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Given only a few words as a writing prompt, the authors of this anthology were issued a challenge – create a captivating, dark natured short story.  The results are contained within the pages of this anthology.  The Gathering is a series of short stories within the slightly darker themes of such genres as Paranormal, Crime, Suspense, Thriller, Mild Horror, etc.

Independent Authors along with some featured student authors from Timber Creek High School in Orlando, Fl, each crafted a story centered around a two-sentence idea, to which the imagination of the authors took hold of and ran with, creating this collection.  Within each short, look for the underlined passage to see what two sentence prompt sparked the story.

When left to its own devices, an author’s mind can conjure wondrous things...
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“I can’t decide, Dan, not today.”

Dan Venable smiled an indulgent salesman’s smile.  “You don’t need to decide this minute, Eleanor.  We can set you up with a try-before-you-buy situation, or you can come back when you’re in the mood.”

Customer chatter echoed off the walls of the brightly lit showroom.  I massaged my temples with cold fingertips.  “I apologize.  I’ve wasted your time.”

“Nonsense, this is a big decision.  It deserves your full attention.  Let’s go to my office and get brochures for you to take home.”

“I’m not usually such a flake.”  I’d meant it to sound reassuring to both Dan and I, but lately, flakiness was my norm.

“You’re easily my sharpest customer.  I’ll be here for you when the time is right.”

Dan’s office was comfortably furnished, and the pressure in my chest eased as we discussed features and options within its warm, intimate confines.  Dan was easy to talk to.  He listened to my requirements and presented me with a range of options to fit my budget.

What the hell was wrong with me?  I made dozens, hundreds of decisions each day—maybe that was the problem.  Perhaps I had developed a decision-fatigue condition or some such nonsense.  If that was the case, if I could no longer make rapid decisions, I was well and truly screwed.

***
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“Eleanor, we’ve reviewed the data for weeks; discussed it for hours.  We need to select a price point for this service.”  Peter Johannsson tapped the conference table with a buffed nail.  I’d worked with him long enough to recognize his time’s up signal.

I brushed my bangs from my forehead.  “I’m sorry, Peter.  This is important.  I don’t want to make a mistake and cost the company millions.”

“Being late to the market could cost us millions.”

“I know.”  I detested the whine in my voice.  “You’re right, but I blew the call on last summer’s release.”

“You didn’t blow it, Eleanor.  It was a misstep.  We adjusted.”

My gaze moved to the tall windows lining the south wall of Peter’s office.  The thick, tinted glass didn’t mute the glory of the cloudless October sky beyond.

Peter’s chair squeaked as he leaned forward to rest his elbows on the polished surface of his desk.  “Are you still considering a change?”

I huffed a false laugh.  “I’ve considered it but haven’t made a decision.  There are too many options.”

“Not deciding is a decision, you know.”  Peter paused, then dropped his voice a notch.  “Are you considering leaving me behind as well?”

I turned my gaze from the window and forced the tension from my jaw.  The concern in Peter’s light eyes made me want to sugarcoat it, tell him I just needed a rest.  He’d be hurt if I admitted I was ready to move on, but we’d worked side-by-side for many years.  I owed him the truth.

“I’ve been mulling it over, though it has more to do with the weather than the job.”  It wasn’t precisely a lie and prevented me from having to address my more troubling anxieties with him.

Peter sat back in his chair and held my gaze.  One corner of his mouth twitched.  “I’d hate to lose you, but your work is suffering.  Perhaps it is time for a change.”

His words kicked a hole in my gut.  It was one thing for me to choose to move on, but quite another to be let go, especially by a man like Peter Johannson.

I repressed the urge to strike back.  Instead, I drew myself up straighter in my chair, squared my shoulders, and ordered the muscles in my face and neck to relax.  “I promise you; I’m getting refocused.”

A tight smile flicked on then off like a switch.  “Good, let’s finish this.”

We completed our discussion and picked a number.  The decision didn’t sit well with me.  I was sure we’d priced ourselves out of the market or were missing an opportunity I’d failed to foresee.  After Peter’s comment regarding my work, however, I kept my doubts to myself.

Back at my desk, I turned my attention to my staff’s questions.  They kept me busy and prevented me from dwelling on my issues until it was time to go home.

The comforting rhythms of the commuter train allowed my mind to drift to my morning meeting with Dan Venable.  I’d allowed an hour for the selection but left Dan knowing I needed a week to weigh the options.  Then there was my job.  I’d dreamed of quitting and moving out of the city for months, but it was easier to get through the day if I shoved those dreams aside.

Peter was right.  Not deciding was a choice to continue with the status quo.  If I didn’t start making decisions, at least one would be made for me.

