two were strolling down the
street holding hands, they were smiling..no beaming. One of the boys suddenly fell to the ground,
clutching his abdomen. A figure who seemed to be made of pure light tackled the second teenager to
the ground.
A pool of red had starting forming under the first youth.
The first boy dusted himself off and ran to the second boy. Leaning over him, tears streaked his cheeks
and his shouts were muted. “This is our charged” I jumped as the voice came from my right. It was the
same stranger from the elevator. I started wiping my tears, I really had gone insane.Still I asked the
well-dressed figment of my imagination, “how did I see that?”
“You, my loved one, are in the Kingdom of Light, what you humans affectionately call Heaven” he
responded warmly.
“Does that mean I’m dead and what happened to the boy?”
“No you are not dead, it is not yet your time Penelope. As for the boys, the one that you saw being
shot dies an hour from now. His lover will go on to become an activist and warrior, this is his path, this
is why his guardian angel was allowed to intervene.
“Are you telling me this is what you do, watch us, for what, like ever?”
“Yes, we have many roles, protection is but one of them.”
“But you don’t change, you don’t age?”
“No, this is our consolation” was his reply. He put his hand on the small of my back, I felt this warm
feeling like there was sunlight in my chest. I felt love like I’d never felt it and such joy. Tears blurred my
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vision, I wasn’t sad now, I’d never felt anything like that. Like God, herself had wrapped me in her
arms.
“But this is all we are love, changeless, love in its purest form. Time does not move for us as it does
you, we never strive for more than we are.”
“I’ve never felt anything like that but don’t you want to become more, don’t you want to be more?”
“We are not made like you, this is not in our nature. Now it is time for you to return, Penelope”
There was a sound like wind blowing and I was standing on the street in front of my office building. I
looked at the time on my phone and it said one minute after eight.
Walking towards the subway, I shrugged the whole event off as nothing more than vivid hallucination.
I’d make contact with a therapist first thing in the am, still shaken up, I got into the train. A distorted
announcement mentioned the next stop.
The carriage was empty except for some old bat who was reading a book that had seen better days, it
had a burly long-haired figure on the cover and beside her sat a teenage girl whose thumbs were
moving at an almost inhuman speed on her cellphone.
My eyes felt heavy as each passing light seemed to augment the onset of fatigue.
I was suddenly woken up by the smell of rotting eggs assaulting my nose and there next to me sat a
young woman, she was sitting a little too close for comfort.
She was easily in her early twenties in her and knitting something. Damn hipsters!
I started inching way, you know that way you do when you don’t really want to be too rude but you’re
trying to reclaim your personal space. The girl took my hand, I felt a pain shoot through me like I was
tossed in a bath of ice. I wasn’t on the train anymore, no ma’am. Wherever I was it was dark, I couldn’t
even see my hands.
“Who turned off the lights?!” I shouted into the abyss, my voice which didn’t sound like my voice
reverberated into the dark nothingness.
I tried reaching out but my heart started to race as I realized that there was no hand to reach out with.
I won’t try to save face here, I panicked, fuck deep breathing and fuck going to my special place. I
heard of the phantom limb phenomenon but this wasn’t just a limb that was no longer there, I came to
the dark conclusion that it was my entire body.
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Wherever this was, it was cold and empty, a vacuum of sensation.
Bouncing around the same space, zipping past me were bubbles with the most horrific images being
displayed in them. Anger, murder and all manner of depravity came and went.
Something clicked, these were the seedier parts of human emotion. The primal side of who we are.
I made contact with one of these…fear and it was like I felt a minuscule amount of heat but it was
fleeting and soon the cold emptiness made its return. I can’t say how long I was in the void but one
thing was sure, I was hungry and latching on to these primal, sinister emotions gave me fleeting
warmth and relief.
That’s when I saw it, a sliver of light. I peeked in and I could see into a room, a group of teenagers had
drawn a circle and were chanting something, the sliver started to grow into a crevice. There was one
urge that overrode everything, hunger. One of the teenagers had a blade and was about to make an
incision on his wrist when an older woman, she must have been his mother, came charging into the
room and hit the blade out of his hand. He and his friends were clearly being admonished by the
woman. It was then that the portal was reduced to a sliver of light again and I was thrown back into
the empty abyss.
There was a sound like air being sucked out of a room and I was back in the train carriage seated next
to the young girl.
“That was a trailer of life in the demonic realm, a real hoot, isn’t it?!” said the girl and I was sure that
her eyes roll over for a few seconds, exposing the whites of her eyes.
“It was so cold there, I felt disconnected from everything and everyone” was my only reply. I
stammered, would be able to keep your shit together when you responded to someone who told you
they were a demon after they transported you to their world? I involuntarily rubbed myself as if the
cold from the void had followed me.
“Glad you were so enraptured by it, maybe we can be roommates?”
I saw the train reaching my stop, the doors had barely opened when I made a beeline for them and ran
straight home.
As if I was 5 again, I hopped into bed and pulled the covers over my head.
The blanket was unceremoniously pulled off of me, “did you really think this would save you? What are
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you 12?” said an old man.
“What the…?” was the only thing I could say.
He wore a tattered hood and his hand he carried a lantern, “Allow me to introduce myself, I am he who
ferries souls to their resting place until they are ready to get their existence on again.”
“Wait like dddeath?!”Of course, I thought to myself, why not?!
“They once called me Thanatos but yes, that’s my current name. So unoriginal”
I was like, nope, and sprang from the bed but by the time I reached the door, I felt like I’d suddenly put
on a few extra weight. I tried turning the knob to open the door but the dang fangled thing wouldn’t
budge.
I discovered that my hand wasn’t touching the handle but instead it went straight through. I risked a
glance back at realized that my body was still laying on the bed. I sighed, looked at Death and said, “on
the upside at least taxes are no longer a factor where I’m going” I said.
He shrugged and snapped his fingers and we were both strapped into a roller coaster. I looked behind
us and there was a few cars, all of them filled with passengers.
They all seemed to be in a fugue-like state, their ages ranging from infancy to the elderly.
The ride continued, past the moon, the planets, around the sun and eventually, it dropped into a star.
Like sheep, the passengers were herded into various turn styles. Still, in their trance-like state, a few
dropped translucent what appeared to be cubes which ranged in various shades. Luminescent figures
scooped these cubes up, inspected them and either dropped them in a pile next to them or gave them
back to the passengers.
“It’s their karmic lessons,” said Death, looking at Penny’s quizzical expression.”They’ll rest in the
Kingdom of light for a bit.before going back to Earth for the next cycle.”
If I make it through this nervous breakdown, I’m making a point to look this kharma thing up, I thought.
Suddenly there was a shout and saw that one of the passengers had become lucid and was running
towards me. “No, you can’t have me!” he shouted to those in pursuit.
He grabbed me by the waste. I tried to fight his grip but he was strong and within in moments he’d
pulled me towards the edge of the platform.
“Let’s see if we can die twice!” he shouted, with a sort of fevered insanity. Another carriage came
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zipping toward the platform and he pulled us both in front of it.
It rocketed forward and the world became a swirling kaleidoscope of colour.
I was back in the park, I looked at the twinkling coin and smiled. Someone else can have their life
changed, I have a manuscript to write.
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Death of an Alien

The windshield wipers thudded back and forth, echoing the pounding of Natalie’s heart. Even at
top speed they barely kept up with the downpour. Natalie leaned over the steering wheel to peer into
the darkness. She strained to see the faint yellow lines in the center of the road.
Clutching the wheel, she forced herself to take slow, steady breaths. How could this be
happening? A few days earlier, five alien ships appeared and settled into orbit. No one knew where
they were from or what they wanted. They didn’t respond to any attempts at communication.
The aliens sent small ships down to the surface. One landed in Bethel Park, just south of
Pittsburgh. People panicked and riots broke out. All the news reports warned people to stay away from
the aliens, to consider them dangerous invaders. And to report any sightings.
The military sent up a squadron of fighter planes. No one knew what happened, no one knew
who fired the first shot, but a few planes blew up and one of the alien ships was damaged.
Then late this afternoon a bomb fell near Natalie’s office at the University of Pittsburgh. The
explosion knocked Natalie from her chair. Her head smacked against the side of her desk. With that,
she didn’t hesitate. Ignoring the blood on her face, she joined the stream of people pushing their way
down the stairs to flee the building.
Once outside, she sprinted for her car. Once she pulled out of the parking garage, she switched
on the radio. The panicked announcer reported numerous bombs falling all over the city. Natalie
squashed down her growing panic. She had no idea where to go, other than to get out of town, away
from the chaos.
Thousands of others had the same idea. The longer she drove, the more traffic built up. At least
I got ahead of most of it. After an hour and a half of bumper to bumper traffic, she made it past
Monroeville, a drive that on a good day was thirty minutes. She decided to keep heading east, then
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veer north and make for upstate New York, where her parents lived. Maybe it will be safer in the
country. S he made a quick stop for gas, then got back on the road, frantic to put as much distance
between her and the aliens as possible.
She drove for hours, into a heavy rainstorm and growing darkness. Feeling alone, she tried to
find a radio station. Nothing but static. A glance at her gas tank showed she had less than a quarter of a
tank left. She was going to have to stop soon.
She blinked as a bright light fell from the sky, disappearing from view somewhere ahead of her.
Was that a meteor? Or a burning plane going down? “What do I do now?” she said. She didn’t want to
go anywhere near whatever that light was. She glanced at the side of the road, searching for road signs
indicating a side road was coming up and she could change direction.
She drummed her fingers on the wheel. Surely, there’ll be a sign soon. A few minutes later she
sighed with relief when she saw a green sign in the distance. She let out a sigh when she finally was
able to read the words, “Blairsville 4 miles.” Did that light fall closer to me than that? With all the
curves in the road, she was losing her sense of where the light hit the ground.
She rounded a curve. An explosion in the sky made her jump and nearly miss a curve. Pieces of
burning metal fell from the sky, lighting up the darkness like spent fireworks, reflecting on all the
raindrops, making it harder to see the road. Wide-eyed, she forced herself to breathe slower. I hate
driving in the rain. She gripped the wheel tighter as the road bent sharply to the right.
A figure ran into the road. Natalie slammed on her brakes. The car skidded on the wet road and
fishtailed. A loud thump sent the car skittering toward the center of the road. Her head banged against
the window, reopening her earlier wound and adding sharp pain to her panic.
She clutched the steering wheel and gradually brought the car to a stop. A loud horn sounded,
and a car sped around her, followed by two more. The last one clipped her back bumper and jolted her
car toward the shoulder. She maneuvered the car onto the verge and put her head down on the wheel,
breathing raggedly.
Gradually, she stopped shaking. Did I hit someone? Her heart pounded, and she could feel the
blood rushing in her ears. She raised her head and closed her eyes when she saw two steering wheels.
Blood trickled down the side of her face. She touched the wound gingerly, wincing. She blinked a few
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times. The two steering wheels merged into one. With a sigh, she turned off the engine, reached into
the glove compartment for a flashlight and slid out of the car.
To her relief, the rain was slowing up. She took a step and felt the ground tilting. She clutched
the side of the car. Is dizziness a sign of concussion? She waited for the spinning to stop. Will I be able
to keep driving? She took a deep breath and walked to the back of the car. Her light revealed the
damage, a smashed-out taillight. Great. Then she made her way to the front. There was a large dent in
the bumper. What – or who -- did I hit?
The she heard it. A faint groan coming from the other side of the road. She crept toward the
sound. If it’s a wounded animal, I’ll have to kill it, she thought. I can’t leave it to suffer.
Her eyes widened when she saw a foot sticking out from under a bush. Horrified, she rushed to
the bush and pushed aside the branches.
She gasped. She had hit someone. A slender person lay face down. From the clothing, some
kind of non-descript tan loose-fitting pants and shirt, Natalie couldn’t tell if the person was male or
female, or even guess at the age. The person moaned, shivered, and rolled over onto their back.
Natalie couldn’t restrain the scream that burst from her throat. This person had four eyes. All
lined up in a row across its forehead. She pressed her hand to her mouth to keep from screaming
again, as its eyelids fluttered and opened.
Four orange eyes fixed on Natalie. Four alien eyes, full of pain and fear.
Now she was face to face with one of the aliens who’d come to invade and kill.
Curiosity mixed with guilt drove her to squat near the alien’s head. It moaned softly like a
wounded animal. Natalie gently touched the side of its blue-tinged face. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I
didn’t see you in the dark. I didn’t mean to hit you.”
Other than the slowing of the alien’s breathing, there was no reaction.
“You probably don’t understand me, do you?” She shone her light over the alien’s body. Its
clothing around the abdomen and down one leg was soaked in some kind of mustard-yellow fluid. “I
really hurt you, didn’t I?”
The alien shuddered and gasped for breath. “Are you dying?” Natalie asked.
The only response was a fixed stare on Natalie’s face.
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How horrible to die alone. She rubbed her forehead, wincing when she felt the wound she’d
forgotten about.
She knew she should call 911, report what she’d found, but she felt a strange fascination. This
person has flown from where? The next solar system? Another galaxy? To do what? To kill us all? Or
just to explore?
She felt the alien’s eyes staring at her. It slowly reached a hand toward her face. She recoiled.
The alien blinked, then continued to hold its hand out.
What does it want? Can it kill me by touching me?
She must have leaned closer without realizing it, because the alien suddenly lurched forward
and touched her forehead. She jumped back, heart racing. “Why did you do that?” she asked.
The alien just looked at her, blinking, gasping for breath as if it had been running.
Natalie tried to calm her own breathing. Then she realized. The pain in her head was gone. Did
the alien heal her? She touched the place she’d been cut, but felt no pain, no trace of an open wound.
The unsteady feeling and dizziness had vanished.
She leaned over and touched the alien’s face. “Thank you, I think.”
The alien moaned, its breathing growing weaker.
Natalie took hold of one of its hands. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t leave you.”
For answer, the alien squeezed her hand, then closed all four of its eyes.
What do I do? She thought about dialing 911 but hesitated. She was beginning to wonder if all
the fighting had been a mistake. If they’d come here to kill us all, why did it heal me?
But maybe it’s trying to get me to let it live, so it can get away and fulfill whatever evil mission it
came here to do.
As the minutes passed, the alien continued to cling to her hand. From time to time, it would
open one or two of its eyes, stare at Natalie, then close them again. The third time that happened,
Natalie decided. She wasn’t going to call anyone. She couldn’t let this alien die a violent death. It was
suffering enough.
She shifted her weight, trying to get a little more comfortable in her squat, not wanting to sit on
the wet ground. Every few minutes, the alien moaned and gasped. After half an hour, the alien’s grip
on her hand loosened. The alien coughed, then let out a long breath. Then it went still.
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Natalie remained where she was, holding its hand for a long while. “I don’t know what you
were looking for when you came here,” she said. “I hope now you’ve found peace.”

The End
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I hope you enjoyed Death of an Alien.
If you did, stop by www.evelynpuerto.com to read more of my short fiction.
Don’t forget to subscribe to my blog! You’ll receive a free short story, and twice a month I’ll send you
updates about my writing, reading and other adventures…

Including news about my upcoming novel:

Raising Fear


Duty. Desire. Destiny.
How far would you go to be safe... to be free…to be loved?
Iskra doesn't question the rules. The rules are there to keep her safe from those who are
deemed unsafe or unfair. Anyone who breaks the rules is taken, never to be heard of again. But that's
the price everyone gladly pays for peace. And no one wants to live like the Riskers—barbarians who
reject order and justice, and who could kill or be killed at any moment.

When a classmate is taken because of Iskra, the guilt forces her to do the unthinkable: seek out
the Riskers. Iskra's quest to save her friend quickly turns into a deadly mission that entangles her fate
with a shocking prophesy and ensnares her heart in the form of Xico, a young Risker willing to put it all
on the line to win her.

With every risk Iskra takes, the closer she gets to true freedom. But every choice carries a
consequence, and the price of her freedom could very well be her life and the life of the man she loves.

Coming in late 2019
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Caged In A Maze
Ian Worrall

