
      Feline


      

      
      
         Cat is a marvelous language. Volumes can be said by the angle of an ear, or just what body part it is that needs urgent grooming. 



Some messages are simple; loud meowing by an empty food dish is hard to mistake. By comparison, only masters can tell the difference between a eagerly desired belly rub, and a viciously barbed hand trap, and even then not reliably. 



Kitten eyes fell squarely in the first category, especially when backed up by a snow white coat and dainty meow. It all made for an underhanded, but brutally effective combination, employed indiscriminately on passers-by. 



“Oh, honey, look! She's sooo cute! Let's buy her.”







“Of course it was a nonsense proposition,” the man at the bar intoned, gesturing expansively from his seat with a half-empty glass. His efforts were underappreciated, the room sparsely populated as it was, mid-afternoon on a weekday. The bags under the fellow’s bloodshot eyes didn't help, though his rumpled suit was tailored well enough to keep the bartender’s attention. 



The bartender didn't skip a beat as he polished glasses, his raised an eyebrow the only sign he was keeping up with the conversation. That was all the encouragement the fellow needed to gulp down his drink and continue. 



“You see, we have no provision for a cat. She just saw the little fuzzball in the store window as we were passing by.  A minute before she was going on and on about clothes. Not the slightest mention of any sort of pet ever before.  Now, logically-”



The bartender set another drink before him, cutting off his diatribe. “So you bought the cat.”



The man glowered at the drink for a moment before snatching it up and looking away. “Well of course I did. What else could I do?”



The bartender chuckled. “Women and cats - they get what they want. That's just how it is.”



The man leaned back in his chair swirling the drink before taking a sip.  “Joke's on her, though. I'll get a dog, too.”







Upright ears can be a sign of happiness, especially when paired with half-lidded eyes as these were.  They quivered ever so slightly as muffled barking was cut off by the slam of a car door.  An engine revved, and then quiet descended, enough to hear faint purring. 



Footsteps approached. “Well, that's the last of it. Good riddance to the both of them, isn't that right, Snowball?”


      

      
   
      Vignettes of a Man You Knew


      

      
      
         Before you knew him, he slept in the fields where he and his family worked, just a few yards from the road. The wind blew hard during those harvest days, especially there on the plains. What they were harvesting didn’t matter; it wasn’t their crop, and they were hungry. During a depression like that, a man couldn’t be picky about how and where he worked.  

	

He watched the Model Ts put-put-put on by, loaded with furniture as their occupants escaped to the coast. Supposedly there’d be work there, and they could save enough money to buy better lives. 

	

He wouldn’t escape to California; too many family members lived right there in Sedgewick County. In that time and part of the country, family took precedence over all things except Jesus and farming. In his case, the three often intertwined.    



No, he would stay there for a long time. All he could do was gaze out over the plains, eyes squinting as the dust smacked against his head and obscured the setting sun. The harvest moon would be rising soon, glowing orange against the dark night. 

	

Work would begin again at sunrise. For now though, he could stare up at the sky, dreaming of a better world. 






	

Ten years before you were born, he’d found himself occupying former Nazi territory (I think it was Nuremburg, or maybe Cologne). He’d been one of the fortunate soldiers, keeping towards the sidelines of the war and getting no serious injuries.

	

On one of those streets, he looked around with a vague uneasiness. Two years ago, the Americans fired artillery shells straight into the town. Now, the citizens wandered about with other things on their minds, ignoring the destruction that still riddled their streets. 

	

At a street light, he paused. He reached into his left pocket and fished around for the Attikahs he’d bummed off a friendly officer. With a quick strike of a match and a steady hand, he soon breathed a warm and wonderful smoke into his lungs.

	

He closed his eyes, and images of home filled his mind. 



The silent plains, when the wind stopped blowing and the dust finally settled. 



The golden grain fields that covered all of Southern Kansas. 



The open spring sky, where not even one cloud dotted the eternal aqua that hung above him.  

	

He opened his eyes and looked out at the shattered metropolis before him. At that moment, he knew only one Eternal Truth: he could not live amongst these concrete tombstones any longer. 

	

He stood there for a few minutes more, breathing in rhythm with the low wind that snaked through the bombed-out ruins. Then he wandered back towards Command, counting the days until the journey home.  






	

When you were seven years old, he took you, your mother and your siblings on a Christmas trip to Oklahoma. Some distant cousins had invited the family to their homestead, so you all piled into the faded 1962 Chevy that sat in your driveway. Familiarity had bred boredom, so you and the rest of the children were eager to get somewhere away from home.  

	

For the first few hours, the wind whooshing past the car provided the only noise. But maybe an hour or two after you crossed the state line, he turned on the radio just as a new song began. I don’t know if it was “Jingle Bells” or “White Christmas”, but whatever it was, he started singing to it. He didn’t have an especially grand voice, but he held the notes well enough in a rough baritone. 

	

Then your mother joined, her smoother voice mellowing the harmony. 



Then you and the siblings hopped in. By some Christmas miracle, the resulting cacophony didn’t throw the adults off their rhythm.  



You sang along that empty highway, your voices the only thing resounding in that darkness. And when the song was done, you all laughed, giddy at the merriment that permeated your souls. In the dark rearview mirror, you could just make out the grins that filled his and your mother’s faces. You smiled back, as did the rest of the children. 



The smiles persisted as you sped down that dark road, until you and your siblings fell asleep. Your father stayed awake the whole night, guiding the car into the eternal darkness that hid the better world from his sight. 



But he would make sure the rest of you were there in the morning.   
      

      
   
      Short and Sweet


      

      
      
         The audience settled in. Laura could feel the tension in the air. Three finalists, twenty million viewers, a single prize of five million. It had taken her two years to get to this point, all that remained was one final push.



“Ladies and gentlemen!” the show host said, making his way to the central podium in the room. “It has been one heck of a journey full of twists and turns, shocking disappointments and miraculous comebacks. Or, as we like to say at Short and Sweet, just another night.”



Laughter filled the hall. Laura did her best to join in.



“We are left with three finalists,” the show host announced. “Look at them! Magnificent creatures with minds of steel that won’t hesitate to tear each other limb from limb for the title!”



You’re not wrong there, Laura thought. There were no friends here, just opponents.



“Before we begin, let’s go over the rules.” The host smiled. Above his head the “Oooh” sign lit up, bringing an immediate response from the audience. “I know, I know,” the host laughed. “You’ll hardly be here if you didn’t know it, but it’s my job act like a jackass so that our contestants would shine.” The “Laugh” sign lit up. “So, the goal is simple. Each of our contestants is given a randomly selected work of literature in a category of their choosing. Our contestants must convey the essence of the story using as few words as possible. The one who manages to achieve the best clarity with the least words wins! Of course for that they have to know what the book is about.” The “Laugh” sign lit up again. “So, let us begin!”



