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MONDAY LiveCast Ranking: 530,204





A guy comes in, early thirties with a suit on. Good-looking in a Listerine-clean sort of way. A bit heavy on the hair product. I slip the apron around my neck and let the straps dangle around my ankles.

“Can I have the Doctor Clean Green with almond butter instead of peanut butter?”

“Sure,” I say. “Almond butter will be three dollars and fifty cents extra.”

“What?” he says. “Are you kidding me?”

“I’m not kidding, I’m sorry.”

“I was here yesterday and they did it for free,” he says, and if I weren’t on Nik’s bad side I’d gladly avoid charging for the swap. Give the customer something for free and they’ll give you a bigger tip.

“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to actually look it. “Do you still want to substitute the almond butter?”

“What’s your problem?” he asks. “Three and a half dollars for a swap. I’m not even adding anything. That’s fucking insane. I fucking hate this city.”

I want to laugh. I want to commiserate. It is fucking insane, but so is paying nearly twenty dollars for a smoothie. The livelihood of this store is predicated on the existence of this man, who doesn’t blink before spending my hourly salary on a sixteen-ounce beverage.

“Is your manager here? Hello?” He calls behind me into the back room, which is empty, but then he takes out his phone, and I know precisely what he’s doing. Online reviews are exclusively written by people like him. I’m no stranger to the low-carb outrage of American Psycho drones on their lunch breaks. I either give this guy what he wants and risk getting fired, or he leaves a bad review and I’m definitely getting fired.

“Hey,” I say, but he doesn’t look up. Just keeps moving his fingers across his phone screen. I swear, every shift here takes a week off my life. “Sir,” I say a little louder, a little more pissy. If I’m screwed either way, then there’s no reason to put up with being treated like this by a man whose leather briefcase is worth more than my kidneys on the black market. Anger flashes across my front brain. It gains texture, and heft. I blink hard but it won’t go away. The man’s fingers keep typing.

“Hey,” I yell. He looks up from his phone. I throw the jar of almond butter at him. “Whatever, okay? Just take it.”

He catches the jar in one hand and looks at me, his other thumb paused over his phone as I take off my apron and toss it to the ground.

“Want to get a drink?” I ask.

“What? No.”

“Fine,” I say, and leave the store.



When I’m halfway home I slow from a run to a jog, to a walk, and then a standstill. Impulsive little shit. I am so screwed. I have to get back to our storefront in Grand Central Terminal before Nik looks at the cameras and notices that I’m gone. I’ve put him through way too much in the six weeks since I started at Juice Body. But then my phone is ringing, and it’s him. Because of course it is. That man has eyes on the backs of his eyes and cameras everywhere else.

“Hey,” I answer. There’s yelling. I pull the phone away from my ear.

“Dell, you are done.”

“Nik, the guy—”

“I don’t care if the guy tried to shoot up the store. You cannot leave.”

“I can’t leave if someone tries to shoot up the store?”

“Enough! This isn’t my problem anymore!”

“I’m sorry I was late for work, it was just a few minutes, and—”

“Late for work? You think I’m calling about ‘late for work’? You threw your apron on the ground and left! No one is in the store right now, the front door is unlocked. Anyone could come and take whatever they want! Am I supposed to drive back from the Hamptons to close the store? Is that what you want me to do?”

“No, I can do it. I can—”

“Do you think Juice Body is a joke? Do you think my livelihood is a joke?”

“I’m going back now, Nik. I’ll be there in a second, I swear. Are you coming in tomorrow? Let’s talk about this in person,” I say. I can’t lose this job. I get paid seventeen dollars an hour plus tips to put crap in a blender and press a button.

“Dell. Listen to me. I told you: no more warnings. I know you have a lot going on with your family, with your sister in the hospital, and I’ve let a lot of things go since you started here last month. But I can’t do it anymore. I’m on vacation, for god’s sake. I called Krishell and she’s heading to the store. You are no longer part of the Juice Body family; this isn’t how family treats each other. You’re done.”

The mention of Daisy makes me grip my fists around nothing. “I’m done? I’m done?” I say. “You’re basically pulling the plug on my sister, Nik. You know that.”

“I’ve heard it before,” Nik says. “I’m sorry, Dell. No more chances.”

“Can I at least come talk to you about this in person? I’ll have to pick up my paycheck, anyway. When are you coming back, Nik? I’ll come by tomorrow and we can talk? Don’t do this to us. Hello?”