Author of No Remorse No Regret
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Arrgh, I woke up on this cold steel floor thinking where in blazes was I? I didn’t have my normal clothes on, I
wasn’t naked, but it was bath robe or something like that. I couldn’t quite place what it was that I was wearing.
I got up from the floor and grabbed my head. I suddenly had a splitting headache. You know the kind that feels
like John Bonham’s slamming his foot in the bass drum in Led Zeppelin’s song When The Levee Breaks?
It was so bad I fell to my knees and pressed my head into the floor, thinking that maybe the coldness of the steel
would give some sort of relief. Since I had no idea where I was, I couldn’t exactly go find a first aid kit, or
infirmary to give me some Tylenol or Advil.
While pressing my head into the floor, I tapped a finger into it. No echo sound like you’d get at the Grand
Canyon. The sound was like, tapping on your hand or a pillow. A dead sound.
After a few minutes, the headache died down enough for me to get to my feet. Thinking again as to where was
I? The floor made of cold steel that sounded like a mattress? Come to think of it the floor actually felt like a
mattress or gym mat.
Squishy underneath my feet. It was all so weird. Was I in some kind of experiment? I didn’t recall ever agreeing
to be part of any scientific study. Did one of my cell phone apps do so without me knowing. I remember reading
about how various tech companies would use people’s personal information without their knowledge and
consent. Maybe I signed up for some sort of bait and switch type thing without knowing that I was going to be
part of something.
I scanned my memory for anything I signed up for both online and offline, and for the life of me, nothing came
to mind.
Or could it be one of my coworkers was angered with me getting the promotion over him? That’s one thing I do
remember. I got the promotion and James didn’t. we both worked so hard to get it, but in the end, I won, and
got the twenty thousand dollar raise.
I supposed I would be angry too if the positions were reversed. But put someone somewhere like this? No, I’d
never do that.
I took a few steps down a hall. And the lights got so bright I had to shove my arm against me eyes to shield
myself from being blinded. It was like those interrogation lights that would shine in people’s faces. As I walked
down the hall I had to look down at the floor before my eyes would adjust to the light.
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When they did, I looked up and saw a barred window at the end. A hacksaw was lying on the floor. Freedom
maybe? With that thought I suddenly heard a beeping sound. Beep, beep, beep. It was all around me, in my
head coming from the walls and from the other side of the window.
I couldn’t quite place what the sound was. My memory was suffering from the brain fog of waking up after very
little sleep. I ran down to the window, my heart racing like a speed metal guitar riff.
The second I picked up the hacksaw, the damn window moved up a foot, just out of my reach. A cruel joke or a
dream? I grabbed my left bicep and squeezed as hard as I could. Gritting my teeth against the pain I counted
sixty seconds in my head, but I didn’t wake up.
How long was I supposed to hold a pinch or anything like that to wake from a dream? Never read it anywhere, or
maybe that was a lie.
I squatted down, my butt to my heels, and jumped as high as I could. I almost reached the bar on the window,
but it moved another foot, just out of reach again. A few more attempts to jump to grab the bar and saw my
way to freedom met with failure. The window didn’t move, I just couldn’t reach it.
Pounding my hand against the wall, I found it was stone. I actually felt lucky that I hadn’t broken my hand.
Which furthered the weirdness of the situation. Cold steel that felt squishy, a moving window and then stone
walls that don’t break your hand when you punch them.
I stood there for a few minutes, wondering again as to what could have put me in this situation. The beeping
sound would come and go, sometimes in my head, sometimes in the wall and sometimes coming from the
window.
And then I heard a soft voice crying out, “Help me, help me!”
The voice sounded so familiar. I decided to follow where they voice was coming from. But when I tried to move
my feet, I was stuck to the floor. Stuck like someone had super glued my feet. My hands grew cold and started
shaking in full panic mode.
“Help me, help me, I’m begging you to save me!” the voice was louder. Almost right in front of me. And then the
vision of what happened years ago. I was only six at the time. My neighbor, Jenny, was six too. We were told
never to go near the pond without our parents with us.
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We went anyway, we wanted to collect salamanders. There was a foot bridge that went over the pond, so
people could fish or do other things. Jenny and I were too young to know what those other things would be. We
went up there to the middle of the bridge. Jenny leaned over the side and fell in.
I was too small at the time to reach in and pull her up. And I probably wouldn’t have been strong enough to pull
her up anyway. I was frozen in place, too scared to know what to do. I was just a kid. I didn’t want to get in
trouble by going to the pond when our parents told us not to.
Unfortunately, my friend drowned. From that day onward, I never forgave myself. But, today here and now all
these years later, I thought, maybe I’m being given a chance to correct the mistake. Today I’m going to save her.
“Jenny,” I yelled, “I’m coming! I’m going to save you.”
I made the jump, my feet now unstuck, and I slammed face first into the floor. The image, seemed so real. I had
even felt the splash of water on my face when Jenny had fallen in.
After I sat up on the floor, I felt my face, the pain was there, but my nose wasn’t broken or bleeding. I started
crying, tears flew down my face, “Jenny, I am so sorry. If I knew how to swim at the time I would have saved
you.”
I slammed the heels of my hands onto my forehead, cursing myself out. Why didn’t I run to our parents, they
might have saved her? I didn’t know at the time, but there were a couple of teenagers walking down the path to
the pond. Probably to do some extra-curricular activities. Had I run up the path they could have saved her.
Is there an alternative reality show in here? I only thought that because I thought about what could have
become of Jenny if we had listened to our parents and not gone down to the pond. As I sat there crying and
thinking about her, she was a cute little girl. But what child isn’t cute?
She’d be a stunner today, probably. She’d be the type of woman who would have her choice of probably fifty
men who would want to be her husband. How many kids would she have had? That compounded the tragedy,
because it wasn’t just the life of one little six-year-old girl that was lost. But the life of every other six-year-old
that would have come after that. The lives that would never be lived.
If there was anything I could change about my life, that would have been one.
I lost track of time as I remembered my friend and mourned for what could have been. What should have been
and wasn’t. I had cried until my eyes ran dry and I had no more tears left. How long had that been?
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With the beeping getting loud and then quiet, there was another sound. Scraping or something like that. Metal
on metal, or like the sound of running your finger nails down a black board. Where was it coming from?
At first, I couldn’t tell, but then it was coming from underneath me. I jumped up just in time as a spike came out
of the floor right where I was sitting. More of the same sounds coming up from the floor I dodged another spike
that would have impaled my foot.
And then another and another until there were eight spikes sticking out of the floor. What kind of torture was
this? I’d take a couple steps and pause, the metal grinding sound came again, and again I dodged a spike.
“What do you want from me?” I screamed out to the maze. It was then that I looked up and saw, well nothing
just an empty blackness. If I could find something to climb on, maybe I’d reach the top and get out of here that
way.
Another spike shot out of the floor, I didn’t dodge quick enough this time and it hit the outside of my left foot. I
screamed out in pain and started limping down the hall. Even though a wave of pain would shoot through me
like a wave crashing into the shore with every step I took, no blood was coming out of my foot.
I shouted out to whoever was here watching me, “I no longer consent to this experiment.” I was hoping that if I
had accidentally consented to an experiment, this would be enough to end it and get me out of here.
No answer came. Either no one was out there, or they didn’t care that I no longer was a willing participant. Or
maybe once consent was given in this instance, it can’t be removed.
I screamed out again, “What did I do to deserve this? Whatever it is I’m sorry!”
When no answer came again I became certain I had been abducted. “James, if it’s you, I’ll turn down the
promotion. You can have the job. Just please let me out of here.”
I jumped out of the way of another spike and then, about fifty feet away I saw a ledge. Maybe that would be a
safe haven. If only for a short time, or until my foot didn’t hurt anymore.
Limping to the ledge, as fast as I could, a spike here, a spike there to my right and left in front of me and all over
would shoot out. Someone or something didn’t want me at the ledge.
I got hit in the left hand at the last foot away before I manage to grasp the railing with my right hand and yank
myself up. I collapsed on the ledge and puked down on the spikes below me.
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What was the point of all those spikes shooting out of the floor to impale me? I couldn’t figure out what lesson I
was supposed to learn. I got to thinking as to how James would have ever known about Jenny? A simple Google
search would do the trick of course.
Maybe, this was an alien abduction. This was the first time I had come to believe that would have ever
happened. All those stories about aliens conducting experiments on people always seemed good for a laugh. No
so funny now.
As I lay on the ledge, the beeping sound pierced my ears like a banshee wail, it felt as though my ear drums
would explode. And then a sharp pain on my chest like I had been struck by lightning. A wave of electricity shot
through me like a tsunami wave.
I froze in position on the ledge. And then fell, then another jolt and I couldn’t move again. “Stop it please, stop
it.”
After about five jolts, whoever was doing this to me must have felt bad, or more likely grew tired and bored. This
round of torture had ended.
I had lost my breath from all the jolts and had trouble recovering. It took almost twenty breaths of five seconds
in and out to get my breathing back under control.
“What planet did you take me to?” I yelled out. Either I had lost my mind or alien abductions were true. “I want
to go home to my family. You have no right to keep me here.”
What reason would aliens have to abduct me anyway? They must have seen something. But I have no military or
government job, so they wouldn’t get any secrets from me. And they wouldn’t need to abduct people anyway to
get them, would they?
After all, when you think about it, let’s pretend for a minute that faster than light travel is really possible like
what you see on Star Trek, Star Wars or any other sci fi show or movie. Any civilization that is that advanced,
would they even care that we exist?
Most likely, they would just look at us a bunch of idiots. Either that or a bunch of lab rats. Maybe that’s why
aliens abduct humans. Is there a disease on their planet they’re trying to cure?
That wouldn’t make sense though. Would human DNA be compatible with aliens? No way, unless, humans
evolved or were created on some other planet as well.
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These are the ramblings of some poor fool who has been trapped in a maze. Next to me on the wall came the
sound like elevator doors opening. I looked over and there was this opening that led to a tunnel. I would have to
crawl through it.
No way was I going to do that. I even yelled that out to the maze and the people or aliens that held me captive.
Then from inside the tunnel I heard her voice, “Follow me, follow me.”
It was Jenny, again. “Jenny, you died forty years ago. I’m sorry, but you’re not real.”
“You must follow me, quickly.”
“No way, Jenny,” I told her, “I’m staying right where I am.”
Then the banging, wham, wham, wham, it came from outside in the maze. Like the sound of the garbage truck
setting the dumpster down on the ground. I looked out in the maze and the spikes were being eaten by the wall
as it was closing in on me.
Six inches from the ledge, I turned, and she was still standing there. Still the six-year-old girl, short enough to
stand in the place and not whack her head on the ceiling. “Fine, Jenny, you win,” I said.
I crawled into the hole and as soon as I was in the opening closed and Jenny disappeared. Exasperated I started
crawling through the tunnel. I could see only six inches ahead of me and then it was all blackness.
I kept a slow pace, with everything that happened so far, I figured there would be some sort of drop off into a pit
of snakes or something.
The ‘or something’ wasn’t a pit of snakes. I ended up in some kind of bubble, floating underwater. Then, I saw
the sharks surrounding me. But they weren’t like any shark species I had ever seen pictures of. Maybe I was on
an alien ship, or planet.
One of the sharks took a liking to me and started circling the bubble. Not good, not good. Sensing impending
doom, my throat and stomach tightened to where I could barely breathe. And then when the shark swam
straight for me, its mouth wide open to swallow me whole, my breathing stopped.
I tried to scream but couldn’t. That’s why aliens abduct humans. To be food for their pet sharks.
The shark crashed into the bubble. I got sent rolling through the water. Somehow the bubble didn’t burst. The
bubble would roll for I estimated twenty feet, then another shark would crash into the bubble sending me
another twenty feet.
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Again, and again. Over and over, sharks would crash into the bubble sending me rolling head over heels in the
water.
Maybe then I wasn’t brought here to be food for their pet sharks, just a toy for their pet sharks. It’s a miracle I
didn’t fill the bubble with puke. But then I didn’t remember the last time I had eaten a meal.
I must have spent hours down here and didn’t feel any hunger pangs. And my stomach never growled once. I
kept my eyes closed the whole time the sharks were bouncing me around. If a beach ball had feelings, this is
what it must have felt like to be bounced around the nose of a seal.
After what must have been at least fifty sharks kicking me around with their noses, I flew out of the water onto a
sandy shore. The hard landing caused the bubble to burst. And soaked to the bone, despite being in the bubble, I
got covered in sand.
Now what were my options? Go for a swim and get the sand off me? No way, with all those sharks in the water. I
looked around and there was the beech shower. But I would have to dry the clothes off and sit around nude.
Or, would they really be that cruel to make me go around the rest of the maze naked? Of course they would. So
just take the shower and then leave the robe I was wearing on. I wasn’t about to give them a porno show.
I let the water from the shower wash over me and get all the sand off. After I was finished I stood down at the
shore about a foot from the water. I wanted the sun, or what looked like the sun to dry me and the robe off.
No heat was coming from the sun. Was it really the sun of this planet? Or was it a flood light beaming down on
me? It was going to take a while for the clothes to dry. Whoever had me here just couldn’t show some sort of
mercy and give me some dry clothes.
My two options were to walk, run and crawl around in wet clothes or do it all naked. In other words, one option,
do it all soaked to the bone and hope it wouldn’t be too long before I got dry. For all I knew, my situation was
being broadcast to a live audience.
A few minutes or longer, I couldn’t really tell the passage of time, and I noticed the water was starting to touch
my feet. And it was getting higher. In a few seconds it was at my ankles.
I turned and started walking further into shore, but the water kept following me until I got back up to the beech
shower. And there she was again.
My friend Jenny. I crouched down so my eyes were level with hers. “What am I doing here, Jenny? Why am I
here?”
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She giggled like I remembered she always used to and said, “Follow me, and I’ll show you.”
“I want some answers,” I said. “I won’t follow you unless you tell me.”
“Yes, you will follow me,” she said.
“No, I won’t,” I said. I reached out to grab her and she disappeared and then reappeared ten feet away.
“Follow me,” she repeated her command.
“Why should I follow you?”
She pointed to the water and said, “Look behind you.”
I turned and saw the water was now less than a foot from the shower. “Okay fine, I’ll follow you.”
She let me catch up to her and took my hand and led me into a forest. Like the one we used to play hide and
seek in. Up until she died.
“Please don’t put me through seeing you die again, Jenny.”
She looked up and giggled, “At least you didn’t have to experience dying at the age of six.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. And then she disappeared again. “Where are you?” I cried out. But there was no answer.
The sound of the forest was, well, no sound at all. Just a slight breeze rustling the leaves of the trees. I kept
looking around me half expecting a pack of wolves to charge out and attack. The other half of me was expecting
a bear to grab me.
I took a couple steps further into the forest and, the twigs kept sticking into my feet. Every few feet I had to stop
to pull one out of my foot. Throwing my arms up I shouted out to my captors, “You couldn’t at least let me have
a pair of shoes or boots?”
No, of course they couldn’t. I trudged on and on until one of my fears was about to come true. Fifty feet ahead
of me was a pack of six wolves. All six of them licking their chops. I was to be their next meal. I looked around
and found a tree that had a low enough branch that I could reach it. Assuming the branch didn’t disappear when
I jumped for it.
But the tree was forty feet away. Can I outrun a pack of hungry wolves? No. again I looked around for anything I
could use as a weapon. But no sticks big enough to use as a club. No rocks big enough to cave in a wolf’s skull. I
would have given anything for a twelve-gauge shot gun right about now.
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Plan A then, run. I took off running, my life depended on ignoring the twigs and pebbles that would stick in my
feet. The wolves ran after me. Gaining ground, inch by inch and foot by foot. I let another scream out to my
captors, “Please let me live! I’m begging you, I want to live.”
By some miracle, or maybe mercy on the part of my captors, I got to the tree with seconds to spare. I jumped up
and grabbed the tree branch and pulled myself to safety. All those years doing pull ups paid off right now.
Below me, the wolves tried to jump, and they put their paws up on the tree trunk hoping to be able to climb.
Thankfully they weren’t hungry cats. I estimated they spent thirty minutes trying to get up the tree before
realizing they couldn’t. If only they would go away and leave me alone in search of another meal. But they lay
down near the tree. Obviously, they were smart enough to know I wouldn’t be able to stay up here forever. They
were playing the waiting game.
I sat on the tree branch and started picking out the twigs and pebbles that got embedded in my feet. And then
louder than ever, beep! Beep! Beep! The sound ripped through my head at the same time I heard a chainsaw.
The panic that went through my head now was like nothing else I had ever experienced in my life. My throat so
tight I couldn’t breathe. I was almost dry heave puking. All my extremities had gone cold. They gave me a tree to
save myself only to have it cut down and leave me to the wolves.
I managed to look down and saw that there was no lumberjack or anyone else cutting at the tree. But then this
awful searing pain shot through my chest.
I grabbed the tree with one of my arms trying to keep my balance and stop myself from falling off the branch. I
barely managing to choke out, “Please stop this, please, I’m begging you.” Tears started flowing again, and, and
everything went black.
I don’t know how long I was out, but I woke up lying on the tree branch. I have no idea how I didn’t fall off to
become the meal of the day for the wolves. But, I figured that wasn’t in their plans. I had fallen asleep or been
knocked unconscious and left to lie straddling the branch.
The beeping in my head had settled into a dull tapping. But now there were three distinct beeping sounds.
“Jenny, I’m sorry. Or if it’s you James, I already told you I’ll give up the promotion. Just please let me out of
here.”
Maybe, I thought, Jenny and her parents are the aliens who had abducted me. It would make sense wouldn’t it?
How else could she be here? Aliens who could travel throughout the planets would have better medical care
than we would and would therefore be able to revive someone who died after a longer time than we would.