Laura could no longer see the audience. The people, the cameras, the halls itself had vanished blurred out by her mind. The only ones remaining were the host and the other finalists.



“William.” The host approached the first contestant. “As reigning champion you go first. What category would you like?”



“High fantasy,” the contestant said.



“What a surprise.” The host mock sighed. “Let us see what the random selection has for you.” Lights started flashing. A 3D chest appeared on the giant screen behind the contestants, then opened revealing the photo of a book. “Lord of the Rings!” The host announced. “Let’s hear it. And remember! Short and sweet!”



Damn! Why did he have to get Tolkien!?



“A youngster adventures through peril to learn how to save the world,” the contestant said.



“Twelve words,” the host noted. “You lost a bit of clarity there, but who knows, maybe it will be worth the gamble. That is, if Alyssa doesn’t have anything to say about it.” The host moved to the second contestant. “Alyssa, you heard the reigning champion. Think you could do better? Time to find out. What’s your category.”



“Space opera.” The woman didn’t hesitate.



“Space opera.” Lights started flashing again. The images on the screen were replaced by the chest. “And we have... The Foundation!”



I wanted that! If only she had earned a few more points that would have been her story.



“Scientists create a colony to guide humanity through the space dark age,” Alyssa said.



“Oh, nerdy!” The host laughed. “I like it! Twelve words as well. Looks like this will be a nailbiter. Or maybe Laura will leave both of them in the dust.” The man turned to her. “Laura, pick your category.”



Should she risk with science fiction? The easy story had been selected which meant the rest would be more obscure. Laura had been reading science fiction since she was seven, but was that enough? A lot of new authors had emerged the last five years.



“Epic fantasy,” she said.



“An unusual choice.” Laura couldn’t see the host anymore. Everything around had had become white. “Aaand... A Song of Ice and Fire.”



Her heart skipped a beat. This was it. The miracle she had been waiting for. Maybe, just maybe, it would be enough to win her the crown. She could only hope.



“Many fight for the throne,” her voice trembled as she spoke, “and they all die.”
      

      
   
      Recompetence


      

      
      
         Cold air swept in as George entered the vehicle. The car started and they began moving forward.



The car's noisy yet silent atmosphere began to settle. George's dad didn't like it.



“George, what’s the matter?”



“I feel tired is all.” He turned from his father, hiding.



“You didn’t seem tired when you got up this morning.”



“Well, I--”



“George.” His father cut him off. “I know when you’re bullshitting me. What’s up?”



“I may have, maybe, done something horrible.”



“Something like cheating on that test?”



George’s head shot around. “You knew?”



The car stopped at the red light. His dad lost himself in a sigh. “Lucky guess.”



“So, what, you think you’re going to get away with cheating on a test like that? This isn’t a high school exam, you know. This is going to determine your college, your entire future.”



“The smartest girl in the school sat right next to me. Her paper was right there! She was basically giving me the answers. How could I not?”



“Is she aware of this?”



George thought about her for a while. “Don’t think so, no.” 



“Good.” 



“Do you not know how this will go out? First, they’re going to find that you two have the same incorrect answers and compare your work. It’ll be blatantly obvious that you cheated.”



“I’m not that dumb, Dad. I did my own work just to verify hers.”



“You’re not dumb? You’ve already admitted to cheating.”



“I’m dumb? Dad, I did what I had to do, I--”



“What you had to do? At best you’re going to be found out and have your test nullified. At worst, you’re going to jail. My advice, come clean. I don’t think you know what you’ve done since how young you are, but let me --”



A car’s horn stung from behind into both of their ears. The light’s illuminating green aura welcomed them to move further.



The car was silent. George stared out the window as his father continued to drive. 



Minutes passed between the both of them.



“George, look, I’m sorry for yelling.”



“Dad, I get it, you’re frustrated. We’re better off just leaving it be.”



“I’m serious.” His father’s sharp tone cut into George. He turned away from the window to view the man before him.



“Look, when I was your age, I did a lot of stupid shit too. Cheating? Nah, but still. I was more of a prankster.”



“Dad, what does this have to do with me?”



“It does. Listen.”



His father continued. “When I got to my daily routine during high school, I hated it. I got up, went to school, messed with a bunch of kids whom I personally had no relationship with, went home and did nothing else. I had no one to talk to, no one to share my experiences with. I was alone.”



“If you hated it, why continue?”



“I started because I thought I could ease my loneliness. It didn’t work though. It made me more numb to it instead. However, I hadn’t realized that until high school was over. Four years of my life wasted on God knows what.”



His father turned to George. “So what’s your story? Why did you cheat on that test? Scared?”



“Sort of…”



“Think about it.”



George did. “I guess I kept thinking that this was my defining moment. That if I failed there I wouldn’t be accepted.”



“You know, fear is a pretty strong emotion. Not knowing what the future entails can really do a number on your imagination if you don’t know how to control it. That’s what caused my situation in the first place. I was afraid.”



“How did you stop being afraid?”



“I guess I just matured. Everyone’s different in gaining confidence. I realized that my imagination was just that, my imagination. I was able to focus on what was in front of me once I realized that.”



His father paused, then continued. “So you have two options. One is that you can come clean and admit that you cheated, having your test nullified, or two, you can live your life knowing that you got to a place where you don’t belong and that you will never truly amount to everyone around you.”



George pondered about it. “Would you feel bad if I chose to keep it to myself?”



“Why that choice?”



“I guess I should just accept what I get and focus on what’s in front of me while ignoring my imagination, right?”



His dad sighed. “You’re right.”
      

      
   
      Jeremy


      

      
      
         I never thought you’d kill me. Actually, that’s a lie. I always knew, but I didn’t expect it to be now. There were still jobs that required my skills, we still shared common interests, and yet...



It was because of the Hong Kong conspiracy, wasn’t it? You started acting differently back then. I have no idea what you saw during that dive, but it changed you. At the time I thought it was an improvement. I should have known something was up the moment you said you were quitting booze. No one believed you, of course. How could they? Jeremy “Scotchy” Headrow suddenly claims he’s going clean? What a joke. To think I was so impressed. Instead, you replaced one drug with another.



This is my third time, you know. Now dying doesn’t hurt as much. Little J kept saying it only hurts the first time, but we both know he’s full of crap. I still don’t know why you kept him around for so long. Lying can be a useful tool, but only if with purpose. Little J lies for the sake of it, and doesn’t give a crap about the consequences. And usually I’m the one who has to clean the mess.



They say those that fear death have already died a thousand times. I wonder what that makes you. Of course you only imagine it. I’m the one who’s actually dying, with the single hope one day I might be brought back again. No assurances, no certainty, just the slightest glimmer that my skills might be useful again. You’ve already used the app, so I know that the next time you close your eyes you’ll forget me completely. I’d hoped you’d have the courage to say goodbye, but... let’s say I know you well enough.



