
Protocol  

By Olga Ziminska 

“Could you tell me a little about yourself?” 

 “I’m an artist, or was,” The woman with pulled back emerald hair exhaled sharply as I 

scribbled. “I used to paint.” As I continued, she reached forward to wrap her slender fingers 

around the handle of the cheap mug with the diner’s logo printed on it. Even with the visible 

intention of bringing the mug to her lips, the woman’s brows furrowed, frustrated with what 

seemed to be my continuous scribbling and tapping against paper. “What else could you possibly 

need from me? Haven’t you done enough!?” 

 Her words struck me, but I couldn’t raise my voice at her, not when she was right. I did 

more than enough, more than any of the people in the diner ever did. At least that’s what I 

assumed from their down-to-Earth temperaments. Despite how right the woman across from me 

was, I couldn’t allow her to shut me out like that. The one-worded replies she was offering me 

not long ago were not going to help educate me in my craft. 

This was protocol. 

“Look, I’m really sorry about what ha--” 

“Are you?” She snarled. Hair whipped harshly against her cheek; her eyes watered at the 

very sight of me and my notepad.  Was it really that bad? Was I truly the villain? “Are you sure 

about that?” She asked again, mockingly. 

I guess I was. 



“You sit there with that fucking pen in your hands; stabbing the threads of that goddamn 

paper! Stop it and look at me!” The woman wheezed, tired from her third outburst that day.  

 The first one happened only moments after I took her. The second was after she realized 

there was no turning back. That nothing I said was a lie or even some sick nightmare she 

couldn’t shake herself free from. I guess I was still surprised at her struggle to accept that I was 

not there to pity her, but to understand who she was. What was it that her plump lips kept from 

me? What was inside her head that I was never able to access? 

 “L-look at me!” She squeaked—a cry that thinned into a long whine. “My God, do you 

not feel any remorse for what you did to me?” 

 “This isn’t about me.” 

 The woman sat, deflated, with her back against the greying cushion of the booth as I 

returned my attention to the notepad. We were in the middle of a cycle that showed no end, 

which frustrated, saddened, and even infuriated the woman. She was like a child-- still much too 

young to understand my intentions, to understand my craft. I wanted to see what was within her. 

I wanted her to reveal the layers of her character. Her growth. Her individuality. 

 Was she capable of that?  

 Like a child, I gave her time to settle down. Maybe this time she would realize that there 

was no use in struggling when no one would even pay attention to her the way that I did. To 

everyone else she was nothing but a body taking up a space in a diner. And in a dinky place like 

that, no one thought about looking at someone twice. To give anyone that attention was risky. To 

draw attention was rare. And I was thankful for that.  



 In time I realized that the waiting game could no longer continue as long as it already 

had. Jumping to attack like a huntress was nothing but a way to stall me. An empty threat. So 

with my fingers wrapped tightly around the neck of my pen, I leaned forward with pursed lips 

and observed her freckled cheeks on her already tan face. She was a special one, the woman 

before me. She was different than the rest. Her eyes were not the color of sweet caramels, but as 

bright as the sun. They were almost blindingly yellow; they refused to let you go once you 

caught yourself looking into them. They pulled you in along the path to her soul, and oh, did it 

ache. The pain was evident, and that was the show she was putting on. Oh, my freckled friend, 

why must you be so angry with me? Can we start again? Have I not plucked you away out of 

love and not hate? 

 Before I could speak, I tapped the pen lightly against the wood grain of the table. Out of 

the two drinks that I ordered for us, only one was left untouched, and the piece of pie I purchased 

out of mere courtesy was not even pecked at. Shame. It was their famous cobbler that even I 

wondered about each time I stopped by. Still not a soul spoke to me or even looked at me till 

today. Today they recognized me and seated me at my usual booth, handing me only one menu. 

They must have known that I always ordered for my guests. Like business associates, like 

secretaries, they knew what I had to do. 

 They must have understood. 

 “We skipped around because of your temper, ma’am. Can we get these questions 

answered, because I don’t like to slack off with these things. I doubt you treated your art this 

way.” 

 “My art had more soul than you,” she murmured. 



