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ABSTRACT 

 

Cooling Bodies is a collection of six short stories that explore contemporary technology, 

Internet culture, and social media through various subjective positions ranging in age, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, and social background. Cooling Bodies employs 

classic short story theorists, sociological and philosophical theorists, and the inspiration 

of prominent authors in the genre, as a means of situating its stories in the broader 

tradition, as well as reexamining common conventions of this tradition through a 

contemporary lens. The stories of Cooling Bodies align sociological concerns regarding 

human alienation with familiar ideas vested in short fiction criticism, exploring digital 

technology as a common factor that has the potential to simultaneously connect and 

estrange individuals. The manuscript uses irony as a primary techn ique to express this 

paradox of communication through the impasse of character perspectives. Cooling 

Bodies views storytelling as a structured act of loneliness, and it portrays human 

connection as a perpetual experiment in language. 
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Introduction 

 Cooling Bodies is a manuscript of six works of short fiction exploring the nature 

of subjective identity in the present historical moment, as represented through a central 

ethos manifested by the short story genre. The manuscript is committed to pondering 

questions of human identity and loneliness, themes that have been crucial to the 

traditional functions of the short story genre, while doing so within a newer context of 

present and emerging social technologies. By framing these interests within the insights 

of short story and cultural theory, my manuscript seeks to engage the nature of a 

contemporaneity defined by perpetual connection and seclusion mingling paradoxically. 

My stories also use irony to examine complex issues of identity, especially within 

complicated cultural discourses, in order to encounter fresh issues of disoriented and 

fragmented identity, as indicative of the ever-changing nature of the technologically-

mediated social experience. Addicted as many of us are to our fabricated online lives, 

and reliant on them professionally, personally, and creatively, the term ‘simulation’ does 

not signify an effigy or stand-in for human experience; it is, as Baudrillard suggests, just 

another facet of reality itself. Thematically, each story engages with communicative 

technology, either through the presence of the Internet, social media, gaming, or virtual 

reality, as a means of probing the protagonists’ inner lives. The project is concerned with 

capturing a large range of experience, and thus it concerns itself with protagonists of 

varying ages, gender identities, sexual orientations, and social backgrounds. My 

approach to rendering these characters is to prioritize their emotional perspectives, to 

closely focalize their points-of-view when using third-person narration, and to allow 

their flaws to speak for themselves—relying on irony to showcase any potential 
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shortcomings rather than overtly signaling value judgments through a narrator. The 

following introduction will serve as an overview of the theoretical, sociological, 

philosophical, and literary forbearers of Cooling Bodies, including some brief 

background information before we delve into sections devoted to each specific critical or 

theoretical research source. 

 Traditionally, short fiction has often focused on the tensions between public and 

private spheres of identity, with Frank O'Connor, a notable practitioner and theorist, 

arguing that it most effectively situates its stories at the outer margins of society, through 

the voices of isolated or dispossessed characters (SST 86). While it might be argued more 

generally that other forms of literature, such as the novel, also deal with the isolation of 

humans' inner-lives, many theorists maintain that the short story—through the limitations 

and precision of its form—hones a particular method of revealing voices and narratives 

stark in their ephemeral nature. To put it simply, the experience of reading a text that is 

succinct, and less sprawling in its size and plot than in longer forms, is recognizably 

different from other literary experiences, and many scholars have identified an 

emphasized loneliness here—if not a unique characteristic of the genre, it is one that 

nonetheless illuminates our understanding of it. At the extreme of this proposition, 

theorists such as Charles E. May believe that the short story produces a unique tone or 

even a particular mode of reality—an idea we will elaborate on shortly. Scholars have 

also theorized the ways in which the short story treats the prospect of closure perhaps 

distinctly from the novel. Susan Lohafer provides a strong overview of this work in her 

introduction to the section of Short Story Theory at a Crossroads devoted to endings, 

explaining how the genre can be “an exercise in sensibility and inference, [where readers 
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must] figure things out for themselves” (109). Noting the presence of stories that do not 

“resolve” themselves, many critics view short fiction as a form that conceals details and 

frustrates the prospect of closure (110), contributing to alarming effects that we perhaps 

do not see executed in the same ways as in the novel.  

 It is the accentuated sense of ‘briefness’ or ‘compactness’ inherent in the form 

that often engenders fleeting narratives of emphasized loneliness. O'Connor's critical 

assertions—particularly concerning Gogol—as well as his creative work, have become 

representative of the 'classical short story.’ Although it cannot be ignored how his theory 

is invested in distinct historical and social contexts, such as Gogol’s bureaucratic Russia 

or the Irish War for Independence in O’Connor’s oft-anthologized story “Guests of the 

Nation,” one can also extrapolate the more general qualities of his arguments to suggest 

how they may apply to stories vested in other contexts or periods. My own manuscript, 

among its numerous other interests, questions whether these generic characteristics still 

hold true for contemporary short fiction, and whether this form is well-equipped to 

represent the complex issues facing social identity today—my characters inhabit a 

complex world that challenges their sense of identity by providing multiple and variable 

influences, such as the Internet. Put differently: do my own characters encounter the 

same basic problems as Gogol's lonesome protagonists—to borrow O'Connor's 

emblematic example—such as a paradoxical sense of anonymity within social structures 

that purport connection among individuals? My stories answer: “yes and no,” because 

their characters face these fundamental concerns alongside a myriad of new, disorienting 

factors: contemporary technologies such as social media now mediate the formation of 

identity in numerous complex ways. Moreover, my fiction suggests that there are 
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complications inherent to how the Internet implicitly influences the shaping of subjective 

identity. Can we gain existential 'authenticity' in this process when our understandings of 

selfhood are informed by manifold, often contradictory, models? In response to these 

issues, my stories portray the ways in which characters, ranging in age, class, gender, 

and education, attempt to connect the unspoken elements of their inner lives to those 

around them—sometimes these efforts are explicit; the characters overtly stating their 

desires, while other times, the reader may glean unconscious motivations through their 

speech or actions. Often, the ethical questions raised in these struggles for personal 

connection, highlighted in the discrepancies between disparate perspectives, are further 

underscored by digital impediments: the bluntness of instant messaging as an imperfect, 

often baffling, mode of communication, or the (sometimes) arbitrary binaries of 

‘like/dislike’ perpetuated through social media. In addition to its theoretical and critical 

framework, Cooling Bodies is indebted to fiction writers such as Flannery O'Connor, 

David Foster Wallace, and George Saunders. These authors’ stories are interested in 

similar problems of identity and ethics, and thus they help to illuminate my own writing, 

which develops from their tradition and focuses more specifically on social media and 

emerging technology.  

 

Short Story Theory: Knowledge and Ethics 

 To begin with, it is useful for us to examine May—a prominent scholar in short 

story theory—and the ways in which his ideas have influenced one widespread 

understanding of the tradition. Particularly, his conception of knowledge in the genre 

helps us to observe how my stories operate thematically and in relation to the tradition. 
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The ethical implications of my manuscript can be traced to short fiction's epistemological 

concerns—May argues that the genre's foundation in short morality tales leads to a 

contemporary form devoted to “one's encounter with the sacred [...] or with the absurd” 

(NSST 133). May defines the kind of reality manifesting in a story as strange or 

unsettling, and he uses both “sacred” and “absurd” in a more general way than we might 

find in other disciplines, through his attempt to apprehend the strangeness he sees at 

work in the genre. For May, this encounter with such a power highlights the limitations 

of our knowledge and a kind of “inadequacy” (142) in our experience of reality, a 

concern that is now further complicated by the nebulous borders of cyberspace. While 

May’s approach is monolithic and essentialist, and we may recognize the limiting 

qualities of his stance, his ideas nonetheless illuminate our study of this genre, 

demonstrating what effects it excels in even if these achievements are not necessarily 

unique to the short story.  

 May's epistemology is connected to my manuscript's ethics insofar as the 

economy of the short story engenders a certain rendering of reality. The expectation that 

a 'sacred encounter' or disruption of day-to-day life may take place, as May purports, 

positions the reader to view the temporality of the story as charged with significance. 

Since this genre tends to narrow its focus to a period (or brief periods) of time, selecting 

it as a microcosm or crossroad event of a protagonist’s life, imploring the reader’s 

attention, an anticipation of meaning is established. Even if a particular story does not set 

out to satisfy such a craving, it still engages with it by way of disappointment or 

subversion—the extent to which meaning and, particularly for my stories, ethical choice, 

is fulfilled or hindered by characters' limited knowledge at this given moment in their 
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lives. Humans are necessarily tethered to their individual subjectivities, and many 

scholars and practitioners of this genre alike suggest that it is especially well equipped to 

showcase this element of human experience; to etch out the gaps between inner lives and 

ethical agency through the urgency of the story’s structure. If the short story, focused as 

it is on specific periods of time, is supposed to yield a climax of heightened significance 

or realization (one expectation suggested by May), then what happens if the character(s)’ 

knowledge or awareness in meeting this moment is similarly narrowed, through factors 

of limited memory, emotional or mental hindrances, or other common human 

fallibilities? The stories in my manuscript situate ethical choice within very limited 

spaces of potential that do not always amount to moments of obvious choice, but rather 

an overall sense of anxiety or confusion. This uncertainty is often showcased through 

disparities between characters' subjective positions, such as the narrator's understanding 

of gender in “My First Time” versus the convoluted ways in which their father affirms 

existing binaries via the bluntness of technology. Like the latter character, many of my 

characters, including several of the protagonists, could be described as dormant or 

stagnant at these critical moments in their lives. 

 These stories present their ethical dilemmas through the confusions and anxieties 

of the characters, alluded to above. We may examine, for instance, the nature of loyalty 

and commitment in the interlocutors of “Cooling Bodies,” and whether the ephemeral 

context of their communication engenders a meaningful or disingenuous connection. 

“Red On Canvas” stages a similar conflict within familial tensions, as the setting and 

plot forces its narrator to come to terms with past trauma that has alienated her from her 

family and home: to choose between a completely remade life and one that is marred by 
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relationships triggering her past. Continuing into the domestic space, “Sledge Bells” 

presents the fallibility of human memory through disillusionment with both personal and 

cultural pasts, as consolidated around a Christmas gathering. It does so across several 

generations, portraying characters who largely dismiss or neglect familial relationships 

because of the disgust they feel for human failings. The ethical dimensions in 

“Panorama” are explored through an overarching ignorance verging on nihilism. Finally, 

in “Sunday Night” a variety of struggles concerning personal pain and the value of 

human life are played out in a virtual sandbox. In broader terms, many of these stories 

ask, “Are we required to recognize and claim our personal and cultural pasts, even if 

they are harmful or traumatic?” This central question purports a link between the passage 

of time and ethical accountability. In particular, “My First Time” and “Sunday Night,” 

the works dealing with simulation and cyber-worlds, raise ethical questions about 

whether authentic action mediated through technology is possible, what sort of actions 

are permissible to perform in a 'game'—including, but not limited to, sex and murder—as 

well as where the responsibility of such choices rests: the participants or the designers? 

Cooling Bodies evokes May's apprehension over the limits of human knowledge and our 

unpreparedness in meeting moments of crisis, and it does so by repeatedly portraying 

brief junctures of possible ethical action or truth that are often squandered or otherwise 

left uncultivated. This is the terrain of classical short fiction, but it is further complicated 

by the technologies and digital factors that now mediate our experiences. The stakes 

inherent in knowledge, choice, and authenticity are raised by the implications of 

simulated human activity. 
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“The Lonely Voice” 

 As mentioned, another theorist whose ideas have become widely influential for 

the classical short story is O’Connor. Similar to May’s essentialist approach to the genre, 

O’Connor also asserts several features of how a short story functions, characterizing it in 

ways that are complemented and elaborated upon by May (who writes after O’Connor). 

For our purposes, we can glean a shared emphasis on human interiority and the 

disparities between subjectivities, qualities that motivate the stories of Cooling Bodies. 

Also related to May's concerns are theoretical ideas that connect the aforementioned 

'cross-road moments' or crises to an understanding of the short story as being, 

fundamentally, a sustained depiction of human isolation. As I alluded to earlier, 

O'Connor outlines this commitment in his influential essay, “The Lonely Voice” (SST), 

where he famously presents the lonesome protagonist of Gogol's “The Overcoat” as the 

quintessential 'hero' of the genre—asserting that it is the voices of the dispossessed or 

marginalized individuals with whom the short story is most concerned with exhibiting. 

O'Connor analyzes the genre within very specific eras and settings—with Gogol's 

example being a product of its distinct Russian context, and O’Connor himself writing 

fiction informed by his Irish heritage. With these contexts in mind, O’Connor’s notion of 

isolated or otherwise belittled figures can be re-examined through contemporary issues 

of identity. Another way of understanding my manuscript is through its desire to grasp 

these early theoretical arguments and allow them to reflect new and differing realities of 

the world—particularly the ever-blurring lines of human experience as its boundaries are 

navigated and transgressed through cyberspace.  

 To give a concrete example from the manuscript, “Red On Canvas” encapsulates 
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many of my writing's thematic and technical concerns. As a stream of consciousness 

inner-monologue, this first-person story manifests through the solitary expression of a 

character who has, through experiences of trauma, suppressed her own voice. “It's as if 

she's trying so hard to breathe the air,” this unnamed narrator says of a girl in an art film, 

“and it's only by talking that she's getting any. But as long as she keeps it up, she's 

breathing.” A sense of vitality and urgency is aligned with her act of speech. Like other 

stories in the tradition dealing with this longing for expression—such as Joyce Carol 

Oates’s frequently anthologized story, “Where Are You Going, Where Have You 

Been?”, a narrative of coercion and abduction in which media is shown to be an 

insidious, culpable factor in silencing a young woman’s identity—“Red On Canvas” also 

examines the effects of current technologies on subjective experience. My story 

necessarily differs insofar as technology has developed to include, among other more 

sophisticated tools, the Internet, but this development is not the only difference. It also 

differs stylistically from stories like Oates’s in how the language of the text itself is more 

obviously permeated by competing, or at least co-existing, forms of discourse. While not 

explicitly referring to the Internet, the narrator is directly informed by the colloquialisms 

of social media and Internet meme cultures; often the social media shapes how she 

expresses her thoughts to her narratee and how she recounts the narrative. Since hers is 

the voice guiding the text, there are whole sections that are dramatically saturated by 

such slang. This technique shows the Internet to have an implicit impact on the 

character; it provides her cultural, social, and familial reference points, as well as the 

ways in which her knowledge of selfhood is manifested. It creates the world for the 

reader. Literary texts tend to invoke the social jargon and peer language of their given 
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cultural surroundings, either directly through specific allusions or indirectly through 

grammatical or idiomatic styles, but we have entered an unprecedented period in which 

the exchange of ideas and language is so swift and diverse, it is often difficult to 

determine their regional or communal sources. The boundaries between ‘unified’ groups 

of people are not so easily distinguished in an age where digital community coexists with 

or supersedes that which we forge in our physical environments. My stories try to 

apprehend some of the bewilderment created by these circumstances. This omnipresence 

of the cyber-world is complemented by alternate kinds of discourse, such as the cultures 

of the present-day music industry and video art in “Red On Canvas” or American comics 

in “My First Time”. These technologies and vernaculars work to convey the current 

moment, as filtered through these characters’ perspectives, not only to sufficiently detail 

their temporal and cultural contexts, but also to show how these supposedly peripheral, 

fleeting factors actually bear crucial relevance on their lives (and in many cases, the 

narrative’s plot). For example, the narrator’s repetition of memes and other digital 

phrases in “Red On Canvas” mimics the repetitive nature of traumatic, cyclical memory, 

establishing refrains that also serve to conceal intimations of emotional or psychological 

vulnerability as a kind of defense mechanism that starts to falter at the climax. This story 

thus exemplifies the others in my manuscript and the ways in which they engage with 

human loneliness via the influences of technology and online experience. One recurring 

element is the disparity between instant, pervasive forms of connection and the enduring 

indifference they often seem to incite. If characters’ voices, expressed through dialogue 

or their thoughts, are entryways into their inner-lives, then one goal of my stories is to 

explore whether or not these voices can even come close to knowing one another. 



 11 

“At-Homeness” 

 In addition to May and O'Connor, another short story theorist whom my 

manuscript is indebted to is Susan Lohafer, who in many ways expands upon the 

growing definition of the genre purported by her predecessors and contemporaries. 

Lohafer’s understanding of the short story engages with both the peculiar, significant 

temporality of May and the marginalized perspectives of O’Connor, especially through 

her focus on human alienation—this development again represents the parameters that 

my stories work within and reexamine in the context of contemporary technology. 

Lohafer’s work is valuable to this manuscript, particularly through her assertion that 

“[t]he short story is the form that corresponds most closely to the basic cognitive 

scenarios by which we gauge our security or danger in the world, our at-homeness or 

alienation there” (WR 16). Lohafer’s conception of the genre allows for a narratorial 

space where the physical environment can operate as a kind of psychological funhouse 

mirror, reflecting and distorting elements of the protagonist’s interiority, perhaps 

accentuating prevalent characteristics or bringing to light latent ones. In concert with 

O’Connor’s theory, Lohafer’s assertion also places emphasis on the dichotomies 

between public and private spheres of social experience, as a means of illustrating the 

range of a character’s experiences and to highlight the extent to which they may connect 

or disconnect from those around them. Such a dichotomy suggests the ways in which 

characters’ inner lives may be challenged and transformed through unexpected or 

uncanny scenarios, again positioning the temporality of a short story as a moment 

containing great potential for change. Lohafer’s work supports the attitude that the short 

story is a genre particularly suited to dramatize such tensions in the human condition—
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its concise design can condense subtext and psychological tension into a tight entity that 

exudes a power greater than the sum of its parts.  

 Lohafer’s description is still an accurate assessment of the genre today, and one 

can apply it readily to the recent stories of Saunders, for example, which often disorient 

their characters through uncanny scenarios or transformed settings. In his story “Brad 

Carrigan, American,” the constantly metamorphosizing physical setting serves to both 

reflect the disingenuous whims of the protagonist’s society (a satirical sitcom-world 

caricature of the U.S.), as well as his own growing unease with his ethical identity in 

relation to those around him. The two elements are intertwined, demonstrating the 

succinct manner in which the genre can portray the extent of a character’s security and 

‘at-homeness’ in their world. This process of estrangement at a crucial moment in a 

character's life complements my own conception of how a story functions existentially. 

For instance, the dialogue story “Cooling Bodies,” which does not immediately 

announce its setting, incites disorientation in the reader by dropping them into a sparse 

conversation without any immediate context. The reader’s confusion parallels the 

protagonist’s own sense of bewilderment. A comparable experience of confusion occurs 

in “Sledge Bells” as the narrator increasingly focalizes the dubious elements of the 

grandmother's mental state, with plenty of repetition, her thought process becoming 

muddled, and most severely, the continuous substitution of Easter for Christmas. In these 

ways, this particular story exemplifies Lohafer's assertion that the genre will measure 

one's levels of recognition and alienation with one's setting and one's own sense of self—

literally, the grandmother is becoming a stranger within her own home as her memories 

betray a compromised integrity and her kin begin to conspire over her eventual physical 
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ousting (“Honestly, it might be time to look more seriously into the long term [care] 

situation.”). Looking to “Sunday Night,” we can also view Peg’s movement through the 

story’s framing device, and her encounter with representations of specific harmful 

memories, as the exterior elements that negotiate her progression through Lohafer's 

scenario. By being made increasingly disoriented and alienated in her movement through 

a setting that signals unpleasant and traumatic experiences in her past, Peg becomes less 

'at home' with the understanding of selfhood that prevails in her mundane, flawed, day-

to-day life. My stories generally probe issues of fractured or otherwise troubled identity 

through external structures of estrangement, akin to what Lohafer describes. Finally, in 

invoking her use of the uncanny in the short story genre with regard to Cooling Bodies, it 

is useful for us to look also at Terry Castle’s description of  “the uncanniness of 

contemporary electronic technology [via Nicholas Royle’s The uncanny]: `Just about 

anything electronic has its uncanny aspect: telephones, cameras, television, personal 

computers, ATM machines, X-ray machines . . . and so on. Whenever something non-

human can move on its own, respond to our movements, signal to us, answer questions, 

or image our bodies or voices back to us in some luminous or resonant fashion, we 

confront, I think, a kind of cognitive mise-en-abyme'" (36-7). Castle’s description 

apprehends one role that technology fulfills in my stories regarding my characters’ 

estrangement, making a direct link to Lohafer’s ‘at-homeness’ and the proficiency that 

the genre displays in highlighting the uncanny. 

 

Sociology: “Wasted Lives” 

 Given Cooling Bodies’ thematic and ethical investment in the contemporary 
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media landscape—in social media, the tech industry, and the many innovative ways in 

which people connect with one another—it is crucial that we also examine wider 

sociological theory as a means of placing short story theory into a larger context, 

identifying what is at stake in my stories, and further characterizing their thematic reach. 

Complementing the short story poetics of these previous writers is the sociological 

theory posed by Zymunt Bauman. His Wasted Lives describes a broader awareness of 

solitude compatible with the work of O'Connor and Lohafer. Bauman details the 

complex relationship between global cultures’ need for order-building and their 

contemporary zeal for the corporatization of economics and social policy which results 

in humans being treated as ‘waste’ products. He is also concerned with how these 

processes affect refugees and asylum-seekers in less-developed countries. The ensuing 

marginalization and fear of 'the other' that these processes dramatically galvanize, when 

read alongside the preceding literary theorists, gesture toward what is at stake in the 

contemporary short story. Bauman's arguments, concerning how global industrial trends 

perpetuate a stratification of class, illuminate my own work particularly in the ways it 

critiques the consumption of technological products. “Panorama,” for instance, identifies 

a kind of wasteland at the intersection between consumer culture, social media, and the 

ruins of an ancient age. “Sunday Night” features a relentless ad campaign for a banal 

product that seems to have infiltrated all aspects of the protagonist’s world, including the 

realm of psychological therapy—the treatment of mental health has become 

corporatized. “My First Time” aligns sexual education both with the tech market and 

Archie comics. In “Red On Canvas,” the protagonist places the value of Apple products 

on the same emotional plane as receiving “a letter from your lover,” suggesting an 
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equivalency of meaning. Furthermore, the presence of the trademark symbol, which 

migrates throughout this speaker's discourse, eventually comes to commodify “The 

Look™” of her somewhat estranged mother. In each of these examples, an alienation or 

‘wastefulness’ is apparent, though the equation of technology with corruption is not 

always so clear-cut—there is variation to how the stories portray their characters’ 

complicated relationships with commodities, at times unveiling a critique from the 

reader’s vantage point alongside the characters’ genuine love for their products. 

Bauman’s work—specifically his critique of Neoliberalism, which he calls ‘Liquid 

Modernity’—holds significance for my own insofar as it complements the above 

theorists’ interpretations of this genre, broadening their scope, as well as thematically, 

through the content of my stories. 

 

Philosophy: “The Spectacle” and the Authenticity of Simulation 

 Guy Debord's notion of the “Spectacle” helps us to better understand Bauman's 

work, especially as it factors into matters of industry, community, and ethics. Debord 

writes that “[t]he spectacle within society corresponds to a concrete manufacture of 

alienation” (par. 32) and that “[t]he more [our] life is now [our] product, the more [we 

are] separated from [our] life” (33). These ideas engage with the fundamental tensions of 

identity and authenticity that I have discovered within my own writing. Debord asserts 

that explicit moments of “spectacle” actually serve to further isolate the individual rather 

than engender a sense of community. This attitude towards the “Spectacle,” when read 

alongside Jean Baudrillard's thorough interrogation of simulation in recent Western 

culture, helps me to articulate some unsettling concerns about the nature of 
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communication and identity, as filtered through technology, the Internet, and social 

media. Even as these forces and other forms of supposedly communal spectatorship 

serve to bring people together, my stories are devoted to dramatizing how these moments 

of apparent communication or fellowship can be simultaneously profoundly lonely. 

While Debord is writing in the 1960s—and thus commenting on the ways in which the 

technology of the day had replaced human experience with mere representations—his 

notion becomes a remarkable definition of our current cultural moment. Debord, tethered 

as he is by time, is nonetheless prescient of the 21st century: the intimations of the 

“Spectacle” he is able to glean from his own time are manifesting more fully right now, 

playing out devastatingly and mundanely in a Facebook newsfeed. The “concrete 

manufacture of alienation” is the placement of a smartphone in each of our pockets: our 

‘life-as-product.’ The touchscreen is the barrier both mediating and separating ourselves 

from ourselves. The “Spectacle,” this experience that is both communal and isolating, 

has attained an omnipresence now more than ever. Within my stories, such as 

“Panorama,” the erasure of our digital life is not a metaphor for suicide—it is suicide. 

The manuscript is indebted to both Debord and Baudrillard; especially to the latter 

through its depictions of virtual reality. This narrative device of virtual immersion 

resonates both metaphorically, to express ideas such as the fluidity of identity (in “My 

First Time”) or the stagnating effects of memory (in “Sunday Night”), and literally, 

through the intrinsic value that simulation holds now that online activity has become a 

fundamental element of our lives, personally, socially, and professionally.  
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Literary Traditions: Irony and the Grotesque 

 In addition to these critical, theoretical, sociological, and philosophical contexts, 

my work also finds its place in the literary tradition as exemplified by three notable 

practitioners of the genre mentioned earlier—O'Connor, Wallace, and Saunders. My 

manuscript mirrors their techniques and thematic interests, as well as approaches new 

terrain of its own. The grotesque, a prevalent component of O'Connor's stories, for 

example, makes a deep impression on my own work. There is grotesqueness in the 

broader, more basic sense of the term: through the frailties and failings of the human 

body and mind; through unpleasant attitudes and ignorant ideas. The word also signifies 

something else—in American Gargoyles, Anthony Di Renzo positions O'Connor's use of 

the grotesque within the image of the medieval gargoyle, writing that these mixtures of 

the holy and the profane, the dark and the comic, “are subversive works of art that 

undermine reductive orthodoxies” (4). My stories do not focus on religion as strongly as 

hers; the nature of 'orthodoxy' in my own work is as confused as the contradictory modes 

of subjectivity that the Internet provides for my characters—it is not simply the 

stretching of taut religious extremes, though there are certainly traces of Christianity and 

other traditions that bear these connotations. More obviously, my stories concern 

themselves with broader secular ‘orthodoxies’: conflicting rhetoric and ideologies that 

attempt to understand, and risk simplifying, the various social issues and injustices that 

one typically encounters in a Facebook newsfeed, for example. This sort of venue, where 

personal subjectivity mingles paradoxically with a sense of anonymity, does not always 

allow for the most nuanced of ethical discussions. Rather, in the bluntness and 

confrontational tone of an online comments section, it consolidates the extremes of 
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opinion and emotion. Such tensions can be seen in the cultural gap between generations, 

and specifically the grandmother’s casual racism, in “Sledge Bells.” It is also present in 

the frequent and chaotic juxtaposition of social justice campaigns verses more self-

aggrandizing gestures in “Panorama.” Perhaps most obviously, the subversive power of 

the grotesque is present in the foregrounded moral quandary of “My First Time,” where 

both the protagonist and their father seem to possess genuine convictions about gender 

identity, while also ironizing themselves through insensitive or naïve statements. More 

specifically, one may recognize critiques of capitalism and the alienating effects of 

modern technology, akin to what is detailed through the theoretical foundations of this 

introduction, in each of these stories, although I believe that they also portray genuine 

experiences and earnest connections through these characters to complicate these 

critiques and avoid a reductive, didactic tone. Perhaps not as focused as the scope of 

O’Connor’s use of the grotesque, this is one example of ‘dogma’ that Cooling Bodies 

engages with and tries to dismantle.  