It’s five flights of stairs to my Hell’s Kitchen lair, a matchbox apartment with barely enough room for a single match: strike me against the wall and watch me burn. I walk slowly, and not just because the stairs are crooked and old and I have to be careful. I’m drained—emotionally, physically, psychically—and I can’t stand up straight because of the pain in my abdomen.

Lately, my stomach has been a blimp between most meals, tight and tender to the touch. A riptide of pain that drags my appetite far, far away from me. Which is just as well since my grocery budget has been nonexistent. And I don’t have insurance, so I’m sure as shit not taking myself to the doctor. But I don’t mind the pain right now, as I trudge upward. I want to be out of breath. I want my lungs to sear and my calves to revolt.

I let myself into Lee’s apartment, which is right next to mine but holds a different atmosphere. They’re on their laptop on the couch. The couch is L-shaped and plush, but they don’t slump. Their posture is excellent. The walls have art on them—not online prints framed for cheap, but real art. Their laptop is a MacBook Pro, the newest edition. They wave and point at their headphones to let me know they’re in a meeting.

“Why are you always in meetings?” I say. “You’re a data scientist. You shouldn’t have to talk to anyone except your computer, and me.” They shush me again.

I go to their bathroom and chew several pastel Tums from their medicine cabinet. I’m an antacid connoisseur and assorted fruit flavor Tums are my favorite. Gaviscon is a close second, as long as it’s not the grape flavor. Pepto Bismol tastes like viscous, minty yogurt.

I open Lee’s fridge and eat an organic strawberry, tossing the stem into the sink. My stomach is still a raging gash but I’m starving, and I need something to do while I wait. I reach past the organic pumpkin seed granola, candied ginger, and vegan chickpea puffs for the bag of Chex Mix at the back of the cupboard, picking out the pretzels one by one. Carbs help settle my gut. Sometimes.

“Will you stop raiding my kitchen?” they say, swatting the bag out of my hands after they close their laptop. But they’re smiling, they’re always smiling. That’s what I like most about them, and also what pisses me off the most. It’s also why I’m not desperately trying to find another apartment. I like listening to their footsteps through the wall, their shower coming on, the noise from their TV. I like hearing their unrelenting, unrealized plans to quit their job and start a software company or a coffee shop or an organic farm or an Airbnb empire or whatever it is that week, even though I often have no idea what they’re talking about. I like knocking on the wall that adjoins our apartments to say good night.

“Last time, I promise,” I say, grabbing the Chex Mix back. “I just got fired.”

“From Juice Box?”

“Juice Body.”

“What did you do?” they ask.

“Why are you saying that like it’s my fault?”

“Was it?”

“I mean, this guy was being an absolute toe so I gave him a jar of almond butter.”

“You what?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”



We smoke on Lee’s fire escape and watch the sun flame blue over the Hudson River. Lee leans forward to take a hit, their head tilted down, the back of their neck the color of summer sand. I like when they wear their hair up like this, in that tiny sprig of a ponytail at the base of their neck. Down below, on the street, everyone oozes into each other. The glass buildings crackle and shimmer pink in the sun.

“Hear me out,” I say. “I’d be a sick receptionist.”

“Seriously—”

“Or an inside sales rep, or a business development rep, or whatever those telemarketing jobs are called nowadays.”

“I’m not getting you another interview to bail on or half-ass,” Lee says. “It’s not a good look.”

“That was last month. I’ve changed since then.”

“They keep records, you know. Files on people they interview. Or the people they don’t interview. The people who don’t show up to interviews.”

“Again: last month.”

Lee laughs. “You have your shit together now? It doesn’t take a month. It takes years. You have to stay at a job and grow and learn and get promoted and all of that. No one hands you things. It takes time.”

“I don’t have time,” I say.

Lee wiggles their naked toes. “Okay, drama.”

“Having a desk job doesn’t mean you have your shit together,” I say. “It just means you have a flat ass from sitting all day.”

The only thing sadder than taking out massive private student loans for a useless undergraduate degree is taking out massive private student loans for an incomplete useless undergraduate degree. If I had gone on academic leave instead of dropping out, like my mom begged me to, I wouldn’t have to start paying my loans yet on top of everything else. But I don’t want to go back to NYU at the end of the summer, or even in a year. If I do go back to school, it’ll be somewhere no one knows me. Somewhere I can be whoever I want. My reputation spit shined, my nail beds clean.




