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THEY SAY THE SKY IS FULL OF SNAKEWOLVES

THE BRUISES HAVEN’T healed from the invisible finger grease on the wall incident, and he’s already chasing her again. Ava runs up the stairs. Yeah, yeah, yeah. But when you live in a narrow row house, what are you going to do? There’s nowhere to hide in the open kitchen/living room where the chase began. The unfinished basement offers no escape tunnels and has a lot less to pass the time than the bedroom. It’s not like going outside is an option. At least the monster inside can be reasoned with. Maybe. And at least he’s only one monster.

Ava crashes through the bedroom door and slams it shut, turns the lock. The dresser sits on soft pads to protect the precious hardwood floors. No other wood may touch them. No shoes either. Or knives. But it was Ava’s running shoes that caused Jason to throw the knife, which missed her and lodged itself in the floor that precipitated this latest chase. The pads let the dresser slide with no resistance against the door. Jason crashes into the door. It doesn’t budge. The lock does its job. Is it worth going “Here’s Johnny” on his precious door? Ava hopes not, as the dresser will slide on its pads until it reaches the bed, leaving plenty of space for her fiancé to hurl himself into the room and resume the beatings that would continue until Ava’s respect for his house improved. What would it be this time? A broken wrist? A shattered orbital socket like he’d threatened when he wielded the cast-iron skillet last week? 

“Let me in, Ava.” Jason must wish he didn’t have that reverence for his home now. It would be liberating to crash through the door and tackle Ava onto the bed, grab her by the neck and bounce her skull on the wooden headboard until the lesson sunk in. But he won’t do that, Ava hopes. Will he? “Every second I’m out here is only making it worse. You have so little respect for the floors, and now you’re gonna make me destroy this door.”

She’s shaking. The swollen areas of her chest throb. Is that psychosomatic? The impact of the meat tenderizer he swung after she let bacon fat go down the drain had stopped hurting days ago. Is it the anticipation of new pain that makes the healing wounds hurt anew?

“Ava.”

“No.” She has so many words to say to him, but that’s all she can let out beneath the thunderous heartbeat. It’s as if her bruised chest is sucking itself in. Is it fear or anger? Does it matter? 

As soon as she’d poured the fat into the sink, he was on her, swinging the metal hammer with its sharp little pyramids into her clavicle. Was it any less painful than taking the broom handle to the solar plexus after she’d hidden in the bathroom to let him “mellow out”? It was like a reverse Heimlich, one that made her feel that she was choking to death. The blisters from the scalding-water attack when the shower hair trap dislodged from the drain are now little white scars dotting her left arm. The ringing in her ear from that blow to the side of the head isn’t dissipating.

It could be worse. He could hold her hand over the flame on the gas burner when ground beef sizzled out of the pan onto the pristine stainless steel range. The skin would burn red first, then turn to black as it charred more than the steak that had left an odor in the air that he feared would seep into the walls, prompting him to drag a steak knife over her forearm. If the house would be scarred, then so would Ava. The skin on her hand would melt away from the bone onto the greasy range, adding blood and plasma and liquefied collagen to the ground beef, thus necessitating another punishment. Maybe rape with the mop handle wasn’t just a threat. Is today the day it will go that far? All she did was step onto the kitchen floor in her sneakers. Usually she slid the laundry basket onto the tiles and removed her shoes while still on the dusty, wooden steps. It wasn’t the restored hardwood. Tile was easily cleaned. He mopped it twice a day. It wasn’t the damage; it was the carelessness. She could never, ever slip. In this small house, his domain, she would never get away with anything. And with no escape, he could get away with everything.

Apologies and promises weren’t working. She doesn’t want to feel the mop handle.

She looks around the bedroom that doubles as her home office. Books, electronics, lamps. Everything would have to be thrown to fend him off. And Ava isn’t Randy Johnson. The painting on the wall—shatter the glass and use the shard as a shiv? What good would that do when he has the rest of the house? The knives in the kitchen that he’s already shown he’ll use. The hammer in the basement where she would have run had the door locked (after the meat tenderizer incident, she’d researched her options). Even the fire extinguisher. Shit. She should have run into the bathroom. Shampoo shot into the eyes would be more effective than anything in here. No More Tears—hopefully that’s false advertising.

“You’re going to have to come out eventually. And I suggest you do it now. Before all the anger builds in me and I really think about the damage to the floor from that knife you made me throw.” 

There’s nothing sharp in this room. It’s just a bedroom/office where she sits all day on her connection to the world. The laptop! The tool that led her to him. She touches her fingertip to the keyboard, and the screen turns on. Yes! Her breathing slows. 

He goes on. “I polish those floors every two weeks. Sweep every night. I’m on my hands and knees, picking up every little pebble you somehow manage to drag in every time you get a delivery. When you can’t hang up your helmet and it drops on the floor, who’s there buffing out the damage? You understand this was the last straw today. Your complete lack of respect for my property.”

I knew it, Ava thinks. It’s mop handle day. Well, it’s the last straw for you too. Keep talking, she thinks. Keep talking, and you won’t hear the keys clicking. She pulls up a browser. No connection. She stops breathing. Her line to the outside world severed. He must have unplugged the router, allowing her that second lead on him up the stairs but now trapping her here. There’s no way out.

She should have listened to her mother. You can’t know someone online. They can choose what to present to you. But Mom, I don’t have your options. I can’t just leave anytime I want like you could. You didn’t have monsters outside when you met Dad.

It’s not like the monsters sleep regular—or any consistent range of—hours. Even if I were to schedule a date, when would that be? We’re all on call based on when the monsters decide to come out. And I’m not going on a date in my suit. Every inch of me covered in that loose silver foil. Even when it stops whooshing, you can’t hear anything under the damn helmet. 

Oh, don’t get me started on the helmets, her mother had said.

Mom, we’ve been over this. You want the monsters to smell you? Come out of hiding and tear you apart? ’Cause that’s what they do. 

I know. Your Aunt Clare’s podiatrist’s godson—a lady from his church got ripped to shreds. Guts splattered all over the sidewalk, exploded like a bunch of kids were gonna start grabbing for candy. I heard the monsters tore through the suit. She was in ribbons. Her muscles hanging off the bones, face torn completely off. They found an eyeball a block away, still attached to all the nerves. They say it rolled all the way. Can you imagine? When they streamed the funeral, that must have been what they were all thinking. Tendons dangling out like she was wearing some sort of flapper dress, a shiny one with all that silver from the suit mixed into the entrails.

I know, Ma. That’s why you gotta wear your helmet. The suits are just meant to conceal the smell of humans, not protect from the claws or fangs or talons or whatever it is the monsters use for their slicing and dicing. 

Ava’s helmet and suit are where they should be; in the closet by the front door. No way will she have time to slide into the jumpsuit, zip it all the way up to her chin, and strap on her helmet before Jason slashes her to bits. Which monster would she prefer? This one may fall asleep eventually. At least drift off on the couch long enough to knock him over the head. 

How would she knock the monsters unconscious though? Do they even have heads? Are they eel-like creatures that slither up from the sewers or flying rats that hover above the clouds only to descend when they smell a human? Or does our scent create them anew each time? Are they the scaly snakewolves that her colleague Kendra’s brother’s optometrist’s grandson saw out his window? How do you defend yourself from monsters you’ve never seen when you’re cowering in a bedroom from a monster you promised to marry? 

“We live in a palace!” he shouts, his voice cracking. He believes it. Has he not seen the interiors of other homes on video calls? The home tours that go viral on every social network? Yes, these videos can use tricks to make the homes seem more palatial than if you were to explore them in person, but that’s an illusion we must face in our current situation. Were people able to disguise their homes as Jason disguised himself on the Monster Match dating app?

Everyone has a reality at home, inside, an existence disconnected from everyone else’s. And this is mine, Ava thinks. Trapped in a well-kept row house with a man who transforms into a monster when she forgets to take off her shoes after a trip to the basement. 

Jason would never cry over spilled milk, but he’d make sure Ava did. 

She sits on the bed, grasping the lamp on the nightstand. She tosses off the shade. The base is lightweight, but stands about two feet tall. It would give her enough space to swing it at him without immediately being brought to the floor like the time her red hair dye—that color he said was so sexy in her Monster Match profile pic—dripped onto the white bathroom tile.

“Ava, it’s becoming impossible to live with you like this.” He sounds calmer, pleading even. “You don’t appreciate how good you have it.” Maybe that’s true, she thinks. She’s never known anything else. 

The monsters unleashed their reign of terror when Ava was nine, before dating years in most states. It was no individual’s fault, some sort of accident. Climate change. Cell towers. Factory farming. The Rothschilds. Opioids being flushed down the toilet and interacting with the fluoride that was already contaminating the water supply. Racists. Misinformation. Disinformation. Cisinformation. Everything that was for the worst in all possible worlds colliding and releasing unholy horror on them all. 

It started where it always starts, in Florida. The headlines told a terrible story: “Florida Man Clawed to Bits in Walmart Parking Lot.” The respectable papers didn’t include the details, but they were easy to find on the internet. An ear was shredded like cheese; the crime lab analysts reconstructed it to the best of their abilities, but it appeared parts were taken by the assailant. The cheek was pierced to the bone, leaving the most extreme dimple one could imagine. The tongue was split in two, and the Adam’s apple rolled through the parking lot until it was eventually squished by a motorized scooter. Bile spilled from the flayed stomach. It was too early in the morning for any witnesses—or more victims, as it turned out—as most of the Walmart customers did not take advantage of the store’s 24-hour shopping.

At first, the law blamed the most likely culprit, another Florida Man. A fight over the importance of returning shopping carts to their tents had taken a bizarre and macabre turn. The second Florida Man was in custody when another outdoor shredding followed. The media blamed it on bath salts. Social media. Cults. Then similar reports came out of states they took seriously. The Oregon maulings started the mass panic. People stopped leaving their homes. They barely left for six months. When someone did, it would be on the news with a blanket over the corpse to protect viewers. No one was old enough to see how long an intestine really was. 

Whatever cataclysmic event or set of circumstances unleashed the monsters is still up for debate. And it doesn’t matter to most people. They stay inside. Leaving only in emergencies and always wearing their suits. They await the random sirens that alert them when the monsters sleep, allowing them to leave their homes. They step outside and rarely venture far from the door in case the second siren sounds to warn them the monsters have awakened.

They stay inside and live their lives through their on-screen avatars. Their little worlds are smaller, but everyone is just a tap away. That’s how Ava ended up alone in this strange city with this monster. Monsters like Jason thrived. They could be anyone on the screens. It isn’t until a lonely, naive woman moves across the county to live with them that they reveal the side that wields frying pans when you use the wrong mop.

Silence. Only the ringing in Ava’s ear that has been there since the frying pan incident last month. She peers out the window. Gray, as usual. But no sign of any monsters. Just the desolate city street. Red brick houses filled with occupants she has never seen. They won’t help her, the strange, likely hysterical woman who wants to invade their little sanctuary after destroying that of their neighbor. I’m Ava. Please let me in. I sometimes forget to take off my shoes, and my hair often falls out and collects in the carpet. 

That won’t do. No neighbors would allow someone like that to desecrate their world, the only part of the universe they can control.

She tiptoes from the bed to the door, turns her good ear toward it. Still silence. No breathing even from the other side. Maybe he has just gone to the bathroom on the other side of the landing. She waits. Minutes. No flush of a toilet. No running of the faucet. She keeps waiting, putting off the inevitable. Leaving this room may be the last time she has any agency. She leaves this room, she’s at his whims, under his control. She stays here? Well, that puts her under his control as well. Remote control. Hah. And what is the plan when she does leave? She’ll have to knock him unconscious, tie him up, and call the police. And hope he stays unconscious until they arrive. And that when they arrive, they believe her and her bruises and cauliflower ear. 

Yes, that’s the plan. It’s better than any other. But she needs something to knock him unconscious, and the lamp isn’t going to be it. Maybe. She bounces it up and down, gauging the weight. If she gets the right amount of torque, she can generate enough force to do some cranial damage. But he’ll duck or block it before that can happen. Unless he can’t see . . .

And she knows how to make that happen. She shakes again. The thought of the knife plunging into the wood floor inches from her foot. Yes, she’s wearing her running shoes, but they won’t stop the blade from piercing flesh and cutting bone. She could deal with the bruises and the hearing loss, but her feet are the only freedom she’s known since she was nine years old.

She breathes in deep, closes her eyes, tries to remember more calming hacks she’s seen online. Her heart rate slows enough to let her stand without her legs wobbling. She slides the dresser back away from the door. She unlocks it as slowly as possible, hoping to eliminate any sort of click. Grasping the lamp base, she pushes it open. No creak. At least the spatula spanking she’d endured had led to the positive effect of his fixing that.

The landing is empty. A noise is coming from downstairs. She doesn’t know what it is, and it doesn’t matter. All that matters is she knows where he is. 

She tiptoes into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. Beneath the sink is an array of cleaning products, Jason’s collection. Each serves its own special purpose and is to be used in a distinct order. If that system is violated, her head goes in the toilet. At least she knows the water will be clean. She’d listened so carefully to Jason’s instructions she hadn’t read the labels. All she looks for now in the fine print is a warning: Avoid eye contact. The spray bleach will work. Bleach and a lamp. She looks at her reflection in the mirror. She would laugh if it weren’t so sad. 

Behind the showerhead in the freestanding, claw-foot tub is a closet. At least, she assumes it’s a closet. It could be a secret passage to a fantasy world for all she knows. He’d said to never look inside, that he was kind enough to share his home with her but he needed some space to himself. He’d said that before the terror began. She’d obeyed. She would have respected that, she tells herself, even without the threats he always made good on. But now, she can’t leave a potential weapons cache un-searched. 

She pulls the door open. It isn’t a closet, but a pantry with five shelves. Now it’s obvious why he wanted to keep it secret. It’s a mess. The white paint cracks off the shelf edges. Some sort of substance that looks sticky, but she doesn’t want to touch to confirm, was spilled on the second shelf from the top. It’s such an unkempt disaster, so incongruous with the rest of the house, that she almost fails to notice the bones. Fingers. Clean finger bones. No flesh, no tissue. None of the carnage the monsters leave behind outside. So tidy these bones, like the rest of the house. Five of them, each threaded through a ring. Ava looks down at her left hand, though she doesn’t need to. She already knows, but she needs to make sure her eyes aren’t deceiving her. Yes, it’s identical to the engagement ring he’d given her when she moved in. He’s like a Russian doll of monsters.

She has just lost her choice. Either she beats him and ties him up or she holds her finger down on the bleach trigger and empties the bottle in his nose and mouth until it eats away his insides.

The bottle in one hand, the lamp in the other, she leaves the bathroom. She walks down the steps. It doesn’t matter what noise she makes; the open staircase that he somehow hasn’t thrown her from yet will reveal her soon enough. She sees him first, right off the bottom of the steps, just before the kitchen. He pushes the floor buffer over the cut where the knife had plunged. He looks up at her and raises the buffer over his shoulder like a baseball bat. 

“I hope you’re here to help remove the damage that you’ve done to the floor. This buffer is doing a pretty good job of getting a knife wound out of hardwood. Imagine what it could do to your face.”

In a split second, Ava raises the bleach bottle and shoots it at his face. He shouts and blinks his eyes shut. Blind, he swings the buffer. She hops off the staircase to the open side in the living room and runs for the door. His right eye is shut, and those involuntary tears run down his cheek, but the left is wide open. He walks toward her, the buffer raised. She drops to the floor in a squat. Why? She doesn’t know. He swings it down, catches her shoulder. She shouts in pain, and the bottle falls out of her grasp. He raises the buffer again with both hands behind his head, like he’s about to swing a sledgehammer. She hops up and shoves him back while his arms are in the air. The weight of the buffer sends him back. He drops it behind him so he doesn’t fall. He lunges at her, but she meets him with the bulb end of the lamp. The thin glass shatters in his T-shirt. She pulls it back and stabs it at his heart. The tiny glass shards aren’t enough to penetrate deeper than the dermis, but it’s enough to send him back. And enough time to run the five feet to the front door.

Fuck it. She’ll take her chances with the monsters. It’s better than giving this one the satisfaction. The monsters out there can’t help it. 

She unlocks the door and runs through. She runs down the middle of the desolate street, past the other row houses. She covers a block before she turns back. No one is on the street. No maniac swinging a floor buffer over his head. She keeps running straight down the street in the gray twilight. Thirteenth Street, 14th, 15th, 16th. She’s never run this far before. She usually takes her jogs in her suit and helmet in laps around the block in case the sirens sound that the monsters have awakened. She keeps running. Nineteenth, 20th. Still no one behind her. She slows to a walk, looks around the neighborhood she’s never seen, all these neighbors who may as well be worlds away. 

In her fear of the monster inside the house, she forgot about the monsters outside. The monsters with the faces of wolves and bodies of snakes that used their giant claws to rip all humans to shreds and send chunks of tissue flying onto neighbors’ stoops. Or the scale-covered anthropoids with their vampire fangs that turn human legs into hula skirts. The monsters that are unleashed by the smell of humans. The monsters that she has feared since her mother told her about her godmother’s sister’s manicurist’s nephew’s accountant who went out to retrieve a package that had blown off the porch and returned with his arm ripped out at the socket, blood spraying the living room, drenching his poor, screaming wife until he finally collapsed on the carpet. During the early days, before the authorities understood how the monsters slept, bodies could sit for weeks. Ava heard all about the one-armed, decomposing corpse, how the flesh turned green after a couple of days, the stiff cadaver turning squishy and liquefying right there in the living room. The stench of blood and voided bowels and rot soaking into the carpet, along with the fluids that used to keep him alive. By the time the cleanup crew finally arrived, he had seeped through the rug and left an asymmetrical body print on the hardwood floor beneath. 

It was those monsters that stopped Ava from having a life at nine years old, that led her to Jason. So, where are they?

She stands in the middle of the empty street, breathing in the cool air that tastes so different from the air in the house, poisoned by floor buffers and bleach and elbow grease and bones. Time flies by as she breathes in the air with no anxiety about a pending siren for the first time in fifteen years. Standing still, lacking all vigilance, she’s like monster bait. But none comes. No claws. No breeze of rancid breath that the few survivors claimed. Silence. Peace. A feeling she needs to share.

“Neighbors! The monsters are dead!” Ava shouts. She runs up and down the street. “There are no monsters! Come outside! Live your life!”

She stops in the center of the street and spins, her arms outstretched, welcoming in this big, new world. 

Bang.

Ava falls sideways onto the street. The thud and the crack sound at the same time. Blood seeps from the hole in her head. It makes the blacktop look wet. 

The two men in silver suits approach. One carries a rifle over his shoulder. The other bends down and raises Ava’s wrist in his silver-gloved hand. It’s hard for the man with the gun to hear the other from beneath their helmets.

“She’s dead.”

“And I pray for her. But we can’t let her wake the monsters. Remember, son, we must remain vigilant. You don’t want to be the next one scalped in the street. Never forget about your grandfather’s golfing buddy’s pastor’s son’s transvestite lover and how the thing stuck its claws up his nostrils and pulled his face right off. Remember how a bird flew away with his bloody wig and used it to make a nest while the monsters ripped at his faceless body, pulling his brain out through the cleared-out nasal passage just like they did in ancient Egypt. Blood and snot and gray matter everywhere. Now is that what you want, Son?”

“No, Dad.”

“Then shoot her again. Make sure she’s dead.”


GET ME OUT OF THIS SHIMMERING OASIS

INSTAGRAM FEED POST

@wellnesswarrior497

10:02 am, June 25, 2021

Guyssssss. So many good vibes here. This is where I’m spending the weekend. I cannot believe it. Do you see that lush greenery? And that building. Luxe. Absolute luxe. That red brick exterior is like so homey, but you know inside is just amazing. I’m so blessed that I’ve been invited to the pre-opening of Lunabin Wellness Retreat. Seriously, how lucky am I? I’ll be spending the weekend in this amazing facility whose mission is to elevate wellness. And all I have to do is share my experience with you! Those flowers in front of the building. OMG. I’m feeling more well already just being outside. Can you see it on my face in this selfie? I feel like I’m literally glowing. I have more collagen already and I’m not even inside yet.

#wellness #wellnessretreat #letsgetwell

INSTAGRAM LIVE

@wellnesswarrior497

10:57 am, June 25, 2021

Soooooo, this is my room. This is a weighted, cooling blanket. It’s so comfy. Like I’m being hugged by a snowman. And it’s made from organic bamboo, like the wisest plant. Game changer. No windows in the room. That’s like the ultimate blackout curtains, isn’t it? Oh, and here. Glasses that block blue light from my phone! And a sleep mask. They really understand the importance of sleep here. 

As you know, I’ve dealt with insomnia for years. It’s part of my lupus and Epstein-Barr, as well as my general autoimmune issues. I’ve always had trouble finding products that work. I’ve had some success with variations of these products. So, I’m super stoked to try these! They really look top of the line, don’t they?

And check these out. Super-cute loungewear, huh? They said that’s pretty much the uniform here. I will be in total comfort the whole day!

We often don’t think about how our clothing is holding us back and impeding our wellness. How much stress we endure just because a waistband is too tight or too low or too high. We stress and stress and stress that it doesn’t look good. So grateful for this super-soft loungewear. The white fabric. Oh my god, you guys. It’s like being in a silky cloud. But that’s not even the best part of my room. Meet my roommate! You know her as @lululunges on Instagram. Yes, the @lululunges who made those killer booty builder programs that got you and I both that sexy quarantine butt. 