***
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“I don’t know how much longer I can keep at it,” I confessed to Beth over lunch the next day.

The autumn afternoon was chilly but sunny, so we took a table on the patio at Fishers.  A red and gold awning rippled above us in the soft breeze.  I ordered my usual—blackened catfish and a Caesar salad.

Beth spent no time on her choice.  “I’ll have the same.”  She handed her menu to the server and snapped her napkin open before focusing her sharp blue eyes on me.  “You have a demanding job.  Decision-making comes with the territory.”

“It wouldn’t be so bad if I were able to focus on my own projects.” I set my fork aside and reached for my glass of Pinot.  “It’s all the little decisions my department heads and their people bring to me.”

“Delegate.  Insist your people make their own decisions.”

“Easy to say, but what if they make a mistake that costs the company a client?  That would reflect on me, and my job is already in jeopardy.”

“You know that’s not true.”  Beth smiled, and I saw myself reflected in her shining eyes.  I’d even worn my hair like her once.  Now, the skin under my chin sagged, and my once-golden hair was a light gray.  I’m not a girl anymore, I thought, but not yet ready for the scrap heap either. 

“You’re young,” I told Beth.  “You don’t understand what’s it’s like to become irrelevant.”

“I’d be proud to have your career.”

My heart warmed to her.  I forced a dry laugh.  “I promise you the full benefit of my dubious experience.”

Her sleek blonde head shook from side to side.  “You underestimate your value.”

“And you overestimate my virtue.”

She laughed and resumed eating, commenting on the quality of her food as she did.  Beth expressed appreciation for the meal but didn’t linger over each morsel.  I envied that about her, the way she embraced experiences while not letting them consume her.

We discussed the coming winter and our intolerance for the cold, gloomy weather ahead.  Overall, it was a pleasant lunch.  I was glad I’d taken the time to meet with her.

Back at the office, subordinates lined up at my door with questions.  They wanted help, which I was happy to give though it meant slipping further behind on my projects.  As usual, I would have to take work home over the weekend.  Suck it up, I told myself, mentoring is part of the job, and you love your job.

While I genuinely cared for my people and the company, when six o’clock came, I’d had enough.  Mercifully, it was Friday, and I enjoyed a peaceful commute.  The city rolled past from the comfort of a warm train.  At home, the most challenging decision facing me was what to defrost for dinner.

***
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Saturday morning, I woke determined to reframe my future.  After idly flipping through the stack of glossy brochures Dan had forced on me, I tossed them aside and called Audrey to join me for breakfast.  Curly-haired, doe-eyed Audrey struck me as the type of woman who listened with an open mind and who offered opinions without judging.  Useful qualities.

Audrey greeted me with a hug, and I settled us in front of a cheerful fire.  I’d meant to outline my wants and needs and explore solutions.  Instead, I wasted an hour venting and rehashing my problems at work.  Sitting on my roomy Chesterfield sofa, I unloaded the frustrations of the week.

Audrey lounged languidly in the corner of the sofa and listened intently without asking questions, as I’d anticipated.

“This breakfast casserole is wonderful,” she said when my complaints sputtered to a halt.

“It was Rick’s favorite.  He used to drive me mad by changing up the ingredients to suit his mood.  I preferred to follow the recipe.  Either way, the result was usually delicious.”

I frowned at my plate, still half-full of my concoction.  How much of my current unhappiness was due to how I’d handled Rick, I wondered?

Soft brown eyes studied me over the rim of a coffee cup.  “Do you miss him?”

I sipped and waggled my head.  “From time to time.  We bickered a lot near the end.  Most of it was my fault; I admit it.”

“Why did you fight?”

“We didn’t exactly fight.”  I considered the colorful mat at my feet.  “It was me.  Me, and my inability to commit.  Where to have dinner, what movie to see.  Vacation planning was a nightmare.  Once, I’d let him nail me down to a resort then, two weeks before we were scheduled to leave, I saw a good last-minute deal on a cruise, and the debate started again.”

Audrey laughed, a pleasant, musical sound.  “You butted heads a lot.”

“I always felt he was trying to fit me into a box two sizes too small.”  I raised my eyes to hers.  “I’m not saying we didn’t have good times, but I wore him down, I think.”

“You were together for nearly twenty years.  There had to be more to it than contentious vacation-planning.”  Audrey adjusted her position to lean closer to me.  I admired her easy intimacy and lack of self-consciousness.

I set my cup on the coffee table.  “There was another woman.  I could have gotten past it, but Rick grew tired of the hours I put in and my constant waffling over minor things such as paint colors and dessert.”  I studied my hands.  “By the end of our time together, he was just plain tired of me.”