String of Hearts succulent longs for love & liberation, $30

Healthy, sober, employed Plumeria you can take home to your parents, $38

Sexy Mimosa Pudica looking for match. Moderately famous, discretion needed, $25



My apartment is small and made smaller by the matriarchy of plants stationed inside of it. I can grow anything: Chinese money plants and spider plants and peace lilies. Air plants and African violets and fattened-up jades. I buy buds at the hardware store for mega-cheap, propagate them, and sell them for nasty multiples of what I paid. I have a handful of grow lamps that I bought at Home Depot for $36.99 each—an investment that paid off quickly. I trick the heliotropes, sun-seeking animals. And people go nuts for plants. In a good month, I can make up to a thousand dollars. It’s so tasty it almost feels like a scam.

If I had a bigger place, propagating and selling is all I would do, an army of breeding mothers. Except that I wouldn’t, because it’s more work than it seems, and if I’m being honest, the plants have started to scare me. They stick their grubby tendrils in my underwear drawer, stretch their shoots up to my lofted bed, and stroke my feet while I’m sleeping. It’s not right to have them jungle up like this in a zero-hundred-square-foot apartment. My arms get tired from watering this variegated mess, overfragrant and darkening my already-dark apartment. I post some new listings online.


Attractive, mature Monstera not religious but a little holey, $75

Unique, educated Rattlesnake Plant seeks intelligent companionship, $50

Jalapeño pepper plant doesn’t always play nice, $15



Then I switch tabs to LiveCast. I love watching people talk to their cameras. It does something for me, always has. And I’m not the only one. LiveCast has over 240 million monthly users. If that’s not evidence of a loneliness epidemic, then I don’t know what is. The most popular live streams are of people playing first-person shooter games or doing mukbangs of themselves eating forty-seven Korean mozzarella corn dogs. But I don’t watch those. I like the “Just Chatting” section where people sit in front of their computers and talk or fold their laundry or go for a walk with their cameras on. They keep me company when I can’t fall asleep. The featured “Just Chatting” broadcast on the home page is some dude doing a streamathon for charity titled “IM OFFICIALLY HOMELESS #SAD.” He seems to be in some sort of college dorm. He’s already raised half a million dollars and he’s not even hot, or homeless.

I click in: dark blond hair and a rookie stache. He’s talking about some golf tournament to over a thousand viewers, myself included. He’s been streaming for twenty-one days straight. It seems like every hour or so he does a spiel about how he’s raising money to help rebuild his family home after a hurricane hit Florida last summer. His goal is six hundred thousand dollars and he’s nearly there after three weeks of streaming every waking moment of his life. Donation after donation comes in—some as small as five cents and some as big as five hundred dollars—and all he does is sit there picking his nose. There’s no way to know what he’s using the money for. Was there even a hurricane in Florida last summer? Won’t there be another one next summer?

I’m too high for this.

An online search tells me that the average LiveCast streamer makes between one cent and one dollar per viewer per hour. A wide range, but impressive when you think about it. To make what I was making at Juice Body, I would only need seventeen viewers giving me a dollar an hour, or thirty-four viewers giving me fifty cents an hour, or sixty-eight viewers giving me twenty-five cents an hour. Etcetera. The most popular streamers have viewer counts in the hundreds of thousands, and donations are just one part of the equation. There are monthly subscription fees, exclusive content, merchandise, ad revenue, affiliate deals. People actually do this for a living.

I change the stream to an adult woman with pigtails talking about conspiracy theories, and turn the light off so that my windowless studio apartment is pitch-black except for my screen. I throw my laptop onto my lofted bed and climb up after it. I can’t actually watch streams up here because my laptop doesn’t have the ceiling clearance to fully open, but I can put it next to me with the screen half-closed and listen, which is often enough to knock me out. I also don’t have the clearance to sleep on my side comfortably, but I’ve gotten used to taking naps and sleeping on my back, and in the mornings I can reach my tongue out and lick the dew right off the ceiling.



The toxins swishing around my skull aren’t letting up, even with this streamer droning on and on about how reptoid lizard people live in tunnels underneath Denver International Airport. I open my mom’s texts from today, yesterday, the week before: all unanswered.


You have to come with me to visit Daisy soon

Dell?

You can’t keep avoiding us

I forgive you, you know

Do you forgive me?



I hate hospitals. I hate everything about them.