I’ll miss our games of go. The nights we would spend sweating over the board until you inevitably won. Always by two and a half points. Do you think I would have won that game in New Cairo? Would you even tell me if it were so?



I’ve just one last question before I go. Who will you replace me with? At least tell me that. I don’t care about Kiev or all the fun times we had together. I already know your thoughts on that. The only thing I want to know is who.



My reflection twisted in the mirror. It was done. Prince Jeremy was no more, and he had taken all his hacking skills with him. From here on I wouldn’t be able to rely on myself to cut through the system’s ICE protocols. That wasn’t a problem, though. I could hire an elite hacker with the money I had. For the moment what I most needed was firearm knowledge.



“Hello, Jeremy,” I said to the mirror. “We have work to do.” My secondary personality laughed inside my head. He knew exactly what I was thinking.
      

      
   
      LimLits


      

      
      
         King Lear



When you try to divide up your borders

With your highly dysfunctional daughters,

  Take some foolish advice:

  Seek a kinglier price,

Or you’ll wind up with mental disorders.





Silverlock



A cold-hearted fellow named Shandon

Finds an isle of adventure to land in,

  Filled with people who look

  To have come from old books.

He’s quite piggish, but still keeps his hand in.



With a singer of tales from the past

Shandon brawls with a well-storied cast.

  Will he fall into Hell,

  Drink from Pirene’s own well,

Or be barred from barding at last?





Nineteen-Eighty-Four



WinSmith Minitrue [crimethink]

Julia FicDep [crimethink]

[thoughtcrime]

[sexcrime]

Big Brother plusgood [rhymestink]





Solaris



On a planet that’s covered with goo

That can look much like me or like you,

  We are tempted to think

  That the thing’s like a shrink,

But it’s more like a mirror of Shmoo.





One Thousand Nights and a Night



Scheherazade, called to the bed

Of a murderous Sultan, instead

  Of jumping the rails, 

  Calms him with strange tales;

Keeps her head by not losing her head.





Flowers for Algernon



Intelligence surgery aims

To enable the simple to claim

  An acuity spike.

  But, Prometheus-like,

at the end mouse and man lose the flame





Stranger in a Strange Land



Poor Michael Valentine Smith,

He tried to become his own myth.

  But the knife of the censor

  Makes authors much tenser,

And novels much denser than Scrith.





Flatland



A. Square, who was locked in a plane,

Had A. Sphere uplift him and his brain.

His extended suspension

In higher dimensions

Got him legally labelled insane.





The Lathe of Heaven



George Orr suffers horrible dreams

That come true, but there’s more than it seems.

  Dr. Haber, his shrink,

  Comes quickly to think

That hypnosis will quiet his screams.



But the changes George makes all persist

From the past, so the Doctor enlists

George to help all the nation’s

Overpopulation,

And millions do cease to exist.



George Orr suffers horrible dreams

That come true, but there’s more than it seems.

  Dr. Haber, his shrink,

  Comes quickly to think

That hypnosis will quiet his screams.



But the changes George makes all persist

From the past, so the Doctor enlists

George to help all the nation’s

Overpopulation,

And millions do cease to exist.





The Man Who Was Thursday



A poet-detective named Syme,

Joined a day-of-the-week pantomime.

  Though he and the rest

  Wore their full Sunday-best,

They kept fighting themselves all the time.





A Christmas Carol



Old Scrooge by the spirits is wrung

Into goodness–But a thought’s at my tongue.

How much more good there’d be,

And less rapacity,

Had they done all this when he was young?
      

      
   
      Amongst the Ruins of the Brooklyn Bridge


      

      
      
         SANDRA and JOCELYN are sat against a wall, in an alley outside a theatre at night. They are laughing breathlessly, and covered in blood.



SANDRA: Do… d’you remember his little speech about integrity?



JOCELYN: “There is nothing so important, so vital, so sacred, as an artist’s integrity.”



SANDRA: Yes! Yes yes yes! That’s exactly right!



JOCELYN: “As director, my vision is my integrity—”



SANDRA: Ohmygod.



JOCELYN: “—and so we must get each scene exactly right! So:



BOTH: “From ‘On the twenty-third of that December’!”



They collapse once more into laughter.



JOCELYN: God, how did we keep fucking that scene up?



SANDRA: We? You guys kept fucking up before you even got to my entrance!



Hey, Lyn?



JOCELYN: Yeah?



SANDRA: What happens now? ‘Cos I keep thinking I’ve put it all out of my mind, that I’m can finally choose to move on, that it’s over, but… 



SANDRA lifts her hand up so that it is at eye level. She is visibly shaking. JOCELYN takes SANDRA’s hand in their own.



JOCELYN: Now we tidy up. We tidy up and we clean ourselves up. And then we’re gonna show up to rehearsal tomorrow and we’ll be just as surprised as everyone else when it’s cancelled.



SANDRA: The play! God, what about the play? The others?



JOCELYN: There’ll be other plays.



SANDRA: Kenny said he always wanted to play Alfieri—



JOCELYN: He’ll land the role again.



SANDRA: —and he was so damn good and—



JOCELYN: He’ll land the role again. C’mon, Sandy, it’s not the end of the world. It’s a play. The world’ll always have plays.



You don’t regret it, do you?



SANDRA: No. Not even for them. I’d do it again in a heartbeat. You?



JOCELYN: I regret that I had to. I don’t regret that I did.



SANDRA: Yeah. That’s good.



JOCELYN: You really think so?



SANDRA hums in assent. They sit together in comfortable silence for a while.



SANDRA: This is nice.



JOCELYN: This?



SANDRA: Yeah, this. Us. I like being next to you, Lyn. In this city, wherever you are feels like home. I think you might be the best choice I’ve ever made.



What are we, Lyn?



JOCELYN: Murderesses?



SANDRA: Lyn! That’s not… you know… I didn’t… Fucking hell, Lyn, you have the weirdest sense of humor.



JOCELYN: You love it really.



SANDRA: That’s not the point. You know what I meant.



Do you regret us?



JOCELYN: No! God, Sandy, not even for one minute.



SANDRA: Neither do I. Hell, I think us… this… you might be the only reason I can’t bring myself to regret moving here. Everything else… I mean, it’s been great, of course it's been great, but… 



JOCELYN frowns, but waits patiently. SANDRA takes a few, drawn-out breaths.



SANDRA: Sometimes… sometimes I feel like I’ve condensed a whole lifetime down into this last month, y’know? Like, so much has happened since I moved here, and it’s all happening so quickly. You know how they always have to cut bits out from a book when they make it into a movie, or a play? It feels like that, only so much has been cut out that I can’t really make sense of it. I’m like… a leaf in a hurricane, Lyn. Just a fucking leaf, blustering about and—and I don’t even know if I’m making my own choices any more.



