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To all the Steves out there just trying to make it through their days.










DAVID LOWE, 2024










AN OLD FLAME







DAVID PULLED ON the heavy wooden door to the Grind, an effort that, on his best days, took more strength than he was used to exerting, on a door at least, but which now seemed as though he was competing in a strongest man competition. His wrist throbbed under the Band-Aid he put there that morning; the cut from Grimsby’s thumbnail still hadn’t healed, and seemed to be getting worse, no matter how much Neosporin he slathered on. 


He scratched it absently as he stepped inside, the smell of coffee and sugar and bread flooding his senses. Yacht rock filled the air, a playlist Eli curated not digitally but from the stacks of vinyl records he’d been collecting since he was a seventeen-year-old malcontent who spent his time smoking dope, going to punk rock shows, and getting arrested at various anti-war protests. 


Eli stood behind the counter, his back to the door, in the midst of conjuring up one of his famous Black Op Bicerins.


“Morning, Eli,” David said. 


“The Scrivener arriveth!” Eli turned around to shake David’s hand, then turned back to finish the drink he was working on. “How’s it going, doctor?”


“Strikes and gutters.”


“The Dude abides. How’s the commission? What’s that man’s name again?”


“Solomon Grimsby.”


Eli shook his head.


“That man gives me the creeping willies.”


“I got bills to pay, Eli. Bills don’t care where the money comes from.”


“That’s the truth! What’s he got you doing now?” 


“Editing some old stories he wrote.”


“What kind of stories?”


“Horror.”


“Now you talkin’! Horror’s my favorite genre. You mind I could read a bit?”


“I guess I could use a beta reader. You can’t show it to anybody, though.”


“Thought never crossed my mind.”


“What’s your email? I’ll share the file.”


“Email?”


“Yeah, you got email, don’t you?”


“What you think?”


David glanced around the shop. The UFO posters. A cabinet displaying a scale model scene depicting the assassination of JFK.


“Guess not,” he said.


Eli broke out into laughter.


“I’m just messing with you, doctor. ‘Course I got email. You got a pen?”


David scribbled down the address while Eli poured a Bicerin into a to-go cup and set it on the counter. “Order for Steve!”


A young man in a worn suit stepped forward. David couldn’t help but notice his fingers as they wrapped around the to-go cup, how long and skeletal they were. He watched him take a sip. Cracked nails caked with dirt and grime and… was that dried blood? The boy gave him an irritated glance, scoffed, and headed for the door. David raised his eyebrows at Eli, who shrugged.


“Your usual?”


“Yeah.”


“One Manchurian Mocha coming up!”





Eli had adapted the Grind from an 18th Century row house, so as David made his way to the back, he passed the baking area, which had once been the formal dining room, stepped down into a small seating area (ye olde mud room), and into the main seating (ye olde parlor.) 


A built-in book shelf lined the back wall. One section had been reserved for local authors, including Raven Hollow’s most hallowed scribbler, Nicholas Slinger, and his award winning novel, Shadows Over the Darkwater—a section, and a book, David studiously ignored. He had nothing against Slinger. In fact, he found the man’s story intriguing. But as he’d explained to Grimsby the week before, horror wasn’t his preferred genre. He liked to peruse Eli's personal selections, though, more for the entertainment value of the titles, which had been organized in what could most kindly be described as pandemonic. I Do My Own Research, Chemtrails, Commies, and Clintons: The Triumvirate of Tragedy, Build Your Own Bomb Shelter: DIY Tips, Tricks, and Tactics from Master Bomb Shelter Maker Mitch Master, The Deep State, The Earth is a Sphere and Other Tall Tales, Unhumans: The Secret History of Communist Revolutions (and How to Crush Them), Atlas Shrugged, The Zombie Apocalypse Survivalist’s Guide, Fools, Frauds, and Firebrands, Hunt It, Kill It, & Drag It Home, The Reptilian Elite Rule Us, Black Helicopters & Shadow Warriors, The Hidden Tunnels of America, Cain's End, a Secret History, Off The Grid Survival Tactics, THE TRUTH About Doomsday Coffee Roasting—and that was just the non-fiction section.


“David?”


David turned around. There was a woman standing there. Blonde hair. Beige sweater. She was pretty.


“Hello?” he said.


He’d seen her before, hadn’t he? 


Her smile faltered.


“Sorry,” she said. “Are you David Lowe?”


David blinked again. Hard. 


Oh, my god.


It was her. 