 “What is your name?” I dictated sternly, earning a glance from both the waitress and the 

woman behind the counter, as I cut off the woman’s smart-mouth remark. I was not an elder to 

her or even a figure of authority. If that was to have me stir in my seat, then she was truly out of 

luck. All that she did was test my patience and waste my time by stalling. I was proud of her for 

everything she did in her life, but at this rate, this meeting was looking less professional and 

more like child’s play. 

“You know my fucking name. You know everything about me! Every single detail down 

to the brand of underwear I find most fucking comfortable!” 

 The scratchy sound of Iron & Wine, the diner’s choice of background static, continued to 

play over the speakers without interruption even as she wheezed between her shrieks. She 

glanced around at the waitresses as they glided without a single care to provide service to their 

customers, who muttered among themselves. They weren’t paying any attention to her at all even 

though she was clearly standing out. Alas, the scarce traffic did bring in a flurry of customers. 

They were probably there to sample the famous cobbler. Damn, I wish I would have gotten some 

for myself. None of them ever touch what I offer. Such a shame.  

 “Name?” I asked again with a small smile that eased across my lips. 

 “Amalia Drescott. Now, can you just stop this bullshit? I can’t be stuck here! Not with 

you.” 

 “You’re just making this more difficult. I haven’t gotten to the core of you,” I spoke, now 

through clenched teeth coated with the flavor of a triple espresso. “So cooperate, okay? I don’t 

want any more trouble than you’re already causing me, Amalia. And do watch your tongue. You 



know better.” With the hiss of my tongue, I clenched my fingers tightly around the wood grain of 

the table that was no stranger to my frustration that I tried so hard to hold back. 

 At that moment she didn’t see my tone as one used to scold, like a mother would her 

child. Instead she rebelled. It was just as I had imagined it. Her sunlit eyes were bright like a 

flame yearning to scorch flesh. She wanted to burn me. The longing in her eyes was clear, but 

instead of acting the way I knew her heart desired, she slammed her fists firmly against the table, 

shaking it. The rattle made my notepad slide to the side and coffee swirl, splitting the thin film of 

cream that formed at the top. The noise was finally enough to alarm the woman holding the tin 

tray close against her chest like a shield before she ran off to a table near my booth, immediately 

breaking out into hushed speech. Did she find Amalia a threat to the service she was trying to 

provide others? Oh goodness, that poor woman. With a swift whip of my hand through the air, I 

assured the woman that I had everything under control. How could I not? 

 “It would be easier if you just talked to me without making a scene every time I say 

something that doesn’t sit well with you. Understand? I never intended on making you much of a 

drama queen.” 

 “You ruined me,” Amalia spat. 

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “Your words are empty; your eyes hold no sadness.” Amalia leaned back only to return 

with her chest pressed against the edge of the table—the only restraint she had that made it more 

difficult for her to reach me. “You’re nothing but a cold, emotionless sack of shit!” She cried out 

with her finger pointed straight between my eyes. 



 “That, you don’t know, Miss,” I replied, appearing to look untouched by her seeming 

threatening gesture. 

 “Mrs,” She corrected. 

 Oh, she wasn’t going to go down without a fight, and I truly wasn’t in any hurry to 

silence her. She wouldn’t have been my Amalia is she didn’t stand up for herself. After all, it 

wasn’t the first time she had to do that. But as we sat after her sharp tongue pointed out my error 

in addressing her, I presented her with the satisfaction of a well-earned pause. My fingers wound 

around the handle of the mug once more while my eyes snuck a peek past the blinds and into the 

scarcely populated parking lot, only moments before the dark roast of the drink scratched at my 

throat enough for me to clear it. 

 “Sorry, Mrs. Drescott, but you can’t assume that I am but an empty shell when I am the 

reason you’re even around. So stop making a scene. Listen and respond when I ask. This usually 

isn’t all that difficult. Others never talked back or even dared to raise their voice above mine.” 