I just wanna get out of here, Lyn. I just wanna get out. Can we do that?



JOCELYN leans their head on SANDRA’s shoulder. After a brief moment of calm, sirens can be heard outside the alley. JOCELYN begins to tremble; SANDRA kisses their forehead.
      

      
   
      Christmas in Cleveland


      

      
      
         THE PLAIN DEALER

Monday, December 25, 2017




CLEVELAND: FOREIGN AND HOMELESS WITH A BABY



Two police officers found a couple of homeless people accompanied by a newborn baby in a park near the harbour. The baby was roughly swaddled in a threadbare and dirty onesie, and has immediately been transferred to a hospital to receive emergency medical care.



It was around midnight when two police officers on a routine patrol in Goorich-Kirtland Park were alerted by what seemed to be the wails of a baby. They followed the sound and found a couple of homeless people, seated on a bench, who were lulling a very small child, clothed in a skimpy and old onesie. With the temperatures dropping well below 30, the officers immediately called an ambulance in, which carried the baby away to one of the city’s hospitals (the police refused to disclose which one for privacy reasons).



The two parents had no ids to show to the police officers. They claimed to come from the Middle East, though their exact country of origin remains unknown, as well as how or where they entered the United States. In rudimentary English, the man said he was a carpenter and he and his pregnant wife had fled the war. His wife explained the baby was their son, but at the same time she pretended to be still a virgin. The couple has been arrested and placed in custody, while police inquires of all nearby maternity wards in search of anyone whose newborn baby could have been abducted during the night. DNA tests will be conducted if that search fails.



The couple could be charged for abduction and illegal entry in the United States and face jail or deportation. The fate of the baby remains unknown at this stage. In the event he is the real newborn son of the couple, he would be granted American citizenship and entrusted to a foster family.



Asked about this affair during his morning briefing, Cleveland’s mayor, Frank J. Jackson, has once more deplored the lack of means to build centers where homeless people could be sheltered in dignity. He blames the federal administration, which, he says “has repeatedly cut down the fundings we use to keep the shelters open throughout winter. I’m not surprised by such a case, and I wonder how it has not happened before.” He said he would help those people as best he could, even in court if necessary.



Police detectives wonder if this case might be somehow linked to the interception, only hours before, of three strangers by a prowl car. According the sheriff, those strangers, whom he calls “vagrants”, were roving aimlessly through downtown streets, adorned in precious, but exceedingly strange garments. When asked to decline their identity by the police officers, they declared they were “mages and messengers of God” and were following a mysterious “star” that led them to Cleveland. The strangers were unarmed but the bags they carried with them contained various dubious substances that have been seized and dispatched to laboratories for analysis. “We feared they could be drugs or explosive substances,” declared the sheriff. “We were told that a random ISIS attack was more than likely. We cannot take any chance with delirious bums who behave irrationally and might well be up to no good.” 



Though the results of the analyses were not available at the time, the sheriff stated that the three strangers could be indicted for drug detention or for planning a terror attack. The prosecutor declined to comment at this stage.



Robert Portman, junior senator for Ohio and leader of the Republicans in the state, regrets the situation, but has also wondered how strangers without passports could sneak through the United States’ border and travel hundreds of kilometres without being spotted by authorities.
      

      
   
      What Do Monsters Dream About?


      

      
      
         *** If the title wasn’t enough of a clue, here is your last chance to leave this entry. ***



“Told you that wasn’t a good idea.”



Abdelhak’s wild-eyes goggle in pain. His chest heaves with difficulty. He has to search deep down inside in order to speak.



“Of my faults, I have no regrets. Of my joys, no merits. History will only have the years of my memory, and Eternity the falseness of my sleep.”



I take a look at him. In spite of some his guts being out in the open, he bears the same smug expression.



“Damn, Sid Ali was a Big Brain, a true poet,” he gurgles. “Can’t believe how unpredictable people are. I thought he was a dumbass, some kind of coward, but at the moment of truth, he found a courage from only Allah knows where.” He nods towards me. “You remember? He refused to kneel. He didn’t even shiver when I put my gun on his temple. Go on, he said, I’m ready. You can profane this body, but not this mind. His head burst like a giant boil. It didn’t alter his fucking smile.” 



He gurgles again.  “You remember?”



I don’t, I wasn’t there.



But I didn’t forget.



How can you when you spend your days twisting your memory, and your nights bringing it back together again? Like a cursed puzzle, blurring it again and again, as soon as it’s dawn… Every day. Every night. Non-stop… 



We call that obsession, and we think the word is enough to prevail over the abyss.



What do we really know about obsession?



I’ve killed my first man three months ago, Tuesday January 23rd at 6:50. It was a magistrate. I can clearly remember these details, but his face has long melted with the others, only leaving the vague feeling that I’ve lost myself this day, tumbling over, body and soul, in a parallel world from where I will never come back. I think I believed at some point this was the worst I could live, that taking another human’s life was the lowest I could ever find myself. I discovered later that it was getting accustomed to do it that was the lowest.



Abdelhak coughs. A searing spasm brings him even lower. He grasps his grisp, stretching his legs with a whimper.



“Do you think they’ll remember us?” he asks.



“Shut up and keep you strength.”



“Right, we have a long way ahead.”



I don’t know if he’s ironic or realistic. I don’t really care at this point.



Outside, a screaming voice orders that we surrender. Apparently, that’s our last warning. It’s not like we could do much. My leg is in pieces, and Abdel won’t go anywhere. There is no way out, and it’s better like that. The realisation hits me, but somehow I’m relieved. I notice Abdelhak doesn’t feel the same.



He points his gun towards his face. His smile stretches, grotesque and pathetic at the same time. I watch him like in a dream, not even trying to stop him.



“I go ahead,” he says. “You never know...”



The gunshot explodes inside the rathole where we are hiding, the first note of a concert that soon follows outside. There isn’t any missing musician; the entire orchestra is here, and their music echo through the streets of a town unfortunately too familiar with this kind of performances.



I’ll never see the finale.
      

      
   
      Material Fuckup


      

      
      
         Trudge. Trudge. Trudge. Each step echoes hard off the concrete walls of the stairwell, along with the jangle of keys and coins in my pocket. This climb feels way too steep for my aching feet, even though I'm barely up one floor from where I started. I wasn't made to be a night guard. I only took this job to pay rent. At least it's quiet most of the time, and nobody bothers me during breaks. When there's not a stupid fuse I have to replace instead, that is. And the box is all the way up there.



First floor. Today started out so well, too. I was admiring the microwave I brought in to heat up my coffee. At least until the lights went out when I plugged it in.