Her face had lost a little of the fullness that he remembered, a few wrinkles around the eyes, but it was her. David’s heart started to beat so hard he could feel it thumping against his chest.


“Rachel?” he asked.


“Yes!”


“Rachel Webb?”


Her smile widened.


“Yes!”


“Holy moly! Hi!”


“Don’t ‘hi’ me! Come here!”


And then she was hugging him. Her hair was on his cheek. Her perfume in his nose. Her arms wrapped around his back. She was taller than he remembered. Almost as tall as him. The embrace was over before he could blink, and then he was looking at her, smiling, both of them smiling. He felt like he was about to hyperventilate. He pretended to relax by leaning on a nearby chair for support.


“Oh, my gosh!” Rachel said. “You look great!”


“So do you!”


“What are you doing here?” she asked. “I’m sorry. That was rude. I didn’t mean—”


“No, no. It’s okay. I, uh, I live here.”


“You live here. Like, you never left?”


“Oh, no, I left for a time. College and work for a while. But, yeah, I’ve been here for about fifteen years.”


“Okay, okay.”


“What about you? Are you doing a nostalgia tour? The thirtieth reunion was two years ago.”


“No. Nothing like that. My dad died, so…”


“Oh, Rachel. I’m sorry to hear that.”


“It’s okay. It wasn’t a surprise. He’d been going downhill for quite some time.”


“Do you want to sit down? I mean, please, sit. Did you already get coffee?”


“Oh, I—”


Rachel turned around to look out the glass window at a table on the outside patio. Three females were sitting around a wrought iron garden table: two teenagers with their backs to them and a woman, presumably their mother, facing them. She was watching Rachel and David intently, her expression unreadable. He wondered if they were local. He wondered if he should just tell her right away and be done with it, but how does someone do that without making it weird? Hey, listen, people are going to tell you things about me that aren’t true wasn’t exactly something to throw into a conversation. Plus, she had the internet. She’d find out. If she searched hard enough. 


“I should probably get back to my friends,” Rachel said.


“Right. I get it.”


“But I’m in town, now. You know. To deal with Dad’s estate.”


“That’ll take a few days.”


“More like a three or four weeks.”


“Really?”


“Dad’s finances were a mess. Then there’s the house…”


“I do not envy you.”


He took her in. Her blue eyes. Her chin. He liked what she was wearing. Jeans and a sweater, but she wore them well. Was she still running? She had a sister, right? No, two sisters. Both older. And two brothers, too. One older, one younger. He’d only known the younger brother. Ronnie. A kid back then. Not anymore, though. Her other brother, Gary… well, he hadn’t been the most charming human being. 


The moment lasted a beat too long, and they both shied away, sharing a small laugh.


“I’ve got to get back to my friends,” Rachel said, nodding at the patio.


“Of course.”


“Maybe we could get together and catch up?”


“I’d love that.”


“Are you on social media?”


David grimaced.


“No. I deleted all my apps.”


“Stronger man than I.”


“Kind of.”


“Well, here.”


Rachel pulled out her phone, punched in the code, and gave it to him.


“Call yourself.”


David opened the phone app and typed in his number.


“I’ll let you do the honors,” he said, handing it back.


She pressed the call button, and he felt his phone vibrate in his back pocket.


“Got it,” he said.


Rachel took a few steps back.


“Wow. David Lowe.” 


“Wow. Rachel Webb.”


David sat down on the chair he’d been leaning on to try and gather himself. Eli entered the seating area, carrying his mocha. He set the drink down on the side table at David’s elbow.


“You two know each other, huh?”


“Yeah,” David said. “She was my girlfriend in high school.”


“She the one that got away?”


“Hardly. We were sixteen.”


“Don’t have no ring on her finger,” Eli said. When David raised an eyebrow, he added, “Noticed when she picked up her drink. She got a Putin’s Red Velvet.” 


“That doesn’t mean she’s not married.”


“Maybe she is,” Eli said. “Maybe she isn’t.”


David scratched his wrist.


“What’cha got there, kemosabi?” Eli asked. “War wound?”


“Just a scratch.”


“I got something for that. Clear it up quick and natural.”


“I’ve got it under control,” David said, imagining Eli's shelf of homeopathic “remedies.”


“Whatever you say, doctor.”


David looked out the window at the patio. Rachel was standing and talking to her friend. She turned and waved, still smiling. 


Eli slapped David on the shoulder.


“Someone still carryin’ the torch, huh, doctor?” he said. 



