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Chapter 1.




Rhett and Sarah waved as the minibus drove off. It had been a good day in the garden, the helpers had enjoyed their day, and a lot of work had been done. And all that in the most positive mindset one could hope for. 

“That’s them happy for a few days,” Sarah said.

“And us happy too.” Rhett put an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Sometimes these people amaze me with their inventiveness.”

They were talking about a group of fifteen disabled people, who came to help them once or twice a week.

“I’m going to call the kid, to let her know they’re on the way home.” Rhett took his phone and looked up their daughter’s number. Usually she would be the one driving the bus, but through some mishap at her workplace, someone else had taken her place at the wheel.

“Kid. If she hears that, she’ll kick you,” Sarah said. “Elisa’s twenty, remember that, old man.”

“Even when she’s a hundred and twenty, she’ll always be my kid, and she knows that.” Rhett winked. “Hey, kid! It’s dad,” he said as their daughter answered. “The rabble rousers are on the way back. They did well, so give them extra food. They’ll need it.”“Ma?” Derek, their son, who loved working here, came up to them. “Want me to do the cleanup and stuff? You and dad can go home and start dinner. I’ll be over soon.”

Derek was four years older than his sister, and from his earliest years he’d claimed he’d take over the plant nursery business, which included the shop in town, once his parents decided to retire. He had a real flair for the trade and never failed to make people happy. It was his trademark, in a way.

“No way. We’ll all help and we’ll go home together, boy,” Sarah said. “Don’t act as if you own the place just yet. For now, ‘Little Eden’ belongs to all of us.”

Derek and she laughed, while Rhett ended the call. The three went inside the greenhouse to clean what needed cleaning, and put away the strewn-around tools.

After all that, the Ashtons put on their clothes and walked to their cars.

“Dad, really, you should switch to an EV,” said Derek, as his parents walked to their gas guzzler. “That thing drinks up half the profits.” That was exaggerated, of course, but Derek was environmentally conscious to quite an extreme.

“As soon as this beast stops running, son,” Rhett promised his son, and patted the hood of the car. “Which isn’t going to happen soon, and we all know that. This is old fashioned quality. This thing will still run when the earth burns up in the sun.”

Derek sighed. “And that thing is the very reason the earth will burn up before the sun stands a chance.”

“You’ll never stop about this, will you?” Rhett had mixed feelings about this kind of discussion. He loved his car, but he loved his son more. Deep inside he knew Derek was right, but… “Let’s go home before you also try to turn us into vegans.”

Derek grinned. “Now you mention it…”

“I’m warning you,” Rhett mock-threatened the boy, and winked. After locking the gate, they got into their cars and drove off.


      ***Once at home, Sarah and Derek went into the kitchen to prepare dinner. Rhett gladly left that to them. Somehow the two were an excellent kitchen team; they never had words and the food was great.

He dropped a towel over a seat, sat down and switched the TV on. As usual, he saw nearly nothing of it. Instead, he thought of the day gone by. It had been Elisa’s idea to get some of the people from her workplace out to the nursery.

“They’ll love it, dad,” she’d said, “and I’ve talked to the management about it already, and they’re okay with it too.”

“And they know we work naked?” he’d asked. Elisa had admitted she’d left that little detail out while talking to the bosses, but the people in the home all knew it and most of them were excited about the prospect, and eager to give that a try.

That had been over a year ago now, and everything had worked out great. Even when Elisa’s bosses had found out about the naturist approach to gardening. At first, the people had been appalled, as was to be expected. They had announced to everyone the visits to the nursery would be canceled, which had raised quite a storm among the people at the home. So much, that the decision was canceled instead of the visits.

Two of the managers had come along once, to make sure nothing sexual was going on at the gardens. Rhett appreciated that. These people were genuinely concerned about the well-being of the ones in their care. After seeing how the work was done, and nothing uncivilized was going on, they’d approved. One of them had actually remarked she would love to have more time, so she could come along once in a while. Unfortunately for her, that hadn’t happened.