Audrey tilted her head and gave me a pitying glance, which made me cringe.  “Are you sorry he’s gone?”

I shrugged.  “Honestly, it’s been easier without Rick.”

“Why didn’t you have children?”

Overwhelmed by an impulse to bash Audrey in the head, my hand reached for the coffee pot.  I forced myself to take a deep breath, then shifted my gaze to the doors leading to the patio.

It was another glorious fall day.  I should be outside, raking leaves or walking in the woods, not rehashing the regrettable choices I’d made in my life.  Why couldn’t I be like the autumn leaves and know when to turn, when to let go, when to escape in the shifting breeze?

Audrey’s little-girl voice interrupted my daydream.  “I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t offend you.”

I’d forgotten my guest.  Audrey stood, and her pale hands smoothed her slacks over shapely hips.

“Sit, please.”  I poured her a fresh cup of coffee.  “I’m getting moody in my old age, I guess.”

“You’re hardly old.”

“Most days, I don’t feel old.  I take good care of myself.”

“That’s good to hear,” she said with a smile so sweet I overlooked her overly familiar question regarding children.  Her voice was another matter, though.  I nearly decided to cut breakfast short until Audrey raised the coffee cup to her lips, paused to inhale the rich aroma, and sipped with eyes closed.  Her face lit with pure, sensual joy.  I envied her.

“Enough about me,” I said.  “Why don’t we take our coffee outside and talk about you for a while.”

***
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I was alone in my home office when Dan Venable called that afternoon.  He claimed to be checking in, but his tone told me he wasn’t interested in discussing business.

“You don’t have to be a client to stop in to see me.”

I shut my laptop and pushed it to the center of the desk, symbolically shoving work from my mind.  “I’m sorry I’m taking so long to decide.”

“Who’s in a rush?  Take as much time as you need.”

I smiled at my phone and pulled my sweater tight around me.  I could do worse than Dan.  Sure, he had a paunch, and his hairline was receding, but he was good-looking enough.  Everyone was attractive in their unique way.  It was a matter of personal preference, really.

“Maybe we should plan on getting together next week.  I’m sure I’ll have made up my mind by then.”

“I thought you’d never ask.  What day works for you?”

“Monday is out.  Tuesday might work, but Wednesday might be ...”

“Wednesday it is.  Mondino’s across from my office at six.”

Laughter escaped me for the first time in weeks.  “You’re not going to let me dither?”

He chuckled.  “What, and give you a chance to come to your senses?”

We talked for over an hour.  Before hanging up, Dan said he looked forward to seeing me again.  I hoped he meant it.  His phone call had certainly enlivened my afternoon.

No longer interested in work or emails, I wrapped myself in a blanket and curled up on the Chesterfield.  I intended to watch a movie but instead drove myself batty.

Action or romance?  Both?  A political thriller?  Too intense.  Documentary?  Hell, no.  I started, then gave up on three films.  Unable to commit, I scrolled through the dozens of books awaiting me on my e-reader.  The endless internal debates over what to read resulted in my falling asleep on the sofa watching hours of cat videos.

***
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On Monday morning, a bland email from Peter blew my world apart.

“What’s the status of the Everflow Imports presentation?”

My head jerked as though Peter had reached a hand through the screen and slapped me.  The presentation for Everflow was Monday at three.  This Monday, today, at three o’clock.

I glared at my computer.  Heat bloomed from my chest and up my neck until my face blossomed flaming pink.

An intern tapped on my door.  “Excuse me, Ms.  Druthers, but I—”

“Not now,” I snapped.

The kid fled.

Before I could be interrupted again, I dashed to the door and slammed it so hard the walls trembled.  With sweaty palms, I pushed unruly waves of gray hair from my face.  How could I have forgotten?  Stupid question.  I’d been so busy putting out fires and helping other people, I let a vital presentation slip my mind.

Idiot.

I shot off a response to Peter and promised I’d have something to him by noon.  Wishful thinking on my part.  By one o’clock, starved and frazzled, I sent the CEO a slide deck, no better than a rough draft.

Peter’s email response was what I expected.  “Not up to your usual.  Let’s get together on this ASAP.”

After a much-needed stop at the restroom, I allowed myself five minutes for a cup of tea and a package of cookies.  I drew my shoulders back and strode into Peter’s office, trying to exude confidence I didn’t feel.  There was no point in fudging.  “I’m sorry, Peter.  The presentation completely slipped my mind.”

He started to comment but bit his lip and smiled before continuing.  “We can work with this.  Tomorrow, let’s arrange for you to take time off.”

I raised a palm.  “Not necessary.”

“We’ll get into that later.  Let’s get this thing finalized.”