This just makes it for me! Kinsey @lululunges waving at my followers. Love it! Can’t wait to experience the rest of what this amazing place has to offer. I’ll be checking in throughout the day. Keep following along. I bet you guys are gonna be booking your stays here in no time.

#wellness #staywell 

INSTAGRAM LIVE

@wellnesswarrior497

1:43 pm, June 25, 2021

OMG, guys, I just had the craziest experience. You probably think I’d sound pumped, but honestly I’m a little bummed. Not bummed like it’s a bad experience but bummed like bummed. Let me explain. 

I was in this room. All white and the walls were padded. It was like a moon bounce. But all white and no scary clowns. And it was totally silent. I mean si-lent. I thought I’d heard silence in the sensory deprivation tank I told you guys about last month. That is not silence. That tank makes noise. This room was silent as the crypt. Since it was padded, I couldn’t even knock on the walls for sound. 

If you’ve never experienced total, complete silence . . . it’s like emptiness. Nothing. Just you and nothing. You’re so alone. Like you’re in outer space. Where no one can hear you scream . . . Hehe.

Not only are you alone, you have no clue when they’re gonna open the door, which you can’t even see because there’s no handles on the inside and it’s padded too and looks just like the rest of the room. And it’s so disorienting because the white consumes everything, and you can’t tell when the wall stops and the floor begins. Or the ceiling. So you just have to wait until they let you out, and find yourself just hoping they finally do. Because there’s this little bit of dread creeping in that maybe they won’t. And there’s no clock and you’re not allowed your phone and you have no idea how long you’ve been in there. You start counting aloud, but your voice over the silence makes it so much lonelier. And you stop and you just wait and wait and wait and hope that soon the staffer in the all-white scrubs will open the door and she’ll speak to you. Words. It doesn’t matter which ones. Just to let you know there’s another person in the world and it’s not just you and emptiness. And that’s what you feel. Emptiness. You’ve never felt so alone. Even though you already live alone and you don’t see your friends or family often because you’re so busy healing your Hashimoto’s and sharing your journey. But that room makes you know you’re alone. Always alone.

As you can see, I’m back in my room now. Kinsey isn’t. Figures! I could really use human connection. It’s weird feeling so low at a wellness retreat, but I’m not worried. After all, Rolfing doesn’t feel good while it’s happening. Neither does a coffee enema. But they’re soooo good for you in the long run. And this will be too.

Just got to think of this as a step forward. It’ll be tough, but I’ve overcome chronic fatigue and continue to battle so much more. Leaky gut. Fibromyalgia. I’ve made those my bitches, haven’t I? Hahaha.

And—oh! Special guest! Guys, Kinsey’s back! Kinsey? Is something wrong? Kinsey? Gotta split, guys! Talk soon. 

#bootybuilder #healthy

INSTAGRAM FEED POST

@wellnesswarrior497

4:16 pm, June 25, 2021

As you can see from my face, this post is really hard for me. I wanted to make sure I was careful with my words since it’s not just about me. That’s why I’m typing, not doing a video like my last check-in. You guys couldn’t see Kinsey when she came in, but trust me, she was not right. She was just staring. No expression. Totally vacant.

Kinsey, I said. Kinsey.

What? She responded, but there was a beat between. This is gonna sound crazy, but it was almost like she didn’t know her name and only figured out I was addressing her when I repeated it.

Then she just laid in bed and didn’t say anything. I’d try to talk to her, but I’d only get one-word responses. 

Guysss, this is not the bootylicious fit girl you all know. And that I got to know this morning.

[continued in comments]

Her hair is a mess. She looks pale. This is not the same woman who was in my room this morning. I mean, it is, but it’s not. I don’t know what’s happening. I’m scared for her. 

I really hope she’s just having a bad day. I mean, she is in here for healing, and since we only see her at her best in her posts, this might have to do with what she’s trying to cure. Probably feeling low like I was after the padded room experience. On that note, I have been feeling better since I’ve been out of there. Getting back to myself by getting away from myself for a bit. You guys were so encouraging. My followers mean the world to me. Now, let’s send good vibes for Kinsey’s spirit to return in the morning so we can take more selfies and talk about all the wellness brands we love. We have so much in common! Anyway, sorry if I’m being too real, this experience is really bringing some darkness to the surface. It’s always darkest before the dawn!

INSTAGRAM LIVE

@wellnesswarrior497

8:25 am, June 26, 2021

Guys. Sorry for whispering. I know that triggers some of you, but this is too important right now. Check this out. I’m in the common room. Mad posh, right? All good. Chaise lounges you can literally melt into. Himalayan salt lamps. Mellow AF. OK, so you see the calming vibes? 

Now, look. See them, all of them there? Like zombies, right? Guys, this is what Kinsey was like last night. Like a shell. None of the life they had yesterday. Does this look like wellness to you? To me, it looks like—

INSTAGRAM FEED POST

@wellnesswarrior497

1:33 pm, June 26, 2021

OK so, yeah. Mortified selfie face. I’m so embarrassed about earlier. I would delete the video, but it really racked up the view count. Anyways, having my arms tied to my sides in that white coat really mellowed me out. The paranoia is gone. Movement deprivation—it’s like the cutting edge of wellness. This place! OMG. So ahead of its time! 

I’m literally cringing still about how I got all freaked out earlier. It’s just—I’ve never heard of any of these treatments before. But I gotta say, I think they’re working. I mean, not being able to use my arms for—I have no idea how long!—was enlightening. Stillness. Complete stillness.

Now I see why everyone was so zen in the common area. You have to be to sit still in that coat. Like you get an itch and you just want to scratch, but you will yourself out of it. You imagine the itch is gone. And you start telling yourself if you can will that discomfort away, you can will away your leaky gut. And all the pain you’ve ever felt from your chronic bulging discs. That could be all gone, too. If you just say ‘no’ to it. So it was weird, but I’m feeling good. 

INSTAGRAM LIVE POST

@wellnesswarrior497

3:17 pm, June 26, 2021

I’m super worried about Kinsey. She’s just not herself, you know? I know we just met, but I’ve been following her for ages and I feel like we’ve bonded. Did you see her last post on the ’Gram where she stopped traffic to do glute bridges in the middle of the street? That’s who she is! That girl lives. She’s willing to put herself in such peril to get the perfect video and help so many people with their booty building journey. She was so calm when that bus nearly ran her over. She wouldn’t just freak out like she did today. Running in here, screaming and slamming the door. When they barged in, they said they weren’t stealing her soul, but the way they strapped her down on that gurney . . . it made her seem right. Even though she was like raving. Raving! She seemed right. There was fear in her eyes. I saw it. Fear. 

And where is she? Still not back here.

For your own good, that’s what they kept saying when they dragged her away. But how could it be? This is @lululunges we’re talking about! The best booty on Instagram. And she was so kind to share her secrets. She didn’t need to be fixed! She was just here to better herself. To reach her wellness potential. And now? It’s like they broke her. She’s a shell. Sure, maybe it’s a side effect, but I’m a bit worried, guys. What if it happens to me next. 

I know what you’re going to say: Leave. But I can’t leave. I signed a contract saying I’d stay the whole weekend. If I break it, I pay for my entire stay. And this treatment is not cheap. Plus, if other brands find out I broke a contract, no one will want to work with me no matter how inspiring my journey to reverse my lactose intolerance with an alkaline diet is. 

So, I’ve got to stay strong, maintain my identity. There are at least 497 wellness warriors on Insta and Lunabin chose me to spread the word about their elevated wellness facility. I can get through this. I’ve overcome a lot. This will be one more. 

INSTAGRAM FEED POST

@wellnesswarrior497

3:46 pm, June 26, 2021

You know how like so many people in wellness talk about the electricity of the body? How it courses through your veins and how you’ve got to harness it? Confession time: I never understood what they were talking about.

Until now.

I literally got volts of electricity coursing through my brain to my body.

And OMG I feel amazing. Sure, the big-ass Beats by Dre they put on my ears were uncomfortable and the whole bite guard thing freaked me out a bit. But man, what a sensation! When a facility like this opens up near you, I highly recommend the electricity treatment. #ect

INSTAGRAM REEL

@wellnesswarrior497

5:57 pm, June 26, 2021

5 THINGS QUACKS SAY TO LET YOU KNOW THEY’RE QUACKS

1. Your symptoms are psychosomatic

2. Your body can’t be alkaline or acidic

3. Celery juice doesn’t cure autoimmune disease

4. You can’t get an accurate lupus diagnosis from an internet quiz

5. Your adrenal glands don’t get fatigued

INSTAGRAM LIVE POST

@wellnesswarrior497

7:23 pm, June 26, 2021

This is not right, guys, this is so not right. You know me. You know my struggle. The struggle—my struggle—is real. That life coach or whatever she was, calling herself a doctor, ugh. She had no right to tell me I’m not suffering from Epstein-Barr. How does she know? Saying I don’t have autoimmune diseases? How else would I have overcome all those symptoms with the alkaline diet, celery juice cleanses, and anal sunning?

That woman cannot be part of the wellness experience. Wellness doesn’t have quacks. A cold plunge is one thing. But I do not feel refreshed from her chilly demeanor. 

It was like she was trying to take apart my whole identity. Saying I don’t have one! That everything I’ve told you is—what did she say?—a manifestation of my lack of self-awareness coupled with a pathological desperation for attention.

The one thing she gave me is that my physical symptoms are real to me. No shit! But she said they’re a symptom of my mental state, not histamine intolerance.

And, you know me, I believe in the power of positivity. Manifesting intentions. High-vibrational energy. So, I’m gonna focus on the good. That meeting with the quack helped me put all the pieces together. The zombies in the common room. Kinsey turning into a shell of herself. Shane staring at a wall instead of telling me about his Eugenix sponsorship. Drool seeping from the corners of Karmic Kitten’s mouth. It’s the way I feel now! Dead inside. It’s happening to me!

I can feel it. As you know, I am so, so aware of my body and what it’s trying to tell me. I know it. I’m turning into one of them! Like some automaton. My personality, my life stripped away by their treatments.

And it’s—OMG, Kinsey. You’re back! What happened to your hair? You’re going to lose your endorsements? That bandage. What happened to your forehead?

Yes, it does matter! You can’t promote Luscious Locks vitamin gummies with part of your head shaved? 

Don’t say that! You’re not you. No, you’re not. You’re a vibrant, bootylicious fitness Instagram star! Yes you are! And so am I. Not the bootylicious part. It is real! My twelve- thousand followers are real. They’re watching now! Well, fourteen of them are. You sound like that awful life coach woman. 

No, she can’t be a psychiatrist! She’s a quack.

It’s not for your own good! And it won’t happen to me! It’s not too late! I didn’t drink all that celery juice for this!

No! No! You people get your white coats out of here! You will not strap me to that gurney. You will not make me into a zombie like her!

What? I will not calm down. Not with you people trying to steal my soul. No! Not the gurney! Get that out of here. Stop! Take your hands off me! Put me down! They won’t let you get away with this. My followers are watching! They won’t let you!

INSTAGRAM FEED POST

@wellnesswarrior497

6:34 am, June 27, 2021

Hello. Don’t mind the bandage on my forehead. I’m feeling much better now. This will be my last selfie. I just wanted to show you my new haircut. Goodbye.


KAREN

IT WAS HARD to believe that just last week, payments on the BMW X6 were the cause of most of my worries. Now, the car was the solution to all my problems. Aside from the moonroof, heated seats, and the wireless connectivity that an interim project director like me needs to multitask, the little SUV was strong enough that I could drive into 300-plus pounds of blubbery flesh without cracking the grille. 

It’s black. Basic bitch, I know, but so am I. The thing is the dark color makes it a lot harder to see any blood. Not that there was any visible carnage after I ran over my boss Monday night. If there were, Blake the agency president wouldn’t have given me Kyle’s job as a chance to prove myself while they search for his permanent replacement.

If the X6 could take out a man like Kyle who wore the same belt size as Saturn, it wouldn’t have any trouble with the jiggling mass of lumpy flesh that was waddling down the lane of the gym parking garage this morning. The little SUV sat higher than her low center of gravity, leaving the perfect angle to crack her skull on the ground without throwing her massive carcass through my windshield.

I stomped on the gas, and the woman who cut my time short on the treadmill hit the grille with a satisfying thud. Her multiple chins bounced off the hood, rippling as her head flung back with such force that her neck snapped before she landed in a heap on the concrete.

The engine was barely more than a purr, letting me hear the bones crunch under the tires, the fatty tissue squishing, the flesh tearing, and the organs exploding and spewing bile from brand new openings in her bloated body. The mass of semi-flattened blubber on the concrete parking garage floor would have destroyed the Mini Coop I traded last weekend. Six-hundred dollars a month was a small price to pay. I finally had the promotion I’d deserved long ago, and now I had ensured a treadmill every morning exactly when I wanted it.

Maybe last week I would have waited for the woman to finish weakening the machine while somehow shedding zero pounds in the past few months, then hopped back on to complete my distance goal for the day. But that was before I took over running the daily status meeting, Creative Update Nine to Ten. A full half hour went into preparing the C.U.N.T.. Because of that churro chomper, I had to cut my run seven-tenths of a mile short of my distance goal. Never again. Running a little farther and consuming a few less calories a day is how I’ve kept the weight off, as I tell my follower on Instagram. The first fat-ass I ever killed was me. I starved her to death. That bitch was in my way.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop to admire my handiwork. I was in a gym parking garage after all, and 7:30 a.m. is a busy time to leave. Even though no one was walking down the aisle, it wasn’t worth the risk of taking a look. But I bet she resembled a gingerbread man that exploded after rising too much. Whatever. The treadmill hog was now just another corpulent corpse, and she was out of my way.

I left the garage and drove down the road about a mile to Starbucks. The coffeeshop in the gym complex is locally owned, but they just don’t have the same accountability for their staff. A barista gives you foam on your latte, management does nothing. Same with the supposedly “boutique” gym I belong to. The whole plaza—hell, the whole neighborhood—could benefit from a corporate takeover. It was coming, thank god. The BMW dealership where I bought my car had once been a concert venue. Head shops were converted into ink cartridge stores, bringing in a more productive class of people. The East End of Pittsburgh was slimming down, becoming leaner and more agile like our agency, and hopefully the residents would follow. Everyone knows cankles lower property values.

I pulled the X6 into the parking space and got out of my car, spitting my gum behind the Tahoe in the next spot. The hood was fine, not a scratch on her. No hair either like that urban legend says. If I avoided cameras, maybe I could run down an entire Golden Corral loyalty club.

A car honked. Did it really need to be so loud? Jesus, she should have it moo; would be more fitting.

“Hey! Could you please get your car into one spot? The lot’s full,” the cow said, her window down to reveal jiggling jowls. She probably had one hundred thousand Instagram followers, all telling her how amazing she was for never saying no to a cookie. What about me? No thanks, no likes, no fire emojis for telling those Girl Scouts they were perpetuating a culture of fatness and suggesting to their organization they introduce calorie-free options.

Obviously the car could handle another cow tipping this morning, but the C.U.N.T. is better with caffeine. So I pretended not to see her or hear the incessant honking as I walked into Starbucks.

They should reward loyalty at Starbucks. Buying a venti latte every day should let you jump the line, but instead, you have to wait with all the average customers—plus, they allow any slob off the street to use the bathroom. When it was finally my turn, I told the barista, who had apparently never heard of concealer, that I wanted a venti quad half-oat/half-almond milk latte with six pumps of sugar-free vanilla syrup and absolutely no foam under any circumstances. I watched my cup make its way down the assembly line. Oat milk, almond milk—good. One, two, three, four, five pumps syrup. Um, no. She slid it across the counter, and I intercepted it before she could call my name.

“Excuse me, miss,” I said. “I deliberately requested six pumps. I saw you pump only five times.”

“Oh. Sorry. I’ll get you another pump.” She took my latte back to the syrup station.

Before handling it, I slid it through a sleeve. Still no response from Starbucks corporate to my many emails about the temperature of the drinks. I took a sip. Yuck.

“Excuse me, miss. This is not half-oat/half-almond milk.”

“I put both milks in.”

“Oh, I know. But the ratio is all wrong. I taste way too much almond milk and, believe me, that is not a good taste.”

“Fine. I’ll make you a new one.” 

She didn’t dare try to estimate the measurements this time with my eyeballs on her. She brought back my new cup. I wrapped it in a new sleeve and took a sip.

“That’ll do.”

“You’re welcome,” she said.

“Excuse me . . . ”

“I thought it was fine.”

“It’s just that you spelled my name wrong.”

“I can’t make you another latte just for that.”

“Oh, I know. It’s for next time, so I don’t have to speak to your manager. My name is K-A-R-E-N.”

***

I parked in the lot outside of the single-story agency office. We should upgrade soon. A high-rise downtown. That’d be more fitting for the image we need to project for an advertising agency on the up and up. It would be a great excuse to upgrade our staff to the type of people you expect to see downtown, not in this low-rent suburb. Kyle left me with a team of fluffy misfits who were consistently incapable of doing more than eight hours of work in an eight-hour day.

I tossed the Starbucks cup at one of the pigeons at the edge of the lot. It was right there, in the street that wound through this ancient office park, where Kyle finally got out of my way. He’d led the team to missed deadlines and angry clients for years, only keeping his position because he’d been with the company since the beginning. Unlike Starbucks, they rewarded loyalty at Young Isaac Norton Zimmerman, Y.I.N.Z. And as long as he was alive, he’d be project director, and I’d be under him.

Running him over wasn’t the plan. I was just returning to the office to pick up my laptop so I could W.F.H. the next day. But then Kyle, with his big gut hanging over his jeans, stepped into the road. He was walking home after a late night, so committed to pulling the long hours necessary for an agency director that he sacrificed just about everything else—not that it did any good. All his meals were delivered to the office, he obviously skipped the whole getting ready for work process in the morning, and his only exercise was his ten-block walk to and from the office. And we still missed every deadline. 

He was just another fat ass standing in my way.

Getting my own fat ass out of my way should have been enough. One hundred pounds gone in six months. Blake never noticed my dedication to finishing what I started, to setting goals and meeting them. I was the exact opposite of the over-promising-and-under-delivering issue he consistently berated our young account managers about. I promised and I delivered. And what happened? Nothing. Fat Kyle stayed in charge and the same mistakes happened again and again. Guy couldn’t say no to a potato chip; how was he going to make tough decisions for the future of the agency?

So, when he stepped into the street three nights ago, I stomped on the gas. His beady little eyes went wide behind his glasses and his T-Rex arms reached as high as they could in fear. The grille smashed right into the hoodie pocket that he seemed to think obscured the General Tso’s chicken and sweetened iced tea gut. The thump was satisfying, like one of those TikTok videos of someone slicing into bread. His bulbous head hit the ground, making a sound like an egg cracking. It reminded me of Easter egg drop contests in elementary school when no amount of padding could protect the delicate, raw egg as it plummeted off the roof.

His fat face crunched under one tire while the other flattened his calves that had grown enormous to support his weight. I drove off, monitoring the tire pressure on that handy digital gauge on the dashboard. There was no change. His layers of insulation must have kept any sharp edges of shattered bones from piercing the tires. They never quite cleaned him all up. Apparently, the impact sent parts of him flying from the street to the lot. Last week, Christine the intern came in with a tooth stuck in her shoe.

In the light of the next day, the X6 was as pristine as it was Saturday afternoon when I’d driven it home from the dealership after I hit the big hundred-pound milestone. No one else celebrated. No raise, no promotion, not even any new followers on the ’Gram. So I bought myself a present, just like I bought the condo when I hit the fifty-pound mark. I deserved it.

After the cops left Tuesday morning, Blake Zimmerman, one of the agency partners, had called me into his office.

“Kyle’s death was tragic and we’ll be grieving forever, but this is an agency. If we sit shiva for Kyle, we lose. You know the processes, the team, the clients. Congratulations, Karen. You’re interim project director,” Blake had said, reaching over his desk and shaking my hand. “Our headhunters start the search for the permanent replacement today, but you’re in the running. And you’ve got a lead. Don’t drop the ball.”

The raise, even for the interim position, would be enough to pay for the car and the condo and keep my bank account in the black. The credit card debt from all the new size-zero clothes I had to buy could wait. Maybe Ann Taylor would finally understand that they were ripping me off anyway, building the fabric costs for the A-frame dresses into the costs for the A-line ones that I bought. Hopefully, someday, corporate would acknowledge my many messages and Instagram ad comments and I’d receive a well-deserved refund. Since I’d become accustomed to not getting what I deserved, I wasn’t going to hold my breath. To keep the collections’ agents at bay, I had to get my team to finally start meeting their deadlines.

Some members of the team weren’t in the office when I arrived. Typical. Artsy people claim they’re night owls, that they can’t be productive in the morning. Based on the login data of our inter-office messaging app I’ve been collecting since I took over, they’re not too productive at night either. I ran three miles on the treadmill and over 300 pounds in my car before 8 a.m. You can’t get here on time? All you need is four shots of espresso anyway. Breakfast was an invention of Big Cereal. And don’t get me started on lunch. Invention of the labor unions to get paid for taking a break.