A sound in the small hall announced Elisa was home. “Dinner ready yet?” she yelled out, coming into the living room half undressed.

“No. One more hour!” Derek sounded truthful, but his sister knew him and called him a bad liar.

“You have ten minutes, older brother! Hi dad, how are you?” She rubbed him over the head and sat down as well, glancing at the television. As she did so, she took off the rest of her clothes, dumping them on the floor.

“Fine, thanks, and you? The workers were happy again today,” said Rhett. “Some of them need to be held back or they’ll try to overdo it.”

“Yeah. I know which ones you mean.” Elisa told him how some of the people at the home had already asked if they could come over every day. “They feel so useful and happy there, dad, it’s heart warming. I hope we won’t get a repeat from last year’s hot spell in the weather. That’s a bit too much to handle.”

Rhett recalled the problems Elisa and her co-workers had faced, making sure the garden visitors kept their clothes on at home when it had been so warm.

“With the climate changing, I wouldn’t count on that, little girl.”

Elisa nodded. “Maybe I should talk to the managers again. See if they can allow them to be naked in their own rooms. Although that would make it even worse for meals, then we have to dress them anyway. Several times a day. Nope, not going to happen.” She turned towards the kitchen and demanded food again. “Here’s someone who’s been working all day!”

Derek didn’t take the bait.

“You’ll get fed once you put away your clothes,” Sarah commented from the kitchen.

“Arrgh.” Elisa huffed as she grabbed her things from the floor and got up. “Does she have eyes everywhere?”

Rhett laughed at that, as this same scene happened at least twice a week. Elisa was a great person, but cleaning up and putting stuff away were still mysteries to her. She stomped off, commenting on the world in general and her brother in particular, while he got up and started setting the table.


      ***“Nothing new on the boyfriend end of life?” Derek asked his sister, as the family sat together.

“No.” Elisa sighed. “I need to find a better crowd, I think, but after work I’m so tired, and the people at the home aren’t my type.”

They all knew some of her ‘clients’ were trying to get a date with Elisa.

“Come and work at the store on a Saturday morning,” Derek invited her. “Lots of nice people come in, then. I bet there’s one for you.” He’d said that more than once, but Elisa loved to sleep in on a Saturday. Occasionally their mother called her from the store around noon on such days, to make sure she got up.

“You’re not my brother, are you?” Elisa picked up a cushion from the couch and hugged it. “I need my beauty sleep.” She turned to her dad, and asked if he and mom could get her a better brother. “I think this one is broken.”

Rhett and Sarah grinned.

“You should get out more, girl,” Sarah said. “There are groups for activities all over; I’m sure there’s something for you.”

“Like knitting, or crocheting, or triathlons.” Derek knew he wasn’t helping, but teasing his sister was one of his favorite pastimes.

Elisa looked if there was something safe within reach to throw at him. Unfortunately, there wasn’t, so she just shot him a look. “You know nothing.”

“The good thing is: I know that.” Derek grinned.

“You can’t,” Elisa lectured, “because if you know you know nothing, then you know something and that means… Argh, why am I even stepping into this!” She flung the cushion at her brother, who caught it and threw it back.

“Hey,” Derek then said, “maybe you should go and find a bowling group. Your aim is pretty sharp, little sister.”

“Bowling.” Elisa made it sound as if a stay in a prison cell was the next step up. “Can you see me throwing balls at innocent pins?”

“Not yet,” Sarah said, “but he might have a point there. You like moving, and there’s a bowling alley not that far from here. You might go and have a look.”

“Meh, I don’t think so.” Elisa hugged the cushion again, and the family watched the advertising on television for a while.

“This is boring,” Elisa decided. She got up, looked for her phone and disappeared, taking the cushion with her.

“I bet some of her friends are getting calls,” Derek said after his sister had vanished upstairs.

