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A Stranger at the Library
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Anusha VR

The tiny two storied shop was cramped with stacks of books of every possible genre. The only thing they all had in common was that they were all second-hand. Books that were once loved but now forgotten in a musty old bookshop till someone came along and gave them a place on their bookshelf again. 

Almost every Sunday she would come by the store and buy a book. She had a pile of unread ones back home. She would always tell herself that she would just browse through. But more often than not she would leave the store with at least one book in tow. 

Today was no different. The air was thick with the musty scent of old books. She stood near a stack of novels precariously balanced on an old rusty chair, tracing the spine of a novel she had her heart set on before picking it up. She held the worn out novel gingerly and caught a whiff of those pages which looked like wilted petals. 

“Well, you definitely can’t do that with a Kindle,” came a voice from among the book shelves. 

At one end of the aisle, she spotted a man holding a couple of books in the crook of his arm. 

“Definitely,” she said with an embarrassed smile. 

“So, what have you got there?” he asked trying to get a glimpse of the book she was holding. 

She cursed her luck. She came here for some peace and quiet, not to make small talk with a random person in a bookstore. But being rude wasn't her forte. 

She turned the book to show him the cover. 

He raised an eyebrow when he saw she was holding a Bukowski. 

“And what have you picked up?” she said in a defensive tone. He had encroached upon her quiet time, and now he had the audacity to give a condescending look at her choice in books. She was all set to launch into an argument defending Bukowski’s brilliance. 

“Bukowski,” he said holding out the books he was carrying. 

“I read a quote somewhere once that if you see someone reading the same book as you, it is the book recommending a person.”

“So, you are just going to give me rehashed quotes from Facebook now? I expected better from a fellow Bukowski reader.”

“That was a cheesy line, wasn't it?” he said. It was his turn to flash her an embarrassed smile. 

And as they walked among the shop filled with nerve-wracking cliff hangers, insipid books that had shaken their faith in literature, stories that had altered the way they viewed an aspect of their lives, it felt as though they weren't strangers anymore. 

They had celebrated victories of fictional charters, mourned their deaths and snapped shut those books which had frustrated them beyond belief yet reopened them and resumed reading.

Then there were those books that were new to one of them. She urged him to read Khaled Hosseini, and he asked her to promise him she would read Neil Gaiman. He disappeared among the shelves only to reappear holding Stardust. 

The minutes turned into hours, and they had walked around the tiny bookstore an umpteen number of times. 

“We are a dying breed, aren't we? In an age when most of them opt for Netflix over a paperback.” 

“I thought so too. But then I found you. We aren't a dying breed after all. We are just lurking in the corners of bookstores till we stumble upon each other.” 

“I hope so,” she said earnestly. 

“What was the book that started it all?”

“Nancy Drew.” She surprised herself by admitting that out loud for the first time.

“I generally tell people it’s Rebecca. Don't get me wrong. I adore anything penned by Du Maurier. But for that mousy fourth grader, reading Nancy Drew was an obsession. And soon that spread to other books. But I don't need judgmental stares from people when I tell them this story... Oh god, I sound like a complete literary snob, don’t I?”

He had a huge grin plastered on his face. 

“I tell people it was The Great Gatsby, but honestly it was Calvin and Hobbes. So trust me my story trumps Nancy Drew in the embarrassing department. And let’s admit most of us like being literary snobs. We like to pretend we fully comprehend Murakami and Gibran when in reality we are quite confused.” 

She couldn't help but laugh. It wasn't one of those pretentious giggles which were a response to banal anecdotes she heard, but a laugh which resembled a seal making snorting noises. A laugh that sounded genuinely happy and funny enough to elicit a laugh from the opposite person. 

Her phone began to buzz incessantly, reminding her of the time. Several messages from her colleague asking her not to be late to the office party celebrating the fact that they had scored an FMCG industry-giant as one of their clients. 

She hadn't realized she had spent three hours talking to this man whom she knew absolutely nothing about except for the sort of books he read. 

“I’m sorry, but I have to get going. I hadn't realized I was running this late,” she said, making her way to the counter with her haul of books along with the ones he had recommended. 