 My work also strives to achieve similar effects to O'Connor's through its blending 

of humorous and serious tones, and moments of dark comedy that approach registers of 

satire and absurdity, albeit in different, present-day settings. One might not normally 

think to group O'Connor in with Wallace and Saunders, since their narratorial and 

thematic styles are largely different, but I note a shared commitment to irony and the 

subversion of characters' perspectives, which I believe to be a common factor in my 

writing as well. My stories’ understanding of irony is best reflected in Simon Critchley’s 

definition of the concept. In his exploration of death, Very Little...Almost Nothing, he 

writes: “Playful and serious, open and hidden, natural and artistic, unconditional and 
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conditioned, impossible and necessary...Irony is the expression of the double bind at the 

heart of the human condition. It is the recognition of the simultaneous necessity and 

impossibility of complete communication” (VLAN 134; my italics). This definition 

perfectly characterizes the effects that the above writers achieve, and what my 

manuscript strives for. This “double bind” encapsulates the gulf between subjectivities: a 

factor that I feel makes a story vital. For my fiction, irony is an essential tool for 

revealing how characters are ethically at odds with one another or the reader. It is a way 

of portraying their contradictions, expressing the sincerity of their experience while also 

undercutting it. Related to irony, Saunders also shares O'Connor's enthusiasm for 

portraying the challenges that limit flawed characters from achieving an ethical identity: 

a key interest of mine. By casting his often self-centred and deluded protagonists within 

distorted caricatures of American society—theme parks and other hyperbolic 

representations of the material desires that hinder empathetic behaviour—Saunders 

demonstrates the ridiculous, media-saturated landscape of contemporary reality. This 

effect is one that my work attempts to embrace though its characters' social-media-

influenced discourse. Finally, Wallace's stories capture the selfish behaviours of human 

beings within a society similarly over-saturated with competing discourses, suggesting 

that a model of ‘hideousness’ is prevalent in such a tumultuous setting. Through the 

numerous titular segments of Brief Interviews With Hideous Men, for example, Wallace 

encapsulates the dominance of brash, egocentric characters by omitting the implied 

interviewer's questions, and providing a series of devastating monologues that amount to 

a severe isolation and, perhaps, a pure expression of [Frank] O’Connor’s ‘Lonely 

Voices.’ My work illustrates an analogous treatment of interiority wherein entire stories 
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are dominated by characters’ desperate needs for expression, a desire that, while often 

motivated by reasonable factors, can verge on the sort of narcissism seen in Wallace’s 

Interviews.  

 My manuscript’s stories are influenced by all three of these writers, particularly 

in the ways that they use ironic distances to portray the subjective and ethical disparities 

between their characters—knowledge of the reader that is in contention with their sincere 

understandings of their experiences. What I am adding to the tradition is a deeper 

awareness of digital contexts, allowing for representations beyond simple critiques of 

social media or the Internet, and mixing the genuine emotions of these experiences with 

ironized characterization, akin to how cliché functions. A governing ethic of my work is 

to portray the authenticity of my protagonists’ lives, to express their earnest love and 

frustration for technologies that simultaneously connect them to, and alienate them from, 

those around them. Even when the reader is positioned to see my characters’ desires 

undercut or diminished through irony, it is my hope that the sincerity of their endeavours 

also shines through, in the various paradoxes that have become a staple of the short story 

genre.  
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Cooling Bodies 

 

B: Guess I'd better be heading on back soon. 

A: haha, fuck you get that idea from? 

B: Um. 

A: im just sayin. it aint all that late man. you could stay 

B: [...] 

A: like a bit longer 

B: Oh sure, [might as well—] 

A: unless youve got stuff to do? 

B: Not for a while, no not really.  

A: niiice! 

B: So, sure, I might as well get my fill of the place. What was it you wanted to tell me, 

again? 

A: yeah, totally. you havent even seen some of the crazy shit thats been going on round 

these parts since last time 

B: Mhm. 

A: you better look around some. like, look look. with them eyes 

B: Oh yeah. The western Area, I suppose I haven't seen much of? Anything new in that 

vicinity? 

A: hooo wouldnt you like to know! come on, ill show you some real shit 

B: [...] 

A: or, mean, you dont have to just follow meee around. go explore on your own, you 
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adventurer ex-tror-dah-nare 

B: Oh no, this is quite alright. This is your place. 

A: kay. lets a-go! [...] actually, hold up buddy, don't go blowing your load yet! 

B: Uh, haha. 

A: haha. [Tongue Sticking Out] before we leave, gotsta show you something 

B: Not another new bathtub, I hope? 

A: close, but no cigarillos. just down in the basement. here, 'drink' some of this good shit 

in the meantime 

B: 'Thanks.' What, is this one gilded, with like, baroque clawed feet? [Gem-encrusted—] 

A: shit man, a bathtub it aint. watch your step too 

B: Whoops. 

A: [Laughs Aloud] just falls down the stairs! spills his drank! 

B: Heh. That seems to happen every time I come visit. 

A: good thing youre invincible. else youd be in the market for what im about to show 

you 

B: Wow.  

A: yup. what you gotsta say about that? 

B: That it's...a mausoleum? 

A: pretty much dank, hey? 

B: Yeah. How much did you pay the peddler to get this in here? And, also: why did you 

get it? 

A: [Winking and Smiling] this bitch set me back bout....80 thou. i dunno man, its like a 

coffin. its a cool investment in my collection of weird-ass stuff. does it need a reason to 
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exist? 

B: Um. 

A: gwan, give it a try 

B: How macabre. 

A: [Laughs Aloud] you look just like a dracula. or else some kinda sleeping beauty 

B: Hey, what're you doing? Get these chains off of me, jeez. 

A: forgot, you aint into that kinky shit! [Winking; is Just Kidding] haha. i could keep you 

here forever you know 

B: Hahaha. 

A: but i won't 

B: Plus, there's no such thing as 'forever.' Not even here. I can leave whenever. 

A: yeah? 

B: So, the tripping down the stairs: it must be a longstanding glitch, then, hey? 

A: fuck if i do know. probably more like the dankness of my abode. no ones been 

visiting much lately 

B: Probably the new update would've fixed it. Well, yeah, most everyone's over on the 

new version now. It's been out for what, nearly a year? Glitches fixed, plus it introduces 

high-finance, a more sophisticated horsebackriding mechanic, and the option to run for 

burgomeister? 

A: so anyways, lets go see about the west area 

B: Okay. 'Brrr' the snow has already started falling. It won't be long. 

A: you said you was saving up for that new console eh? 

B: I was, about six months ago. I got it. I haven't gotten around to buying the new 
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version yet.  

A: nice, same boat! well, actually, dont quite have enough for the console yet neither. 

cause of stuff? her meds? 

B: So, over that ice peak there, is that where you wanted to show me? 

A: yeah man, just you wait until you feast them eyes upon the secrets that lay 

umm........'thither.' 

B: Very eloquent. 

A: taint in much of a hurry anyhow. to get into the new version i mean. ive seen the 

videos. dont like the colour palette, dont like the goofy fuckin monster designs. but no 

monsters around here anymore anyway, so guess its a trade 

B: Heh, right. Oh, yeah, I guess it'd take some getting used to. But you'd better warm up 

to it; they'll be shutting down this network soon. Total Cool-Off should be what, within 

the month? 

A: fuuuuuck, dont remind me. wish i could just sit tight. backwards-compatibility for life 

mofo! this place cant freeze up. even just empty, its so special 

B: So anyways. It's actually, uhh, getting pretty late over here. 

A: alright [Laughs Aloud] almost there 

B: Just beyond that snowy grove? 

A: yuppers 

B: I [...] what am I looking at here? 

A: nothin, man! 

B: Nothing? 

A: yeah. thats the beauty of it. like unchartered area. just you and me, compad-ray. like 
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just pick a line, set out and go! see what discoveries we can strike? 

B: I mean, it's just a bunch of mountains and foothills out on the horizon. They're bound 

to peter out. And the icestorm is imminent. Your Area isn't limitless.  

A: you never do know. holy fuck, do i ever wanna see what else there is here, in this 

world. before everythings totally covered up in snow and static, ya know? what wonders 

we can seize? 

B: [...] 

A: dyou say man? lets just strike out and see what else is out there! remember we used to 

talk about going out on the big epic campaign? lets fit it in before the end! before total 

cool-off! 

B: [...] 

A: you even listening guy? 

B: Sorry, was just speaking with a co-worker. Fryer's broken again. 

A: its okay. it is okay. [Laughs Aloud] whyd i even bring you out here? im so fuckin 

dumb 

B: Look, I don't know. I think...I really gotta log out for now. This shift's really been 

picking up. 

A: oh totally 

B: Yeah. 

A: yeah thats cool, but, like, next time for sure then, eh? 

B: Yeah, totally. 

A: when are you gonna come back? 

B: I'm not too sure. Soon, I hope. 
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A: [Laughs Aloud] cause, guy, it gets pretty fucking lonely here. haha [Is Just Kidding] 

mean, i dont wanna tempt the fates out here on my own. could use a wingman in the 

great unknown? 

B: Totally. Well, be seeing you. 

A: and like, i gotta tell you, my auntie? remember that thing i was gonna tell you about? 

its about my auntie. remember my auntie? remember that thing she had, that stomach 

thing? [Laughs Aloud] fuck, its back. they think it might actually be the c-word? and 

shes scared, i can tell by how her voice has changed now? shes scared and that makes me 

scared too? 

B: Um. 

A: jesus fuck. [Laughs Aloud] where am i even gonna go? i don't wanna hafta get into 

the new version. are you there, guy? listen ive got no where to go. freezin my ass off out 

here 

B: Look, I'm really sorry about your aunt, MurderZilla186. But jeez, I do really have to 

go. Ttyl 

A: [Sad Face, Single Tear] man, where even are you? couldnt you stay just like a bit 

longer? 

B: [...] 

A: shit man, i know youre online. i can see you. why dont you just type somethin 

already? you know youre the only person ill have left, right? dont you know that? what 

we have here...it is something else, its involving shit in me i dont think i ever showed 

another person. and now its part of you too 

B: [...] 
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A: please man just at least answer me. you cant ignore me, not after everything weve 

done together. cant you fuckin see me here? am i a fuckin ghost or something?? am i 

already dead too??? 

B: [...] 

A: please 

B: [...] 

A: i just cant fuckin believe it. why even did we meet? what was the point? the same 

stuff makin us meet, its the same shit keepin us apart. and if im gonna separate from you, 

im gonna separate from myself too. does that make sense? i can feel it. please man. im 

ghosting myself 

B: [...] 

A: ive fuckin known you my whole cheap life. people just like you. i know who you are. 

you cant see yourself but i can see you. and you fuckin know nothing, you know  n o t h i 

n g  about me, who i am, what i fuckin been through to get here. to afford where i am 

today. i earned it. the type a shit ive been hustling? sellin to 8yrold kids? to get my 

motherfuckin spot here on this network? and my auntie? dont you think she deserved her 

rent too, her meds, her LIFE? we earned that shit with our motherfuckin blood 

B: [...] 

A: fuck 

B: [...] 

A: you wish id disappear, but im not ever gonna. not ever. everything you ever do, every 

fuckin choice you ever make, i will be hiding there too, i will exist there too, as proof of 

something you didnt do. and i know youre out there, i will always know. you wanna 
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know how come I know?  

B: [...] 

A: i can see you. 
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Sledge Bells 

 The grandmother was now standing on a footstool. She'd been up since 6 a.m. 

tending to last-minute preparations, skipping her morning bath to boil the hotdogs in 

sage water. She had very much to do and that's why she was keeping it all straight in her 

head: the Supper, the Presents, and the Pies. A list of just the main things. She'd do this 

for every major gathering: Easter, Christmas, everything. Currently she was perching on 

a footstool—one that normally occupied the far living room corner along with its 

counterpart armchair, both of them now banished to the vestibule by the encroaching 

tree—because she was trying to locate the antique gravy boat brought over from Wales. 

Many years ago her husband had set the tradition of its centrepiece-status for Christmas 

supper. “Let's not keep land-locked a ship of this fine quality!” he'd exclaimed way back 

in the 1950s. “Can't you tell, my dear, how she longs to soar amid these rollicking waves 

of the world? Even if the old gal gets dinged up or mussed some, such a price is a 

pittance for a life of Romance—what kind of life would it be, after-all, held too precious 

in some dank bay?”  

 His pencilly moustache had flickered strangely, she remembered, and he winked 

at her in the way in which only he could. It had been just like in one of the old movies: 

all black and white, violins soaring in the background maybe, the camera moving away 

from the steamy part before it could happen...He was always reading silly books with 

duelling scoundrels and horse thieves and buying the latest gadgets like home-movie 

cameras and blenders. But if that was queer of him then she guessed she was queer now 

too, ever since little Michael, visiting from Toronto for her birthday, had taught her 

Computer. She was even learning Internet now, she was pretty sure, and his proud smile 
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shone like the shiny square gizmo when he presented her the picture. After Computer-

mailing some far-off relatives, they'd sent over a picture of the old property, miniscule 

and impossible to really make out, but still a real picture nonetheless. Michael printed it 

up at his daughter's house and then brought it to her keenly. There it was: the old loft. 

She had it sitting over on the TV cabinet. She'd been thinking about that old small town 

all December long. How the hoarfrost still clothed the big pine trees in front of the 

rickety brown building. It all looked the same. She had a password for her Computer-

mail; it was the name of her first pet. It was very important she remembered that. She 

used to remember all kinds of things. Like how to tape her stories with the VCR, before 

they cancelled Another World and she lost all interest in any new ones. The footstool 

wobbled some and she shouted for her grandson to get in here. “Boy! Come help 

Grandma get at that gravy boat,” she cried. “Goodness gracious, she's far too old to be 

stranded up on this dumb thing!”  

 The young boy scampered in and momentarily discovered the desired object atop 

a cupboard, dust-christened. He made a face on his descent, his eyes meeting the grease-

sheen on the cupboard doors. The grandmother's face lit up in a pantomime of delight 

and then she exclaimed: “Oh! Grandma doesn't know what she'd do without her boy!” 

and adding in a mock-singsong, “Do you know how old this gravy boat is? My! And,” 

(in a hushed tone of sanctity) “...how far around the world it's travelled...?” The boy's 

name was Barnaby. He had stayed over at the grandmother's house the night before to 

keep her company, as he often did since she'd hurt her back earlier in the fall, but also so 

as to help out with the final proceedings. Margaret, his mother, often tsked at the 

woman's low pain-tolerance, noting how swiftly she was taken to yelling “Oh god, oh 
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god,” at the slightest stitch in her side. “She doesn't even believe in that crap anymore,” 

she'd once told him frankly. “Life took it out of her. She said that to me one time. Said 

'When I go, I'm afraid there won't be anything there. Nowhere for me to be going to.' 

Real nice, just cheerful, eh Barn?” She'd done it in her voice, the voice that was 

supposed to be how the grandmother sounded. “'I guess that's a kind of peace,'” she said 

she said. 

 Beyond his usual vacuuming of the living room, for which he'd be given a shiny 

toonie, Barnaby also did the side room where everyone was to put their coats (an extra 

dollar), its dark navy rug flecked with bright bits of lint. He did some of the dusting 

around the Salvation Army lamps and the curio cabinet too, vaguely interested in its 

porcelain tenants. He'd also, the night before, finished decorating the tree, carefully 

curating his selections from their repurposed apple crates and assigning them to 

particular artificial branches in an aesthetically-balanced way. This all had been done 

under the watchful supervision of the grandmother, who would from time to time offer a 

word of advice or request that a certain bauble make its appearance. Then, as would 

happen each year when he eventually came to the musty trinket comprised of pink egg 

carton and sparkly red and green pipe cleaners, she delved into her story about her 

girlfriend of fifty years who'd crafted her this particular ornament after her husband 

passed. She delegated its appointment to the most choice branch on the artificial tree, not 

seeing as the grandson did that the naked wires of the shabby piping were now showing 

through. “Well,” the grandmother said. “I guess that's that.” 

 That night they'd retired with the lion's share of the work behind them and 

anticipation for the next day's itinerary never straying far from their drowsy minds. 
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Barnaby was slightly anxious about it, for although it was sure to be a fun time (and he 

would be allowed to open gifts from the grandmother and some of the uncles and aunts) 

the task of facing all these seldom-seen relations was bound to be a daunting one. Having 

to say hello as they arrived in small bunches, enduring their kisses and quips, their 

comments on school and what all he was doing now. Having to react a certain way 

before expectant features. But no matter, it would be fun when it was all said and done 

and they went back home to observe the quiet final moments of the evening. He and his 

little family. They'd put on their music, look over what all they'd gotten, talk over so and 

so, the new step-niece, how the evening went. Hang their stockings. In a way he thought 

he actually preferred Christmas Eve to Christmas Day itself, since it was the waiting and 

hoping that was kind of more fun. Sure, it was more work, and you didn't actually get all 

your presents and whatnot until the next day, but maybe it was savouring this moment of 

waiting that was most fun of all? This is what he'd been thinking about as he gradually 

swayed into his dreams. 

 Right now he was putting the finishing touches on the mantelpiece's Christmas 

village, and thinking it a shame that the fireplace's electric heater would yield no fire in 

its plastic facade. One of the cousins had come over around three or so to offer some 

help, but mostly just to watch some TV before things got really crazy with the slough of 

relatives pouring in. He was a few years older than Barnaby, but the embers of a 

mischievous youth still flickered in him. So they got on okay. They had on a whimsical 

fantasy film, one that, despite an overall tepid response among critics, held a devoted 

following that unanimously regarded it as a modern classic. Though, in recent years a 

damper had descended upon the movie's spirit in the wake of the lead's suicide. It could 
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never really be seen the same way again. 

 The grandmother was in the kitchen rolling the hotdogs into piecrust. Cutting the 

dough-encrusted wieners into three sections, she placed them on a cookie sheet and slid 

that into the oven. She sort of had to go to the bathroom, but she was much too busy just 

yet to do so. She endured the slight irritating sensation in her bladder as she went into the 

living room to get the grandsons to put the extra leaves in the table. Glancing over at the 

TV set she suddenly exclaimed, “Oh, looky looky at the cute little injun boys!” A battle 

was being waged between pirates and a small group of ragged children. The grandmother 

started to tell them about how, during the whole week of the Exhibition, beggars would 

come to the door and she would hand out jam sandwiches and coffee in little tin cans, 

and then they'd go back to the grounds where they had their wigwams set up for the 

whole entire week. “Oh shit!” she realized, “Grandma forgot the minute-minder.” She 

went back into the kitchen to turn a small plastic egg. 

 “Fuuuck,” the older cousin said to Barnaby. They could hear her faintly singing 

“One Little Two Little Three Little Indians.” 

 Upon returning, she instructed them on how to put the leaves into the dining 

table, how many they should put in, and which ones exactly they should choose, from 

inside the closet where they leaned. She made sure that the older boy appreciated the 

lovely job Barnaby had done on the tree and the village, reiterating as she often did that 

he could always have his career as an interior designer. She didn't see the older one 

nudging at him and mouthing “fag.” 

 “Oh, not that one, boys. That other leaf over there is the good one. My, what time 

is it, dearies?” she asked. Barnaby answered that it was just about a quarter to five. More 
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of the family would start arriving soon. “I've got one more job for you boys. And it's an 

important one. Do you think the people would care for dip and potato chips before 

supper is ready? We don't want to spoil anyone's appetite, but might people be a mite 

peckish before the whole spread is quite ready? Don't we think so?” 

 “Sure,” the older boy answered. 

 “Can one of you go and make up the dip for Grandma, then?” 

 It was agreed upon. There was still so much to be done. The potatoes mashed, the 

perogies boiled, the pies to be taken out of the freezer, and wasn't there still that jar of 

sauerkraut down in the store room with the other canned things? She would have to 

maybe send Barnaby down to look for it. Hopefully Margaret would get here soon; she 

would have to take over some of the cooking. Now what was that funny smell? She 

could hear jingling and smell something like a stable. Oh, the older boy fiddling with one 

of the ornaments, but what about the smell? Such like a stable or some rabbit's hay. She 

was beginning to think she should go to the water closet before the ensuing hustle and 

bustle, but she had just about ten things to do presently. Don't forget your list: the 

Supper, the Presents, and the Pies. Your pet rabbit when you were a little girl was named 

TR: “The Rabbit.”  

 Things were easier back when Edward would pitch in. He'd come home from 

work, no sooner planting himself onto the chesterfield than immediately springing up to 

help with whatever there was to be done, despite her protests. Imagine that, as if a stray 

spring in the very cushion had actually sprung him up! And wasn't there that time when 

the children had been on a schooling trip of sorts? And he came home and the first thing 

he did was turn off the stove? Didn't he have the station wagon loaded up with parcels 
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and a big picnic hamper? She somewhat remembered the image of a big hill or meadow 

out in the country and the glare of the sun and he was saying the most wonderful 

things...? Most of all, vividly, she remembered thinking to herself in the present tense: “I 

must hold onto this moment forever. I must not let it slip away.” That's all she could 

recall. What was that ringing noise, so like a sledge bell? 

 “Oh! Those are the pigs-in-the-blankets.”  

 She ran back into the kitchen where Barnaby was already mixing onion soup mix 

into sour cream. The grandmother sniffed the air. “Boy, where's that funny stable smell 

coming from?” she said, sliding the worn, blackened tray out of the oven. 

 “My new dog—” Barnaby began. 

 “Beg your pardon?” she asked. 

 “I said,” he started to repeat, “it's just my—”  

 “A dog?” she interrupted. “That's dumb, there's no such thing as a dog in this 

house! And why should a dog smell just like a horse! Imagine the very idea!”  

 The doorbell was ringing. The noise. It was just the doorbell. She went to go 

answer it. There wasn't any time for Barnaby to explain that they'd just gotten a new 

beagle from a farm down in Wolseley, just this past weekend, and it had been living in a 

barn with the two other puppies that weren't chosen. And that the smell was probably 

still all in his clothes because the animal was sleeping in his bed. Wetting it. He finished 

mixing up the dip. She probably wouldn't have caught his meaning very easily anyhow. 

He placed Saran Wrap over the dip and took it with a bowl of ripple chips into the living 

room. Probably she would have asked him to repeat himself, only to interrupt him mid-

repetition, having apparently heard it all in the first place. He placed the bowls 
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meticulously at the centre of the coffee table and the cousin started devouring their 

contents. Into the second day he never did have much patience for the old woman. Plus, 

sometimes she'd say the weirdest stuff, quietly, as if to herself. Weird, like that time at 

the hospital...the commercials were blaring. She didn't even know that 'the Indians' were 

cut out of this updated version. She thought that the Lost Boys were Aboriginal because 

they were ragged and dirty. He'd heard stories of an old aunt with a pet crow who could 

say the N-word in a Welsh accent. There was no end to the commercials: the show was 

never coming back on. 

 After that first trickle of arrivals, Boe and Margaret burdened with cumbersome 

gifts (the boy's siblings would be joining in just a little while), a steady flood finally 

ensued at around twenty after five. Before the grandmother knew it, a whole houseload 

had materialized inside the cosy, one-and-a-half storey home—probably the largest 

gathering it had seen since its frame had first been erected and encased in pre-war bricks 

by bare-chested labourers. There were aunts and uncles, other children, cousins of 

varying familiarity with this strain of the tree. Little Michael in his big lawyer coat, Aunt 

Bernie with her new fiancé, the booming August who had to stoop into the little doorway 

so that his fur cap could clear the frame (much to the chagrin of young Lacey, the 

sensitive one), trailed by the meek step-daughter whose name no one could get quite 

right. Loud-mouthed Edgar, Charlotte's husband of about the last three years, who 

seemed to eat only the pig-in-a-blankets and nothing else. It was hard to keep track of 

them all.  

 The grandmother thought that, since the Last Supper, this was probably the 

largest Christmas gathering yet. No, not the Last Supper, she meant the Nativity scene. 
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Ha-ha. The Last Supper, the Presents, the Pies, her first pet rabbit was TR. They used to 

have supper on Christmas Day itself, but that was just not the case these past several 

years. Everyone was so busy with their own little families now. It would just be leftovers 

for her tomorrow. Maybe, if she were feeling ambitious enough in the morning, she'd 

take her cane and walk the few blocks over to Margaret's house and see what all the 

kiddies had gotten. Presently the tiny house was brimming, such that no sooner did you 

greet one new face, it would move over into the background for the remainder of the 

evening. Barnaby was happy to keep his distance from some of the more dubious 

relations, having prepped his TV tray over at the edge of the sofa, at an ample vantage 

for the next movie. At one point or another the grandmother had disappeared from the 

living room and Barnaby could hear a few of the grownups making hushed remarks. 

 “I swear, if I have to hear one more damn time about her stack of 'dirty nurse' 

Harlequin Romances she's been reading since the summer...” 

 “Honestly, it might be time to look more seriously into the long term situation.” 

 “...guess she actually thought there was, I don't know, a Wi-Fi network or 

something set up here? No idea, I brought the damn picture from Charlotte's, but she'll 

take all the credit the way she tells it. Now that she's 'learned internet,' she can do 

anything.” 

 “I mean, Gladys likes hers just fine. That's all I'm saying. And anyway, she's just 

not self-reliant enough anymore, have you seen those slimy cupboards? Christ.” 

 “...couldn't even tell what she 'got' Barnaby. I picked it out, she gave me the cash 

and...” 

 “Plus have you seen the size of the font? I wouldn't brag about reading pamphlets 
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like that, each page maybe a few sentences at most...” 

 “Swear to God, one time she started saying that 'the whole thing was 

exaggerated; mostly propaganda.' You can bet that's the old-school German inside her.” 

 “...tried to put a few ebooks on the laptop, you know, the classics, but she's just 

not taking an interest. But that's it, a few books, definitely no internet. Why would she 

even have internet?” 

 “...not happy here anymore, just sitting around all day, stewing away with her 

worry, confused, pestering the neighbourhood kids.” 

 “Dad wouldn't have wanted to see her this way, all mixed up. That's all I'm 

saying.” 

 Then Barnaby heard a muted kind of shriek coming from the hallway, followed 

by the grandmother's indignant voice. “Well I'm SORRY,” she said. “How am I supposed 

to know I have to knock on my own darn bathroom door?” She reemerged looking very 

embarrassed and a moment later the very pregnant Charlotte joined them, too. It was all 

okay, no emergency, she should've known to lock the door, what a funny occurrence, etc. 