“That wouldn’t surprise me,” said Rhett. “I’m going to do some bookkeeping for the shop. Derek, coming with me to see how it’s done?” He got up and walked to the door of the small room they called office.

“Sure.” Derek got up too. “The TV is all yours, mom.”

“And that means I’m going to watch a movie you men won’t like. Have fun!” Sarah already had the remote in hand.


      ***Sarah was fully engrossed in the tear-jerker on TV when Elisa came in, humming a tune.

“Whatcha watching?”

“Ssssh,” her mother said, not wanting to miss the best part.

“Oh. That.” Elisa sat down and started typing on her phone. “It’s done, by the way.”

“Ssssh,” her mother repeated.

Elisa understood this was serious and even stopped her humming until her mother took a deep breath. “Done?” she asked.

“Yes. I had to see and hear this myself,” Sarah said. “The jerk got what he deserved.”

“Ehm, mom, it’s streaming. You can see it a thousand times if you want to.”

Sarah knew that, but assured her daughter that seeing it for the first time was the best, and that should happen without disturbances. “And what are you doing down here again?”

“Thanks for asking. I talked to Freddie, Angie, Elise and Marc, and we’re going.”

“That’s nice,” Sarah said. “And where exactly are you going? Are you going to make me ask for every detail?”

“Nah, that’s not funny tonight. But I want you to promise me not to tell Derek, okay?”

“So you are going bowling?”

“Ssssh!” Elisa looked around, trying to locate her brother. “Yes,” she then said, in as quiet a voice as possible. “At first I thought it would be boring, but Freddie’s been there and he says it’s set up as an old fashioned disco, from the time you were young.”

“I’m not that old,” Sarah countered feebly.

“You are. You were alive when disco balls were invented,” Elisa said, sounding very certain of herself. “Anyway, we agreed to go there tomorrow evening, to check it out. Freddie knows the owner and we might get a few free goes at the game.”

“That’s nice.” Sarah remembered Freddie. He’d been over a few times, to pick Elisa up for a drive with the friends. Freddie loved music by the band Queen, and he did his best to look like their original lead singer, Freddie Mercury.

“Yes, it is. And then I will know more about the place. But not a word to Derek, okay? He’ll either never know I went there, or he’ll find out some day what a bowling professional I’ve become.”

Elisa had no middle ground in many things. Then it was all or nothing. She got up and said she was going to sleep. “One more day at work and it’s weekend and I get to sleep early and sleep in.”

“Sleep early? Already forgot the bowling?”

“Oh. Ehm. No.” Elisa frowned for a moment. “I mean sleep early after the bowling. Night, mom.” Elisa kissed her mother’s cheek and walked off, phone in hand.

Sarah watched her daughter leave. She took her phone and looked up when disco balls were invented. They were around since 1917. “Told you. I’m not that old.”








  
  
Chapter 2.




“Gerald, can you please put down your phone and pretend you’re part of this family?” Mattie Price, Gerald’s wife, tried to snatch the device from his fingers. As usual, he’d anticipated that move and kept it just out of reach. 

“I need to find more space, Matilda,” he said. He was nearly the only person in the world allowed to call her by her full name. He, and her parents, but even they called her Mattie. He slipped the phone in his pocket and looked at Vincent, their son. “You’re not any help, boy.”

“I know, and I want to keep it that way,” Vincent said. “I’m an art scholar, not a wannabe business tycoon who ran out of space in his warehouse.”

“Scholar. You still haven’t finished art academy and you’re twenty-five. You’ll retire before you graduate.”

“I see nothing wrong with that,” Vincent said, picking up a spoon and thoughtfully stirring his already cold tea. “The world has too many economists, money grabbers and strivers. We need more art, more dreamers and poets and painters, more people who care.”

Gerald glanced at his wife. “Are you sure he’s our son?”

“Very sure. And he takes after my side of the family, Gerald.” Mattie’s brother was a successful writer, and one of her nieces made a nice living with her art photography.