At 9 a.m. sharp, I started the C.U.N.T. By then, the designers, writers, and developers had gathered in the conference room. Including me, it was just eight people, but it felt crowded. That was mostly the developers’ fault. Funyuns and pizza will make you a puffy group. Even when I was fat, I wasn’t puffy. Doctors could hang photos of the developers in their offices and forego pre-diabetes screenings. If you look like this, you’re in trouble. I was saddled with three pear-shaped men who swapped their testosterone for glucose. No wonder clients were always finding bugs.

I read off all the projects from the Project Management System, P.M.S., along with the latest comments. As usual, the status according to the team in the conference room differed from their last posted updates. They said they hated being in this room for a full hour every morning, but how was I supposed to cut it short when they saved all their updates for the C.U.N.T? If their posts in the P.M.S. were up to date, we wouldn’t have to run through it verbally here. They say constantly updating about their progress impedes their progress. I say, how long do you want to be in this C.U.N.T.? As they relayed the status, I wrote the name of the developer, writer, or designer who was holding up completion on the whiteboard. It helped them be more accountable to see how much their slacking-off affected others. When I pitched this idea to Kyle, he shot it down. He didn’t like the idea of “public shaming” as he called it. If public shaming didn’t work, why have my one-star reviews gotten so many waitresses fired? And in the two days since introducing the system, it appeared to be working.

If Charlotte didn’t do the layout, Jess couldn’t write the copy, and Juan couldn’t develop the site. It all rested on Charlotte. It always did. You tell me excess weight doesn’t slow you down? Blake told me I couldn’t say that to her; that I could quote Lean Six Sigma all I wanted, but it didn’t mean my team had to slim down. He also told me to keep everyone on deadline. Well which is it, Blake?

“Charlotte, today you have due the design for the Pro-Well print ad, which you estimated at four hours; the layouts for the secondary pages of the Champion Capital site, which you estimated at ten hours; and the retargeting ads for Chatter at three hours. You have seventeen hours of work to complete by the time the account managers must deliver these files, which is in eight hours. How are you going to accomplish this?”

“I’ll get the Pro-Well ad done since that’s got a third-party deadline. Then I’ll bust out the Chatter and spend the rest of the day getting as far as I can on Champion,” Charlotte said.

“But you won’t finish Champion.”

“Not unless you can bend time.” She’s a real smart-ass for someone with an ass that big. Her 12K Instagram followers always comment how witty her self-love posts are. They’re not.

“So, it will be late.”

“Yes.”

“OK.” I wished I recorded these meetings, but a roomful of witnesses is enough. An email to Blake that Charlotte admitted she’d be late on the Champion project would let the boss correctly assess on whose ass the blame lay.

You’re just so much more productive when you replace food with caffeine. All those calories are weighing you down. If I put that in the caption of a selfie holding my latte and my laptop, I should get a hundred new followers for sure. People love useful tips with photos that bring it to life.

Back at my desk, I turned on the Pandora Cardi B station. It was kind of a tinny sound coming out of my computer speakers, nothing like the crystal clarity of W.A.P. blaring out the windows of the X6. Jess sighed and made a big scene out of putting in her ear buds. She has tattoos. She only likes that awful tattoo music. Some of those freak bars she hangs in actually ask her to DJ sometimes. I had to turn off her playlist at the agency summer party. A favorable song about “Fat Bottomed Girls.” Down seventy-three pounds at the time, it was triggering to hear that man she said was called Freddy singing about fatness like it was anything but a disgusting state of being that was dragging us all down. It made me uncomfortable, and I should never have to know another uncomfortable moment. I’d had enough of them when I was one of those fat-bottomed girls. When you’re fat AF, every moment is uncomfortable. And this Freddy Jupiter fraud was normalizing it! In 2021! When he should have known better. Ugh, just the thought of that song was putting me in a bad place. Not to mention that man could use some auto-tune.

“Hey, Jess,” I said from my desk six feet away from hers. The bland office was an open floor plan because we crammed in too many people to have cubicles. We were growing so fast that Blake said we didn’t have time to move. Some said it was crowded, but it offered advantages for me. I could observe everything. When I took over for Kyle, I rearranged the room, gave myself a central location, a 360-view. When they slacked off, Blake got a message.

Jess pretended not to hear me while she typed furiously on her laptop.

“Jess.”

“What?” she said but didn’t take out her earbuds or look at me.

“Where are you on the Champion copy?”

“Same place I was fifteen minutes ago,” she said.

“We need it by E.O.D.”

“I’m aware. It’s in the P.M.S. and on the board and now you’re telling me. I have multi-dimensional deadline awareness.” She looked straight ahead at her computer. So moody, that one. Probably listening to more Queen. That’ll put anyone in a bad mood.

Commercials played on the Cardi B station. Trying to get me to pay for music. That’s something Jess would do. It didn’t work on me. I was always looking for more products to buy.

I pinged Charlotte for status updates in the P.M.S. She didn’t answer.

I opened Instagram and scrolled. No new followers. No likes. No comments. Not even on my post about how starving yourself is the only way to kickstart your metabolism. Or my video about how cutting protein is key to getting over a weight-loss plateau. That one deserved all the Yaasses for sure. I scrolled through the accounts with the inspirational quotes that I would copy later, and there was Charlotte’s big, fat face. @designdiva was holding a bagel and smiling.

“Fueling up for a long day at work. Got a lot of tough deadlines to meet, but it’s important that I face the day with the right attitude. #selflove always!” Posted only forty-five minutes ago and already 312 likes. Forty-five minutes ago, 9:25 a.m., when she was supposed to be paying attention in the C.U.N.T., my C.U.N.T.

I took a screenshot of the post and circled both the time posted and the time shown at the top border of my phone. When Charlotte inevitably blew the deadline, Blake would be getting that screenshot.

“Charlotte,” I shouted across the room.

“I haven’t answered my messages because I’m trying to cram seventeen hours into eight,” she said.

“What’s your status?”

“A half hour less than at the meeting.”

My computer dinged, interrupting the Biebs.

The message was from Blake: “New client coming in at 3 p.m. Need you in the conference room then.”

“I’ll be there with a smile on my face,” I replied, adding a smiley emoji.

I leaned my phone against my open laptop and set it to selfie mode in Instagram. Which filter today? Ooh—one that draws attention to my hair. I just freshened up my bob with new blonde highlights when I hit the 100-pound milestone. Pursing my lips, I snapped the photo. Perfect. I typed my caption.

“I don’t know who needs to hear this, but if food restriction wasn’t the best way to increase productivity, the Nazis wouldn’t have used it in the work camps. #healthytips #weightlossjourney” 

I closed the app and waited for the new followers to flood in.

***

Two hours passed with several unanswered pings to the team and one message from Instagram about how my latest post violated community guidelines.

Charlotte stood up from her desk.

“Charlotte, are you heading out?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “I didn’t bring lunch today, so I’ve gotta pick something up. Bad day for it, huh? But, working late last night, I didn’t get to meal prep.”

Meal prep. The biggest scam in the weight loss industry. The real key was no meals.

“I’ll grab you something,” I said. “I’m running errands anyway.”

“Really? Oh, that would be amazing.”

She sat her big ass back down on the chair. It squeaked in pain.

“No probs.”

***

If it wasn’t for the old lady in the Target toilet paper aisle, I wouldn’t have had to complain to the manager.

I was filling my cart with toilet paper. Word was there was still a bit of a shortage. I originally stocked up with 168 rolls at home but started getting nervous when I neared 150. Seventy-two more rolls were in the cart.

“Excuse me.” 

I turned to see the old lady behind me, one of those Quasimodo types.

“Can you tell me where to find the milk of magnesia?”

“Do I look like I work here?”

“You have a red shirt on.”

“Do I have acne? A muffin top? A mustache?”

“No,” she said. Oh, suddenly she was meek, after so casually hurling insults.

“I don’t know where it is, but if you’re looking to take a dump, try the cafe.”

I left her in the toilet paper aisle. Going to that part of the store must have been wishful thinking on the constipated old bat’s part.

If it weren’t for the assistant manager’s failure to understand how an “old lady’s innocent mistake” related to his ability to staff the store, I would not have been so absent-minded that I forgot Charlotte’s lunch. But, since I’m soooo committed to my team, I risked breaking my allotted hour lunch break to run back into the store and purchase her meal. The only real luck I had on that excursion was the spot next to the X6 being empty, so I could leave my cart in it.

The shortcut back to the office avoided the highways, but the narrow residential roads came with their own risks. Like the school bus in front of me, stopping every block to roll another kindergarten dough ball out their front doors. When it stopped for the third time in about a mile, there was only one woman on the corner. I mean, the lone woman’s T-shirt could have fit three of me, but technically she was only one human.

They say you are what you eat. She must have eaten a lot of ice cream cones. Standing with her feet together, her body widened up the lumpy legs of her sweatpants to the opening of the cone at her waist. Her pants squeezed the first gut-scoop over the waistband, on the sides, front and even the back. The second scoop of monstrous breasts sagged like melting dairy over the first, and her neck-less head was the maraschino cherry on top. She waved and grinned, pinning her head back, her neck flab jiggling. Three normal-sized children walked off the bus. Must be a nanny. Like the most disturbing part of that Queen song. The fat nanny that made a bad boy out of him. Ew!

The bus reeled in its sign and the lights stopped blinking. It pulled away, leaving the ice cream cone and her three wards. The kids ran across the street. She waddled behind them, waving at me to thank me for letting them cross.

I smiled and slammed down the gas pedal. Her legs cracked against the grille. Did it actually sound like biting into an ice cream cone or was her shape influencing my imagination? The double scoop top of her body hit the pavement. The X6 bounced over her. By the way the tire sank, it must have been the midsection, the round and drooping bottom scoop. The kids screamed, tears running down their little faces. In my rear view, I could see the gulch in her belly, blood soaking the tarp she wore as a shirt like she was becoming a strawberry sundae. That must have been quite a sight for the kids. Enough to scare them out of eating ice cream cones for sure. That may save them in the future from heart disease, diabetes, kidney failure, cancer, Alzheimer’s, and a BMW X6.

***

“Here you go.” I set the Diet Coke bottle on Charlotte’s desk.

“I thought you were picking up lunch,” she said.

“This is lunch. I’m having the same thing. See.” I raised my half-drunk bottle. It wasn’t like I was subjecting Charlotte to some experimental regime. This had been my lunch every day for six months! And look at me now. Visible collarbone. Thigh gap that would make an Olson Twin jealous. 32AA. If Blake wouldn’t let me run my weight loss challenge, I would have to slim my team down on the sly.

Charlotte looked disappointed she wouldn’t be expanding today. I flashed her my best Instagram smile. She would have thanked me if she knew how badly I wanted to run her down with my car. I wanted to hear her bones shatter under the tires, the sharp, splintered ends piercing through her bulbous flesh. Drink your Diet Coke, Charlotte. It’s for your own good. Being fat will kill you. Sooner than you think.

I scooped up my laptop and headed to the conference room. Lucky for me, Megan—my direct report—had forgotten to erase the morning meeting notes, again. At least it would let Blake get a clear look at who was holding up the projects. Maybe he’d finally give the OK to start interviewing designers, and as soon as I found one without the tonnage, Charlotte would be facedown on the pavement, just another statistic in the casualties of the obesity epidemic. I sat down at the table, popped my laptop open, two minutes early.

Blake entered the room. Hip guy, always well-dressed. If he’d just shave the mustache . . . we must lose clients because they think he’s a child molester. Behind him . . . ugh, that must have been the client.

Did we have no standards anymore? We were supposed to be going for an image; young, slick, agile. Definitely not this slob that took a seat across from me and placed a black gift box on the table. His gut tested the buttons on his short-sleeved, button-down shirt. He just needed a name tag and he could rent me a pair of bowling shoes. The shirt stretched so tight, I could see his cleavage. His receding hair hung back in a greasy ponytail. Ew, please don’t make me take him out to lunch.

Sweat stains under his arms. Fur over his arms. I could fit a knitting needle in his pores. My god, he’d be a lovely, temporary hood ornament on my BMW. And how did he button that collar without asphyxiating? He had a distinct chin, which made his neck flab’s forward puff all the more pronounced.

“Karen, this is Sonny Hooper from Bug Wireless,” Blake said.

Against my will, I reached over the table to shake his soft, fleshy hand. Mine came away wet. Fat people. You can get a staph infection just from meeting them. Far more likely than from sitting on the ab machine at the gym after I left without wiping it down.

My purse was under the table. While Hooper blabbed, I reached into it and squeezed the sanitizer into my hands.

“What do you think is the apex of wireless communication devices?” Hooper asked, his lunch still in his teeth. That man ate spinach?

“Um . . . 5G?”

“5G lets you upload stupid dancing videos to TikTok faster. Useful, sure. Disruptive, no. I’m talking about a device that changes the way we communicate. Like the iPhone did back in the aughts.”

“AI?” I asked.

“No need for that,” Hooper said.

“This is amazing,” Blake said. He’s giddy. Tech nerd. “You have no idea how excited I am.”

“I give up.”

Hooper removed the lid from the shiny, cardboard box. Blake grinned like he just ran Hooper over with his car.

Some sort of black, plastic object sat in the crevice of protective foam. Hooper pried it out and placed it on the table.

I jumped out of my seat. It wasn’t a device. It was alive! I backed away from the table as the black thing crawled on its uncountable legs toward my laptop.

“Oh my god, it’s a bug!”

“That is the company name,” Blake said, laughing.

It must have had a million spindly legs. And they were all moving the horrible thing closer to me. Hooper scooped it up and put it back in the box, replaced the lid. I stayed away.

“It’s not an insect,” Hooper said. “It’s an earpiece. You wear it; you can communicate with other wearers by thought.”

“You’re messing with me,” I said.

“He’s not,” Blake said.

“You put it in your ear, you speak just by thinking. This technology will change the world.”

“And they came to us.” Blake’s smile under that mustache is enough to keep him at least five hundred yards from a playground. “To evaluate our potential to deliver the message to the world. I’m about to jump out of my skin here!”

“What do you need from me?” I asked, sitting back down. “You need the word out fast? I’ve got the fastest team in town.”

“You’re going to be the first non-Bug employee to try the device,” Hooper said. “We need more real-world perspectives, beta users, if you’re familiar with the concept. Try it for a day, so you can explain it to your team. Experience with a one-of-a-kind product like this, is much more effective than a creative brief.”

“Karen, we pull off this spec work, we get the launch,” Blake said. “I don’t have to tell you what that would mean for the agency. Or the project director position.”

“Me?” There was no one more qualified in this place to assume such an important role in the future of the agency, but still . . . I’m not an account manager; I rarely got first contact with new clients. As someone who manages and coordinates, I never got credit for my role in creative projects. I had to run over my boss to get a well-deserved promotion.Was it finally my time? Would Y.I.N.Z. give me the recognition that was long overdue?

“Hoop asked for you specifically.”

I looked back at his ruddy, lumpy face. Ugh.

“I’m familiar with your work,” he said. “Philips, an associate of mine, talked you up quite a bit. There is no one more suited to using this device.”

Phillips? No doubt another disgusting Carl’s Jr. customer of a client I’d blocked out of my mind the minute after the job was done.

“So, I just put it in my ear?” As I reached for the box, Hoop’s hairy hand slid it away.

“Yes. But not until tomorrow morning. I’ll be the other user who you’ll think too, and I’m done for the day after this. Taking the wife to a matinee.” Hoop smiled, the green strings hanging between his grimy, corn-kerneled teeth. He pushed the box across the table to me. “Tomorrow morning, place the Bug on your ear. It will lock in place with its legs. I’ll be communicating with you throughout the day and you with me.”

“So, I’m the first person outside Bug to try it?” Recognition. Finally. Fat Karen wouldn’t have been considered. Good thing she was as dead as Kyle.

“Yes,” he said. “We’ll just need you to sign this N.D.A.” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a folded packet of papers. Six pages of legalese. Whatever. I skipped to the last page and signed, careful not to touch the wet, sweaty spots that blurred the ink.

“So, how does it work, Mr. Hooper?” I asked.

“Call me Hoop. Just think, ‘Hoop,’ and I’ll be in your head.”

***

The X6 wasn’t so powerful it could ram through all the cars that prevented me from traveling home at my desired speed, but it sure could handle the super-sizer in the crosswalk. I was only a few miles from home on my shortcut through the still-standing parts of the ’hood that Champion Capital hadn’t yet razed to expand my condo development. The two worlds of the East End are my before and after pictures. Six months ago, I was like a burnt-out squatter pad with boarded up windows. Fat rolling over my desk chair armrests, necklaces strangling me, foot flab bursting out of my Birkenstocks. Having to slide the seat all the way back to fit behind the wheel of the Mini Cooper. Running out of breath walking from the car to the office door. Everyone assuming I was always the one who farted.

Well, look at me now! Like my new construction, standalone condo home. One bedroom with an attached garage and open floor plan. And just like me, the neighborhood shows no evidence of the transition, of those tough months of buying a new, smaller pair of jeans every week. Size ten, eight, six—so tempting to call my progress good enough. But I didn’t. I had a goal. The East End does, too. It wasn’t happy with the tattoo shops and art galleries that brought people with at least some expendable income to the squalor. Those freak shows were all gone now, replaced by banks, Starbucks, Chipotle, Target, civilization. Soon, the neighborhood will purge all memory of its ghetto past like the old photos on my Instagram account.

There was no traffic, even at rush hour, because few people lived in the hovels anymore. Except, apparently, this one, who just had to waddle out with his walker as I was approaching the stop sign.

I stomped on the gas. The walker flew into the stoop of one of the boarded-up slums and the flabby body collapsed with a thud. The X6 maneuvered over it with more ease than it did the potholes on this road. This one made a good squish sound as the tires rolled over the blubber. How would a skinny corpse feel beneath my tires? Would the bones pierce through the meager flesh and slash my tires? Maybe I’d find out, but the sad truth was thin people weren’t as often in my way. A, they moved faster. And B, they took up less space, so the odds were just lower that they’d be blocking where I needed to go. And they weren’t responsible for making me spend more than I earn. All those new clothes. You’re telling me Ann Taylor doesn’t factor the costs of the extra yards of fabric for the XXL into size zero? It does not cost the same in raw materials for pants that use twice the denim, and yet the costs earning interest on my credit card bills are the same. The fat asses, all of them, are preventing me from getting out of debt. I could run down a skinny woman texting in the road if she was blocking my way to work, but it wouldn’t do a thing about my health insurance premiums that I know damn well are inflated to take care of the inflated people and their glucose monitors.

Ugh, just thinking about them and their diabetic feet so swollen they couldn’t fit in shoes were the worst. So slow. They had no chance of getting out of the way of the X6 with its horsepower and cylinders and turbo-whatevers. And they shouldn’t have been in the way in the first place. When their feet are eventually amputated, would those people still count as pedestrians even without peds?

I cranked the Yung Baby Tate back up and sang along. “I am healthy, I am wealthy, I am rich, I am that bitch.” I rolled down the windows so my neighbors could hear some real music for a change. “When I count up them hundreds, they blue. Bitch, I’m the shit on the internet too, ho.” Ugh, now I was home too soon, rolling into my garage before the song was over. I sang while carrying one of the twenty-four-roll packs into the house. “I am gonna go get that bag and I am not gonna take your shit.”

Entering through the garage took me into the kitchen. I placed the toilet paper on the granite counter for a momentary break. It was so heavy! How did those middle-aged lard buckets carry the extra weight around and do nothing about it for so long? I’d had enough at thirty-one. After giving my arms a break, I carried the toilet paper the rest of the way through the galley-style kitchen down the hall to the closet. It was getting tight in there.

“Rosé!”

My French bulldog was in the living room crate where I left her this morning. She was the perfect dog who looked great in photos, but with my OCD I just couldn’t bear the thought of her leaving little turds on my brand-new hardwood floors. She was happy to run out of the crate and out the front door for our walk.

Rosé and I strutted around the block of matching, modest, modern homes and their manicured lawns that the condo association mows. She was such a good little doggie, she didn’t need a leash. And she knew not to shit until we were a couple blocks from our door. That way, it could stay there on the sidewalk and I wouldn’t step in it. You just can’t get dog crap out of Uggs.

“Here, little angel.” I knelt down and Rosé walked right into my arms after doing her business. I set my phone to selfie mode, made a kissy face, and snapped a photo. One from the left, one from the right. The question wasn’t which was my good side; it was which was my better side?

“Hey!”

A woman was running down the walkway from her house to me, her thighs rubbing together in her tight jeans. How did they market “skinny” jeans to size infinity?

“Hey! Are you gonna clean up after your dog? This is the third time you’ve left turds on the sidewalk this week!”

My phone was already out, the camera already activated, so it was a quick switch to video mode. I hit “record.”

“Oh my god, why are you threatening me?”

“I’m not threatening you. I’m asking you to be a responsible pet owner and act like you’re part of this neighborhood,” she said, her shaking cheeks filling the frame. She had one of those faces that looked like a mask because the fat pinched under her cheekbones.

“Help! I’m being attacked!”

“You’re not being attacked. You’re leaving biological waste on the sidewalk. It’s dangerous, not to mention gross.”

Duh. That’s why I didn’t pick it up. I didn’t own a HAZMAT suit. What did she want from me?