“Well, it was nice meeting a fellow bibliophile.”

She gave him a smile and a wave as she walked away. 

****
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SHE CURLED UP IN HER bed that night. A cup of lemon tea on the bedside table. Then cracked open the book she had bought earlier that day, ready to plunge into a fictional world and forget all the petty gossip and mundane ongoings of the party she had escaped from as quickly as she could. 

A Chinese take out receipt slipped from the pages of the book and fell on her lap. 

She was used to finding such oddities in second-hand books. Crumpled bookmarks. Crushed flowers. Faded ribbons. Once even a bluish black feather. She didn't mind these little trinkets the previous owners had left behind as long as they hadn't dog-eared the pages or worse—written inside the book. 

She picked up the receipt to toss it onto the bedside table when some writing on the flip side caught her attention. 


“I hope to see you lost among those bookshelves next Sunday afternoon as well. Maybe you will ask my name next time and give me the honor of asking you out on a date. Because honestly my dear, I would like that very much. 

— a stranger at the library.” 



She smiled to herself. She wanted to know how this story among the bookshelves would unfurl. She was a reader after all.
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A Walk in The Park
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Rekha Ambardar

“Don’t be such a clown, Millie.” Ruth Bremmer laughed at the antics of the golden retriever just out of puppyhood. “Come back here. What’s that you found?” Ruth got up to inspect the object Millie held in her mouth. She was now wagging her tail delightedly at Ruth. “A rubber ball? It’s not yours. Drop it.”

Millie sat on her haunches, ball still in her mouth, and looked at Ruth. 

“Well, Millie. I promised to spend more time with you, so here we are,” she said softly, brushing off the soft powdery snow from the bench. “You and me. Alone.”

“Excuse me,” A deep voice spoke from behind. “Sorry to interrupt your conversation, but did you see a blue rubber ball?”

Ruth turned around. There stood a striking man with just enough gray around his temples to make him look distinguished. 

He looked puzzled when he had obviously expected to see somebody else there. 

“You’re not interrupting anything,” Ruth said with a smile. “I was just talking to my dog, Millie. And it looks like she’s found your ball.”

She took the ball from her dog’s mouth, cleaned it in the snow and handed it back to the man. “Sorry about that.”

“That’s okay. It belongs to Norman here.” He pointed to a black cocker spaniel. “Norman meet Millie.” Norman just stood and stared, but Millie bounced up and down as if trying to get him to come and play.

“Thanks for finding our ball. By the way, I’m Brent Jessop.” He extended a hand and took hers in a firm, strong grip.

“Ruth Bremmer.”

“Are you in the habit of talking to your dog?”

Ruth flushed. “Well, my daughter, Cassie, left home to go to college this year and I’m still trying to get used to that.” Ruth was embarrassed at having to explain herself to a complete stranger, but it was either that or him thinking she talked to herself. After that first look at him, for some reason, she didn’t want him to think that. 

Since her divorce from her husband, Dave, two years ago, she hadn’t even felt like dating much. Besides her job took up all the energy and creativity she had—unless she counted the creative ways of fending off well-meaning family members trying to fix her up with dates.

“Looks like our dogs are getting acquainted.” Brent nodded toward Millie and Norman who pawed at the ball, trying to see who could pounce on it first. “How about taking them to that open spot and let them run free for a few minutes?”

“Millie would like that. She’s been so cooped up since I’ve been busy at work.” She got up and followed him. 

“What work do you do?” Brent shortened his strides to keep up with her, and Ruth found it somehow endearing. 

“I’m an interior decorator.”

“Like your job?”

“Love it.” And she did. She loved the bolts of fabrics, the colors, and even the deadlines. “That’s all I’ve ever done since I left high school. What do you do?”

“I’m an accountant.” He gave a grimace. “I’m all thumbs when it comes to fabrics. I do a mean job on the screen door, though.”

When they reached the area, Ruth let Millie loose, and Norman and she ran around to work off energy.