With no time to waffle over the details, Peter and I pulled together a polished, though incomplete proposal.  Everflow signed with us that afternoon, but our success did nothing to alleviate the clouds of self-doubt gathering in my brain. 

As I rose to leave with the Everflow team, Peter stopped me.  He wanted to talk.  I assumed the topic would be my forced retirement, but an urgent call from the head of Risk Management saved me.  Grateful for the reprieve, I returned to my office to catch up on emails from my staff but kept a constant eye out for a message from Peter that signaled the end of my career.

By six, all I wanted was a drink and escape.

I stepped out of the office into a gray and unwelcoming October evening, lowered my head against the icy rain, and dashed across the street to the hotel.  Chandra waited for me in the lobby bar as we’d planned.  It was a lively place, decorated to resemble an old-west saloon.  I’d meant the conversation to center around the recent industry accolades Chandra had received but ended up pouring out the day’s humiliations and frustrations.

“You poor thing, you should have canceled and made it an early night.”

“Are you kidding?  This is exactly what I need.”  I stared into my gin and tonic.  “I made a fool of myself today.”

“You’re human.”  Chandra toasted me with her club soda and lime.  It was a practical choice, and I detested myself for needing a drink to wind down.

I pounded a fist on the arm of my chair.  “I’ve got to start making real changes in my life.”  My voice trembled, and I was surprised to be fighting tears.

Chandra’s warm, tanned palm covered my cold hand.  How wonderful would it feel to be that warm all over, I thought and imagined my limbs brown and shiny with oil as I turned my face to a subtropical sun.

Chandra squeezed my hand and gave it a firm shake as she fluttered feathery black lashes at me.  “How many times have you worked a last-minute miracle to save Peter’s Johannsson’s ass?”

I couldn’t help but smile into her dark eyes.  “More times than I can count.”

“You were due.  Take it easy on yourself.  It’s just time for a change.”  Chandra released my hand.  She sat back in the overstuffed armchair and crossed her long, graceful dancer’s legs.  I wondered if it was hard to find slacks that fit them properly.

There was no tropical sun available, so I raised my face to the embossed copper ceiling and let out a long breath.  “A change implies a decision on my part.  You’d think it would be easy.  I’m tired of it all—the job, this city.  I don’t know if I can stand another winter here.”

Chandra’s pink lips compressed, and lines creased the fine-pored skin of her forehead.  “You’re thinking about relocating?  Do you have anywhere special in mind?”

I snorted derisively at myself.  “I wish I did.  Selecting a location creates a whole series of alternatives—where to move, when to move, where to work.  Can I even find work at my age?”

“Of course, you can.  But I suggest taking a less-demanding position.  You’ve earned a break.”

Tears dammed up behind my eyes.  “I’m not ready to pack it in, Chandra.”

“You’re at your peak.”  She gave my arm a chummy shove.  “How about another drink?  I’ll see that you don’t miss your train.”

At least that was an easy call.  I raised a finger to the bartender.
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The rain continued throughout Tuesday.  At the office, I swam against the sluggish tide of other people’s problems and projects.  None were earth-shattering, but small choices did not imply inconsequential outcomes.  These were my people, and I did my best to give their issues my full attention.  By evening, I was drained. 

That night home alone in the dark with my wine, I gave my future the same consideration I gave to Peter Johannsson and my staff.  The program began with Dan Venable.

Despite my good intentions, Wednesday was so exasperating, I considered calling Dan to cancel our dinner date but never settled on an appropriate excuse.  Also, I’d heard Mondino’s mixed a terrific martini.  At six, I glanced out of my office window.  The rain had stopped.  Deprived of my last reasonable excuse, I headed out to dinner.

Mondino’s was a steak and seafood place that managed to be both classy and casual.  The restaurant was dimly lit and hummed with conversation and laughter.  Dan waited at a candle-lit booth. 

“Sorry, I’m late.”  I shed my raincoat and sat across from him.

“You’re right on time.” Dan slid closer to me and kissed my cheek.

The kiss startled me, but in a pleasant way.  My heart gave a happy skip, and I settled comfortably into the cushioned, high-backed booth.  We ordered drinks, then discussed the weather, the economy, and cooking.  Dan was at ease with a wide range of topics and seemed at ease with me.  The muscles of my shoulders and back relaxed, and I sank further into the cushioned booth.

We ordered another round of drinks, and I kicked my shoes off under the table.

“You look good tonight.”  Dan raised his beer in my direction. 

“I don’t know how I look.  I haven’t so much as glanced in a mirror all day.”

He frowned.  “You’re that busy?”

“I don’t want to look at myself.  I’ve not been very pleased with me lately.  I need to move on with my life; come to grips with my future.”

“What’s stopping you?”