And talk about gross! She was getting too close, so I kept the camera on her. There were horror stories of thin people accidentally crushed to death beneath rolls of adipose tissue at buffets. A Jack-in-the-Box fart can knock you unconscious. This woman’s aggression was getting scarier, the possibility of catching whatever fat person infection was in her saliva increased the closer she intruded into my space. The CDC should have forced them to keep wearing masks after the rest of us could finally throw those things away, to protect us from their spit and their jowls and their chocolate-smeared teeth. No one should have to see that. I didn’t have my car, just a French bulldog and my phone. It was like I was literally naked.

“You’re harassing me! Help! Help! This woman is physically intimidating me!”

“Jesus, get it together,” she said. “And pick up after your dog.”

She stormed away, her ass wide and flat in the tight jeans. She disappeared behind her door, I snapped a photo of the house number.

Wait until the condo association management hears about this.

***

Rosé was back in her crate and a glass of rosé was in my hand. I alternated sips with nibbles of white bread. It was fortified, like my wine. I had all my vitamins covered. Dinner at my desk in the living room while The Masked Dancer played in the background. It was a shame I couldn’t see the dancing, but I had multitasking to do.

At 6:48 p.m., my entire team had logged off the chat. They were done for the night. I took a screenshot. When Pro-Well fired us, all those grayed out names would be to blame. I stayed logged in while I moved onto the evening’s priority project. 

It wasn’t hard to track down a name by a house number on the condo association website. Hilary Spencer. No other name on the home register. It was a little more difficult tracking down her social media. There were a lot of Hilary Spencers. Luckily, I had her on video and could match the enormous, menacing face to the Facebook profile pic. She looked thinner online, but the bland, brown curls and padded cheekbones were a definite match.

She liked to cook—shocker—and watch true crime shows and tell her friends all about both hobbies. A week ago, she and her team had won trivia night at Stout Brewing Company. Heh. They’d won two weeks ago as well and taken third the week before that.

I knew where Hilary Spencer would be tonight. And it was in walking distance. For her. I’d be in my X6.

***

I parked across the street from the brewery. Like anyone follows handicapped parking rules. I cut the lights and the engine and waited. This was fun. Kyle and the three pedestrian pachyderms today were spur-of-the-moment societal liposuctions. Was I up for this challenge? Could I really be both planner and executor of such an ambitious project? Yes, I could. Those doubts were just the imposter syndrome talking. I couldn’t let self-doubt dominate my thoughts. That was the same type of negative self-talk that made the first ten pounds so difficult. What got me through then? Aside from eliminating all non-caffeinated liquids, it was the fantasies, all the things I would finally gain when the weight was lost. The project director title, the upgrade from my crappy studio apartment, the prince to show off on the ’Gram. He hadn’t arrived yet, but it was only a matter of time before the perfect man swiped right on that bikini shot that showed off my ribcage.

To escape my anxiety, I started fantasizing. Running down Hilary would be beautiful, the sounds like ASMR. That soothing thump of a heavy torso flopping onto the hood for the briefest moment before dropping back, the head cracking on the asphalt. Maybe some brains would leak out.

It was a shame I was in too much of a hurry earlier today to inspect the carnage. Maybe tonight was the night. The darkness provided a cover and who was out at 10 p.m. on a Thursday? No one in our condo complex. Not even when I drove the three-fourths of a mile to get here half an hour ago. We’d be alone. And as long as I kept the car slow, we’d have quiet.

Though the brewery was close to home, it was in that other East End. Champion Capital would soon be converting these old warehouses into lofts. Maybe a Hollister would move in, or a North Face, and a 24-Hour Fitness. But, for now, the area was dark, and didn’t have a lot of foot traffic. Stout Brewing Company was the only attraction at this time of night.

Hopefully Hillary was trying to walk off the beer calories. If she’d driven, this whole excursion would have been a complete waste of time.

Since nothing was going on outside, I multitasked. With Hilary’s rude interruption monopolizing my evening, I didn’t have a chance to edit my Rosé shots. They would bring in the followers for sure. Everyone loves dog photos! All the pics were so perfect, I was having decision paralysis. I selected one of Rosé and me, our faces mushed together.

I typed my caption: ‘Sorry not sorry!’ 

Post!

I refreshed and refreshed for twenty minutes. Still no one tapped the little heart. The five other posts that used the same caption this afternoon all had at least one hundred likes. And there’s Charlotte on my feed again. A big plate of chicken with some sort of disgusting green vomit drizzled on top. 

‘Long day at work. Treating myself to an old favorite. #selflove #healthyliving #balance’

That was it! I’d forgotten hashtags. And I was usually such a good multitasker. I was deleting and re-uploading the post when beer bellies started bouncing out of the brewery.

And there she was. I’d recognize those fat cheeks anywhere. No, wait! There was Hilary in the red sweater and a growler in her hand. No, it’s wasn’t! That was her, hugging a friend. Those “skinny” jeans still on from earlier. She’d probably have to cut them off. That one. Those sad, bodiless curls that could have used some of the fluff from her face. She waved goodbye to her friends and started walking toward the abandoned warehouses.

I wouldn’t have much time. If I wanted to get her in the desolation, I’d have to hope no one else was on foot. The warehouses only spanned a couple blocks before she’d cross the busy Fifth Avenue and would be back in the development. But I wanted it. I wanted to feel her bubbly body burst under my BMW so bad.

She rounded the corner. No one followed. Except me. Her thighs rubbed together so hard I thought they might ignite and she’d become a flaming human torch. I turned off the headlights as I turned the corner. As long as I kept my hands at ten and two on the wheel, I’d stay straight and hit her in those friction-filled thighs.

What luck for me. No sidewalks in this abandoned industrial area. I slammed my foot on the gas and barely a second later came the thump. But the car continued smoothly. No satisfying lumpy bump. No crushing bones. No splat. I flicked the headlights back on. No one was behind me. Where was she?

I kept driving down the dark block until I hit the red light at Fifth. My heart started beating like I was on treadmill mile two. I jumped out of the car and ran to the front. Oh, thank god. She wasn’t stuck to the grille like that urban legend my old friends—that an introvert like me lost touch with—told at childhood slumber parties. Where was she?

There was no point driving back to look for a fat corpse that may or may not have been on fire. There was only one place she could be. And the best thing to do was drive home.

The tunes were way down, and I kept one eye on the rear view to make sure I wasn’t dragging a whale behind the car. No screams. No body in the street. I couldn’t even feel the extra weight of her trapped in the undercarriage.

I pulled into my garage, shut the door, and turned on the lights. I got down on my hands and knees and peered under the car. Yep, there she was, that AIDS quilt she wore as a top was stuck to some sort of machinery under the X6. Of course it did; the thing was about as big as the fifty-something-ton one they made for charity. She was face down and her blood was pooling on my garage floor. Ew!

I went into the kitchen and grabbed a pair of scissors. I slithered under the car, contorting myself around her bulbous body, and cut the quilt loose. Her globular body hit the floor with a squishing fart.

With her chin on the ground and her eyes aiming straight ahead, she looked like one of those dead animal rugs that weirdos with beards keep in their foyers with their deer heads and other trophies of their kills.

Well, I guess I had one now. But who’d want to step on a cellulite rug? At least it didn’t look like the blood was gushing or anything like that. It was likely just scratches from being dragged a half-mile over gritty asphalt.

The garage cleanup would be easy. But what to do with Hilary? Rosé wouldn’t eat her. I didn’t have sharp knives to cut her up. And, anyway, ew! Where would I even buy vats of acid? Adulting is hard. Tomorrow night, I’d put her in the backseat and kick her into one of the rivers. Damn. Hilary and her fat fucking carcass would be in my way on a Friday night, which I was keeping open for a swipe right, not corpse disposal. In my way, just like the rest of them. I removed over a thousand pounds today and this one comes back to be removed again tomorrow. Must be how Jillian Michaels felt when one of her Biggest Losers made the wrong type of gains between seasons.

I left the corpse face down under my car and sprayed some Febreze, just in case she started to stink. Like stink even worse than people her size always do.

It was late, but I was wired. The glass of rosé wasn’t doing its job. The X6 had let me down. Maybe I needed a car that sat even higher off the ground. Hilary wasn’t nearly the biggest I’d run over. If the X6 couldn’t handle her . . . And who knows what damage she did to the car. What could I get in trade? I’d need another raise for a down payment.

The black box sat on the coffee table, containing the device that could make that happen. Hooper said to wait until morning, but he also set today’s meeting for three and didn’t complain that I was there at 2:58 p.m.

I opened it, and the legs wiggled. Ew! I slammed the lid back on. I’m supposed to put that on my skin? Yuck! I opened it again, and this time I touched it. Plastic. Thank god. No furs like a spider. Hmm, it must really be a piece of tech, not an insect. I pulled it out and its million legs crawled around my hand. It felt good, kind of like one of those pin art things. What’s the worst that could happen if I put it in now? It would give me time to acclimate before jelly belly started thinking at me in the morning.

As soon as I placed the bug over my ear, the legs started to crawl, some locking over the cartilage. Oh! The other little legs crawled into my ear. It tickled, then it stopped. It was fixed to my ear, covering the whole thing, but not uncomfortable at all. Light. After a minute, it was like it wasn’t even there.

OK, that was enough for now. The slick plastic made the half-sphere hard to grip. Using my nails, I tried to pry a leg from the cartilage, but it didn’t budge. I tore through the box, tossing the foam rubber on the floor. No instructions. No branding even. No warnings. Bug Wireless must be real paranoid about this tech getting into the wrong hands. Maybe it was as revolutionary as Blake claimed.

Well, at least it didn’t hurt when I finally laid down in bed. So much better than a CPAP machine.

***

Between the Bug in my ear and the body in my garage, I was up until 3 a.m. I’d even scrolled through Instagram until there wasn’t a single post from the past two days I hadn’t judged, and it still didn’t put me out. When my alarm went off at 5:15 just two hours after my eyes finally closed, the struggle to get out of bed was real. But, when you have a poor night’s sleep, the best thing you can do is work out. When I shared that tip on the ’Gram last week, a couple trainers disagreed. What do they know? I saw trainers like them, working with the same clients for months, and guess what—those clients still look like they’re in danger of being pursued by Captain Ahab.

Not me. I was currently at 2.8 miles on the treadmill. The Bug wasn’t even slowing me down. Hooper must not have been awake yet. Not that I’d have expected a Slurpee slurper like him to be an early riser.

A third of a mile left and Drake blasting out of my phone speaker when a tap on my shoulder nearly sent me hurdling to my death.

I jumped off the belt, onto the stationary sides, and jerked my head around. A human bowling ball was standing beside the machine.

“Excuse me, but could I please use the treadmill? You’ve been on for thirty-seven minutes,” she said.

I couldn’t take a time limit seriously until the gym implemented a weight limit. I hopped back on the belt and resumed my run.

“Excuse me?” she said. “What did I just hear you say?”

“Nothing. I have 0.2 miles left.” You know, the circumference of your waist. 

She yanked the emergency string and the treadmill stopped. No time to anticipate, I lurched forward into the console and bounced off the machine. The elliptical on my right broke my fall. Ow! My ankle twisted under the footrest. I was on the ground, wailing in pain, and that Twinkie muncher stood there starting at me.

What? You’ve never seen someone fall for any reason besides something under them breaking?

A trainer ran over.

“Miss, are you all right? Are you hurt?” he asked.

Yes, I am hurt. And some meathead can’t fix me.

“Meathead?” His face scrunched, almost like he was annoyed by having to do his job. “I have a masters in kinesiology.”

And I have a Ph.D. in gibberish.

“What?”

“What?” I said, pushing myself to my feet. The ankle wasn’t broken; I could stand on it. But taking a step caused a searing pain to pass down to my toes. I held onto the elliptical. “It’s her fault. She pulled the emergency string while I was running.”

“She was on it for over thirty minutes and was playing some god-awful profanity out of her phone without using earbuds.”

“Miss, you know both those things are against policy,” the trainer said, his obnoxious biceps flexing as he talked.

“Well, I can’t exactly put in earbuds with this thing, can I?” I turned my head and showed them the Bug.

“You can always listen to the music on our speakers,” the trainer said.

Ugh. “I want to speak to the manager.”

“All right.” He waved his big, muscly, stupid arm—which he couldn’t use to help me up, apparently—over at the big man in the black polo. The man looked uncomfortable, not with the situation, but with existing. Like one of those ex-jocks who didn’t stop eating when his athletic career did. He lumbered over to us.

“She wants to speak to the manager,” the trainer said.

“I’m Paul. What’s the problem?”

He was the manager of the gym? A man who clearly couldn’t manage his own weight was managing a gym?

“I manage my weight just fine,” he said. “What is the problem?”

Was I so tired I didn’t realize I was speaking?

“I was assaulted by this woman and I’ve sustained major injuries.” I pointed at the tub of lard.

“From what I’ve seen, she provoked it,” the trainer said.

Like a meathead who teaches fatsos how to pick up a dumbbell can solve anything.

“Kinesiology is about a lot more than bicep curls,” he said.

“Wow, she’s nasty to everyone,” Harriet Tub-woman said.

“Look, we’ve had complaints about you for months. Taking selfies in the locker room where other women are in all stages of undress. Hogging treadmills. Never once wiping down a piece of equipment. Far as I’m concerned, you’ve had more than three strikes. You’re out.” 

“I’m out?” I tried to walk forward, but the pain shot from my ankle up to my thigh like a bolt of lightning. I stumbled back, grasping the machine for support. “I was attacked!” 

“Just take your bag and leave before I call security.” The manager shoved my bag at me, knocking me into the machine. 

I was off-balance already when Miss I-Have-A-Thyroid-Problem tossed my phone from the treadmill console into my forehead. The two gym employees apparently thought what I could already feel growing into an ugly bruise was funny. I shoved the phone in my bag and pulled myself up on one of the elliptical machine handles. I hobbled away, each step sending a stabbing pain that dissipated into throbs for the split second while the left foot gave it a reprieve. It erupted again on the subsequent step.

“I’ll be speaking to your manager,” I said as I passed them and limped to the door, past those idiots wasting their time with the free weights.

Everyone else at the agency had the luxury of staying home if some psychotic whale attacked them. It wasn’t their C.U.N.T. The entire fate of the agency wasn’t on their shoulders. Blake hadn’t told them they needed to get the Bug kickoff meeting done ASAP due to the tight deadline. I ran my fingers over the Bug. Luckily, it survived the assault. But what was I supposed to tell the team about the device?

Where was Hooper? Did he snore his fat ass to death?

I dragged my injured foot to the X6 like a zombie. Whatever. It was less painful than trying to use it like a regular foot. Pressing the gas sent spasms up my leg and shivers through the rest of me. Would I even be able to run down a burger biter if his motorized scooter stalled out in front of me? The pain blinded me at times, but I made it to Starbucks. America’s bathroom would at least let me change out of my Lulus and into my office attire. I swung the car into a spot and limped out with my bag.

“Hey! This is a busy lot. Could you please try to stay in one spot?”

I’ll park in one spot when you buy two airplane seats.

“What did you just say to me?” the woman asked. FEMA could use her dress to house a family of five. She’s holding her Starbucks cup, leaving, why does she care about parking spaces?

“Nothing.” I tried to limp past her, but she put her bulk in front of me. This must be how Earth feels, having to circumnavigate a giant mass of gas.

She flicked her wrist and I went blind.

My face was on fire. Was I melting? I squished my lids shut, tears coming to save me from the scalding, spicy mess in my eyes. Who knew hippos drank tea? My skin burned, bubbled, I could feel little blisters forming over my pores. I blinked my eyes open. My assailant was gone. Blurry-eyed, I limped into the Starbucks.

The line almost reached the door. It wouldn’t reach that far if the customers could resist the call of the Frappuccino. I managed to squeeze through the line, without my bag catching on the bulbous bellies. The ankle was screaming, the pain so much worse. I hopped the last five feet to the bathroom door, elevating the injured foot like the doctors say. I turned the handle and, on one foot, used what little weight I had to push it open. It was early, so no one had shat out a bag of Doritos yet.

That meant the smell was coming from me. Ew! Drying sweat. I set my bag on the toilet; it was gross but reaching down to the floor on one foot was too difficult. I tried to block out all the cottage cheese asses that spilled over the sides of the seat and the lumpy legs straddling the cracking porcelain.

Bending down with as little pressure on the right foot as possible, I dug out my perfume. Twenty-three spritzes total from feet to head. When it hit my neck, the skin sizzled, like pouring salt on a slug. Aaaaah! But worse. The slug would die, but this didn’t stop. I hopped to the sink, splashed water on my burnt neck, rubbed the foam soap on it. And I looked at my reflection.

Red rashes smeared my face and neck, concentrating at my chin where the blisters bubbled. So many of them, pimpled across my jaw like a teenager who ate too much chocolate. The tiny lumps formed a terrain on my face. A touch and they could erupt, and it would feel like burning lava.

I splashed cold water on my chin and ran my fingers over the delicate little volcanoes. Something thicker than water lubricated my fingertips. Pus. My face was oozing pus. I blotted the water and discharge with a paper towel. Even with the bubbles and lesions and scorched skin, I looked better than anyone who dipped their pizza in ranch dressing. That could not have just been tea. Did that Fanta fanatic in the parking lot blast me with a shot of pepper spray as well? That would explain the burning upon burning, and the bubonic plague breaking out on my jaw.

My face stung, and peeling off my leggings on one leg was a challenge. My right ankle was purple and swollen. At least my cankle would only be temporary.

Putting on my pumps made me realize my foot was swollen too. Balancing on stilettos was tough, but if Lizzo could do it, so could I.

A knock on the door.

“There’s someone in here,” I shouted. Fifteen minutes is lightning speed for this before and after.

I took a last look at myself in the mirror. It’s not fair that I’d be the only one to see how I’m really pulling off this injured chic. Selfie time! The shot captured the whole look, from my new highlights to my pearl earrings to tie-neck blouse tucked into my high-rise capris. I uploaded the full-body shot to Instagram, playing with the lighting so the blue tones of my ankle and red blisters on my face really popped.

‘Burn victim vibes this morning. I’ve been attacked by two large women before 8 a.m. I can barely walk and I’m pretty sure the second-degree burns on my face are infected. #bathroomselfie.’ 

Shared. Gotta be authentic. That’s how you make it on the ’Gram.

The line didn’t stretch to the door anymore, but that may be due more to the customers themselves shrinking. The extra-belt-hole crowd apparently received their whipped cream-covered calorie bombs and went about pushing us all closer to the center of the Earth. The line moved quickly, since I multitasked, running through the points for the morning meeting. I was so late by now I wouldn’t have time to review the P.M.S. I could just assume Charlotte was holding back the project, like she would a relay team. My phone buzzed. Instagram. @mulva liked my post. So did @gina832. @realness87943 followed me.

Finally some recognition!

When it was my turn to order, I didn’t even speak and the cashier said, “Venti quad half-oat, half-almond, five-pump sugar-free vanilla latte, no foam” like she was repeating what was in my brain back to me.

“Yes.” She wasn’t familiar; how did she know my order?

Hoop, I thought. Come in, Hoop. Nothing. Did he give me a lemon? I should have trusted my instincts. No real revolutionary company would have someone with moobs as a representative.

“Karen?” The barista said. Was that a question or was that how he ended all his words? He was new, and more flaming than my scalded skin.

I took a sip. It wasn’t right. Only four pumps. Ugh. No time to send it back.

“How did you know my name?” I asked.

“Wild guess.”

***

Everyone was seated around the conference room table when I limped in. They couldn’t hide their shock. I could pass for anyone in Starbucks, but Y.I.N.Z. knew better. My team knew I never came in without makeup, my short bob perfectly puffed in the back and my bangs swept to the side.

“Karen, are you all right?” Megan, my direct report, asked.

“Just a bit of a mishap this morning, and believe me, the people responsible will be held accountable.” 

I was already planning my one-star Yelp! review of the Starbucks for serving psychos weapons they could use to attack fellow customers. And the gym? Well, that manager would be managing debt more sizable than mine by the time I was done lodging my complaints. And that trainer would have to go back to fantasy school for another made-up degree. Plotting my revenge had taken my mind off the pain on my drive here while the ankle throbbed and changed colors. And Hoop better hope I suffer no permanent damage from these injuries, because I’m damn sure they’ve got something to do with that Bug in my ear. I seem to be able to think to everyone except him.

Based on my horrific treatment at the gym and Starbucks, it appeared this Bug joke was projecting my thoughts outward, or forcing me to verbalize them. If that happened in the conference room, my C.U.N.T. would be out of control. I concentrated on remaining upright in my heels first, then controlling my thoughts. Think only of work. Deadlines. Projects. Clients. How Charlotte was delaying everything by prioritizing eating over work. No! How the whole team was signed off last night by dinner time. Yes, that was much better.

Pus was seeping down my face. It was an opaque yellow when I checked it in my car mirror, so I assumed it was the same color that dripped from my chin to the floor now. Deal with it, you slobs. I’ve been dealing with your B.O. and your fat rolls and your F.U.P.A.s for months. Oh shit.

“No one has B.O. here,” Jess said.

“What’s a F.U.P.A.?” Christine the intern asked.

Jesus, they didn’t teach anything in college these days, did they? May as well go to kineso-whatever school. She can’t be worse at that than she is at production artist work. No! Stop it, Karen! Pro-Well website!