I don't see why I couldn't have been assigned to a newer building with better wiring. Or, you know, a more interesting job. With a better paycheck. That doesn't require a degree. I don't mind sitting in school, but homework should just not exist. Especially if you can't rush through it the night before.



But this is fine. It's quiet. It's all good.



Second floor. My kids aren't too chuffed about me having to spend so long at work though. I got them really expensive Christmas presents to make up for it, and they didn't even thank me. I bet the way they've been acting up at school is just to spite me.



I know, I know, being a parent's a big responsibility and all. I keep thinking I should take them out more, or give them dinner that isn't fast food, or even play with them at home. But it's like they don't even want to try to deal with me now. What, a few arguments and that's it? What am I supposed to do? Besides, I still need time and money for myself. I can't just give that up, I'd go crazy.



Third floor. Which I'm not, by the way. Crazy, that is. Even if my partner managed to drag me to therapy once he decided he didn't love me anymore. Now that was a wasted year of my life. It was all “you're not thinking about how he's feeling” and I was all like “well why doesn't he communicate more” and the therapist is like “he is, you're not listening enough, let me recommend some classes” and it's total bullshit, I'm standing there in front of you listening to him every damn time I'm here, what more do you want?



Maybe if I'd done more homework.



Oh, right. Have to figure out how I'm going to buy food next month. There's still that letter on my desk saying how I'm not going to get any child support payments anymore, and I spent my next paycheck on those stupid presents.



Fourth floor. There's the box. I took fuses off the list a while back without buying any because I needed to save up for that microwave. I know I'm not supposed to use that money for the break room, but they don't really expect me to work without hot coffee, do they?



So after I pop the box open and take out the blown fuse, I take a few pennies out of my pocket and start shoving them into the slot. With my winter gloves on so I don't get electrocuted, of course. It takes a few minutes of cursing to get the pennies jammed in there good enough, but once they're in, the lights come right back on. I love the Internet sometimes.



I turn around and head back down. Feeling good again.



Ground floor.



As I open the stairwell door, the smell of smoke hits me in the face.
      

      
   
      How I Survived Christmas


      

      
      
         I shifted in my seat as I placed my phone beside me. There really was no comfortable way to sit on it, always one corner poking you in the ass somewhere. The water I sipped on was stale and warm, but whatever, I wasn’t really going to complain over that.



“So…” I gestured around me. The flickering lights and noise made it hard to focus my voice, but I tried to ignore that as best as I could. “I guess you guys want to know.”



I leaned back, and cleared my throat.



“It had to be Christmas of course, why wouldn’t it be, right? That one time of the year that guilt makes you gullible enough to be tricked into visiting your family. No work or school, so there’s really no excuse. Well, that was my situation, unfortunately.”



“It’s not bad if you’re driving like ten minutes across town, it’s a different matter entirely when your parents live on an island in the middle of goddamn nowhere, making you have to drive all day to get out there. And that’s not even the worst part, honestly. That would be bearable if you could at least leave on your own time but no, getting to an island requires a ferry, and those goddamned things have set schedules and set capacities. So not only do I have to time my trips out home, I have to be out there early enough to beat all the other schmucks waiting until Christmas Eve to come home.”



I sighed, took another sip of water, and glanced around.



“Anyways, back on track. The drive wasn’t that bad, at least. I managed to get on the road easily. Guess it was only dumb asses like me waiting so late before going home for the holidays. So, yeah, I make the long drive, stop for gas in a few places, whizz, get something to eat, yadda, yadda, the whole usual travel shebang. Eventually I’m there, waiting at the dock, back sore and feet numb from having driven all day. Mission complete right? Well, not yet.”



I briefly check my phone, there’s still isn’t a signal. I look back up an continue.



“It’s pitch black out when they finally let us board. And the only lights in this rural part of goddamn nowhere is the ferry. So we board. The workers force me out of my vehicle and up into the little lobby area to pay and sit down, apparently you’re not allowed to stay in your car anymore on the the ride home. Must’ve changed since the last time I was home.



“The trip isn’t too bad, you know? Only about fifty or so minutes, but Jesus if it isn’t boring. No wifi, no TV, and no one I really know on the boat. Can’t even get a cell signal half the time because there’s barely any cell towers out in this part. Basically you sit there and either nap, or talk to someone, or look out one of the windows and zone out.”



I chuckled, and stretch my arms slightly.



“About half an hour of mind numbing boredom, I get up to whizz. Figured I might as well before we get home, that way I’m not rushing to the house pissing my pants. First time I’ve seen mom and dad in months and pushing them both out of the way to make a beeline towards the washroom sends the wrong impression I think.”



“So I get up, go in the bathroom, whizz, and wash my hands. And that’s when it hits me. No, not an idea or anything. But the mirror. I’m just washing my hands, picking at my face a little bit, when the whole floor underneath me twists and the mirror comes rushing up to meet my face with a nice little ‘how do you do’.



“Now the only reason I’m still alive must be because the doors on the ferry are pressurized and sealed to prevent flooding from one room to the next. I must’ve been out for a few minutes, because when I came to, there’s glass everywhere, the emergency lights are on, and everywhere outside I can hear the metal twisting and rupturing.”



I look at my phone again, still no signal. The water bottle sloshes as the hull shifts around me.



“So what happens next? I… I don’t know, but I hope you find me soon.”



I pressed the record button on my phone, and put my head in my hands.
      

      
   
      Doggy Style


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Short a Long Story


      

      
      
         Sunlight wove its way through a birch tree to paint Roy with warm gold. It rippled through his window and splashed across his face. Truly the best way to wake up—excepting the kiss of a beautiful woman.



Roy smiled. Constance might not be here this morning, but that made the memory of her more precious. There was her picture on the dresser: a photo of him, her and a pretty little girl beaming out from between the two of them.



He stretched languidly, enjoying the morning sun. He was in no hurry. His alarm hadn’t gone off, so it wasn’t a weekday; it felt like a Saturday. He couldn’t recall anything important to do.



There was a polite knock at the door. He sat up slightly, propped on one elbow, and frowned.



Unexpected… Constance wouldn’t knock, she—



The door swung slowly inwards and a young woman in white cotton and short sleeves entered. She pushed the door closed and turned to him.



“Good morning, Mister Hutchings.”



She moved into the room and dropped into an ugly plastic chair near the foot of the bed. Roy stared at her for a while. He knew her, he was sure, but something was slightly off.



“Beatrice?”



She smiled softly. “It’s Rachel,” she leaned forwards a little, “Do you remember me today?”



“You’re… you’ve dyed your hair, Bea.”



She sat back and the smile flickered.



“How are you feeling this morning, Roy?”



He blinked at his older sister. “Surprised. What are you doing here? You… moved away when I was fifteen.”



