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Bitter Sweet and Candy
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What is it about the front window display that I don’t like, Barley asked himself.

“Not a dratted thing!” He answered outloud.

But let’s be realistic.

Customers are not returning.

Neighborhood is the same.

What’s not?

He put a hand to cup his chin, thinking what more he could do to make it more of an eye popper than a dismal looking, dreary put you to sleep if you looked too long storefront.

It’s depressing, he thought. I’m making excuses, when I should be out there pushing for more clients. I need to advertise, that’s what I need to do, he told himself.

Hopefully, the customer’s eyes, since he hadn’t had many customers lately, would see the new window dressing he’d made. It took him hours to put it together but it was a tantalizing mix. Least to him it was.

He sighed. The only other thing he could see to do would be to paint a new sign. And that would be expensive. He paused a moment to think about where he could pull the money from.

Wait! He could do it himself.

He laughed. Sure and me who can’t even wash the dishes without breaking one. 

Next!

Ah! The window washer?

No, the old man depended on the monthly check to pay for his rent. I’ve known him for years. He’d starve if I missed a payment to him. 

It shouldn’t be this hard, should it? But it was. Next he thought of cleaning. Cleaner?

Maybe. The woman had been missing some days frequently lately. But then he frowned. No, she was having troubles with her husband and if he fired her, he would have to do that on top of all his regular chores, and above all else she might be out on her own with nothing to fall back on.

He sighed. Sometimes he worried so much about others that it sandwiched him into unmistakably difficult positions.

Like now.

Wait!

His lunch money.

He gazed across the street at the Mon Pierre, a French restaurant. They were open just the right hours for him and their dessert...

He eyed his more than ample stomach. 

The deserts were sweet and tasty and fantastique!

He sighed again. How could he deny himself what little comfort he had in his life now?

He just had to face the facts. He didn’t have a clue where to take the money from. He decided that this very evening he would make a laundry list of his personal and business expenses to see what he could trim...even if just a tiny bit. Tiny pieces could add up to a whole lot. He’d done that before when he first opened his shop. Why not now when he needed to save it?

But he needed to be timely about it; the money he had saved for just such situation as this was near an end. Both time and money were spattering on the floor of urgency he felt himself spinning in.

He had rent coming due, new inventory coming in to be paid and an employee that wouldn’t think kindly of him locking his cash drawer against them. 

He sighed again.

Hell’s living poorly, he thought.

Then he abruptly smiled.

Miracles happen.

Yes, they do, he thought and went back inside his store.

After all, his store was a candy store.

Every shelf had a different kind of sweet thing.

From very, very large lollipops to jars of cinnamon candies and animal shaped spongy things made from sugar and chocolate. Large animals, cute animals, with chocolate noses and bushy sugar thread tails. You could suck the nose, peel off the fur and stuff it into your mouth and it would melt in flavors of chocolate enhanced with mint, cherry, plum and apricot.

Shelves with different flavored chewing gums. Imported from the Indias. Raspberry, strawberry, caramel, chocolate, banana and coconut.

Chilled creams in an electric frig cooled by a quiet Tesla motor of every flavor imaginable, from lollipop cherry to German chocolate, from crisp ice cold orange sherbets to lime tart ices.

And row after row of jars with penny candy of all shapes and sizes, hard and soft...ranging from very chocolate, to cherry, strawberry, banana crusted raspberries dipped in white chocolate, Swiss raspberry twirls and Irish peppermint.

He licked his lips. He loved sweets.

He sighed again.

His inventory would last longer if he didn’t eat so much of it he chided himself a moment.

His regular customers knew his love of sweets. Most of them gave him sweets for Christmas presents they had baked or made themselves. He loved them for that. And because of the mutual love he had chosen to keep his prices at a fair range so that all, if not most all who chose to enter his world of sweets would find something tasty and sweet to take home with them at a price they could afford.

It was also obvious to his newer customers...not many of late...that when they saw him waddle forth to greet them, he was a man who enjoyed his sweets as much as they. And selling them.

He always gave generous amounts of samples to any new customer, after which they would applaud his tastes and he their desire to enjoy them.

He was easily three hundred pounds if not a bit more. But he wore his weight well. He covered it with a dapper suit and he was not a lazy man. So, though heavy, he still had strong muscles and worked out in his spare time to keep them hard.

He would spend hours on his floor doing knee bends, pushups and flaming pops, where you hop on your hands, clap them and slap them on the floor again before your belly could touch.

While not looking like some of those brutish dock workers with their huge muscles and thick necks, his ample waist were firm enough and his arms well muscled and strong.

As he mused on all this it came to him as a bit of a shock and a great surprise that when he re-entered his shop and closed and locked the front door he found a man standing behind him in the shadows of the backroom.