 Amalia sat with clenched fists digging into the table. Her being, her confidence and spirit 

weren’t crushed just yet, and that was exactly the way I pictured her. Amalia was a fighter 

despite all that has happened in her life. Oh, she sure did make me proud, just not when she made 

me look like a fool in front of the people I saw more often than most. While I eyed the 

adrenaline-fueled woman, I took the time to lean back against the cushion of the booth as she did 

earlier. I watched her intently, feeling more proud of myself with each second that went by. Her 

life’s struggles were embedded in the creases on her forehead. From the loss of a trust in her 

lover to the birth of her daughter, she pushed forward. Boy did she make her mother proud. I 

would know, because I talked with her too. She was a bit more cooperative compared to Amalia. 



And that brought my own thoughts back on track. With a deep grin, I leaned forward, folding my 

hands in my lap as I spoke slowly, lacing a hint of an eloquent tone to each word that left the rim 

of my lips. 

 “What did it feel like? Did you feel anything when they put you under? My main goal in 

that chapter was to hint that you went peacefully. Now, don’t tell me that I lied to my 

audience…” 

 “I miss my husband, my children…” She whimpered; her head was bowed to keep her 

eyes away from mine. Ah, the memory must have been fresh in her mind. 

 “Oh, Auron? Don’t worry. He’ll try to off himself a couple of times in the next couple of 

chapters.”  

 “W-what?!” 

 “Soulmates never die, right?” I smirked, repeating the lines that would forever be 

engraved into time. The lines that left both her lips and his. “Now please answer my question. 

I’m curious.” 

 “You’re fucking sick.” 

 She was beginning to push it. 

 “I’m just an artist like you were, Amalia, and don’t you dare question my curiosity. It’s 

because of me that you even exist. You’re mine and you should be pretty damn grateful that I 

even let you stick around for this long,” I exclaimed, my voice ascending in volume, above the 

round of buzzing hushing from the booth behind me. Already flustered, I turned in my seat, 

hissing at the older gentleman whose glasses nearly slipped from the bridge of his nose. “And 



would you newcomers keep it down? I’ve got work to do,” I growled, motioning the 

dumbfounded waitress leaning against the counter with parted lips to teach the party behind me a 

lesson, “Offer these fools some tips on manners concerning the privacy of their fellow diners!” I 

demanded before returning my full attention to Amalia, who seemed moved in response to my 

sudden rage. 

 The woman, instead of leaning back and obeying me, acted the way I knew she would. 

She leaned forward and gritted her teeth roughly. She was close, wasn’t she? Would she be the 

one to finally challenge me? Everyone went so peacefully and there she was with fire burning in 

her core, holding herself back from punishing me the way that I punished many, for I was the 

being above them all with the power to pluck them like weeds.  

 “Why me? Who so soon? I never met my granddaughter. I don’t remember her!” 

 “Story progression, Ami. We’re all just pieces of a much bigger puzzle.” 

 She looked at me then like I was truly the villain in all of this when I was simply a writer 

seeking the twist for my story. Others never argued; they accepted their fate, but Amalia was a 

different story. She died young and in the middle of what she found to be the most perfect phase 

of her life. Perhaps that was my fault in the plot. I pulled her away from her husband and her 

children without thinking she would protest. Her ancestors normally went peacefully, for they 

lived a full life, unlike her. Dead at forty-three. 

 “I did feel the sadness you were looking for in my eyes, Ami. I truly did. To know how 

hard you struggled to get to where you were was heartbreaking when I realized what I had to do. 

But what I do never has the intention of bringing you pain. Although I do have to admit that your 

case is special. Yes, you fought hard till I made the decision to have your husband walk into the 



hospital room and examine your color-less flesh. It was a quite a sight,” I trailed off at the 

thought when my eyes migrated to meet hers. Still so shaken, so passionate--I knew it wouldn’t 

be long.  

 The business in the diner still went along as it usually did. The waitresses paid no 

attention to me and I was free to do what I needed. That was, of course, collecting information 

about my creations and their life. Did they develop on their own? Were they my guide opposed 

to me being theirs? It was all so fascinating to me and each time I learned something new. But as 

I stared the emerald-haired woman down like an experiment, I felt that she would be the last to 

go through my protocol. My question and answer session was coming to an end and I could see it 

reflected in her eyes All she needed was one more push, and I wanted her to snap.  

 “Are you worried your husband will move on without you, or maybe that he won’t keep 

his promise and cross over prematurely? Would that not add onto the twist?” 