Short Stories for the soul
But it was forty years ago, and she hasn’t aged a day. Of course, aliens would be able to do that. Maybe they
found the fountain of youth.
Or, maybe I was just losing my mind. At this point, even though I had just woken up, I felt so tired. Exhausted to
the point of surrendering to whatever they had planned for me.
But no. No. I thought as I clenched my fists. I will not surrender to whatever it is you want. “I did nothing wrong,
you hear me?” I yelled out to my captors. “I got that promotion fair and square James and you know it. And
Jenny, I just a kid like you were. I was scared. Do you have any room in your heart for forgiveness?”
When I was done shouting I felt the tree move. It was sinking into the ground. I tried climbing higher and higher,
but the tree kept sinking. It was like the tree was trying to drag me into the ground. I looked up to see where the
top of the tree was. And just like when I was inside there was only blackness about fifty feet up. I looked down
and the wolves had left. Hopefully they found another meal that was tastier than I would have been.
This was then something like a holodeck on Star Trek. I was now more convinced than ever aliens had taken me.
They were running me through their sick experiment.
My attempts to climb further up the tree were futile, I hit the ground and started running. Despite the fact the
wolves were gone, I had a feeling they’d be back. They would want their meal, even if I did taste like crap.
I ran and ran, but my exhaustion was getting the better of me and I had to slow down. I was confused, I never
got winded by a run before. Was it age catching up to me or did the aliens give me something to make my
problems worse?
The only thing I knew was that I had to keep moving. Something inside me was telling me that. Or just the
common sense of the situation. I had escaped spikes shooting up through a floor, escaped wolves who wanted
to eat me.
Maybe, just maybe if I played along, I would get out of this place.
After running through the forest as fast as I could for what seemed like almost an hour, I reached an open field
and collapsed into the grass. The blades of the grass were almost four feet tall, but still had that smell of fresh
cut grass.
I might have thought that was weird, but with everything else I had gone through, this was rather tame. That
was until I heard that tell-tale sound of a rattle and a hiss.
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I looked up and two feet away from my face was probably the biggest rattle snake ever. I had seen them in the
wild, none were ever more than three feet long. This one was the size of a python, or even bigger.
From what I could see, the thing was almost six feet long, and that’s just the part I could see. It stretched out
further into the grass beyond my vision.
My arms and legs frozen in place as the snake reared up and bared its fangs. More proof, in my mind that aliens
had taken me here, the snake didn’t just have fangs to inject venom, it had rows of teeth on the bottom and top
of his mouth. Like a cross between a shark and a snake.
The snake moved to strike, and I tried to roll out of the way, but it got me on the shoulder. Just as suddenly as I
got hit, the snake slithered away into the grass. Probably to wait for me to die so it could come back and swallow
me whole.
My head started spinning as the venom started to course through my body. I got to my knees, and the whole
place was spinning. I stumbled to my feet and across the field, I saw a hut with the red cross symbol on it.
They just might have the anti-venom there. I just had to get to the place before I died.
I took five steps and fell over and puked. Another five steps after that and my vision blurred. I estimated the hut
was about a hundred feet away. “Please let me get there in time,” I called out to whoever had me here. “Or
send someone to save me please.”
I got another five steps and my legs gave out again. I resolved and made a promise to myself that I would make
it to the hut. I would do everything I could to make it there, increase the number of steps I took before
collapsing with each time I made a go of it.
Two hopes here, one was that I would make it to the hut before I died. Two that there would be anti-venom
there. And if not, at the very least they wouldn’t let me get eaten by a snake. Bring me back to Earth and my
family for a proper burial and funeral. They owed me that much at least after everything they put me through.
Six steps, then pause. Next time I made it to eight. Then ten. Then twelve, then fifteen and when I got to twenty
steps I collapsed down right in front of the hut.
This time I couldn’t move my legs and had to drag myself to the door.
“Somebody help me please!” I begged as I reached for the door knob.
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I got my hand clasped around the knob, surprised that they didn’t make the thing move on me this time. Or for
that matter make the hut disappear altogether.
It took me three attempts to get the thing open. And I dragged myself into an almost empty room. In the middle
of this room was a table with a vial of clear liquid and a syringe. Was this the anti-venom? I could only hope.
Seven minutes it took me to drag myself to the table. I dry heaved on the floor for another three before I could
raise my hands to the top of the table and pull myself up. That was the hardest pull up I ever had to do.
I was tempted to lay on the table and close my eyes, but I resisted that knowing I probably wasn’t going to wake
up if I did. With my hands shaking like they were trees in a hurricane, and after almost dropping and smashing
the vial at least four times I managed to fill the syringe.
What a wonderful time this was to get over my fear of needles. Not much choice if had wanted to live. I stuck
the needle right where the snake had bitten me and plunged the liquid into my shoulder.
And then everything went black.
The next thing I knew I heard her voice again. “Follow me this way.”
I woke up still on the table, but the hut was gone. I was in the middle of a city square, no one else but me. The
place was a mixture of Time’s Square in New York and Red Square in Moscow.
“Follow me this way,” Jenny said again.
I looked around but couldn’t see her. Her voice was coming all around me. The beeping sound went off again
and right in front of me the New Year’s Eve ball dropped to the floor. This was a few months early for that.
“Follow me, I’m over here.”
I looked to my right and saw her. She was standing next to the tomb of Lenin. I gave my head a shake, I thought
they had removed that. But again, I was certain I was on some real-life alien version of the Star Trek holodeck.
Swinging my legs around, I got off the table and ran over to Jenny. She had that sweet smile on her face she
always had. I crouched down, “Jenny I would like some answers as to where I am. What planet and why did you
bring me here?”
“Follow me and you’ll get your answers.”
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She turned and opened the door and into a hall of mirrors I was led. And right before she disappeared again she
looked up at me and said, “Follow the mirror all the way to the end.”
“I need some answers, I want to know what I’m doing here,” I yelled out. And once more there was no answer.
Just that incessant beeping sound coming from everywhere around me and inside my head.
I walked down the hall of mirrors, no point looking into the mirrors, I’d just see a thousand or million reflections
of myself.
They must have figured I was going too slow because behind me I heard another hissing sound. I turned around
figuring I was going to see the snake, but it was some gas or smoke billowing out into the hall and gaining on me
fast.
Not needing any further coaxing, it was some sort of poison, I’ve seen that movie enough times I took off
running down the hall until I fell through a hole.
I fell on my butt and started sliding down the pipe. It was actually a waterslide. I knew that when I got to the
bottom I would probably have to swim faster than I ever did in my life. They probably were going to drop me in a
pool of piranhas. Or knowing what I’ve seen so far, something even worse.
At the bottom of the slide, it jutted up several feet and I went flying far up into the air. So far, that I couldn’t see
what I was going to fall into when I inevitably fell back down.
And when my ascent stopped, I pulled myself into a cannon ball hold as I started falling back to whatever waited
for me below.
Faster and faster to the bottom I went, my ears were popping like I was on a plane going into land. And then…
WHAM!!
I hit the water, or something like that, with such force, the wind was knocked out of me and I swore at least half
of my ribs were at least cracked if not broken. Amazingly I could see how far up the water splashed, almost fifty
feet into the air.
It wasn’t acid that I fell in, there wasn’t any burning of my eyes or skin. But, as I predicted, fish swarmed around
me. There were at least thirty of them. They didn’t look like piranhas, from what I remembered of the pictures I
saw of them. Giant gold fish. Knowing I wouldn’t have been dropped into a pool of harmless gold fish, I had to
do everything I could to get myself out of there.
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I could barely move my arms as I got as fast to the surface as I could. The fish were chasing me. One got a bite on
my foot. Another bit my leg. Further I went to the surface they kept biting me.
My heart pounding like a speed metal drummer whaling away on double bass drums, I broke the surface, and
still the fish were biting me. They must have been starved for food. I kept feeling thirty different bites almost
every three to five seconds.
Thirty feet away, at the edge of the pool, Jenny was waving to me. Urging me to get out of the pool. Like I
needed any urging. “You were the one who led me down here, Jenny,” I yelled. “Can you at least throw me a life
ring and a rope and drag me out of here?”
With that sweet smile on her face, she shook her head. “Is this revenge for not saving you?” I yelled as I
continued swimming to her. “Please forgive me, I’m sorry.”
More and more bites on my legs, arms and everywhere else before I finally made it to the edge of the pool and
dragged myself out.
Four fish were hanging off each leg and arm. I brushed them off and the bleeding stopped and the chunks out of
me healed in seconds. Lying on the edge of the pool I looked up at my childhood friend. “What more do you
want from me?” I asked her barely able to breathe. “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?”
“Follow me,” she said and turned away.
I breathed ten heavy breaths before I could get back to my feet and follow her. By that time, she had gotten to
the wall. This was exactly like the place where I had started taken swimming lessons after she died.
When I reached her, I got to my knees and said, “If they had paid for swimming lessons before it happened, I
could have, no, I would have saved you. You can’t blame that on me.”
Giving me that sweet smile again, she tilted her head side to side and tapped on the wall. A ladder appeared.
“Follow me,” she said again.
“Jenny, I want answers, and I want them now.”
“You’ll get them soon.”
“I’m not following you up that ladder until you answer my question as to what the hell am I doing here?”
She covered her ears and hollered, “Don’t be a potty mouth around children!”
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“Okay,” I said,” I’m still not following you up that ladder.”
“Yes, you will,” she said pointing behind me.
I turned and saw the giant gold fish were climbing out of the pool. They had sprouted legs and were lumbering
over to me.
“Okay you win,” I said.
She giggled and said, “Last one to the top’s a rotten egg.”
“I guess I’ll be the rotten egg,” I muttered under my breath. I let her get a few rungs up before I got on the
ladder and seconds before the gold fish, or whatever they were now had reached me.
As we would climb, I would get closer to her and have to stop and let her get ahead again. This happened three
times and then the rung my feet were on disappeared. Almost losing my grip when my fingers slipped, I stopped
myself from falling by wrapping my arms around the sides of the ladder.
Amazing that little girl had all the boundless energy, like the Energizer Bunny, she kept going and going and
going.
My breath and my strength were starting to give out that she got so far ahead and looked down at me, “Keep
following me. You have to keep moving.”
How a six-year-old girl could physically outdo a forty-six-year-old man, I couldn’t figure that one out. But oh well,
with each rung disappearing at my feet, I didn’t really have any choice but to keep climbing.
Onward, up and up and finally we reached the top. She was sitting on a ledge, munching on a banana and
humming Mary Had A Little Lamb. I looked down and saw nothing. Just another empty blackness. The floor of
the place was nowhere to be seen.
“Maybe you could give me a banana?” I asked.
She smiled again and said, “Sorry but there was only one. You should have gotten up here before me.”
“What’s next then?” I asked
She pointed out across the ceiling and suddenly monkey bars fell.
“Let me guess,” I said, “the last one over is a rotten egg?”
She giggled and said, “No, this time a rotten potato.”
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Leaping up she grabbed the first rung. Not wanting to see what would happen if I didn’t follow her I grabbed the
first rung after she got four rungs ahead.
I tried to keep her at least four rungs ahead of me. Twenty rungs into our trip across the ceiling, my grip was
starting to fail, and then, the run I was holding on started to fade. I swung to the next bar and gasping for breath
I called out to her, “Jenny, how much further?”
“Not too far, not too far.”
The bar faded again, and I got to the next bar. The rate at which the bars I was holding on were fading and
disappearing grew faster.
“Jenny, please!” I yelled. “Get me to the end.”
“We’re almost there,” she yelled back.
Almost on cue an opening like a trap door in the wall appeared with a bright light emanating from it.
“See what I told you?” she called back.
From where I was it was almost a hundred feet away. Was I going to make it. My strength was fading as I saw
her make the final leap into the trap door in the wall.
It was everything I could do to keep my strength up and get to the last rung. I swung my legs back and forth and
just as the bar faded and disappeared I got my leap in. Somersaulting through air I hit the wall just above the
trap door and started sliding down.
One last desperate grab and I got hold of the bottom of the door. Jenny peaked her head out and smiled, “What
are you waiting for?”
“Can you give me a hand?” I asked gasping for breath.
“Sorry, not allowed to do that,” she giggled.
“That didn’t stop you forty years ago.”
“And look what it got me.”
I grunted and let out a yell, like a power lifter putting his world record weight over his head and got myself up to
where my shoulders were above the opening. Then I forced myself in with my waist on the threshold of the
door.
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Jenny had slid a few feet away from me. “Come along.”
With a heavy lump I got my whole body through the door and then, I was sliding down towards the bright light.
“What next, Jenny?” I called out. But she was already through to the other side.
I slid out into a cavern falling flat on my face. When I looked up, Jenny was two feet away from me, smiling as
usual. And behind her were these shockingly beautiful gates made of pearl. In front of the gates a man was
seated at a marble desk, writing on a stone tablet with a feather pen.
“Get up,” Jenny said to me.
I did as she said, and she took my hand and brought me over to the man at the desk.
“Saint Peter,” she said. “I would like you to meet Dylan. We were friends until I died at the age of six.”
“I know that, Jenny, now run along and play with the other children.”
I stood there slack jawed as Saint Peter shook my hand.
“You mean…” I started.
“Yes, Dylan, you’re dead.”
“What happened?”
“You over did it at the gym and had a massive stroke.”
He went on to explain everything. It now made perfect sense. The headache was from the stroke. The beeping
was from the heart rate monitors and all the other stuff in the ambulance and the hospital. Then the electric
shocks from the defibrillator, and the sawing feeling in my chest was when they were cutting me open for organ
donation.
“We put you through a series of tests to see if you could make it to heaven,” Saint Peter said. “And you have.”
“And why use Jenny?”
He shrugged and said, “We needed someone you would trust as a guide.”
I didn’t know whether to be thankful or cry. I only wished I could give my family that last goodbye and tell them I
love them.
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Out of Darkness

I awake in the dark. Anxious for my eyes to cut through the black surrounding me, my heart
races and sweat trickles down the lower part of my back. I will my body to move unsuccessfully,
trapped between consciousness and unconsciousness. Something loud jolts me as I lay still, gasping for
air, frantically searching for my last few moments. Prickling and pulsing sensations creep to my
fingertips and my hands slowly come back to life. My muffled screams are too low to alert the voices
close by. A small beam of light cuts through a crack in the blinds revealing a simple room with one chair
and a little table. I do not remember how I got here. Or even who I am.

I sense a presence in the room. A woman with tear-filled eyes looks down upon me. She speaks
as if I’ve known her all my life, and for a moment, I pity her. I try to tell her she’s mistaken me for
someone else, but the words are stuck in my head. Am I dead?
“Give her time,” says a low, soulful voice which soothes me. “She’s been through a lot. She’s
very lucky.” Who are they talking about? Heaviness rests upon my eyes and in my heart and I give in to
the lull which pulls me back to the darkness and the shadows where I was.

I am holding his hand and he is smiling and watching me as we walk from the brick building to our
parked car. A glint of the moon’s light shines through the trees. A warm summer breeze blows the long
hair off my shoulders, swirls around us on the dimly lit street, rustling the leaves on the low-hanging
branches and picks up another scent on its way back. The sweet smell of rain coming. “A perfect night,”
I say, still holding his hand and he pulls me in and kisses the curve between my neck and shoulder. I
breathe in a woodsy-mint scent of his cologne and fresh laundered shirt and I could stay in this moment
forever. “I’ll drive,” I say.

“You sure?” He stumbles.
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“Of course,” I am in better shape to drive tonight. Our hands detach as we break toward opposite sides
of the car, but our eyes remain locked until we get in…
~

The shadows are dark and murky, and others try to enter. Feet shuffle in and out. Even in
darkness, I begin to recognize the regular footfall against the floor of those who come most often.
Coming and going. Soft spoken words. A warm hand upon mine. Telling me what they did that day.
Telling me that they love me. I float above them and watch them move and speak, fulfilling actions
below that I am not part of. I cannot place who they are, nor can I get back to that body on the bed. Is
it mine? Dusky shadows turn dark again. I am drifting, unsure of what is real or imagined. A loss of
connection exists between my body and my mind.

…The road is dark, the streetlights farther apart. A cool, misty air rushes in through the partially
opened windows. Rain begins its ascent. One drop, then another falling separately, unevenly. I glance
at him asleep next to me, he is smiling, his head against the glass. I squeeze his hand and return mine
to the wheel. The raindrops quicken and tap dance upon us, and for a moment, I am lost in its rhythm. A
relaxing, beautiful rhythm that is both comforting and calming. I long to be home in our soft bed,
listening to the rain pattering against our windows as it lulls us to sleep. Soon the raindrops are quick
and heavy, beating hard and unruly. And now it has no rhythm. I should have worn my glasses. I ease
up on the gas and attempt to reach for the glasses in my purse. The car swerves, sending my purse to
the floor. I quickly return my hand to the wheel trying to straighten and we swerve again. The
windshield wipers push waves of water back and forth in an unlucky attempt to keep up and I scarcely
see the white lines on the road. I know I should be pulling over, but we are close to home. I sense a
detachment of wheels from road and I no longer see the road or anything else. A deluge of water
empties its rage from the sky. My hands are one with the steering wheel now. Adrenaline races through
my body and terror fills my mind. And then a deafening and fearful silence surrounds me, and I float
through nothing. Waiting…
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“She moved! She moved her fingers! Did you see that?” she says. The same familiar voice from
before. I sense a sadness coming and I can’t wake up. A sadness that’s been here. It rests in the
shadows and it waits in the light. I cannot face it. I hear her bolt from the seat near my bed as she runs
to get someone. The muffled sounds of their voices grow closer until they are near me again. “Do you
see that? She’s moving her legs.” Hope and fear rest in her voice.

“She’s dreaming.” He says. I smell Band-Aids and rubbing alcohol, a clean medicinal scent from
the doctor examining me. I begin to feel a sensation, a connection to my twitching body but my mind
continues to float in the rain.

…I am weightless and flying fast. Glass shatters and metal bends as we are thrown over and over into
rock and road. I scream for him, but he doesn’t answer. And I am crying but I can’t hear my voice. My
thoughts lost in the wreckage…
Several voices compete at once, calling for Ella. I focus on the two I’ve heard before. The ones
I’ve heard every day since I entered the darkness. “Ella,” she whispers in my ear while holding my
hand. Ella. Her whispered voice, the touch of her skin, pulls me forward and I know now. I am Ella.
Waves of emotion course through me and I am overwhelmed by the weight of the truth. Its heaviness
pulls me back toward the shadows, but I resist.

“She’s opening her eyes,” says the soulful voice and a powerful warmth advances from my toes
to my legs, arms, chest and mind. I glance at the hand holding mine and follow it up to the face I know
so well. My mother leans in close and kisses my forehead, cheeks and nose before burying her face
into my hair, shoulders shaking, mirroring mine. I want to ask her, but I fear the answer.

During the next few days I learn that the car I was driving that beautiful and terrible night had in
fact crashed. The storm caused a flash flooding to occur in and around the area we were driving. The
police officer who visited me, said that several other cars had accidents that night from the rain
causing them to slide off into a ditch or remain stuck where they were. But none were as severe as the
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crash we endured. Apparently, the car I was driving began to hydroplane due to the high speed at
which we were traveling. It swerved and flipped several times sending us straight into the lane of
oncoming traffic. Suddenly, we were struck by a pick-up truck which propelled us several feet, until we
finally succumbed at the base of an old sycamore tree. The man in the pick-up was slightly bruised and
shaken up quite a bit, but he was the one who called for an ambulance. They used the “jaws of life” to
pull us out and we were air lifted to the hospital.

I endured broken ribs, a fractured pelvis and a broken leg in addition to needing several stitches
above my right eye. I was taken into surgery right away. They said Jack appeared less injured than I was
when they pulled him out. He was slightly conscious, although groggy, saying my name a few times.
But by the time they got him to the hospital, he began crashing fast. They tried to revive him, but it
was too late. His body surrendered to his internal injuries.

People say I could have died that day in the storm and that I’m so lucky to be alive. But I’m not
alive, not on the inside and I don’t feel lucky. I don’t say it out loud, only to myself. On the outside I am
healing, skin is mending, blood is flowing, and I will be left only with a couple of small scars that in
time, will fade. But on the inside, I am void of life. Nothing is growing or mending or flowing. Darkness
and decay exist on and around my heart. It weeps every day. It hurts every day. It reaches out every
day for him and grasps at nothing. How will I live this life?
And then Poppy enters into my room at that very moment, his timing impeccable. He pulls a
chair close to my bed. His eyes are wet, but he pretends they’re not and he takes a deep breath before
he sits. My tears beg to release, but I hold them back.

“Ella, my Bella,” he says with a catch in his soulful voice. I smile. “Life is hard sometimes. But
you know that.” He looks at the ceiling, searching for words. I don’t interrupt his thoughts. I wait. “But,
Nonna and your mom and I, and your sister and brother, we all know you’re gonna be okay.” I
acknowledge with a nod, even though I’m not really sure. “Life is hard,” he sighs. “But life. It can be so
good too.” He squeezes my hand and I squeeze back. He always tells us that. “You’ll find it, El. You
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will.” And for a moment, I believe him. He stands and leans into me and wraps his arms around me in a
firm embrace. We stay that way for a few minutes, as if he’s willing his strength right through to me.
And I feel it.

He wipes his eyes and sits back down. “You will get through this. And be happy again.” If
anyone knows this to be true, it’s Poppy. I tell him I love him and rest my eyes and a warm wetness
pours over my cheeks, just like the rain that day.
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To my readers who believe in second chances. May you get yours.
Never stop believing!
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CHAPTER 1

