
Come as You Are 

 

Kari strode confidently down the street, one hand gripping the dangly strap of her patent leather 

handbag. Her collar-length bob bounced with every step. She was sure she’d got this. She’d outwit the 

joker and, perchance, maybe even find true love. She snorted at the notion. Whatever your game is, 

Marko, she mused, today you’ve met your match. 

She didn’t usually sign up for these gimmicky contests, but this one had intrigued her. 

Blind date with Marko. 

Come as you are. I can see through the clothes and the mask that you 

wear, straight into your heart. No more wasting time, baby. If it’s meant 

to be, we’ll both know it by the end of one date. 

What a flippant ad! Yet, Kari had found herself calling the number listed and copying down the address 

for the rendezvous. She had looked it up online and it seemed legit. Other women, for whom it didn’t 

turn out meant to be, had written reviews with pretty detailed descriptions of their meetings. They 

always took place at the Curieux Café, and it sounded like Marko sat at the same seat every time, 

because at least one review mentioned a painting on the wall behind him, above his head. It was a 

portrait of a “curly-haired woman with a silly grin,” wrote one reviewer. “She had a sort of strange 

expression on her face and a horny look in her eyes,” described another. 

He’s trying to distract his dates and play to their insecurities, thought Kari as she read on. I won’t fall for 

that. I’m going to call him out on his bullshit. 

~ 

Curieux Café was as chic as the photos on Yelp made it out to be. It didn’t even have its own website. As 

Kari pushed through the glass door, a lone barista looked up and greeted her. It was quiet today. Kari 

didn’t see any other customers. “I’m here to meet a friend,” she said quickly. 

“Of course,” replied the barista, motioning toward the back. “Help yourself.” 

Kari saw him now, at a table for two near the end. He waved to her, and she nodded acknowledgement. 

Involuntarily, her eyes darted to the painting above his head. It was a portrait of a young woman with 

long, straight hair, and her expression clearly betrayed—not desire, but disappointment. Kari turned 

back to the barista. “Did—did you change your décor recently?” she asked, trying to sound offhand. 

“No ma’am,” replied the barista, whose nametag read Sam. “Not since we opened three years ago. It’s 

what gives this place its character. Why change something when it’s working so well? That’s what I 

say.” 

Kari tried not to look surprised, and proceeded to order a cappuccino. She walked over to the man at 

the table, who stood with a hand extended. They exchanged niceties as Kari settled into her seat. Kari 

glanced as casually as she could at the painting again. “Nice art they have here, huh?” she remarked. 

Marko smiled. “Yes,” he replied. “It really speaks to me.” He paused. “Are you into art?” 



“I love art,” Kari lied. “It’s such a wonderful expression of emotion, and you can say so much with a 

painting or a sculpture that you just can’t with words.” She gagged a little inside. The truth was that 

realistic art bored her, and abstract art was as good to her as a stain on the tablecloth from spilled wine. 

But surely this stranger in front of her couldn’t tell? 

“That’s very beautiful, what you just said,” replied Marko. He gazed into Kari’s eyes. “And you are very 

beautiful, too.” 

Kari had heard this enough times in her life that she was able to stop herself from blushing. “Thank 

you.” What a cliché, using syrupy charm to try to disarm me, she thought. 

“So I’m curious to know, Kari,” said Marko, “what you are looking for in a man?” 

Kari had this part rehearsed. “Oh, I’m kind of a dreamer,” she laughed. “I want someone I can share 

things with, you know? The little things, the funny things, the sad things. I want someone I can laugh 

and cry with. What about you? What are you looking for?” 

The slightest hint of a smirk curled up at one corner of Marko’s lip. “For me it’s very simple,” he replied. 

“I’m waiting to find someone who is the same inside as she is on the outside.” He gazed steadily into 

Kari’s eyes. “You know, dreamers are often disappointed. The last girl I met—she had a lot of ideals. As 

we talked and she got to know me better, she became… disillusioned. You see, I’m a realist, Kari. I can’t 

live in someone’s imagination.” He shrugged to punctuate his point. 

Realist indeed, Kari thought. What a pretentious asshole. Realists don’t spend their time conning girls with 

ridiculous personal ads and then talking about other girls to the ones they meet. 

“Do you always talk about your last dates on your first dates?” she asked, trying not to sound like she 

cared either way. 

“No,” Marko replied simply. Before an awkward silence could materialize, Sam brought over a cup of 

cappuccino. As he retreated, Kari’s eyes flitted up again to the portrait above Marko’s head. The young 

woman’s countenance seemed less pained now, and more… what was it? Angry? She couldn’t quite 

place it. The hair came down to just below the collarbone. Wasn’t it closer to the breasts the first time 

she looked at it? 

Whatever. She wasn’t about to let this showoff get the upper hand. “You don’t know me, Marko,” she 

said, trying to sound coy and slightly hurt at the same time. “A girl can dream, but I’m pretty realistic 

too. I know nothing’s perfect. I just want someone to share this imperfect life with. Someone who loves 

me for who I am. What you see is what you get.” She smiled, extending her palms away from her in an 

open gesture. That’s what they all want to hear, isn’t it? 

Marko nodded slowly. “That’s what we all want to hear,” he said. He didn’t flinch when Kari startled in 

her seat. “Except that what I see, I don’t get.” He jerked his head upward, and Kari’s eyes followed. 

She froze. The girl in the painting was now glaring at her, with an unmistakable expression of—

contempt. The stony face was framed with a collar-length bob. Kari whirled around and noticed, for the 

first time, that a small mirror was mounted on the wall behind her seat. From Marko’s vantage point, 

she estimated, he had a perfect view of the painting’s reflection. 

Sam was no longer behind the counter. 



Frantic, Kari looked back at Marko. He gazed at her calmly. “Now you’re getting there,” he said, almost 

wistfully. The fear you’re showing—I know you’re feeling exactly that inside. How sad that fear is so 

often the reason for honesty… when it’s no longer the reason for dishonesty.” 

She kicked the chair away and ran out the door as fast as she could. 
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