 In a split second, the containers of salt and pepper were tossed across the table for them 

to shatter against the cheap tile. Granules of the seasonings spread as Amalia lurched forward. 

Out of rage my neck was seized between tan hands that shook me as I snickered. The table 

rattled and I wheezed at the effort of Amalia’s anger spilling into fury for my ideas. Was she 

truly upset? But the fire within her, I couldn’t deny it. She was my greatest creation filled with 

more passion than any human I knew. Her heart sang for her loved ones and cried for them, too. 

She was perfect, dynamic, and alive. But as she continued shaking me, slamming my back 

against the booth, I felt that I would never be able to tell her. 

 No, not when the light from the shuttered windows began to fade into a single ray. All 

light seemed dim, but the voices echoed. 



__ 

 “Oh sweet Mary and Joseph!” A woman gasped as others shrieked in horror at the sight 

of the diner’s most frequent customer struggling with her own hands around her neck.  “S-

someone call the paramedics! Please hurry!” 

Rushing to the woman's side, another employee grabbed the phone and called for help. 

After years of experiencing the obscure actions of their most frequent guest, it came to them as a 

surprise that she finally snapped. And that was precisely what they told the authorities. They too 

carried notepads as the woman did, but their protocol was different. They asked about their 

suspicion and got answers in the form of questions till they made it clear that concise responses 

were necessary. 

"Ma'am, I'm going to need you to cooperate,” The officer announced, leaning back 

against the counter. He made it clear that his session was not going to be brief, but neither was it 

going to be lengthy. “Was the woman frequently talking to herself while she occupied that 

booth?" 

"Well, yes. But she never caused a scene. Today was a first, Officer. Surely she will be 

okay, right? She seemed like a perfectly normal girl. Much too young for something like this." 

The officer tapped his pen against the side of the pad of paper. He knew he couldn't 

assume anything. That would only cause chaos in the joint, but when a younger busboy walked 

out from around the counter, he lowered his head. 

"She's going to the loony bin, 'aint she? Wrapped up like a goddamn sausage. I knew this 

day would come and no one paid attention. Talkin' to imaginary people? You’ve got to admit 



there’s something screwy about that.” The busboy took one glance at the van outside the diner 

and he shuddered in disgust that his employers welcomed that troubled female into the place 

without more than a welcoming nod. 

"This isn't too uncommon," the officer admitted quietly enough not to be overheard by 

his peers who were dealing with the hysterical female. She still called out for a person that didn't 

exist as her arms were fitted into the cream-colored coat before they were brought back to be 

bound at her lower back. 

“What do you mean?” The waitress muttered, scrunching the fabric of her spotted apron 

while the busboy rolled his eyes. 

 "You mentioned earlier that she said she was a writer. Sad to say this isn't uncommon. 

Get into something that can alter reality and one’s sanity can go flying right out the window with 

a single push.” 

Feeling a wave of concern overcome the waitress, she remained still while the man 

adjusted his grip on his notepad after a quick clearing of his throat. All while they stood, the 

waitress remained focused on the van that was being adjusted to accommodate its new 

inhabitant. Still confused, and maybe slightly frightened, she didn’t hear the sound of the officer 

calling out to her until she saw the van drive away—taking away the most frequent customer that 

the diner had had in years. 

The waitress shut her mouth and squeezed her lips tightly when she pressed the tin tray 

close against her chest till she came to, returning back to the reality of the situation she was now 

in.“I’m sorry, sir. This is all just too much to handle. She seemed okay, maybe a little creative, 

but not to the point of institutionalization.” 



The man agreed, but instead of continuing on with the topic, he flipped his notepad open 

to a clean page and began to scribble the date and time. 

“Ma’am, if you don’t mind, I need to take down some information form you concerning 

today’s occurrence. Your name?” 

Looking up at him, she couldn’t help but hear the same tone that the now apparently 

hysterical woman had prior to the event. The man was doing just as she did. He was asking 

questions, seeking information from the waitress regarding the events that took place not long 

ago. That was all that happened, and that alone led the woman in the van to a state of madness. 

With his hand rested on the waitresses shoulder, the officer offered her a statement of 

reassurance: “Don’t worry, ma’am. It’s just protocol.” 

 

 