“Fear, I suppose.  Fear of making the wrong decision.  Some of my choices lately haven’t been the best.”

Dan’s thick, dark brows pulled together.  “You strike me as a confident, competent woman.  You’ve obviously made plenty of good calls.”

“You’re very kind.”  I smiled and hoped the candlelight would soften the crinkles forming at the corners of my eyes.

Apparently, Dan had his mind on my eyes, too.  “Your eyes are striking.  I can’t decide if they’re brown or green.”

“They’re hazel, not that unusual.”

He nodded approvingly.  “Beautiful.  Excellent choice.”

I laughed.  I laughed a lot when I was with Dan and didn’t want the laughter to end.  “Why are we here?” I let a hand rest on his arm.  “Where is this going?”

“Does it need to go anywhere?  Aren’t you having a good time?”

“I’m having a wonderful time, but I’m considering major changes in my life, personally and professionally.  You, someone like you, is another complication.”

Dan frowned again, and the martini soured in my stomach.  “I’m sorry, referring to you as a complication shows you what a mess I am these days.”

Dan’s frown dissolved.  “I knew what you meant.”

“Did you?  I’m enjoying your company.  That hasn’t happened for me in a long time.  What if I change, and you don’t like the woman I become?”

“I can’t imagine losing interest in you.”  As Dan kissed my cheek again, I caught the clean scent of his hair and wanted the moment to last forever.

“You’re an exciting and vibrant woman, Eleanor.  Relax, do what you need to do for yourself.  I’ll be here for you, whatever you decide.” He tapped the back of my hand with a forefinger.  “Tell you what.  Let me help you make some decisions.”

I’d given up letting men make decisions for me when I got rid of Rick but played along.

“Where should I live?”

“Somewhere warm.”

“Should I buy or rent?”

“Buy.”

“Should I move to the beach or the desert, or maybe ...”

“Doesn’t matter.  Stick a pin in the map.”

“I wish it were that simple.”

“It can be.”

Dan signaled the server and ordered dinner for both of us.

***
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I’d arrived at one conclusion but wanted to sleep on it.  Sleep, however, brought no fresh insights, quite the opposite.  I dreamed of Rick and the shock on his face on that glorious spring evening when he knew it was over.  He’d expected things to end on his terms, naturally.  He didn’t think I had it in me to end things so decisively.

The dream was unsettling, but I hadn’t lost the certainty I’d experienced the night before.  A meaningful change was around the corner, energizing me and sending a zing of excitement through my limbs.

Since sleeping on it didn’t work, I decided to try talking things out.  Chatting with Dan helped, but I didn’t want to rely solely on his perspective, so I arranged a dinner party at the house for Friday.  Practical Chandra, decisive Beth, and compassionate Audrey would provide three fresh, but opposing, viewpoints.  I’d lay out my problems and use them as sounding boards.  It would be a good test, a way to get a feel for my preferences, at least.

***
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I selected a simple menu so the evening wouldn’t begin with me agonizing over trivial culinary details.  Roast chicken with rosemary, whipped potatoes, and steamed broccoli would be followed by coffee and individual fruit tarts, ready-made from the market.  A Sauvignon Blanc accompanied dinner.  That was my first mistake.  Asking for career advice was my second.

Audrey suggested starting with a vacation.  “Set up a series of short excursions.  You’ll benefit from a rest and might fall in love with one of your choices.”

“A sensible idea,” Beth agreed.  “While you’re visiting, you can check out the job market in the area.”

Chandra stabbed her lemon tart with a fork.  “What sort of job will you be looking for?”

Elbows on the chair's armrest, I tented my fingers under my nose and focused my gaze on the candelabra at the center of the table as if it were a crystal ball.  “I’d want a similar position, but for a smaller company.  Managing a huge staff is wearing me down, and my impatience isn’t doing them any good either.”

“Makes sense,” Beth agreed.  “And don’t you worry, your skills will be in demand anywhere you’d want to relocate.”

“Sell your house and get a smaller place,” Audrey suggested brightly.  “Something cozy requiring less upkeep.  You won’t need such a large salary with a smaller place to run.”

Chandra raised her wine glass and nodded her agreement.  “Downsize and simplify, perfect.  It will leave more energy for other pursuits.”

Encouraged by the exchange of ideas, I made another mistake—I opened the second bottle of wine. 

Audrey rested her chin in one fist and used the forefinger of her other hand to draw in imaginary dust on the table’s gleaming surface.  “Eleanor, is it the right time to consider a move?  You and Dan have just started seeing each other.”

Before I responded, Chandra interrupted with a roll of her eyes.  “Oh, please.  She shouldn’t stick around for him.  He’s got his own career.  A woman like Eleanor doesn’t have time to waste on long-distance relationships.”

