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    For Kitty: Thanks for the marshmallows, the glitter, and for always being the "BAM!" in my silent world. Stay weird.

      

    



  	
        
            
            When reality starts to unravel, make sure your seatbelt is buckled and your fidget spinner is loaded.
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Chapter 1: The Sanitized Sarcophagus

BEFORE WE COULD FULLY commit to the Indiana "Twine-Dipped Detour," we had to perform an exorcism on the Suburban.

The vehicle had reached a state of biological complexity that would have fascinated a CDC strike team. The interior was a sedimentary record of our failures: a base layer of Kentucky maple syrup, a mid-strata of Ohio buttermilk fog, and a top-coating of "Aggressive Glitter" that had achieved sentience and was currently trying to negotiate for better wifi.

“Lily, we can’t just drive in this,” Kitty had declared that morning, standing in the driveway of a bewildered car wash in suburban Indianapolis. She was wearing yellow rubber gloves and a snorkeling mask she’d found in a dumpster. “The air quality in the third row is currently classified as 'Sub-Optimal for Carbon-Based Life Forms.' I tried to reach for my fidget spinner and my hand got stuck in a pocket of congealed Sharp Cheddar Revelation.”

“It’s not just the smell, Kitty,” I said, peering through the rear window where Buttercup’s face was pressed against the glass, looking like a very judgmental cloud of fur. “The suspension is screaming. We’ve exceeded the gross vehicle weight rating for dairy-based paranormalities.”

So, we cleaned.

It wasn't a car wash; it was a crime scene cleanup. We spent four hours with industrial-strength steam cleaners, three bottles of extra-strength degreaser, and a shop-vac that eventually gave up on life and started making a sound like a dying walrus.

Barnaby, true to his pedigree, took charge of the detailing. He used his specialized silver-polishing cloth to buff the dashboard until it shone with a terrifying, clinical brilliance.

“I have removed the presidential grease from the vents,” Barnaby announced, his black-and-white socks pulled up high. “However, I suspect the scent of ‘Glow Radiance’ has permeated the foam of the seats. Every time we hit a bump, the car exhales the ghost of a Creamsicle.”

Ham Face was in charge of the "de-glittering." He used a roll of industrial duct tape to lift the pink flakes off the ceiling, looking like a very large, amber-stained squirrel performing a strange, sticky interpretative dance.

“The glitter is fighting back!” Ham Face wailed, a blue static spark jumping from the tape to his nose. “It’s bonded with the squirrel fur! I’m becoming a disco-rodent, Lily!”

Once the Suburban was as clean as it was ever going to be, we drove it straight to a high-end rental agency that specialized in "Oversized Fleet Solutions for People with Too Much Baggage."

“I need the biggest thing you have that doesn't require a commercial pilot’s license,” I told the agent, a woman named Sharon who looked like she’d survived three divorces and a pyramid scheme.

“I’ve got a GMC Yukon XL Denali Ultimate,” Sharon said, sliding a key fob across the counter. “It’s got four-wheel drive, massaging seats, and enough cargo space to hide a small conspiracy.”

“Does it have a reinforced roof?” I asked. “For, you know, static-charged squirrels and airborne cheese?”

Sharon didn't even blink. “It’s got a sunroof. Just don't let the pony eat the leather.”

The upgrade was glorious. We transferred our gear—now mercifully wiped down with Clorox—into the Denali. It was a black, shimmering monolith of a vehicle. It was a fresh start. A sanitized sarcophagus for our new set of bad ideas.

“BAM! AERODYNAMICS!” Kitty yelled, climbing into the front passenger seat and immediately colonizing the massive center console with three different flavors of Twisted Tea and a bag of "Glow-in-the-Dark Marshmallows" she’d been saving for an emergency.

“It’s too quiet,” Ham Face whispered from the second row, his fuzzy ears twitching in the silence of the sound-insulated cabin. “I can hear my own blood. It tastes like soybeans.”

“Enjoy the peace while it lasts, Gary,” I said, shifting into drive. The gear shifter didn't slip. It didn't smell like butter. It just clicked with a cold, mechanical finality.

We pulled out of the lot, a clean, massive, high-end convoy of one.

“To the Ball of Twine!” Kitty shouted, blowing the bugle.

The Denali surged forward. We had a bigger car, a cleaner conscience, and five hundred miles of Indiana corn ahead of us.

“I give it twenty miles before the first glitter-flake appears,” I muttered.

“I’ve already hidden three in the glovebox for good luck!” Kitty yipped.

And just like that, the collapse began anew.
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Chapter 2: The Geometry of a Fibrous Doom
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If Ohio was a fever dream of congealed fats, Indiana was a flat, beige landscape of geometric dread.

The GMC Yukon Denali hummed along I-70 with a mechanical precision that felt almost insulting compared to the Suburban’s rhythmic death-rattles. It was too quiet. The sound-dampening glass was so effective that I couldn't even hear the wind—only the sound of my own rising blood pressure and the occasional clink of Kitty’s Twisted Tea cans.

“We’re approaching the nexus,” Kitty whispered. She was currently hunched over the massive center console, which she had converted into a makeshift altar. The greasy rose quartz sat in the middle, surrounded by three different colors of "Glow-in-the-Dark Marshmallows" and a map of the state she’d annotated with a pink highlighter.

“Kitty, we’re approaching a Taco Bell,” I said, gripping the leather steering wheel. “There is no nexus. There are only soybeans and a very aggressive billboard about personal injury lawyers.”

“That’s what the Architect wants you to think, Lily!” She snapped her head toward me, her blonde hair catching the light of the sunroof. “But look at the sign! WELCOME TO KOKOMO. Do you know what’s in Kokomo? Besides the Beach Boys’ lies?”

“The World’s Largest Ball of Paint?” I guessed.

“No! Well, yes, but more importantly: The Twine. The Great Spherical Truth. The end of the line!”

In the rearview mirror, Barnaby was staring out the window with the detached grace of a man waiting for
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