“Hmm. Well, at least he’s not gay.” Gerald reached for his phone again.

“There is nothing wrong with gay people, dad,” said Vincent, feeling deeply offended. Life with his father was already hard enough without that sort of remarks. “Some of the nicest people at the academy are gay. I call them friends, you know.”

“I don’t care. And I wish you’d stay away from them.”

Vincent closed his eyes, considered to tell his dad off, and then the moment was lost. He got up. “You’re old fashioned. Incredible, in this day and age. Being gay is not contagious. Maybe you should look that up, instead of looking at places you can’t get.” He shook his head, looked at his mother, and stomped out of the dining room.

Mattie sighed. “Now look what you’ve done.”

Gerald looked at the empty chair and shrugged, then turned back to his phone and looked at warehouse space again, for rent or sale.


      ***“Good morning, Mr Price,” said the secretary as Gerald walked past her to his office.

“Morning, Nancy,” he said, barely acknowledging her. “Anything urgent?”

“Nothing new, sir.” Everyone in the company was aware of the warehousing problem, and equally aware on the bonus that was out for the tip that would solve this thorn in Gerald’s side.

Gerald asked her to get him some coffee and disappeared behind the door with the company logo on it. His office was where he was most at home.

The computer told him that orders were still steadily coming in, which was great for the company, but he had to tighten planning. Again.

Price Industries made aluminum profiles, plating and nearly anything else made of it, and the company did so in industrial quantities. Suppliers loved his orders and shipped quickly. Production ran like never before. Gerald knew his dad, and also his granddad, who’d founded the company, would be proud of him.

The downside of all this success was space to store the final products, until they were picked up for delivery. All the raw material took up nearly every available corner, and many customers placed call-off orders, so often the complete production run’s output had to be stored. Production was cheaper that way, as the processing line only had to be set up once, but space was an issue.

Several people, including professionals, had been looking for him. All the options they offered weren’t practical. Either the space was too small, or it was too far away. Imagine having to store things in six or more different places, and keeping track of that. A logistical nightmare, at least. And the access roads had to be big enough for the trucks.

“Mr Price? I have someone on the phone for you,” Nancy announced via the intercom.

“Tell them to go to hell,” Gerald said. He wasn’t in the mood for dumb talk.

“This is one of the people who are looking for expansion, sir.”

“Oh. Right. Okay, put them through…” Gerald had to take this. Maybe, finally, there was some good news.

“Mr Price! Wonderful morning, don’t you think?”

The cheerful voice almost made Gerald throw the phone down, but he agreed with the caller.

“Super, Mr Price. We may have found the ultimate place for your expansion plans,” the man said. “Near town, very accessible, not exactly the size you had in mind, but if you can update the plan to build upwards a bit, it would be perfect.”

“And where might this place be?” Gerald’s mood lifted a bit. This was beginning to sound good.

The caller explained the location. “There’s just one tiny detail.”

Gerald’s mood dropped. “Being?”

“There’s a big garden there, belonging to a man who runs a plant nursery near town, and a flower shop in town.”

“And you call that an opportunity? When another company’s already there?” Gerald sort of knew the place. He’d been near there plenty of times, scouting for locations himself. He couldn’t understand why someone would want to make a living with plants and stuff, but to each their own. He recalled that Mattie sometimes went to the store in town, for flowers, and plants if they needed gifts for people.

“We might be able to buy them out,” the called said. “We’ve even found another space for them, a bit further away. Not so easy to get to, so that’s not what you need, but for them it would be great.”

“Look, young man,” said Gerald. He was convinced he was talking to a young man. “Even I know that you don’t just pick up a huge garden and put it somewhere else. And I’m not a plant person, I’m an aluminum person. You’ll have to come up with something better than that.”