“Dan’s nice enough,” Beth said diplomatically, “but I think the change of climate is more critical.  Leave Dan to decide what Dan wants.”

“She doesn’t have to move.”  Audrey turned to me.  “If you’re serious about Dan, stay here.  You can recharge in other ways.” She hunched and released her shoulders.  “We could get a massage, do a spa weekend.”

“No, start fresh.  Make a clean break,” Chandra urged.  “Once you relocate and take a new position, you might discover Dan Venable isn’t what you want or need.”

“I disagree.”  Beth’s tone was reasonable and optimistic.  “Long-distance relationships between professionals can be quite satisfying if each partner respects the other’s career.  We should at least give it a try.”

The conversation continued without me.

I sipped my wine and listened.  My gaze shifted from one woman to the other as they debated my possible futures.  Each alternative had merit.

I yearned to start fresh in a new city, in a warm, sunny environment with a new job and new friends to energize me.  Still, there would be so many decisions draining me along the way.  It might be easier to stay put and begin a rewarding relationship with Dan.  I’d missed having someone to talk with at the end of every day.  Having Dan’s emotional support might make my current job easier to tolerate.  It had been a long time since Rick, though.  It may be best to start slowly with a long-distance relationship while I eased into the slower pace of a less-demanding position.

As my mind bounced from option to option, the debate intensified around me.  Voices raised, and my guests’ polite facades faded.

“Please,” I interrupted with a chuckle to lighten the mood, “you’ve given me a lot to consider.  The question now is which one of you I should go with.”

“Simple is best,” Audrey said.  I detected a slight slur in her voice.  “Don’t try to make too many big changes at once.”

“Ridiculous.  Try something new.” Chandra waved her toned arms around.  “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?  You’re tired of the old tried-and-true.”

Beth shook her head vigorously.  “Go in a new direction, yes, but keep those things you’re comfortable with.”

“She needs to step out of her comfort zone,” Chandra countered.

Tears filled Audrey’s puppy-dog eyes.  “You don’t want to see Eleanor unhappy, do you?”

“She certainly doesn’t need your romantic school-girl nonsense,” Chandra said.  “She needs a level head.”

“She doesn’t need to sacrifice everything she loves.” Audrey whimpered and shrank into her chair.  That wouldn’t get the job done.

Chandra stood and tossed her napkin on her plate.  “She needs a fresh start.”

Beth rose and positioned herself between Chandra and Audrey.  “Don’t bully her just because she’s weak.”

“I’m not weak!”  Audrey was on her feet.  “I’m perfectly capable of speaking up for myself.”

“Oh, come on,” Chandra replied with more eye-rolling, “you can’t believe a woman like Eleanor would seriously consider you.”

“True,” Beth said, “but Eleanor needs a positive attitude, not a take-no-prisoners pirate mentality stressing her out.”

Everyone was on their feet except me.  The disagreement rapidly turned into catty bickering that stunned me with its cutthroat bitterness.  Arms flapped; voices rose.  Mesmerized, I listened as each woman champion her cause while doing her best to shatter the others’ stance.  Soon, their conflicts degenerated into comments regarding physical attributes. 

My pulse quickened as the argument intensified.  The heat of the bickering over petty differences reminded me of the acrimonious squabbling between Rick and me at the end.  I covered my eyes with the tips of my fingers, then slid my hands to my ears to drown out the noise.  The voices blended into one incoherent drone.  The pounding in my head became a buzz as I struggled to make sense of any of it.

Audrey, Beth, Chandra.  Each had her points.  But there was a fourth option they’d forgotten I didn’t need any of them. 

I exhaled loudly and dropped my hands to my sides.  The noise and competitive rancor weren’t getting me anywhere.  I still didn’t know what to do about my home or my job, but I could certainly put a stop to this.  My response was met with considerable resistance, but harmony was soon restored.

***
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All was quiet when I slipped into the kitchen to do the washing up.  The warm, rough wood of the farmhouse table and muted gleam of the appliances created a reassuring sense of past meeting present.  When the pounding in my head ceased, I turned my attention to the evening chores.

Though he offered, I never let Rick help with the after-dinner chores.  That was my quiet time when I often did my best thinking of the day.  During that peaceful half-hour at the kitchen sink, there were no decisions to make, just a series of simple steps leading to a satisfying conclusion.  Perhaps the routine of washing up allowed my mind to organize the day’s activities and weigh their impact.

With peace to wander, my subconscious often responded with revelations that weeks of careful consideration failed to expose.  The notion to unburden myself of my wayward husband came to me while I did the dinner dishes on a warm spring evening.