I worked three days last week, so my Juice Body paycheck should be a little over four hundred dollars. By this time in the month I should have more squirreled away, but I just re-upped on plants and got square with Lee for all the takeout they’ve spotted me lately. I have one thousand dollars in my checking account and I need to triple that by the end of the week or else I’ll be booted from this rathole. And as much as I hate it, it does serve to protect me from the elements.

Lee would lend me the money, but I’d never ask. Takeout, maybe, but not thousands of dollars. There’s my mom, but she’s been spending everything she has on Daisy’s hospital bills. And if I do ask her for anything, she’ll just pressure me to move home like she has ever since I dropped out of school.

Screw this.

I jump out of bed and open my laptop to look for jobs. I need to be able to buy food. I need to have a place to sleep. An art museum is hiring a receptionist at a plush salary of twenty-two dollars an hour, but they require applicants to speak more than one language. Why? They don’t even specify which one. There’s a guest services associate gig at European Wax Center—aka, a receptionist job—but they require applicants to have two years of customer service experience. The Container Store has part-time job openings, but they ask that employees conduct “frequent lifting and occasional reaching, stooping, kneeling, crouching, and ladder climbing,” which makes me tired just reading it. And besides, that listing already has over seven hundred applicants.

I rage quit out of my job search tab. Before I can overthink it, I open LiveCast and click the red button in the corner that reads: “Start Stream.”



There I am, ghost of a ghost, acne scars lit up by the glow of the screen.

“Mirror, mirror, on the wall,” I whisper.

No one is in my stream but me. My LiveCast ranking is 530,204 out of 680,302. Seems I get a boost just for being online right now while everyone else is working. Finding streams is simple. There’s “Talk Shows,” “Fitness,” “Travel,” “Just Chatting,” and a category for nearly every video game ever made. Viewers click into a category and it shows all the live broadcasts, how many viewers they have, and their ranking. It only takes a couple of minutes for someone to find and join my stream. A real, actual person. The chat box directly to the right of my stream lights up.


l0st3560 has signed on

l0st3560: hi



“Hi,” I say. I open and close my mouth like a thick-necked goose.


l0st3560 has signed off



Shit.

The chat box is empty again, stagnant. I rename my stream “welcome to the jungle #plantcorner” and wait. I rename my stream “Late-night chitchat xx” and wait. Every couple of minutes I try something new, rubbing my brain cells together to see if they’ll give off smoke. Finally I give in and type “my sister is in a coma #lol.”

A couple of viewers appear, their names scratching at my screen. My LiveCast rank goes from 530,204 to 522,084. Really? That’s the one that worked?

I clear my throat. “Hey, fuckers, welcome to my nightmare.”

The chat box lights up again.


karnie_vibes: hey!!!!

excelsior404: hi mademoiselle_dell



“Nice to meet me, isn’t it?” I say. Mademoiselle_dell. I made this screen name years ago, who knows why. But it works, it fits, and this is my stream: no one can fire me for having a bad personality. Once I settle into this particular persona, the words come faster and easier than I thought possible.


excelsior404: lol ya i found u on the New Streams page

excelsior404: whats ur deal

excelsior404: your sister is in a coma?



“So you can read. Congratulations, excelsior404. Did I say that right?”


karnie_vibes: lol burn

excelsior404: no

excelsior404: its like “excel-see-er” not “a-cell-seer”



“I don’t care.”


karnie_vibes: lol burn

jackofnotrades1 has signed on



Another one. Three whole viewers, and none of them have left yet.

“Welcome aboard, Jack. How are you doing this fine night?”


jackofnotrades1: my name isn’t jack lol

jackofnotrades1: its Rohan



“That’s confusing.”


jackofnotrades1: its a saying

karnie_vibes: lmaooooo

jackofnotrades1: jack of all trades

excelsior404: i get it

jackofnotrades1: ^___^

jackofnotrades1: tits?



I bare my teeth and grimace at the camera. I like the way I look in the light of my laptop: feral eyes, glimmering canines, wild hair. Wolf girl.


excelsior404: what happened to your sister

burr9ty has signed on



“Welcome to my stream, all you mercenaries, missionaries, and misfits.”


burr9ty: hi



“The thing is, I’m supposed to be having the time of my conventionally attractive life. But my sister is in a coma.” The words leave behind a sour, bilious taste.


jackofnotrades1: zoinks

excelsior404: what happened?

karnie_vibes: oh no :(



“She’s been in the hospital for a few weeks and her doctors want to shut off her life support. In a few days, actually. On Sunday.”


excelsior404: this sunday?