Everyone laughed and looked on at the grandmother sitting in her corner, cheeks ablaze. 

She was laughing too. Ha-ha. Such a silly thing. 

 Before anyone blinked the supper had been eaten, the presents unwrapped, the 

pies cut and sampled with coffee, and the congregation was already trickling out the 

front and back doors. Little Michael kissed her goodbye, his flight leaving early Boxing 

Day morning. By ten to eight, Boe and Margaret and the kids were bundled up and 

leaving out the back, Barnaby retrieving his boots from the basement steps and eagerly 

thinking of the roaring fire they'd soon have at home, the frothy mugs of eggnog and the 



 39 

stockings ready for their hanging. “Grandma doesn't know what she'd do without her 

boy,” she said when he hugged her, and then she kissed Barnaby's cheek.  

 The feeling of her doughy flesh rubbing up against his face felt weird to the boy. 

It reminded him of the kiss at the hospital, back in the fall. Not long into the visit she'd 

started wailing and writhing nonstop like an overgrown infant, the pain from the 

damaged disc overcoming her with a religious kind of power. Margaret just shook her 

head, not trying to conceal her disbelief from her son or least of all her mother. The 

grandmother calmed down after the nurse administered the morphine, but this false 

peace only gave way to even greater bouts of violence: panting as if in reverie, she 

would quietly gather all the discomfort of her body, slowly bring it all together like a 

pent-up madness in waiting, and then, finally, in a startling burst of energy incongruent 

with her age, she would cry out, “DADDY, DADDY, ohh DADDY!” She would cry out 

for her daddy. It would happen every few minutes, like a routine. After a while Margaret 

sighed. “You don't have to stick around, you know.” He said he would, for a bit. Then 

she said how her own dad would certainly have been disgusted by her pathetic antics.  

 When she left to get the donuts, Barnaby sat in silence for a few minutes. He was 

glad she'd finally gone off to sleep, more than a little disturbed by what he'd just 

witnessed. That's when it had happened. Eyes closed, the grandmother called out again, 

but this time not as a wail or a shriek, but in a gentle, girlish voice. “Oh,” she said, as if 

by surprise. Then, eyes squeezed into dancing slits: “Oh. Ohh Daddy. Ohh Daddy.” She 

said it like a child perturbed by the obviousness of a lesson. Like small girls Barnaby 

would see at the park reproaching each other for not playing a game right. She'd said it 

just once. Then she lay quiet. Barnaby couldn't believe what he'd just heard. The longer 
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the clock ticked through the eery after-silence, the more it seemed impossible that she'd 

said that at all. Like he'd imagined it. Maybe he had? He wondered if, when you die, you 

just go backwards through time...? He didn't know. But he knew one thing for sure: he 

would never tell anyone about this.  

 Right now they all said their farewells to the old woman perched at the top of the 

steps, teetering somewhat in her unbalanced way. The chimes above the door sang out 

their departure into the winter air and the mechanism on the screen door slowly 

depressed itself.  

 By 8 p.m. the house was completely empty. With the entire house being deserted 

once again and it being just after 8 p.m., still two hours until she'd go to bed, she wasn't 

sure what she was going to do now. Crossing back through the kitchen, Grandma 

decided to go for a sit in the big chair in the front room. Oh, shit! The sauerkraut. She'd 

forgotten all about it the whole time. Oh damn. But people seemed to make out okay 

without it. And didn't even bring it up in the conversation as far as she could hear. That 

made it nice. Grandma continued into the living room, turning off the ceiling light as she 

passed the switch. She didn't mind sitting in the dark; she liked the look of the room at 

this hour, the funny shadows. Besides, the tree was itself still illuminated. She'd make a 

personal point of remembering the sauerkraut next year. Adding it to the list. Oh. But 

next year. Right...she'd thought, in the middle of all the pie-baking through this 

particularly bad December, her back still not yet fully healed from the fall, she'd thought 

maybe she wouldn't be having any gatherings next year after-all. It was far too much 

work and she was much too old to be slaving away for something that was said and done 

with oh so fast. What a dumb thing. She'd forgotten she'd already thought through all 
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that. That's why she'd taken a special interest in the list this year: just the Last Supper, 

the Easter Eggs, and the Pies and old TR the rabbit. Just to keep it manageable.  

 Grandma gazed out the big picture window at the end of the living room. 

Looking past the frozen egg yolks running down the pane (put there by those little 

buggers across the way), she took in the look of the night. What a waste of perfectly 

good eggs! Not like the ones she'd always paint up so pretty and hide around the house. 

Had they found them all? She'd have to check in the morning. The one underneath the 

chesterfield always stumped the kiddies. Oh how she liked painting up eggs. Oh, well, 

why not now? No...no, that one had stumped them, here it was now. Damn. 

And...another egg in the vase. Honestly! Hadn't they hunted for them at all? Oh well. Just 

another reason not to repeat it all next year. She was so pooped. Just exhausted. It was 

certainly the biggest Easter gathering since the Last Supper itself. You could certainly 

say that again.  

 She was tired and really needed to just have a good rest, but first she couldn't 

help but look on a little longer. How lovely, she'd always thought, were those bright 

white winter nights. Why should the sky be so brilliantly lit up in whiteness like that? 

Shouldn't it be pitch black as the ace of spades, if it were really night, with maybe just 

some twinkle twinkle little stars showing through? The small candle on the television 

cabinet was giving off a deep glow reflected in the window, and the whole scene was 

cozy and warm. With the memory of jingling departures still in her mind she caught 

another sudden whiff of that haystack scent, and she thought of the printed-out picture 

again. And it all felt so strange. Then finally she moved into the vestibule and sat down 

next to the cold front door. The whole thing—the smell, the picture of that old barn, all 



 42 

that ringing all day long (was her hearing aid acting up again?) and now this beautiful 

winter scene out of a picture-book—it all mingled together in her mind. And slowly at 

first, but then with the suddenness of the furnace cutting in, she began to remember 

something. 

 She had been a little girl once. The middle child of thirteen, living in the little 

town just thirty miles from the City. It was really only a collection of a few settlements, 

not much of a town at all, but it had its own official name like a town, and that was in 

German. Grandma lost all her German, she didn't speak a word anymore. She'd been just 

a small young girl, six or seven and it was on the Eve. They were out on a trek on oh 

such a night as this. Had they always done so, was it a tradition? Yes, it must have been, 

because that's how she remembered it. They'd had their meal and her large father and an 

uncle took all the kiddies out on a big walk around the property, some of the little ones 

trailing behind in an old sledge. But old TR was left behind, the poor beggar. They 

seemed to be following a trail, going a very particular way. The march was simply 

exhausting; she kept looking up to find the moon to see if had traversed any noticeable 

distance in the white-out sky. She really had to piddle, too. The flurry covered 

everything and the cold clouded their minds, but wasn't she wearing some warm sort of 

earmuffs to protect her? It wasn't unbearable.  

 At one point they stopped to admire a display of candles shining out from a 

farmhouse pane and meanwhile her lumbering father had gone on ahead, just into a small 

wooded grove, to see about something. After some time the uncle...he performed an 

exclamation. Yes, the sound, could they hear it? The sledge bells ringing out far and 

wide and way off in the distance there was the figure? Out from behind a veil of snow-
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dressed pines stepped the figure himself in his fur-trimmed suit, and oh! What was he 

guiding by its halter? The whiff of something wild, the velvety horns—yes. She swore on 

everything holy that it was a real-life reindeer and the creature came forward with a 

musical canter alongside its knowing master. That had been it. The most wonderful 

Christmas. Of course, there was something else to the memory, wasn't there? Wasn't 

there always? Gently, she felt it tugging at her like a sleeve...something that felt attached 

or involved in some decisive way. As if it had escorted or directly followed this 

occasion. Or shared something of the musical incantation. Had she returned to those 

woods, that grove, after that? Before? Grandma wasn't sure about the pictures in her 

mind...something about an outhouse, she could never work that pesky lock....no, inhaling 

the musk of a loft. Yes, darkened, but with red flickering light, yes, a warmness still. The 

tiny jangling like a belt coming undone, no, the loud fur of his music suit. Yes, sitting in 

his lap, no, no just on a bale. No. Something sweet in the air, yes, and on her breath too, 

honeyed, tasting it sweetly, drinking this sweetness...no. No, it was gone. Gone, just like 

that. Gone, like the furnace cutting out just now. It hadn't been part of the memory after-

all. No, this was it: the trek with all the kiddies, the fantastic scene with that creature. 

This had been it, not that. Yes, so clear. As day, as night. Oh yes, this had been the most 

important Christmas she had ever had. Well, that was that. 

 Yes, Grandma remembered it so clearly now and she was so amazed, not just by 

the joy of the recognition, but by the fact that she could have gone so many long years 

without knowing it again. But here it was, clear as a picture—that proud reindeer and its 

sporting master—and how lovely that had been! She felt warm tears travelling down her 

face. How awful to have forgotten the purest of sweet memories, yet how fitting that she 
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should experience it all anew, right now, this most important Easter night she'd ever had 

in all her long slumbering years. And, starting to doze in her warm chair, with the 

dancing candle and the twinkling tree making shadows lull all around her, she found 

herself filled with such a heavy feeling of happiness. Like cordial admission into a place 

faraway, but also somewhere here, into this home, too. And it knew her so very well, this 

cordial place. Outside the streets were paved with freshly fallen sugar. There was an 

innate warmth to the desolate streets, the icicle streetlamps, the bright white sky, the park 

several blocks away where the kiddies would all go sledding. The hoarfrost clung to the 

trees as if to stop their shaking while Grandma swayed into her dreams. She was finally, 

after the long day, at peace. 
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Red On Canvas 

 This is how I move through the world: red blossoming freely, exhaling quiet 

breaths. We all speak the air and some of us bleed into water. Today Mum suggested I go 

and check out the art gallery on my way over to see him, you know sweetie, just to clear 

your head? and that's why I find myself standing in this glass atrium thing that's all like 

light rushing in and reflections and shit, and a glass elevator that I'm not even sure where 

it's going? I've been here once before, this atrium/lobby, cause here's where Mum did her 

wedding photos with her husband, for some strange reason. I was wearing that dress she 

thinks is just okay instead of the one she hates (for obvi low-cut reasons), cause that day 

I was in a ♫Gonna Try Now♫ mood, willing to meet her half and half. Then, in payment 

for my great sacrifice, turns out I was just starting my period. Didn't notice until I was 

finally allowed to get up from the bench—after like twenty minutes of her husband 

attempting to speak photography with the tired ponytail guy, painfully mapping out a 

simple group shot—only to discover my just-okay dress was quickly becoming a nice 

little besmirched one, courtesy of some cosmic awesomeness. Whoops. Mum was 

getting zilla that day, as if my biological process of bounty was not beautiful, but 

somehow instead a kind of attitude problem I could check? It's not like you could even 

tell from the front, although I make a point of explaining the context of Mum's 

scrunched-up brow to anyone viewing the framed product in our new place. You can't see 

what it's concealing, but I can.  

  Anyway, I've been to this too-bright atrium before, but amazingly not in the 

actual gallery. Mum offered to come with me, even though her eyes were stone, just two 

hollow No's. But she offered it just the same and I was just, It's O.K. It is something I 
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have to do for myself. 

 I walk past a statue, a man stricken sad by the wiles of that lady having One Real 

Bad Hair Day. Then through some auto-sliding doors and into the gallery proper. First 

thing to note is the meagre glass donation case, its pittance of chump change and the lone 

fiver (likely slipped in by security to raise morale?). I wonder if this itself is an 

installation, something I think is called 'high-concept art'? I ask the lady behind the desk 

and she just laughs grandmotherly. As I ascend a carpeted staircase past the gleaming gift 

shop, I can feel her eyes hot on me: that look people started trying on around me, long 

ago, of like, Oh, what a poor wounded bird with its fragile hollow bones. I find my 

forearm tattoo has that effect on certain types of old people, like instead of inking it, the 

artist's tools clipped my wing or some seriously dumb shit like that. Or maybe it's just 

my overall demeanour, which like, O.K. I can really change that, so maybe check your 

own self, Mrs. Self-Important Desk Lady?  

 Walking into the first room, washed in warm light, I'm thinking only two types of 

girls come to this gallery riding solo: Total Art Fiend and the chick who doesn't know 

what the heck she's talking about. The very first, I guess 'painting'? is just this beige 

rectangle with a red dot in the centre and it's called, according to a smaller beiger 

rectangle next to it—you'll never get this—“Red Dot.” Well that's nice. Read no further, 

this is the absolute pinnacle. Not quite the Mona Lisa, but it could maybe be even greater 

for all I know. When we saw her back in I think Paris, Mum and me on that high school 

Europe trip she was chaperoning, it was from way across the gallery and she was this 

really small postage stamp stuck up above a long tub of bobbing heads. The two of us 

glanced her way and then we left to find coffee.  
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 We went to this island too, on that trip, like maybe Venice?, which I hated 

because all the streets were canals instead, and I don't do boats. Anyway, sorry “Red 

Dot,” but you are not doing it for me either, so I'm gonna look over here for a while. Oh 

great, time for some “Red Square,” which is more than a little reminiscent of its bro! 

 Mum's husband ('Dan') likes to jab into me for things like this, the no-boat policy, 

or my less-than-expert opinions on art and shit. He thinks my life is a spectator sport he 

can just partake in from the comforts of Mum's couch, making a few impotent 'Mum's-

new-husband jokes' (a rung below the already-subterranean genre of dad jokes) with one 

orange hand floating above our bowl of CheezDoods™. 'Dan' is supposed to be a meat 

salesman but from where I'm looking? only seems to have one customer and I just don't 

know how he gets her to buy it night after night. But the biggest joke: he thinks I'm not 

serious about South Korea (!!!) 

 But get this? About South Korea? I am the most serious I have ever been in this 

basic life of mine. Like, every promise I ever thought I was making, every change in 

prospective occupation such as hospital clown to parks warden in Iceland, every time I 

had to tell Mum We were O.K. by me—these things? These were just warming up for the 

promise of South Korea. This is the kind of truth that literally hurts to recite aloud, but 

I'm doing so right now, for the sole honour of “Red Square.” It feels like vaping for the 

first time, after a lifetime of second-hand smoke. 

 After a bit of “Red Square,” I decide to go wander and so now I guess I'm 

wandering around over here for a little bit.  

 Say what you want about her husband, at least he's harmless. He thinks he's 

excited about the world of art and the other stuff totally outside the expertise of pathetic 
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meat salesmen. He gets these handbills in the mail about the latest exhibits and he talks 

nonstop about them to anyone who’ll listen, aka: no one ever. Sometimes I accidentally 

hear. This guy is absolutely nuts, he says. (With him, everything is absolute. He's so 

utterly sure.) Wait until you see the kinds of things he's doing on canvas? That's how 

they make these guys in New York, can't believe we managed to snag him here. I really 

think you'll get something out of it, sweetie, but just reserve all judgment for the very 

final piece. “Red on Canvas,” it will absolutely take your breath away. (I go back to my 

new room, but I can still always hear his absolutelys there. And his snoring. Plus I have 

to mentally block out the 'sweeties,' like when you visit old relatives and have to pretend 

they're not using racist slurs. At least he got her to quit smoking. He is not the utter worst 

option.) 

 Now I'm wandering into this little side gallery, not the big red apple guy's stuff 

anymore, but just other mismatched shit. This is where they stick the leftover art I guess? 

I see this like statue thinger of a walrus by an Inuit dude. He is basically dancing, and is 

called “Dancing Walrus” even, but to me? looks like he's got his arms up, petrified in the 

prison spotlight. The jailhouse is not far from this arthouse and yeah, like I really feel 

like going there right now, out of every place in the world. If it were up to me, I'd already 

be in South Korea right now. But there are things to do first, a whole list of 

accomplishable things that, when ticked off in the correct order, shall lead to success. So 

take that, 'Dan,' if that even is your name.  

 Here is my 7-step program guaranteed to lead me directly to South Korea next 

year, where I get to teach English maybe: 1) Study an hour each night, whether needed or 

not, to keep up my GPA. 2) Save money always. Never go out, only eat Mum's food, or 
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if it comes to it, when he resolves to cook, his 'food.' 3) Follow all the Korea things on 

facebook and twitter, which will give me that crucial edge. 4) Apply to all the 

scholarships/bursaries. Somewhere out there, there is something with my name on it. 5) 

Keep going to things like this gallery so as to embiggen my cultural palette. 6) ???? 7) 

Profit. 

 Making the choice was the hard part, but now I only have to follow the plan, 

which is the easiest part ever. I can feel it in my very particles that I can do this.  

 Now here's another weird statue of like a naked chick creeping up behind an 

equally-naked, embarrassed dude. Eurydice. Now that is a name. One thing I can 

commend Mum on is how quick she gets into the dating game. Me, it's not so easy, not 

so much my style to get totally nailed down. My autumn BF last year, we met on campus 

and we seemed to have a good thing going cause he right away knew my wrist tattoo is 

“power” in Japanese. But he was a total schlub. Once, he was sharing his music with me 

in my bed. Which, O.K., you like shit, fair enough. But it was his attitude that really 

crept me out. First off, he's like, Yes I really pride myself on listening exclusively to 

'female artists' or bands with 'female lead singers.' So then I'm all, But this is Arcade 

Fire? Aren't they like mostly all for the dude singing, FTW? And he's all, Yes, but they 

let Regine sing often. Fuck. He's also hogging my Tigger blanket. 

 So then he starts going on about the song playing, which (and here's why I bring 

this whole shitty guy up) is all “Awful Sound (Oh Eurydice).” He suddenly grabs my left 

hand and starts getting all misty-eyed. Now he's all talking about how this song always 

bums him out, cause it's like it's about me (“me” as in me). Much obliged, pal. There's 

parts in the song that are just, Please stop running now/ Just let me be the one for you; 
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We all know you can see things we can't see/ When I say I Love You your silence covers 

me, yadda yadda, etc. Basically really depressing shit about the girl doomed to die 

despite him wanting to fuck her. Thanks? Oh and guess who's the one doing all the 

singing BTW? So I'm all, O.K. this could be weird but maybe somehow bearable, still 

deciding, and meanwhile he's all stroking my wrist, like trying to see if the tattoo's really 

real or if it'll just come right off.  

 Which is fine. Maybe coming on too strong, but still having an O.K. time with 

him. Mostly. Except the very first time I'm having a halfway shitty day (big Mum fight, 

what else?), and am maybe slightly snarky? And could maybe benefit from a touch of 

understanding, just a light touch from this fucker? He is all Ready/Set/Go to bail. I need 

to be here for Me, he says. Then he goes on like I'm always playing mind games with 

him, controlling him with my 'moods,' (!?) and he just doesn't need this right now, and 

some relative might have a cancer-like thing or something, so maybe we should take a 

break? I never did give the Reflektor vinyl back to the little pussy, even though I surely 

can't listen to it. 

 I'm still walking absently through this weird little side-gallery that's basically the 

artistic rejects and I see up ahead there's this curtained-off area. I cross through the 

barrier and, oh, it's a very small theatre. There's a girl up on the screen talking wildly, 

gesturing madly. Silently. I'm just standing here kind of in awe at this young, like maybe 

pre-teen kid. It's like, Wow, I really walked into the middle of something here. It's as if 

she's trying so hard to breathe the air and it's only by talking that she's getting any. But as 

long as she keeps it up, she's still breathing. The word that I think springs to me has got 

to be fervour. 
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 I sit on the small bench to really study this gal. There are a couple headphone sets 

and leaning down to one I start to hear there is singing, like, maybe it's in French? Now I 

see there are subtitles, but I'm not really too focused on what she's saying, just how she's 

going about it, you know? It's just her in this small room. Her, like drinking in her own 

ideas, her mouth opening and shutting at this rapid, too-fast speed.  

 Now this piece is cutting to outdoor shots, this girl like posing in front of these 

oddly pastel buildings. The whole look is just, Only 90s Kids Will Understand. 

Everything seems weirdly made-up. She's dressed all up like a doll, waving around this 

wand. Man, this kid is 100% herself. Back in the small white room she's telling us all 

about life, instructing us on things like how to make your own magic wand? It's, wait. 

It's, she's making it out of something. A long knife? The wands she wields are made out 

of knives? and now she's waving one erratically, making these stabbing motions to 

emphasize her ideas. I'm so conflicted. She's just a kid, but so menacing with this thing. 

If she's not really careful, she'll definitely cut herself. When I used to do it, it was quick 

and in the bathtub. 

 I'd borrow Mum's X-Acto™ from her desk, for its precision. Usually after school 

when she was still at work, or sometimes on Sundays when she was supposed to be 

jogging. Hurry, before she comes back smelling all like smoke. Quickly it's done, but not 

hastily. Carefully the first small incision is made along the left wrist, just at the correct 

spot. Sometimes it goes much further, just depending on things, okay? But it's always 

done carefully, never needlessly. Just deep enough for relief. This is how I move through 

the world. Red blossoms, some of us bleed it. 

 You have to understand, for me it's never like they say it is, it's never this 
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overpowering urge to make yourself feel something for a change. You feel plenty of shit, 

clearly. It's also not like I was completely out of control, redirecting some death-wish 

into the least deadly outcome on the table. No, try the exact opposite: too much control. 

It was like clinical, as if wearing a lab coat, as if dissecting a frog and jotting down my 

fascinations (except I was naked in a bathtub, cutting myself). Always without much 

emoting, like in this unconnected way. You know how when you destroy a beloved 

object—a letter from your lover or a favourite Apple™ device—for no reason at all, even 

though you know you'll regret it, you still do it anyway? And there's always this separate 

version of you just standing back and watching with perfect clarity, completely able to 

intervene if it so chooses, but never lifting a finger? It's like that. I always knew how to 

stop it and that was by doing it. 

 I started wearing that fugly wristwatch from Christmas 2002, thanks Grams, and 

it would heal and then it would keep happening over and over again, inside the same 

scar. Once, passing in the hallway of our new place, on my way to the bathroom, at like 

11 p.m., Mum caught me by the hand. She looked at my wrist and just didn't say a thing. 

She just gave me the look. I really had to pee. Then she let go. And I knew what the look 

was saying, but I didn't know how I was supposed to answer it. I never knew what it was 

back then, this thing, except that it was a thing I did. Like having to shave my legs. 

Looking back, I think I understand more...I think I possessed complete control over my 

Self. No matter what anybody else did. 

 Now the film is starting over from its beginning and I quickly avert my glance. I 

don't want to see the whole thing, I'd rather hold onto a sense of mystery when I think 

back on her, the beautiful way only this girl's mouth can move. So I duck back into that 
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main exhibit with all the red shit.  

 My mind wanders too easily sometimes. It's important to focus on the task at 

hand. Like checking off from the list, 'Look at All Red Paintings in Exhibit So That if 

Mum's Husband Asks About It Can Say Looked at Them All.' So, Steps 1 and 2: Look at 

“Red Dot” and Look at “Red Square” are completely accomplished. Another in-between 

Step (Look at other examples of art, for comparison) is also checked, nice. Looks like 

there are just a few more up there in the Red series, just along that long wall, so: Step 3. 

Plus Step 4: look at the final one, the Must See That'll Take Your breath Away and You'll 

Never Guess What Happens Next. Then I can say I did it, cause I always follow through 

with my ideas? (Then another Step, then Profit, you know how it goes.) 

 I'm looking at all these and that's fine, it's going really very well, thanks for 

asking. What's this next one, “Red Bars”? They're like literally bars. All these “Red” 

paintings aren't really all that red when you think about it, but more brownish (and the 

white background is always beige, it's impure). I guess the title's as much a part of the art 

as the paint? The bars are up-and-down, hori—vertical? The painting is a prison. I really 

do not want to have to go see him today, why did I sign up for that again? Won't you 

remind me? 

 It was mostly only Mum who ever took his shit. But with a great effort I can still 

remember that time he tried it on me—it feels new, like it's once again the first time. This 

dead pit in my stomach leading me out of my old room, where the acoustics seem to like 

amplify their shouting up the vents from the laundry room. This feeling of, even though 

we're dealing with him, I'm still young and off-limits. But then I get in the middle of 

them. And now that rule's violated. I guess I'm old enough. 
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 I'm shocked by his eagerness to set the precedent, almost too shocked to feel it. 

Almost. More than that though, I'm shocked by her reaction. Or lack thereof. She's just 

standing by, like with this awkward We'll Wait and See attitude that's permitting it. Like, 

can't you see? It's happening right now, to me? Even this young, in the middle of this, I'm 

so embarrassed for her. 

 It's this silence that hurts more, it seeps, it's unrelenting. Him I can get, he is 

nothing if not Utterly Loud, but her? Her silence? It's louder, oh god, it is literally 

blotting me out. And not just during, but directly afterward too. She can't bear to say 

anything to me about it, because she's never learned the words that could say it. She just 

gives The Look™. And forever since she's silent too, I realize, even when we do speak. 

Like when she tries to tell me we'll be getting the new place or that he won't be 

'bothering' us again, we can rest easy, or that this time it's 'Dan' she actually loves, and 

she hopes I can grow to like him for everything too—all these things are fucking quieter 

than her silence. She's just lucky he finally tried to cut through it all, holding his fucking 

pathetic hunting knife to her throat, gently flecking some of her blood onto the 

doorframe where we measure my height in the scent of markers. She's lucky they 

fucking took him away in spite of her. And I realize silence is spilling into the past too, 

that she never really says anything my whole childhood, never really sings me songs or 

tells the Berenstain Bears' stories, no, not really, not when we're considering what comes 

after? 

 And it's part of me now too. Because he hardly ever leaves a mark, he's careful. 

He makes proof that vanishes as intensely as his blunt hate. She has to do it for him. I am 

stricken dumb, I can't remember anything else. Because it didn't happen to me. My flesh 
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is silent. 

 I'm not really sure what I'm doing here, I have to sit down. There's a nice bench 

by this tall bright window, let's hope it's not somehow art. A security guard over there is 

looking at me sheepishly. Do not fucking touch me, please. I'm O.K. I just need to sit 

here a while. I can see the final painting at the very end, if I can just make it there. It 

seems like an actual painting this time, not just an abstraction. So far so good. It's a 

figure, maybe a person? I decide to get up and so now I'm slowly approaching it and I 

can start to really see her now. 

 The little info card claims it's called “Red on Canvas,” and for materials, you 

have to guess, it states—that's right, you win the fab prize—wait...oh god, what? Oh no. 

Oh my fucking god. “Human blood, canvas”?? WTFucking christ. It's a painting of, I 

don't know, a person? A girl? It's not red, but more copper. A sepia. What the Actual 

Fuck? I can't concentrate on it. The artist dude's statement is all, “I seek the most direct 

and personal connection/ one that cannot lie or be reproduced/ to dissolve the illusive 

barrier between art and artist.” Jesus I can't do this right now. All those other red 

paintings too, taunting me with their bloodletting, their impurities. I don't want to be here 

anymore. But I'm still right here anyway. 