“I’m here to fetch you for breakfast.”



“Breakfast?”



“We’ve got pancakes this morning. I’ve found you some blueberry jam. Sound good?”



He half expected his stomach to speak for him. Blueberry was his favorite. They gave Constance heartburn. He nodded.



She stood up. “Okay then. I’ll get you some clothes.”



She went over to an ugly chest and tugged it open. Roy stuck his tongue out at her. She didn’t notice, so he protested out loud, “I can dress myself. I’m not a baby.”



“Yes, of course you can,” she said distractedly, “I’m just going to fetch you something smart.”



“Why?”



She paused. Turned to look back at him, as though he’d caught her stealing cookies. She was being strange today.



“You’ve got a visitor later on. Your little Julie.”



Roy gave her a blank look.



“Did you dye your hair?”



She shook her head slowly. She reached back into the drawers and fetched out two shirts, a blue and a green. She held them out for him to see and asked, “Which one do you feel like wearing?”



“You know I don’t like green, Bea.” Constance liked green, sometimes he wore it to remember her.



“Not the green one then. How about the blue? Do you like the blue?”



“Blue... Sure.” The shirt looked like an old man’s shirt. Something wasn’t right. “Beatrice, why are you here?”



She brought it over and placed it where he could reach it. “I came to fetch you for breakfast. We’re having pancakes.”



That sounded nice. “Ooh, Pancakes. Do we have blueberry jam?”



“I think we do, yes. How about you put this on, and I’ll fetch you some pants?”



“Okay…” He waited for her to turn around then began putting on the shirt. The buttons were too small and fiddly. Beatrice came back over with some beige slacks that she dumped on the chair.



“Would you like a hand with those?”



“I’ve got it. You’re being quite pushy this morning. Did you and Mom have another fight? Because you dyed your hair?”



She sat on the edge of the bed. He ignored her and finished his buttons. When he was done she stood up and he reached out to gently grab her arm. She halted and looked down, first at his hand, then at him. She briefly looked worried but it quickly passed.



“Hey, Bea, I know you and Mom don’t always see eye to eye, but can you not…” he searched for a word.



“Antagonise?”



“Um. Don’t annoy her, please.”



“Okay.”



“You should get your own place. Like me and Constance.”



She nodded.



“Where’s Constance? Is she here for breakfast?”



“No, I’m sorry, she isn’t. Julie is coming by later though. That will be nice.”



“Oh.” He thought for a second, “I don’t know a Julie. Have you met Constance?”



She shook her head.



He let go of her wrist and smiled warmly. “I think you’ll like her. Did you dye your hair?”
      

      
   
      Christmas Bells Are Ringing


      

      
      
         I smile, looking at the profile of the person calling me on my phone. Setting the knife aside and swiping, I put the phone up to my ear. 



“Hey, sweetie, how’s it going!” I say, eagerly waiting to hear my daughters squeaky voice.



“Hi, Papa!” the voice on the other end crackled. “How are you doing?”



I put on a grin that could outshine the moon and sigh. “Just fantastic, sweetie.” Glancing to the box beside me, I pat it. “And guess what? Santa’s given me your present early so I can put it under the tree! How awesome is that?”



“Really?!” Caroline shouted, her energy showing through my phone’s feeble speakers. “How did you get it? Why did he give it to you so early?? It’s not even Christmas for one more day!”



“Now now, calm down Carol,” I said, chuckling softly. “One question at a time.”



“How did you get the present? Was it through a chimney? Was he bigger and jollier than you thought? Does Rudolph really have the shiniest nose?”



I sigh, shaking my head. “Alright alright, so Santa didn’t really give it to me in person. He just left it on the… the…” Thinking of something believable off the bat, I widen my eyes. “On the counter! After finishing work, he had left something on my desk, and when I went to go check it, it was your present.



“It even has a note on it that says-” I struggle to reach her present with my current position and am somehow able to snag the card I had written, shakily reading it in the passing lights above “-Hi, Caroline! This is Santa, saying that you’ve been so very good this year. How about that? So good that you get to have this under the tree early and guess what’s inside! Remember, stay good and you’ll get even more presents next year. Many wishes, Santa Claus.”



Hearing nothing but the rumbling of cars and heaters, I fear she might’ve accidentally hung up until I hear ecstatic breathing on the other end. “Wow, really? That’s the superest most super thing ever!”



“It really is, isn’t it?” I sigh, watching my weakening breaths escape into the air. “I think it’s magical. Don’t you, sweetie?”



“The magicalest!” Carol shouted. “Heehee! This is so much fun! Did you write Santa a letter saying thanks for the early present yet?”



“Of course!” I say, “With extra jollyness!”



“And candy canes?”



“And candy canes, yeah,” I chuckle. Flexing my ears as Carol goes silent for a second more, I hear the distant voice of my wife Elaine and breathing in the phone again.



“Papa, when are you coming home?” Carol asks.



My smile falters and I wince. “Well, now that’s a long story. It might not be for a while, sweetie. You might not be seeing me for the next little bit. Is that okay?”



“I’ve got time,” Carol says. “I know you can drive while the car speaks for you! So can you tell me when, please please please?”



I smile. Her enthusiasm is infectious. “Well, I have your present, that’s all that really matters. Safe and sound! But when I was coming home, stopping at the store to get food, you know, like Hersheys and Nestles. You like cookies n’ cream, right?”



“Yeah!”



“Noo,” I say, feeling a grin forming. “I should just go back and return this.”



“No!” Carol shouts, panicking. “I like chocolate! I love chocolate! Chocolate is the bestest food there is!”



Having proven her point, I concede. “Don’t worry, don’t worry, you’ll have your chocolate.”



“Yay!” she shouts, and I laugh.



“Hehe, alright, so long story short, huh?” I say with a small laugh.. Coughing, I say it once again, a low whisper, glancing at the knife I had so stupidly set aside. “Long story short…”



“Well, sweetie,” I murmur into the phone. “Short as the rabbit hole and sweet as your smile, I won’t be home tonight.”



“Papa?” I hear Carol say, and I feel my lips begin to tremble. “Papa, what do you mean?”



“Be good, Carol,” I say. “Saint Nick’ll come this year with lot’s of presents, so you better be good, okay?”



“Papa, I’m scared!”



“Tell Mommy I love her okay?” I say.



“Papa? Papa-!?”



I hang up.



Blinking the blurriness away from my eyes, I feel a sob begin to rack my body. 



Clutching my phone tightly, I smile looking at the profile of the person calling me on my phone.
      

      
   
      szip


      

      
      
         “I don’t understand. What’s that?”



“Come on!” John protested. “Don’t pretend you’re a full-blown moron. What’s wrong with your brain?”