“I’m surprised Norman’s sharing the ball with Millie. He got it just yesterday.” Brent guided her toward a bench with a light dusting of snow which he brushed off. “This looks like a good place to keep an eye on them.”

“Millie’s glad to have someone to play with.”

“Norman really belongs to my nephew who goes to Valley State college. I promised to keep him so Nate could see him when he visited.”

“Valley State is where Cassie goes, too,” Ruth said. “It figures. It’s only a four-hour drive away.”

“Since my wife passed away last year, my folks have been looking out for me. Nate is my sister’s son. Having him visit me over weekends is a good excuse for my sister to come here, too.” 

Ruth glanced at him, amazed at his contentment and composure. So he’d been dealing with a loss, too.

“I promised Nate I’d exercise Norman, so I usually walk him around the block at White Street.”

“White Street,” Ruth pondered. “That’s not far from where I am—Rosewood Avenue.”

“I brought him here because we wanted to try out the ball we bought yesterday.”

“That’s probably why I haven’t seen you here before.”

The dogs came to them finally, after minutes of vigorous chasing. “Ready to go home, girl?” Ruth said. But Millie sat there, refusing to budge. “She’s bushed. I know that look.”

They walked to their cars and Brent waved as he saw them off.

He wasn’t there the next time Ruth and Millie went for a walk to the park. Or the day after. In fact, a few days had gone by. Accountants are busy people, Ruth told herself. Especially, accountants with dogs name Norman. Not that she believed it herself, even though she tried.

On Friday night, Ruth spread out a bolt of beige material on the dining room table and marked out the measurements she needed for the drapes she was making. The front doorbell rang, and she went to open it.

There stood Cassie who flew into her arms and gave her a big hug.

“Cassie! What are you doing home?”

“It’s the weekend, remember?”

“Thought we’d surprise you.” A deep voice behind Cassie said, and Brent stepped in with a young man. “Meet my nephew, Nate.”

“This is a lovely surprise,” Ruth said. “But how...?”

“Once I got in touch with Nate it wasn’t hard to find a Cassie Bremmer, freshman, and here we are. I can run them both back on Sunday evening.”

Ruth invited them all in so they could get acquainted over coffee and soft drinks. Brent came up with the next idea. They’d go out to eat and then go to a movie. But Ruth had a better idea. Cassie and Nate could check out the new movie in town, and Brent and she could rent a movie and come back to watch it. 

The look in Brent’s eyes told her that he’d had the same idea, but she beat him to it.
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Beautiful Souls
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Maggie Veness

He watched Annie over by the curb as he unloaded her bags from the wire cage and hauled them into the back of his van. Clutching both hands beneath her generous stomach, she expertly lifted and twisted her bulk and dropped into the seat of her silver hatchback, her enormous breasts skimming the steering wheel. 

“See you there,” she called through the open window.

“Two minutes behind you,” he yelled and paused to massage the blood back into his fingers. 

Sixteen years at the supermarket and he still liked his job, despite the odd customer speaking to him like he was ten. One elderly female shopper even stooped down and raised the pitch of her voice when she spoke to him as if talking to a toddler or a cute puppy. Teenagers sniggered and elbowed each other, but he’d taken that since he stopped growing back at the start of high school. After years of relentless ribbing, he expected nothing would ever change. 

Friday was the busiest day for deliveries, and by the afternoon his back was sore, and his hands were burning. On the up side, Friday’s routine included delivering Annie’s groceries on his way home from work, then hanging around to talk. He could relax and be himself with Annie, same as she could with him. From day one she seemed oblivious to his pint-sized exterior, treating him like any good-humored, hard-working, regular guy. And while it was true that Annie was way more than unfashionably overweight, he saw beneath her exterior, sensing her lovely, womanly essence. 

“Is Jock your real name?” she asked, the first time they met.

“Nope. Scored that back in school. Career’s Adviser told me I’d better try my luck as a jockey. I had a ride on a Shetland pony once and sneezed for like, two weeks solid.”

“I was advised against sitting on ponies. Animal cruelty and all that,” she said.

They both started chuckling. 

“It’s Victor. My real name that is.”