“Yeah, basically. My mom and I want to put her on private life support, but that shit is crazy. Like, two thousand dollars a day crazy. We got so many different quotes and even the cheapest ones were in the thousands. She was showing some positive signs, some improvement. We think she could have a breakthrough soon, but the doctors are obsessed with freeing up her bed. It’s just tough, because we’re broke, so that’s why I’m here.” I rub the base of my throat, soothing it.


excelsior404: whats ur fundraising goal?



“Fourteen thousand dollars to put my sister on private life support for a week,” I say, and it’s solidified. “I’m not delusional, okay? Some families keep their loved ones around for decades. Obviously that’s insane. But with Daisy, it’s barely been seven weeks—not even two months.” My eyes feel wet all of a sudden, gross, like eggs soft boiled in their shells. It’s an obscene, unreachable goal, in more ways than one. “Just one more week, and then we’ll go from there. If she doesn’t wake up at that point, that’s on her.”


burr9ty: how do we know its for ur sister



“What kind of proof do you want? A doctor’s note? A copy of my medical bills?”


burr9ty has signed off



“That’s the spirit. Anyone else want my sister to croak?”


karnie_vibes: no :)

karnie_vibes: i mean

karnie_vibes: no :(

excelsior404: where r u?



“New York City.”


excelsior404: same!!

jackofnotrades1: i went to the zoo there like 10 yrs ago

jackofnotrades1: there was a snow leopard

excelsior404: nice ive been to the zoo

karnie_vibes: that’s cool



“So, what should we do? Should we chat? Anyone know any good jokes? Should we do an apartment tour?” I pick up my laptop and spin around in a circle. “This is the sweet life in the Big Apple, ladies and gentlemonsters.”


karnie_vibes: i’m in vancouver

excelsior404: where do u live in the city?



I angle the camera toward the army of plants colonizing every corner of the room. “Anyone want to buy a plant? I’m selling them online.”


karnie_vibes: nice

excelsior404: drop a link



I copy and paste the link to my listings in the stream chat.

“Meet my plants. That one stinks: Stinker. That one’s called Prego on account of its big-belly leaves. This one is Stage Five Clinger. That one that’s got thorns sticking out of it? Stabby. That one is Eeyore. Majorly depressed.”


saxophone22: lol depression isn’t funny

burr9ty has signed on



“My mom got me a big red prayer plant as a housewarming gift when I first moved in. I freaked when I realized I could sell it for sixty dollars online. I’ve been chasing that high ever since, I’ll be honest. I’ve carefully cultivated this creepy coven over the past couple of months.”


crabbybob: i cant grow plants

crabbybob: its sooo hard sheeesh

burr9ty: its not that hard? lol



“It’s not rocket surgery, anyway. Plants reproduce sexually or asexually, which is cool. Some female plants even have eggs. But propagation is different. With most plants, you can just cut off a stem with leaves and stick it in water for a couple of weeks. With other plants, you have to divide up the root structure. With something like a succulent, you can just plant a whole-ass leaf. I picked up some succulents the other day from Home Depot.” I gesture at the empty cardboard box still on the floor by my bed. “Twenty for forty dollars and I’m going to sell them for ten dollars each.”


excelsior404: hi Odelia Danvers



“What the fuck?”


excelsior404: ur online listings r tied to ur account lol it says ur name

burr9ty: does anyone call you OD

burr9ty: like overdose



I go into the chat history and delete my original message.

“It’s Dell to you. Mademoiselle Dell. Unless you donate, or buy one of these plants, in which case you can call me whatever you want. Except Odelia. Negatory.”

Odelia. All inviting up front, shriveled at the tail end.


karnie_vibes: do you ship to vancouver



“If you pay for shipping, I’ll send a plant to the moon for you.”


karnie_vibes: lol how would i get it from the moon

excelsior404: i’ll give u $5 if u eat those jalapenos



I put the laptop back down on my desk and lift up the jalapeño plant. It’s pretty and lush, an outgrowth of peppers like tiny red dog boners.

“Five dollars a pepper?”


excelsior404: no just $5



“Anyone else want to get in on this?”


crabbybob: hi everyone!!!!

jackofnotrades1: hi crabbybob

jackofnotrades1: ok

jackofnotrades1: ill donate $5 if you eat all of them

karnie_vibes: lol



“Crabbybob, keep up. Are you in or are you out?”


crabbybob: lol

crabbybob: ummmmmm

crabbybob: no

excelsior404: ill donate $10 if u eat all of them



“Good.”