"He's back!"
Katherine read the text message at the same moment she opened the door of the oven to set
her designer cupcakes inside. It was her last batch of the four dozen she made for her mother's bridal
shower that afternoon. She glanced at the message from one of her best friends since grade school,
Michelle, and nearly dropped the pan into the oven making her dive forward and burn her hand on the
rack.
"Crap!" In the five years she’d co-owned her bakery on the square with Michelle and baked for
all of Asbury Hill's events, she never burned her hand on the oven rack! After quickly slamming the
oven door, she set the timer and jogged over to the freezer door and pulled out some ice. She threw
the ice in a paper towel while reaching for her phone again that continued to chime another four
times.
Katherine plopped into her favorite teal-painted, steel chair nestled under the kitchen island in
the middle of her expansive kitchen. The chairs were painted pink, yellow, teal and orange. The entire
bakery was decked in chic, vintage decor and the kitchen was big enough to fit both her SUV and
Michelle’s. Kathy looked over at the deep steel sink that was now full of several colored mixing bowls,
wooden spoons, and measuring cups, and she let her shoulders slump while using one hand to squeeze
the now melting ice over her hand.
She felt a shiver down her spine and wasn’t sure if it was from the drips of water sliding down
her forearm and onto her jeans, or from the revelation that he was back in town.
"Katherine James!" Michelle called out while running into the kitchen with her blonde hair
flowing around her shoulders, perfectly shaping her porcelain face and revealing her sparkling blue
eyes.
"Did you get our text messages?" Stephanie asked as she ran in behind Michelle. Steph was a
middle school math teacher and spent the summers helping around at the Side Street Cafe or the
bakery, where Michelle and Kathy spent most of their time. She walked around the opening of the
kitchen and stood next to Michelle tying her auburn hair into a bun while catching her breath.
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Michelle, Steph, and Kathy had been as close as sisters since the first day of third grade when
Michelle was being chased around the playground by "no-good" Billy who liked to pick on the girls,
pulling at their ponytails when he caught them. The third-grade teachers were sitting on the benches
by the door, chatting instead of minding the playground, so Kathy instinctively ran over to Billy and
jammed her fist into his stomach. Billy gasped as he bent over, grabbing ahold of his stomach with one
arm and using the other to wave his hand in surrender. Kathy had smiled over at Michelle, who was
still in tears and hooked an arm around her shoulders.
“Forget about him! No boy is worth your tears!” Kathy said to her as they began walking back
up the hill towards the school building, where Stephanie was standing with her arms crossed tightly
over her chest.
“What a jerk! I’m going to tell on him!” Steph declared before turning to go towards the
teachers that were still standing around unaware of what happened.
“No!” Kathy grabbed Steph by the arm. “It’s okay. That stupid-face won’t bother us anymore!”
She looked over at the two of them and even though they’d only met that morning, she knew she liked
them already. “We’re friends, right?”
The two of them smiled at each her and nodded in agreement. Kathy put her arms around both
of their necks and walked to the doors of the school. The three of them spent the rest of the day
connected at the hip. And they’d been inseparable ever since.
Kathy reminded herself of that day while looking into best friends’ eyes, feeling like she was
Michelle, reminding herself not to let the boys make her cry. She blinked back the memories along
with tears and squeezed her hands together, pressing the ice down into her skin.
"Kathy? Are you okay?” Steph asked while removing the wet paper towel from her hand and
throwing it into the trash can over by the refrigerator. She pulled out some more ice from the freezer
and went over to the sink to get some fresh paper towels. “I'm guessing by the ghostly look on your
face you did see our texts?" Her gaze dropped down to Kathy's hand and noticed the redness as she
handed her the fresh towel. Kathy took it from her and smiled a soft smile that didn’t quite reach her
eyes, as if to say thanks without the actual words. "Did you burn yourself?" Steph frowned and looked
her squarely in the eyes.
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Now or seven years ago? The question may as well have been rhetorical. She had burned
herself. Kevin had stolen her heart, they were supposed to be in love forever, travel the world
together, start a family. But, instead, after college, Kevin fled to New York City to become a big-shot
attorney, leaving Kathy feeling precisely that... burned.
Snapping herself out of her reverie, Kathy shook her head and closed her eyes. "I'm fine! He’s
here? As in..."
Michelle plopped down into the pink chair next to Kathy, scooting close to her side pulling her
into a partial hug and slowly nodded. "Kevin has moved back home… today."
The sound of the oven timer chiming pulled Kathy back into reality, filling her with both dread
and panic. She had a party to bake for, it was almost nine in the morning now and the cupcakes had to
be taken out to the square before two-o’clock that afternoon. Plus, she still had to get ready for her
mom’s shower herself! She did not have time to dwell on Kevin’s unannounced return right now!
Well, not entirely unannounced. Kathy’s mother and the town’s gossip guru, Liza, had heard
from the grapevine that Kevin’s mother may have mentioned it at the beauty salon earlier that week.
She wasn’t entirely confident that Kevin was moving back for sure, or even when. But, Kathy and her
two friends have been on high alert since the news had spread a week ago.
Forcing her legs that felt like led to move toward the oven, she looked back over her shoulder
at her friends perplexed. "What do you think he is doing here?" Kathy took out the cupcakes out and
placed them on the counter next to the other three dozen cupcakes she’d made already that morning.
The heat in her hand pulsed along with the pounding in her heart. She was angry at herself for allowing
him to still affect her this way. Her hands shook with regret and anger.
Kevin had been her first love and high school sweetheart. He was two years ahead of her and
she followed him to Boston University, where they’d planned to finish college and then return to
Asbury Hills, where she would open up her dream bakery.
And then one night, right before he graduated, Kevin dropped the bomb that he wanted to
move to New York and become an attorney instead. A night of fighting and tears ended abruptly with
Kathy throwing her engagement ring at Kevin's chest. And, she’d never forgotten the hurt that glittered
in his violet-blue eyes. Eyes she still dreamt about at night.
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And now he's back? Why? S he’d heard that he had a serious relationship with a colleague of his.
Kathy felt her chest tighten at the thought. Where they still together? Would she move here with him?
The very idea of seeing Kevin with another woman traipsing around town made her chest seer with
pain. He may as well have jabbed a knife straight into her heart. But, she refused to cry and she
swallowed the lump that threatened to form.
"Here let me get you some water." Steph, always the mother hen of the three of them and one
of the reasons Kathy loved her so much, handed her a cold glass of mineral water and sighed as she
stood against the counter next to Kathy. Kathy took the glass allowing the condensation to chill the
burning of her hand.
After a long pull of water and several deep breaths, Kathy finally gained her strength to form a
couple of words together. “He’s here now? As in, he’s moving or just visiting?”
Steph shook her head incredulously and walked over to where three bowls of pink, white, and
lavender fondant were set up and ready to go. Steph and Michelle each picked up a rubber spatula and
began working on the cupcakes that were already cooled off. Kathy’s mother had wanted the cupcakes
to look like different colored peonies on the table. Steph helped Kathy and Michelle many times over
the years, so she didn’t mind letting her friend help out.
Steph finished up one of the cupcakes before speaking and waved the spatula in Kathy’s
direction. "Marshall’s mom saw him unloading his U-Haul truck in that beautiful blue and white
Victorian home that went on the market a month ago, not far from the square.”
Marshall was Stephanie’s husband, the coach and history teacher at the high school. He was
known mostly for his campaign to fight violence against women, especially teens. He taught
self-defense and martial arts in his spare time. He was more like the big brother to the town. Kathy
supposed being the eldest of four younger brothers would do that to a guy.
Of course, he was a brother to her, but then again, all of the Davis family felt more like family
than hers ever did. Coming from a broken home always left Kathy feeling a little disconnected. Her
mom jumped from one sugar daddy to the next, while her actual father had left when she was still
young. He’d left a giant hole in both her and mother’s heart in his wake. So, when Steph married
Marshall, she almost felt like they became her surrogate family. Only there was one other problem.
Marshal and Jake were still best friends with Kevin…
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Steph gave Kathy a knowing look as though reading her mind. Kathy dismissed her offhand. “I’m
fine Steph. I know that Kevin has been friends with those guys for almost as long as the three of us
have.”
“Jake is going to be there today,” Steph said. “I’ll make sure he keeps an eye out for him. Trevor
and Marshall too.”
Kathy scrapped out a chunk of fondant and began forming the flowers on top. “I’m not at the
least bit concerned. Don’t bother! Besides, I’m pretty sure Trevor will already be focused on a certain
someone else today.” Kathy bit back a slight smile and Steph laughed as they both turned to look at a
flushed Michelle.
“Why are you two looking at me?” Michelle looked away and started making flowers herself.
“I’ve told you a thousand times! We are just friends!”
Kathy and Steph exchanged a knowing look. They were just friends, but the chemistry between
them had become undeniable and everyone in town was waiting for the moment they both realized
they were meant for each other. “Okay, if you say so!”
“I do say so!” Michelle’s face turned beet red and she quickly changed the subject while picking
up another cupcake to decorate. “Anyway, I heard Kevin is taking over his dad’s law practice."
Kathy cut Michelle a sideways glance and felt as though someone had sucker punched her in
the stomach. She let out a harsh breath and pressed her hand against her stomach. She picked up the
bowl of lavender fondant and began decorating another batch of already cooled cupcakes. "His dad is
retiring for sure?”
She had heard that might be a possibility, but Kevin’s parents were always so private, it made it
difficult to pry information out of them. Unlike her mom, who made sure everyone’s business was…
well, everyone’s business!
Steph draped her arm around Kathy and gave her a gentle squeeze. "Don't think about for now.
Just focus on Liza’s bridal shower and forget about the past for today. Who knows, maybe this is a
good chance for you to finally gain some closure. It’s been seven years and you’ve barely been on a
dozen dates since he left for law school.”
That was true although Kathy would never admit it out loud. “I guess,” she said dismissively and
went back to decorating her cupcakes alongside Steph. A mixture of emotions swirled inside of Kathy's
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gut as she pondered the outcome of the party that afternoon. A drop of sweat trickled down her spine
knowing the inevitable run-in was more than a possibility.
There was no way to avoid Kevin.
Kevin... As the three of them worked silently for a few minutes around the island in the kitchen,
Kathy couldn’t stop herself from thinking about him. Heat filled her belly like liquid, thinking about his
perfect blue eyes that turned violent when intense, his sandy blond hair that touched the tips of his
eyebrows and the tops of his ears. She could still picture him running his hand through his hair in the
mornings, making it stick up slightly, giving it a tousled and irresistible look.
Maybe he changed? What if he looked different? Maybe he didn’t even care about her
anymore. That would make more sense if he was bringing his girlfriend here to live with him. How
could he?
#

Unloading the U-Haul in ninety-degree weather on a hot summer day for Massachusetts was
the last thing Kevin wanted to be doing right then. He sighed and grunted realizing what he had
committed to. What was he thinking?
The movers were bringing in all of his furniture into his new home. He’d taken up residence in
the beautiful blue and white Victorian home that was only a few yards away from the square. His heart
pounded against his chest as he walked up the steps into his new home. Home.
The house had a rich history. It had been in his family for generations, but his father hadn’t
lived in it since Kevin and his brothers were young. It had been a rental home for the past twenty
years. Kevin was ready to turn it into his own home and office now that he was planning on taking over
his dad’s practice.
He fixed up the office for his business while the movers placed the cherry wood table with four
matching chairs in a small front section of the house that was surrounded by three sets of windows.
He’d use that for his conference area. It was conveniently next to the front door with a view of the
gardens around the deck and a slight view of the square with all its charm.
Coming home after all these years was not going to be easy. Kevin knew that. He mentally
kicked himself in the head as he walked into the living room to rearrange the furniture the movers had
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set down moments ago. He placed his leather L-shaped sectional in the spacious living room where
more windows ran along the back of the house. The back door was in between the living room and the
spacious kitchen and brought beams of natural light into his home. It was surely different from his high
rise in Manhattan, but it felt right to him. It felt like home. Something he hadn’t felt in a long while.
When his father mentioned six months ago that he was retiring, he’d been reluctant to discuss
the possibility of taking over the firm. He left for NYC seven years ago with the belief that there was
more to life than what this small town could ever offer him.
Except for Kathy.
The two of them had dreams together. He loved Kathy with a genuine love that he hadn’t been
able to let go of. When she rejected his dream to venture out into the city life it had stung like a
betrayal.
Kathy was more in love with Asbury Hills, with her family, with her idea of baking only in this
tiny town. He was not her first love, at least not the way she was Kevin’s. He never understood why
they couldn’t have the same dreams in NYC, or anywhere… that was the plan after all. They were
supposed to be together, wherever life would take them.
And because of that, he saw her face everywhere he went in the city. Nearly every time he
walked past a coffee shop or stepped foot inside of a bakery, his heart hammered against his ribs. He
tried to forget about her, to let her go entirely from his mind, but that proved impossible. And now
being back in Asbury Hills sparked too many memories for Kevin. Memories that if he were honest, he
never wanted to let go of.
Kevin navigated through the master bedroom and sorted out the boxes until he came to the
one that mattered.
A box full of memories.
A small smile spread along his face when he found the one he wanted. He’d kept it with him all
these years, leaving it unopened. It was a box of mementos of his relationship with Kathy over the
years. His heart beat a staccato as flashes of the past filled his mind.
Kevin picked up the box from the king-size bed where it had been sitting on top of his black
duvet and walked over to the other side of the room. He entered into the bright, cream-tiled bathroom
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where boxes still littered on the floor and counter space. Once he made it into the walk-in closet, Kevin
carefully set the box up into the top corner and sighed.
He could still easily picture her looking at him with her lovely sea-green eyes that captivated his
heart. Her beautiful, long ash brown hair hugged her shoulders and wrapped around her neck while he
bore his face into each strand. She always smelled like vanilla, cinnamon, and flowers. Nope, the
memory of her could never entirely fade away.
Now he was home to stay. And he was determined to prove it to her. He knew her mother’s
bridal shower was today. It was Liza’s fourth husband. Kevin shook his head at the thought as he
walked back into the kitchen to begin unpacking the dishes and putting them into the cabinets. He
watched as the movers walked down the white-painted wooden stairs of this home near where the
conference area was set up. One of the guys wiped his head with a rag and they signaled to Kevin they
were almost through unloading.
His parents had been married for almost thirty-five years. A commitment was something Kevin
was not afraid of. Not at all! He longed for family life. He pictured his life with his wife, two kids, and a
dog. Or maybe a cat; it didn’t matter, but he could see a pet running around his home. Their home.
He tried to go after love again a few years after Kathy abandoned him, but his ex, Crystal also
left him after a year-long relationship. He knew it was his fault. He couldn’t seem to give his heart
entirely to her, or anyone else for that matter. Not while it still beat for someone else.
The movers came back in through the front doors and waved. Kevin reached for his wallet from
the back pocket of his blue jeans and paid the movers at the door. He waved goodbye to them and
watched them drive off with the U-Haul truck. Closing the door, he leaned his back against it and wiped
the sweat off of his forehead with his t-shirt. He was starved. And thirsty as hell. It’d been a bitch of
move in the middle of one the hottest summer's the northeast had faced in decades.
Walking back into the kitchen, he opened up the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water that his
mother had left for him. He re-read the note she’d left on the freezer door letting him know she’d left
a variety of sandwiches, fruit, snacks and bottled water tucked away in the fridge for his homecoming.
After spending the past five years telling himself he loved his rising career in the heart of the
city at one of the most prestigious law firms, he began realizing lately there was a gaping hole in his
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heart nearly the size of Texas. Maybe his break up with Crystal this past year had been a wake-up call
for him, he was twenty-nine years old now, after all.
It was not how he’d envisioned his life to be at this point.
But it wasn't until his folks had visited over the holiday this past year that he realized how much
he missed his family. And Kathy…
After eating a tuna sandwich and downing a bottle of water, Kevin popped a handful of
almonds into his mouth that was sitting on the counter next to the stove top waiting for him.
Kevin told himself he needed to stay focused on getting the move over with and settled in. But
the lingering face of a beautiful brunette crashed into mind. His heart ached more than the muscles in
his body from the move.
He looked down at the dirt on his shirt and lifted an arm to take a whiff... he needed a shower!
He needed to stop by and let his parents know he was settled in.
And, since he had to start the business first thing Monday morning, he had only the weekend to
get everything up and ready to go. His home was still in boxes and only significant pieces of furniture
placed. Boxes were piled up everywhere, a few already opened with contents spilling out, he had his
files and his computer stuff thrown about in his office.
He needed to get busy.
However, despite all the things he needed to do, what he really wanted was... a cupcake.

Short Stories for the soul
CHAPTER 2
The display couldn’t have looked better. Thanks to her two best friends, Kathy felt relieved. She
even smiled. The panic from earlier had subsided and Kathy finished decorating the ten round, white
folding tables with cupcakes as centerpieces that looked like peonies. Silk green plant leaves
surrounded the peonies, completing the presentation. Michelle and Steph were placing champagne
flutes and plastic plates that resembling real china with bright-colored flower petals around the table.
Once they finished up, Kathy walked across the street with Michelle to their shared apartment
that sat over the bakery on the square. Michelle locked the door behind them, walked straight into the
kitchen, and reached for some chardonnay from the refrigerator. “Glass?” She took two plastic solo
cups from the pantry and poured the wine into two cups.
“I guess so, we only have about an hour before we have to get back to the square, so just one
for me.” Kathy sat down on the stool in front of the breakfast bar. “What a day!”
“How’s your hand?” Michelle asked while taking a sip of her wine. “You seriously burned the
crap out of it!”
Kathy laughed. She couldn’t help it. The whole ordeal was quite pathetic. “Well, your texts
came in while I was putting the cupcakes into the oven! But, it’s better now, thanks.”
Michelle smiled and shook her head, “still… I can’t believe you burned your hand.”
Kathy saw where the conversation was headed and quickly changed the subject. She couldn’t
think about that him right then. “I’m going to jump in the shower. I’m pretty sure I stink!”
Michelle poured a little more wine into both of their cups and winked at Kathy when she shot
her friend a look. Michelle pretended to not notice and kept on talking. “You never smell! You always
smell like sugar and cookie dough or something.”
“Exactly! I don’t want to smell like I’ve been in the kitchen all morning, plus it’s mixed with
sweat, and that’s not exactly perfume!”
Michelle laughed while taking a drink, making her throw her hands over her mouth to keep
from spitting on the counter. “Wow! That is kinda disgusting when you put it that way.” Her laugh was
contagious and Kathy found herself laughing along with her.
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After they chugged down the rest of their wine, they departed into their rooms and got ready.
Thirty minutes later, Kathy walked out to find Michelle already dressed in a chambray dress, with her
gold hoop earrings and chain necklace emphasizing her beautiful ivory skin and sky-blue eyes. Her
blonde hair flowed around her shoulders with soft curls at the ends.
“You look nice! Trevor is going to have a difficult time keeping his hands off you!” Kathy looked
down at Michelle's feet and chuckled, seeing that she freshly painted her toenails lipstick-red and
fastened her anklet charm-bracelet on above her sandals.
Red colored Michelle's cheeks. “Why would I care what Trev thinks?” Trevor and Michelle had
been dancing around their attraction to each other for years, but lately, it had gotten more noticeable
and Katy knew it was only a matter of time before they finally admitted it to each other.
“Uh-huh...” Kathy laughed as she reached for the door.
“Is that what you’re wearing?” Michelle asked making Kathy whip back around.
Looking up and down at her wardrobe, she gave her friend a quizzical look. “What’s wrong with
what I’m wearing?” Okay, Kathy could admit that she’d been in a bit hasty while getting dressed. But
she was in a hurry and quickly slipped into her denim Capri pants and threw on her crew-neck floral
sweater before running out of her bedroom. She barely tugged on her light pink flats while strapping
her purse on when walking toward the door.
Michelle put one hand on her hip and tilted her head, giving her a hard stare. “Seriously? Is this
the impression you want to make to… ‘you-know-who’? This is your chance to make him eat his heart
out!”
Kathy rolled her eyes in exasperation. She told herself the entire time she was getting dressed
that she would not let Kevin affect her. And part of her not letting him affect her was not dressing for
him! “I look fine!”
“Whatever Kathy, I know you! You would be more dressed up if you weren’t trying so hard to
not impress him! You are inadvertently dressing for him, in some messed up reverse psychology thing.
You should go put on that cute navy summer dress of yours!”
Kathy groaned and reached for the door. “We’re late and I’m not having this discussion!”
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“Fine.” They walked out of their apartment and walked briskly down the stairs. Kathy barely
made it into the bakery when she stopped in her tracks and Michelle nearly bumped into her. Michelle
gasped and looked back at Kathy.
Kevin.
No! No, no, no! He wasn’t supposed to show up here. Not right now! Kathy had to get across
the street for the bridal shower and they only had ten minutes! Yet there he was with his sandy blonde
hair still perfectly tousled and slightly mused. And then he ran his hand through his hair, displaying all
those fully formed muscles in his black t-shirt.
Was he going to say anything? Or just stand there looking… so gorgeous. Why couldn’t he have
grown bald and gotten a beer belly over the years? Why did he have to look like he walked out of a GQ
magazine? Damn. This was not fair!
She heard Michelle clear her throat next to her, pulling her out of her reverie. Kathy knew she
was drooling, but she couldn’t make herself close her mouth. She felt ridiculous.
“I guess we forgot to lock the door,” Michelle whispered and all Kathy could do was nod still
unable to speak. “Um... Hi Kevin! Welcome back to Asbury Hills.” Michelle was stammering, apparently
at a loss for words like Kathy was.
“Yes… thank you.” Kevin drew near and each step made Kathy’s pulse race faster until all she
could hear was the pounding of her chest. “It’s nice to be home. Good to see you, Michelle. You
haven’t changed a bit.”
Chelle expelled a breath of air and smiled brightly at Kevin. Thank God one of them could
speak. Or move! “You either, Kevin. Are you coming over to the bridal shower later?”
Kathy nearly swallowed her tongue. What was Michelle doing?
Kevin looked at her warily and thrust his hands into his pockets. He gave her a shy, yet
panty-melting grin, and finally spoke to her directly. “Hi, Kathy.”
Kathy’s heart hammered so loudly in her chest she was sure both of them could hear it.
“Kevin.” It came out more like a whisper. She still hadn’t found her voice quite yet.
Michelle gave Kathy a look of uncertainty and quickly excused herself. “I’ll see you over at the
square.” Kathy instinctively tried to grip on to her arm, but Michelle dodged her grasp and walked on
out the door.
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What? Kathy could kill Michelle. And she would later, in her sleep!
“So…” Kevin said after Michelle left. He glanced around as if taking in his surroundings for the
first time. “You two opened up this shop, right?”
“Bakery. And yes, we did.” Not that it was any of his business anymore. Kathy frowned and
wanted desperately for him to leave. Where was that girlfriend of his anyway? Maybe she was waiting
for him in the square. Did she know about Kathy? God she must seem pathetic. She needed to stop
acting as if he could still affect her! “Would you like to try a cupcake before heading over to the
square?”
Another grin crept along his face. All of Kathy’s nerves went on high alert. What is his deal?
What is he doing here, pestering her?
“I would actually. I was wondering if you had…”
“Cookies and cream?” She finished for him and gave him a small smile of her own as
recognition filled his features. “I can’t believe you still remember that.”
Their gazes locked as a flood of memories went through her mind.
Kathy was in trouble.
#
He knew coming here was a gamble. She was understandably pissed at him and looked at him
as if she wished he’d get lost. But Kevin wasn’t going anywhere.
Cookies and cream was a recipe they came up with together in college. They’d been studying
together for finals during her first semester in college. A blizzard had left several feet of snow all
around their apartment and the campus. They were both exhausted and needed more fuel to keep
going through the night of studying.
Kathy, a lover of ice cream and sweets... and one of the things he loved about her since
forever. .. wanted her favorite food that night, cookies and cream ice cream. Kevin reasoned with her,
reminding her that it was too cold outside for ice cream. She was about to settle for hot chocolate
when she decided to make some cupcakes to go with it.
Kevin remembered how her eyes glistened that night, the way they did every time she was
struck with a creative idea. They were sitting on the sofa and he was about to lean in and kiss her
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senseless when she jumped up off the couch and ran into the kitchen. “We need to make something
and I have an idea!”
Kevin chuckled. He loved her enthusiasm. Getting up, he walked into the kitchen and stood next
to her while she looked through several recipes. “What’s your idea?” He kissed her shoulder, enjoying
watching her shiver with his touch.
“You keep doing that and we won’t be able to study the rest of the night!”
“I do love a challenge,” he said nipping her neck with tender kisses.
She teasingly elbowed him in the ribs. “I do too and that’s why I’m going to cook you some
cupcakes that taste like s’mores!”
Kevin wrinkled his nose. “S’mores? I thought you were going to say cookies and cream!”
“What?” She turned to face him, making their noses nearly touch. “Cookies and cream?”
He kissed her nose, unable to resist. “Well, it’s certainly more appealing than s'mores! Besides,
it’s your favorite flavor and since you are wanting that in ice cream two minutes ago, it only made
sense to me. You can crush some Oreos in chocolate batter or something like that, right?”
Kathy laughed and draped her arms around his neck. “Yeah, something like that. Alright, you
are on! But no more hanky-panky until we’re finished studying, promise?”
Kevin shook his head bringing her closer to himself. “Sweetheart, I can’t promise you that…”
and he kissed her senseless as he wanted to a few minutes before.
The night ended with a dozen cookies and cream cupcakes with whipped buttercream icing and
an Oreo cookie on top. It was beautiful and sweet, just like his Katherine.
“I haven’t made them in a while,” Kathy said shaking Kevin from memory lane and bringing him
back to the present.
“What?”
“Cookies and cream cupcakes,” she said solemnly and shuffled her feet against the floor. “I
haven’t made them since…” Kathy stopped herself and turned away from him.
Kevin frowned, reminding himself that those memories were over and now she looked at him
like he was nothing more than a stranger off the street. He walked over to the glass case and tried not
to let his emotions show. “Right. So, what are you making these days?”
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Kathy grew quiet for a moment as she went and stood behind the counter to face him before
speaking. “We have mint chocolate. Your mom always wants those when she comes in.”
Kevin’s heart squeezed. He knew his parents had been in touch with Kathy over the years, but it
suddenly struck him how often they must speak to each other. “That sounds great. I’ll take one of
those.”
Kathy gave him a small smile and placed half a dozen cupcakes with varying flavors into a white
to-go box. “You don’t have to give me so many.”
She shrugged her shoulders while handing him the box. “Share with your folks.”
Kevin was about to pay when Kathy waved him off. “Consider it a welcome home gift.”
Kevin stood speechless. Was she over him? Had she moved on? Why was she acting so cordial? He
started to ask her how she’d been doing when the door opened up behind him and a lady’s voice that
was all too familiar boomed from behind him.
“Kathy, what are you still doing in here? Everyone’s waiting for you!” Liza. She was always kind,
even if she was a bit eccentric and overly blunt. He turned around and Liza gasped at the sight of him.
Which appeared to be the typical reaction to his homecoming today.
“Well, Kevin Manning! I guess the rumors are true after all!”
Kevin smiled. He was reminded of how she always knew the latest gossip when they were
growing up. He supposed not much changed in a small town. “Yes, ma'am. The rumors are true. I
arrived here this morning.”
She eyed him suspiciously and Kevin took a moment to take her all in. She was older for sure.
She had wrinkles around her eyes, her hair had been bleached blonde and was cut short like one of
those bobs women often do at her age. Liza was wearing a white flare dress that went above her
knees. Her white pumps revealed more leg than he would have preferred seeing, but that was Liza. She
always dressed in a way that didn’t leave much room for imagination.
“So, is it true that you are taking over Frank’s practice?”
Kevin nodded and opened his mouth to speak when Liza shot another question at him. “Are you
planning on staying here long-term?”
“Mom!” Kathy said out loud, making them both turn to face her. “Leave him alone!”
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Liza put her hands on her hips and looked squarely at her daughter. “I’m just asking a question!
Don’t get so testy!”
Kathy wagged a finger back at her mom. “You are fishing for information to pour into your little
gossip circle!”
Kevin couldn’t help but chuckle. Not much had changed at all. Kathy was still a spitfire and her
mom was as boisterous as always.
“What’s so funny?” Kathy closed the case, stomped around the counter to stand close to them
both, but she glared at Kevin.
“Nothing!” He raised one hand in surrender. “I’m going to go now.” He held up the box of
cupcakes that were in his other hand. “Thanks, for the treats sweet Kathy. ” The nickname left his lips
before he could stop himself. Cringing he turned away from her reddening cheeks and flared nostrils.
And got the hell out of there.
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CHAPTER 3