After settling the situation in the dining room, I was filled with the same sense of contented conviction I’d enjoyed after ending things with Rick.  It seemed simple in retrospect.  That’s how to deal with any unpleasant chore, I told myself.  Take things one step at a time.  Before you know it, the task is behind you, and you can move on.

And I’d moved on, silencing everyone but Beth.  She was athletic and vigorous.  I liked that about her, but even she’d grown quiet.  It must be hard for her to wait alone, I thought.  I’d return to the dining room to keep her company after a few more minutes alone with my thoughts.

I dried my hands and indulged in a relaxed sigh as I eased into a chair at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee.  Dinner was done, the dishes were drip drying in the rack by the sink, and the food was put up.  The only thing left to do was move the bodies.  I called Dan.  Despite the late hour, he was happy to oblige, as I’d expected.
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    Chapter Three
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“The change suits you,” Peter said.  “But I have to admit, I’ll miss the old you.”

“You’re sweet, but it was time.”  I patted my short, sassy blonde hair.  I’d sprung for a new wardrobe to match the youthful, wash-and-wear style.  Both the hairstyle and the wardrobe were better suited to a warm climate.

I took up Peter’s hand in both of mine and squeezed.  “Thank you for recommending me for the opening out west.  I hated to leave the company, but the prospect of another winter was too depressing for words.”

“It wears on everyone to a degree.  Don’t be surprised if I show up at your door next fall, looking to spend a weekend in the sun.”

“You’ll be more than welcome,” I said, surprised I meant it.  “We have a guest bedroom with a view of the ocean.”

“Sounds heavenly.  When is Dan joining you?”

My blue eyes sparkled at Peter.  “He’s there already.  He talked his corporate office into opening a branch.  He’ll manage it, of course.”

“Of course.” Peter laughed and placed a hand on my back.  “You’re always welcome here if things don’t work out.”

I didn’t see myself ever returning, but Peter and I shook hands once more and parted friends.

With my box of personal items under my arm, I circulated through the office, exchanging tearful goodbyes with my staff.  I’d miss them.  They were good people, happy to see me relaxed and enjoying life again.  I even got a few self-conscious compliments on the Beth body.

Beth was a natural choice, really.  The Audrey was attractive, but the allure of the traditional hour-glass figure was too distracting for a woman in my position.  And while the Audrey was at the bottom of my price range, I worried the model might not be durable enough for an active executive lifestyle.  Dan promised I’d get at least forty years out of the Beth.

The Chandra’s exotic details were enticing, but she was pricey and perhaps too much of a change for a fuddy-duddy like me.  That’s what Rick called me when I demanded a divorce.  He called me an old fuddy-duddy, and I called him a cheating bastard.  We were both right, I suppose.  I wondered what he’d think of the change.

Dan supported my choice of the Beth model, but that was his job.  I didn’t think he'd mislead me to make a sale, but as I stepped out of the office for the last time and into the April sunshine, I wondered, should I have negotiated for an additional two inches in height or should I have gone shorter?

THE END
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    by Kim Plasket
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I know I shouldn’t have left the door unlocked, I mean if I didn’t though, how else would he have caught me.  My revenge was perfect.  The only flaw in the plan was how much I would learn about myself as the days went on.  For so long he dominated my life every decision I made was questioned.  For example: “Would he find me again?  Why does he keep trying to find me?”

Never did I stop to think “How does he keep finding me?”, which in hindsight would’ve been a better question.  There had to be a way he was able to find me.  I had a PO Box for any correspondence so there was no address for anyone to track.  It made no sense at all, it was something that bothered me.

When we kept seeing each other it made me question.  I know I moved a lot, since the first time I saw him but he somehow found me each time I moved.  The first couple times it didn’t strike me since I moved close to my hometown but when I moved across the country and I saw him it was unnerving to say the least.

Nothing concrete that would make me say “this is why” more an uneasy feeling, low-key as of something in me was saying this isn’t right.  There were times I felt as if I was being watched and followed but nothing came of it.  What was worse is I knew his face but I had no idea of his name or even how he sounded.

The day he spoke to me was gray and foreboding, the chill in the air told me without a doubt it was going to rain It was fall so the leaves already on the ground were chasing each other as people hurried to get to the next place before the rain hit, normally a smile would come across their faces but today everyone was intent on just getting where they needed to go.

I was just walking to get coffee, the feeling of being watched started earlier in the week and I just wanted to be among people.  Sometimes in crowds the feeling eases off, not all the time but sometimes.  I felt someone watching me, judging me it made me stop and look around.  I decided to look in a window, maybe the person thought I was someone else so they would move along.