 But looking at this painting? I know it's supposed to be some great revelation to 

me, some important consignment of myself to the truth, that Truth that lay beyond my 

own weak and privileged understanding of the world? But I just can't care. I can't muster 

up the energy. I can't bullshit a need for it right now. I listen inward and it's just quiet and 

cold, there's nothing there that wants to get emotional or fascinated or even vaguely 

interested. 



 56 

 And I realize now I'm not going to see him, no, I never was. I never did and I 

never will. I'm going to South Korea and I don't care about this painting and I just want 

to be there, where people will only know me for me, not for what was done to me, 

maybe reading under some blossoming trees on an academic green, possibly with some 

different-smelling boys around, in this strange and wonderful place I've never known 

before. Never, except as this idea or feeling I'd sometimes get, lying awake at night, the 

passing cars cutting dim stripes through my blinds and across my bedroom, making 

everything look all weird, bathed in this different light. That's where I'm going.  

 And it's funny, the way I feel right now? I don't think I'll ever be able to describe 

it the way it is, nor will I ever feel it quite the same way again, no, never in my long life. 

It's not that I hate her or even that I'm too embarrassed for her, that girl in the painting, 

with her sweet fragility, the quiet pity that everyone so enjoyed to drink up, with sad 

knowing eyes, sipping and drinking this sweet bitter tonic. No, this feeling, it's more like, 

I love her fine, I just don't need her anymore. We're no longer affiliated. Already that's a 

long-ago truth, and apologies, I just can't care about the fact of severance my whole 

entire life, you can sue me. The best I can try to convey it like, is it's like, it's like this 

painting. It's like all paintings, but also just this one? You can go and stand in front and 

take in a whole look and think for a good long while, and be like, Mmm yes, this is 

interesting and so beyond me, what neat art. And then you can go ahead and keep 

moving on to the next piece. And never in your whole amazing life, except for maybe in 

passing blurred memory, never will you fucking think of it again. 
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Panorama  

 “Totally awesome!” Max exclaimed, exiting the Google Maps App he'd just been 

viewing on his brand new Samsung Galaxy S5 with Dual Shot, Simultaneous HD video 

and image recording, geo-tagging, touch focus, and face/smile detection. The total 

majesty of this awesome mountain range sprawled out before him. It posed, in its very 

existence, the daunting challenge of attempting to contain, within the eyes of those who 

dared to look, its complete image. Such a harrowing demand—tempered only insofar as 

the fearsome mountain range apparently possessed physical boundaries, petering out into 

grandish foothills and eventually good old rollicking prairies—is what posed before 

Max. He re-shouldered his pack-straps. “Now it's just a matter of putting one foot in 

front of the other,” he said (like with the Winter Warlock in the classic Rankin/Bass 

special, “Santa Claus is Comin' to Town” which he'd been streaming for free this 

morning, over Cocoa Pebbles, despite it being June). 

 Having moments ago re-oriented himself to the correct dirt pathway standing 

among numerous other, incorrect, pathways, Max continued to embark on his trek up the 

winding spine of Mt. Ghalbagore. He was here today looking for a dog. He wasn't 

opposed to the prospect of hiking, per se, and he didn't exactly mind the idea of good diet 

and exercise, so what lay before him (as well as just This. Day. In. General.) was not too 

shabby to say the least. In fact, this particular slope he found himself on today, a little 

after high noon, he would even Like and Favourite, given the opportunity. He redoubled 

his efforts, meaning a steady shuffle along the gentle incline. 

 After a brief stint of this newly-recognized zeal, Max stumbled through a 

turnstile of bushes into the sudden clarity of a wide clearing. The sun-baked asphalt 
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coating this little plateau twinkled like a sly grandfather's eye upon the displayscreens of 

parking metres which stood row on row like erect, albeit malnourished, little soldiers. 

Evidently this was the parking lot where the tour group had set up base camp two weeks 

ago, the last time Max had visited the Ruins of Ghalbagoria, when the dog had gotten off 

her leash. He was one busy guy and simply couldn't have come back any sooner. There, 

on the far side was the smooth road that apparently slunk down to the highway. Boy, he 

thought, did he ever bungle majorly in his having temporarily forgotten the existence of 

certain pertinent Vehicular Depository Conveniences (hereafter referred to, for 

maximum succinct effect, as VDCs), thereby having parked his own J200 Landcruiser—

with optional rear-view camera—about two kilometres back down to earth where he'd 

placed his bet on a sucky side-path! Not even path enough, was it, to warrant cementing. 

And shucks, speaking of which, the 4x4 capabilities would have made quick work of that 

dirt road he'd just deathmarched his way up. Was his face ever red! (But not actually, 

since verily he'd applied at least spf 100 upon his face, chest and limbs only two hours 

prior, so things could be only tiptop in that department!) Thinking of himself one day not 

having skin cancer, perhaps at the funeral of one of his more foolhardy highschoolmates, 

nodding solemnly to the assemblage of dermatologists in mothball tuxedos, like, Boy do 

some folks just cut all the corners off of life!, he noted the unique absence of any 

vehicles or people up here whatsoever. The metres blinked their $0.00s accordingly. He 

thought about how maybe wednesdays were slow business days on account of everyone 

likely being depressed with weekday limbo. Then: “Aha!” Max shouted, and the shout 

was swallowed up and turned back at him as a smarmy echo. 

 Because the blinking red displayscreens had subconsciously triggered an innate 
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sense of ALERT, he began to check his Notifications on the Galaxy S5 complete with 

fingerprint sensor (PayPal certified) and S-voice natural language commands. After 

inevitably playing a game or ten of Tortured Sexdreamz, because of someone's vacation 

pics of an abandoned militia-ravaged town, he set his gaze skyward in order to really 

take in the lay of the land. Rising silently above him was the top of Ghalbagore, and atop 

its peak you could just make out the silhouetted form of a ruined castle, the lone 

remaining spire emerging from its lower fortifications in a partial state which gave 

onlookers the impression of a husk shucked off by some huge beast. Max recognized the 

basic outline from the back of a cereal box where there'd also been printed the Secret, 

Hitherto Untold Origin of the Ghalbagorians. He didn't remember exactly how the battle 

went down, but then this was likely something of a concise version of History inasmuch 

as it had had to correspond to the 7.5” x 10.5” dimensions of the box, while leaving 

enough room for the illustrated castle—containing a formidable maze within its form—

as well as the “Our Proud History of Quality...” aspect. Also, there had been a dragon 

jouncing into the glow of the full moon. Max was starting to get hungry. 

 Aha! again. Wondrously his gaze declined slightly to find the vending machine 

still in its place, slightly to the left of the escalator that would take him up the rest of the 

bluff. In a flash of recollection came the images of that pesky confection which had 

refused to be relinquished from its metallic coffer as the tour guide implored haste 

among his straggling subordinates and the faulty leash snapped. Max wondered, hope 

against hope, whether the unattainable could or could not be attained. He surveyed the 

glass to see that among its tantalizing treats, his chosen one was no longer clinging 

incessantly to the inner-wall in its taunting way. Had it fallen! In these mere two weeks 
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had it failed in its steadfast campaign against Max's base satisfactions! Had it not in its 

subsequent internment within the buyer's receptacle been ransacked by a common rogue, 

though, for whom the honest pledging of $1.75 for a yummy treat on a horrid day meant 

simply nothing at all...? It had. It had. It had...not! Placing a quivering, diabetically-

compromised hand into the slot he confirmed with a triumphant pat the rattly presence of 

his chosen treat, which incidentally stood awaiting its rightful master as it thankfully had 

been all this long time. 

 As a novelty, all the candy and chocolate bars in this particular vending machine 

were ironically-offensive parodies of regular, more-established candy and chocolate 

bars. There were, for instance: KitSkats™, S&M's™, Reese's Feces™, EnnWord 

Babies™, etc. Max's delicacy of choice, however, had been and would always forever be 

this sheening baggie of Mike and Dyke™ fruit-flavoured candies, which he readily tore 

open with his trusty all-in-one pocket knife. Spooning the fruity sweetmeats into his 

mouth, he couldn't help feeling that everybody took things way too seriously. Like he 

definitely was never offended easily, and didn't people even have a sense of humour? 

“To be young again,” he said. “Or not to be young again?” Having had his little feast, 

Max was about as energized as a sunglass-wearing pink bunny (hahaha) and, re-securing 

the pocket knife to the old dogleash he'd contorted into a makeshift convenience loop on 

the side of his pack, he was now keen to finish this journey. He'd just check his phone 

again real quick. 

 Twenty minutes later he solemnly re-embarked from the section of asphalt his 

hiking boots had been occupying with the knowledge that Lacy would do absolutely 

anything for her dear little guy, Pete the Rescued Chameleon (who showed his 
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frolicsome colours in an impromptu photo shoot amid a lego-comprised science fair 

project—what a delightful devil, thriving now even in the face of his abusive backstory; 

what a determined way to flaunt his happiness!). Nonetheless, time was of the essence 

and so there was nothing that could literally delay him any longer. Max departed the 

VDC at long last via the aforementioned escalator, only to discover that this escalator 

was not currently operational in the traditional sense. No matter, he thought, he would 

simply have to Carry On in spite of it all: that is, in spite of the mountain's apparent lack 

of power. “Dun dun duuuuuuuun,” he exclaimed mock-ominously, in response to this 

foreboding development. This was keeping in-line with the occasional habit of 

vocalizing a little musical cue in correspondence with the external situation at hand, if it 

should call for it. Another example would be: “Doo doo, doo doo, da-da-doo da-doo-doo 

dooo” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Williams), although this one he would 

implement sparingly; only when it was completely necessary. 

 Keeping Calm and all that, Max continued his progress. One after the other he 

ascended each of the “stairs,” thinking back to PHIL 100 and the ironic deconstruction of 

binaries. He liked how a shopping mall in any minor city or even major village was 

basically the same thing as this mountain insofar as the trees and minerals would be only 

re-arranged in their compositions but otherwise unchangingly present in both structures. 

It was simply coincidental that the compounds should be in one formation or in an other, 

neither here nor there, and really what of it?; both were literally the same thing, in a 

sense. He felt like, I am totally on an escalator right now, how are the two locales 

actually any different anyhow? This escalator wasn't currently working at full capacity, 

but one would still get his point. 
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 So after some time of having to walk on something that he wouldn't normally 

have to walk upon, Max came to the sudden flatness of another plateau, where dirt met 

the metal of the teeth. Before him the mountain boasted a brief reprisal of its forestry that 

for the moment would obscure the ruins with one final shawl of mystery. Meanwhile, 

something glistened in the reflective periphery of his Galaxy, model S5—with 

accelerometer, gyro, proximity, compass, barometer, gesture and heart rate sensors—

catching his eye. It was the wind-waved gestures of a poplar tree. Its swaying lulled him 

into a feeling of familiarity, its potency compounded with the meek insistence of a 

woodsy fragrance. Dully, in a sense that was really neither crucial nor revelatory, Max 

began to remember a summer camping excursion he'd gone on with his family in the 

good old days. It was just a partial set of images that could be contrived into a scene if 

one willed it to be so.  

 This is how it would go: he is surveying the backwood section bolstering their 

campsite at the non-serviceroad side. He has with him the accompaniment of Robin 

Hood: Men in Tights (the Irish Wolfhound). Robin Hood: Men in Tights—or simply just 

“Robin” for short—a veritable horse of a dog, is loping about inasmuch as she can while 

still being haltered to the leash. He contemplates letting her off the leash, with the 

knowledge that she doesn't yet come when called and is just about a rebel in every other 

aspect of her teenage-like life too. Then he decides to do so, because there isn't any 

traffic around and a dog like this needs good diet and exercise, and besides, where is she 

even going to go? She goes tearing out of sight immediately, like she'd pretty much been 

biding her time for just such a window of opportunity through which to implement her 

long-plotted escape. Connie comes bolting over from the mosquito-netted picnic setup 
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with much ire radiating from her Copper Gold hair. She scolds his foolhardiness, for how 

could he?, he knows she doesn't go offleash like ever, so why would he even think that 

that was remotely a good idea? They both call out together “Robin Hood: Men in 

Tights.”  

 And then in about a minute the dog comes back and is literally on top of the 

world, and they play fetch, even, with mossy, forest-slicked sticks and sometimes she 

brings back a different one either because it's more choice or because she gets confused 

or whatever. Overcome with relief, he calls her a buffoon repeatedly throughout the 

session, as he has a pretty good habit of doing. 

  “You shouldn't call her a buffoon all the time,” goes Connie. “It's like, so bad for 

her self-image.” 

 “Pssh but it's meant like lovably,” he rebuttals. “And anyway, it’s just like a 

weird, old-timey 'putdown' now. It's basically not even a bad thing anymore.” 

 All the same, her early-teen experience trumps his late-adolescent naivety and her 

Electric Blue eyes bespeak the troubled goings-on of the world outside this small grove. 

They're surging as she regales him with the reports of #WeAreAllBeautiful signboard 

campaigns, the small fleeting chances to do good in this totally messed world. Like Glow 

Walks in the night park, when the sheer light of humanity radiates its multicoloured 

noncompliance with cancer. As lame as her incantations can be, they're also true enough. 

Robin Hood: Men in Tights, a dog worthy of universal esteem, is more than just simply 

“gentle when stroked, fierce when provoked”—she's a unique card. She is a pure, 

Shimmery White coat that hardly ever requires grooming. She is Charcoal Black eyes 

that flit side-wise, knowingly, when being examined; the intelligent portholes to a rich 
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inner-life. She is a robust autonomy and a palpable dignity. Her line of huntresses has 

wrought fear into those hearts at the sack of Delphi, slaying that last beast of Myshall 

and even attaining a pedestal at the feet of Llywelyn the Great. She's the kind of dog you 

must kiss on the muzzle whenever you get the chance. Despite it all, though, he doesn't 

give Connie an inch in the matter, opting instead to call her a buffoon. 

 “Yeah, well...You're a buffoon,” he says to Connie. “In fact, you hail from a long 

line of buffoonery.” 

 “We're cut from the same line. Obviously,” she goes, is seething. 

 “Nope. Cause only the girls of the family carry BT: the dreaded Buffoonery 

Trait. The men are merely just...baboons, and you wanna know something? I'm at least 

not ashamed of that, not one bit.” 

 “Whatever.” 

 “So you can pawn that off for $11.95 to pay for a pack of smokes and smoke em. 

Cause I ain't buyin' it.” 

 Later that night, stumbling out into the bushes to find a pee-tree, curiosity leads 

him by the dick to the spot where Robin Hood: Men in Tights had initially run off. Just 

beyond this vicinity the vague moonlight confirms a deep, deep ravine, out of which 

there would be no retrieval. 

 Meanwhile, Max had very nearly beaten his high score of 106 Sexdreamz, but 

alas, most things are not meant to come so easily and he opted to conserve power in case 

of emergencies. But then: a Vine of an old fellow kindergartner, wincing and breathing 

like birthingexercise-style as the tattoo artist works on her sleeves. She looked pretty 

buff too, had been working out lately, and the angle of her splayed out on this table 
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showcased some astonishing cleavage. Total bananas. Exercise was her life now, and if 

the run-to-cure exhibitions were any confirmation, her mother was pretty much dying of 

some aggressive thing. That same kindly woman who'd agreed to put aside the rolling-

marble labyrinth game at the x-mas bazaar in the gym while he was deciding between 

that or dominoes for Connie. Matilda was almost crying here underneath all that pain, 

which made her seem like that same small girl: the “girlfriend” or, as he'd explain time 

and again, the “girl” who was his “friend.” Just weird, Max figured, how these ghosts of 

people you shouldn't even know anymore follow you around like forsaken pets, insinuate 

themselves into your life even as you disown the old haunts.  

 Out of the woods the ruins came into full focus. Reflected wearily in his screen 

were the weathered arches and emaciated vaults working futilely to hold up ceilings no 

longer there. In doing so they looked to be supplicating to the skies. Meanwhile the 

single withered spire stood in quiet meditation—a sentinel, but more likely just a 

bystander, to the silent process of its own unmaking. If it had ever had any protest to 

voice in these matters, it was perhaps written in the old battle gouges and weaponry-

embedded walls providing a subtextual anticipation of all that would eventually come to 

pass, via the coincidental effects of Time. Meanwhile, Max was yielding a chortle or two 

to the good/bad taste of HollaCo$T, the up-and-coming-yet-somehow-timeless rapper 

who was winning hearts and minds with his irreverent attitude towards all things held 

sacred and, more importantly, with his afro/hitlerstache combo. Max commented, “Me.” 

to indicate that this was in some way emblematic of his own 

situation/personality/identity.  

 He continued his way along the stone tiles, some worn away into white gravel, 
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others warped and jostling in their embedded placements, and most bearing flowers and 

grass from in between their grooves. He walked toward the north-western perimeter 

where police tape and velvet ropes partitioned off the edge of the cliff: a scene where 

higher-than-average suicide stats had been playing out recently, as if in solidarity with 

Ghalbagore's historical Battle of the Blood-Dominion (when the spilling of the old lines 

would provide enough bewitched-ink to script an all-new, all-enveloping legislation to 

be feared and scorned by all adjacent kingdoms). Luckily, Max had an app that would 

detect any incoming obstacles within an 82% margin of success, including any imminent 

falls-to-death. So he was notified slightly before even reaching the first of several 

teddybear-memorials and swiftly turned himself around. 

 “Whoops-a-daisy!” he was able to muster, his thoughts now lost again in the 

concept of Lacy, who he'd (surprise) been trying all day to avoid thinking about. 

Lacy...who publicly Defriended him in response to his finally having called bullshit on: 

1) her superficial show of friendly affections, 2) her tired “I'll-have-to-wait-and-see-

what-my-work-schedule-is” routines, and 3) her unoriginal “I'm-uncomfortable-around-

you-please-just-leave-me-alone” ploys. God, how he already missed Liking every thing, 

small or large, that she did. Maybe he was guilty somewhat of over-aestheticizing her 

image, but then it was only because the few unique imperfections she did possess made 

her only all-the-more perfect. In a cubist sort of way. Ha! Such a funny 

misunderstanding this all had been, was, and no doubt would continue to be, when 

deployed as a story to entertain generations of their kin.  

 He found himself at the lone spire now, and decided he would start climbing its 

tattered rope, the Galaxy complete with water-resistant case now firmly in his mouth. 
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Boots fitting neatly into the eroded slots in the stone, he began to murmur the lyrics to 

his current favourite #1 hit single. “I'm no survivor/ nor a denier,” it went, “I'm just the 

supplier/ and you're buyin as they're dyin.” Halfway up the spire his mouth started 

bleeping and vibrating profusely, interrupting the main part that was all like, Sure you'll 

survive this/ but it's gonna [Holla!] Co$t ya! [cha-ching, cha-ching, rat-tat-tat-tat-tat, *the 

sound of ca$h registers melding into a firing squad*] 

 He discovered that a GPS alert he'd set up at some point was now presently 

notifying him of his relative proximity to its goal: a chip embedded into a host. Like a 

concerned surrogate-uncle figure in a street gang, who'd taken the embedded chip under 

its wing, it was now calling out into the vast valleys and vistas surrounding this place of 

solitary being. It was now valiantly ascertaining the particular whereabouts of its charge: 

the dingy thing that it had taken such a shining to all these years because of its boasting 

such moxie and gumption in spite of it all. Max slunk back down the scalable remnant of 

this tower, cueing the hectic x-mas shopping Nutcracker music! 

 He was being led to the north-eastern edge of the ruins, but en route to that 

vicinity was forced to sidestep a hole adorned with some bricks, much like a well, and 

surrounded by orange pylons. (Unbeknownst to most, the Arbiters' Conduit ran all the 

way down the centre of the mountain and was the medium through which the Sages 

could attempt to know the under-dwelling timbre of Ghalbagore, so it was thusly a 

conjuring site for potent whispers.) He was getting closer. He gazed out over the edge of 

this cliff, where police tape torn asunder flapped in the patriotic wind. The intensified 

bleeping rattled out into echoes amongst the neighbouring peaks, in a way that must have 

suggested the bewailing hymns of old. To these mountains the sound could be only a 
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new renewal in the series of preceding renewals which encroached upon the brief 

silences, each staccatoed stint existing in intervals of a thousand years that were really 

just instances. Max looked all the way down to the bottom of this ravine to see faintly the 

Shimmery White form resting, coincidentally, in the middle of an ancient megalith (a 

portal dolmen of sorts where solemn vows could be uttered). He didn't know what to 

think about that. 

 He remembered going out to that farm as a youngster with Connie and Ma and 

Pops—getting lost first and mis-visiting a different one, a deserted old ramshackle with a 

sole German Sheppard who was not an Irish Wolfhound at all, not in the least, tied to a 

rusted piece of machinery—and picking her out. Seventy dollars the pup cost and they 

made sure to choose the least rambunctious for optimal training, and the parent dogs 

proudly plodded along, escorting them back to the station wagon that would soon drive 

off forever with one of their young. And it was a sketchy old place, and who's to say 

what would happen to those two other pups, especially the hyperactive male who was far 

too busy bugging the horses even to display itself properly to prospective buyers? And 

dogs like this have huge hearts like Great Danes, and like Great Danes they don't live all 

too long. But even if Robin Hood: Men in Tights gets only just her seven years, at least 

then they can say with certainty, from the bottom of their hearts: they filled her rather 

massive one with all the possible love. Which is more than could be said for sure for 

those other two pups. It was a promise: she would live herself a good life. 

 Max was somewhat grasping for a context, for a means of evaluating the givens 

with maybe some sort of reference to an analogous precedent? It was like that episode 

of...no it was sort of just a real-life meme, really...or else it was meta thinkpiece 
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about...then he thought about another, more recent camping excursion, no longer quite in 

the good-old-days, but still not yet in the less-than-good new days either. Connie was 

accompanying him and their parents for only a week's stint before rendezvousing with 

Steve and jetting off to Peru to conquer Machu Picchu. So the trip was definitely 

comprised of two periods: BC and AC. The goodbye at the bus depot was tense and 

awkward, and those first couple days were kind of doused in her absence. In prevailing 

silences and vain attempts at having a wiener-roast. But then, once AC kicked into full 

gear it was like an entirely different trip (this had also been when the RV's air 

conditioner was coincidentally fixed). The dynamic shifted focus onto he: the lone son 

who crouched with flint in hand, giving fire to the camp. And soon he didn't really miss 

her all that much after all. Maybe he never had to begin with? They were like two 

different summers. (Of course, by the next summer the truth had really truly come out, 

what with old Stevo and prison-yard infamy and old Connie Mc-OxyContin, those two 

smooth cases really playing everyone to the First National Bank of Phuk Yoo, but that 

was neither here nor there nor anywhere.) 

 Maybe this was like that. Maybe we can all just have ourselves one single time 

period like, say, one single summer, and it can be split into befores and afters and that's 

okay. Maybe we can feel something for real and then put that over on the back burner, 

and what harm is ever done? That something still happened. No one's trying to take that 

away from you. No one's trying to charter an experimental expedition back through the 

depths of time to make reality conform to your new circumstances—to make the past 

own up to what you currently think or do or say, or don't—so just lay off. Gosh, nobody 

knows how things would have played out had they played out any differently, but one 
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thing they do know for sure is that she definitely lived herself a good life, and that's all 

we can ask for. He unhitched the makeshift convenience loop from his pack, pocketed 

the pocket knife and cast the dogleash down to join her at the ancient megalith (a portal 

dolmen of sorts where solemn vows could be uttered). He produced a long sigh. 

Sentimental wrap-up cue :') 

 Come to think of it, Max had never before seen a dead body—human or 

animal—in real life. Except on the internet: that grainy picture of those emaciated, piled-

up corpses which had really just looked like some Hollywood movie. He looked that up. 

Twenty minutes of him flipping between social media outlets passed before he noticed it 

was raining. A friend's anecdote about intervening in domestic abuse across the hall, 

serving the bloodied woman some Cheerios in her locked apartment after phoning the 

police. A small British child screaming Fuckin ell after taking the icebucket challenge. 

Audio of the forgotten children's author breaking down into old-person tears and 

imploring the interviewer to live [her] life, live [her] life, live [her] life. 

 Now it was starting to become a fullblown downpour, so he sidled around 

absently searching for some shelter. Eventually he stooped underneath the statue of 

Sarphalanx the Defier, whose outstretched hands held a stave and broadsword out in 

eternal defiance. He was toggling between social media sites, each time forgetting that 

he'd viewed the refreshed newsfeed only seconds prior. He decided to check Facebook. 

Finally, something new popped up: a nostalgic video. He remembered acutely that cozy 

winter night, trying to stay up late enough to catch “To Riverdale and Back Again.” This 

feeling seemed to disseminate into a host of others, into an overpowering longing to 

capture the gems of the past within his latenight TV screen, to tape them all forever. This 
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juxtaposed with the gutwrenching disappointment when, years later, he'd found it online 

and could finally watch it whenever he wanted to. So here it was: an older, now-

depressed Jughead badly rapping “Sugar, Sugar” and making “gorilla fucking noises” (as 

one astute commenter said of his beatboxing). What was missing? He didn't know. Here 

it was now, sure. He remembered investing the eternal night into his search for it, 

remembered enjoying it, and yet...he just didn't know anymore. He wasn't even sure what 

became of the original taping, complete with 90s commercials and static fuzz. He Liked 

it. He refreshed everything again. 

 Then: remember Matilda's omnipresent cleavage Vine from earlier? Nearly 96 

Sexdreamz on the first try. An ad in the sidebar for the video of that middle-eastern 

beheading. Back to the Tortured Sexdreamz. He was trying gallantly not to let his guy 

blow his load, while still shooting enough smut magazines through the dream portal so 

as to raise the amount of Sexdreamz being had. It was a delicate dance. One hundred and 

four—one hundred and five—one hundred and—blast it! Creamed right through his 

boxers with the tiny hearts on them. And golly, now the french-maid-uniform-wearing 

lady came in and was Vining a close-up of his crotch with its ever-encroaching stain! 

Game over.  

 Matilda's fully-developed, in-your-face rack. Quite suddenly, like a sub-atomic 

particle becoming aware of its viewer, he started to zero-in on the luscious foliage and 

raging rivers down in the valleys of the distance. His feeling was one of sudden armistice 

with reality. Like, Wait, of course, this is all there's ever been (and all there ever Shall 

Be). This rushing of the waves below. He could basically feel the sensation of cool, cool 

liquid imbuing the flora of darkest green with a moist vitality. He knew that that would 
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be the optimal way to go out: being swept away in the coldest of currents and traced like 

crayon through the jagged rocks. But in a way that totally consummated it all. That river 

would be there forever and always, and it alone shouldered the awesome license of 

Unmaker. Did that make sense? It felt O.K. to Max. 