“Hey, Christine’s doing a great job,” Charlotte said.

Oh, of course, one fat ass stands—or sits—up for another fat ass. Solidarity. An impenetrable wall of blubber. Where are the harpoons? Dammit, my brain’s multitasking talents were sabotaging me.

“Char isn’t fat,” Jess said.

Did I put the Bug in backwards? No, Hooper said just to place it on my ear and the tech would do the rest. Where was he? And why can everybody read my mind? No, Bug Wireless, your technology isn’t going to disrupt anything. Anything except my life.

I squeezed one of the Bug’s slick, plastic legs between my fingers, trying to pry it up again. If I could break one, I’d get the rest. It didn’t budge. I kept trying.

“What is that on your ear?” Juan, the developer with the hideous, third-world hairlip scar asked. “Looks like a beetle. Why do you have a beetle on your head?” 

Of all people, he should know what a beetle is, considering they eat them where he’s from.

“We don’t eat beetles in the Bronx,” Juan said.

“It’s not a beetle. It’s a Bug, and it’s going to change how we communicate. We’ll be meeting about it later this morning.”

Brian sneezed. Then he sneezed again. He was turning redder than my burned face.

“I’m sorry, that perfume is killing me.” He sounded like he had a clothespin over his nose and ran out of the room.

I continued trying to break the legs. They were stronger than any plastic I’d ever encountered.

“Karen, what are you doing?” Jess asked.

Did that bitch look amused? Yes, she did. Is this what I ran over Kyle for? To get saddled with defective technology and mocked by these losers? Oh shit. Think something else, fast! 

I got my peaches down in Georgia.

Thank you for coming to my TED talk.

Rosé all day!

“You ran over Kyle?” Juan’s jaw dropped.

“I heard it too!” Jess said. “You killed him. I knew it! I fucking knew it.”

“I’m calling the cops.” Charlotte started tapping on her phone.

I lunged at her and knocked the phone from her hand, my cankle turning over in the process. The pain was so bad it made me scream.

I straightened myself up, and my team surrounded me—that group of seven misfits that were allowed to be unkempt freaks because they were “creatives.”

“Kyle was nice,” Megan said. “If he was still around, I would have gotten a raise. Instead, you told Blake I didn’t show the necessary commitment to the agency, that I spent too much time filling my water bottle at the cooler.” 

She stepped toward me, holding her rollerball pen like a prison shiv. Jess raised her laptop over her head, ready to strike. Juan and Ken crushed their near-empty Red Bull cans in their hands, brandishing the sharp corners toward me.

Charlotte recovered her phone, but she didn’t dial, just stood there, staring at me. I didn’t have time to duck when she threw it into my forehead, right where the bruise from my phone at the gym was already turning brown. Blisters popped, sending viscous pus and blood into my eyes. I blinked, trying to form tears, but they just mingled with the gore to form a red, translucent filter over my vision.

Something cold hit my arm. It didn’t hurt. Oh wait, yes it did. I knew blood was warm, but it felt cold as it gushed from my forearm. Squinting, I could see Juan pulling his hand away. Ken swiped at me with his matching aluminum-can knuckles. He scraped my arm near the gash Juan had left, but I got the better of the altercation. Blood flew from my arm into his face. He should have thanked me. The spatter covered his pimples.

A horrible pain erupted in my leg, like my team of Judases were driving in the first nail. It sounded like a pop and a zipper at the same time as it ripped through the flesh and muscle and whatever else held my bone in place. I jerked away. A pen stuck out of the side of my leg. Blood and black ink ran down my thigh.

I left it there, keeping at least some of the blood in my leg, and started my run from the conference room. It took one step, shifting my weight on the right leg, to know it wasn’t a flesh wound. With a hole in the muscle, every movement sent a searing pain impaling my thigh. The ankle throbbed. But it wouldn’t stop me. My purse over my shoulder, I clenched my teeth and pushed past Christine. Jess stood between me and the open door. She tossed her laptop on the conference table and reached down. I knew she was a psycho! Those tattoo people always are. She plunged the pen deeper into my leg and I screamed. She moved it around, doodling on my bone like she did in my C.U.N.T.

I kicked, freeing the pen from her hand and knocking her back, but also opening the flesh and sending more blood gushing down to the floor like Niagara Falls. As Jess crawled back to her feet, the felt tip of a dry-erase marker slammed into my forehead. Charlotte dragged it across my face. Blisters popped, sending a cascade of mucous-like pus down my nose. The fat designer was all that was blocking my escape. She smirked, that smug expression that gets all those fire emojis in the comments.

“You’re done,” she said.

You’re fat. But not so fat, I can’t push past.

“Charlotte isn’t fat!” 

“You’re going to prison!”

“Call the cops!”

My ankle throbbed and the pen still jutted from my leg, but I didn’t stop hobble-running from my team that had apparently been bitten by rabid dogs this morning. Blood and pus and tears puddled beneath every step like some sort of a prison slop. The cleaning lady would finally have to do her job tonight.

Outside, I stumbled to my car. My ankle rolled again. Fuck! Fuck the heels. I threw them at Blake’s Charger. The alarm went off, honking morse code or something. Fuck you, Blake, for getting me involved in this fraud with that pig Hooper. A rock implanted itself into my good heel. It dug in deeper and deeper as I dragged my bleeding leg behind me. Another pebble lodged between my toes. I was almost to the X6. I could stand the pain a little longer. It couldn’t have been worse than the neuropathy those Blizzard lickers with diabetes felt before the merciful doctors sawed off their swollen hooves. I’m still better than them. With the rollerball tattooing my bone, blood and green ejaculate oozing from my face and leg like a merry celebration of bodily fluids, I was still better off than 70% of the population.

Back in the X6, I excavated the rocks from my feet. They left dents, but not much blood. And my French pedicure wasn’t even chipped. I snapped a photo of the tie-dyed ankle, uploaded to the ’Gram.

‘If you can’t handle me at my worst, you don’t deserve me when I’m slaying. #thatswhatsup’

I tossed my Starbucks cup out the window and stepped on the gas. Who knew it would wiggle the pen tip in a way that felt like how nails on a chalkboard sounded. The torment pulsed from the leg and the ankle, making the road in front of me momentarily black. Driving wasn’t ideal. An ambulance would have been more appropriate, but there was no time for a hospital detour, not with the mess in my garage.

I had a plan. After Charlotte reached for her phone, I started multitasking. While fending off their stabbing and clawing and marker attacks, I was thinking about disposing of a corpse. I’d have to expedite. If I was good at anything, it was getting things done fast. The cops were my deadline. Hilary’s fat ass would be in the river before they arrived at my place. Hey, my team did me a favor by their callous attack. I wouldn’t have to explain the garage blood. I’d still file a complaint with HR obviously though. And Bug Wireless. Even if I had to track down their investors.

I cranked up the tunes. Miley took my mind off the pain. The roads were clearer at 8:45 a.m. than 5:30 p.m. Maybe I’d be able to get home without any obstructions, no one in my way. I rolled down the windows as I hit a goddamn red light. Moving my foot to the brake pedal repeated the whole flood of pain and cloud of blackness. Miley needed to be louder to drown out that awful guitar sound coming from the Hyundai next to me. The light turned and I floored it. Just three more lights until I could turn onto the winding residential road leading to my house. Roll the skinless carcass into the river and get this parasite out of my ear even if I had to pull a Van Gogh to do it.

I flew through the next three greens, but when I turned down the homestretch, my luck changed. A kid, a fat one like most of them are these days, was challenging the structural integrity of a bike. He wasn’t riding fast. Of course not. His heart would explode. He pedaled right in front of my car and I so badly wanted to see his puffy little body bounce off the hood. The pain rippled through my ankles and the plugged hole in my leg when I slammed down the gas, but it would be worth it when that Cheeto chomper soared through the air. Would he bounce? Of course he wouldn’t, but who would blame me for wondering based on his ball shape?

The kid was within inches of the front bumper when he swerved into the empty opposite lane. I followed his lead, but he swerved back. I wanted to kill that kid so bad, wanted to see his fat little corpse go splat on the asphalt. I wanted to see his warped bike in the street as a foreboding sign for what would be found next. His fat parents would come waddling into the street, see his mangled body. And I wanted to back over him as they watched, their little dough boy looking like he’d had some trouble rising.

But I couldn’t. Every time I zigged, he zagged. It was like he anticipated my every jerk of the wheel, like he could read my mind . . . Fuck! This goddamn Bug!

My street was the next turn, but I was tempted to keep driving, to chase down this human pinball. Maybe my luck was changing; he turned right. I followed. This was where I’d get him, on the straightaway. After the turn, he hopped onto the sidewalk.

Oh well.

Then, standing in the street, forming an offensive line (like, offensive to the eyes) of blubber must have been fifty of the fattest bacon biters north of the Mason-Dixon line. Beer bellies and muffin tops ballooned over the extra-hole belts around that arbitrary point they considered their waists. T-shirts stretched to near transparency. Blubber against blubber, nowhere for air to pass between them. An hour earlier, they could have blocked out the sun. The kid was gone, out of my way. This line of hypertensive adults was standing in front of my house. I’d have to get through them to reach my garage.

Shit. I shouldn’t have idled. They were waddling closer, shuffling footsteps almost synchronized, the labored breathing of this minuscule movement audible from yards away. I started to open my door to make a run for it, but the line was curving. They were surrounding me. I pulled the door shut and stomped the gas, sending a knife through my thigh. The car picked up to 40 mph and collided with the wall of flab.

That’s not possible! The X6 should have plowed them over, but my head slammed back into the seat, then forward. The airbag deployed, pinning me back. The engine was quiet, but this time the bones I heard cracking were mine. The airbag deflated. They were all still standing there. How? They should be on the ground, their bodies flattened and covered in tire tracks. But they didn’t show a scratch, and they were moving in. They were against the bumper yet getting closer. How? The ominous sound of bending metal. The X6 was compressing.

As the moon roof glass shattered, I squeezed my eyes shut and ducked my head. Tiny glass pebbles cascaded down my back and into my shirt. The steering wheel pressed closer, pushing my spine into the seat, the glass burrowing into my back.

The car was getting smaller, like it would have felt six months ago. I unfastened my seatbelt and pressed my hands on the wheel to leverage my body up and around it. As I stretched, what felt like a nail stuck in my lung. My breath was short, and it made a pathetic sound. I pressed as hard as I could and my abs made it over the wheel. I lifted my right leg, trying to stand my foot on the seat. With the right height I could escape through the moon roof.

The car kept shrinking as the donut munchers pushed their bulk into the hood. Before I could slither out the window, the steering wheel pressed into my injured cankle, pinning it against the seat. I jerked it, but the swelling made it too thick to escape. My left foot was like a swimmer’s on a starting block, my hands holding tight on the door where I’d thankfully left the window rolled down. I flexed all three and tensed myself, yanking my right foot. One, two, three, now! Bones cracked. I couldn’t tell where. The foot? The ankle? Who knew and who cared? It seared and stabbed and throbbed and I wished it was off my body, but it was free. Mangled beyond recognition, in all colors but skin tone.

I stood on the seat, balancing on my good foot, my midsection draped over the roof. The car was compressing, my only exit shrinking fast. I hopped, scraping my stomach on the glass shards. They were now embedded front and back, stinging and dripping blood. I slithered toward the edge, reaching as far to the ground as I could. I was a couple feet away, but I went for it anyway, jumping to get my hips in line with the roof, then folding my torso down and slowly easing myself to the ground, hands first. They hit the asphalt and the burning of ripped palms was instantaneous. The rest of my body tumbled out, my destroyed right leg hitting the pavement. The angled pen plunged deeper into my bone. The right foot flopped on the ground, the impact finally drawing blood. I tried to pull myself to my feet, but even my meager weight was too much. The right ankle snapped and sent me back to the ground. The jagged bone pierced through the skin and my foot was hanging off by a ligament or a tendon or whatever that creepy bloody string was.

I dragged myself across the ground on my stomach. The fatties weren’t coming after me. Their work was done. They couldn’t get in my way anymore.

Each crawl scraped my bleeding palms, loose pebbles implanting themselves in the open wounds. It hurt worse than any belt buckle digging into my gut six months ago, like nothing I could ever imagine, but I was so close to home. It was like those final few pounds last week. My stomach felt like it was eating itself but stepping on the scale made it worth the pain. My hands reached the grass, the damp blades cooling them. Then a wet, squishy warmth, further soothed the raw flesh. I raised my hand. It was brown. Dog shit. At least it wasn’t causing more pain. I kept crawling, sliding through the wet feces toward my house. It smeared on my shirt and down my legs. I reached the single step to my front door.

My keys were still in the car.

Hoop. Hoop. I tried one last time to make the Bug work. It was the only thing still working on my bloody, pus-oozing, shit-covered, broken body.

As I left a turd handprint on the step, pulling myself into a cobra position, the front door swung open. There he was. The Bug worked. Hooper.

“Oh dear, let’s get you inside,” he said.

I slithered through the door. There was no point in getting in a position other than horizontal. In my living room, I rolled onto my back and it was like sleeping on a bed of nails. The shit started hardening on me, but I didn’t care.

“Let’s have a look at you,” he said, standing over my supine body that still looked better than his. I couldn’t see his face from this angle with his gut in the way. Hair peaked through the gap in the fabric where the buttons barely fastened. “Blisters on the face. A broken pen in your leg. Bloody shit-covered hands. Now I’m not a doctor, but I don’t think you want to get shit in open wounds. And your foot! Would you look at that! I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

Please help me, I thought.

“I will,” he said. “But first, let me take a selfie.” He pulled a phone from his pocket and angled it so we were both in the photo. “Now that that’s out of the way, let me get some supplies and I’ll fix you right up.”

No, don’t leave.

“I’m just going to the kitchen.”

I was cold, not like it was winter. It was coming from inside me. Inner cold. Chills. I would have shuddered, but I couldn’t move. Weak. So weak. Too weak to feel the pain anymore.

Thunderous footsteps and Hooper was a blur above me. A bottle in one hand, a silver blade in the other.

He spilled the bottle over my ankle. It stung. I wasn’t too numb for pain. I screamed, wailed, nearly choked on a sob. It was easier to do that than speak. He lowered my bread knife to my throbbing ankle and everything turned to black.

***

The blackness dissipated. My Live, Laugh, Love poster taunted me from across the room. I was seated now. Upright, on my couch, staring straight ahead. It smelled like the office bathroom after Charlotte left it. Some awful guitar music played softly; I had to strain to hear what passed for vocals. And when I did, ugh! And my ears had been the only parts of my body that weren’t in pain. Not even the one covered by the Bug.

Put on the Cardi.

“Oh, you’re out of luck there. All our Cardi B is in use right now on some Nazi punks. Queen wasn’t going to have the right effect on them, like it will for you. Listen to Mr. Mercury sing about how there’s no escape from reality. Fitting, isn’t it? Considering your current situation.”

I stopped focusing on the awful noise. The pain rushed back like a tsunami. Pins and needles in my foot, throbbing in my leg, burning face and hands, a thousand tiny knives stabbing me in the back.

“It was probably good you passed out for that,” Hooper said. “You didn’t have vodka or whiskey or anything, only rosé, so I had to use that to sanitize the wound. And since you don’t really eat, you don’t have any sharp knives and so the procedure didn’t go quite as smoothly as I’d hoped.” The fat man was sitting in my chair, at my desk beneath the poster. Rosé was on his lap. He stroked her pretty little head.

What procedure?

“Your foot, of course! As I said, I’m not a doctor, so I fixed you up the best I could. Take a look.”

I tilted my head forward and the whiplash from the crash sent it right back. Raising my leg, still painful, was more successful. But I still couldn’t see my foot. I raised my leg higher.

“Looking for this?” Hooper asked.

No. It couldn’t be. He dangled it over my face. My foot with its little infinity symbol tattooed above the middle toe. I kicked up my leg, the pain searing. It ended in a stump, crude black stitching sealed in the blood and bones. I opened my mouth to scream, but a garbled whine was all that came out.

“Hey—you finally hit your goal weight. You’re under a hundred pounds. Congratulations! Only thing is I see you’ve got one of those fancy scales that’s activated by bare feet. That’s gonna be a problem for you now. I suppose you could place this on the other sensor, but after a couple days it’s gonna get a little mushy. Unless . . . unless we preserve it! You got any embalming fluid?”

This is your fault, I thought, glaring at him. It was all I could do. You put this in my ear and now everyone can hear my thoughts. It doesn’t fucking work. Your bullshit technology doesn’t work.

“It works exactly as it should,” Hooper said.

I can’t hear anyone else!

“You’re not supposed to. It says so in the agreement. It’s not my fault you didn’t think you needed to read the NDA.”

You tricked me. Because of that thing, you know everything about me and you destroyed my life.

“I don’t know about you because of the Bug. I gave you the Bug because I know you. This device, it is revolutionary. And exclusive, only available to people who deserve it. And I can make it exactly what those people need. For you, it worked exactly as I intended.”

He knelt down in front of me, his disgusting mayonnaise breath even worse than the poop.

“I know everything about you. I know who you are, what you’ve done. But you know all that. So let’s talk about what happens next. You’re a cripple. No more running. Your car, that you couldn’t afford anyway, is crushed. Your job is gone, after that C.U.N.T. fiasco. Your colleagues already called the cops, but I’m half-tempted to have my people clean up your garage so they don’t have anything tangible to take you in for. Disfigured face. That thing in your ear projecting all your horrible thoughts. Good luck getting through a job interview.”

I grabbed the Bug, but my blood and shit covered hand slipped away, not that I had the strength anyway.

“You’ll be here, eating your way through your depression. Real depression. Not the self-diagnosed OCD you like to claim as an excuse for being a cunt. Getting fatter and fatter until you’re fused with the couch and they’ll have to use a crane to get you out when the bank forecloses.”

No.

“Oh yes, but I do have good news. Your Instagram is heating up. Three hundred followers today! Keep posting your life here, you’ll be an influencer in no time. I keep an eye on those, so I know what works, and Karen, you are on your way to Instagram stardom. And, of course, you’ll have your friend.”

You?

He laughed. It sounded more like a cough. “No, I have meetings. I’m a busy man, a very busy man. Many departments to oversee, people to manage, you know the feeling. You met my human resources department outside. I’m talking about her.” He pointed to my right.

It hurt to turn my head. The sight was worse than the pain. A body that’s been run over by a car and dragged a mile on blacktop then left in a garage overnight is a lot yuckier than it sounds. The face, or what was left of it, was flattened like it was shaved off by a rusty razor. The nose was gone, only a hole in the open wound. Black pebbles stuck in the deep red viscous blood.

The front of her shirt, or poncho or revival tent or whatever it was, was gone, revealing craters where parts of her sagging breasts had shredded. The remaining flesh hung like frayed ribbons. What was left of the gut pooched over her skinny jeans. They must have fused with the cellulite beneath them; aside from some holes, they were mostly intact.

I looked away. Ew! Hilary isn’t my friend. Get her out of my house.

“Hilary? That’s Matilda Bennet. Oh, you thought that was Hilary Spencer? Your neighbor who didn’t like your dog shitting on her walkway? That’s not the girl I pried off your axle in the garage. We all really look the same to you, don’t we?” 

I pushed myself off the couch onto my feet, but I only had one of them, so I fell flat on the floor. My cheek pressed against the hardwood. Tears mixed into the blood and pus.

“Welcome to Hell, Karen,” Hooper said. “Where, as you’ve seen, you don’t want to speak to the manager.”

“Karen“ is part of the Call Me Hoop series from Godless.com. Be sure to check out that horror universe on Kindle: https://amzn.to/3YnJyfm


THE SHOE BOX CHALLENGE

IT HAPPENED BECAUSE in-line skating made its first appearance in the Olympics that year. That’s what the old folks said. The ones that blamed every school shooting on the musician whose black clothes and lyrics they didn’t like. The mark of the beast people. Truth is, it didn’t matter what inspired kids to slip their feet into empty shoe boxes and skate down the streets. It was likely the same thing that inspired them to eat Tide PODS and make themselves faint and dance the fucking Macarena. Probably some combination of insecurity, desperation for acceptance, and desire for attention. In other words, adolescence. What inspired everyone else to watch it, well, that should be the real story. 

What inspired the millions of views of the first one, I guess, was the novelty. How else would you describe the sight of a young man wearing cardboard boxes as galoshes sliding down one of the most notorious hills east of the Mississippi? That was one video. The second showed him as he ran-slid right into the side of the Hyundai Elantra that was passing by. His body flew through the air, doing more aerial somersaults than any of the Olympians could fathom, his legs splayed because he didn’t have the athleticism or training for this acrobatic feat. He was just trying to get in on a trend for reasons we already discussed. So, when gravity finally brought him down, he didn’t just get right back up like the teenage Olympic skaters. He stayed there in that rapidly expanding blood pool.

The social networks yanked the third video of the incident real quick. That was the one that showed his head shattered, pieces of his skull littering the road like they were windshield glass, the soft pink of his brain oozing onto the sidewalk, turning redder and redder as it mingled with the blood. His dead eyes stared up at the sun. That’s where the Good Samaritan focused his camera before uploading it to the internet, doing his civic duty to keep the public informed. But, if you paid attention, you could freeze the quick pan over the legs. Not even athletes from a different Olympic sport could bend that way. His left leg was shaped like an S. The seeping, surrounding blood made it look like bubble type.