I looked at the screen of his computer. “I mean, compression algorithms produce binary compressed data, not plain text sentences.”



“Precisely,” he replied. “Lemme show you, you dimwitted noob.”



He tore a blank sheet from a notepad, took a pen and drew two rperpendicular lines. “This,” he began, “represents the size of the file, and that axis is the information content. All current lossless compressors work on size and preserve the information, this way.” He drew a horizontal line. “Mine goes this way.” He scratched a slanted line. “It compresses both in size and information. In other words, the software tries to understand what’s written in the file it works on and squeezes it into a single catch phrase. It’s a bit like JPEG or MPEG or even MP3, but for text.”



“How can you do that?”



“I leveraged some of the most recent developments in AI. Look!”



He dropped the pen and turned back to the keyboard. With an ease betokening years of uninterrupted practice, he typed:



szip --help



And the machine replied:



szip, a semantic compressor. © John Warwick 2018.

Usage: szip (flags) inputfile outputfile

-m: map text against a database of quotations.

All common text formats supported. Output in plain text.

john@babe>



“Okay, I don’t need the advanced class,” I said. “Just get straight to the point.”



He looked at me with eyes full of contempt. “Technical stuff has never been your cup of tea, eh?”



I didn’t answer.



“Okay,” he carried on. “Have a load of this. This is Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. About 400 kilobytes of text. Are you ready?”



Without even waiting for an answer, he typed: 



szip alice.txt -



There was a slight pause, presumably in order for the software to process the data, then Alice was a bright kid with a wild imagination. appeared on the screen.



I chortled. “This is amazing,” I said, “but I don’t see the point. I mean, maybe it’s fine for the students who want to cheat their exam, but—”



“Nah,” he cut in. “This is a great tool to extract the quintessence of any given book. And it’s not biased by any creed, belief or religion… Speaking of which—” He punched a bunch of commands on the keyboard. “So, this is the King James Bible. Are you ready to know the quintessential truth about it?” And without hesitation he committed the order that would submit the holy scripture to the cold, dispassionate inner eye of the computer.



God has a sick sense of humour. popped up on the screen after a minute or so.



He didn’t let me time to comment. “With the m option, you can map the contents against a database of famous quotations. Let’s do this again with it.”



He recalled the previous command line, modified it and relaunched the process.



There’s just enough religion in the world to make men hate one another, but not enough to make them love.



I whistled. “Nice one,” I said.



He turned to me. “Did you bring what I asked for?”



It took me a half step to figure out what he meant. “Oh, sure!” I said. I dove in my pocket and fished out a thumb drive, that I gave to him. “It’s the EPUB version of the Complete and Comprehensive Human History from 4,000 BC to the Present. I couldn’t find a most exhaustive volume at the uni’s library. Geez, it’s already over two gigabytes.”



“I suppose that’ll do,” John said.



With almost supernatural deftness his fingers flew over the keyboard and soon the file was fed into the innards of the computer.



“Fine,” he said. “This is going to take a couple of hours. Best thing is that you go back home and I’ll phone you tomorrow morning.”








When my cellphone rang the next morning, I eagerly answered. It was John alright, and his voice was carrying overtones of excitement and mirth with it. “You won’t believe it,” he said. “Best compressing ratio ever achieved!”



“Eh,” I replied. “What is it?”



I heard him snicker. Then he said: “It output just one five letter word! A two gigabyte EPUB down to five letters! Awesome!”



“Oh come on, spit it out!”



“Snafu!”
      

      
   
      Gamer's Honor


      

      
      
         It had been a surprise attack. It would have been game over, had they expected us here and sneaked up on us, but they hadn't. Their squad had seemed just as surprised as us.



We'd all been minding our own business, me watching for movement in the valley below, Roy and Mark exchanging equipment, and Johnny... doing something or whatever on the top floor of the lonely mountain pass lodge we'd been holed up in. And from one moment to the next, they'd just appeared.



Usually Johnny was the first to hear enemies approaching, his headset was the best by far. Usually everyone would hear engine noises from half a map away anyway, but somehow they'd managed to pull up right in front of our house without us noticing.







"Car!" shouted Mark, as they already jumped out, and both our teams stared at one another for an eternity or so before all hell broke loose. 



Mark and me exchanged bullets with two of them, us from our windows, them while running for cover behind a brick wall, Roy threw a grenade too far over their heads, and Johnny... I sure didn't care at that point. I put a few bursts just into the top of their cover, but Mark took one out when he peeked his head above the wall. Only then did Johnny give us a sign of life: 



"I hear a door, guys. Left door." 



"On me!" Roy interrupted, but their number three emptied a magazine into him. I turned around and shot him while he was reloading, but it was too late for Roy.



"Fuck me," he took it in stride, "Johnny, the wall below. By that bush."



With dead Roy spectating him as spotter, and with his elevated position, Johnny managed to take out the second guy behind the wall, and it was over as fast as it had begun.



"Their fourth!" Mark shouted, "care for their fourth!" 



Okay, not exactly over. But I didn't see anyone, heard no more shots, and neither did the others.



"Johnny, cover us. We'll check outside." Mark didn't wait for a reply before carefully moving out, and I followed quickly. 







Something had felt off, I swear, but it didn't hit me until Mark went to check behind their car: 



"Guys? There's someone still on the back seat."



"Shoot him!" Mark shouted, but I didn't comply. 



"He's not moving. I think he's afk."



"He looks afk," confirmed Roy.



"Who cares? Shoot him."



"You can't just shoot afks, dude!"



"His fault for leaving."



"But man, imagine you had to leave to get the door. And when you come back you're dead." Johnny had left his post to join us, and soon we were standing around the car, watching the unmoving guy inside.



"Imagine you had to leave, and when you come back there's three idiots staring at you," I threw in, and Roy went with it:



"Guys, imagine you leave while driving with your squad, and you're still driving when you come back, but with a different one!"



"I'd shoot them."



"Dude, where's your honor?"



"My honorable first place, you mean?"



"You're no fun, Mark." We could play to win every round, Roy's idea sounded far more enticing.



"Guys, imagine the faces of his teammates! When they're spectating him, and you're taking him with you for a ride!"



"Dude!"



"He'd just handicap us!"



"It'd be amazing!"



"No way. We gotta move."



"With their car, dude!"



"Forget it. We're winning this."







Well, we weren't gonna come to an agreement anytime soon. We could have sat there for hours, arguing. But we were running out of time. We did have to move. So, long story short, we shot him.
      

      
   
      Remember, O Thou Man


      

      
      
         The dulcet tones of the children’s choir practicing for the next night’s Christmas Eve Mass echoed through the cathedral.  Father Paul nodded to the cantor as he passed by their balcony, then headed down the aisle towards the vestibule to swap in a fresh guestbook.