“I can’t believe you! Do you want to get your heart broken again?” Liza said shaking her head at
Katherine.
Kathy bit back a groan and quickly grabbed the keys and locked up, her mother still at her heels
as she closed the door of the bakery behind them. “Mom, don’t start.”
Liza followed Kathy still not talking, but she could feel the judgment rolling off of her mother.
“It’s not like I asked him to come inside!”
“It’s just that it took you so long to get over him the first time. I knew him moving back would
only be trouble!”
Kathy tried to ignore her mother as they walked across the street where several people were
already headed their way. The Davis’ were opening their arms in full greeting. “Mom, listen. Let’s not
get into this today. Kevin came in, said hi, got some cupcakes and that’s it! Nothing happened.”
“Psh! Sweet Kathy? C’mon that guy was eyeing you like a pork chop!”
Kathy rolled her eyes and stopped her mother in the middle of the street, hoping the Davis’
didn’t think they were rude for ignoring them merely ten feet away. She took her mom by the arm and
looked her straight in the eyes. “Mom, I love you and I’m over the moon that you are getting married.
Even if it is for the tenth time… but, you have to stay out of my love life okay?”
“Don’t take that tone with me! I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I’m truly in love this
time.” Kathy couldn’t help but snort. “Seriously, what are you going to do about Kevin?”
“Nothing! Okay? Drop it! Let’s just get through this afternoon.”
“Get through with it?”
Kathy saw the hurt glisten in her mother’s eyes. She sighed and slumped her shoulders. “I’m
sorry mom. I honestly am happy for you. I promise! Jim is a wonderful guy.”
Liza looked at her for a moment before speaking. “Fine. Well, let’s head on over. Everyone’s
staring at us now.”
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And it was those reactions there that have caused the strain in their relationship for so many
years. Kathy had tried to be close to her mother, but their differences, values, and personality clashes
constantly kept them from having the kind of bond that most mothers and daughters had. The kind
that she had with Steph’s mother-in-law, who was now walking into the street to greet them.
Cheryl wrapped Kathy in a much-needed hug. Why couldn’t her own mother give her this kind of
comfort?
“You look wonderful Kathy dear. How are you doing?” She gave her a knowing look and Kathy
felt like a five-ton weight fell over her shoulders from the entire day piling on her.
“I’m fine, thanks.” Kathy smiled as brightly as she could force herself to, and the three of them
walked over to the square where everyone began clapping and surrounding the women.
After Liza walked on off into the crowd, Cheryl leaned in towards Kathy to whisper in her ear.
“Don’t be too hard on your momma, she just has a different way of showing you she cares.”
Kathy blinked back the tears that threatened to spill out. “I know. Is he here?”
Cheryl shook her head and led her towards where the whole group was gathered. “No, he said
hi but went home pretty quickly. His parents are over there with him now.”
Kathy frowned. She didn’t want him to feel unwelcome even though it hurt that he was back
home.
She took in her surroundings as they neared the crowd. The light breeze flowed through her
hair, sending a chill down her spine. A few clouds were draping along the sky, yet the sun was still
providing plenty of warmth against her skin. The cupcake peonies resting on teal stands looked
beautiful on the white round tables, making it feel like they were standing in the middle of the
botanical garden in Boston. The music drifted from the outdoor speakers that were set up around the
courtyard.
As they approached, she could hear Steph and Marshall talking about an incident that
happened at the high school over the past week. Everyone laughing reminded Kathy that she needed
to focus on the party at hand and not at all on the Victorian blue and white house across from the
square, or the still sinfully gorgeous man that now lives there.
“Drinks tonight at Joe’s?” Trevor asked the group, bringing Kathy out of her reverie.
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“Sounds good to me!” Jake, Marshall’s other brother boomed out as he crossed the courtyard
over to them. Kathy smiled as he walked up beside her. She always liked Jake. He was a nurse at the
children’s hospital in town and spent most of his time there working or volunteering. He was also the
least attached of the five Davis’ men. Kathy knew it had something to do with the tragic accident with
his fiance a few years back. But, Jake refused to talk about it; it had become a taboo subject in Asbury
Hills, one that everyone respectfully never brought up.
But one thing for sure was Jake was always up for having a good time or “blowing off steam” as
he liked to say.
“You game, Kathy?” He asked, nudging her with his elbow. All eyes peered over at her as if their
entire evening hinged on her response. Kathy didn’t want to go anywhere, she wanted to go home and
shut herself into her room and read on the thriller that she’d been trying to read for a month. After the
day she’d had, a book and a glass of wine were all that sounded good to her.
But seeing Michelle’s pleading gaze along with the rest of the group, she sighed in concession
and feigned a smile. “Yes, that sounds perfect.”
“Yay!” Michelle clasped her hands together, a little too excitedly and wrapped an arm through
Trevor’s smiling from ear to ear. Trevor didn’t seem to mind one bit. Kathy and Steph exchanged smiles
and she shook her head. Soon enough those two would figure it out.
After another hour of pleasantries and mingling, Kathy gave her obligatory speech
congratulating the happy couple and watched as her mother looked dreamily into her fiance’s eyes.
Maybe she was genuinely in love this time. They swayed with the music and hooked arms together to
take a sip of their drink after Kathy finished speaking. The sound of champagne glasses clinking brought
smiles from all over the courtyard as everyone waited for the happy couple to kiss. An applause of
approval concluded the party, causing Kathy and her two friends to spring into action and immediately
began stripping down the courtyard. The guys folded the tables and helped them with the cleanup and
walking the furniture back over to the bakery.
“The party was beautiful, thank you for everything sweetheart,” Kathy’s mother said from
behind her while she was piling the linens into a basket on the ground. “I mean it. This…” she said
gesturing with her hands around the square that was now almost back to its original state, “meant so
much to me.”
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Wow. Real, raw emotion from Liza James. Kathy smiled as her mother wrapped her into a hug.
“I know I don’t say it enough, but I’m so proud of you Katherine.”
Tears threatened to spill. Words of praise were few and in between with her mother. But
somehow that made these moments mean even more. “Thanks, Mom. I’m happy for you and Jim. I
can’t believe the wedding is only three weeks away.”
“I know. We have so much to do! And, don’t forget you are in charge of the cake, my dear! I
want it seven layers high, like the tower of Pisa! Except with flowers all around!” She motioned with
her hands how tall she wanted it to be and Kathy laughed. Nothing was simple with Liza.
“Got it!” After her mother walked off with Jim and everyone had gone home, she and her
friends took everything over to the bakery. Kathy quickly ran upstairs to freshen up promising to meet
the rest of the group over at Joe’s later. She was exhausted and even though she’d put on dozens of
weddings and baked for all kinds of events, today’s bridal shower for her mother left her feeling
emotionally drained.
She kept telling herself it was because it was her mother’s fourth marriage and her mother
always left her feeling a little drained. But as she looked at herself in the mirror and freshened her
makeup, she felt the raw ache in her heart grow more prominent. Kathy sighed and stared at her
reflection.
It was time to face the past.
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CHAPTER 4

A knock at the front door made Kevin jolt up from the kneeling position he’d been in, putting
the last of the kitchen stuff away, and bang his head against the counter as he stood up. Kevin growled
and rubbed the spot on the back of his head while walking over to the door.
His parents had stopped by earlier for a few minutes before going over to the bridal shower on
the square. They tried to convince him to go with them, but he was in no mood after his run-in with
Kathy and her mother earlier. He was perfectly fine with staying in and unpacking for the rest of the
day. He’d been bothered that Kathy treated him with such indifference, not even seeming to wonder
how he’d been or missing him even a little.
If that was his parents again, trying to get him to get out of his funk and join the rest of the
world, they could forget it. Frustration mounted by the time he got to the door that he didn’t even look
to see before opening it. “What now?” He growled only to see his two best friends from years past
looking at him with equal expressions of amusement and surprise.
“Well damn Kev! Is that any way to greet your friends?” Jake asked barging through the door.
Marshall walked in behind him and slapped Kevin on the back. They strolled through the house and
looked around at his progress. Or lack of to be accurate.
“Sorry, I thought you were my parents again… you know how that goes.” He wandered into the
den with them and followed their gazes.
“This is nice! You’ve already gotten quite a bit done!” Marshall said as he walked into the
kitchen and reached for the refrigerator door. “Mind if I grab a beer?”
Kevin sighed and waved him off. “Not at all. Help yourselves! And, I’ve still got tons of work to
do considering I begin work on Monday.”
“Already?” Jake asked as he caught a beer that Marshall threw to him. Marshall tossed another
one to Kevin as well and the three of them stepped into the den and sat down on the sofas.
“Yep! Business doesn’t slow down in small towns when you’re the only attorney around for
miles. I already have several appointments scheduled for each day this week. Plus, I’m due in court for
a couple of hearings this week!”
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“Wow! That’s crazy. You’d think this town would at least give you a few days to settle in!” Jake
said with a laugh.
Kevin threw his head back and laughed deliriously. He ruffled his hair with his hands before
looking back up at them. “Right! Well, that’s kinda why dad was so anxious to retire. I think it was
slowly killing him. He’s been handing things off to me more and more for the past few months.”
“How were you doing his cases from NYC?” Marshall asked. He took a pull of beer and rested
the bottle on his leg before looking back over at Kevin.
Kevin nodded. “Mostly paperwork. Filing, organizing his system for him from my home back in
the city. Honestly, I think he was ready to hand it all over to me six months ago when he approached
me with the proposition.”
“Do you like being back here or do you think you’ll miss the city life?” Jake asked.
Kevin shrugged his shoulders and drank half his bottle of beer in one chug before speaking
again. “Nah. The city life was fun for a while I’ll admit. There was more to do for sure. And I do think I’ll
miss being able to walk down the street for a slice of pizza and a coke.”
Marshall and Jake both laughed, making Kevin smile. He meant what he said, it was glamorous
at first. However, soon after he moved there, the women he’d take to the shows and musicals only
made him think about Kathy. Eventually, he stopped going out much at all. Until his ex, Crystal started
demanding he take her. But NYC never could give him what Asbury Hills gave him already in the one
day since he’d been back. Family and friends. That he’d missed more than anything the city could give
him.
“Steph and I did that when we visited a couple of years ago for our anniversary. Somehow the
pizza just tasted better that way!” Marshall finished off his beer and placed it on the coffee table in
front of them.
“I remember that!” Kevin said before standing up to stretch. “I had fun seeing you guys that
day, even though it was a short visit. I’m glad you two had fun there.”
“Man, you made our vacation when you surprised us with tickets to Madison Square to see the
Rangers! I’m still getting brownie points for that one!”
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Jake snorted. “I don’t think that’s how it works. I’m pretty sure you’ve used up any points you
got back then.” He got up and walked into the kitchen as if in search for something to eat. Marshall
stood up with him and gathered their beers bottles with on hand before walking into the kitchen.
Kevin laughed at Jake and joined them in the kitchen. “What do you know about points. You
haven’t had a serious relationship since…”
“Kev!” Marshall said, cutting him off and glared at him. “We don’t bring that up, remember.” It
was true. Kevin knew that Jake didn’t talk about Susan. He never really knew why, but anytime it was
ever mentioned, Jake shut down. He watched as Jake grew distant and his jaw twitched, but Kevin
couldn’t tell if he was more in pain or anger.
“Sorry man, I forgot.” Kevin threw his hands up and reached into the refrigerator. “Another
beer?”
Jake waved him off and his mood instantly changed as though he was used to turning the
switch back off. “I’m good. We have to get going to Joe’s which is the real reason we came by.”
Kevin eyed them both suspiciously and raised his brow. “Oh?”
“Yeah, everybody is headed over there as we speak. We want you to come. It will be nice to
catch up now that we have the whole gang together again.”
“I don’t know… by the gang, I suppose you mean everybody?”
Marshall glanced at Jake before returning his gaze to Kevin. “Yes, she will be there.” Kevin’s
heart deflated like a flat tire and he groaned before walking out of the kitchen. He wanted to see her
but after earlier, he felt a few days of distance my do them both some good.
“Come on man. That was seven years ago!” Jake came over beside Kevin and patted his
shoulder. “You are both adults and we all want to see you.”
“Even Steph and Chelle?” They were thicker than thieves. And, if Kathy hated him, Kevin was
sure they did too. “I saw Michelle at the bakery, she seemed all too eager to get away from me. Kathy
acted completely indifferent. It doesn’t seem like such a good idea.”
“Nah, I wouldn’t worry about it! Chelle and Steph love you!” Jake said walking towards the
front door. “We’re not asking, we’re telling you! We want you to come. Let’s go!” Kevin smiled, he
missed this. His two best friends never did take no for an answer.
“Fine! I give up!” Kevin teased as he and Marshall joined Jake at the door.
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Marshall laughed and squeezed Kevin’s shoulder. “It will be fine, you’ll see.”
He wasn’t so sure about that.

#

“Come on, Katherine! One shot, you can do it!” Michelle was persistent. They’d been sitting at
the bar at Joe’s for the past ten minutes. Steph and Michelle were trying to convince Kathy that two
shots would loosen her up. “You need to relax!”
“It’s true!” This came from Steph who joined them with six shot glasses filled with tequila.
Kathy felt her nose wrinkle from the stench. “Plus, they are about to do a square dance! When’s the
last time we’ve square danced?”
Now that made Kathy burst out with a bout of laughter. “How about never! I don’t even know
how to square dance!”
“Oh, come on! Live a little. It’s only for a couple of dances!”
Kathy looked up and down at her clothes and shook her head. “I don’t think I’m even dressed
for square dancing! Aren’t you supposed to wear clogs and ruffle skirts or something?”
Michelle’s high pitched, joyful laugh filled the room making both Kathy and Steph laugh along
with her. “I’m not sure! But, hey we’re wearing heels, they still make that clickety-clack sound, right?”
This made all three of them laugh even more. “Okay, one shot! I don’t think I’ve tried one since
college days, if even then!” Kathy frowned at the contents in her glass.
“Precisely why you need two tonight!” Michelle said matter-of-factly. “Trust me. It will do you
some good.”
Kathy cut her a side glance and furrowed her brows. “I said one. Not two!”
Michelle shrugged her shoulders and handed her and Steph a shot glass. “We’ll see,” she said with
a wink. “Here you go!”
A familiar laugh from behind Kathy sent chills down her spine. What the heck? Why is he here?
She turned around and locked eyes with a pair of gorgeous hazel eyes that still kept her awake at night.
Kevin.