I bet the social networks would have left that video up if its engagement metrics were high enough. But the Good Samaritan just didn’t have the skill with transitions and trending music and the dead body just didn’t move or dance enough to compete with the stunt and the accidental aerial acrobatics. So, the bleeding, staring, snarled corpse wasn’t long for the internet. Now there are forums devoted to finding the original copy. Funny how that works. It just wasn’t the right fit for the platform. The medium is the message.

The best runs with the most gruesome deaths occurred in Pittsburgh and San Francisco. In the East, puritans blamed it on booze. Remember the attempts at legislating the purchase of a soft pretzel with every White Claw? That was a direct result of the shoe box panic. Blue laws don’t need much of an excuse. In the west, they blamed it on housing prices. That was the day’s cause of all the western US woes, right? While the cause-and-effect relationship may not have fit, that one incident on the Crooked Street sure made it seem like there was a connection. But more on that later. Those who retrofitted their existing agendas onto the phenomenon missed the obvious link between the two cities: Hills. Steeper hills mean wilder runs. The roads on Pittsburgh’s hills tend to be almost impossibly narrow, even further constricted by cars parked on both sides. Most folded in their mirrors, but still.

The thing about those streets you don’t notice and wouldn’t notice under any other circumstances is the cables and wires running across—so low a truck might catch them—and tied in big loops at the rotting telephone poles. You don’t notice these when you drive by and not even in the video . . . until the young lady hits the side view mirror on a Jetta at such an odd angle that she propels through the air and her head lodges right in that cable loop. Since her arms are limp, you can tell her neck broke with the impact. On that little phone screen, you can tell.

Somehow her friend couldn’t.

You can hear say “Taylor, are you OK, Taylor?” several times before she starts screaming—screams that got remixed over metal guitar solos and into 46 different hip hop songs released the following day. Good thing for all of us that amid her panic she was able to maintain damn good control of her phone. If her hands weren’t so calm, we wouldn’t have seen Taylor fall, back first, head lolling and flopping loose on its broken neck, to the metal post of the “Road Work” sign (which appeared to be ubiquitous in the Pittsburgh videos). Remember the internet sleuths working out the equation of velocity times weight times distance to find the bare minimum X value that would allow the straight, 2-centimeter-wide edge of a metal post to pierce skin? Well, Taylor’s fall was X. The impalement site was her lower back, the post jutting out her abdomen. Blood spurted first, the kind of arterial spray you think only happens in movies. The viscera and goo followed. The movies usually don’t show bursting organs.

Is that because it’s deemed too gross for most folks or just because it doesn’t happen that often? I believe the latter. The 49 million views of this video prove there is an audience for such extreme gore. Maybe that’s why movie theaters are failing. Her intestines poked out of her pierced stomach, like they were worms fighting their way free of a child’s science project. More blood gushed. If you’d been able to see the blood on a light sidewalk, I think the view count would have been even higher. It’s a shame it got lost in the black asphalt.

In San Fran it was different. The intrepid, young challenger treated it like a travelogue and took his shoe boxes for a spin down the famous Lombard Street. Or, more accurately, his shoe boxes took him for a spin—sideways, rolling him down the cobblestone street like a log. The “friend” filming couldn’t keep up, so sadly we didn’t get to see the skin ripping from his body, the hot bricks wearing pieces of it in the tatters of a Buffalo Bill suit. We didn’t get to see the left eye gouged out as he rolled over a stick that broke and punctured his ocular cavity.

The part we did get to see is what started the national conversation, the part where the skinless corpse rolled into the homeless encampment. The force of the human tornado irreparably bent tent poles and stained the fabric with blood and various bodily goos that no rainstorm can clean off. But back to the national conversation. Well, there were several. Are the homeless that dehumanized that they can be injured by rolling corpses? Why are the homeless allowed to camp at a tourist destination? Does that not appear to be human feces stuck in the open wound where the dead man’s cheek used to be, and if so, why can’t San Francisco criminalize public defecation? Should the homeless have affordable tent insurance from stupid people engaging in viral challenges?

But that’s not what you care about. You remember those conversations. They were all over the evening news. Self-proclaimed experts on everything from homelessness to drinking to that 74-year-old senator claiming to have intimate knowledge of viral challenges before asking how to open the “Coo-Coo appliance” on his phone—they all had their opinions. They all agreed the end of humanity was near. That’s never a safe prediction. But you remember all that. Maybe you’ll remember it at the next apocalypse. Maybe you won’t. But again, you’re not here for that. You’re here for the good stuff. The recordings you missed when they were free. You came to the right place.

It’ll cost you. $49.95 for the single-viewer stream. Best money you ever spent. Maybe you missed out on the challenge, were geographically eliminated by topography, didn’t get to travel to a hilly location and give it a shot and get your 15 minutes before the trend died as quickly as many of its participants. So now you can tell everyone you had the other unique experience, seeing it. And you can recite details, so people know you’re telling the truth. You can drive the conversation. You may not get the millions of views, but you’ll get the rapt attention of the ones who didn’t have the experience of watching the videos. And isn’t that the next best thing?


XORCIZE.ME

TRANSCRIPT of episode #926 of The Mind Matters Podcast with Host Tim Richmond and Guest Cody Kessler

Guest: . . . She told me that if I really loved her, I’d call up the entire advisory board for an emergency gang bang. That’s when I knew she needed an exorcism.

Podcast intro music, instrumental

Host: Hello, fellow travelers. If you’re new, I’m Tim Richmond and this is the podcast where we scour the past and present to give our bodies the biggest, brightest, best possible future.

Today’s episode is brought to you by my good friends over at the Ber-Bel Gratitude Experience. I had my first experience with Ber-Bel last month and wow, you do not wanna miss this. Travelers train for life. We collect experiences to become bullet-proof, blade-proof, cancer-proof. Impossible to kill by conventional weapons of man and nature. And that’s exactly what Ber-Bel provides.

When you sign up for the Experience, you don’t know what to expect. They’ve got a real cloak and dagger approach on social media. All you know is it’ll test you. Test your resolve. Test your meddle. From the moment you step onto the camp grounds, you’ll be uncomfortable. Let’s just say, if you got too used to social distancing, you’re in for quite a shock. Claustrophobia. Metabolic challenges. Seriously, the most intense intermittent fasting of your life. Extreme physical challenges. Your identity replaced by a number, more intense than any bootcamp. So, why would you want to experience a week of hard labor while starving, barely sleeping, and not bathing because the showers . . . eh, well?

Because you feel amazing after. Reborn. A whole new sense of optimism and gratitude just washes over you. It puts everything in perspective. The great reset we need. I cannot recommend the Ber-Bel Gratitude Experience highly enough. Use the promo code RICHMOND at Ber-Bel-Experience.com and you’ll get your commemorative numerical tattoo free.

Now to our special guest. I am so pumped to talk with Cody Kessler, founder and CEO of Xorcize.Me. You’ve probably seen it on TikTok. The home exorcism kit powered by the only AI built to communicate with demons. Travelers, I gotta tell you, I’m fascinated as anyone by the stories coming out of social media about this piece of tech. Amazing. We’re talking hundreds of people claiming this product changed their lives. Whether it was drugs, stubborn weight, bad relationships—it wasn’t the person being self-destructive to themselves. It was a demon, determined to unleash fire and brimstone on these innocents.

Then—bam!—Xorcize.Me comes along and sends those demons back to Hell and—bam!—oh shit, I already said that—they’ve got their lives back.

So, yeah, I get the hype. But I got the same question as you, my fellow curious travelers: Is it legit?

To find out, we’re talking to the man Cody himself, the visionary disrupter who founded the company and innovated the AI-powered home exorcism concept.

Wait—I’m not seeing the crucifix. It’s . . .

Guest: No, see, where you’ve got that separation on the end? You twist—

Host: Oh! Hell yeah, like a Rubick’s Cube.

Guest: Yeah, but it doesn’t stay a cube, see?

Host: Yessir, here it goes. Now, why does it fold out like this instead of shipping as a cross? Save space in the box? Lower shipping costs?

Guest: Well, savings are more of an added benefit. We ship it in a clandestine shape in case the demon sees it. Keep it looking like a big, plastic pill or a sunglass case right until you’re ready to start the exorcism.

Host: But when you’ve got the body of the ten-year-old boy they’re possessing strapped to a bed, won’t the demon know that some shit’s about to go down?

Guest: Chair. No one has a four-post bed anymore and you can’t cuff anyone to a smart mattress. Though we are working on a partnership with one of the top sleep tech brands to add exorcism restraints to a special model.

Host: OK sure, chair. Got it. But won’t the demon still know what’s up?

Guest: That really depends on the demon. If it’s their first possession, they may have no idea. Maybe that’s just a thing this family does to its child. I mean, hasn’t worse been done in the name of God?

Host: I shouldn’t laugh at that. OK. So little Tommy’s uncles have him pinned to their chair. What’s next?

Guest: That’s when you strap on the cuffs.

Host: These? These are cuffs?

Guest: Comfy, aren’t they?

Host: Like rubber. Like I’m wearing a Live Strong bracelet, but thicker. And smoother. What material is this?

Guest: Custom polymer developed for interstellar O-rings. It didn’t seal anything in space, but turns out it’s perfect for this earthly problem.

Host: So, travelers, if you’re listening to the audio, I’m wearing the cuffs. Seriously, they make even the fuzzy ones seem like hardcore S&M.

Guest: We want the victims of possession to experience as little trauma as possible. After all, they’re going through enough already. While we make no guarantees the vessels will not be harmed during the exorcism, we make every effort to keep them safe.

Host: Sounds like there’s a major emphasis on safety. That because of the defenestration?

Guest: It wasn’t much of a defenestration. That was just the internet getting excited over learning a new word.

Host: Like “gaslight” and “narcissist”?

Guest: Something like that.

Host: Then let’s set the record straight. The way I read it—and probably a lot of the listeners did since they’re curious minds, that’s why they tune into this show—is the 15-year-old possessed girl—

Guest: Vessel. We call them vessels when they are possessed. Their bodies aren’t in their control. Or ‘a person with demonic possession.’ 

Host: OK, vessel. She’s trashing her room like she’s Keith Moon. Except when her uncle comes in with the original 1.0 model of the Xorcize.Me device, the girl—vessel—sees the crucifix and shoves her uncle out the window. I mean, I recently learned the word too, but I’m pretty sure that’s what it means.

Producer: Fenetre is French for window.

Host: Exactly, Luke, that’s what I’m talking about.

Guest: That’s how the Internet reported it.

Host: You’re saying it’s fake news?

Guest: I’d never use that term. More like misinformation. Deliberate. From skeptics who believe that Western medicine is the answer to everything, right?

Host: We get that on the show a lot. Just because we can’t figure out a way to find evidence in a controlled study doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.

Guest: Right. We’ve had centuries of anecdotal evidence about the efficacy of exorcisms. But unfortunately, until we get a controlled, double-blind, randomized clinical trial, we will have to contend with doubters. So, this vessel, she shoved her uncle out a second-story window, but you know what you don’t see in the viral clip? Her little brother with a squirt pistol loaded with holy water. He shot her and she dropped to the floor. The family held her there until the AI got the demon out, speaking directly to it through the vessel’s own Bluetooth speaker.

We’re not disrupting the exorcism industry. There is no exorcism industry. It’s just some rogue priests who are so rare they can charge a fortune for their services, right? We’re disrupting the medical-pharmaceutical complex. Your everyday pediatrician would have those parents drugging their little girl, destroying every bit of her soul the demon hadn’t stolen. Take this pill and fall in line. But these parents didn’t. And the girl got better.

There are a lot of people out there with a lot to gain by prescribing medications to victims of demonic possession, which may just temporarily mask the symptoms instead of treating the root cause and exorcising the demon once and for all. So, they warp the statistics when in reality our products are exponentially safer than pharmaceutical drugs.

Host: You gotta admit though, that’s a hell of a defenestration. Luke, can you find the clips? Wasn’t it the little brother filming?

Producer: Yeah, I’ve got it pulled up now and here’s what YouTube says, “Gory, bloody defenestration during exorcism. Teen girl sees crucifix and freaks out. Mayhem ensues. Little brother catches it on camera as uncle gets brutalized.”

Host: That’s a bit over-the-top, don’t you think?

Guest: It sums up exactly the kind of evil we’re dealing with when it comes to demonic possessions. But yes, hyperbole, when our detractors blame our 1.0 model for the carnage wrought by a demon unleashed from Hell.

Host: Luke, play the video. OK, travelers, we’re in a bedroom. Typical teen girl bedroom. Magazine cutouts on the walls, vanity, dresser—are all the drawers open?

Guest: That’s actually a common symptom of demonic possession.

Host: Demons hate shutting drawers. Who knew? Learning new things every day, that’s why I love doing this show. OK, so the teen girl is going absolutely apeshit on her room. Tearing clothes out of drawers and throwing them everywhere. Is that a—yes, for a second, a bra landed on the camera. Must have been awkward for little bro here.

Now she’s shredding the posters and magazine pages on her walls, making a pile of them on her bed. She’s pouring . . . what is that?

Producer: Looks like nail polish remover.

Host: And—oh shit—she’s flicking a lighter. Shit. Now there’s a big-ass fire on her bed. Little bro is yelling. Man comes running in. Runs right back out. All I can say is dude better be back with a fire extinguisher. OK. A bucket. That’ll work. Fire’s out now—holy shit! It’s still hot as fuck and she just tackled him into it. Travelers, this guy’s ass has gotta be on fire and she’s straddling him, clawing at his face. Little bro, what are you still doing in there? You’re gonna get blood on you!

Whoa! Didn’t I just say you better watch out for the blood? That spatter went so damn far hitting the camera like that. Luke, you look perplexed.

Producer: Where are the parents? Can’t they hear him screaming?

Host: Yeah, there they are. Now that’s kinda funny, her ripping off uncle’s toupee like that.

Guest: It’s not a toupee.

Host: Oh fuck, you’re right. How the fuck you scalp someone with your bare hands?

Guest: You can’t. Unless you have a demon possessing you.

Host: That’s a lot of blood. You can see his skull and she’s still smashing his head into the headboard. Oh, shit, dad, this isn’t gonna work. Your little girl just ripped off a scalp, you think you can pull her off him? Yeah, that’s what I thought.

Producer: This kid’s got a future as a combat journalist. Sees his dad get flung across the room, whack his head on one of the open drawers, and go down for the count, yet he still keeps the camera steady.

Host: OK, here it comes. She’s pulling uncle off the bed. He’s somehow still on his feet. Staggering, but still sort of upright. She’s got him by the window. And out he goes.

Huh. I expected that to be a bit more dramatic. Shattered glass. Resistance. Kind of anticlimactic after the scalping.

Producer: I think people just like the word defenestrate.

Host: I’d have called it ‘the scalping.’ Holy fuck, you don’t see that everyday. Oh shit! Go, dad! I thought he was out for the count, but he’s tackled her to the bed!

And there’s the stream of holy water. Yeah, you don’t know that’s what it is unless you’re looking for it. Luke, you’re right, little bro’s got a water gun in one hand and phone recording in the other. Gangsta.

And here’s mom with the cuffs. Yay, mom! Way to get her hands behind her back. Demon strength is no match for mom strength. Now her feet. Smart move, concussed dad to tackle her on her stomach like that. Dad’s got some training, I bet.

Producer: Or they watch a lot of cop shows.

Host: OK, flip her over. Jesus Christ, she’s flopping like a dying fish. Don’t say that! That’s your grandmother you’re talking about!

Yeah, dad, hold her down. And here it comes. Yeah, power of AI, compel her! What’s it saying?

Guest: Based on the scalping and the previous symptoms, our machine learning identified the demon as Sathonas. So the AI is speaking in the words specific to this wrathful demon. Notice the AI doesn’t ever mention Christ?

Host: Yeah, I guess so. Why is that?

Guest: Exorcisms as we’ve seen portrayed in media are dependent on Christian dominance and supremacy and the assumption that Christians are correct, that Christ is the savior and all the demon spawn of Satan are antichrists.

Meanwhile, Islam is the world’s largest religion by adherents, right? And there are certainly demons in parts of the world where Christians have not inflicted their beliefs upon the indigenous folx.

Demons don’t care who humans claim is a savior. They’re just here to cause chaos. So the AI speaks as the voice of God. Not some priest intermediary.

Host: So you’ve created artificial divine intelligence?

Guest: No, it’s still just AI. But the demons don’t know that.

Host: Would you look at that? She’s calm now. No, no, little bro, don’t get too close. The psycho killer always pops back to life when you think he’s dead. Oh wait. Tears. This looks promising. Aw, she wants her mom. Yeah, family, hug it out. Aw, fuck, sirens always crushing the vibe.

Producer: Someone must have called in the uncle’s body.

Host: So this was the defenestration. I gotta say, travelers, it was gnarly. Macabre. But that shit worked.

Guest: Damn right. The orders that came in after this went viral covered the recall of the 1.0 crucifix.

Producer: All the controversy in the comments probably helped. I mean, this one has 4,000 likes. “This scammer killed my abuelita. She was deeply Catholic and when she read their ad she thought it was a legit article about how this product helped other seniors. She decided her cancer was actually a demonic possession and exorcized herself instead of doing chemo.” Then you’ve got a lot of nested comments about other elderly folks having bad experiences with it.

Host: Old people and AI exorcisms. That’s not a match I’d have made.

Guest: Well, in the early days, we were really struggling to get the product out there. Did you know 82% of Gen Z and 67% of Millennials identify as holding atheistic views? Now, I’m not saying I didn’t ever question the Bible or anything, but when the tech-buying market has such a high degree of skepticism, that poses a real marketing challenge, right? So, we figured we should penetrate the 65+ market who still believe in demonic possession.

Host: So, you thought the early-bird special crowd would be perfect?

Guest: Didn’t just think. They were. We sent the products to a couple local news stations, ran some ads on weather sites, and before we knew it, 94% of our sales were coming from people with advanced age.

Host: It’s tough to picture the abuelitas of the world clicking on ads.

Producer: I just looked this up. Apparently the elderly click on everything. Even looking at the ads we ran in the early days, a huge percentage were 65+ and we never targeted them.

Host: Hmm. Maybe they’re just trying to enlarge the image to see it better and they click accidentally? Arthritic fingers?

Producer: Or they’re the demographic that falls for phone scams.

Host: But that’s not why you targeted them?

Guest: No, it was merely for their lack of comparable skepticism. And it turns out, they are powerful influencers. Generations of people looking up to them for wisdom. When they say: ‘try this home exorcism kit,’ the grandkids will unglue their eyes from TikTok and give it a try.

Host: Unreal. Abuelita the influencer. So, where did your interests in exorcisms come from? How did you look at all the problems in the world and say, fuck the forest fires, fuck the persecuted minorities, fuck the trafficked children, fuck the tigers, I’m uniquely qualified to put an end to demonic possession?

Guest: First of all, I just want to say that global warming is a major concern. We manufacture our clandestine crucifixes from 45% recycled material in a green facility with the goal of going carbon neutral by 2026.

Host: Respect.

Guest: And I know you say that all tongue in cheek, but I’ve had an experience. Someone very close to me was the victim of demonic possession.

Host: Cody, man, every CEO who comes on this show has some version of that story. No doctors could figure out what was wrong with me, so I worked with top physicians, allergists, and nutritionists to develop a food sensitivity test and a line of cleanses and cricket-based supplements to fill all the dietary gaps left by cutting out these trigger foods. I was myself a bad kid, spent time inside before someone believed in me and gave me an opportunity for a second chance, so I started this soul brokerage that allows you to invest in an ex-con getting his life back on track. Stories like that. All of them. I struggled with this for years, so I thought there had to be something better. There wasn’t, so I created it myself.

Is it real? Or are these just entrepreneurs who see an opportunity? No judgement either way. These are great products that help a lot of people, like yours, but I just wanna know the real story. The listeners want to know.

Guest: You sure? ’Cause mine’s a horror story.

Host: Then, fuck yeah.

Guest: OK, but let me give some trigger warnings first.

Host: By all means.

Guest: If you have any trauma associated with sexual violence, domestic abuse, the double standard we have for men’s and women’s public frontal nudity, or offensive language, you may want to tune out now. And tune back in—

Host: Luke will add the timestamps in the show notes. So, who was possessed?

Guest: My fiancée. We were living together, and I thought everything was going well. I was in series B round of financing for my first start-up—a supplement that helps you recover from training while you’re training.

Host: Sweet.

Guest: I don’t work with the company anymore, but I still get a monthly box. I’ll hook you up. Anyway, my fiancée was working as a paralegal. Busy law office. As you could guess, we were apart most of the days. And when we were at home, I was still working. You know how it is; you talk to entrepreneurs all day when you’re building something and it takes over, right?

Host: The creation starts eating the creator. Frankenstein.

Guest: The work itself though, not the product. You know there have been no deaths associated with that supplement? To this day. Only three incidents of blood clots and just 14 rhabdo.

Host: Is that good compared to the industry at large?

Guest: It’s a stellar safety profile. I was so wrapped up in developing it, on keeping all potential customers safe that I now realize I must have missed the first signs of Megan’s possession. One night, we’re having dinner with the board. One of the angel investors—this guy’s real conservative, an older VC. At the time, I was just starting and didn’t have the option to be as selective about where the money came from. Now, I would never take capital from someone whose beliefs I didn’t support.