“Oh!” He said, startled. “I didn’t know I had a customer.”

“You don’t,” the man replied. 

He tried to get a clear glimpse of the man’s face, but he kept shifting his position so that his face was never visible entirely but always half in shadow 

He felt a chill go up and down his spine. Who was this?

“Well, no matter, tPeter you for visiting. I’ll just show you to the front door and let you out then,” he replied in a friendly voice,  hoping that the sick feeling in his stomach was from the sour cherry sweets from Portugal that made it hurt and not the growing fear he was about to be robbed...or worse.

He started to turn when a long whip of something sweet smelling curled about his left arm and pulled him back around to face the shape in the shadows.

“I think not!”

He began trembling in fear. He couldn’t break free of the sticky whip like shape that extended from the shadows and clasped his arm. He could swear it looked like one of the candy whips he made himself from molasses, chocolate and gelatin to give it shape and form. But it couldn’t be. It was alive.

Candy might bow, bend, or twist like a human might...but never of its own free will. And this thing clasping him was not even remotely human feeling, but it was quite real.

He could feel a throbbing beat through the lengths that gripped him.

“Let go!” He demanded, his voice shrill with terror.

“No, I will not,” the man assured him.

Then the man stepped forth from the shadows, revealing himself.

And that’s the last thing that Mister Barley Moore remembered of this world. For what he saw was not only impossible, but his death!
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A Mother’s Worry
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Marion Bowday escorted her four year old child, Meridith, to her Mother’s every day. Her mother would watch little Meridith until eight that evening when Marion returned home after work. 

Meridith was a precocious child, smarter than her years and quite sensitive. She had to be careful what she said about and around the child, as she mimicked everything spoken just like a dratted parrot.

Once she had said “FUT!” in front of four of her adult friends. The sudden and unexpected explosions of the Shakespearean swear word had so shocked the group that several of the men had fainted. Which caused her to smile now as men weren’t usually the ones depicted in stories and gossip as the ones who might faint when shocked or surprised.

Meridith took after her father, who always had a word or two of shocking content in his vocalizations when home. Meridith, no doubt, was parroting him.

Meridith like her mother had brackish blonde hair and blue eyes that pierced anyone gazing into them. Her father also had blue eyes.

Her husband worked at the wharves and wasn’t usually returned home until about nine bells. He got up earlier and came back later and was no good for anything but eating and sleeping until Sundays, when they would gather as a family, go to the local park, and watch their daughter feed the squirrels and pigeons, which she loved doing even more than anything else...even playing with other kids.

Well, almost anything else. Her affection for Candy was a bit on the extreme at times, but Marion minded her daughter didn’t make it a main source of nutrition by not keeping much in the home. 

Besides which, it stretched their budget a bit thin to purchase the exotic candies that Meridith loved so much. Especially from that candy store she would no never return to.

She sighed.

It really wasn’t the poor owner’s fault, but it was just too embarrassing for her to return there now.

It just reminded her once more of why she and her husband worried about Meridith at times. Being only four years old, you expected some things to be difficult for her to grasp, but Meridith’s inability to accept no for an answer was becoming a problem.

Marion didn’t understand why her daughter was such a loner. She hadn’t brought her up that way. She, herself, loved company. She just never had a lot of time for it at her own flat. At work she was the light of her employer’s eyes because she greeted everyone promptly and kindly and was helpful to a tee.

But Meridith, Meridith was a handful. She prayed every night for her child to find a center in her being that would allow her to bring more friends into her life. Her obsession with candy and being alone was frightening sometimes.

Yet, Marion enjoyed her time at home with Meridith. Even though Meridith was usually drawing something, still the two of them were usually close together in some way, even when she was cooking, cleaning or helping Meridith with her questions about life, the few toys she had...which were mainly drawing materials and when Daddy was coming home.

She smiled at that thought as she exited Artifacts and Gifts. It was dedicated to low cost items imported from India and China that could be used in the house and home for decoration. Usually, well made, but inexpensive, glitzy items that were highly polished and imaginative.

As she exited Mister Spoon watched her from the display window.

He did that every time.

It bothered her for some reason. Though she could think of no sane reason to explain her sense of discomfort. She knew it wasn’t lust. She knew what that looked and felt like. It was something far, far different.

And once after she left and remembered she had forgotten something, she had started back to find her employer in a heated conversation with a strange looking fellow.

Something about the other man frightened her even more than Mister Spoon made her feel uncomfortable at times. She had rushed away, careful not to be seen by either of the men.

***
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THAT VERY AFTERNOON she found something in one of the crates she was unpacking in the back to display on the far wall counters. When she discovered it, her immediate reaction was a great sense of discomfort, even more so than she felt from her boss at times. But this one made her want to immediately grasp the object and toss it into a furnace or fire at once.
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