“Well, that’s what I’ll be calling you from now on if it’s okay with you.”

“I’d like that a lot.”

“Hi Victor, I’m Annie,” she said, extending her hand. 

He gave it a wholehearted waggle. “Nice to meet you, Annie.”

They’d shared some interesting conversations of a Friday afternoon. Recent topics included the extinction of the passenger pigeon, a no-fail recipe for banana bread, world politics, and reasons behind the escalating price of potatoes. They could discuss pretty much anything, and a chat with Annie never failed to lift his spirits. Her voice was kind of musical and sunny. He could’ve listened to her all day. 

Victor pulled out into the traffic and headed for Honeysuckle Drive. Ten minutes later he snagged a parking spot right outside Annie’s front gate and found her rummaging deep inside her white cuckoo-shaped letterbox. Fixed to the picket fence was a meter square sign that simply read Annie’s B&B. He swung the driver’s door open and took a moment to appreciate the way the late afternoon sun bounced off her copper-orange curls and the way she tapped the mail into a neat rectangle with her soft, pink fingers.

Clutching a fistful of junk-mail, she looked up and threw him a brilliant smile. When he responded with a playful wolf-whistle, she laughed and shook her head from side to side.

“You’re an angel, Victor.” 

“Have to be when I’m around my favorite customer,” he called from the driver’s seat.

He watched her mosey down the flagstone footpath past a row of crimson miniature roses and climb the porch steps. Almost a year had passed since their first conversation, and in all that time she’d never mentioned an ex-husband or even an ex-boyfriend, and he’d never had the guts to ask. He suspected Annie might still be a virgin. The fact that he still was, at thirty-six, bothered him a lot. 

Just the sight of a happy couple hand-in-hand grocery shopping was depressing. Being single at his age might have been almost bearable if he was the type of guy who could enjoy the regular company of sex workers, but he wasn’t. He’d always wanted to wait ‘til he was in a romantic-type relationship, and it was too bad if that made him seriously boring and old-fashioned. Finding a special lady to share his life with was way more important to Victor than casual sex—and extremely challenging when he didn’t exactly look like George Clooney. 

It was difficult to judge, but he guessed Annie was around his age. A few weeks back he’d watched a documentary featuring childless women in their thirties. They were stressing because their fertility time-clocks were ticking away. One woman couldn’t stop crying because she’d put motherhood on hold for so long that all her eggs were gone. That documentary got him thinking about Annie. He didn’t even know if she wanted to have a family. Was she worried her eggs were running out? What if she was worried and getting desperate? What if she was only drawn to him because his stature was reminiscent of a child? Then again, maybe she didn’t even like kids. 

Annie unlocked her glass-panelled door and disappeared inside. Resting his chin on the steering wheel, he imagined her locking the door behind him as he lifted the last of her groceries onto the kitchen table; how amazing it’d be if she suddenly swept him up and hugged him against her fantastic breasts. All she’d ever done so far was to give him a tender, almost intimate look when she saw him off at the front door. That look meant everything to Victor. It left him feeling like he was hanging from a high branch by the last joint of one finger.

He’d overheard demeaning remarks at work about Annie’s shape, and it really pissed him off. He understood how tough it was to keep your chin up when on the inside you felt as fragile as a bird’s egg. If only he had the guts to wrap his arms around her, to tell her what a gorgeous person she was. She’d be totally shocked to know how often he dreamt of hugging her generous feminine proportions; of plying and massaging into the bliss of her softness and warmth. 

Victor smoothed back the sides of his wavy, brown hair and jumped from the van. He carried in the first four bags then returned to grab the last three. Lifting them onto her pine table, he hovered for their usual chat while she padded around him packing groceries away. 

“Anyone booked in for this weekend?”

“Yep. A couple from somewhere out west. They arrive tomorrow. Staying three nights.”

“Nice one.”

“Visiting your foster mum again this weekend?” she asked and opened the louvered pantry door.