Megan didn’t like him. But I didn’t know that when he asked her why she didn’t butter her dinner roll. She replied with, “Why don’t you shove the rolls one by one into your unbuttered asshole until you choke on them and need to swallow a stick of butter like it’s a big, slippery cock to get it out?”

Host: She said that at a board dinner?

Guest: Board and their wives.

Host: So, like everyone’s in suits and the place settings have like five forks that are all supposed to be for different courses and she’s talking about rectal roll rape? I’m sorry for laughing, man, but I’m just picturing the scene.

Guest: No one there thought it was funny. Except apparently Megan, ‘cause she was just laughing, like maniacal laughing. At first, everyone in the private dining room at Morton’s is staring at her, a couple of the older women staring at their plates, embarrassed, pretending they didn’t hear her talk about assholes and cocks.

Then the deranged laugh just turns into normal Megan laughter and she asks for a top-off of the Malbec like nothing happened.

Host: Did she remember saying it?

Guest: I asked her later and she was just evasive, laughing it off. Laughing at all of them for being uptight. I told her that’s how advisory boards are. They give me money, they get a little nervous when my fiancée’s having outbursts about dinner rolls. She said they were boring and went to bed.

Host: I like Megan.

Guest: You like my fiancée with a demon possessing her?

Host: She tells it like it is.

Guest: That was just the beginning.

Host: Good. ‘Cause I was hoping you weren’t gonna exorcise a demon for making a boring dinner with a bunch of suits memorable.

Guest: We had this tradition. Every Saturday morning I was in town, we’d go to SoulCycle class together. High-intensity exercise keeps you sharp. Packs three sessions into one. You take one of the startup’s supplements, you’re doing three hour-long workouts and an active recovery session simultaneously. Not to mention it’s an hour of Megan time. With the series B round in full swing, I had to maximize efficiencies everywhere I could.

I was real deep into my workout, face in the screen, when I see out of the corner of my eye . . .

Host: What?

Guest: A boob. Just jiggling free on the bike next to mine. Megan had stripped her top off and tossed it on the floor. Suddenly you’ve got the instructor going, “Miss, on the center bike in row 3, will you please put your top back on?” Megan ignores her and keeps pedaling. Meanwhile, that’s got everyone looking since the instructor announced which bike the naked boobs were on. And Megan? She just keeps pedaling. Harder. Breathing heavy. Grunting so loud you can hear her over The Weeknd.

Everyone else is stopped, staring. Megan, she’s in another universe. The music cuts out. Megan keeps pedaling, rising off the seat, feet moving furiously. The lights turn on. She’s still going. Sweat’s dripping, spraying off her bare chest, spittle coming out of her mouth. By now, I’m off my bike, trying to talk to her. Megan, honey, stop. Please, come back to Earth.

But she just glares at me, exhales a big, wet breath right in my face. What was so weird was as much as she was sweating and as red as her face was, her breath . . . it was cold.

Host: Cold?

Guest: Yeah, like an A/C vent.

Host: That’s weird. Luke, you ever heard of that before?

Producer: I just Googled cold breath and all I’m getting is breathing in the winter.

Host: Keep looking. Maybe find out if it’s a medical condition. Cody, please continue.

Guest: And I swear, I saw this look flash over her face. Just for a split second, but I won’t forget it. This devious smile, like it was all a sick joke and she was letting me in on it. Then she turns back, facing straight ahead again. Her bike’s monitor’s flashing. Heart rate’s up at 220. 220? How is that even possible?

Host: Luke, is that possible?

Producer: Do you want the cold breath first or the heart rate?

Host: Heart rate.

Producer: No, it’s not. And you actually can estimate your maximum heart rate by subtracting your age from 220.

Host: So Megan’s max would have been?

Guest: About 185.

Host: Damn.

Producer: And I couldn’t find anything about cold breath, just some mints.

Host: No, no scientific explanation for either.

Producer: At least, not on the top two pages of Google.

Host: Damn. OK, Cody. Go on.

Guest: Now, it’s not like I’m just trying to save face; I’m worried for her life. “Help me get her off the bike!” I remember shouting. Then I think I said something non-sensical like her heart would explode. Medically incorrect, but I was panicked, right?

Security’s in the room now. The rest of the class is clearing out, running for the door, not even grabbing their water bottles, just booking it outta there. Megan’s still trying to pedal as the security guys are prying her off the bike. Petite pilates girl and it takes three of these bodybuilding toxic masculinity types to extract her from the bike and her shoes weren’t even clipped in!

She’s screaming at them and I’m trying to calm her down. She’s threatening them with more of that language from the board dinner, language I’d never heard from her. Castration. That was the focus this time. And how it would be too late to even have a singing career from it. And sodomy with the severed parts, pretty similar to the unbuttered rolls. It was like someone else, not my Megan.

We’re in the car when she finally comes back. Through the whole “you’re banned from SoulCycle” speech, she was silent with that smirk like the one she gave me on the bike. The creepy one with the Jack Nicholson eyes. But now, in the Tesla, I hear this gasp from the passenger seat. It sounds like a sob, and I half expect some evil “Hah! I tricked you” grin when I look over, but her face is red and tears are rolling down her cheeks.

“What is happening to me?” she says.

Host: Whoa. This seems a little drastic. You’re telling me there were no other signs before going full whacko at spin class? Luke, when you were looking up possessions to prep, didn’t you say symptoms escalated gradually?

Producer: Yeah, from what I read, demons like to start slow. Longer they can stay hidden, the longer it looks like the possessed has lost their minds and more chance to ruin their lives.

Host: That’s what I thought. So, Megan’s demon really wasn’t into the long con?

Guest: Two things. One: we don’t call the victims possessed, right? They are people with demonic possession or vessels. Two: there were signs. Like I said, I just missed them. I was told later. After it was all over, about all those weird things that seemed so out of character.

Host: Like? Man, it can’t be worse than disrobing at SoulCycle.

Guest: Like propositioning my college fraternity brothers. A couple of them had come to work for me. I guess at a company happy hour. It wasn’t even that she propositioned them; it was the words she used.

Host: Lots of cock talk?

Guest: Among other things. And some suggestive behavior while eating a banana at the law firm. I’m sorry, man. It was a rough time. I hate remembering the picture Brett painted about her vulgar come-on to him. “I don’t want you, I just want your . . . ” He was actually pretty upset by the whole thing, her telling him how disgusting she found him, which was why she wanted him so bad. Brett didn’t go for it. But I still wish he’d told me sooner.

Host: The negging thing doesn’t work both ways.

Guest: I just hate remembering her like that instead of the sweet woman who’d split a Soylent with me . . .

Host: So, what did you do? Your girl’s turning into a sex-crazed maniac. What did you do?

Guest: We got her into therapy. They talked. Obviously I don’t know what was said. Confidentiality and all. But Megan came out of the office with a prescription for Prozac.

Host: Depression?

Guest: It was a lot of symptoms. And I can see why Megan, the real Megan, would have come off like that, right? She didn’t know what was happening to her. We filled the scrip and went home.

A couple days later and it’s all OK. Nothing weird. Like I have my Megan back. We’re sleeping one night—I had to catch an early flight the next morning. Megan was so sweet helping me pack. I’m asleep, dead asleep on melatonin and magnesium when this music starts blaring.

Ba-ba-ba-ba . . . ba-ba-ba-ba . . . ba-ba-ba . . . she’s my cherry pie.

Blaring. The surround sound downstairs cranked all the way up. Megan’s not in bed. I don’t know if it’s a home invasion, someone luring me down to find my fiancée bound and gagged with a gun to her head while he demands my passwords from behind a mask. 

I creep out to the hallway, try to be real quiet and get the jump on him, if I can. If he exists at all. I keep thinking of an intruder in the house, but in the back of my mind, I know it’s worse than that. That the intruder has been here for quite some time, intruding a lot deeper than just the house. I creep along, but who could hear me over the music anyway? It’s that loud.

I grab my nine iron from the hallway closet and tiptoe down the stairs. All the lights are on and there she is. Megan. She’s not taped to a chair. She’s standing on our $5,000 smart sofa, giving it all sorts of bad data about our seated active time. And she doesn’t even notice me with my golf club, she’s so wrapped up in her rhythmless movement.

When she first started twerking, I grabbed the remote and shut off the music. What replaced it was even louder. A scream. Like I’d just cut off her leg and not some exploitative, cringy hair metal song. Still screaming, she stepped off the couch and onto the coffee table. Finally acknowledging me, she flashed that devious grin again. Lips curled up, but the smile didn’t reach the eyes, right?

“She’s my cherry pie,” she shouted, stomping her clear heels on the glass table. Where did she even get those? I’d never seen them before. Or the leather thong bikini. She got to the “cool drink of water” line when one foot went through the table, shattering glass, tearing into her bare leg. Blood gushed down to the white carpet. She just stood there, one foot still on the intact outer wooden edge and the other on the floor.

Then the tears came again. I ran to her—as close as I could without stepping on the glass in my bare feet. I helped her step through the table and she and I collapsed on the couch. Sobbing. I bandaged her leg and we fell asleep in each other’s arms. The next morning, from the airport, I called my executive assistant and told her to get researching.

Host: Your assistant?

Guest: Yes. Stacey is very open minded. She sold essential oils. The doctor’s prescription wasn’t working. Medications weren’t the answer. If there ever was anyone who could find an alternative explanation than depression, it was her.

Host: Did she?

Guest: I took the red-eye back from the meeting. Megan seemed OK over our texts. Sad, upset, but still Megan, right? And I wanted to get back to her stat. It was about 6 a.m. when I walked through the door. Sun was barely peeking through and all the lights were out at the house. She was sleeping, I thought. And my heart just filled up with relief. Poor girl needed the rest, right? I tiptoe up the stairs so I don’t wake her, but I get to the bedroom and the bed’s empty.

All the dresser drawers are open.

A light’s glowing in the dark room from under the master bathroom door. It’s cracked open.

“Megan?” I say. “Baby?”

Gingerly, I push open the door and there she is, leaning over the sink, applying lipstick over what appears to already be several layers of lipstick. Her cheekbones are streaked with red, and I didn’t know she owned that many colors of eyeshadow. It’s gaudy—with the strong lines of blush on her cheeks and lipstick traced way outside her natural lip line. It’s almost clown-like. And she’s naked. She sees me in the mirror and smiles, lipstick all over her teeth.

“Hello, sexy,” she says.

But it’s not her voice. It’s octaves lower.

Host: Like when there is no Dana, only Zuul?

Guest: I’m not familiar with that reference. It was husky, deep. Not like my Megan at all.

Host: Like Zuul.

Guest: I don’t know what Zuul is, but if that helps your listeners understand just how jarring this experience was, OK.

Host: Like Zuul, travelers.

Guest: She turns to me, starts rubbing her hands on me.

“Don’t you want me?” she asks. “I want you to . . . ” I’m not repeating that.

Host: More cock talk?

Guest: Yes. She starts licking my neck and I guess I wasn’t responding how she wanted me to because she bit my lip and it started gushing blood. I jerked away and pressed my hand to what I could feel was a deep puncture wound.

“What’s the matter?” she said. “You’ve never had pleasure with blood?”

I guess I was annoyed because I responded with sarcasm. “And you have?”

“I’ve had more lovers than the busiest whores.”

“Then I guess there’s a lot you haven’t told me.”

“You will learn the way of Asmodeus.”

And she kissed my lip, sucking out the blood and letting it add yet another color to her made-up face, and throughout all of what happened next in the bed, I kept repeating in my head Asmodeus, Asmodeus, Asmodeus. So after, I texted Stacey that name. Her reply was three words and a lot of exclamation points: She is possessed!!!!!!!!!!

Host: How’d she know that?

Guest: Google. Asmodeus is the lust demon.

Host: And what did you say to that? Were you just like, well, that’s it, we’ve got ourselves a demon?

Guest: No. I was skeptical at the time. Anyone would be, right? Of all the possible explanations, demonic possession just wasn’t on my mind. So, I had Stacey compile a report that she presented a couple days later. Other possessions, demographics and psychographics of the victims. She even put it in our pitch deck template. At the end. I was sold. It was a demon that took over my Megan.

Host: And then?

Guest: Then we found a priest who performed the exorcism. I’ll admit I still had doubts, right? Until I saw him douse her with holy water and literal steam came off her forehead. There were a lot of bodily functions in the bedroom. We had to replace the 8-Sleep mattress, but we got the demon out.

Host: And you and Megan—happily ever after?

Guest: No. We tried to make it work, but split after a couple months. She couldn’t forget that, even though it was for her own good, I was the one that tied her to a bed and held her there for three days straight. And the things she said about my mother . . . I couldn’t get past it either.

Host: But from this experience, you saw a need for home exorcisms.

Guest: Right. I thought about all the pain points—the biggest pain points—of my experience and asked myself, how can I leverage technology to solve them? There’s got to be a smarter way, right? Exorcisms haven’t advanced in centuries. The one we got Megan, it was straight-up medieval. The priest was just guessing at how to communicate with the demon, throwing out literal hail Marys. He had a crucifix and a vial. We’ve got self-driving cars, right? Robots that perform surgery. Devices that measure every biometric your body has available and tells you right on your smart phone. And we’re still flying priests across the country and traumatizing our loved ones with days of confinement and torture? I knew there was a smarter way to use the tools we have in this century.

Host: You don’t often hear tech and religious rituals in the same sentence.

Guest: Right? We weren’t trying to strip away the ancient rites. I want that to be very clear. We made sure we weren’t undermining the proven effectiveness of the exorcism. We weren’t inventing a new way to prevent demonic possession. Exorcisms? They have a proven track record. We didn’t want to mess with that. Just make them smarter.

Host: So, painless for the victim? I dunno, man. Everything I know about religion, there’s a lot of punishment for sinners, regardless of whether they’re guilty or not.

Guest: If you’d seen Megan’s exorcism, you’d see why that’s a hot take. What she went through, that was cruel and unusual. Bible itself says, God is fair and just, right? What she experienced getting the demon out was a hair short of full-on smiting. We needed to optimize the experience for the victim’s sake.

Host: OK, so how did you do that?

Guest: Number 1 was finding the exorcist. Do you know there is a major exorcist shortage today?

Host: You know, in all my mental journeys, I’d never actually thought about it, but I can see that.

Guest: Right. First of all, you’ve got the rise in skepticism. Everything now has a scientific explanation. No one’s ever had a demon in a lab to examine and say for sure we’re dealing with a proven supernatural species, right? I believe science is real as much as I believe black lives matter and love is love, but science can also be slow. So, there’s no evidence in the journals. And a covert mission from the depths of Hell sounds too conspiratorial for most folks.

Host: That’s true. We’ve had Alex Jones on a couple times and not even he’s mentioned that.

Guest: Right. So, couple that with dwindling faith in the Catholic Church as an organization, the lawsuits and overall notion that exorcisms are as barbaric as lobotomies, no one wants to go into the field. It’s not taught at the seminary anymore. No priest wants that association.

Host: So, how did you find one?

Guest: Well, it became Stacey’s full-time job for a while. She called just about every diocese on the west coast. Searched all over the web for any code words that could signify someone willing to perform the rite. I had to start asking our marketing director to schedule my meetings and dinners. When she quit a week later, I was stuck. Stacey finally found one in Boston, but the damage to my start-up company was done. The gossip about how Stacey was spending her time got around. Turns out even the most devout board members draw the line at exorcisms.

Host: At least on company time.

Guest: So objective number one was making it easy for the average person to find an exorcist. But, as I said, it’s impossible to find something that doesn’t exist, right? So, I thought, why not make our own exorcists? With AI. That makes them abundant and cheap. No flying Father Damian in from Boston and putting him up six nights at the Park Hyatt.

It broke my heart to think about all these poor BIPOC and other marginalized folx who our society has denied access to exorcism services. Most of the country is in an exorcism desert and only the privileged stand even a chance of securing this life-saving care. We set out to democratize exorcisms, making them accessible to the people who need them most. 

You know people of color are 24% more likely to be victims of demonic possession, but are less likely to know what an exorcism is? It’s a tragedy.

Host: That’s why you put up all those billboards in Watts, Flint, and East St. Louis?

Guest: Yes. It’s a shame how that got misinterpreted.

Host: I’d actually never heard of you guys until the social media shitstorm and the accusations about your company taking advantage of desperate people. Positioning a product with a $400 price tag to the most vulnerable populations. Trying to tell people that all their problems could be cured by buying your product.

Guest: Yes . . . I remember what they said.

Host: As I recall, it was the financing plans right on the billboards that really pissed people off.

Guest: Yes, we—

Host: But, hey—that’s how I discovered your product. And, as a mental adventurer, it piqued my interest enough to have you on the show to tell your side of the story. So, is there anything you want to say as parting words? End it on a positive note?

Guest: Sure. If you think your loved one is victim of a demonic possession, visit try.Xorcize.Me. Take the free quiz to see if their symptoms match up with those of a demonic possession. If so, you can get 10% of your first non-denominational home exorcism kit. Make sure you subscribe to our emails and follow all our socials for tips and tricks to get the most out of your device.

Host: You heard the man. Thanks for exploring with me today, travelers. I don’t know about you, but now I’m thinking I’ve gotta take that quiz for the mother-in-law.

Podcast outro music


THE PEOPLE AROUND YOU

UGH. Why is there a positive relationship between bathroom floor water levels and cocktail prices? Do the other patrons really think a lack of legit happy hour specials entitles them to flood the bathroom? 

Those punk bars we said we grew out of, their facility walls may be covered with graffiti, but we didn’t have to wade through a pool of grimy, mystery liquid to use them. It’s not like I didn’t want to get out of here and back to the table as quickly as possible. Kacey was in the middle of a story that could be life changing. Tim and Chloe seemed to have hit it off. Call me a matchmaker. A decade of friendship with both of them and somehow they hadn’t met until this outing at a hip, new rooftop bar that promised the social experience of the 21st century. Whatever that meant.

Twenty seconds of hand washing? Eh. Ten will do. I rub my hands under the dryer. If only they had one for my boots. I shake what I hope is just water off the soles and push open the door.

“What’d you drown in there?” The woman shoves past me into the single-stall restroom, slamming the door shut before I have a chance to defend myself.

“Almost.” Who talks to another human like that in real life, with their real face, without hiding behind a username and a cartoon profile pic?

It’s darker than when I left, the setting sun casting a reddish glow on the rooftop revelers. Jeez, the angry woman can’t be right, can she? No. Unless my phone is lying, I’ve been in there two minutes. Must be that time in the evening when a quick trip into the restroom looks like hours passed in the sky. Or maybe time is just flying on this rooftop as it does with good friends, conversation, and martinis.

“Oh, Lauren, listen to this.” Kacey doesn’t wait for me to sit. She’d been holding back her big news until I returned. The new client that was going to make the branding agency she founded. “Get ready for this.”

“I’m ready. The client is?”

“You can’t change the people around you.” She pauses, stares into my eyes. “But you can change the people around you.”

Huh? My look must have conveyed that sentiment because she says, “Did I just blow your mind?”

“Uh no. That’s a viral fad. I’ve seen like twenty videos of people saying that in the past week. Hell, I even posted one.”

“You can’t change people,” Chloe says. “I wish we could. I’d change the white supremacists. I have no tolerance for intolerance.”

“That still makes you intolerant.” Tim glares at Chloe while he stirs his old fashioned like a Bond villain petting his hairless cat. Sure, Tim and Chloe would have none of the same letters in a personality test, but that’s kind of why I thought they’d hit it off. Yeah, Tim can be difficult—why else would he need a friend to set him up?—but the outright hostility is new. What happened when I was in the ladies’ room?

“So, Kacey, the new client you were going to tell us about.” Maybe changing the subject will lessen the tension.

“Oh yes,” Kacey says. “But first, martini.” She picks up the glass and smiles for an invisible photographer. “Friday vibes!”

“Sure, but who is the client?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter who it is,” Chloe says. “I just want it to be known that I’m so proud of my friend for growing her agency. I’m just so proud.”

“I’m not sure who needs to hear this, but—‚” Kacey says.

“Nobody. Nobody needs to hear whatever nonsense is gonna spew out of your mouth,” Tim says. His hand clenches around his lowball glass, the knuckles turning white.

“Well, I wanna hear who the client is.”

“Oh, this is a huge client. Life changing. Major reveal coming!”

“It’s a company that I can support, right? It matters to me to only support brands that align with my values,” Chloe says.

“What values? The ones that shift as much as your fat ass on that stool?” Tim says.

“Tim, what is your problem? That doesn’t even make sense,” I say.

“Can you listen to these two self-important twats anymore?”

“Actually, no. I’m a little confused, guys. You don’t talk like this, Kacey. I’m your friend, not your Instagram follower. Tell me about the client.”

“Lauren, drop me some love. I’ve been digging deep.”

“Deep into daddy’s wallet to start that bullshit agency.”

“Tim, quit being an asshole!”

“I stand with Kacey,” Chloe says.

“I so need another appletini,” Kacey says. “I need it like yesterday.”