Short Stories for the soul
“So, this is what you’ve been doing for the past seven years,” Kevin said as three of the Davis boys
and he joined her and her friends around the bar. His voice made her heart pound in a staccato
rhythm. Heat filled her cheeks. Quickly she downed the shot, hoping it would ease the tension in her
body. But instead it made her choke, she wasn’t used to hard alcohol. She sputtered the liquid, now
mortified she threw one hand over her mouth.
“Dang girl! Take it slow!” Jake said from the other side of her and motioned for the bartender to
bring some water over.
Kevin looked at her expectantly, holding her gaze as if searching for something in her face. She
instinctively wiped her cheek and he smiled. She wasn’t sure why he was looking at her that way, but
his gaze was mesmerizing. Her heart beat so rapidly it nearly fell out of her chest as he took the seat
next to her.
What was he doing and why couldn’t she speak? Again.
“Here,” Jake said bringing her out of her trance and handed her some water. She turned away
from Kevin and looked up at Jake.
“Thanks.” She took a much-needed gulp of water since both her throat and her body were on
fire. “I’m not used to drinking those.”
Jake laughed. “I think we can tell. Are you going to drink the other one? If not, I’ll take it.”
“What?” She asked spinning around to see her two best friends grinning at her. They knew! She
shot them both a knowingly look and shook her head. But that didn’t deter them if anything it spurred
them on more.
“Oh no! Kathy promised us two shots tonight!” Michelle announced loud enough for everyone
in the pub to hear while standing up, appearing to be itching to hit the dance floor. She and Steph
drank their drinks down quickly.
“I did not promise any such thing!” Kathy said, frustrated that her friends were seemingly
unaware of how affected she was by Kevin’s presence. “Go ahead, Jake!” Kathy felt Kevin’s presence
looming near her and tried to ignore the rush of heat pooling her as he leaned in closer to her.
“I think you should have the other one.” He said in a low, husky voice. She felt his breath
touching her skin leaving a trail sparks along her neck.
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Kathy bristled, he knew she was a lightweight. She turned and shot him a look, making him
chuckle. God, he still made her heart melt. The smell of his cologne, the sound of his deep voice, and
heat from the proximity of his body to hers were enough to make Kathy lose her mind.
So, there was only one thing she could do to keep her mind off the man sitting so close to her.
She reached for the other shot glass and wagged a finger at Stephanie and Michelle. “You two better
do this one with me!”
“That's my girl!” Michelle beamed. Steph laughed and grasped her second one. “Wait!”
Michelle shouted and then motioned for the bartender again. “Give us four more!”
“Oh no!” Kevin said shaking his head. “I’m a beer guy. That’s it!”
“Ha! Too bad, Kev… Consider this your welcome home drink. I’m glad you came tonight!”
Michelle said, smiling brightly and then her gaze flitted over towards Trevor’s. “Tell him Trev…” she
cooed.
Trevor laughed. “Yeah, welcome home buddy! We’re glad you’re here.” He looked briefly at
Kathy and winked as if noticing her unease. Was she that obvious?
As they all toasted Kevin’s homecoming, Kathy felt sick. She knew it was unfair of her, but part
of her wished they’d hate him, at least a little, for her sake. Even though they may have been his
friends too, at least at one point, he deserted them too. Right?
She glanced at him while taking her shot more slowly this time around, her stomach knotted up
as she realized... there wasn’t anything to hate.
Except for the fact he broke her heart.

#

“Okay, everyone! The square dancing is beginning. After we dance to them, we are all going to
sit down and catch up with Kev… I’m dying to know more about NYC!” Michelle should have been an
event coordinator or social organizer. She never skipped a beat and was the entertainer of the group.
Kevin smiled, grateful that somethings hadn’t entirely changed after all these years.
He missed his group of friends and was grateful they weren’t snubbing him. Kevin had kept in
touch with Marshall and Jake over the years, but everyone else he rarely ever saw. He only knew about
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the town through conversations with his parents. And, he’d be lying if he wasn’t surprised Chelle was
this accepting of him. He figured the three women would have been ready to attack him. Maybe Jake
was right. It had been seven years after all.
“That sounds fun!” He said and then received another death stare from Kathy. He chuckled. He
still affected her. Maybe this morning had been Kevin’s imagination. Only he couldn’t shake the feeling
that she hated him being here. And that was killing him. Kevin was eager to get her alone at some
point during the evening and get her to talk to him.
He smiled again when Michelle grabbed a hold of Trevor’s hand, leading him onto the dance
floor. Something must have happened between the two of them. He hadn’t heard anything about the
two of them dating, but he’d noticed them watching each other ever since he walked into Joe’s that
evening.
The rest of the gang joined Trevor and Michelle on the dance floor and Kevin couldn’t believe
he was doing this. As they danced in a circle and swung around, he found himself laughing harder than
he’s laughed in forever. However, when saw Kathy’s smile it nearly made him stop dancing. It was still
enough to bring him to his knees. How had he thought he could live a life without her in it?
When they locked arms and formed a line, Kevin settled between Steph and Kathy. Jake was on
the other side of Kathy and a pang of jealousy shot through him when she leaned in closer to his best
friend and laughed at something he said. Finally, when the song was over and they stopped dancing,
Kevin started for the bar, like a man desperate for an escape. He needed a beer.
Michelle quickly took hold of both his hands before he could walk off. “Oh no, you don’t!
There’s one more song and then we can all sit down!”
Kevin laughed, she was a force of nature for sure. He used to think of Michelle as a sister when
they were younger. “Fine, one more dance!”
“Atta boy!” She laughed clasping her hands with his and Trevor’s to form another circle.
They danced to another song switching partners as they swung around. Kevin tripped over
Steph’s feet and danced with a girl he’d never met before. But he struggled to get to Kathy. Everyone
seemed to be dancing with each other and he couldn’t help but notice that Jake kept getting to her.
Heat seared through his core and he was ashamed of himself for getting so jealous.
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When the song ended, they all went to the back of Joe’s pup and ordered a couple of pitchers
of beer on tap for the table. After the laughter from the square dancing faded and they ate some food,
Trevor asked Michelle to dance with him some more. Kevin raised a brow to Jake and Marshall and
they both chuckled.
“Steph and Kathy have been on a mission to get them together now for months,” Jake said,
making both Stephanie and Kathy look over at him. He held both hands up in defense. “Hey, don’t look
at me like that, it’s true!”
“We don’t need to try…” Kathy said adamantly, “they will come around.”
“Why haven’t they?” Kevin asked although he wasn’t sure why he even cared.
Kathy darted her gaze over at him, again giving him the death glare and shrugged her
shoulders. “Chelle is just being careful. They’ve been friends forever and don’t want to ruin what they
have.”
Steph nodded while taking a nacho off her plate and bringing up to her lips. “It’s true. They are
in love, they just don’t know how to go about admitting it to each other yet.”
Marshall snorted. “That makes no sense! We were friends first but never had a problem with
dating!”
Stephanie swatted playfully at Marshall’s shoulder. “We were different.”
Marshall looked across the table at Jake and Kevin for help and when they didn’t give him any,
he took a pull of his beer and laughed. “How so?”
Steph looked at him incredulously, as if he should know better. “For starters, we are five years
apart in age and we rarely ever hung out growing up. But the three of us girls spent oodles of time with
Trevor, almost daily.”
Still not getting it Marshall looked at her like she’d grown horns. “So?”
Steph rolled her eyes, “will you help me out here Kathy?”
Kathy sat up straight in her chair and thought about her answer before speaking. It was one of
the many things Kevin had loved about her. She was smart and cautious. A planner. She placed her
hands on the table and looked at Marshall. “Well, Trevor has always been like the brother to me and
Steph. But it was different with Chelle. The two of them have always had a special friendship. They’ve
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loved each other since we were all kids. With Stephanie and you, it was different. We never really hung
out with you, even though we knew you. Not until we were all adults anyway.”
“Exactly,” Steph stepped in and covered Marshall’s hand with hers and spoke to him directly.
“We got to know each other as adults. And we fell in love quickly. Had we been close friends all those
years like Trev and Chelle, it may have been an entirely different story for us.”
“I think Trevor’s just a chicken and needs to step up to the plate before some other guy does!”
That brought eye rolls from the women at the table and Kevin and Jake started roaring with laughter.
Marshall finished his beer and stood up. “Anyway, I want to dance now.”
“Well, then I guess we are dancing then!” Steph chuckled standing up with him. Marshall kissed
her sweetly on the lips before twirling her onto the dance floor.
“They are so cute together!” Kathy said, not realizing they were alone, sitting side by side now
at the table. She spun her head in his direction and then looked around the table. “Where did Jake
go?”
Okay, Kevin had just about enough of this. “Why? Are you missing him already or something?”
She furrowed her brows at him. “Jealous much? No, but seriously he was sitting here not two
seconds ago!”
Kevin sighed and looked around and spotted him chatting with a blonde at the bar and nudged
Kathy’s arm with her elbow. “Over there,” he pointed towards the bar.
She rolled her eyes, making him chuckle. “Every weekend! I’m worried about him, to be
honest.”
Kevin didn’t want to talk about Jake. He wanted to get her alone but worried that she would
dart out the door faster than a deer being hunted if he broached the idea. So, he opted for plan B. “Do
you want to join the rest of them on the dance floor?”
Kathy looked at him quizzically for a moment before speaking. “I don’t… I mean…”
“Kathy, come on. One dance… I promise not to try anything.”
She continued to eye him suspiciously but finally conceded. “Alright, one dance.”
Kevin didn’t hesitate, and he was pretty sure he left skid marks on the floor with how quickly he
jumped out of his chair. He offered her his hand and she hesitantly placed hers in his. An electrical
current rushed through him, making him nearly jump. He wasn’t expecting that spark to still be so
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strong from such a slight touch. She must have noticed too by the way she locked eyes with him and
attempted to pull her hand away. But Kevin clasped it tighter and led her onto the dance floor.
They joined the rest of the group and he noticed Trevor and Michelle snuggling close together.
Marshall and Stephanie were laughing about something and talking the entire time they danced. He
smiled at the natural flow the two of them shared.
After a minute the music slowed, and Kevin brought Kathy in close to himself. He placed one
hand at the small of her back and held her other hand in his. It still felt so natural, and so right. It was
almost as if the past seven years had never existed and was brought right back into the past. The way
she still fit perfectly with his own body, her hair smelt of vanilla and spice. He leaned his cheek against
hers as though he’d been doing it all along.
He knew he promised not to try anything, but it took every bit of restraint he had to not bury
his face in her hair. Nostalgia had hit Kevin so hard in the gut and he found himself holding her tightly,
not wanting to let go. Kathy cleared her throat, making him release her slightly and he looked down at
her. He smiled, hoping to thaw the ice that still shone in her features. “Sorry…” He studied her
expression for a moment before speaking again. “So, tell me, how have you been?”
And the ice turned into fire.
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CHAPTER 5

“How have I been? That’s the best you can do after seven years?” Kathy couldn’t believe what
she was hearing. Who does he think he is? How can act as though nothing happened seven years ago!
Yes, she knew how immature she sounded to herself. But still!
“Kathy seriously?” He looked back at her with a look of surprise. Well, he was about to get a
mouthful of surprises!
“Yes, seriously! You came into town this morning and try to act as though we’ve been talking
for months. I haven’t seen you in seven years, Kevin!” She started to raise her voice, and she felt Kevin
take her arm, guiding her off the dance floor. All she could hear was the ringing in her head from how
much anger was spewing out of her ears and eyes like steam.
“Let’s talk outside,” Kevin said calmly, and he was annoying her. Couldn't he show a little more
emotion! She didn’t want to talk to him or go anywhere with him, although she continued to allow him
to lead her outside behind Joe’s pub. Once they stepped outside, he released her and thrust his hands
through his hair. “Okay tell me why you are so upset!”
“Why are you not upset!” She started pacing, feeling her blood boil along with her racing heart.
She concluded this must be what it feels like right before a person has a heart attack and rubbed her
arms frantically with her hands. “I mean we haven’t talked in years, you show up and act like nothing
ever happened. You left me, Kevin!”
“How else am I supposed to act?” Kevin’s voice started to rise to her level. “And you are the
one that broke up with me, or did you forget that part?” He shoved his hands into his pockets as if
trying to restrain himself.
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“I didn’t have a choice. You decided to move to NYC out of nowhere!” Kathy found herself
walking back and forth still unable to meet his gaze.
“Out of nowhere?” His exasperated tone made Kathy stop pacing. “I had talked about the
possibility of law school for two years!”
“What?” She looked up at him finally and stared into those passionate hazel eyes that made her
heart constrict. She pressed a hand into her chest to stop the searing pain. “You talked about
attending, yes, in Massachusetts! For those two years we lived together, you talked about going to
Northeastern while I was finishing up at BU! We never once talked about living in NYC!”
Kevin looked down at his feet and shook his head. “It wasn’t that out of the blue, Kathy. I
wanted something different. I didn’t want to move back to Asbury Hills. You knew that much. I never
understood why we couldn’t have compromised.”
“How would we have compromised? And, telling me you didn’t want to move back merely days
before you graduated is out of the blue!”
On some level she knew he was right, he didn’t want to move back to Asbury Hills, but he knew
she did. She hated every minute she lived in Boston. And for those four years of college, she couldn’t
wait for the day graduated and moved back. Her home was in Asbury. Her family; her friends. It is
where she felt connected. She needed that connection more than she needed adventure the way Kevin
did.
Kathy suddenly realized how insane they sounded fighting over the past and rehashing old
wounds. “Forget it. It’s not like it matters anymore. I’m over it! I’ve been over it!”
“I can tell!” Kevin said as she started to walk back towards the pub.
She whipped back around and pointed her finger in his face. “It doesn’t mean that you can just
waltz back in town and pretend like we are old friends catching up!”
Kevin clasped the finger pointing in his face with his hand and brought her hand down without
letting it go. “I get that you’re upset. The truth is Kathy, I’ve missed you and I’d like to get to know you
again. Can’t we just talk?”
Kathy saw the hurt and vulnerability in his eyes, but she couldn’t put herself in that position to
get her heart broken all over again. She shook her head. Kevin took both her hands, his eyes pleading.
“I’d walk away right now if I knew there was nothing in between us anymore. But quite obviously there
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still is. You don’t have to talk to me right now or even tomorrow. Just know that I’m not going
anywhere. I’ll be waiting, my sweet Kathy.
His words, his touch, the truth in his eyes were almost too much to bear. She willed herself to
walk away, her brain was telling her to get out there, but her body was humming. Her heart was
pounding in a way that reverberated every part of her. Kevin slowly released one of her hands and
touched her cheek with the pads of his fingers. Electricity shot through her leaving a trail of heat as his
hand moved across her cheek to the back of her neck.
She knew that look in his eyes. Was he really about to kiss her? Was she seriously going to let
him? H
 er breath hitched when she felt the heat of his breath near her lips and he stopped. She felt her
pulse throb rapid with anticipation and even though she knew it was a mistake, Kathy leaned in the
rest of the way and pressed her lips against his. Kevin didn’t miss a beat. He took both of his hands and
tangled his fingers in her hair, setting her on fire.
What began as a soft and slow kiss, turned passionate and demanding as if they were both
releasing years of pent-up emotion. He groaned as she wrapped both of her arms around his neck and
he pulled her closer to himself.
And just as quickly as the impulse to kiss him, an alarm went off in her head. She gasped. What
was she doing? K
 athy broke the kiss and pulled out of his embrace. “Stop…” She shook her head. “I
can’t do this.”
Kevin’s breathing was as ragged as hers and he took two steps back from her. They stood there
in silence for what felt like an eternity. Her head was spinning like a top and she stared into his eyes,
trying to process the quick turn of events.
“Sorry…” Kevin stammered while trying to gain composure himself. “My fault, I got carried
away.” He started towards the door of the pub and Kathy still felt a tingling sensation running through
her body. He turned back around and held the door open. “Are you coming in?”
All she could do was shake her head and she held her arms over her stomach to quell the
butterflies still flapping their wings inside of her. “I’ll be there in a minute.” But, she wouldn’t. She had
to get out of there. Her friends would know and that would be worse than the fact that she’d let her
guard down in the first place.
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As if reading her thoughts, because he knew her all too well, he nodded and tried to force a half
smile. “I’ll grab your stuff and meet you out front.”
“Okay. Thanks.” Her heart was still pounding when she walked around the building and met him
out front. Kevin didn’t say a word. He merely handed her purse to her quietly, nodded, and walked
back into the bar.
What was his problem? Why was he acting so devastated? Kathy walked across the street and
decided to stroll through the courtyard on her way home. She sat down on one of the white benches
off to the side of the grass and looked up into the dark star-studded sky. She tried guessing the
constellations the way she used to as a kid, back when she was still hopeful that one day her father
would come to his senses and return home.
Her father had run out on her and her mother when she was only seven. She still remembered
the hardened look on his face when he left that morning with suitcases in his hands. Kathy didn’t
completely understand where he was going or why. At the time she believed he was going on a
business trip and would return. The tears that streamed down her mother's cheeks that morning in the
kitchen and the look of desolation that filled Liza’s features told her otherwise. And young Kathy
somehow knew their lives would never be the same.
And she’d been right. Her mother had become a busybody as if to protect herself from being
the town joke. Over the years Liza became more materialistic and began dating men that would help
fill her bank account and home with expensive things. Kathy became merely an afterthought where
Liza was concerned and a charity case for the rest of the town.
Until she met Kevin.
She’d seen him around town but they never talked until she was a sophomore in high school.
She’d been starstruck if she were completely honest with herself. He was the quarterback at
Pathfinders high, a senior, and voted most popular three years in a row. Kathy was content with being
in the background and not giving too much attention to herself. Especially since her mother had in fact,
become the town joke.
Kevin made her feel special by the way he’d look at her, touch her, and spoiled her. He took her
the movies, romantic dinners, and bought sentimental gifts that meant more to her than fancy things
ever could. They would hold hands and take long walks through town, talk for hours in his truck and
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made plans for their future. He loved her. She knew he had. But those days were long gone, and he still
left, just like her father had. Maybe love wasn’t enough to keep the men in her life around.
Kathy stood from the bench and walked alongside the flowerbeds that wrapped around the
town square courtyard. She took in the beauty of the colors and the vines that wrapped around the
street lights. Her town was beautiful. It had been the one constant in her life. The one thing she could
always rely on. The people here were her family.
She studied the full moon’s perfect shine along the street where the town was still buzzing.
People were walking around and a few cars passed by as she made her way to the edge of the
courtyard. She stepped into the street to walk across to her apartment above the bakery still thinking
about the past and present.
Had she been upset with Kevin because it reminded her of her father leaving? Maybe
somewhere in her subconscious, she’d felt the similarities. But was she being fair?
Once inside her apartment, Kathy switched on the light and kicked off her shoes. She looked
around her cozy apartment and sighed, feeling the weight from the emotionally draining day begin to
lighten its painful load. Finally, she’d get some much-needed quiet time. Kathy walked into her
bathroom, scrubbed off her makeup, threw her hair up into a clip and changed out of her dress into
yoga pants and a loose t-shirt.
Much better!
She reached for her romance-thriller novel by Melinda Leigh and heated a pot of tea.
Sometimes it felt nice to escape and pretend like she was Morgan in Melinda’s newest series, the
lawyer-slash-ninja woman that seemed invincible and could overcome any obstacle. That’s what she
needed to be right now. Invincible.
It was time to toughen up and forget about the past... but she had not the slightest clue how.
Kathy snuggled up into her overstuffed and favorite chair in the main room switched on the
lamp next to her and took a sip of the jasmine tea in her mug. Allowing the warm liquid to ease the
tension that filled her all evening, she opened her book to read. Only she couldn’t seem to get past the
first page.
Her thoughts kept drifting back to Kevin and his kiss. She rubbed her fingers across her lips and
propped her head back against the chair. What was she going to do?
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CHAPTER 6