“But-”

“No. Butts are cigarette ends, and I gave up cigarettes long ago.” Rather pissed off, Gerald ended the talk without a goodbye. The guy had been right; the place would be perfect, but Gerald knew the owner of the plant nursery was a business man like himself. Starting over would be very difficult. Maybe- probably even costing him his business.

Gerald’s thoughts drifted back to Vincent. His hopes had always been to see the boy take over the company, but with this affliction for art, that wasn’t in the cards. What would become of the company if Gerald himself was too old to run it? He wanted to keep it in the family at all costs. If not Vincent, then maybe one of his nephews. There were a few. But for now, there were more pressing things at hand, so he pushed the thoughts away and got to work.


      ***Near the end of the workday, Gerald closed his eyes and shook his head. The call about the garden place hadn’t left his head. It would really be a great spot for a warehouse.

He packed up and told his secretary he would be reachable by phone, then left the building and got into the car.

Gerald drove off, winding his way out of the neighborhood, and soon found himself on the road to the nursery place. The drive relaxed him. It gave him time to calm down, get his thoughts in some order, and gave him focus.

Soon he reached his goal, parked his car and started walking.

It was impossible to miss the garden. A fence around it shouted the name of the place, and some of the plants were high enough to be visible from the street. Gerald took his phone and looked at the map app. Yes, exactly here. He tucked the phone away and started walking around the garden area, looking at everything that might be interesting.

It surprised him he could actually walk around the entire piece of land. There were passages between the garden and the yards of various neighboring companies. The entire property looked well taken care of. Hardly surprising, with so many plants.

After going around the place, Gerald looked down the wide street that led deeper into the industrial part of this area. He knew most of the company names, some of them were customers, others sometimes did work for him. It was good to know people, Gerald thought, but it would be even better to know how to get his hands on this property.

He decided to stroll down the street. Perhaps there was someone who knew something about this plant place, like if they were in money trouble, or if there was anything else he could use…


      ***Rhett was alone in the garden. Sarah and Derek were in the shop; they knew it would be busy there, and with the help of Elisa’s ‘clients’, most work for the week had been done anyway.

He loved being here alone. No clothes, no noise, no pressure, just him and the plants that needed some looking after. At times he went back to the small office and checked the computer. On that was a program to read out information about the soil and its humidity.

Derek had insisted on installing that. Rhett grinned, remembering how opposed he’d been at first. Derek, however, had gone ahead and bought the stuff from his own money. After a few months, Rhett had discovered how amazing the installation was, and had reimbursed his son for the investment. It was good to have that boy in the company, he mused. New ideas. Good ideas.

He picked up his water bottle, took a sip, and checked another thing Derek had insisted on. Surveillance cameras, located on ten spots in the fence. The things were small and cheap, but they gave a great overview of the outside world. At night, the cameras would run automatically, and some clever program could notify them if something appeared off. In the early days of that system, they’d hurried over here in vain, because of glitches, and things being set too sensitively, but now it was wonderful.

Rhett studied a man in the suit, who was walking around. Was he lost? No, the man didn’t look lost, more as if he was looking for something. Rhett knew he shouldn’t be spying on people this way, but he didn’t harm anyone, right? The man in the suit walked on, further down the road.

“Poor guy,” Rhett said to himself. “Having to wear a suit all day.” He didn’t even own such a thing.

He went back to his work. There wasn’t much left, so he took it slow before he had to go home. With the family at the shop, he was up for making dinner. Well, getting dinner. It would be Thai tonight.


      ***Mattie looked at her husband as he came home. “You were in the sun today.”

“And what if I was? Is there a law against that?” He didn’t like her slightly judging tone.

“Only mine, when you do it without sunscreen protection. Half your face is red, and your neck is too. And did you see the collar of your shirt? It’s all sweat and grease.”

“We have machines for that,” Gerald reminded her, not moving his head. His neck did hurt from the burn, but he wasn’t going to give in that easily.

“You are as stubborn as your father, Gerald,” Mattie said, “and…” She sighed, knowing he’d never acknowledge that. “Why did you go outside into the sun? You know you’re not made for that.”