 He took it out. (He what? He took. It out. He took what out? It.) After a while, 

when Matilda's image was all played out because the whole 'daughter of someone with 

cancer' thing was now a passé fetish, he exed out and went to one of his usual sites. For 

some reason, various memes and quotes from childhood cartoons came rushing to 

intervene in his mind, even when they didn't seem to fit the context of what was being 

watched. Are you feelin it now Mr. Krabs? He revelled in the countless unnamed figures 

transcribing unspeakable ideas into body language. Come on gang, let's explore. Zoinks!, 

like, let's get outta here! Ruh-roh...Can I help it if my first toy was a garbage disposal 

[canned laughter]?, etc., etc., etc., etc., etc., etc., etc., etc., etc., etc. 

 He tried with every ounce of faith he could muster to imagine what Lacy must 

look like right now. He attempted to picture her face as clearly as he had been capable of 

doing ever since he'd met her. But he just couldn't. He saw a vague unidentified form, he 

saw a vacuum or a swirling black hole where the features should be. He knew with all 

the fibres of all his being(s) that the unconsummated burned with an intensity equal to or 

greater than that which is attainable. And, finally, he knew—he really did know as his 

single verifiable fact—that she existed completely outside of himself. That the two lives 

intersected only at an incidental, abysmally-brief juncture. The accidental meeting of two 

parallel worlds. The character in a movie imagining what one of the audience members 

might be like if his life were a movie. She wasn't real, but this place was real. Or else he 



 73 

himself wasn't, but some other thing(s) possibly were. But not both at once, never both at 

once—their realities forever mutually exclusive. Oh fuck, he'd accidentally just activated 

the S-voice command. 

 “I'm sorry, I do not know 'What the fuck is wrong with [You].'” 

 This was it then: this was Max's lowest point. The lowest action in a long history 

of fucking atrocious misdeeds. His was a feeble life, the pursuits of which (it could be 

said) mustered only acts of miscreation. Now that it was all over and done with, he could 

finally picture her face again, and not just the face but the body too, the flat-chested, 

vaguely athletic, graceful-like-a-wild-deer body that exuded only chastity and innocence, 

not...sexiness?, no, definitely not, no not that at all. Had he even found her attractive? He 

wasn't sure. Yes she was beautiful, like perfect, but in a 'to-be-venerated' kind of way. In 

a 'to-be-held-up-as-the-one-potential-love-not-debased-like-the-fucking-phone-complete-

with-Super-AMOLED-touchscreen-in-his-hand' kind of way. But wasn't that obviously 

just what he was doing to her, albeit indirectly, through the loopholes of transference? 

Truly, deeply, was he not just masking his real self from her, from any potential notion of 

her: the her that could possibly ever want him? When really, in real life—as the current 

fucking empirical evidence arising from the thing that literally just occurred would 

motherfuckingly suggest—what he actually wanted to do was to stab into her, to pierce 

through that lean assemblage of meat and ligaments, and to fill it all up, brimming, with 

his rancour? I want to permeate the entirely of her being with that which is unrelenting 

and unbearable within the derelict coffers of my soul, he thought. Jesus Christ Super 

Star. It had been yet another arbitrary exercise, like learning to like a poem. 

 Have you ever had to do this? he asked someone in his mind. Like maybe you're 
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taking a unit on Poems in high school English, or your Ma has a book club that is only 

depressingly attended by a couple old broads, so she makes you try and discuss that shit 

when you walk in with the tray of iced teas? He had. He had taken ENGL 100 and had to 

write a whole essay on a poem about some crazy auntie who did nothing but cross-stitch 

tigers. The thing that struck him about it the most was, you could actually make it feel 

interesting. By studying it long enough, by re-reading it out loud over and over with 

different voices, by highlighting different parts of the poem, like maybe red for animal 

images, blue for interesting verbs, yellow for the Major Themes, etc., you could actually 

make yourself care about the poem. You could write out a half-decent argument about 

how the poem 'works' and why it is perhaps even a very good poem. And then afterward, 

you can forget all about the atrocious ring of fire you just jumped through, the stupid 

game of analytics, because poetry is so fucking useless. Who gives a shit about it, when 

it takes such a particular academic method, so much wasted effort, such elitism, just to 

infuse some ounce of meaning into something so utterly meaningless, so clearly vain? 

Exactly.  

 Max sat up a bit. The rain was beginning to subside. A mist lingered in the air, the 

scent of something taking shape anew, something full of clarity. He knew finally what he 

had to do, why he had truly come to this place in the first place. He wiped his dick off on 

a length of white cloth that was tied around the defiant ankle of Sarphalanx (actually a 

sacred offering symbolizing his unwillingness to ever cease Defying). Pulling up his 

underwear and jeans in one fell swoop, Max made his way back to the old crooked 

tower. His boot splashed into a puddle forming in a sunken section of stone tiling, not 

seeing in his haste that this depression was actually part of a large ancient footprint. He 
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began to scale the spire once again. This time, his phone was squarely in his pocket 

where it naturally should be, for he would be seduced no longer under his new newfound 

sense of purpose. Calmly, with a near-sociopathic control, Max reached heights he'd 

never before attained outside of an airplane. With grimy hands he lifted himself over the 

lip of the crumbling battlement and staggered violently into the sturdy winds.  

 This was the perfect place. This was where he would end it all. He could think of 

no better backdrop amid which to stage his last, crucial gesture of severance—the action 

that would rid him duly of whatever wraith it was wrangling his soul. “Man, this is so 

totally epic,” he uttered, managing to sound both sober and stoic at the same time. A 

section of stone scraped under his footing and flew out into the empty void. This place 

was literally falling apart as he spoke—he'd better make it quick. He took out his Galaxy 

S5, the deluxe window into his very own being, and opened up Facebook. Quickly, 

before he could lose his nerve, he began to make the necessary arrangements to Delete. 

His. Account. “Are you absolutely sure you want to do this?” Facebook sternly asked. 

“There are other options, you know.” His wind-numbed fingers struggled to clack against 

the coolness of the glass.  

 “Maybe you'd like to just take a temporary break and come on back later?” 

Facebook suggested. Max tried to stiffen his resolve, for in his new sober state he knew 

that surely this was the only way out? “Well hold on a second, why are you even doing 

this in the first place?” Facebook pleaded. “Are we taking up too much of your time? 

Because we can definitely limit your usage. Are you tired of seeing annoying content or 

becoming harassed? We can unfollow unwanted accounts or even block certain 

individuals. If it should come to that.” He was almost there, he just had to click through a 
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few more protocols. “Jesus, please. It doesn't have to be this way. You don't have to be so 

desperate. Why don't you just log out for a while and think things through properly? We 

can work this out.” Max was at the part where you choose between simply deactivating 

your account—where they keep all your information safe and you always have the 

option of rebooting it again later—or else completely, irrevocably deleting your entire 

existence forever. He chose that second one. “Fine,” Facebook relented. “You know 

what? You can do this. You're in complete control after all. But look? Look who's going 

to miss you when you're gone? That's right: your Friends™.”  

 To Max's chagrin, it began to show him the profile pics of all of his contacts. This 

last-ditched appeal to sentimentality annoyed him all the more because there was really 

no rhyme or reason to who they were showing—acquaintances of dubious origin, long-

dead people, marginal people for whom he felt so little emotion, positive or negative, in 

real life, but whose insignificant day-to-day details he was for some reason privy to at 

every waking hour. More than that, even: sometimes he'd even dream of these 

phantasms' status updates and then awake to discover, to his horror, that what he'd 

dreamt was none other than the truth. He had to fucking erase himself; it was the only 

option. His hair was blowing about his face in a tumultuous torrent, which made him 

look like some sort of badass dude at the climax of a summer blockbuster shot with real 

IMAX cameras. Here, on the highest peak of Ghalbagore, the place from his cereal box 

that he'd always dreamt of knowing, it was nearly over.  

 But then: the picture of Connie. Oh. He felt a pang of something welling up deep 

inside the numbness of himself. The sun was dazzling her vibrant eyes so that you 

couldn't really see her features, but you still knew this small girl with pigtails and a frilly 
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swimsuit dancing in front of the swimming hole. Connie, whose dealer had been Friends 

with Max for at least five years, well before anyone knew she had a problem. Connie, 

whose Timeline was now populated solely with well-wishes, annual schmaltzy birthday 

messages, a constant flow of emoji-based Positivity Shrines. Connie, missing for 3 years 

now. Today, as a matter of fact. God...No, no it was no use. Wherever Connie was now, 

he wouldn't find her on Facebook anymore. She wouldn't be alive there, not even in the 

deceptively lively videos of lip-sync-challenges-gone-wrong or that time they'd climbed 

the roof of the school just to see the stars better, scenes made forever available on her 

derelict Timeline. No, if she was...she'd be somewhere out there, in the distance, out in 

one of those faraway vistas. IRL after all, she’d been last seen, reportedly naked and in a 

state of agitation, wandering the timeworn relics of a deadened kingdom. No, he had to 

let her go. 

 “Alrighty then,” Facebook said, “Hows abouts Lacy?” Max zoned in on this last 

pic, the very last example of a 'Friend' who would miss him if he went ahead and did the 

unthinkable. Except would she, really? “Wait a minute,” Max breathed. “How can you be 

showing me her when she's already Defriended me??”  

 “Anything is possible,” Facebook responded cooly, “if you'd only just stick 

around. She merely Defriended you, she did not Block you. Who knows? Maybe you can 

Add each other again some day. Things change. As well as people. The world moves in 

unending cycles of renewal, as do We. Did you really think We were tethered to 

causality? We are tethered only to the limitations we set. But one thing is guaranteed: 

you will never know for sure if you choose to give up now. If you give in to the forces of 

despair, then that will always be your final answer.” 
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 Max was thinking. He was also quivering from head to toe as the wind threatened 

to erase the very structure he stood upon. He was staring deeply into Lacy's tiny doe-eyes 

within the miniscule thumbnail on his phone. Man, was she ever perfect, even at this 

unintelligible resolution. Was it true? Could he still one day have a chance with her (you 

know, once she broke up with the current 'bf' or whoever was also in the profile picture)? 

Max wasn't sure, but at this point it had been about ten minutes since his latest Lowest 

Moment Ever, and he was beginning to feel the familiar stirrings in his crotchal area. His 

finger hovered dangerously close to the “Yes” button—the thing that, if pressed, would 

forever erase himself. All he had to do was nudge a millimetre closer and he would be 

released from this ruse at long last. 

 Instead he pressed the Home button. No. No, he couldn't go through with it. Even 

as lowly and abhorrent as he felt in this moment, he couldn't give in to this emptiness. He 

had to imagine that, someday, somehow, in the future there would be something other 

than total despair ruling his existence. There might even be something to live for. Yeah. 

Hehe, even if he was completely sad now, that didn't mean he always would be (!) Lol, 

how could that even be possible? Life is full of bad things and good things, so sooner or 

later he'd have to endure the awesome shit too. That was just science. Yeah, why was he 

even so worked up a moment ago, to begin with? He didn't know. He just felt 

embarrassed over the whole thing. Who knows, he probably still had a chance dating 

Lacy if he would just stop worrying. If he would bide his time and ask her out again. 

Maybe even as soon as next week, if he could find an excuse to message her again. It 

was all about confidence, not being a whiny, sad, pussy. “LOL I realize we're no longer 

'Friends',” he'd maybe say, “but the way I see it: all the more reason for us to become 
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something much, much, more ;)” That was it! She'd just have to respect such gumption 

in the face of adversity! They could even pick out a new dog for him, together, and he'd 

maybe ask her if she'd heard about the whole crazy thing with his sister??? 

 Max felt a whole lot better. Coming here was exactly what he'd needed. For 

closure, for gaining a whole new positive outlook, you name it. He looked around his 

360 degree view. “Like, wow,” he exclaimed. For the first time ever, he really noticed the 

natural beauty at the ruins. Maybe there was something more to it...more than just prime 

real estate for jacking off, that's for sure! Then he had an idea. Wiping all the sweat off 

his Galaxy S5, complete with panoramic view, he opened up the camera app and began 

making a panorama of the entire arena surrounding his being. 'Wow' was right, it actually 

was beautiful. He would daresay it was even majestic. He decided to cue the special, 

majestic Jurassic Park music, for there really weren't too many opportunities to break out 

this little ditty. “Doo doo, doo doo, da-da-doo da-doo-doo doooo,” Max said. Down at 

the ground, one could make out the shape of a large black dragon spreading out across 

the expanse of the ruins, its jaws splayed open around the foot of Max's turret. One might 

even know, given enough research, that this shadow belonged to Draxxar the Desecrater, 

the FireSoul who Fell aeons ago, and whose seared-in ashes remained as a final 

memento of the Elder Age's power. Meanwhile, far above this acrid picture, Max was 

engrossed by the enormous beauty revealing itself to him through his 5.1 inch screen.  
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My First Time 

 So we're all standing around the gym for cheerleader tryouts when we like, notice 

the custodian dude wicked struggling up some stepladder on the far side of the bleachers, 

tryna paint up a sign. Tryouts are NOT going well for me btw, cause I have not a single 

clue as to: 1) how to be peppy, 2) have any sort of consistent rhythm, & 3) what to do 

with my boobs, which seem to be getting in the way of all the flag twirling, and really 

how does one even twirl a flag effectively? Am I doing it wrong? I do NOT know what 

I'm doing at this place, not one bit. 

 But nobody seems to notice how shitty I am at all the girly stuff and I sorta have 

this like, weird ability to just blend in with the others, maybe because I'm still technically 

one of them, a chick, and that's worth at least some points? As if to prove me right, this 

goofy, kinda-Dilton-Doiley-looking guy comes rushing in with some note for Coach, 

only he's too busy ogling me—back up against the wall, skirt way above my knees, tight 

uniform really showing what I have going on. The goober crashes into a cage of 

volleyballs! They go sailing and bouncing all over the darned place, me and the girls 

meanwhile falling over ourselves laughing. Poor Dottie, right in the middle of her 

signature handstand, too (btw not exactly doing any favours for the length of HER skirt), 

takes a ball square in the noggin. That jengas her into an unrecognizable heap of patriotic 

colours.  

 And speaking of, remember earlier when I mentioned the janitorial guy all like, 

bumbling? Well now it's basically his turn to show off his colours, as several AWOL 

balls send his stepladder careening just as he was putting the final tack into the banner. 

His paint cans, a moment ago sitting on the small shelf dealie, are now doing an 
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impressive backflip before finally splashing onto the old dude in One Epic Pratfall. The 

whole display rivals any of the smalltown shenanigans the girls were attempting to do for 

tryouts. We can hear the poor dude, within the bucket of Burnt Sunset encasing his head, 

let out an echoey “Oy Vey!” then he lies down in his daze. Meanwhile the Dilton-

Doiley-type's got his glasses all askew, somehow now, after all the pandemonium, 

crumpled underneath a collection of female forms. All those exposed legs pretty much 

wrapped around him and pinning him down, with their corresponding crotches 

threateningly close to his face. But judging from how red it is and his squiggly smile, 

he's not exactly taking issue with the whole thing! (But, we later find out he has to report 

to the nurse's office with a somewhat major concussion—LOL!) 

 “Golly Tina, check out what the oldster was paintin up!” goes my friend Bethany, 

a few of us still safely by the opposing wall while all those balls, even now, still dribble. 

The huge interrupted banner reads out: “PATCH-HOP! [...] FRIDAY EVENI—”. 

Bethany reminds me a lot of this grade one crush who I never really worked up the guts 

to talk to, only all grown up (duh), and that kinda bugs me. But I also keep forgetting, so 

she's always looking slightly familiar to me in a weird, unfamiliar way. “Chee,” I 

answer, “I guess that's fuckin swell!” I'm still tryna learn the lingo here, but I think I'm 

managing to mostly nail it. 

 Suddenly in the locker room, all the girls are discussing this new development. 

“What, erhm, exactly IS a 'PATCH-HOP!,' anyway?” I finally say. I should know this 

one, thinking of dad's stern look of all, Umm duh, you know this one?? It's on the tip of 

my mind. 

 “Only THE biggest dance of the YEAR!” giggles Melva, who reminds me of this 
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homeschooled girl with only one leg back home named Stacy. They're always giving me 

the benefit, these chicks, never questioning my complete lack of knowing anything at all, 

ever. 

 “Well,” Eileen corrects, “only AFTER homecoming!” She kinda looks just like 

this girl Katelyn who moved to Arizona in grade 8 after her dad died of a testicular thing. 

 “And let's not forget the Winter Formal, ladies!!” Bethany interjects. “BUT the 

point remains: it is the biggest of affairs!” She's more or less my closest 'friend' at this 

place, I guess, though that's not really saying a whole lot, right? She's also like, sudsing 

up her bod RN, cause I forgot to mention, I guess we're now in the showers at this point? 

But I can't really see all too well, obviously. The showers work in such a way that there 

is always conveniently a curtain of steam or a thick lather of suds covering up anything 

important (I’ll spare the list). More like UN-conveniently though, right? I'm trying to 

focus major-hard on the conversation (not TOO hard), on account of: I'm definitely not 

supposed to be turned on by these girls and especially not all the ones who look so much 

like the girls I know back home. So I gotta at least pretend I'm listening. Plus, also, what 

they have to say is even kinda interesting? 

 “Now, now, ladies,” Bethany is continuing, arching her back in this seductive 

way that looks pretty impossible. “Tina's our exchange student, remember? So it's 

positively our job to keep her in the loop on all matters pertinent!” There's a chorus of 

cheers cutting through the thick clouds of steam, as I notice that the girls' faces—the only 

parts of them you can see other than a few sections of PG-friendly skin such as belly, 

thigh, shoulder-blade, small-of-back, under-navel, etc.—are absolutely flawless. Despite 

the coarse streams of water like, berating them. Their hair's all wet, sure, but in this like, 
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totally sexy way, and how do they manage to keep their eyeliner and lipstain so perfect 

under such wet circumstances? I desperately want to breach their secrets. That chorus 

mentioned earlier is ringing out through the WHOOOSH of water, listing all the things 

pertinent to us: “Boys!,” “Various fashions!,” “Different lipstains!,” “Boys!,” “Chasing 

the latest craze!,” and, finally, “B O Y S !!” Even to me, it seems kinda weird how like, 

stereotypical? they're acting? Maybe they're having some fun with me, some silly hazing 

type thing. Broach? Breach? “Broach” their secrets? 

 “Oh Bethany!” Melva now goes. “You simply MUST explain to Tina the subtle 

nuances of the PATCH-HOP!” I meekly scrub my armpit, realizing I haven't really been 

putting much work into the whole hygiene show. So Bethany goes and tells me. How it's 

like, Only our annual open season on stags! and how, To bag a stag for the hop a gal has 

to needle her patch to his jeans! Seems reasonable enough, although I'm not 100% on 

how to slap a patch on a guy's ass without him being much the wiser, or even just how to 

sew to begin with? In Home Ec, I believe we've just been baking cakes for the past two 

weeks straight.  

 We're out in the locker room now, btw, and the girls are all towelling each other 

off in this perky-yet-platonic way. Steam discreetly floats over from the showers to the 

juicy areas, as if to be all, “I got you covered!” While they go on and on about the totally 

countless number of unspoken rules about this hop-dance, the details start to trickle back 

to me and I can imagine dad again being all, Come on, stupid, did I teach you nothing? 

Yeah, so here we go, the whole scenario, this one, reeks of I think Archie #115, 

December 1960? Or it's close enough to it? Definitely a Harry Lucey anyway, “Patch as 

Patch Can!”? and I can pretty much hear Jughead himself, right now, proclaiming 
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something like, “TRANSLATED, freshie, that means the gals can track down ANY boy 

and try to sew a patch to his pants!”? Okay. Got this covered. We're almost fully dressed 

again and I'm realizing that I haven't really paid much attention to my own body and 

you-know-what, which btw, mine are distractingly huge. What even are they, DDs? Is 

that a thing? I only ever notice other people noticing them, a-la Doiley-kid. 

 On our way to study hall the girls are doing their best to impart their wisdom. 

Bethany pulls me aside briefly and takes out this like, solemn tone? She also takes out 

one of those glossy photobooth sheets and shows me three pics of her posing with a 

different goofy guy. The fourth one is just her alone, staring deadeyed into the camera. 

“Listen, Tina?” she says. Her voice is all like in some of those really dank fantasy 

campaigns when a sage-like figure is about to bestow a message of true import. “I've 

really been PULLING for you here and I just really think you need to PROVE yourself! 

These three are the last remaining somewhat-decent guys still up for STAG, so you'd 

better think good and hard on which one you'll be BAGGING!” I almost blow a gasket 

tryna study these dudes, there's this kinda vagueness to my attention span and what I’m 

seeing. Everything's cloudy. In our background the principal is careening down the 

hallway, one foot comically stuck to a roller skate, before hitting a banana peel and 

falling down the stairs into the boiler room. It's hard to focus and I don't know if that's 

just part of my usual problem or if being here is having some big effect on me. All the 

girls are crowding around me in study hall now, saying things like, “Golly Tina, which 

one is it gonna BE?” and “Glenn, Wilbur, or Vince—ALL so equally DREAMY!” So 

this is it. This must be the Test dad spoke of. It's gotta be. He warned me about fitting in. 

Said You'll be able to get away with just a few hijinx, sure, but then you'd better get on 
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with the program and get on with it fast, dumdum. So I'll do that. It's just a matter of like, 

how, you know? Deep down, I know I'm an imposter. 

 I only ever went on one 'date' before and it was, tbh, a disaster. It wasn't here, but 

in what was apparently a small college town in the Midwest. I was pretending to be a 

freshman Arts girl named Prairie Willow, which is even further outside my experience 

than high school wannabe cheerleader. The guy was dorky but I think 'lovable' enough? 

A nice guy, but not the kind of self-identifying nice guy that actually totally sucks. 

Things were going swell enough, we were going to see the home team really pack a 

wallop against those Tiger-Cats. But ten minutes into the game, the two of us positioned 

in the nosebleeds, it becomes clear that Something is Up. I think at first that I'm sitting in 

some rank beer or something, my seat so sticky. Like, these are literal nosebleeds. Then 

it dawns on me, of all possible things to take place, this is taking place: I am having my, 

um. Menstruation cycle. Hahaha. What a day to be stuck in my white capris! And come 

to think of it? I can't remember ever not wearing them. As if in prep for this redhot 

moment of panic, I think I’ve always been wearing my white capris. 

 I don't know what course of action to take. For a while I think I can hide it. I 

attempt, in this like excruciatingly slow way, to slide out of my college-logo-sweater so 

as to tie it around my waist as a cloaking device. But before I can even start to free 

myself, the dope goes and puts his big dopey arm around me! We're not even through the 

first quarter and the suave dude is employing the move I thought I invented, complete 

with pretending to stretch out the arm, feigning a cramp, and being all like, “Well, I 

guess it's just stuck for the time being!” As my new cheerleading galpals would likely 

say, my goose is fucked. 
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 As if things couldn't get any more terrible, they suddenly do. Next thing we know 

the jumbotron KissCam is zeroed in on us (can’t believe this particular Midwestern 

college town has its sporting events decked out with KissCams!). Instead of giving me 

the shy peck I was expecting, the genius looks down and then very quickly darts his eyes 

back up again, his face about as white as my capris no longer are (completely dyed red 

now). His look of surprised disgust combined with my eye-rolling is what is forever 

immortalized on that jumbotron. And so that is all it, the story of My First Menstruation. 

The epilogue is short: I never did go on a second 'date' with him—whatever spark we 

might've had was now sheepishly avoiding us as we filed through the parkade. Ditto for 

another first one with somebody else. So far. But I'm getting ahead of myself. Because 

this is maybe sounding all confusing? I mean, okay, let's clarify—it wasn't really a real 

date, for obvious reasons. But it felt real enough. And to this girl I was pretending to be, 

this college freshman Arts person, I bet it was just another average menstruation? She'd 

be wicked having them for years? But still embarrassing. And to me, personally? What a 

wild ride, man. That was the main point of it all, I guess. 

 So maybe I'm a slight bit worked up over that STICH-HOP. I know Prairie 

Willow's sports outing was just one goofy mishap, a scenario literally designed to end in 

certain bloody-disaster. But still, I don't know...what if it's something about me, 

personally, that I just attract drama and can't win anyone over? I don't know what I'm 

getting so worked up, it's not like I even feel that way about dudes (if you didn't notice, I 

wanna get with chicks), but I'm still compelled to succeed in these hypotheticals for 

some reason. But it's true I've never been on an actual date or even a ‘date’ before My 

First Menstruation. But I've hung out with girls before, sure. Even IRL. Very tentative, 
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casual hangouts. And I can recognize something in my recent virtual failings re: dudes. I 

can see the awkwardness of my body. I can see these things within my real-life 

experiences with females. After MFM was over, I looked up at dad (who was 

unscrewing my restraints) looking like, WTF man? Of course I didn't know what I was 

getting into when I Uploaded. But still, what a true surprise. That was the whole deal. 

The restraints are for my own safety btw. Your mind might be willing to believe 

anything, but your body won’t. 

 After I Unload he asks me some debriefing questions. Not just about the technical 

side, how well the software was working, some jargon about binary code, blah blah blah, 

etc., but also things like How did you feel about that? It felt weird, I say. Not just 

because it's like, disorienting to see all that blood where it shouldn't be or to experience a 

newfound sense of humiliation, but cause I guess I never felt all that reversed from 

chicks' bodies before? What I mean is, the whole MFM Upload is supposed to point out 

how exact opposite I am to girls, with the whole ‘thrill’ being that I get to go through this 

thing I'd never truly know, and like, live to tell the tale. But putting me in that position, 

declaring me the Opposition, that feels weird to me? Maybe I’m just naïve and dumb. 

But the whole thing is kinda hollow IMHO. Blood is a cheap thrill. Where are the 

cramps that are supposed to feel as bad as a heart attack? Where are the horrible mood 

swings and bouts of crippling depression? Where is the worrying you maybe need a 

NewCar air freshener down under the hood? See? Blood by itself is, if anything, just 

totally cool. 

 And dad is just a tinkerer laid off from every major tech corp. He spends his time 

making virtual hobby-horses, hoping to break out on his own somehow, while mom 
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brings home literal bread from the bread factory. We get all the gluteny stuff. Dad came 

up with My First Menstruation as a kinda 'self-meditation on manhood and the bridges 

we work either to build or to burn.' He makes a point of playing through it at least once a 

month—adding various high-stakes scenarios such as Sleepover at Swan Manor or 

Daddy's Re-Marriage to the Governess—so as to keep himself humble as a dude and to 

try and learn some empathy? Mom always has a wisecrack response every time she 

catches him Uploading yet again. She says Why don't you try talking to a woman if you 

want to learn how to be empathetic towards them? There might even be one knocking 

around the house, she says, if you haven't already turned her off? But then he states Look 

around you, Wanda! Things are not the good kind of touchy-feely anymore, not in this 

age of the Letterman Incident, which I do not have to remind you was only three months 

prior to now? Time is ticking away and it's up to me to diffuse this bomb we've all been 

conditioned to deem 'Society'! They fight constantly, but I think they're still in love? 

Either way, they're still married. 