“Yeah, I guess,” he said, and clicked his tongue. His head was at the perfect level to breathe in the happy, busy smell of her that puffed out every time she dropped her arms to her sides, and to clearly hear—from beneath her flowery, gathered skirt—the faint slapping of skin from between her legs as she moved about the kitchen. These things triggered a tingle down his spine and a particular surge of blood that made him feel uneasy in her presence. Shifting from one foot to the other, he thrust one hand into the pocket of his black trousers and jiggled his keys. “Mum’s nice and everything, but she’s almost eighty now and, well, you know.”

“I sure do,” she said. “Dad’s only seventy-one, but he repeats the same three or four stories every time I call over. Much better talking to people ‘round your own age, hey.”

“Exactly. And you know Annie, I always really look forward to our talks.”

Biting the inside of her cheek, she stared at him for a few seconds then abruptly looked away as if she’s just had an uncomfortable thought. In his head, Victor replayed every word of their conversation so far, just in case he’d said something totally the wrong way, which often happened when he was nervous. But then she smiled and clapped her hands and turned up her palms. 

“Look. Do you wanna stay a while longer this afternoon? Have a coffee?”

“Sure! That’d be excellent. Thanks.”

“Well, grab a comfy seat over there,” she said, tipping her head toward the dark-blue leather sofa by the window. “Let me go to the bathroom, then I’ll pop the kettle on.”

He’d wanted to ask for her mobile number for months. Every Friday after lunch he’d been ducking into the men’s room to use his electric shaver and splash on a little cologne, but the second he laid eyes on her, he’d lose his nerve. He was such a chicken-shit. No wonder he’d never had a girlfriend.

Annie flicked on the kitchen radio and the room filled with classical music. She adjusted the volume back a little then disappeared down the hallway. Vowing not to leave without her number, he climbed onto the sofa and scooched back. His chest was bursting with a palpitating mix of gratitude and anticipation. 

When Annie returned, she was wearing peach-colored lipstick and a black plastic headband adorned with pretty red flowers that reminded him of the miniature roses flanking her front path. She looked so pretty. He wanted to tell her she wore that headband like a tiara but his stomach started doing summersaults. Chicken-shit couldn’t get the words out.

While Annie filled the kettle and fetched the milk jug and sugar bowl onto a tray, he glanced around. The room was painted lemon yellow. He counted twelve gold-framed prints around the walls, each one of a different, brilliantly colored native bird. To his left hung an impressive butterfly collection in a handsome black-and-white display case, and next to that, a white cuckoo clock that looked exactly like the letterbox. 

“Love the matching cuckoos. Where’d you find them?”

“At the Valley markets. There’s a third one hanging from the maple out back. A proper bird’s house. No luck attracting any cuckoos,” she chuckled, “but a pair of happy starlings moved in and started building a nest; pretty little things with an iridescent green plumage. I’ve named them Mr. and Mrs. Cuckoo. Did you know that starlings can imitate other bird calls as well as things like car horns and musical instruments?” 

“No, I didn’t. Well, how about that. You sure know a lot about birds. I hope Mr. and Mrs. Cuckoo appreciate their luxury apartment!”

They were grinning at each other. She finished loading the tray with mugs of black coffee and a silver tin with cream-filled biscuits then carried it to the low table in front of the sofa. Victor’s pulse was scrambling. He waited ‘til she’d settled down beside him, then tucked two cushions beneath him so they could chat nearer to eye level for a change. When he reached for his mug, his hand was trembling. He hoped she didn’t notice. After a cautious sip or two, he set the mug back down. In an effort to appear cool and casual he leaned his elbow on the back of the sofa between them, but it slid straight off and accidentally skimmed Annie’s bare arm. 

“Sorry!”he blurted and coughed. 

When Annie chuckled, so did he. 

“Umm, nice music.”

“Yeah. It is nice. I think it’s the Royal Philharmonic.”

“Philharmonic?” he said, reached for his mug and took another sip.

“A famous orchestra from London that plays old Beatles and U2 hits and stuff like that at their concerts. For memory, the word philharmonic comes from a Greek phrase meaning love of harmony or something like that, but it’s really just another word for a large orchestra.” 

“You’re so smart, Annie. And so nice. You blow me away,” he said and felt the heat rush up into his cheeks. 