“You make it sound as if I’m a vampire,” Gerald said, looking at her. He winced. His neck screamed at him.

“With the long days you’re at the office, you almost resemble one,” Mattie said, “but that’s your choice.” She smoothed her tone. He worked very hard, and she assumed she barely knew half the problems he was facing on a daily basis. She asked about them, but he shared only a little.

Gerald took a deep breath, then got up and took off his tie. He loosened the shirt collar and felt some relief.

“Poor man,” said Mattie. “Sit there. I’ll get something to put on it and take some of the pain away.”

He knew he had to let her do this. Partly because she knew what she was doing, partly because he needed it, and lastly because she’d keep nagging him about it.

She returned with a jar of ointment and carefully applied it to his severely burned neck. “That doesn’t look good, husband,” she said. “You should stay in tomorrow.” Gerald had a habit of going into the office on Saturday mornings.

“I can’t. There’s work to do.”

“There’s always work to do, also after a weekend. I hope you’ll stay in and give your skin some time to heal. We could ask Vincent to pick up some papers at the office, and perhaps a computer. You could work here.”

“I can do that with our own computer,” Gerald admitted, slowly warming up to the idea. “He’d have to get some files. Nancy could hand them over.” He always kept specific important things on paper, in large, trustworthy cabinets. Where he could get to them. Unless he couldn’t. Perhaps it was time to digitize that stuff after all. “I’ll call her immediately.”

“And I’ll ask Vincent,” his wife said. “He could go over there and pick those files up for you.” She knew the boy would do it if she asked. Gerald lacked the right touch and tone for that.

Mattie walked off and Gerald placed the call. He knew Nancy would still be there; she always stayed until around six.

Gerald was done quickly, and waited for his wife, while scribbling some things on a piece of paper.

“There. Done,” she said. “Now sit still, your face needs some treatment too.”

“Alright. Just don’t squirt the stuff into my throat. The smell is bad enough.”

“Then keep your mouth shut, husband.”


      ***Vincent parked his father’s car in the spot reserved for it and switched off the engine. With a sigh, he got out of the car and locked it. He told himself his mother was some kind of supernatural being. She always managed to make him do things he didn’t like to do.

The factory loomed over him like a rigid monster, waiting for him to come inside and be devoured.

“Blagh,” Vincent said. Then he walked to the front door.

Inside, he should know where his father’s office was, but he rebelled against that memory. He asked a few people, until he came closer to the administrative section of the building. The smell of aluminum and burning things, and the noise from the factory made him feel nauseous. He wanted to turn and run.

As a door closed behind him, shutting out most of the factory’s misery, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“Hello, can I help you,” a friendly voice asked.

Vincent opened his eyes again, to see a young, black-haired woman behind a desk. She had piercing black eyes that seemed to see straight through him. “Hi. I’m Vincent. Vincent Price.”

“Oh! You’re Mr Price’s son,” the woman said, and smiled. “I’m Nancy Landers, his secretary. I hope you’re not looking for him, he called to say he’s working from home.”

“Yes, I know,” said Vincent, handing her the piece of paper his father had written. “I’m here to pick up these files for him.”

Nancy studied the paper for a while. “Right. Important ones.” She looked up at Vincent.

“He has a sunburn and he’s grumpy,” Vincent said. “Both in the very form.”

“He was indeed grumpy when he called. He just said someone would come for them.” Nancy took a few keys from a drawer, got up and walked to a large cabinet.

As she was opening the cabinet and going through the many files, Vincent studied her. She wasn’t a ravishing beauty, but there was something fresh about her. Her skin was a bit pale, which contrasted strongly with her hair and eyes, he thought. Why she’d chosen to wear black shorts and a white shirt, puzzled him. She could do with some more color. Also, shorts. Why shorts? Her ankle-high boots revealed no socks. Such a peculiar person. It would be intriguing to make a painting of her.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Nancy held a stack of files and, in turn, seemed to study him.