Monday morning came all too quickly. Jake, Marshall, and Trevor had spent Sunday helping him
unpack and decorate. There was still much to do be done, but work didn’t stop for weary. Kevin looked
across the table at the couple he’d known the whole time he grew up. Larry and Betty Crabtree were
the proud owners of the Crabtree Bookstore in town and beloved by everyone. They had come to him
worried about the possibility of losing their store.
“We’ve always planned on leaving the store to our daughter, Tessa, you remember her, don’t
you?” Larry asked while reaching for the carafe of water with lemon slices that Kevin had set down in
the middle of the conference table.
“Of course!” Tessa was seven years younger than he was and only knew her as a middle school
kid when he’d left for college. He couldn’t believe she was in her last year of college already. He
suddenly felt old. Even worse, it made him painfully aware of how much time had elapsed since he’d
last been home. “She’s going to UMass over in Amherst, right?”
Larry and Betty both nodded with bright smiles that showed how proud of their daughter they
both were. Kevin felt his lips curve into to a grin watching them together. Larry finally spoke. “Yes! She
is in her senior year with Isaiah, the Davis’ boy! You know he’s there on a hockey scholarship!”
Kevin heard Jake talk about his younger brothers often over the years. “Yep and Thomas is a
writer now, isn’t he?”
Betty gave him an approving smile. “That’s right! You have kept up with all of us, haven’t you?”
“Yes, ma’am! Between my parents and Jake and Marshall, nothing has gotten too far past me.”
They both threw their heads back in a burst of roaring laughter.
“I imagine that’s the truth.” Betty swiveled in her chair and took a drink of water from her class.
“I’ll be honest, many of us were hesitant when we learned your father, Frank, was retiring. I was a bit
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concerned myself. I figured you’d find us too boring and slow for what you’re used to over in New
York! But I’m mighty glad to see that you are settled in. It’s refreshing to see Frank’s boy after all these
years. You’ve grown into such a handsome man!”
Larry coughed. “Now watch it, Betty… I’m sitting right here!” He winked at Kevin who couldn’t
help but laugh at the two of them.
“Nah! I’m not bored with any of you yet! To be honest, I’m glad to be back home. I’ve missed
my folks and my friendships here. It’s more honest in small-town life. Asbury Hills can keep a man
humble!”
“That’s right! And don’t you forget it!” Larry sat up straight in his seat. “Now back to business.
Do you think you can help save our store?”
Kevin looked over their financials and statements for a moment before looking back up at
them. He sighed and tapped his pen on the table as he spoke. “Honestly, there’s not a whole I can do in
the way of your financial problems. You are going to need some major marketing, re-branding, and a
whole store makeover. A lot of your ways of doing business are what’s holding you back. You have a
nice store, a fantastic inventory, but I recommend having someone come along to help with the books
and marketing.”
Seeing the looks on their faces, he could tell that’s not what they wanted to hear, so he tried to
throw them a bone and leaned over the desk, clasping his fingers together. “Look, here’s what I can
do… I can help with fighting the bank to buy you some more time. You’ve been long-standing
customers, always paid on time, and you’ve never given anyone a reason to doubt your word. But as
you know a person’s word doesn’t go very far in the business world. They want to see payment. I’ll
make some calls and see if we can do kind of a good-faith payment up-front and come up with a plan
to keep your doors from shutting down.”
Larry and Betty still looked at him like he’d kicked their puppy. Betty’s eyes filled with tears.
Man, this was hard. He’d been used to the more cut-throat, get-in and get-out ways of the city. He
wasn’t used to dealing with people he’d known most of his life or that were living in his town again. He
placed his hand over Betty’s on the table and offered them both a small smile. “I promise I’ll do what I
can from my end. The way I see it, you’ll at least have through the rest of this year to save your
bookstore. I’m on your side here, I promise.” Patting her hand, he sat back in his chair.
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They nodded as Larry grabbed his wife’s purse as they stood up. Larry gave Kevin a soft smile
and extended his hand. “Thank you, Kevin, we know you will. And we appreciate you taking the time to
meet with us. Tell us how much we owe you for your time today.”
Kevin waved his hand dismissively and pulled Larry in for a hug. “No worries today. Let’s see
what we can do and then we’ll talk about payment later.”
Betty smiled and hugged Kevin tightly. “You’re just like your father! He’d be proud.”
Kevin wasn’t so sure about that. His dad was practically a saint compared to him. He walked
them to the door of his home and they said their goodbyes. He almost shut the door when the
clattering of heels against the pavement had him whipping back around. “Chelle?”
“Kevin!” Michelle was jogging towards his house, waving her hand at him, in heels and a pencil
skirt. He shook his head in amusement.
“What are you doing running around dressed like that?” He shouted unsuccessfully attempting
to stifle his laughter.
She marched up to his steps and stood a couple of yards away from him with her fists on her
waist.
Kevin waited a couple of seconds but seeing she wasn’t saying anything he ran his hand through
his hair and looked at her curiously. “What’s up Chel?”
“What’s up with me? What’s up with you!” She shook her head. What is it with the women in
this town? Is he supposed to read their thoughts and know why they are all mad at him? She brushed
past him and walked inside. “I hope you’re not busy!”
Kevin rubbed the back of his neck and walked inside behind her. “Yeah, I kinda am actually. I’ve
got another client coming in less than twenty minutes.”
And it would be back to back like that all day for the next several days. Everyone seemed eager
to book with Kevin now that he was in town. His father, Frank, had only been working part-time for the
past six months, so many of his cases had gotten pushed back. The Crabtree’s were one of those
clients. So, now he was working twice as hard to play catch up.
Michelle acted as though she didn’t hear him and walked directly into his kitchen and pulled
out a soda. “Fine. I’ll be fast.” She turned around and looked squarely at Kevin as though

Short Stories for the soul
contemplating her words carefully. “Kev… look, I like you. I have a soft spot for you, I always have. I
even vouched for you when you came back into town. But you are kinda being a dickhead right now!”
Completely caught off guard, his head spun with so many questions he didn’t know where to
begin. He felt dizzy, so he leaned up against the kitchen island. “Excuse me?”
Michelle took a big drink of coke and sat it down on the kitchen island and looked around his
house as if taking it in for the first time. “Wow! You’ve done a lot in here. It looks great, Kev!”
Kevin rubbed the sockets of his eyes hard with the palms of his hands. “Chel, I’d love to help
you out and all, but what are you talking about? I’ve seriously got clients back to back today.”
She shook her head as if getting back into the game. “Right. So, I know about your little
rendezvous on Saturday night. What were you thinking?”
Ah, the kiss! He shook his head. That was none of her business, he didn’t know what he’d been
thinking. That was the problem, he wasn’t thinking clearly around Kathy all evening. He had her tied up
in knots like usual. The way she had felt in his arms as he kissed her passionately on the lips aroused
more than just physical pleasure. Her kiss and touch had lit a spark in his heart that made him feel
more alive than he’d felt in years. Seven years to be exact.
“Chel, listen… I don’t mean to be rude, but I think that’s between me and Kathy.” Even though
she hadn’t even tried to reach out to him since and her rejection had stung like a bee sting in the chest.
Michelle glared at him. “I think when my best friend runs home and hides out for the rest of the
night and refuses to talk to me for two days, it makes it my business!”
He was getting annoyed, the hairs on his neck stood straight up. Rubbing the back of his neck
again, he glared back. “I’m sorry she’s not talking to you, but I don’t see how that’s my fault.”
Michelle paced around the room for a moment and then turned back to him. “It isn’t that she’s
not talking to me… it’s that she won’t. In other words, you once again started something you didn’t
finish. Now she’s moping around and it’s getting annoying.”
Kevin let out a harsh breath. But before he could respond she kept talking. “I guess what I’m saying is,
you’ve got one more chance. Don’t screw it up!”
“What are you talking about? She made it clear she doesn’t want to talk to me. I don’t get it,
she rejects me and it’s still my fault somehow!” Women confused him more than it seemed worth it at
times.
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“Kev… she needs to hear from you. She needs you to fight for her. Don’t you get it? She’s never
had anyone fight for her before.” Michelle leaned back against the back of the sofa and continued to
watch Kevin for a reaction.
What does that mean to fight for her? How had not fought for her before? She threw the
engagement right at him that night!
As if sensing the wheels turning in Kevin’s head, Michelle continued. “I’m not sure I should be
saying as much as I am right now. Just get her to open up. Let her tell you why this is so hard for her.”
Michelle was right, but how was Kevin going to get through to her when she refused to talk to
him? How was he going to help her see that he still loved her and never stopped? He’d broken her
trust by moving to NYC. Kathy had made it seem like he’d deserted her, but that was never his
intention. It wasn’t as if he was her...
Suddenly a light switched on in his brain. No! Why hadn’t he ever considered that before? His
eyes widened and he met Michelle’s knowing gaze. All she had to do was give him a nod and he finally
understood. Her lips twitched into a smirk. “Exactly.”
Kevin knew what he had to do.

#

“Where did you run off to just now?” Kathy watched her winded friend walk back inside,
looking as if she’d accomplished an impossible mission. “And what’s with that look on your face?”
“So... you’re talking to me again?”
Kathy blinked in surprise. “What do you mean by that?”
Michelle furrowed her brow and walked behind the counter to put on her apron. “It means you
haven’t said more than three words to me since I found you passed out in the chair on Saturday night.
The lamp was still on and you had that book of yours out on your lap. What were you doing anyway?”
Kathy chuckled. “I think it was fairly obvious, silly. I was sleeping.” She didn’t want her friend
feeling sorry for her.
Right before Michelle could respond several customers came meandering into the bakery.
Michelle handed them a basket that held sample bites of some raspberry creme cupcakes, a new
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recipe they were trying out. After the customers ordered a half dozen, Kathy went back into the
kitchen to bring out some brownies, cookies, and pastries they sold alongside her famous cupcakes.
She placed them carefully inside the glass container while Michelle rang up the customers.
“Okay,” Michelle said turning back to Kathy after the last of the customers walked back out.
“Spill.”
Kathy stood back up and closed the glass case. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Michelle was a force of nature and not one to let things go. “Look, Kathy... I’m concerned.”
“Why?” She knew why but attempted to stay aloof and said a silent prayer that more
customers would walk in to end this conversation.
“Why? Well, let's see… you talked to me for five minutes Sunday morning telling me that Kevin
kissed you and that you took off afterward. The rest of the day you moped around and today you
barely said hi this morning during breakfast! You’ve barely made conversation with any customers for
the past two days. And, you scared poor old Mary Lou this morning… the woman’s one breath away
from keeling over into the grave!”
Kathy began organizing the counter space and rearranging the set up over the glass case and
shook her head. Mary Lou was pushing one-hundred and she came in every single morning in her
wheelchair to eat a pastry and cup of coffee. She always sat in the corner window and made either
Kathy or Michelle sit with her and talk while she ate breakfast. Maybe Kathy could have been less cold,
but today she was not in the mood to talk and Mary Lou would not stop asking her question after
question.
Michelle placed her hand over one of Kathy’s to get her to stop working and look up at her. “I
think everything looks fine right now. Will you talk to me, please?”
Kathy shook her head and Michelle took Kathy’s arms and turned her to face her better.
“Kathy… I know that you feel like what happened with Kevin brought up some misplaced feelings of
abandonment…”
“Stop!” Kathy interrupted Michelle and then looked into her friend's eyes, blinking back the
tears that threatened to spill. “I’m fine, I’m not a charity case!” She stood there for a moment before
speaking again. “And I wasn’t mean to Mary Lou this morning!”
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Chelle tilted her head and exhaled a deep breath. “You weren’t mean... but you weren’t your
usual friendly self either.” She gave Kathy a small smile. “And no one thinks of you as a charity case, my
friend. You are like a sister to me. And to Steph. We all only want to see you happy.”
“I am happy!” Kathy shrugged out of her friend’s grasp and walked into the kitchen, where
Michelle remained at her heels.
Michelle shook her head and began cleaning up the mess in the kitchen from earlier that
morning. She started scrubbing the bowls in the sink and Kathy came over to help her. “I don’t know
that you are. I mean you are strong and confident, don’t get me wrong. You know what you want and
always excel in everything you do. But, when it comes to the matters of the heart, I worry about you
sometimes.”
“And that doesn’t make me a charity case?” Kathy dried off her hands and leaned up against
the counter. “Seriously, I hate it when people say that to me. You know that.”
Michelle nodded and continued scrubbing the dishes in the sink. “I know… I also know that is
partly why you don’t let many people in. But that’s absurd because you have so much to offer.”
She knew where Michelle was going with this. She hadn’t been on more than a handful of dates
since she broke up with Kevin seven years ago. She may as well buy a litter of cats and take up knitting
because that was the direction she was headed!
“Listen, I’m not trying to upset you more. That’s the last thing I want to do. All I’m saying is
don’t close yourself up entirely from love because you are afraid of getting hurt again.”
Easier said than done. She’d been in love once and gave her heart entirely to Kevin. He’d been
the one person she believed would never hurt her the way her father had. How could she trust him
again? What if he decided to leave again one day? Nothing was for certain.
She must have said that last part out loud because Michelle snorted. “Of course, nothing is for
sure in life or love. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try! It could be so worth it. It could work out
and very well be the greatest thing that ever happened to you!”
Kathy stared at her friend until Michelle stopped washing the dishes and looked back up at her.
“That’s a little hypocritical coming from you…”
“Excuse me?” Michelle furrowed her brows at her Kathy.
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Right then the bell rang signaling someone had entered the door. Kathy and Michelle walked
back inside to see Kevin’s mom, Rachel, walking in with Cheryl Davis.
“Hi ladies!” Cheryl beamed. “We are here to put in an order for mine and Bill’s 40th anniversary
coming up in September this next month.
“Oh right!” Kathy said, “I can’t wait for that party! Are you still having it at your house?” Cheryl
and Bill Davis lived ten minutes away from the busy parts of Asbury Hills square. They owned
five-hundred acres of farmland. They grew seasonal fruits and vegetables as well as rows and rows of
pumpkins each year. Their house was not quite a mansion but could comfortably host lavish parties
without difficulty. They were known for their summer barbeques and held many events at their home.
The Davis’ were the ideal family in every way. Kathy used to pretend that they were her real
family and often wished she could live at their house. Not that life with Liza James was horrible, but
she found herself spending more time at Trevor’s home growing up than her own house. Steph,
Michelle, and Kathy were their family by extension. At least that is what Cheryl used to say. But Kathy
knew Cheryl would take a stranger off the street and call them family. All the Davis’ were generous to a
flaw.
“Of course! Every year. Except for this year, we want to do something a little more elaborate
and I’m going to need all the help I can get. Are you up for it?” She eyed both Michelle and Kathy
intently. She quickly glanced over at Kevin’s mom who was giving Kathy a scrutinizing gaze, making her
uncomfortable.
“I’m always up for helping you out, you know that!” Kathy beamed looking back at the woman
she’d always considered her surrogate mother.
“Absolutely,” Michelle said next to her. “What can we do for you?” Wow, she sounded cordial.
Kathy knew she needed to explain herself. She didn’t mean to be so harsh with her a moment ago, but
she’d have to deal with that later.
Cheryl walked with Michelle over to the side and they began talking about decorations and
details for the party. Kevin’s mom gave Kathy a hesitant smile and then walked closer to the counter.
“So, have you spoken with Kevin since he’s been back?”
Let’s just get right to it then! Kathy thought to herself. “Yes, I saw him on Saturday night for a
while. Everyone went to Joe’s after mom’s bridal shower.”
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Rachel nodded. She was a beautiful woman. Both of Kevin’s parents were handsome in
features. She stood about two inches taller than Kathy’s five-eight. Her long blonde hair that was tied
into a ponytail had been bleached to hide any traces of gray. It was something her mother still did too.
With Dior sunglasses on top of her head and makeup that was done meticulously, Rachel smiled at
Kathy as if afraid to say too much.
“Is there anything I can help you with?” Kathy asked. She didn’t mean to be blunt but as
Michelle had pointed out earlier, she wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries. Especially with Kevin’s
mother, whom even though she loved, she was not in the mood to socialize with today. Not while she
was still trying to forget the way Kevin’s kiss had put her body on high alert.
Rachel Manning smoothed out her black dress with her hands before speaking again. “No thank
you, sweetie. I am only here for Cheryl. After we are finished up here we are heading to the florist and
then to scope out a few catering options.”
Kathy felt her eyes grow wide. “Wow, she seriously is going all out this year!”
“Yep! Forty years is certainly something to celebrate!”
Cheryl and Michelle joined them at back by the glass case. “So, we’ve got the theme squared
away,” Michelle said to Kathy still trying to hide her hurt from earlier. “You know what we need around
here? Is an event planner!”
“Don’t you know it!” Rachel said. “We have been discussing that ourselves lately. Between
Liza’s wedding, Cheryl’s anniversary, and then mine and Frank’s 35th coming up soon, we’ve got all
kinds of events going on!”
“Not to mention all of our annual festivals year-round. It’s a wonder any of us have time for
anything else!” Kathy said, making everyone laugh with her. She felt a strange pang in her gut as she
realized it was the first time she’d smiled all weekend. Maybe Michelle was right.
“Well, we best be going,” Rachel said locking her arm with Cheryl’s. “I hope to see you around
some more, Kathy…”
After a few minutes of silent treatment from Michelle, Kathy finally turned and addressed her
friend. “Chel’s, I’m sorry for what I said in the kitchen. I know you and Trevor care about each other
and I don’t mean to downplay your relationship.”
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Michelle lifted the corner of one side her mouth slightly and stopped what she was pretending
to be working on and turned to face Kathy. “Thanks. I wasn’t trying to hurt you either.”
“I know. You were just trying to help. And, you’re right you know?”
That brought a grin back on Michelle’s face. “Was there ever any doubt?”
Kathy laughed and gently bumped Michelle with her hip. “Don’t get so cocky.” Michelle draped
an arm around her friend’s shoulders and brought her in for a side hug. “It’s okay for you to do the
same though. Don’t be afraid of love either.”
“I’ll tell you what. If you promise not to hold back because of fear, then I’ll do the same.”
Kathy chuckled and squeezed her friend. “We’ll see.”