Momentarily lost for words Annie reached for her mug, took a noisy sip, and cleared her throat. “So, you like music then?” 

“Definitely. I don’t know anything about orchestras, but I did buy a guitar when I was twelve. Saved my pocket money for a year and bought it for like, thirty-nine bucks. Got a book and taught myself to play.”

“You’ve got one up on me. I never learned an instrument. You still play?”

“Yep. Small hands meant I had to stay with smaller guitars, but I’ve got a really nice Peavy half-size acoustic now. I pick it up every other night.”

“Oh, that’s so good. Can you play it for me sometime? Next Friday maybe? Bring it to work with you and stay for another coffee?”

“Sure thing! I’ll look forward to that all week,” he said, and couldn’t help grinning.

“Me too.”

Victor felt happier than he could ever remember. 

Then came that amazing, terrifying moment when the conversation is abruptly replaced by an electric silence; that embarrassing, suspended moment when two people know something’s about to change forever. 

As if on cue, a solo violin sounded over the radio, its song as pure as a nightingale’s. Each poignant note seemed to pierce Victor’s lungs, making it harder to breathe. He put his mug down and took a sideways peek at Annie. Her hands were clasped and blotchy, a shiny film of sweat had dampened her forehead. Unsure of what to do, he swallowed hard and placed a shaky hand upon her shoulder.

Annie turned her face to his. “You know, Victor, if you wanted to, I’d really like it if you kissed me.”

An involuntary high-pitched noise escaped Victor’s throat, and they leaned in for a first kiss and sideways embrace.

“Oh man! I mean, wow Annie!” he said when they came up for air. “You’re so lovely... and amazing... and everything... and I’ve been hanging out to kiss you for like, months!”

“Really? I wasn’t sure how you felt about me, you know? If you liked me in a romantic way or not.” She sounded short of breath. 

They kissed again. This time, Victor tenderly stroked her hair while she rubbed circles over the back of his shirt. When they broke free Annie laid her head against his.

“W-o-w,” she whispered. 

“Wow doesn’t even come near it,” he said. Draping an arm around her shoulders, he used his free hand to tenderly cup her hot, damp cheek. “I’m totally in heaven right now.”

He was afraid to move at first, in case it spoiled the moment, but after a minute he realized Annie was waiting for him to make some kind of next move. He swallowed hard. This was definitely no time to be a chicken-shit. Very slowly, he let his hand slide from her cheek to her neck to her collarbone, down over the front of her blouse, then gently caressed the contour of her breasts.

“That’s really really nice,”she whispered. 

“Good. I like it too. A lot,” he said, and blew out a long, nervous breath.

“So, what if, I mean, umm, maybe we could try to find an even nicer way to cuddle. Something involving a bit more skin. If you want to, that is.”

“You bet I want to! Anything you’d like me to do, just say.”

“Are you absolutely sure? Because I’d never want to rush you into anyth—”

“I’m sure,” she interrupted her voice a raspy whisper. 

Then they were kissing again. Victor felt light-headed like he might even black out. When they pulled apart this time, they were both breathless. Victor slid from the sofa and began to remove his clothes. Lowering her eyes, Annie threw off her tank top then unclipped her bra and tossed it aside. Mesmerized by the sight of her pink, silken breasts, Victor waited with his hands crossed over his erection. 

She looked up shyly and opened her arms. Victor quickly embraced her, both of them moaning, lost inside heady, passionate kisses. While her hands explored every inch of Victor’s bare back, his fingers found their own way to her breasts. 

For a long time, they snuggled beneath a crocheted blanket on the sofa, hugging and petting one another’s warm, damp skin, cooing, and nuzzling, kissing and sighing. Neither noticed the room was filling with evening shadows. 

“You are totally gorgeous, inside and out,” he whispered, and when she began to softly weep, he held her even closer.