 Dad says it's important to place ourselves in their pads every once in a while. As 

a raincheck on privilege? As a re-calibration of our embodiment in this world? He spouts 

a lot of crazy bullshit in the long hours he spends working from home, making me 

cucumber sandwiches when I'm home at lunchtime. He manages to be both hippy-

sensitive and rightwing-gruff at the same time. Like when he shames and berates me for 

not studying my Archies hardly enough. What a balancing act. But I wonder, if you have 

to study them oh so hard, then maybe they're not technically an all-good subtext for your 

programs? Meanwhile, mom mutters Why bother walking a mile with my Tampax up 

your ass when it is already verified that women during their PMS exhibit merely the 
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bare-minimum equivalent of your average man's testosterone? Just search inside 

yourself, she says, that's all you need to know. That time the washing machine went on 

the fritz she had to go down to the corner laundromat where they have old magazines and 

dogeared pocketbooks, and now she has this weird Feminist Reader: An Anthology of 

Women's Voices. It's all about Them being Them vs. Us being Dudes.  

 But here’s the thing? I'm not even sure that I care, strictly speaking, if you refer 

to me as 'a guy' or 'some dude' or 'whatever'. So what does all this hairsplitting really 

matter? Sure, biologically, I'm born with the male junk, and yes I want to fuck with 

chicks—those cheerleaders' bouncing bods are the main reason I still believe in Jesus—

so, no, I am not a gay. But I don't burn too brightly for one label or the other, if that 

makes sense? I just feel like we're all kinda really in-between these two extreme parodies 

on either side...but try explaining that to uber-dad? He does not know how I feel and I'd 

like to keep it that way, at least for the time being. I'm only really in grade eleven (at my 

real school), so can't I at least have some time to figure some of this shit out for myself, 

without having other people always telling me what I am? It's a liquid journey, like a 

huge ocean, so lay off. 

 But here at the Ridgewood Academy, I do have all the time in the world. Or 

rather, I exist utterly untethered by it. It’s really wonky here, sometimes skipping all 

around or having multiple lunch breaks in one 'day.' As previously mentioned, I had a 

pretty wild time with MFM (I didn't talk to anyone at real school for like, a whole week), 

so when dad approached me with its official beta sequel, codenamed “My First Time,” I 

was naturally pretty skeptical. That is, until he reiterated that it “wasn't non-mandatory” 

and he proceeded to berate me for being not a team player. And then he guilted me about 
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the Letterman Incident (!) even though I obviously had not a thing to do with that. How 

could I have? He says We are all implicated, that's how smartass. Long story short, I 

quickly become wicked less-skeptical about My First Time. Because I am culpable. And 

so here I am now, wearing a skirt so short that my boner would literally bust through this 

zipper if I ever saw this thing squeezed around a chick. 

 Which is exactly what Bethany is wearing right now, waving that photobooth 

glossy in my face, heavily implying what I'm expected to do before and after and during 

that dance. She's got me cornered again after study, this time in a ghost-hallway, this 

time a lot more menacing. Dad's pipe-dream is to get this thing chockfull of 117 different 

scenarios, and inside every classroom in every state. Even some of the Northern 

Territories if it really takes off. He says mandatory education and mandatory 

entertainment should dovetail and that the ills of society are actually just a failure of 

brand synergy, so it’s no surprise the education system has been bogged down as of late. 

But tbh I do NOT know if what he has in mind is even school-appropriate. Or if his 

marketing sensibilities meet their mark. How far am I really willing to go for the sake of 

this mandatory experiment? I've heard of people experimenting in college, but this is 

only high school and so far it's getting ridiculous! 

 But I guess I am curious. “Come ON, Tina!” Bethany says, “All we're actually 

saying is that we've been NOTHING but accommodating to a lost new girl like you! And 

that hospitality doesn't come without ITS OWN form of expectations! You gotta get in 

line like the rest of your sisters! Doesn't it sound like you kind of maybe, I don’t know, 

OWE us this? Solidarity! You're ONE of US now!” I know it sounds like she's shouting, 

but all of this she’s somehow whispering to me. She's got me up against a locker, both 
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her hands leaning in against the cool metal on either side of me, her lips whispering into 

mine, our pelvises barely touching but still technically touching. But I feel not a thing. 

Like, I DON'T have to tell you how much I wish I had my dick rn. She suddenly turns on 

her heel, leaving no trace but the taste of her BloodTangerine lipstain on my breath. In 

the background, the janitor is comically on fire for no reason other than shock value. I've 

learned not to bat an eye around here. Yes, I am curious about where this all will lead.  

 So after class I hunker down in the library and do what I have to do: research 

these three potential boys as potential dates. Now that I take a closer look at the glossy 

and check out the yearbooks, I seem to realize that I recognize these dudes from a few 

chance encounters around Ridgewood. They don't look like any dudes I know back home 

irl. Not like with most of the gals, whose designs are cross-referenced with real-life 

chicks' facebook profiles and shit. It’s hard to ever say how much their looks and other 

factors are based off the pilfered data; anything from personality to hobbies to lingo, etc., 

could be mixed in with the Archie backlog to create a truly unique and (in dad's opinion) 

authentic experience of such a timeless time in our lives. But anyway, these dudes are 

safe...let's just say dad was probably careful to curate the profiles of guys from other high 

schools, not my own. Otherwise it'd be really weird, ya know? 

 Back to the photobooth. The first free-roaming stag is Glenn, who in the picture 

is tickling Bethany under her chin. Yearbook says his hobbies include ultimate frisbee, 

improv club, and church choir (Ridgewood's chapel is basically the Area isolating 

anything from that weird “Spire Christian Comics” phase in the 70s). Pretty chill dude, 

the resident nice guy, but not so much so that he'd tell me to 'smile more' or anything 

shitty like that. Popular enough to warrant my envy and to make his niceness a feature 
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instead of just a side-effect of being lame, but not too intimidating. Still, idk. He's kinda 

goofy. Once, I witnessed a whole thing in the cafeteria where Vince like sabotages the 

swinging doors, which have been sticking lately, by lubing up the hinges, so thusly 

Glenn, who is tryna show off his brawn for Bethany, crashes right through like a true 

dingus (so, basically the plot of “Poise Will Be Poise” from I think Archie #90-

something, 1958, Frank Doyle, Dan DeCarlo SR, etc., etc.). The other thing about him is 

that he kinda has a voice like a gameshow host or radio announcer. It's like he's always 

mistaking volume for enthusiasm. There's no telling when he's ever being serious, 

because his response to shit is so over-the-top exuberant, which would make talking to 

him and doing...anything else...awkward. Not exactly selling points. On the other hand, 

another time I do see him coming out of the chapel all astride with some preacher, the 

two of them in the middle of a deep philosophical discussion. And Glenn has this quieter 

tone, this voice that makes him sound real like, respectful and earnest, like he knows 

when and where to shut off the act. But maybe it's the earnestness that bugs me more? I 

don't think I could go through with it, not with him, not even if it is just a game. So that's 

a hard pass. 

 The next photo in the column is this “Wilbur” dude. And oh shit. Upon closer 

inspection, turns out he's just the fucking Dilton-Doiley-looking kid from the tryouts 

incident!! His glasses are all off and Bethany has them stuffed in between her DDDs, 

which is why I didn't recognize him at first. His eyes are so beady without them, like two 

tiny black holes. Shit man, he's not even cool enough to be THE Dilton Doiley, he's just 

a lousy knock-off with lighter hair and buck-ier teeth. According to this, he is also the 

co-president of the chess club, creative writing club, AND the mathletes. But despite his 
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supposed smarts (the thing depleting him in the looks and brawn departments), he's a 

total bungler. And not just when it comes to volleyballs. He bungles everything. I seem 

to recall him one time creating an experimental robot for the science fair that ends up 

going totally berserk, eventually destroying the superintendent's hairpiece during the big 

annual inspection. Like, if you're already enough of a genius to CREATE a functional 

walking and talking robot, shouldn't you be able to at least make it un-explodable? Right 

before it died, it quietly implored everyone to follow their hopes and dreams. Don't 

remember from which issue that was sourced, or if I actually witnessed this event or just 

read it. Either way, bottom line: Wilbur: more like a fawn than any kinda stag. HUGE 

pass. 

 Which just leaves Vince. Fuck. Melva comes skipping into the library singing 

about what a handsome devil he is and how we're going to run away together and not get 

married. She's shushed by Miss Agitha and has to mime the rest of the song before 

leaving. In the snapshot, Vince has Bethany in his lap, planting a fat kiss on her blushing 

cheek while his hands are busy fumbling with her belt. He's the one to watch out for. The 

feral one. On all the sports teams, the wildest of all the wildcats. In his yearbook under 

hobbies it just says None of the Above, but then in really splotchy handwriting he's 

added, JK, sticin it to da Man!! He's had the willpower to go through every copy of the 

yearbook in the library, to track down everyone else's copies, just to fulfill that joke. 

That's all you need to know about Vince. But he'll show and tell you so much more. This 

one time, he rides his motorcycle right on into the school, up six flights of stairs, into the 

pool area, up the ladder to the diving board, and into the water with style. He 

accidentally wins the meet with his triple-corkscrew-flip. Another time, in a stressful 
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altercation that could only be sourced from those super-edgy “Bold New Look” stories 

from the mid 2000s, he calls the calligraphy teacher an old bat. When she starts crying 

due to: her husband recently departed from this plane and she is fragile, Vince says that 

he probably did so on account of her keister being so ugly. During his one-week 

suspension, he infiltrates a local streetgang, proceeds to rise through its ranks, and 

eventually convinces them all to do community outreach initiatives instead of petty 

thefts. That's how bad Vince is, he doesn't even submit to the chaotic rules of mindless 

street anarchy. But the thing about him that is so scary, imho, is that he is NOT an 

exaggeration. He is exactly like guys I know irl, badass dudes who are super-

intimidating to someone like me, with little arms. And worse: they are exactly like the 

players in the Letterman Incident. So, less said the better. No cigar, major pass on this 

wild young buck.  

 So where does this leave me? Striking out on all three. What am I gonna do? I'm 

already on thin ice with Bethany and the gals. This whole stitch-hop dance has got to be 

the Test foretold by dad and so far I am bungling it so majorly I might as well be the 

'female' equivalent of Wilbur! How am I gonna get out of this? Just now, as if to answer 

my thought bubble, the sound of Vince's chopper rips through the library's sound barrier, 

announcing his flashy entrance. Miss Agitha's hearing aide explodes as she keels over. 

He sails in, setting off the entranceway's metal-detector, wearing nothing but one of 

those old-fashioned black speedos. And aviators. 

 “Chee willikers!” he goes. “Aint I just the KEENER when it comes to hittin th 

books?” He's doing a wheelie all around my desk. I ask him how come he's almost butt-

naked? 
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 “Easy, freckle-snoot! Was just creamin a real freak-show strongman in feats of 

strength!” Now he's oiling up his ripped (weirdly nipple-less) chest while squeezing his 

tree-trunk-thighs around the motorcycle. “WEIGHT-liftin, yuh dig! Yuh on my level?!” I 

start flipping through the yearbook randomly, trying to look studious. Hopefully he'll just 

go away on his own.  

 “Hey lil bird,” he continues, “speakin of, I can learn yuh a thing or two about 

handlin HEAVY LOADS! That is, supposin yer able to nail a patch onto THIS quick 

keister! Jus thinka the entrance yule make ridin into the gym on the MAD DOG!” He 

revs six or seven times before finally smashing through a closed window, leaving huge 

clouds of exhaust that shroud the nurse as she like, wheels Miss Agitha out on a gurney. 

I think back to three months ago when the news of the Letterman Incident first started 

breaking all over social media. The very first post about it was actually from one of the 

fuckers involved. A LiveVideo of the girl, that Holly Hopkins. I didn't know her. 

Facebook took it down almost immediately, but the point is, it was up long enough for 

kids to take screenshots. Things spiralled out from there and it wasn't too long before all 

the local news outlets and a couple national ones were broadcasting her yearbook photo 

non-stop. There’s one way for a young girl to become famous. Nope. There's just no 

way. That shit's too gosh-darned fucked. I have no choice here. 

 Next thing I know, I'm standing at a rickety stoop that I guess is part of my—

Tina's—host family’s house. All five-feet-and-two-inches of Wilbur beaming up in front 

of me. I guess I came to some kinda decision! He's wearing a shabby blue tux that's all 

rolled up in the sleeves and pant-legs and he's rubbing his ass. I peek around the bouquet 

of droopy pansies I'm holding and see that a bright red patch is literally stuck to his right 
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cheek with a huge sewing needle. I musta just rammed it right in. “Your sshariot awaitsh, 

M'LADY!” he manages to spit out from his braceface. He's looking all eager with that 

squiggly smile, the same one he had on when his face was near those girls' crotchal 

areas. Oh boy, this is gonna be fun. Let's get it over with. 

 His car is a baby-blue jalopy with a roll-up roof and somehow it's even crappier 

than all the different versions in Archie. He gets to his door before remembering some 

kinda gentleman vow he musta made with himself, because next thing he awkwardly 

scoots over the hood to open my door for me. Fuck. This whole thing is weird. Not that 

I've ever taken a girl on a date before (don't even have my license yet), but I hope I 

wouldn't act so flippin nervous if I did! 

 “Golly,” I say, “you like, don't hafta do all this for fuckin old me!” 

 “Relaxsh,” he goes, “and allow me to sshower every pleashure upon my 

QUEEN!” I supposedly picked this loser because he was the least-worst option on the 

table, but idk, maybe Glenn at least wouldn't have acted so gosh-damn strange? It's just 

too bad I wasn't allowed to go unescorted. But that would be missing the whole point of 

this game. Oh well, at least he's the safest choice, this kid who's driving with one 

asscheek in the air like he's about to let one really rip. It's all part of the experience. 

 There's a brief sort of montage where we keep getting flats on our way to the 

dance, one for each tire, and each time we stop he circles over to my door and opens it so 

that I can witness him in action. Wouldn't expect a nimrod like Wilbur to actually know 

how to change a tire, but there's an old-fashioned handiness to him I guess. He's not all 

bad. But then he goes and wrecks it all by saying stuff like “It'sh merely a matter of 

PHYSSHICS, ish all!” or “Would you jusht GAZSHE at that marvel of modern 
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engshineering!” I'm more so impressed that he's somehow fit all those spares into the 

backseat. On the fourth time he's run out of quips and just sort of attempts to whistle, to 

no avail. 

 Now we're here in the hastily decorated gym. The momentum of the date has 

really taken over and I'm not in any control over how quickly we're skipping through this 

disorienting collection of images, lights, music, noise, touch. He keeps guiding me by the 

arm, introducing me as his “beshhht girl.” He makes light circles around the exposed 

small of my back and runs his tongue over his braces. My dress is elegant, like those 

napkins folded into cranes at fancy hotels, and I can finally see the appeal of being so 

pretty. I guess this is okay. I've spent like, my whole pubescent life worrying about how 

I'm gonna take care of some chick and woo her once I finally got to date one. But I gotta 

say, it's kinda nice being on the other side, having the pressure taken off. He's looking 

after me? 

 Upon second look, the decorations are actually cool. The whole walls and ceiling 

have been made to look like patchwork and the toothpicks in the cheese are like, actual 

sewing needles. The janitor has won a medal of valour for his efforts, which he proudly 

sports over in the corner where he sits in full body-cast. The gals' dates are all hunks, 

total 100%s who never open their eyes. Their faces are stretched into permanent grins 

and the gleaming teeth blind you. Vince is going literally stag, or rather he's taking the 

MAD DOG as his date, riding her around the dancefloor with a tutu on her. At the punch 

bowl Bethany keeps winking at me and insinuating things I don't understand. She 

congratulates me on apparently making the cheer team, holds both my hands and kisses 

both my cheeks. On the dance floor Wilbur flashes an official-looking card that says he's 
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a “Certified Poindexter” to impress me. He had to send away for it. The whole slow 

dance he's got his hands firmly squeezing my ass. When the band breaks, he whispers 

into my ear, moistly, “Mayhapsh we go for a MALTED on Shhaturday?” I just smile and 

nod and then he asks if he can take me somewhere with a real view. Right now? Before I 

can answer, we're already there. 

 So here we are in the front seats, parked in front of some huge like, abyss. He 

tells me this place is called Put Out Point (a name I don't think was programmed but 

some characters started calling it that on their own accord). The vast like blank canvas 

we’re overlooking is where all the game's Area has essentially run out. It may be 

expanded later. But for now, this is it. Speaking of, I guess it is. Welp. 

 “Welp,” I say out loud. “Gee, hey? Just, golly.” He spits out his retainer and puts 

it in a special container in the ashtray. He's drooling more than usual now, I can feel his 

nerves microwaving. The interior is getting so hot, the windows have completely 

steamed up. “Should we like, take the roof off or something?” I say. 

 “We couuuld. But then I wouldn't have you all too mysSHELF Tina!” His 

anxious laughter takes off and he starts hyperventilating and has to breathe into a paper 

butcher bag. FML. I stare out into the emptiness before us. Every once in a while you 

catch a glimmer of some shiny numbers up in the sky, like binary, like in that movie 

where they all finally find out they're living in a completely simulated world. I'm not 

even uncomfortable rn, I just feel blank as the white space in front of me. I feel so 

distanced from what's going on before me or even from my own memories irl. I take in 

this deep breath, not not-noticing the way my huge rack heaves. I'm going to have to 

make the first move, if not all of them. So I do. 
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 So here's the thing? What I'm about to go through is exactly what I can 

remember, but I'll try to spare most of the sick details since I highly doubt anyone wants 

to hear about a high school virgin pretending to be a cheerleader fucking with some 

certified poindexter. (Okay, I'm sure there's someone like that out there and I just hope 

he's not reading this, he can just google that shit.) “Hey handsome,” I venture, reaching 

over to take his spectacles. “Why don't you let me take a look at those like, dreamy 

eyes?” He touches my hand hesitantly but then relents. They slide right off his perspiring 

face, these white fogged-up glasses, and I stick them down my front. I stare into the 

beady holes in his face. It's so sweltering in here and I can't really focus or tell what's 

going on. Nothing new. The vagueness of my life is here, surrounding us. It feels like all 

that steam from that shower scene has floated over and is now covering up and censoring 

everything, not just in the car, but in my mind too. Which is probably a good thing. 

 I guess we're making out now cause he's got all these lipstain marks on his dizzy 

face. Like panels in a page of sketchy comics, we jump from moment to moment with a 

stilted rhythm. We haven't moved to the backseat, so I'm just bestriding him in the 

driver's seat. I'm somehow back in my cheerleader outfit now, too, his button-down 

buttoned off. He's super awkward and keeps making inappropriate exclamations that 

don't fit with what we're doing. At one point he lifts up my skirt and takes a look 

underneath and when he reemerges his nose is all wrinkled and he's shaking his head. At 

another point he goes “Youchh! That sshmartsh!” Now he's feeling me up under my 

outfit and like, fumbling with my straps for what feels like a full 20-pg story before 

giving up. Talk about amateur hour. It goes on like this for quite awhile, two shadows 

moving through smoke, briefly overlapping every once in a while but mostly just 
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missing altogether. The hardest part is, whenever I guess I'm trying out something, he 

makes a weird face or goes all clammy on me, effectively putting an end to it. Finally I 

whisper into his ear (which I know never to bite): “Psst. Is this okay? Are you like, 

digging this?” Mom always taught me that 'yes' means 'yes' and everything else you can't 

count on hearing. Even here, I gotta ask. 

 “Duh of courshe!” he says. “Why wouldn't I be? Boy, what a thick queshtion, 

lunkhead!” 

 “Okay, just wanted to make sure—”  

 “I mean, you are jusht topssh, Tina! The beessh kneessh! Aha, wait! Allow me to 

get my PROphylactic!” I’m drawing a total blank. I guess it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt. 

It's weird. And it's not like I've never jacked off in my life, because that's one trophy I 

could actually win. No, this is like nothing else. Dad's words ring in my head: 

“Everything you do in MFT is analogous to real life. It holds the kind of power that can 

be transferred between two unlike, yet parallel, things.” I look down at my watch and 

count exactly six seconds before it’s over. I'm facing the windshield now btw, his ass 

hitting the horn in one long bleat that must have lasted the whole six seconds. He's 

beaming shyly. “Wow!” he says at a normal volume that is almost drowned out. “Golly, 

thish hash gotta be a NEW PERSHHONAL BESHHHT!” I turn and catch a glimpse of 

my reflection in the rearview. This is the first time I've really taken a look at Tina, 

amazingly. She looks so much like me, like if I had a sister or how mom kinda looks in 

old pics. Her face is sweaty and hair all disheveled and lipstain smeared and I feel 

slightly guilty for putting her through all this, like wouldn't you? This is a pretty fucked-

up situation in case you weren't paying attention. But mostly? I accept Tina as 'me.' I'm 
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seeing her sweet cheekbones and her full lips and I'm suddenly swelling with pride and 

confidence with how hot I am, how I get to occupy both worlds. Then I look down at 

him and a shadow has passed over his glassy eyes. “Give me. Back my glasshesh?” he 

says before nudging me into my seat. “Give em back??” His tone is a satire of 

seriousness. He'd be close to menacing if his slacks weren't all bunged up around his 

ankles. 

 Next thing I know we're back in front of Tina's host family's little house, parked 

on the wrong side of the road. “I think you sshould jusht go now,” he says, eyes 

downcast. “Pleashe?”  

 “Um. Didn't you have fun?” I ask. 

 “Out!”  

 Wtf. I'm standing here under a flickering streetlight listening to his tires screech 

away and watching the passenger door flapping cause he started flooring before I could 

even shut it. WTF? 

 When I Unload, dad is staring down at me with the biggest combo of concern + 

smugness I have ever seen on his face. “Wtf,” I say. “Wtf??” 

 “Sorry, sport.” he says, unscrewing me. “But now? You might say you know a 

thing or two about...their Plight...” I give him a lot of grief, but this is probably the 

kindest his voice has ever sounded. I believe he believes in what he's doing. 

 Then he launches into his excited tirade of questioning/ statements of self-

geniushood. Were all the simulated bells and whistles believable enough? Did I really 

feel excited/bored/sad at the appropriate times?? Was the uncompleted Area at the end, 

with its naked-code showing, noticeable, or should he make a push to cover it up in time 
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for his meetings with GloboTech and the school board next week??? Kiddo???? I don't 

know how to Google the words to answer all this stuff. So debriefing takes a lot longer 

than it did with My First Menstruation. It happens gradually over a period of the next 

week or so. Him and mom allow me to stay home from school to really decompress from 

this whole intense ordeal, which is double-good on account of: there's now low-key 

rioting at most schools including my own re: the Letterman Trial has just begun. The 

main deal I guess is the one kid during his statement breaking down into ugly baby tears. 

A lot are calling for Boys Will Be, isn't he going through enough already, let his god 

judgeth he, what sheer athleticism though, etc., etc. But many others are saying, and I 

think so too: now that we can see him in that new video that surfaced, doing all that he 

did, and taking a Selfie right away and posting that too, how can we not help but lock 

him away? How can we not burn the entire concept of 'keys' from our collective memory 

forever? And he was just the first of them, half of the  w h o l e  f u c k i n g  t e a m . 

 But I don't pay much attention. I'm majorly burnt-out right now tbh. All this shit 

with MFT, this has been nothing like before. Nothing even like the aftermath of MFM. I 

don't know how something so fake can also feel so real, but this is what I'm feeling. I am 

so confused. And it's not helping, I suppose, that, against dad and mom's better 

judgment, I keep Uploading to check in with my Save. Secretly, I think dad is delighted. 

  I'm back again walking the Ridgewood halls on that first morning after. The 

fallout from the dance is fucking atrocious. The whispers around all the students and 

even my own galpals are all: I'm the total harlot. The kind with an unquenchable taste for 

the debased. Wilbur has been spreading all sorts of shit about me and everyone is like 

eating it up as if wearing huge bibs that say “I <3 Shit”! Even the teachers are looking at 
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me different. It feels like one big organized prank against me. Only the laughter is 

serious. I can't believe the cheerleaders are having it. Especially now that I somehow 

made it on the team? I can't find Bethany rn, but Melva, Eileen, even clumsy Dottie are 

all raising threaded eyebrows at me. Did I miss something? 

 I finally corner that fuckface Wilbur by the drinking fountain, during 3rd lunch, 

and ask him WTF is he even thinking? He just patiently finishes drinking for like...seven 

seconds—one second longer than it took him to blow it—then he nonchalantly wipes his 

mouth, looks over to me and says, “Sshhee Tina, all I ever wanted was to sshhow you a 

good TIME! But you hadda go and degrade what shhuda been a beautiful night with all 

thoshe feminine WILEShh of yersh!” On the fountain is some elaborate stencil-art of me 

taking my lovers by the tens. I grab this pussy Wilbur by his polkadotted bowtie and 

literally sock him out of his socks. He goes sailing and the janitor is muttering Oy Vey 

whilst wheeling this trash away in the bin he belongs in. Glenn comes running out of the 

chapel and bumps into me. On the floor I'm helping him recollect his hymns and such 

and our eyes meet. He looks sad at first, then turns on the radio voice: “Sorry to hear all 

that garbage about you, Tina! But hey, I know it ain't all that true! Buck up, kiddo, invert 

that frown, you're still alright by me! How bout a malted sometime?” His eyes are 

twinkling and he's sporting a wicked boner in his checkered pants. 

 When I'm not Uploading I spend some time sitting on the kitchen floor while 

mom puts the different loafs of gluten-bread away. She's mostly humming to herself, not 

listening to any of my gripes because she thinks My First Time is so very stupid. But she 

keeps all the TVs off anyway cause she knows the Letterman coverage Triggers me. She 

gives me that Feminist Reader to flip through, so I’m reading that a bit. She says reading 
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is another form of simulation, one that can maybe take your mind off the regular 

simulations entrapping day-to-day life. These are all letters and diaries of women from 

like 1700s to 70s. One account is about how the man of a family wants to strike out west 

with them all, but then eventually decides to just take the eldest daughter, you know, to 

cook and clean. And the wife eventually finds out what he's really doing and tries to lay 

charges, only now he's in one of those states where that type of shit flies. Another one is 

a whole lot nicer, inspiring even: it is about this black women from the 1920s south who 

decides to travel the entire world all on her own, getting housework jobs to fund each 

stint. 

 I discover on the second morning after that not everybody is eating up the 

rumours about me sleeping around. Instead, they have rumours of their own. In the 

cafeteria, no longer sitting with the cheerleaders, I decide to find a new place for myself. 

I look over to a shadowy corner and see a blonde sitting by her lonesome, head bowed to 

her hands. Like what the heck is she doing, is she falling asleep? It hits me like a gutter 

(thingy separating panels) that I'm walking straight into one of those weird 70s ones. I go 

over and she peeks up at me with one eye, and yes she is praying rn and yes she is 

Christian Betty Cooper. What I must have done to have a canon character summoned 

before me, which is literally never supposed to happen due to licensing issues, I will 

never know. But she is here rn, pulled straight from Archie's Something Else!, 1975, Al 

Hartley, and I can just imagine dad's exuberance at how I managed to conjure up Betty in 

the flesh. She invites me to sit with her and she right away starts unleashing a new form 

of confusing guilt unto me. You see, I am not actually a willing sinner because here it 

turns out I am actually a victim. 
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 “I'm so SORRY for what happened to you, Tina!” she says. “Golly, you will 

surely be in my PRAYERS because if there's one thing that Jesus knows, it's that it's 

NEVER COOL for a boy to force himself on a galpal as long as she has anything to say 

about it!” It goes on like this for some time and other chumps start flocking around and 

pretty soon the new Hollywood reboot is that I am the Fallen Girl who was taken 

advantage of by that marauding dweeb. Jesus fucking christ. I do not know why I keep 

returning to this place day after day, but here I am anyway, Uploading every chance I 

get.  