“Of course that’s how a selfish bitch like you would use time travel.” Tim takes a sip from his drink, spits it across the table. It doesn’t reach Kacey. She’s too busy trying to see her reflection in her empty martini glass to notice. What is wrong with Tim? Did Chloe say something to him while I was gone? Are my matchmaking skills really that rusty?

“I do not tolerate misogynistic language,” Chloe says.

“OMG guys, this appletini is a literal game changer. I don’t feel drunk at all.”

“Jesus, Kacey, I wish you were. Please come back to Earth.” What was that about changing the people around me? Please bring my friends back! The people I left to use the restroom, not these . . . avatars I returned to.

“She’s just taking up air, air that should belong to someone with something original to contribute,” Tim says. He’s shaking, the veins popping in his forearms from clenching the glass and in his neck from speaking through gritted teeth. Like he’s holding in something terrible about to be unleashed. What in the hell happened when I was in the bathroom?

“Just to set the record straight, I do not believe in air hogging under any circumstance,” Chloe says.

“Then you should stop yapping, you self-righteous shrew!” The lowball glass in Tim’s hand shatters. Blood gushes from his palm. He shoves the glass shards into Chloe’s face, twists his wrist, and pulls his hand away. Blood drips out of her eyes, down from her cheeks, and pools on the table.

“Oh, it’s real right now,” Kacey says.

“It’s gonna get a lot realer,” Tim says.

Chloe smashes her margarita into the table. She picks up the now pointy stem of the glass. Tim dives off his stool as it plunges into his shoulder.

“Bitch!” From the ground, he kicks the table. It collapses on Kacey’s lap. Martinis spill and glass shards slice her bare legs.

“Stop it! Both of you!”

“You do not tell me what to do,” Tim growls from the floor. His bloody hand wraps around shattered glass and he throws it at me. A shard hits my arm. It feels cold. It takes a couple seconds for the bleeding to start. What it lacks in pain it makes up for in blood. “Who are you to tell me to stop anything?” He lifts himself back to his feet, snarling. A face I’ve never seen before. Who is this troll who lurks within Tim?

“Kindness matters!” Chloe screams as she lunges into Tim, knocking him back onto the ground.

“Blood balayage,” Kacey says, combing her bloody fingers through the ends of her blond hair. “That’s a thing, right?”

“Ermahgerd yes!” The woman at the table behind us says. “Totally digging that look.” She grabs my bleeding arm and I rip it away. She runs her fingers through her brown curls, and now the ends just look a little wet. Another victim of influence.

“Beat that bigot and rip his tongue out so he can’t say another bigoted thing again!” someone shouts.

The tables around us are empty. The whole rooftop has encircled our party, watching. If I were them and on the periphery, I would run. It’s like they’re salivating, watching Chloe pull at Tim’s shirt, shrieking, “I do not stand with your hate!”

She scrapes a piece of glass into his cheek, and he grabs her wrist, rolling her onto her back. He straddles her, slams her head into the ground.

A cacophony of voices, some shrill, some angry.

“Yeah, shut that banshee up!” 

“I do not believe in this.”

I grab Tim by his shoulders, pulling him back, but his hands remain on Chloe’s head and when he shakes me off, he lets her head drop to the ground. And she doesn’t resist anymore.

“Someone help me!” I keep pulling. No one comes to my aid.

“Don’t worry, I’m recording all of this,” another unfamiliar voice shouts.

“Kacey?” 

“I’m just here living my best life,” she says.

“You don’t deserve to have a life,” Tim says, his sneer focusing on Kacey.

“Yeah!” someone, a patron or the bar staff, shouts from the crowd that surrounds us. A woman shoves through the crowd to Kacey, beer bottle in hand.

“Oh, thank you. Help me hold him back.” I dig my nails into Tim’s shoulder, pulling him away from Kacey. “Come on, help me!”

The woman rolls her eyes, smashes her beer bottle over Kacey’s head, and before I can even move, slits my friend’s throat. It’s not like my arm. The blood gushes immediately. Kacey grasps at her neck, but the seeping blood makes it too slippery, and it just keeps flowing. She falls out of her stool, landing on Chloe. My friends bleed to death on the rooftop floor. The crowd stares at them, some smirking with satisfaction that these people they don’t know got what they deserved. Some are in shock, at least that’s what they’re projecting. A single tear falls from the eye of a chubby man.

Tim turns to me. I don’t wait to hear what vitriol will come out of his mouth as I shove through the circle of strangers. I’m going to the only place that makes sense. Thank god it’s unoccupied. I slam the single-stall bathroom door behind me and lock it. Silence. No banging at the door. No screaming. Nothing. Just a slight sloshing. It doesn’t matter what it is anymore.

I run water over my arm in the sink. The wound isn’t deep and I still can’t feel it. Maybe it’s the shock. Maybe it’s the relative respite. This is where I was before everyone lost their minds and turned into some cowardly cartoon versions of people they want to pretend to be, or maybe who they really are. But is Kacey, she of the master’s degree and her own business, really little more than the vapid spouter of social media cliches? Is Chloe no more than a collection of all the moment’s right opinions? Is Tim secretly murderous?

The blood washes down the drain, the water becoming pinker until it runs clear. The bleeding stops. How long have I been in this room? My phone is in my bag at the table. I can’t stay in this bathroom forever. This is where I was before everything went to Hell. Please, let opening this door return me to reality.

It’s twilight on the rooftop bar. The tables are filled with friends and colleagues sipping their troubles away. Tim, Chloe, and Kacey are smiling at the high-top.

“Jeez, Lauren, you’ve been in there forever,” Chloe says. “The suspense about Kacey’s new client is killing us.”

“Guys, listen to this,” I say. “You can’t change the people around you. But you can change the people around you.”

Blank stares. 

“Did I just blow your mind?”


SNEAK PEEK OF LUCY LEITNER’S NEXT NOVEL THE GIRL WITH THE LOLLIPOP EYES.

AN ADVENTURE IN SLACKER NOIR!

CHAPTER 1

SOME SITUATIONS CALL for a Mexican wrestling mask. You get to a point in your life, where you know what those are. Like tonight. Like you just got word that some out-of-towners are about to go on an automotive rampage leaving mirrored carnage scattered on your street. That is, if you didn’t have your Mexican wrestling mask. You pull it on since you know the shit’s about to go down. In the Southside, there’s more and more of these situations as of late. 

It’s the part of Pittsburgh where local lowlifes and hip young folk who flex their balls by their zip code live, and where the respectable folks from all the other parts of the city descend for the weekend to blow off steam. And by descend, I mean sink down into the second-rate debauchery of the new nightclubs with the dress codes and the stabbings or the old dives where jail-issued booties won’t get you denied entrance. The dives have fewer stabbings, but their patrons may make just as much mayhem when they’ve finished their last Busch Light tallboy.

Pius Street is where you live if you want to be in on the latter action. Or, when you’ve got the reputation as the Shield of the Southside, Keeper of Carson Street, Protector of this Part of Pittsburgh, and you’ve got community standards to uphold. And you don’t have a gun on account of the whole background check criteria for a license and they don’t standard issue those anyway to independent private investigators. All you’ve got is your hulking size, your Luchador mask, your instincts, and your roommate.

So, here’s what you do. You stay home. Right about now, you’re probably thinking that doesn’t make sense. You’re not the criminal. You staying in isn’t gonna stop the madness. Yeah, sure, if everyone stayed in on Saturday night there’d be no miscreant motherfuckers out there wreaking havoc. Everyone’d be at home joining hands, singing Kumbaya. But fuck if I’m gonna tell you to do that. A John Lennon world is bad for business.

Now, if you don’t have a clear view of the bar, you gotta have a partner whose got one of those phones that take pictures. So, you post up at your window. This works best if you’re on the second floor since people rarely look up in this part of town. Anyone who’s been here knows the sidewalks aren’t what you’d call aligned, and odds are they’ve got an empty Straub bottle that you don’t want under your foot. It’s not legal to drink on the street in Pittsburgh—hell, we only got around to selling beer on Sundays a couple years ago—but no one’s gonna cause a fuss about the type of guy or gal who drinks semi-local beer outside of what we consider the proper establishment. 

Your partner’s inside the bar. He’s got the fun part. He’s throwing a couple back. You give him the fun job for a couple reasons. 1: You’re not in the financial state to pay him an hourly rate for this endeavor. You can cover a couple pints at this bar, seeing how it’s off the main drag. 2: You’ve gotta take care of the real work. When you’re taking on drunk-driving on a side street single-handedly, sheeee-it, you’ve gotta be the entire justice system. You gotta do more than just apprehend. And seeing how you’re the licensed PI, you’ve gotta be there when the shit goes down.

And you look a lot more menacing in a Mexican wrestling mask.

My phone chirps. A new message from Stack. Man’s doing his part down at the bar, snapping quick pics of the people heading out. Now, he’s not shooting all of them; just the folks whose mugs I captured and sent him when they walked past the house after parking their cars, so he can match them to bar patrons. I tap the green button to open the photo, and fuck if the phone isn’t out of space. Tap the buttons. Some files gotta go. How about some photos from an Achtung! show about ten years ago when punk rock was still kind of alive in Pittsburgh. Thanks for the memories. I flip the phone shut because that seems to make it think it’s reset itself, then I open it back up and try to see the photo Stack sent.

The photo shows this time. Dude’s got a brown suede looking jacket over khaki pants and the little lady with him has the oversized sweater with black leggings look going. Not a bad look. At least from the back, as that’s the angle of the two leaving the bar. I scroll through all my photos. Fuck, I should have labeled these or something. These two came by earlier, but which car did they leave on my street? Not a lot of action tonight, so I only gotta scroll through six shots before I find the little white sedan. Doesn’t look like the type of ride to cause a lot of damage, what with it not being much of a wide load, but if you got enough in you, you could take out a block of sideview mirrors with a moped. Even if they fall over three times, it won’t take more than a couple minutes for these two to get to the white car.

I grab the Luchador mask that’s been sitting on my desk for three nights. Yeah, buddy, it’s finally on. Nine hours posted up at my window the past two nights is about to pay off. Gotta hope the eighty bucks in Stack’s bar tabs do, too. It takes a couple buttons on the phone to get back to the message with the photo.

“It’s nn. Fnllnw them,” is the message I send. He’ll know what it means. No time to tap that 6 key a third time to get to ‘O’. Gotta intercept them before they get in the car and start wreaking more havoc on my street. Bomber jacket’s plain and black. It’s got tears in the elbows, but that’s not much for distinguishing marks. I pull it on and slip the Luchador mask over my head. It’s blue with this rigid silver fabric outlining all the holes in my face. It’s identifiable as shit, but it covers a face that’s known in these parts. I shove my ponytail under the mask and shove out of my room. Down the stairs and just about out the front door and—goddamnit! The claymore is still in my room. I peer out the door. The white car is parked two houses up from mine, closer to the bar. Seeing how all the homes on my road are stuck together, that means it’s real close. But even with the Lucha mask cutting into my peripheral vision, I can see the couple coming up the street. If I run upstairs for the weapon, they get to the car before me, and I just sent Stack out drinking three nights for nothing.

Fuck if I know what the original design of this house was for the steelworkers at the turn of the century, but now the kitchen’s basically next to the front door. Doubt they intended it as an arsenal, but it sure as hell is convenient right about now. For three dirtbags, we’ve got a lot of cooking gear. That’s all Brittannie, man. Stack’s all about takeout and me, I’ve got a good handle on the microwave. But Brittannie, she’s got it hooked up in here. She makes toast and shit. Sorry, Brit, but at this crucial moment in the history of the South Side, it’s no time to be toasting bread. I grab the stainless-steel toaster off the once-white counter and carry it under my arm like a football out the front door.

I been told I’ve got this “hulking gait.” And it’s a damn good thing when you’re about to intercept a couple would-be criminals armed with nothing but a toaster. I still got that intimidating swagger even when I pick up the pace to make sure I get to the sedan first.

“Tina, come on,” the guy says.

Babe’s lagging behind, tap, tap, tapping on her phone. At least she’s on the sidewalk. Would be just my luck to have to save these two from getting run over texting while J-walking. I get to the car first. The front says it’s a Ford. The back says “Fiesta.” Sorry, folks, the party’s over.

I lean against the trunk. The toaster’s under my arm and its cord is in my hand, ready when I need to use it. These two better hope it doesn’t come to that.

The guy’s damn near. His face is smooth, and he’s got those thick-rimmed glasses that the hipsters on the other side of town wear. He doesn’t have a hipster look going though. Not preppy either. This is just a guy. A guy with a girl. And his expression is damn clear even though the nearest streetlight is burnt out. It’s what you’d call befuddled. Then accepting. Then a smile.

He laughs as he stops about two yards from me. He’s got that nervous laugh that so many guys his size have when they see a big mother with about six inches of height and sixty pounds of bulk on them.

“I thought Halloween was still three weeks away,” he says. “And here I’ve got a Luchador with a toaster just hanging out on a Saturday night. Gotta love the South Side. Am I right?”

“You been drinking tonight?” I ask.

“Just had a beer with my girl down the street. Heading home from the ‘Hounds match, thought we’d grab a drink on the way.”

“You didn’t go all hooligan, did you?”

“Dude, it’s soccer in Pittsburgh. The symphony gets a rowdier crowd. Then we come down to the South Side to check out the spots on Carson. But there’s no parking down there and my girl didn’t wanna take a long walk to have one drink and all, so here we are.”

“Yes,” I say. “Here you are about to get in your car and have a traveling fiesta.”

“Huh?” 

“You know there’s been a crime spree on this street recently?”

“You don’t say.”

“See, every weekend, another one of the good people parked on this street loses a mirror. People come in from all over to catch a buzz, then they take off, swerving and shit. Check out the houses on this street. See how they’re all crammed together? No driveways or garages or nothing? So the folks living on this street gotta leave their cars outside, right in the line of fire from drunks hightailing it out of the neighborhood.”

“That’s a shame,” he says. “People shouldn’t be driving if they’re that buzzed.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I say, glaring at him through the silver-lined eyeholes of the Lucha mask.

“Pfffft-hahahaha.” Tina’s finally put the phone in her purse and reached the car. She stops laughing to say, “I love the South Side.”

“Well, it was good talking to you, man.” The guy walks toward the street. I stand up from the trunk and get right in between the rear bumper of the Fiesta and what’s left of the front bumper on Ian’s Jeep Patriot that he drove into a tree at a bonfire party over the summer. Ian’s is one of the cars that’s lost a mirror to the invading drunks.

“Excuse me.” He tries to maneuver past me, but I’m just big enough and he’s just not little enough to make that happen. “Look, man, I’d like to get in my car now. Been a long day and we just want to get home.”

“‘Fraid that’s not gonna happen,” I say.

He laughs again, more nervous now. “You’re saying we’re not going home?”

“We’re going home,” Tina says.

“Nah, of course you can go home,” I say. “You’re just not driving. You’ve been drinking. Can’t let you tear down this street and take more mirrors with you. Got neighbors to protect.”

“We’re not gonna tear down the street,” Tina says.

“Yeah, we’ve had like one drink,” the guy says.

“I have it on good authority that you were at Clizby’s for well over an hour,” I say.

“Oh yeah?” The guy laughs again. “You got a network of Luchadors spying on us?”

“Nah,” I say. “Not a Luchador, but I got a network all right.” 

I tilt my chin and dude takes his cue to look behind him. Tina turns and looks, too. And we’re all trying to make out the dark shape approaching on the sidewalk. Sheeee-it, the burnt-out streetlights are making Stack’s grand entrance all the more dramatic. With the spotty light on this street, his long hair makes it look like he’s got no head, just a giant goddamn neck that rounds at the top. He gets about ten feet from the car and the vision’s a lot more clear.

Stack’s my height, but he don’t have the girth that makes people say ‘reckoned with’ when they say my name. His hair’s dark and fuck if I’ve ever seen the man wear anything but black. He’s got this beard right now that Brittannie trimmed for him, so she can diversify her stylist portfolio. She called it the Garibaldi, like it’s fashionable and all, but he looks more like he’s been making package bombs in a cabin in Montana. And that’s a damn good thing when we’re scaring would-be drunk drivers out of the area on foot.

Though I don’t agree with the man’s methods (I prefer face-to-face non-violent confrontations whenever I can), the Unabomber did have some good points about technology and how it’s running our lives. I do without all that expensive shit. Problem is, other people don’t. They’ve got those goddamn remotes that unlock their doors without even having to use a key.

I’m still watching my roommate make his entrance when I hear what sounds a lot like a car door unlocking. I turn my head real quick on account of eye holes on the Lucha mask not offering much peripheral vision, and Tina’s got the passenger door open and is hopping in the car. I’m about to shove past her man to keep her from getting the door closed when I realize that would compromise my position, which is the only advantage I got right now.

“You better hand those keys and that clicker thing over to me,” I say.

“The clicker thing? You mean the remote?”

“Yeah.”

“No.”

“I’m not letting you drive out of here drunk.”

“Again,” he says, rolling his eyes this time. “I’m not drunk. Can’t stay in that place long enough to get drunk. They still allow smoking in there. What decade is this?”

“I’ve got a witness here says you’d been drinking,” I say.

“That guy?” He laughs again as he points at Stack who’s got his arms crossed over his chest as he leans against a telephone pole. Good man. Not afraid of splinters and tetanus. “That guy’s wasted. He knocked an Amstel Light all over the bar trying to check out my girl when we sat down.”

“Fuck, man.” I look at Stack. “I said two-dollar draughts tops. You were drinking Amstel?”

He shrugs. “I like Amstel.” He tries to cross his legs to be all casual. Like in those old cartoons when Bugs or someone’s being duplicitous and hops up on a sofa as if to say with body language, ‘I’ve been here all day.’ Stack tries to do that. But when he’s on one leg, he loses his balance and stumbles into Ian’s Jeep. The bumper’s partly detached from Ian’s adventure in the woods and Stack damn near rips the rest of it off trying to break his fall. He’s got his hands on the hood of the car, steadies his feet. Then he does this real Stack-like thing and he flings his hair over his shoulder. Stack steps back onto the sidewalk and leans against the splintered, rotting wood of the phone pole again.

“Have I made my point?” the little guy asks.

I drop the toaster to my side, keeping the cord in my hand. Sheee-it, between my stance with the weapon dangled ominously against my leg and the Luchador mask I’m looking a lot like the left side of a slasher movie poster. And this little guy from the burbs with his thick-framed specs and shirt tucked into his khakis, he’s in the background cowering in terror with his buddies from camp.

Only he’s still just standing there, looking at the toaster.

“I can’t let you drive out of here.” I step toward him. Little man stands his ground, though he doesn’t have much of it left between the trunk of his ride and Ian’s bumper that’s protruding out like a turnstile between him and the sidewalk. And even if he gets there, he’s got Stack waiting for him. “So either you and your girl call the Uber and come back and get your ride when you’re sober, or things are gonna get weird around here.” 

I raise my arm over my head and start moving my hand in a circle. The toaster’s twirling. It’s whacking me in the ass, but he’s finally starting to get what it’s for. He takes a step back and he’s in the bumper. He doesn’t want to take his eyes off the menacing freak with the toaster, but he’s got to see to maneuver around the bumper. Right as he’s on the sidewalk, the car door opens. Tina sticks her head out of the car.

“Greg, you okay? Let’s get out of here.”

“Yeah, Greg.” I walk toward him real slow. Now’s the time to use the hulking gait. “You should get out of here. Come get your car when you sober up.” 

And with that last warning, I start swinging the toaster over my head like a lasso. Since I’m right by Greg and he’s a lot shorter than me, I’m swinging it over his head, too. And he doesn’t like that. Tina sure as shit doesn’t. She gets out of the car and slams the door. She grabs Greg’s hand, and they break into a run. I take two steps, toaster swirling over my head like I’m gonna follow them, but I stop. They’re almost down to where Pius Street intersects 18th—Clizby’s, from whence they came—and not looking back. I stop swinging and drop my hand to my side and fuck if there isn’t this crashing sound as the toaster bounces off the hood of Ian’s Jeep. For a five-pound hunk of metal falling from the sky, it doesn’t leave much of a dent and just scratches off a little of the white paint. The toaster, somehow detached from the cord still in my hand, is a goner.

“Brittannie’s gonna be pissed,” Stack says.

“Yeah.” I pull off the Lucha mask. “But we saved our neighbors from more drunks fucking up their cars. Fifty collective bucks well spent on the part of Pius Street, if you ask me.”

“Still got ten left from Clizby’s. Michelle was working tonight. Think she likes me. Gave me a couple free ones.”

“That’s just ‘cause you’ve been there three nights in a row and you’re giving lap-dance tips in a dive ‘cause it’s my money,” I say.

“Still,” he says. “She likes me, man, I know it.”

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s get inside before they come back with the cops.”

Read The Girl with the Lollipop Eyes here


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Lucy Leitner is an advertising writer and award-winning journalist in Pittsburgh, PA. Her transgressive fiction includes the novels Working Stiffs, Outrage: Level 10, and Bad Vibrations as well as several shorter works that appear in anthologies and Godless.com original series.


JOIN BLOOD BOUND BOOKS’ NEWSLETTER AND RECIEVE 20% OFF YOUR NEXT ORDER


[image: Blood_Bound_Books_Logo_final_(2).png]



OPS/image2.jpg





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
e






OPS/image0.jpg
INFLUENCE

#HORROR STORIES

LUCY LEITNER





OPS/image1.jpg