Eventually, the sun dipped behind the city skyline and the streetlights flickered on. And like Cupid’s arrow, a single shard of light speared through a gap in the curtains, singling out two beautiful souls destined to fall helplessly, utterly, in love. 
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Driven by Desire
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E. M. Eastick

Sarah had never been in a limousine. When the man she’d met online, an entrepreneur named Robbie Fontaine, told her he’d pick her up at seven, she never expected to be met by a vehicle longer than her apartment. The chauffeur opened the door and welcomed her in a friendly baritone voice.

A much different voice, high pitched and fast, met her inside. “Your online profile doesn’t do you justice. You’re gorgeous!” The man grabbed Sarah’s hand and pulled her beside him. The black leather huffed as she tumbled onto the seat. 

“Um, thank you.” 

The divide between the driver’s cab and the back compartment was open, Sarah noted. Under the brim of his hat pulled low, the chauffeur’s blue eyes watched her in the rear-view mirror and seemed to crease with a smile.

Sarah turned to her date. He appeared shorter than the five ten he claimed to be online—disappointing considering she was five nine. His unruly blond hair, deep tan, and a hint of stubble made her wonder if he spent more time at the beach than in an office. The idea sent a shiver of thrill up her spine.

As he poured champagne, Robbie talked about his busy day with clients and barely glanced at her as he talked. Sarah glimpsed the chauffeur’s eyes in the rear-view mirror and found it difficult to focus on what her date was saying. When at last Robbie set the bottle on ice and handed her a glass, Sarah nodded to the driver’s cab and whispered, “Do you think we could have some privacy?”

At the touch of a button, a black screen buzzed up. “Good idea.” Robbie stifled a burp and flung an arm around Sarah’s shoulders.

The limousine was suddenly stifling. “So, where are we going?” She hoped they would arrive there soon.

“Thought we’d drop into Louie’s for a quick bite to eat before hitting the town.”

Sarah almost choked. When Robbie had told her to dress formal, she had no idea he’d made reservations at the most expensive restaurant in town. “What exactly is it you do for a living?”

“Oh, I have a number of business interests.” He leaned forward for a refill, caressing her neck as he did. 

When he sat back and lifted the glass to his lips, the limo swerved sharply. Champagne slopped onto the front of Robbie’s white shirt and salmon tie. Punching a button on the armrest console, he barked, “What the hell are you doing?”

The deep voice answered, “Sorry, sir. A puppy ran onto the road. But don’t worry, I missed it.”

Sarah smirked into her glass as Robbie scrubbed his clothes with a dish cloth. “And you? You’re a social worker?”

“A psychologist,” she corrected. “I work with terminally ill patients at the hospital. Most of th—”

“Sounds interesting.” He tossed the dish cloth to the floor and placed a hand on her knee. “But not as interesting as that amazing dress you’re wearing.” His hand edged up her thigh.

The limo rocketed round a corner. Sarah’s glass flew from her hand and shattered against the bar. Robbie’s head cracked against the window, and he slumped into a daze beside her.

As she fumbled for the intercom, the limo slowed and then stopped. The door opened, and a muscular hand reached in. “Ma’am.”

Sarah let the tall man in the dark blue uniform, navy tie, and matching hat guide her from the car. He smelled of expensive cologne. His eyes twinkled under Louie’s extravagant lights. “Would be a shame to waste the reservation.” The chauffeur tossed his hat into the cab and closed the door behind her.

“Robbie’s going to be furious.” Sarah wanted to yell at him—those teasing eyes dared her—but instead, she accepted the chauffeur’s arm and walked with him into the restaurant. 

“Ah, Mr. Fontaine,” gushed the maître de. “So good to see you again.” He seated the couple in a private booth near the fountain.

“Who are you?” asked Sarah. “And what about Robbie?”

The chauffeur chuckled. “My little brother will be fine.”

“Brother?”

“Those business interests of his? They involve sponging off the rest of the family—me included.”

“And the limo?”

“That’s one of my businesses. I rarely drive, but when Robbie’s booking came in, I couldn’t resist.” The glass of ice water raised to his lips couldn’t hide his smirk.

Sarah responded with her own flirty smile. “I can see why you rarely drive. You’re not very good at it.”

“Hey, I missed the puppy, didn’t I?” His shoulders lifted playfully.