Vincent smiled. “I’m an artist. My dad hates what I do and stand for, but I can’t help looking at interesting people.”

“So why are you looking at me?” Nancy still held on to the files.

“You’re interesting. Your appearance, your face, the strong contrasts. I bet I don’t make sense to you, but that’s the artist’s lot in life.”

Nancy asked him about the contrasts, so he pointed out the shirt and her skin, compared to the blackness of her clothes and hair. “It’s a little Goth-like.”

“I’m not a Goth,” Nancy declared, now handing him the files. “I just like this outfit in these colors. Here you are. Be careful with him, or your father will have my hide.”

“Thank you. Can I paint you someday?” To Vincent, this was a normal question.

“Paint me?” Nancy’s eyes got large. “Why?”

“Because you’re interesting. I wonder how you’d look in a painting.”

“Oh! I thought you meant body-paint me.” Nancy looked relieved and grinned. “Maybe. Someday. I don’t know. Not today anyway, I’m done with work and it’s weekend. I have other plans.”

Vincent held on to the files a bit awkwardly. “Someday is good enough for me. Thank you.” With some effort he took a pen and scribbled something on her notepad. “This is my number. Whenever you feel like it, call me.”

“Sure,” Nancy said, in a tone that didn’t give him much confidence. “Good luck with the files and your grumpy dad.” She sat down behind her desk and started shutting down her computer.

Vincent walked to the door, then turned to Nancy. “Thank you. Have a nice weekend… Miss Landers.”

“Same to you, Mr Price.”

Vincent left the office, his mind already filled with ways in which he could portrait Nancy. His head was his own space.








  
  
Chapter 3.




Vincent woke up late, as usual on a Saturday. Weekends were his leisure days and he made the most of them by doing as little as possible, but he felt today would be different. 

Under the shower he recalled his dad’s secretary. Nancy. Such an intriguing person, he thought. What kind of picture would fit her best? Something horror? Goth? Yes, Goth would be something, with her black eyes and black hair, and her pale skin. Maybe add a vampire touch to it. Hmm… perhaps that was something for someone else, though. As he mused about the options, his mother banged on the bathroom door and reminded him there were more people in the house, wishing to use the bathroom.

“Okay, okay, I’m coming,” he replied, turning off the water flow. To himself he muttered how this was not the way to interfere with an artist’s mind flow. And the house was large enough for a second bathroom, he added, although his father never thought it to be a necessity.

Dressed in a towel, he left the bathroom. His mother rushed in and slammed the door shut.

“Oh. Wow. Really. A second bathroom would be good,” Vincent mumbled as he made his way to his room, where he located some clothes.

Dressed, he went down to the dining room where, as usual on Saturday, his breakfast was waiting for him. That was a part he liked about still living with his parents. No worries about things like food and laundry. It all got done automatically.

After eating a little, he went to fetch a sketch pad and some pencils, and parked himself in a comfortable seat outside in the shade. It was the perfect weather and the perfect light for some mindless doodling. Soon he found Nancy’s face several times on the sheet of paper, increasingly more vampire-like, but with a distinct feminine touch.

“Vincent, you shock me,” he told himself, slowly folding the sheet over. “She’s an office person.” But an office person who hadn’t kicked him after he’d suggested making a painting of her. Maybe a painting of her in a bikini, behind her desk, would be something. He grinned, shook his head and put away the sketch pad.

Carlo’s request was on his mind. Carlo owned a small business in town, and he’d asked Vincent to come up with a few ideas to redo the interior. Carlo and Vincent knew each other since long. That was when Carlo was still Carla. Vincent had always known something was up with her, and finally she had admitted she felt she was in the wrong body.