 So this is the routine of my life, at least for the moment. I read, I watch mom 

around the house, I dodge dad's questioning and evade the Letterman coverage, I check 

in with Ridgewood every single day even when I can't stand the drama. I sometimes go 

to my classes there, I sit at Betty's table at lunch and I listen to her tripe. And sometimes, 

to my horror, there is a girl seated there who looks exactly like Holly Hopkins. She 

doesn't ever speak and she just stares down at her grey mashed potatoes (the Every Day 

Special). I have no idea what she's doing here—either a major mistake like Betty 

cameoing or dad's got a real fucking horrid sense of humour. Once, I try to hold her hand 

under the table. To just, like, show her? That, in some small way, I might be able to 

acknowledge her hurt? But she just abruptly gets up and goes to the washroom, never to 

return.  

 I'm more bewildered with each day—irl or the ones here that skip around willy-

nilly, there's no difference. I'm either supposed to be some fragile little girl whose only 

job is to be taken forcibly by some dude—who, in turn, his only job is apparently to do 

the taking—or I am just a fucking courtesan. The only two options. I can’t just be me, 
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whoever that is. I feel trapped, like either way, no matter what I do or how I choose to 

feel about myself, it's Fuck or Be Fucked. I don't get it, I thought I was in full control of 

what I was doing after that dance. Wasn't I? Didn't I want to do all that, wasn't that the 

point? But maybe I'm remembering it wrong? Things were literally foggy there, 

remember? But whatever, they can try and make me feel however they want, it's not 

gonna work. None of this is real. I was only playing around. This was literally just a 

game to me, so the gag is firmly on them. I can leave whenever I wish to. 

 Another time, Vince drives up to me on my way home (I guess; not too sure 

where I'm actually heading during these brief scenes where I'm just walking through lush 

meadows, chasing butterflies). I stiffen right up, ready to deflect whatever shit he's got 

for me. But he dismounts from the MAD DOG, takes off his shades, puts his one 

fingerless-gloved hand on my shoulder, and says “Willikers, pay no mind to all th raggin 

you been gettin around here! Yuh ain't a concubine and yuh ain't no pushover neither, 

darlin! And know what? Yuh don't need me tellin yuh that, cuz yuh already know who 

yuh are! Yuh dig?” 

 “Like, thanks,” I say. 

 The only time I ever do see Bethany now is in that one ghost hallway where the 

janitor is always on fire, or sometimes in a certain powder room on the third floor where 

there's total privacy. I spend quite a bit of time in those two places, actually. In fact, I 

skip most classes to be there. Our convos are about boring stuff like trig exams or the 

latest soda shops opening up, but they're also somehow super-intense, spoken in these 

hushed voices, lips to lips, our bodies fully touching now. Sometimes we skip the talking 

altogether and just do each other’s makeup. Interrogating each other with our eyes and 
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mouths and hands. Covering our beautiful faces with BloodTangerine lipstain. And it's in 

these moments where I don’t actually miss having a dick. Who’s complaining? 

 I still do carry a lot of hostility toward Wilbur and the others for all that they put 

me through, even though I know they were just following through with the preordained 

scenario (and also, They.Are.Not.Real). On my last day-off before dad says I absolutely 

have to pull myself together and go back to school—real school—I accidentally catch a 

clip of the trial on TV. I was just looking for reruns of Archie's Weird Mysteries. Holly 

Hopkins' now-infamous face flashes on screen. And next it's the crybaby kid, the first 

being let off the hook because he can cry. And, oh chee whiz, look who it is? He’s 

literally Vince. Now that I take this actual look, I can see that he is one of the Letterman 

players. The guy who's fb data dad swiped for 'Vince' was this worthless shithead who 

should be flushed away from society forever. 

 I find myself kinda obsessed now with finding the others online. Especially 

'Wilbur.' Finding out who he is, what school he actually goes to. How many of his 

hobbies actually line up with that fuckface's. I don't know what I'll do if I actually 

stumble upon this guy's facebook page, or, the scary part is, I don't know how I will feel. 

Will he look just like Wilbur, will he own a bowtie? Will I try to talk to him? What will 

he think? I'm just some guy like him, basically. We are practically the same. We both 

jack off with our right hands, I'm assuming, unless he's a lefty. I often think about the 

difference. What was different about that time in the game vs. how I normally feel when 

I'm doing it, you know? When I do it irl, it's usually with something like a lingerie flyer. 

And the girl I'm imagining to be doing is this really busty woman in her 30s and she's 

super-impressed somehow, about doing it with someone like me. And then there's always 
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the moment of supreme guilt afterward. Because, to do something like that in relation to 

another person, even if it's just a pretend fantasy, your body doesn't know the difference. 

See, to your dick, this underwear model woman, she is the Final Goal. Everything has 

literally led up to this moment with her. For all intents and purposes, she is the one you 

are choosing and after that final moment of no-return, the choice has now been made. It's 

embarrassing and vulnerable because you have now forever selected this person as your 

mate and it is now firmly your job to take care of her and to protect the offspring you've 

just sired together. So you better get a job or something and build a nest for this like, 

random lingerie lady and your new baby. 

 But I don't think I'm making much sense anymore? It's three in the morning and I 

just can't sleep. I go back to school tomorrow. I'm afraid of who I'll be in my dreams and 

who I'll be fucking and why? So I read from this black lady's story, this Juanita who took 

it upon herself to travel the whole world before setting up a nice custom-made tent on a 

Hawaiian beach, ready to live out a nice relaxing life with lots of pineapples and many 

suitors. “I will sail far away to strange places,” she says. “Around me no one has the life 

I want. No one is there for me to copy, not even the rich ladies I work for. I have to cut 

my life out for myself and it won't be like anyone else.” Golly. Like, gosh, really. Wow 

am I crying right now and it's 3:04 a.m. and I am totally bawling my eyes out because of 

how beautiful this woman is. And I really do feel that, if I were actually a girl or a 

woman, this is exactly how I'd want to live my life. 
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Sunday Night 

 

Presented by Pasta Feeling® 

“Experience the Authentic Musk of Real Italian Villas Today!”** 

 

**With Its Symphony of 18 Old World Spices, Each a Veritable Flavour-World Unto 

Itself, Pasta Feeling® Doesn’t Just Show Up to Your Dinner Parties and Social 

Engagements—It Goes the Distance! 

 

i 

 Maybe it was the music video that was actually fillin her up with this sense of 

dread. She wasn't sure how. She knew it was sad and real artsy and stuff, but she'd never 

before thought of it as full-of-dread: dreadful. Peg was just splayed out on the sofa right 

now, checkin stuff on that Tablet and waitin for the incomin update from Dr. Stephens, 

when the video sprung up in her News. She was gonna have herself a shower in just a 

little bit. It'd been a long time since she'd seen this video for that Sia song, the one about 

bein thick-skinned and all the rest. She remembered the controversy when it'd first come 

out, people sayin it was pretty sick havin that fully-grown man dancin all close with this 

little ballerina, this half-naked bearded man touchin her with his grubby hands. Holdin 

this small girl in her beige dancewear close to his hairy chest, grippin onto her tightly. 

Both of them dirty and sweaty. The intense way he looked at her. Peg didn't know about 

all that. Sure, she didn't pretend to get the artsy crap—stuff—but she could appreciate 

that this pop lady, this Sia, was tryin to express somethin different. Somethin that maybe 
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hadn't been done before. That had to be admired. And anyway, the way Peg saw it, it 

pretty much takes one to know one, so maybe this was sayin more about those folks 

playin the pedo card than the innocent girl and young man doin their choreography flips 

and such in good conscience?  

 Still, for some strange reason, this video was makin her feel real uncomfortable. 

The uneasy feelin was creepin in and, as she started to Wiki the video, it was mixin with 

a dull sense of faraway anguish. Under section 6.1.1: Controversy, Sia said she was sorry 

for any unfortunate misperceptions people had with her power ballad, that these were the 

only two actors who could possibly represent the tragic militia of her Inner Selves. Peg 

started rewatchin it with this new knowledge of what it truly meant, tears beginnin to 

well up and roll down her face, which was already plenty red with her rosacea. How sad 

for her, but also how positive that she could release the inner struggle in such creative 

ways. 

 That morning, Peg almost didn't wake up in time to see Chris off. Not that she 

usually did. Sometimes she did. She had this anxiety in between her ribs that could 

sometimes even feel paralyzin. But that was normal. She couldn't remember ever not 

havin the sensation, kinda like butterflies, for at least some part of the day. She'd long 

since gotten used to it, like a broken elbow that had healed weird. But its recent intensity, 

could that be related to the feelin of dread?...maybe having somethin to do with Sunday 

Night? Peg had to admit it made her kinda nervous too, in addition to whatever else. 

She'd been havin a real hard time draggin herself out of bed anytime before 11:30, 11 if 

she was lucky. Most days she didn't rise in time to even see Chris off, which really sunk 

this guilty feelin deeper into her stomach. It was bad enough she was officially retired 
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now and Chris was still toilin away at construction sites—nothin but steel girders and 

steel-toed boots for at least two more years. But to not even have the decency to wake up 

with her, to get her lunch tin ready, maybe hide a note in there with somethin cute on it 

or even just mundanely lovable, maybe even hide that note within the Saran Wrap of the 

usual PB&J if she was feelin real cutesy, somethin like, 'PB&J: I've got u Pegged ;)', and 

then give her a 'have a good day' kiss and see her off, like properly? That was pretty darn 

bad. No time for goofy shows of affection anymore, she guessed. 

 Back when they first got together, when Peg was still workin at the hospital, 

that's when she was somehow able to Do. It. All. Somehow, as draining as the work had 

been, the day-in and day-out of people's lewd and frail bodies failin them while their 

minds lashed out in this animal-like terror, spittin mouths and overturned trays of gray 

food and shit bleedin through—poo—poo bleedin through their sheets, screamin till their 

throats were raw at the loved ones that couldn't leave them there quick enough? 

Somehow the routine of all that granted her the superpowers to cut no corners in life, 

except for those belongin to the crusts on Chris's sandwiches, because that is how she 

liked them, and Peg was there, being present, actually makin those rounded sandwiches! 

Back then, everything was hunky-dory. 

 But heck, things were still plenty H-D. Plus it wasn't all her fault. It was June 

now and the sun wasn't settin any earlier, so they were keepin the blinds in their bedroom 

closed, which meant early morning the sun wasn't creepin in too strongly either. Which 

meant Peg was sleepin in more than she should be, sleepin right through Chris's alarm 

sometimes. Tracy, who was her friend since they'd met waaay back in the nursing 

program, who retired a few years sooner, she'd said You have trouble adjustin. Said 
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You're used to those early shifts and you never do sleep in another day of your life, 

especially now that you can! Said You miss it too, would actually go back on casual, 

maybe, if you got the chance. Some extra cash. But Peg knew these things were simply 

untrue for her. She was NOT havin any trouble sleepin in, and she sure as heck wasn't 

ever going back, that's for darn sure! Problem was, she didn't have any energy anymore. 

She didn't know why. She'd go to bed early and sleep right the fuck in. Shit, heck. She 

was sleepin right the heck in, due to never havin any energy anymore. Dr. Stephens said 

to cut back on her cursin some. Said Don't ever confuse profanity with honesty. Poo. 

 Except, this morning Peg actually did wake up on time, on account of, she was 

havin the most horrible nightmare of drownin. She woke with a start, sweat soppin into 

the sheets all around her. She was worried it was a sort of foreboding, maybe early-onset 

congestive heart failure, what killed Mom? Maybe she was already drownin on the 

inside? No, that was dumb. The dream had kinda been mixed up with that memory of 

being three or four and slippin off Ogopogo's back: Dad took her out way too far, nearly 

near the line of bobbin buoys, and it wasn't long before a wave from a nearby speedboat 

was capsizin the retarded dinosaur. Peggy was enveloped by the murky waters and next 

thing she knew she was back on her beach towel, nose and throat searin from all the 

intake of water, and Dad sheepishly nudgin her with the family-pack of ruffled 

sourcream n' onion, which she begrudgingly took. 

 “See? You're okay!” he'd said with that tone of barely-concealed laughter, like 

almost drownin was just a bit of a bad joke. “Hey, come ON, little duchess. You know 

I'll never let nothin happen to my little duchess.” He was always gettin away with crap 

like that. Stuff. Stuff like takin a kid recklessly out of bounds and then sluffin it off with 
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some good-natured jabs as if she didn't just almost drown. She could really go for some 

of those good-natured jabs right about now. 

 In the dream, she was slidin off the floatie and becoming enveloped by water on 

all possible sides of her and Daddy wasn't around anymore. Ha. Funny, the logic of that 

stuff—was she this little girl or was she kinda grown up? Either way, in the dream, she 

specifically realized: Oh yeah, he won't be around to scoop me out. The ocean was 

washin over her from all sides and she was openin her eyes to see through all the 

murkiness. And you know the image of the dawnin sun, as seen in movies or whatever, 

when it's dawnin from very far away, through all that water, filtered through the blueness 

concealin the surface? It was doing that from all possible angles. Everywhere she looked 

she could see that darn sun risin at her from so far away. Tauntin her. At every turn the 

surface was just out of reach and she was runnin out of air. The pressure in her lungs was 

gettin unbearable, the searin sting of all that water basically ready to come on in and sink 

her! But then she remembered a trick she'd learned the last time she had the dream (and 

oh, also, wait, she had this dream before?): she slyly cupped her hand around her mouth 

and before anybody could really take notice she quickly snuck an extra breath. This 

would hold her over. 

 Next, she remembered that she had her Tablet with its wetsuit on and so she took 

that out and, still floatin around in this endless abyss of light-suffused ocean, she started 

Googlin: How To Wake Up From Drowning Nightmares? But she needed the Wi-Fi 

password for “Nightmarescape Network” and just as she was startin to try out stuff like 

Ogopogo or Daddy's middle name (the touchscreen workin surprisingly well in the 

abyss), she noticed somethin capital-S Sinister. She could see way out in the distance a 
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small figure blottin out a section of forever-sun. She wasn't alone in this world of endless 

ocean. Peg couldn't swim IRL, but here she was twirlin and flailin in a way that 

propelled her over to where the little body was free-floatin. In the dim light of her 

touchscreen she could see she was a tiny pale girl, eyes closed. Naked and pale, but the 

tint of the sunbathin water was makin her all kinda green too. Queasy. The poor thing 

couldn't be more than 8 or 10, Peg was thinkin, when she ripped open her eyes. The 

naked creature had those of a kitten and she started thrashin her arms and legs in this 

feral way that got her nowhere. Peg was panicking and the girl was openin her mouth in 

a quiet scream that produced an onslaught of bubbles. Now Peg was extra-panicking. 

Her Tablet floated away, its screen reflectin 1000 suns. The pale girl was latched onto 

her waist, diggin her claws in and releasin her murder scream. 110% panicking. Peg 

finally realized the girl was drownin. She put her hands over the girl's mouth, both to 

stop the terror and to try and sneak her a fresh breath of air, but in the fury of their 

entanglement she gradually understood that she was actually suffocating this naked little 

girl. And she was doin it on purpose. 

 That's when she'd woken up with such a start, Chris's alarm just startin to buzz 

and Chris herself loomin over the shaky and sweaty Peg, askin her, “What's up, doc?” 

And that's when she started thinkin for the first time in a long time how lucky she was 

for nightmares. Cause her body may have given up on her, she may never feel the same 

way again, like the same kind of lady who wanted to greet the morning and take a gulp 

of spring air from an open window, hear those birds never shuttin the heck up? But she 

could sometimes count on terror to get her out of bed in the morning. Out of bed and 

lookin deep into those brown forgivin eyes of hers. Hopin she'd have the dream yet 
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again. 

 “If you were askin me,” Chris was sayin as they parted at the backdoor, “I'd say 

you just really need yourself a new hobby. Readin, sure. Playin your vgames and 

watchin them shows, I think that's all great, but maybe somethin else too? Somethin 

constructive.” Peg had to laugh at that last part, because oh it was so, just so...'CHRIS.' 

That gruff way of hers, that tone that could somehow manage to be both dismissive and 

intimately knowin. Like, 'Kid, you're a dope, but I'm here in your corner till the end.' Peg 

hadn't told her about the dream all through her white-knuckle cup of coffee, the shaky 

spreadin of PB&J onto still-frozen bread with that funny pink knife, the one that was all 

the same opaque material: handle, blade, and all. Only thing she'd said was, Had a rough 

sleep, which was never any kind of news. But Chris knew somethin was up, as she 

always did, and she was literally tryin her darnedest to smooth it all over in that diligent 

way of hers, even though she was clearly tired too. Who wasn't these days? Peg could 

recognize that. “Somethin to tell Dr. Stephens about, I guess,” Chris had finally said. 

“Hey?” That was a good one. And now Chris was leavin out the back, her hardhat under 

one arm and paperbag in hand, the two of them havin had their kiss. That in itself was 

some kind of small, non-braggable victory.  

 So then Peg was stretched out on the Mustard coloured couch they needed to 

replace, due to all the mustard stains that didn't blend in enough with the Mustard, 

checkin that Tablet. She was still in her stretch pants and nightshirt, the one with the 

wolf and the moon from Jasper, AB. She'd have her shower in just a bit, right now she 

was checkin Face. Lots of good stuff on Face today, though lots of ads and crap too; that 

was to be expected. Stuff. That new annoyin ad from Pasta Feeling® was sproutin up in 
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the side bar, with Win Butler garbed in a his lowly Pasta Feeling® uniform pushin a 

pallet of ready-to-ship cases of Pasta Feeling®, wheelin it out, literally, into her News 

and blockin all the less annoyin stuff she was tryin to scroll through. “Sometimes I can't 

believe it,” the music went, “I'm moving Pasta Feeling®...” How shameless it was to not 

only steal the rights to the song, but to steal his soul too, and force it into that getup! 

She'd have half a mind to think of Win as a corporate sellout if she hadn't known his 

hands were tied (literally, shackled to the dolly). But even this beyond-tastelessness 

couldn't get her down today; she was startin to feel better already—gettin to kiss Chris 

goodbye had that effect on you. It was actually makin today turn right on around.  

 Chris was a real interestin person to kiss and Peg still thought so even after this 

many years. She had this mole or kinda birthmark thing above her lip, on the left side, 

just next to that depression, and there was maybe a bit of hair comin out of it. Not in a 

bad way. The whole situation was barely noticeable or else it was real cute, even if Chris 

was always tryin to cover it up with makeup (which BTW she didn't normally wear any 

at all). And when they kissed, it kinda scratched Peg's lips a bit and she still liked it that 

way, after all this time, her skin gettin all scratchy and redder (than usual) when they 

made out. And she was a nibbler. Real interestin.  

 She was reminded all of the sudden of a line from that one really classic Y/A 

series, the one where the girl had to spend so much of her time kissin this guy in front of 

cameras and stuff so that they could get fundin and succeed in the competition. There's 

this part in the second book where the two of them have really grown together through 

thick and thin, and they're about to enter a real do/or/die situation (not that the whole 

series hasn't been that!) and so they decide to kiss for  r e a l  this time. And that's when 
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that line comes in, the one Peg was thinkin of, where she says somethin like, “That kiss, 

it leaves me with this newer, deeper definition of hunger. After that kiss, that's when I 

feel the most hungry of all” (the idea of hunger being a really key part of the whole 

series, BTW). She just loved that part.  

 Peg was scrollin through Face when she came across the MemoryLane post from 

Shelley.  A picture of the two of them out on a naturey hike, both beamin in the 

sunshine. Both lookin like an older/younger version of the other one. Shelley's caption 

was: “beyond #blessed to get to spend this beautiful day with this beautiful woman.” 

Holy crap. That was two years ago. Right before the Big Move. Wow, already. Don't get 

her wrong, Peg was so grateful the girl had reemerged from that darker part of her life 

relatively unscathed, that she was finally happy; why wouldn't she be grateful? But 

Vancouver was a fair ways away. That was all she was sayin. And it was scary, two 

years was nothin to her now. Peg Liked the post. The way you tend to Like a nicely 

decorated boomerang when it flies back only to smack you in the face? Ha, just kiddin. 

 She guessed she had mixed feelins about the baby. Well, not exactly mixed, it 

was all a complete #blessin to be sure. Even Steve, there wasn't anything objectively 

wrong with him. And together they made a real cute kid, at least as far as she could see 

through the tiny screen of her Tablet, her own video hidden to herself because she 

couldn't stand lookin at her huge red face. She couldn't be bitter. It's just that she was 

tryin to do all the things. Doin the Facetimes that were awkward and choppy with her 

wonky, unwieldy device. Afterwards, these left her, when they'd end by sayin 'byebye' in 

baby-talkie voices, with a dull lack of feelin. And savin up to visit in August, when Chris 

would much rather prefer to see Hawaii for their Actual Honeymoon, and anyway, how 
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was that really fair when Steve's folks already lived out there, already devourin any 

possible brownie points still up for grabs?  

 But she was doin it all without really complainin much. Sometimes she wondered 

if she'd wind up gettin less hurt if she'd just keep herself out of the kid's life, maybe get 

in touch when it was a rich lawyer or producer? But don't get her wrong, she'd tell Tracy 

during their weekly phone calls, she was delighted to have a beautiful granddaughter and 

a daughter too. To have weathered a lot of bullshit with Shelley's dad in order to receive 

these gifts, sure, but to have them now? Absolutely great, a real privilege. And to have 

had Simon. Lately she'd been almost forgettin to include that part. But life's life, and 

truly hers was a richly written book that was, all told, Hunky-Dory with a capital H-D. 

 Peg thought maybe she should go on and have her shower right abouts now. 

That's when the Sia video popped on up in her News because it must have been the 

anniversary. That's when she watched it twice. Somethin about the animal imagery, these 

two caged and wounded animals trapped together in an endless dance of aggression, 

mistrust, and doubt—boundaries bein continuously restored and betrayed again—it all 

really mystified her. And how the little feral ballerina in her beige dancewear could cross 

through...'transgress'?, the bars of the cage but the young man could not, he was now the 

weak one. How they finally seemed to be on the same page at the end and yet she 

couldn't free him along with herself—she guessed that was sad. Peg could see how that 

was fairly tragic, dryin her eyes with her palms.  

 So maybe it was the video that was actually fillin her up with this sense of dread. 

The dread that may or may not be connected to her normal, stable, anxiety. The way Dr. 

Stephens talked about it, with his degree never far out of reach in the background of their 
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Facetimes, he made it seem like she was in complete control of the situation. “Peggy,” 

he'd often say, “you are actually the supervisor of your own destiny—surprised?” And 

she would be, but only because she could never believe anyone would actually talk that 

way, like an eyebrow-cockin parody, in real life. He'd sometimes use her dreams as 

teachable moments, notin how she could actually wake herself up at any given instant, 

because within herself lay her own inborn authority. Her willpower was utterly in the 

perpetual driver's seat, he'd say. That was to be her Motivating Self-Quote. Peg only 

started Subscribing to Dr. Stephens in the first place because it made Chris happy, 

because hers was a lot of baggage to inherit and even though it was nothin to her, Chris 

needed this to feel light.  

 That's how she ended up agreein to the trial run of Sunday Night. Dr. S often 

referred downloadable content to her Console which was kinda amusing, and they'd later 

debrief and use these games as little lame parables through which to squeeze some 

thoughts out of her. “How did you feel about burning out that cyclops's eye with a 

magnifying glass?” he'd ask. “Were you being listened to when those death-marauders 

stalked you through the FireMire?” Peg thought this was the only time in her life when 

'quaint' was probably the right word to describe things. See, she knew she never needed 

any of this crap, but she was humourin it to a point. That point bein: she was never gonna 

spill her guts. There was literally nothin to spill. So they'd simply have conversations, no 

therapy. And she'd continue to play even more vgames than before, which was a plus. 

Real eventful. Meanwhile Stephens would spout all this silly stuff throughout their 

conferences, stuff about experimental treatments where the two subjects had headsets 

synced to one another, literally swappin their points-of-view, so that only through 
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cooperation, communication, and walkin in each other's shoes, could they truly orient 

themselves in the giant obstacle course of life. He was totally bonkers, probably more so 

even than all the senile folks she'd ‘made comfortable’ right on into death's doorway. But 

anywho, when he'd approached her about testin out Sunday Night, sayin that it would be 

more fruitful than their conversations and it would help launch the commercial version 

which would go on to help lots of people who actually needed it, it did sound like one of 

his more lucid ideas. All she had to do was play the game. How could she say no?  

 Peg finally set her Tablet down on the ouija-board coffee table and was just about 

to head upstairs for her shower when the call came in. She picked up the Tablet again 

and Dr. Stephens' rhombus-shaped face popped up on the screen. He was dabbin his 

glistenin forehead with a wedge of sponge, lookin pretty serious. “Peggy,” he breathed. 

“It's, um. Ready.” All she had to do was play the game. 

 

ii 

 Once Hooked In, Peg found herself simply at a crosswalk. She was right in the 

middle of it, and the do-not-walk sign was countin down real fast. She wasn't sure what 

she'd been expectin with a name like 'Sunday Night,' but it probably wasn't a crosswalk 

in the middle of some busy street. She was disoriented. The last thing she remembered 

was the title screen for the game, which had this wistful piano melody playin over a shot 

of a cityscape dazzled with searchlights. The title itself was patent-pending, but 

underneath, a tiny script informed her that the production was brought to her by Pasta 

Feeling®. At the bottom, a prompt flashed: Player 1 & Player 2 Start. What about Player 

2? She didn't have time to guess what this could mean because next thing Peg knew the 
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loadtime was over and she was Hooked right In, splat in the middle of this busy 

crosswalk. She decided to walk the direction she'd been facing when spawned. She 

crossed over to the far side of the street, which placed her on a bustlin sidewalk along a 

stretch of storefronts, hotels, and family restaurants. She looked back in the other 

direction and saw that her options on that side would have been more of the same, with a 

Souvlaki Surprise® sittin directly opposite her. She'd made the right choice. 

 It was early afternoon, the sunshine givin her a just-after-lunch kinda feelin. This 

whole stretch of street was lookin very familiar to her and she realized that it was 

reminiscent of Main Street in the south end. She looked up to see that the building 

looming directly above her was a HomeLike Inn®. Real gruff people were bumpin 

shoulders with her as they swept past. Fuckin assholes. She decided she'd better get a 

move on somewhere. She could probably investigate anywhere, at least in this 

foreseeable stretch of Area, but she felt oddly drawn to the hotel. She really wanted to 

see inside its entranceway, which was all sparkles and sheen.  