I stood there for a several minutes, the hair on the back of my neck was raised.  I had goosebumps all along my arms.  A shiver went down my back, I wanted to put my arms around me as if I was warding off something unseen only felt.  I sensed someone behind me but I chose not to look, I wanted them to know I didn’t care, if they made a mistake then they would move along.

“Hello Raina,” a male voice I didn’t recognize said.  It sounded strange, as if the person talking to me was part child, part man.

“Do I know you?” I finally turned around.  He was nowhere to be found, there were people near me but they weren’t even paying me any attention.  It was after that encounter I would come home and see gifts left on my porch one time my front door was open so I called the police.  They didn’t find much other than rose petals leading around the apartment.

“You must have an admirer,” one of them said with a smile until I assured him it was more a stalker.

“Those are serious accusations,” he said, the tone of his voice telling me more than his words.  He was one of those good ole boys who felt women were meek and should listen to men.

“I would say stalking is pretty serious officer but I assure you if he tries to increase it I will call someone else,” I glared at him until he told me there was nothing more they could do.

“Maybe you should get someone to help you change the locks,” was his final parting words.

I locked the door and went to the hardware store since I had to change the locks once again.  I also got a deadbolt lock controlled by a key, the guy at the hardware store told me the directions were included but if I needed any help they had a guy who would come out.

“Oh really?” the coldness in my voice made him take a step back.

“I meant nothing by that ma’am.  My wife does most of the repairs around our house.  I just meant sometimes that brand of lock can be tricky,” he seemed upset as if I accused him of being a male chauvinist or something.

“Sorry, I am a bit on edge,” I took my change and went home.  No sooner had I gotten into the house, with the rain coming down like a beast.  Then someone was pounding on my front door, I looked and saw a flower delivery person at my front door.  My stomach flew into my heart as I realized he escalated.

“Miss Raina Enders?” he held the flowers out to me as if he expected me to take them.

“Send them back,” I stated coldly hoping he would feel the hatred pouring off of me.

“But Miss?” he was naturally confused “Don’t you want the flowers?”

“No,” he pushed them out towards me again as if he thought maybe I was confused.  I refused to touch them.

“I refuse delivery now leave.”  I spun on my heel, entered my apartment and slammed the door.  Of course I locked it and shoved a chair against it.  My heart was pounding and I felt as if I was going to pass out or throw up.

I know it wasn’t his fault but I was angry, it seemed as if one guy was controlling me.  I knew right away he was the one who was watching me all those years.  I had no idea who he was since I didn’t recognize the voice at all but he knew me.

A couple days later I got an envelope in the mail, no return address and nothing to indicate who it was from.  For some reason I put gloves on before I opened it, it was as if I was trying to protect myself from something, after I got the contents open, I was glad I wore gloves.

Picture after picture fell out of the envelope.  There was also a picture of a shrine, from what I could tell it was a shrine devoted to me, there were candles, pictures of me most of which looked as if I had no idea I was being watched.  There on the top was a card, of course, the person taking the photo made sure to show me.  It was a wedding card, the names over the bride was my own and the name over the groom was blank.

Whoever he was, he seemed to have escalated, it went from him watching me and breaking into my house, to taking pictures of me and delivering flowers.  I had no idea what came next but I knew he was not going to stop.

The last picture scared me beyond anything.  I was asleep in my bed, there was a hand holding a gun that was facing me.  I had no idea if it was photoshopped or real but I took it as real.  It was a sign to me that I had to vacate yet another home.  I looked around and saw I didn’t really unpack even though I had been here for more than six months.

I had even found myself packing things into boxes a couple weeks before.  I contacted a storage place figuring I would have them come pick up some boxes and store them for me.  I would arrange for some friends of mine to come pick some up and keep them for me, that way my things would be out of his reach.

It was going to take some time to arrange it since I had to be sure he wouldn’t find out anything about what I was doing until it was too late.  I had a couple more months on my lease but it seemed as if I had no choice, I would have to leave.

It took a few weeks and, in that time, several more gifts were left on my step, flowers were delivered to me on an almost daily basis.  I noticed inside things were moved just a little bit, most people would think it was nothing but with everything else going on, it was clear to me someone was able to get into my home.

I had no idea what I could do but I had to do something after all I knew the police wouldn’t help me.  I already asked them what could I do since I knew someone was getting in, they told me if nothing was stolen there was little they could do.  When I asked about the guy who was sending me flowers, they told me to be happy since he was spending money on me.  I couldn’t believe anyone would be so crass but even now I guess men still thought they ran the world.

I had to take matters into my own hands, even if it meant my own death there had to be a way to stop him.  I tried the legal ways but they failed me so it was up to me.  Even if he hadn’t threatened me, he was stalking me but I was the only one who believed it.
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