It had taken a lot of effort, money and emotional struggle before Carla had the opportunity to become Carlo. Vincent had helped his friend as well as he’d been able, also financially, and the change was amazing. Gone were the depression and the lack of joy. Carlo was now his own boss, making a decent living, and he’d promised to work hard enough to repay everyone who’d helped him in becoming happy. All the friends had told him to keep his money, but Carlo kept stuffing banknotes in people’s pockets. Small steps to reimbursing people, but very meaningful ones.

What would he have to come up with for Carlo?

“Go wild,” his friend had said, “the wilder the better. Smoke some pot if you have to go crazy, I’ll pay for it.”

Vincent had tried smoking pot once, long ago. He’d never gotten over it.

Noise from above dragged him from his musings. It came from the open window in the room where his father had an office. Dad sounded annoyed. Probably because he’d forgotten it was Saturday and he couldn’t get hold of his secretary.

With a smile, Vincent turned back the pages until he looked at various stages of the drawn faces again. Upstairs, his father made a lot of noise, which put him off. This was not going to happen.

Vincent folded up his work, grabbed his pencils and went inside, storing the items safely in a drawer in his room. Only he had the key to that drawer. With that done, he got the key to his bicycle’s lock and left. A long ride would do him a lot of good.


      ***“I’m out!” Elisa had warned her family she’d be out to have a look at the bowling place with her friends, and it was time to leave. She planned on walking there, because it wasn’t far and she could do with the exercise, she’d told herself. It would also be safe to have a few drinks, not having a car with her. Work at the home kept her running all day, but this was different.

“Go and have fun,” her mother called out to her from the kitchen, “but not too much, okay?”

“Why not?” Elisa laughed. “Jealous?”

“Me? Ha!”

Elisa said nothing more. In her heart she knew her mother would like to go out too, but that wasn’t her responsibility. Mom was old enough for that. Perhaps too old, she thought, but banished that idea quickly.

She left the house and turned right. Keeping a good pace, she soon was in the street where the bowling place was. A quick check of her watch told her she was early. Damn it, she and her running. Walking at a normal pace just wasn’t in her skill set.

For a while she debated if she should wait outside, catch some of her friends and go in together, but there was music playing in there. That decided for her.

The inside of the place surprised her. Elisa had expected to be confronted with bowling balls, special shoes and a counter to pay. Instead, she arrived in a neat, little bar with a tiny dance floor over which hung an honest-to-god disco ball. A neon sign, so disgustingly green it was gorgeous, blinked an arrow towards the actual bowling area.

She stood still to take it all in. This wasn’t like anything she’d thought it would be. Now she understood why Freddie had insisted on coming here.

Arms suddenly grabbed her from behind, making her jump and squeal.

Freddie let her go before she murdered him, and laughed. “Ha, gotcha! Good to see you, babe.” He rubbed his Mercury mustache. “Did you come alone?”

“No, I brought you but you were late,” Elisa joked, and hugged him. “This place is so cool.”

“Carlo told me he’s going to have the whole thing redone,” said Freddie.

“Aww, too bad. This is so cute.” Elisa sighed. “I’m glad I’ve seen this. Where are the others?”

“Fashionably late, as usual,” said Freddie “Let’s have a drink while we wait. I’m buying.”

As they sat on stool at the small bar, Elisa saw a neat guy at the end of the counter. He was scribbling something on a large notepad. She immediately wanted to go over to him and ask if he’d join the bowling group, but that would be creepy. Elisa didn’t want to be creepy. She hated creepy.

Their other friends then came into the small bar, making noise and hugging Elisa and Freddie.

“Come on, let’s throw some balls around!” one of them exclaimed. “You’re in our way! Let’s do this!”

As the group walked along, towards the obnoxious, green sign, Elisa noticed the drawing man at the bar look up. He seemed a bit disturbed.

The friends went into the actual bowling alley, changed their shoes and started their game. Elisa had a great time, even though she was an absolute failure at this. Most of her attempts to get the ball close to the pins, ended in the gutter. Even with the help of some of her friends, holding her hand, it failed.