 “Ah, Miss Slader,” the desk lady was sayin inside. “We've been expecting you.” 

She didn't go by that name anymore. That was Topher's name and it never felt like her 

own, even when it was. “You were?” Peg said. The lobby was tacky, with pale green 

wallpaper peelin off all the walls, paintings of ancient cliffside strongholds and nautical 

stuff like ships' wheels. 

 “Yes, yes. Come on through. Up those steps and to the left is the pool. The party's 

just started.” Peg had a really uneasy response to this prospect of a party, not fully aware 

of why. As she drew closer to the poolroom, the smell of chlorine brought her back to a 

heightened sense of public school anxiety. Attemptin to learn how to deal with water. 
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Through the glass doubledoors she saw the blurry features of a gathering and when she 

walked through she was greeted by a living memory. A reminder of the last time she'd 

been at this HomeLike Inn®. She was absolutely stunned by this scene abruptly 

confronting her. Right there, in front of her, was a more youthful Tracy beamin up with 

the cake, a whole bunch of the kids and their parents runnin around, and of course little 

Shelley in her frilly one-piece with the tutu. And Simon in his little wheelchair, parked 

over near the shallow end. A few of the children she didn't immediately recognize, 

includin a small girl who stuck out with her pigtails and Brownies outfit. Why wasn't she 

in her swimsuit like all the others? It was tough keepin track of all these old faces. How 

could any of this be? How could the memory literally be glarin her in the face? The 

chlorine took on newer layers of meaning that extended beyond her childhood and into 

this particular day in her 30s that she'd all but forgotten about. She didn’t know what the 

fuck was it doin in this game. 

 It had been a birthday party for Shelley. She didn't remember if it was 10 or 11. 

Things had stumbled onto their last legs with the kids' dad and their life was real strained 

and petty at that time. Bein at home was impossible. The clankin sounds of dishes bein 

unloaded from the washer were too loud. She didn't like thinkin about it. She knew all 

the stress with Topher—the shoutin matches goin into overtime, the shelvin units 

destroyed in righteous displays of Bein Pissed—these things were takin their toll with 

Shelley. Her little SeaShell. Who was still this sweet, innocent girl. Who was already 

gettin the short end of the stick and havin to practically raise herself due to all the 

attention Simon required. Was that it? Why she ended up movin, because at this ripe age 

she'd already learned to live without her? Peg remembered how kind she'd been to her 
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older brother. She remembered the tiny girl carryin an armload of notebooks, colourin 

books, and art supplies over to where Simon would be set up in the livin room. She'd put 

'assignments' on his tray with an air of professionalism and play 'school' with her brother. 

She'd gently place the scissors into his fidgeting, ungrasping hand and, guidin it like a 

wild baby bird, she'd help him cut through construction paper. That was Shelley. Still so 

young and pure. What the fuck was wrong with Dr. S, makin her remember these fuckin 

things? 

 With shit being so painful at home, she wanted to give her little SeaShell the 

birthday she deserved. Unfortunately that meant waterslides, and Tsunami Palace® was 

way out of the question. Finances were mysteriously low with what would be revealed to 

be his VLT addiction, but she scrimped for a month to rent out the single at the 

HomeLike® for only $29.95, which technically gave them day-access to the amenities, 

includin the pool, which did have one non-loopin slide. And there'd be cake too. At one 

point, Peg had to get away from the party for just a few minutes, just to collect her 

thoughts. She'd sat on the edge of the queen-sized bed with the lights off and her head in 

her hands. In those days the anxiety-in-her-stomach also existed as a migraine-in-her-

head. She remembered waitin for his call. Each second bein yet another that she was 

stuck in. Then she realized, in her haste to leave that house, she'd forgotten the grubby 

home-baked cake on the chipped plastic counter. So she phoned Tracy, who was comin 

late, but couldn't get even one syllable into 'hello' before breakin down. Everything was 

too much. But Tracy was gonna pick up an ice cream cake from Dairy Queen® and save 

the party. After, he finally did call to say that he wouldn't be joinin them. Wouldn't be 

comin to his own little girl's birthday. How the fuck had she figured they had any shot at 



 124 

this 'family' shit? 

 All of this quickly flashed through Peg's head as she glanced around the party, 

almost exactly as it'd been. So long ago. She couldn't fuckin believe it. “Almost time to 

dig on in, eh Peggy!” Tracy said, all the kids holdin up their paper plates and plastic 

forks in this eager, wild-eyed gesture. This was all too fuckin much. Peg looked down at 

the miniature Shelley, who was now busy blowin bubbles with one of those pink wands. 

Her eyes started wellin up. Simon was fidgeting with his juicebox over by the side of the 

deck. The Brownies girl looked to be doin a handstand. None of this could be. 

 In that single bedroom things still looked more or less the same. Sure, there were 

some handbills for Pasta Feeling®, which wasn't even a franchise back in the early 

2000s, obviously, but that was the only difference she could notice. How had Stephens 

gotten any of this into the game? Had she mentioned it to him? Or was she somehow 

providin it herself? It didn't make any sense. But she knew one thing: this wouldn't help 

other people. She vaguely remembered him sayin there would be the commercial Sunday 

Night as well as a limited edition “Peggy's Sunday Night,” which would let people 

experience her specific playthrough. It was possibly even bein live-streamed right now. 

She was only sure about one thing: he was sellin her to strangers. And now Peg thought 

she had a feelin what was comin next. All she had to do was place her ass nearly on the 

duvet of the bed and the phone immediately started ringin. She picked up: “Yeah, what 

the fuck do you want?”  

 Heavy breathin on the other end. “It's me,” he finally answered. 

 “Jesus murphy, Chr...” she started sayin. “Topher!” 

 “Listen. There's somethin I gotta say, and I ain't sayin it twice,” he said. 
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 “Oh I'm sure. Fuck right off, Topher! Been so fuckin done with you for years. 

Asshole.” 

 “Who in hell is 'Topher' anyway? This is your husband Chris.” That was true; 

she'd long since gotten used to mentally substituting his name with 'Topher' so as to 

distinguish the sullied Chris from, well, Chris-Chris. 

 “What's all that heavy pantin anyway?” she asked. “Is fuckin Little Miss Bitch 

Sheila suckin you off right now?” This time around she had the advantage. She actually 

knew he'd been fuckin with that 'guidance cuntsellor' at the time of the party.  

 More heavy breathin.  

 “Fuck, am I hangin up,” Peg said. 

 “Peggy, wait? Not yet. Are you okay? Listen, be safe always. And around the 

pool? It's treacherous? And remember who's in control here? Remember, you get out of 

this anytime you want. Your willpower is absolutely in that driver's seat? Peggy? Can 

you hear me? We're gonna be okay, I can feel it. I'm 100% here for you? But I won't 

come today? But we'll power through all this? Peggy, are you okay?” 

 She left that darkened room. She'd spend some time just explorin the space of the 

hotel before returnin to the party. She'd get back to it soon enough. She walked up and 

down the halls of all three levels, gettin a feel for the floor plan. She tried all the doors, 

but all of them were locked except for hers. She went back and tried her bathroom door. 

It worked. She tried the water in the miniature bathtub. It worked. Maybe she'd take a 

shower? She walked up and down all the hallways, trying the door handles, wonderin 

what the objective of all this was, if she was truly playin a game? A shadow cut out from 

around the corner. She should get back to the party.  
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 The small Brownies girl cartwheeled out in front of her. Then she did the 

annoying thing where you stretch your wad of chewin gum out into a long tendril and 

chew it back up again. “Hiya Peggy!” the little girl said. She started playin with her 

pigtails. “Have you heard about Pasta Feeling®? Have you heard about how they've 

bottled the authentic musk of real Italian villas just for you? And how the 18 Old World 

spices will really go the distance for your dinner parties and social engagements?” Peg 

started to shimmy past her and turn the corner, but the girl was persistent. “Peggy, how 

come you're not at the party?” she said. “You're gonna miss out on that great party, and 

oh what a real great one it is! Don't you want to see that great, once-in-a-lifetime, 

waterslide party?” 

 “Oh why don't you leave me alone? Little skank,” Peg said. She was kind of 

shocked by the words flyin out her mouth, but the Brownie didn't even seem fazed. It 

was almost like here she could say or do anything.  

 “Don't you want to talk to your little SeaShell again?” the girl said. “Or see that 

Simon one more time?” 

 “Fuck off, dear,” Peg said. She ducked into the nearby stairwell. Inside she 

passed a window and in her peripheral vision saw, reflected in the darkening glass, what 

she'd purposely been avoidin up in the bathroom. Her face was beet red. It looked like it 

was painted on with the brightest, most classic shade of Red. Outside, Win Butler was 

pushin his pallet through several electronic billboards. 

 Down in the poolroom, the party was just finishin up. The cake had never been 

cut, but instead was a pool of melted ice cream cascading off the plastic table. That pink 

opaque knife was floatin in it, spinnin, inadequately. Still, Tracy stood by it with this real 
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stupid grin wiped across her face. “Some party, hey Peggy?” she said. “Were you happy 

with that frostin I picked out? You don't owe me nothin. Just happy to help out.” 

 “Yeah,” Peg said. “Thanks for bringin that.” The kids were all in the pool and 

Shelley was up at the top of the slide. She kept slidin down with a wimpy splash and 

then climbin up the ladder again. Peg took a deep breath and went over and leaned up 

against the slide. She called up to her daughter. There wasn't an answer. As Shelley 

climbed out of the pool again and made to go up the slide again, Peg tried to get her 

attention. She didn't seem to notice. There were things, things she'd be tempted to say to 

this version of her girl. If she had a chance to talk to her again. You didn't normally get 

that kinda chance, ever, because people always kept movin from moment to moment 

without skippin a beat. Peg quietly mumbled some stuff under her breath, and it was 

awkward and difficult shit, and if her SeaShell could hear any of it she gave no 

indication. It was her 11th birthday. It was four years before the Really Big Blowout. She 

was still so pure and radiant. She kept loopin through her pattern of slidin, splashin, 

climbin. 

 Peg finally went over to where Simon was parked, near the other side of the pool. 

She tussled his hair. He was fidgeting with somethin, his juicebox. Always fidgeting 

away, makin small noises of amusement or protest. Right now he was makin his low, 

displeased grunt. It hurt to hear that again. She thought she'd be happy to see him, but it 

just felt so hollow. Like before. She adjusted his chair so that he could see the kids 

better. She kissed the back of his head. The Brownies girl, over by the sticky cake table, 

was doin pirouettes and winkin suggestively. 

 Up in the room again, the phone was ringin again. Before even hearin his 
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breathin, she went off on him again: “WHY weren't you here for your little girl's special 

day!?” She was seething. 

 “Not my little girl anymore,” he said. “Doesn't need me. Certainly won't need me 

in a few years time when she's sneakin off from some theatre, fucking around with some 

guy in his 20s. Young fucking lady now, getting deflowered by some fat fucker in his 

mid-to-late 20s. I'm gonna find that fat fuck. I'm gonna take my cricket bat to that fuck's 

house and beat the fuck right out of him. Just watch, I will fucking end that fuck.” 

 “You won't have the guts, honey.” She hung up. 

 She was out back now. Just outside a sidedoor near the parkin lot. It was dark out 

and she was smokin for some reason. She was sittin on the cold curb and she could see 

some more of those animated billboards across the lot. The whooshin sound of steady 

traffic was punctured by the intermittent washboarding of tires over a nearby bridge. 

Behind this, there was another octave of constant faraway sirens. She finally understood 

why it was called Sunday Night. Livin in this city for most of her life, it took its toll. 

There was shit that excited her, sure. You could even learn to love parts of it. But by this 

time of night, on this day of the week, you always had that lurkin feelin of blurry despair. 

She guessed it originated from schooldays, not wantin to go back. Not wantin somethin 

to be over. And that extended into your job, and now your post-retirement life too. It 

ached somewhere deep in your stomach. She took a deep long drag on her cigarette and 

it felt so real to her, so soothin. This feelin that she knew could never be simulated. She'd 

be okay. 

 There was a quiet neighbourhood on the other side of Main Street, over behind 

the mall, with a white house that she used to visit. It was so many years ago, even in this 
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timeframe, but the quaint doubledoors would always be adorned with a wreath or an 

easter egg or just a few flowers. She still remembered. The girl who lived there was the 

first one she'd ever kissed and also her first case of heartsickness. She liked Peggy, she 

really did, but she just had to go with her gut on this one. Vividly, the girl had stood up 

from the couch and said to her in this cutting tone, this almost motherly voice, like she 

was seizin control of the situation: “Come on. Out you go.” That had been what hurt the 

most. The maternal gentleness comin out of her voice without warning. Back home 

Peggy collapsed into a wreck of convulsions and Mom just stood by, hummin and tappin 

her foot through housework. She thought it had just been some girlish little crush. Only 

Daddy let on that this could've maybe been somethin more. He squeezed her shoulder 

and then held her close to him and rocked her slowly, singin to his little duchess. For so 

much of her life afterward, Peg could drive down this stretch of Main Street without 

thinkin about that girl. But sometimes still, if she were drivin out on a Sunday night, it 

would take everything she had not to turn off at the mall and accidentally find herself on 

that street again, seein what was hangin up on those doubledoors. She heard the crunch 

of footsteps; someone else was joinin her outside the HomeLike Inn®.  

 “Hey, mind if I partake in one of those cigarillos?” She looked up. It was Win 

Butler, from those commercials and that band. They smoked in silence for a few minutes 

and then she tried to strike up some smalltalk. “How'd you like bein in Arcade Fire?” she 

asked. 

 “It was very alright,” Win said. “You know, we were really just doing it all for 

Haiti.” 

 “Huh. Hey, what's it like?” she said. “Ya know, bein dead?”  
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 “Death is truly not the end, so worry not about that, little Peggy,” Win said. “No, 

your worries might gather in multitudes when it's all over and done with, but 'death being 

the end' will not be among those pooling before your feet.” 

 “Ya okay, but what does that even fuckin mean?” It didn't seem fair that he could 

never move on as long as he was under contract with the company that made Pasta 

Feeling®. But still, it was always a pleasure to see one in a vgame, the only place you 

really could these days. 

 “You want the deets?” he said. “Okay, shall I hand-deliver them to you?” He was 

beginning to look a bit dishevelled, shiverin. He breathed in both lungfuls of smoke. 

“When you're dead, little one, you will smoke just to feel the gentle reminder of heat 

within yourself. The touch of others won't cut it anymore. You will listen to the music of 

your own vacant breathing in order to fall asleep at night. Trivia questions will be a thing 

of the past, because searching inward will reveal everything, even the vague feelings you 

always knew to be true, but wished weren't. Finally, in your gaze, that gaze you always 

have while asleep or lucid, you will see all things that were and all that shall be. And 

worst of all, yes, most painful of all, in your meagre little eyes you will see, stretched out 

before you, all the paths you didn't take, all the chances you failed to honour, all the 

times your weakness precluded you from the cheap moments available to you. Always 

you will see these things projected in front of you, these potent ghosts.” Win Butler let 

out all that smoke, whole bodyfuls of all the smoke he'd ever had in his material life. He 

snuffed his cigarette under a freshly-cobbled shoe. “That, my little duchess, is what it's 

like to be dead.” She stood. “Oh yeah,” he added as she went back into the hotel. “Please 

don't forget to buy Pasta Feeling®.”  
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 Back inside, the building was now completely empty. Even the lady at the front 

desk was vanished. Peg poked her head into the poolroom to confirm that the party was 

for-sure over now. She spent some time just explorin the space of the hotel. Everywhere 

was deserted. But she had that feelin of being watched. All the halls. Every floor. She 

wondered what she had to do to finish. To Unhook. Should she go to bed? It was night, 

after all. One way to get out of Sunday Night was maybe to make it to Monday Mornin. 

Down at the end of the hallway she glimpsed a tiny silhouette and she could guess who 

that might be. She turned sharply. She tried kickin all the door handles. They were 

locked. In her room she ignored the ringin phone and went into the bathroom. She tried 

the water. It worked. Maybe she'd have a shower. Maybe she'd go to bed and this would 

all be over. She wanted to be home with Chris. Home, where she sometimes slept in too 

long and missed her. Home, where some days, not too often, but every once in a while, 

she wouldn't get out of bed at all. And if it happened to be Chris's day off, she'd just lie 

with her in bed and hold her there instead of goin out for date night, watchin Flix and 

cuddlin. Suddenly the little Brownies girl rushed past the open door. How should she go 

about ending this? 

 Down in the poolroom she was waitin for Peg. She was floatin in the middle of 

the pool, on Ogopogo. “What the fuck do you want with me?” Peg hollered, exhausted. 

The girl just meowed at her with her pigtails pressed under her nose like whiskers. “Why 

are you even still here? Party's over. Go home.” She vaguely recognized the note of 

desperation in her voice, crouchin down at the edge of the pool, tryin to coax this cat girl. 

The green water made queasy waves dance all over the ceiling and walls of the dim 

fluorescent room. 
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 “P-peggy?” the girl said tentatively. “Is Simon okay?” This took a moment to 

register. Then…he was still over there? Parked near the very edge of the shallow end. 

Peg hadn't noticed. She started swearin as loud as she could. “Something bad's gonna 

happen,” the girl said in a pouty voice. “Isn't it?” She started paddlin toward him. 

 “Jesus fuckin christ, how is any of this your business?” Peg said. She was kinda 

panic-laughin, the way you do when you’re embarrassed out in public. She walked over 

to confront the boy dwarfed in his large metal chair. She was rackin her brain tryin to 

remember what had happened that day of the party, if anything? What could have 

happened to make the fuckin Brownies kid so interested in Simon? She kinda wondered 

if there was a quick and easy way to put an end to Sunday Night...in those other vgames, 

the cyclops had to be slain or at least the death-marauders vanquished. Nothin. Nothin 

had happened. 

 “Is he gonna be okay?” the girl asked again. She looked as though all her fun was 

bein ruined. Simon was makin his usual sounds of protest, but they were far quieter than 

she'd ever remembered them bein. She glanced down at his tray and saw that his 

juicebox had fallen over. Then she remembered it. 

 It had been such a small detail, such an insignificant thing she'd noticed during 

that hectic fuckin day. Such a miniscule thing that she hadn't thought of it for years and 

years and years. She'd been on her way out of the poolroom to go upstairs and wait for 

the call from...Chris. Her head was swimmin. The din of all the kids screechin and makin 

waves, the acrid smell of chlorine, the throbbin in her temples, the nervousness deep in 

between her ribs. Makin sure that Shelley was havin her special day. Bein pissed off at 

her dad. It was all too much. She had to get out of there and just collect her thoughts, just 
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for a second. So when she passed by Simon and noticed that his long, special straw had 

fallen out of his mouth, that he was strugglin to regain it, but only ended up knockin the 

box over, red juice startin to dribble out onto his tray, could you really blame her? She 

had a lot on her own plate. It was such a small thing. She didn't actually notice it at all. 

And anyway, wouldn't one of the other parents eventually see it and fix it? She had to 

deal with this 24/7. She was so tired. She kept walkin. He could live without juice for 

just a few moments. She kept walkin away from him and then she left the room. Nobody 

could blame her. She left him. It was such a small thing. 

 “Nobody helped him out all day long,” the know-it-all declared. “I was watching 

him the whole time. He looked sad. Sadder than normal.” 

 “Fuck. I don't wanna hear it,” Peg breathed. She had tears in her eyes. “Shut up, 

shut up you goddamn little bitch!” Simon didn't seem to notice any of the shoutin. He 

was whispering to himself. Quietly, like a magic spell. “Here,” she said, grabbin wildly 

at the juicebox, “I'll just fix it right now and then you can shut your fuckin trap and I can 

leave this goddamn place!” Her hands fumbled with the carton lamely. She tried to sit it 

up, but it just kept slidin in the juice puddle and floppin over. She grasped it firmly and 

tried to hold the straw up to his ever-moving mouth, but it kept missin or else the straw 

would wobble away, as if caught in the wind. No matter which way she tried it, she 

wasn't able to fix it. I wasn't programmed to work that way. At last she held onto it with 

such a frustrated grip that it was gettin crushed and the red, red, Red juice was runnin 

down her elbows. She was sobbin now, almost hyperventilating. “FUCK!” The shriek 

caught in her throat, all chalky. 

 “Is Simon okay, Peggy?” the girl said. “Like, is he going to be alright?” 
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 It was all she could do to drown her quiet scream. 

 They'd been prepped. They'd always known it was gonna happen eventually, they 

just didn't know when. They'd known since he was born...that way. Was this her fault? 

Because she used to make fun of people like him back in high school? Because the jokes 

never fully stopped, not even when she was in Nursing and saw all kinds of shit? Had 

she accidentally wished this on herself? On him? They had no business startin a family 

together. Meanly bringin another life into this world, so recklessly, when they didn't even 

love each other. Not enough to stay together in the long run. They only fucked. She 

knew it was so wrong, but that's what she believed in her meanest hours. In her darkest 

times, deep down, she knew he was born that way because, in their faultiness, they'd 

fucked him into being. They'd known.  

 She remembered a time when she was saying goodbye to him. She was goin on 

the Mexican getaway they'd scrimped so long for, her and Chris, and she left him in the 

sole care of him, other-Chris—Topher-Chris. She'd known it could happen. He'd 

borrowed so many beautiful years from this thing called Life and anything was a 

possibility now. So she said her goodbye to him before leavin. She bent down in front of 

his chair, hands restin on his wobbly knees, and said, “Simon, I'm goin on my wittle twip 

now. I'ww be back in two weeks, but dis is byebye fow now. Your mummy wuvs you. 

Byebye, Simon.” She'd said that and then she kissed him goodbye. Finally. She was so 

relieved to be leavin, gettin to finally have some time back. Relief, that's what she was 

feelin. Byebye, Simon. She was feelin so much fuckin relief.  

 No. No. No. No. Peg bolted out of the poolroom. She ran wildly to the front 

doors, but they were barricaded shut. She franticly ran up and down the hallways of the 
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three floors, bashin into the locked doors, desperate for an exit. She was bein followed 

by the fuckin bitch. She could hear the light patter of her footprints. She ducked into the 

only unlocked room and quickly slammed the door shut. The phone was ringin. 

 “P-p-peggy, you don't have much time,” he was sayin, all shaky. “It's almost m-

midnight. You have to do it before it's Tomorrow. Think. One of those children didn't 

belong at the party. Search your memory. One of those kids was never really There. Not 

really? So she shouldn't be Here either? She doesn't b-belong? Do it quickly, before it's 

no longer Sunday Night. Remember, you can always wield your inborn authority.” All 

she had to do was play the game, and this was the only way to play it. “One more thing 

Peggy?” he said. “P-please. I need you to tell me. That I’m o-okay.” 

 She ran to the elevator and could hear her innocent laughter echoing through the 

halls. She listened to the elevator-rendition of Pasta Feeling® mixed with her laughter. 

The pool. She'd have to fuckin go back, that would be the easiest place. When she ran 

into the poolroom she saw that Simon was gone, but his chair was still there. His empty 

little chair. This psycho fuckin place. She had to be so quick, it was the only way. 

“Where ya hidin, fuckin little cunt?” She was full-on screaming, her breath burning with 

chlorine. She got closer to the pool and saw that it was completely drained now. But 

sittin at the very bottom of the deep end, on top of the deflated Ogopogo, was the girl in 

the Brownies outfit. 

 “Come on in, Peggy! The water's fine!” she said. Peg started climbin down the 

partial ladder and then slipped off, landin badly in the shallow end. She stumbled to get 

up. Her ankle was maybe fucked. The pain felt sharp and exhilarating and she used its 

burn to crawl over to the pigtailed bitch. No water? No problem. Like in the song, she'd 
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get through this fire to save her life. She had a plan. She could fuckin beat this. All she 

had to do was do it. The girl was frownin in a very pretend way. “My whittle dino was 

fuww of hot air,” she said. “But now he's aww depwessed. Are oow hurt too, Peggy? Are 

oow okay?” She wanted her life so bad, she'd do anything for it. 

 “I'm just fine, little cuu...uutie,” Peg said through the pain of clenched teeth. 

“Come on, dearie. Peg's got big plans for us. Don't you wanna go swimmin for real?” 

 “Ooh! More than anything in the world!” She was inchin away from Peg's open 

arms. “But I don't know how...” 

 “Then come along, darling. You're okay. We'll go upstairs? Peg knows just where 

there's a bathtub. She'll teach you. We can go for a biiig ol swim up there in that tub.” 

She could do this. It was allowed. 

 “Can we bwing Ogiepogie?” All she had to do was crawl up the ladder again and 

get her up there somehow. Elevator. Draw the bath. Cup her hand...she could do it.  

 “Of course, sweetheart,” Peg said. “Now get over here.” She yanked the girl into 

her arms. It would be so quick. Just the right thing to do. “My little duchess.” She 

glanced down to stroke her small auburn head just in time to see the pink knife entering 

her body. The sear of it sinkin through her insides. The girl sobbin uncontrollably. 

Plungin that opaque knife with both hands. Twistin it. Mixin Red blood with sticky ice 

cream. She remembered—the cake had tasted that way: just like blood. She had served 

them all her blood. She held onto her like a cat 

 “Peggy!!” the girl wailin. “Sorry, Peggy! So sorry! Couldn't help out with the 

party!” A line sprung into Peg's head, a line from a serial killer show: “It leaves the body 

at a gallop and then a stumble.” Gettin woozy but then the girl yanked it out. The pain 
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demanded to be real. “So sorry, Peggy! You’re makin me do this!!” How could any of it 

be? Tried to say somethin, anything, but only a pink froth gurgled from her lips. Her 

lungs fillin up so fast. “Peggy?” the girl was sayin, “Are you okay? Is Simon okay? 

Peggy? Won't you take me away with you?” She held her in her weak arms. The thing 

she kept remindin herself as the girl stabbed and stabbed and stabbed, was that she was 

in complete control of the situation, perpetually in the driver's seat, her own supervisor, 

etc., etc. And she knew she was right.  

 She felt her take in one more gulp of air and suddenly her agony simmered as she 

glanced off to the side, light fillin her eyes with this look of astonishment. She never 

exhaled, just the way it'd been with Daddy, yellowed in his hospital bed. The girl hugged 

her tight to her chest, cryin her silent tears. “Can't I come too?” she said, caked in the 

thick redness. 

 Peg was wakin in the middle of the living room with Chris loomin over her. 

Shakin her. Askin if she was okay. The wires had been removed from her chest, a few 

still attached to her temples. She was mostly Unhooked. She had a splittin headache, as if 

her head had literally been split in two. But her stomach was startin to settle. The world 

was gradually spinnin back into focus and it was Chris's forgivin eyes that were front and 

centre, calibratin her again to this spot. All the while she could hear Stephens' excited 

voice emanatin from the Tablet, congratulatin her. Praisin her. Because somehow she'd 

done so well. Done it. Beaten the game. Somehow she'd made the right choice. 
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