“If there ever was a puppy.”

“What can I do to show you I’m not my lying brother?”

“Tell me your name, for a start.”

The chauffeur leaned forward and smiled. “James, at your service.”

Sarah sipped her water, ignoring the dare in his eyes. She’d wait until dessert, she decided, before saying the inevitable: Take me home, James.
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Michael Coolen

Andy Gillette hated cats. Not only was he really allergic to them, but he also freaked out whenever cats stared at him without blinking their eyes. It was as if they were waiting for him to blink so that some malevolent mouser could jump into his lap without any warning.

“Look how Satan likes the piano player,” an ex-girlfriend-to-be would say. “Isn’t that just precious?” 

One former girlfriend, Kathy, with a cat named Kiki confronted him on the issue.

“Has there ever been a cat you liked?” she demanded.

“Well,” he responded, “there was one cat I liked a lot in Haiti. It was served in a strong curry sauce over a bed of jasmine rice. That was a pretty good cat.”

So when Andy saw the ad posted by a local supermarket that read, “Wanted. Singing Pianist,” he saw no problem.

“Thank goodness for health codes,” he mumbled to himself. 

Andy dialed the number in the ad, and it was picked up immediately.

“Bobby’s Shop and Save. Where your money goes further, and your wallet stays firmer. This is Bobby.”

“Hi. My name is Andy Gillette. I just read your ad wanting a pianist, and I’d like to know more about the job.”

“Hi. Yeah. Hey, like I’ve come up with this idea for the holidays I’m calling ‘O Holy Night, Singles Shopping.’ Every Wednesday night from just before Thanksgiving until New Year’s Eve, I’m hosting a night where singles can come and ‘Shop for the Holidays and Maybe Something a Little Extra.'“ 

“Mmm-hmm,” replied Andy, who really wanted to ask, Are you nuts?

“I want a pianist to play background music and sing some songs to set a mood that will combine Christmas and romance and buying a lot of dating-type food, like wine and cheese and olives and expensive stuff like that.”

“Mmm-hmm,” repeated Andy, who wanted to shout, You really are nuts!

“It will end with a big New Year’s Eve celebration. No sad songs, no sad lyrics.”

Oh, Holy Crap! thought Andy. 

“I already arranged for a piano,” said Bobby. “I have a friend who has a really great piano.”

Swell, thought Andy. A great piano is often one that’s been painted within the last five years. What an idiotic idea. There is no way in hell I’m going to take this...

“It pays $200 a night, plus tips,” said Bobby, “and—”

“Let me give you the phone numbers of three references,” interrupted Andy, both troubled and comforted by how easily his values could be compromised by cash. 

Three weeks later Andy dressed for the Thanksgiving Eve gig. He’d become ‘enamored’ with things French after spending his junior year in college studying abroad in Paris. From his large collection of French clothing, he donned a matching red scarf and beret. Grabbing his briefcase filled with sheet music, Andy exited his basement studio apartment and walked toward his car, humming Sur la point d’Avignon under his breath.

Andy’s car was a sky blue 1972 Citroën 2CV. Known in France as the Deux Che Vaux—two horses—it wasn’t actually a two-horse car; it was just taxed that way by the French government. Andy smiled as he remembered that one of its nicknames was ‘the umbrella on wheels.’  He thought it just looked so ‘exceptional,’ and named the car Paulette after a girl he’d met, loved, married, and divorced in Paris—all in one weekend.

The parking lot at Bobby’s Shop and Save was packed, and it took some time to find a spot for Paulette. It was several more minutes before he found the piano inside the store. It was huddled back in the Deli section, as if the manager decided that a Steinway upright was Jewish and would be more comfortable near the kosher foods. Andy sat down on an adjustable piano stool, the backless kind that you spin to raise or lower. As he began to warm up with a few scales and arpeggios, he discovered that what he had in front of him was what pianists commonly called a PSO, not a piano, but a ‘piano shaped object.’  It was badly out of tune, and the action was so uneven that playing on it was like dancing Swan Lake on a waterbed. 
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