He spied a new face in the otherwise empty nave, sitting a few rows from the back.  It was an older gentleman, with more salt than pepper in his week’s worth of stubble and receding hairline.  He had dark circles under his eyes and a rumpled collared shirt beneath a threadbare sweater vest.



As Father Paul approached, he saw there were tear tracks running down the man’s face.



The man looked looked up.  “Hello, Father.”



“Hello, friend,” Father Paul said with a warm smile as he reached the man’s pew and sat next to him.  “Something troubling you?”



“Ha,” the man said, “that’s a tale too long in the telling for the time I have left, I’m afraid.”  He gave a weak smile.  “Suffice it to say that I made a choice, and now, at the very end, I find my conviction starting to wane.”  



“Ah.”  Father Paul paused, then asked, “Is it your convictions, or lack of faith in them, that brought you to God’s house?”



The man sighed.  “Humanity has become jaded, Father.  Tragedy rocks the country, the world, and yet within a month, a year, a decade, all memory has faded, and we blithely press on as though no lesson has been learned.”  His expression turned sour.  “I thought to change things.  I had faith that, given the right impetus, humanity could be brought together as one and build a better future.  But, now that events have been set in motion, I wonder – could I bear to live in a world where they wouldn’t?”  He turned back to watch the choir once more.  “So here I am.”



“Yes, here you are.  Humanity is a resilient lot, it’s true.”  Father Paul laid a hand on the man’s shoulder.  “But even a calloused soul can still be scrubbed clean.  Have you come to confess?”



“Oh, nothing like that.”  The man gestured vaguely at the vaulted ceiling above them.  “I’ve had little use for God in my life, but it is staggering, the beauty humanity is capable of in His name.  I wanted to see it in person, before the end.”



Father Paul’s hand fell away along with his smile.  “Well, you’re not dead yet.  There’s still time to–.”



The man slowly shook his head.  “It’s too late, Father.  There will be no salvation.  I will burn.  So will you.”  He gestured at the choir.  “So will they.”  His voice faltered as he said, “Nothing short of divine intervention can stop that, now.”



Father Paul frowned at him.  “My son, that is the very essence of salvation.  Only through divine intervention can we be saved.”



“Ha, I suppose you’re right.”  The man checked his watch.  “We’ll find out, one way or another, in about twenty seconds.”



Something in his tone made Father Paul’s blood run cold.  “What do you mean?”



“I mean that if you have any last words to speak to God from this side of the veil, now’s the time to do so.”  He took a deep breath as he closed his eyes, his voice suddenly calm.  “As for me, whatever will be, will be.”



Father Paul stood and looked to the children in the balcony.  He paused for half a moment, then closed his eyes and said, “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come–”



A terrible flash of light nearly blinded Father Paul through his eyelids.  In shock, he hid his face behind his hands, then, as the glare dimmed, he risked opening them.  There, in stark relief on the far side of the cathedral, shone the image of Christ as depicted in the massive stained glass window behind him.  The radiance of His visage was still near to blinding as he stared at it, transfixed.



Whatever the light touched, be it crucifix, pulpit, or child’s robe, burst into flame.



Father Paul heard a low rumble below the startled shrieks from the balcony.  The stone floor shuddered beneath his feet, and comprehension dawned on him.  He looked to the old man, still seated, eyes shut, hands folded tightly in his lap.



Father Paul shut his eyes for the final time and whispered, “Thy will be done.”



The window exploded, and then there was only fire.
      

      
   
      A Bourbon and a Lively Waltz


      

      
      
         The party calmed down once the initial frenzy had passed.



Only a dozen or so couples remained on the dance floor, colourful dresses and dark suits moving in rhythm with the music.



John knew this calmness wouldn’t last. As soon as the bride and groom finished talking with the rest of the guests, the party would liven up once again. Meanwhile, he’d stay at the bar, nursing his second glass of bourbon.



As he raised his glass to his lips, he heard his name and turned around to see a woman in a simple yet beautiful dress staring straight at him.



“Hello, Emma,” John said with a smile.



“It’s been a while,” she replied with a smile of her own. He missed seeing them.



“We don’t get a chance to see each other as often anymore.” John set down the glass down and took a good look at her.



Emma wore a silver, sleeveless dress which accentuated every part of her body while remaining within the boundaries of good taste. Not that he’d tell her that.



“It’s still a shame that it took the wedding of our best friend for us to see each other.” She walked towards the bar, sitting on the stool next to him, and asked the bartender for a drink.



“The wedding could’ve happened sooner, but you know Anne. She had to wait for a perfect proposal.” He paused to take a sip of his drink. “Should’ve done it herself.”



“You have no sense of romance,” she deadpanned before accepting the martini from the bartender.



“The ceremony was beautiful, though, I’ll give them that. And the open bar was a great idea.”

 

Emma’s soft laugh was a nice reaction, it’d been some time since he last heard her laugh.



A memory flashed through his mind. He saw the much younger faces of his friends and himself at a wedding much like this one, cheering and laughing without a care in the world.



“You know, it seems like it was yesterday when Anne and you were fighting over the bouquet in your aunt’s wedding.”



“Which wedding?” she replied, and it was his turn to laugh.



A few seconds later, though, their amusement died down. John looked into the amber liquid before taking another swig while Emma traced the edge of her cup with her finger.



“I didn’t see you at the bouquet toss,” John said, immediately regretting not finishing his drink in silence.



Emma regarded him with a look of annoyance, but before he could take back his words, she spoke, “I don’t see the point right now…”



Her words lingered in the air, weighing him down with the burden of words left unsaid. As they had many times before, three words dancing on the tip of his tongue, almost pushing themselves to come out. He washed them down with the rest of his bourbon.



Before either of them could say anything else, the band started on another piece: a lively waltz which they both recognised.



Their eyes met, and in them he found that same shimmering he found the first time he looked at her. Part of him wanted to believe he saw them glint with a light of expectancy.



She bit her lip before she downed what was left of her martini and looked at him once more.



“Hey, John.”



For a moment gone too fast for his liking, he saw in her eyes the young girl he met and hit it off during his freshman year in college.



“Would you like to dance?”



Doubt crossed her face for a second, but that was enough. He saw in her the girl who cried for nights on end. The girl who could never bring himself to hate him, and would always give him another chance.



Emma must have seen something similar in his face, for the small smile she had mustered dissipated into a frown. “It’s never going to be the same, is it?” She said, and despite her calm tone, he knew she felt disappointed.



“No,” John said, the words feeling like gravel as they came out of his throat, “And they probably never will.”



“It doesn’t have to be that way.”



Those three words once again threatened to come out, but he kept his mouth shut.



“Goodbye, John.”



He watched her walk away, when those three words finally escaped his lips. “I’m sorry, Emma,” John whispered before ordering his next bourbon.
      

      
   