#

“Did you talk to her?” Stephanie’s breathing was ragged as she was running while talking on her
Bluetooth to Michelle.
“I did! I talked to Kevin too.” And if Michelle were being honest with herself, she was pretty
clever! “Now all we have to do is set them up somehow. Have you given it any more thought?”
Steph was silent for a second and all Michelle could hear was the wind from her running down
the street. “What are you doing?” She finally asked.
“I missed my run this morning, so I’m doing it now.”
“Is Marshall still making you run that marathon?”
“Ha! More like I’m making him… he just likes to pretend to be wearing the pants in our
relationship.”
Michelle laughed. They both gave each other trouble and they were perfect for each other.
“Don’t worry, your secret's safe with me… now, what’s the next step?”
“Don’t ask me! You’re the mastermind of this plan of yours! What did Kathy say when you
talked to her?”
Michelle plopped down into the chair at her mother’s house. She’d walked over here after
work, so she could talk to Steph without worrying about Kathy overhearing. “She took it better than I
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thought she would. She said she’d think about giving him a chance. Well, I kinda made her say it, but
still, it’s something.”
“What about Kevin?” Stephanie asked between gasps of breaths.
“He wasn’t much better! It’s just sad you know? They both are still obviously hung up on each
other and yet they are both too stubborn to do anything about it.”
“Well, from what Marshall’s told me, Kevin has been down in the dumps about Kathy ever since
Saturday. He spent all Sunday with Jake and Trevor, helping him around the house and evidently Kevin
was unusually quiet the whole day.”
“That sounds like Kathy too.”
“I know… so do you have any ideas?” Steph had stopped running and her breathing became
long and slow. “Excuse me… I’m stretching now!”
Michelle chuckled. “You are so much healthier than I’ll ever be, but I love you for it.” After a
few more minutes of discussing what to do, Michelle finally knew what needed to be done. “I’ve got
it!”
“Of course you do! it was only a matter of time.” Steph teased.
“Oh hush! Meet me at the cafe this evening. We’ll get Tessa in on it. She’s great at being sneaky
and much better at keeping secrets than either of us are!”
“Ah, so this plan is sneaky and secretive. I’m intrigued already! Do you want me to get the guys
to come too?”
“Yes! The more the merrier! I’ll call Jake and Trev… you make sure Marshall gets down to the
cafe by 6:30 tonight!”
“Consider it done. I hope this works.”
“Oh, it will! I’m a genius!”
Steph laughed so loud Michelle had to pull the phone away from her ear. They hung up and
Michelle rubbed her hands together.
She really was a genius! She should have been a matchmaker!
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CHAPTER 7

“Why again do we have to go out tonight?” Kathy looked at her reflection in her body-view
mirror that was placed in the corner of her bedroom in their apartment over the bakery. Not only did
she not want to do anything tonight, she most definitely did not want to be wearing a pink spaghetti
strap dress and heels!
Michelle walked over beside her and plopped onto the bed next to where she was standing
while Stephanie was perusing her jewelry box. “Because!” Michelle said leaning back on her hands.
“It’s Friday night and we are sick of you moping around! It’s time to go out and have some fun. Maybe
you can get your mind off Kevin by doing a little something called socializing tonight.”
“You’ve heard of it right?” Steph asked walking over to her with a long gold necklace to wear
with her light pink dress.
“You two are so funny.” Sarcasm laced her words. Still, she was growing weary of being treated
like an invalid. “I appreciate what you guys are trying to do, but I’m fine. Seriously... I enjoy the
prospect of spending time alone and catching up on my reading.”
Michelle snorted and stood up from the bed. “You are becoming a recluse!”
Kathy groaned and stopped getting ready to turn and stare at both of her friends. “It’s been one
week! What’s your problem?”
Stephanie glanced over at Michelle for a moment before speaking to Kathy. “It’s time to get
out. I get that you’re dealing with a lot right now, but it isn’t healthy to stay locked up inside this
building.”
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“I’ve stepped out each morning to go for my run around the square.” It was a lame defense, but
it was her truth and she was sticking to it. “Everyone has their way of dealing with stress and this is
how I’m dealing with mine.”
Michelle draped an arm around Kathy’s shoulders and shook her head. “You’re not dealing with
it, you are sitting at home avoiding life. You’re hiding. That’s not the Kathy we know and love. You are
not a recluse… you are strong, beautiful, and courageous. And that’s why we love you so much. So,
come out with us tonight… it will be fun.”
“I’m getting dressed, aren’t I?” She felt ridiculous, what was going to prove by dressing as if she
was going out on a date. The last thing on Kathy’s mind was hooking up with some random guy, not
that there were any such guys in Asbury Hills. Most everyone knew each other. Times like these made
her understand on some level Kevin’s need to enjoy the city and get away from small-town life.
“Okay!” Michelle clapped her hands together before reaching for a cream-colored wrap that
was on Kathy’s dresser and draped it around Kathy’s shoulders. “Now you look fantastic! Let’s go!”
Stephanie giggled while Kathy shook her head and back at Michelle. “Alright, I’m ready!”
For what? She had no idea!
#
Kevin laughed as he opened the door and he shook his head. “I can’t remember the last time I
opened this door and the two of you weren’t standing there on the other side of it!” Jake and Marshall
were both dressed in blue jeans, button-down dress shirts, and wearing fedoras. “What are those
things on your heads?” He laughed even harder as Jake placed his hand on his chest as though Kevin’s
words wounded him.
“You know you love us!” Jake pushed him aside and walked inside and headed towards Kevin’s
bedroom. “Come on, it’s Friday night! Time to hit the town!”
“The town of Asbury Hills? You’ve gotta be joking!” Kevin roared in laughter.
Marshall took off his fedora and placed it on Kevin’s head. “Ah! I knew it was a matter of time
before the city snobbery would leak out.”
Jake and Marshall enjoyed teasing Kevin about his so-called life in the city, but it was all fine
with him. He hadn’t missed the city once since moving back home last week. “You two are just
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jealous,” Kevin said as he walked over and pushed them out of his closet. “Why are you guys lurking
around my closet and messing with my clothes? When did you turn into women?”
Jake threw his head back in laughter and reached for Kevin’s tan sports coat and pulled it out of
the closet. “Oh please! Here put this on…” He looked down at Kevin’s work trousers and scratched at
his chin before speaking again, “and you need some jeans!”
Okay, this was getting weird now. “Do you mind telling me what the occasion is?”
Marshall and Jake exchanged wary glances. Most people wouldn’t notice the expression, but
Kevin had been trained to be a people reader as an attorney. He was getting suspicious, they were
indeed up to something. He raised his brow and peered at them both. “Gentlemen?”
“We just want to celebrate your first week here!” Marshal said as he took out a cream-colored
V-neck shirt.
“We did that last week.” He laughed and walked over to his bedroom door. “Well, whatever it
is, you two can leave my room now. I’ve been dressing by myself since I was two. I think I can take it
from here!”
They both laughed and Marshall hollered back at him before shutting his bedroom door. “Fine!
We don’t want to see your naked ass anyway! We’ll grab you a beer and meet you outside.”
Kevin chuckled and shook his head. “Sounds great!”

#

“What’s so exciting about the Cafe?” Kevin asked as the three of them walked up to the door of
the town’s favorite Side Street Cafe. Half of the cafe was a diner and the other half was made into a
little modern coffee shop. That particular addition was relatively new, at least to him it was. He’d
noticed the other day when he stopped by for lunch. And little Tessa had indeed grown up into a
gorgeous young woman. He couldn’t believe it was her when he’d seen her there and almost didn’t
recognize her.
“It’s the cafe! What’s not exciting?” Jake asked as he opened the door. Kevin snorted at his
evasiveness. But when they walked inside, he was taken by surprise. The entire cafe lit only with white
Christmas light strung around the trim of the ceiling. Candlelight was shining on one table with two
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chairs and a bouquet of summer roses in a small ceramic vase in the middle. That’s when he heard
classical music softly playing in the speakers. He turned around and no longer saw Jake or Marshall.
Standing there alone he began to wonder what was happening. Kevin started for the door when
the sound of someone’s throat clearing had him turning back around. “Kathy?”
She stood there in a pink spaghetti strap dress and heels that made her legs go on for miles,
making every inch of his body on alert. She looked around nervously at him and their surroundings
before speaking. “Where is everyone?”
Unsure of what to say, Kevin shook his head and walked closer to where she was standing on
the other side of the room. “How did you get in here?”
“Through the back. I thought Chelle and Steph were behind me, the next thing I know I’m being
locked in.” She made a nervous chuckle sound and then nodded to the table he’d noticed a minute
ago. “It looks like we’ve been set up.”
“So, it seems.” Kevin stepped further into the room and immediately felt the electricity
between them, even though she looked at him like a deer in the headlights. He began taking in the
sights around him. The white linens on the table, the ambiance, the music and he was struck with
nostalgia. “How did they know all this?”
Kathy gave him a shy smile that nearly brought him to his knees and shrugged. “Girls talk.”
He chuckled. “Right. Well, it almost seems exactly like that night. All it needs is…”
“A Maitre d’?” A voice from the coffee shop side of the cafe had them both turn their heads at
the same time.
“Tessa?” She stood there in a white shirt and black pants with a matching vest, and a white
towel over her left arm. Kevin nearly laughed. This couldn’t have been more bizarre. “What are you
doing here?”
Tessa raised an eyebrow at Kevin and propped her other hand on her waist. “Serving you two
losers, what does it look like? You get all this right?”
Kevin smiled and looked over at Kathy whose cheeks were flushed a pretty pink that nearly
matched her dress. She nodded at Tessa. “Yes, we get it.”
The gang had tried to replicate the night Kevin proposed to Kathy. He’d taken her to a French
restaurant in Boston known for its romantic atmosphere. It was dimly lit and a pianist had been playing
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soft music in the background. The night was perfect, it had also been a summer night like this one.
They drank wine and ate a four-course meal. Kevin had gone all out for Kathy that night. He wanted
her to know exactly how much she was worth to him, even if he did have to pay through the roof. And
even if it had taken nearly two years for him to pay off that night and the ring combined. Money hadn't
mattered then and he still wouldn’t take any of it back.
Tessa waved her hand towards the table in the middle of the cafe. “Great. Well, let’s get started
then. Have a seat and I’ll be your waitress and anything else you need tonight. Just please spare me
anything X-rated.”
Kathy’s face now turned crimson red and she gave Kevin another one of her death glares. “Fine.
Let’s sit down.” She walked over to her seat and stuffed her dress underneath her before sitting down.
Tessa briefly disappeared into the kitchen and returned quickly with chilled wine. She poured
wine into two glasses and gave them a small smile before leaving the room again. Kathy sat there in
silence, and for the longest time, she refused to look into his direction. Finally, the salads came and
Tessa added black pepper to their dishes before disappearing again into the kitchen. Kevin sighed
This was going to be a long night.
#
Kathy was beside herself. She knew she needed to say something… anything! She hated the
stifling silence as they sat their eating salads like an old married couple that had lost all ability to talk to
each other anymore. She picked up her glass of wine and watched Kevin as he took a bite of his salad.
He was more handsome than even her dreams seemed to remember. His chiseled jaw and
sandy blonde hair made him sexy and manly without an overly macho vibe. His hazel eyes still made
her heart race.
“I know this is awkward. I don’t blame you if you want to leave.”
Kathy slumped her shoulders while still holding on to her glass as if her life depended on it. She
shook her head, she didn’t want to leave… but she didn’t know what to say either. There was so much
that needed to be spoken, so many emotions that remained unclear to her. She decided to start with
the main one that had been haunting her all week. “It reminded me too much of my father… when you
left for NYC.” There she said it, it was out there now. No taking it back.
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Kevin put his fork down and wiped his mouth before taking a drink of his wine. “I know. I get it
now. I didn’t before, not until earlier this week. I’m sorry Kathy but try to realize that I’m not him. I
didn’t desert you.” He shook his head. “Not that I’m excusing my behavior back then, but maybe we
both wanted different things at the time.”
“And how is that any different?” She knew it was brutal, but she had to know. “My father said
the same thing the morning he walked out on my mother and me. He wanted different things. A
different life. One that no longer included us.” She got up from her chair needing to put some distance
between them. “I know it’s not exactly the same but it felt too similar. How do I know you won’t
choose to leave again someday?”
Kathy felt Kevin walk up behind her and he placed his hands over her arms. “I never wanted to
leave you then. That’s the difference. I wanted you to come with me. I wanted you then and I want you
now.”
She turned around and saw the fire and passion in his eyes. Kathy knew he was telling her the
truth and that was something, right? “What about that woman you were with? I thought you had been
in a serious relationship.”
Kevin shook his head and looked down at his feet for a moment before looking back into her
eyes. “I tried to move on, Kathy, that was all. Her name was Crystal and we had dated for a little over a
year, but she broke up with me, because…”
He looked away in the middle of his sentence, but Kathy had to know what he was about to say.
“Because of what?” She held his gaze and his eyes burned with desire and she felt the same passion
radiating off of her.
After a moment of not saying a word, he finally said, “because of you.”
“What? What do you mean by that?” How did she even know about Kathy? It’s not like they
ever met. How could this woman she’d never met be jealous of a ghost?
“I talked about you too much... and she found this box that I’ve kept around all these years.” He
gave her a sheepish look and walked back towards the table, rubbing the back of his neck. Kathy nearly
gave in to the impulse to reach up and rub it for him so she clasped her hands together to restrain
herself.
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“What box?” She asked right as Tessa walked back in and looked at them in surprise. Kathy gave
her an equal look of shock, she’d forgotten Tessa was even here. Had she heard everything they’d been
saying?
“Oh, sorry. I hope I’m not interrupting…” She waved a hand in front of her face. “Forget that…
of course, I’m interrupting! Anyway, I’m here to take your salad plates away if you’re finished and
ready for the main course.” Tessa eyed the plates and then raised her brow and darted her eyes back
and forth between them. They had barely touched their dishes. “Unless you aren’t finished?”
Kevin gave her one of his million-dollar grins that could make any woman weak at the knees.
“No, we’re good… you can go ahead and take them.” He quickly looked over at Kathy as if worried he
may have overstepped. She waved him off and told Tessa to go ahead and take the plates away.
They both sat back down at the table and waited as Tessa brought in lamb shanks with wine
sauce and steamed vegetables. “Wow!” Kevin said, “you must have told Chel and Steph every little
detail.”
Heat filled Kathy’s cheeks and she chuckled. She couldn’t help it. She had told them every little
detail. Kevin had given her the most special night of her life. No one had ever treated her so well. It’s
what made the break up all more painful, even seven years later.
She shook her head trying not to allow herself to wallow in the grief anymore, at least for the
night. “So, the box?”
“I was kinda hoping you’d forget that I said that…” He gave her a shy smile and looked adorably
embarrassed. “It’s just this box that I’ve kept, with memories and things like that.”
Kathy knew exactly what he was talking about because she had the same kind of box. “Oh
really?” She wanted to tease him a little bit before letting him know about hers. “What kind of
memories?”
His face turned an irresistible shade of red and she bit back the impulse to grin at him. “You
know, things here and there… like our first date, pictures, that sort of stuff.” He was stuttering and it
made Kathy feel almost giddy for the first time since he’d come back to Asbury Hills.
“I might know a thing or two about a box like that.”
He arched his brow and reached across the table to take one of her hands in his. “Really?”
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She nodded and proceeded to use the other hand to take a bite of her dinner. They sat there
holding hands while attempting to eat and the ice around her heart began to thaw each time their
gazes met.

CHAPTER 8

She was warming up to him. Finally.
Kevin forced himself to be patient, so he wouldn’t scare her off but his heart was pounding so
fast like a speed train that he feared it would take off without him. He watched her over the
candlelight and smiled at the way her soft brown curls bounced around her shoulders. He relished the
feel of her soft skin in his hand and wanted more than anything to end the dinner and ravish her, right
then and there on the table.
But Kevin knew to be patient. That’s what Kathy needed from him.
“This is delicious, who do you think made it?” Kathy asked before pulling her hand away to
reach for her glass of wine. He immediately felt the loss of her touch.
“I don’t know, do you think Tessa?”
Kathy wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Don’t get me wrong, the girl can cook! She
makes the most delicious drinks at the coffee bar, but this is quite fancy. Even for Chelle and Steph!”
Kevin put his fork down and stopped eating. He was getting stuffed already and Kathy gave him
an idea. But before could ask her, he needed to make sure she was on the same page he was.
The sound of shoes thudding against the floor alerted Kevin. Tessa came back in holding what
looked to be two slices of chocolate cake with chocolate buttercream and some chocolate shavings on
top. He wanted to wave her off, but the eager look in Kathy’s face made him chuckle. She’d always
been a sucker for sweets. “What have you got there, Tess?”
Tessa beamed, for the first time all night, a bright grin spread across her face. “I made this! And,
I heard you a minute ago… so to answer your question, all five of us made the food.”
Kathy gave Kevin a weary look and he knew exactly what she was thinking and spoke for both
of them. “So, have they’ve all been back there in the kitchen this whole time?”
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Tessa’s face turned beet red and she looked like a kid that was caught with her hand in the
cookie jar. “Um… maybe?”
Now Kathy’s face was turning red, but for an entirely different reason. Kevin was worried this
would affect the progress they’d been making so he reached for her hand across the table. “Hey, that
doesn’t mean they’ve been listening and this is nice of them, right?”
The steam seemed to expel from her eyes and ears before letting out a harsh breath and
narrowed her eyes at Kevin. “I suppose…” She let out another deep breath and closed her eyes for a
moment before looking back at him again. “You’re right. This has been very sweet of them. But maybe
we should get going.”
“I’m sorry!” Tessa said, “I promise they haven’t been listening. We’ve been back there trying to
cook and be super-duper quiet the entire time!” She was stuttering, and Kevin was freaking out. He
didn’t want to leave, not yet.
“It’s okay, Tessa. We’ll eat the dessert still, right Kathy?” He gave her a knowing look and raised
a brow. “It’s not like you can resist?”
This made Kathy grin back at him as Tessa placed the desserts down and took their dinner
plates back into the kitchen. “Okay, dessert and then we will leave...” She left the sentence hanging as
though it was up for discussion. He leaped at the opening.
“I was kinda thinking about asking Tessa to make us one of her special drinks and then maybe
we could walk around for a bit?”
Kathy leaned in while taking a bite of her cake and whispered across the table. “I wasn’t saying
that our night had to end. I was only thinking that we should leave here and go someplace more
private.” And then she winked, sending a rush of heat through him.
Was she saying what he thought she was saying?
Oh, he was so on board with this idea!
They quickly finished their desserts and Tessa made them their coffee drinks. She added
coconut milk and vanilla to their coffees with a touch of dark chocolate. It was delicious. They sipped
on their coffees while walking over to his house. They never saw the rest of the gang, but that was fine
with Kevin. He was only interested in one thing and getting Kathy on the same page was critical to his
mission.
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They walked across the square and down the street where he lived. Once they stepped up to
the door of his house, Kathy paused for a moment before reaching for the door to open it. They walked
in together and Kathy looked around wistfully. She placed her wrap and clutch down on the sofa and
walked over to Kevin.
He smiled. His heart was pounding as he took her hands in his. Their eyes locked and the heat
between them made him unable to resist any longer. Kevin placed his finger under her chin and tilted it
upward. Drinking in her green eyes and beautiful features he lowered his mouth to hers. And claimed
her lips.
She tasted like vanilla, chocolate, and Kathy. He groaned when she moved her hands up his
chest and then around his neck, pulling him closer for a deeper kiss. Kevin wrapped both of his arms
around her waist, unable to get enough of her.
Kathy let out a soft whimper before breaking the kiss.
His mind was in a fog of passion and lust, but he made himself look deeply into her eyes and
saw the uncertainty there. “Is everything alright?” He rubbed her lower back with his hands and felt
her shiver with his touch.
“I’m fine…” she moved out of his embrace to lean up against the back of the couch and looked
over at him. “What are we doing, Kev?”
He stood close to her, still wanting to touch her while soaking in her beautiful ivory skin. He
placed his hand on her cheek and her eyes softened by the gesture. “We are finding our way back to
each other.”
She leaned into his touch and closed her eyes. “What if it doesn’t work out. I don’t think I could
go through that again.”
He understood the feeling all too well. He went through hell for the first few years after their
breakup. If it hadn’t been for how hard he had to study through law school, he may not have survived.
Still, he wasn’t about to lose his second chance with her. He took her hands in his and pulled her close
to himself.
“Baby, I can’t promise to know how the future will pan out, and I can’t be positive we won’t
have hardships down the road. But I can promise you that I love you completely. I always have and I
always will. Maybe we needed to find our own way for a time. We’re both here now, and I’m home to
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stay. I want to build a life with you, Kathy. I want to marry you, have several kids running around our
yard with you, maybe a dog and a cat… but I know one thing for certain, I don’t want a life without you
in it.”
He watched as a tear strolled down her cheek and he caught it with his thumb. She moved in a
little closer to him and smiled. “I love you too, Kevin. It’s always been you.”

THE END
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