I’m currently selling this plant for fifteen dollars. There are five peppers on it. I can eat them all now, make a couple bucks, give it another month or so for the peppers to grow back, and then sell the plant for the same price later. It’s child’s play. “You’ve got a deal, excelsior404, if that is your real name.”


excelsior404: its not lol





I pick the first pepper off its stem. There is no resistance, just a quick and cool snap. I put it in my mouth and chew. A touch of spice, like black pepper, gathers in my right cheek like a spank. I swallow everything, including the seeds and stem. The pain is there, but it’s minimal. The real pain will hit my stomach in ten minutes or so, when the pepper pulp reaches my digestive tract. I eat the second jalapeño, the third, the fourth. The pain doesn’t accumulate but rather stays at a manageable wavelength, flames licking gently at the roof of my mouth. When I get to the last pepper, I rip it off its stem with a snarl, sending seeds flying everywhere. Little white projectiles. Soon the plant is picked dry. I swirl the hot saliva around my mouth and swallow that, too, warming and acidic.

I cough, and that’s when I feel it: a little rattle in my left ear. The tiniest pinprick, an ever-so-slight distortion in the sounds around me.


karnie_vibes has donated $5



“Thanks, slut.”


jackofnotrades1 has donated $5

excelsior404 has donated $10

cindyrella has donated $1



“You know the phrase ‘Every dollar counts’ isn’t literal, right, cindyrella?”

I try to get whatever it is out of my ear with my pinkie nail, and then a pencil eraser, and then the tip of the pencil.


crabbybob has donated $2



“Nice one, crabbybob. Is that what you tip at restaurants, too?”

I look at my LiveCast balance: twenty-three dollars, redeemable at any time to a connected bank account. That’s grocery money. Even if Nik doesn’t give me my paycheck, I can eat this week. And I made more in ten minutes than I make in an hour at work. I’m good at this, I think. I cradle the feeling, keep it close. I’m good at this.


crabbybob: nooo way

jackofnotrades1: u have to tip 10–20% at restaurants

excelsior404: don’t tip 10% pls

excelsior404: i was a waiter

karnie_vibes: same

karnie_vibes: i worked at a coffee shop lolol

jackofnotrades1: i’m not tipping 10% for coffee

synthzorth: is ur sister in the hospital

synthzorth: live stream a visit



I lean my head to the left and shake it. What’s in there, a jalapeño seed?

“What about the rest of you: Donating or loitering? I don’t like loitering. It provokes me.”


synthzorth: i’m not donating



“You’re not donating? You’ve decided?”


synthzorth: ya i’m just here to watch



“Blocked,” I say, pressing the button by synthzorth’s screen name.


karnie_vibes: damn thats savage



“I’m not doing this for fun,” I say. “I mean, who am I kidding? Eating jalapeños was pretty fun.”


cindyrella: jalapenos aren’t even spicy

cindyrella: they’re only a 2,500 on the scoville scale



“Nerd-to-English translation?”


cindyrella: it’s the number of drops of water you need to not taste a drop of pure pepper or hot sauce

cindyrella: anything over 100,000 is actually spicy

cindyrella: like a habanero



“How much would you pay to watch me eat a habanero?”


cindyrella: i wouldn’t

karnie_vibes: nooooo

excelsior404: $10



“Good.”



It’s easy to shoplift at Whole Foods. Security guards are stationed by the entrance but during the after-work rush, they wouldn’t know where to look: moshing hordes of the living dead, cans of seltzer smuggled in the pockets of a coat, a bar of chocolate slipped into a back pocket. This is especially true at the Bryant Park location with its briefcased midtownies and the steady slam of clumsy tourists. An average-looking white woman of medium height can slip in and out with ease.

Habaneros. Where are the habaneros? I downloaded the LiveCast app on my phone before I left the house so I could take my stream with me on a little field trip. I hold my phone in front of me as I walk so my viewers can see what I’m seeing. If this were a regular day, I would go to the hot food section upstairs and eat one or two falafels while I pretended to look around. Then I would get an energy drink from the fridge and finish it as I roamed the aisles. I would throw out the empty can in the women’s bathroom, then wander and stuff items into my bag at random: prepackaged sushi, pockmarked cubes of pepperjack cheese, teriyaki seaweed snacks. When I was done, I would walk right past security and emerge into the havoc of Sixth Avenue.

But today is different. I have people with me, operatives I can talk to through the walkie-talkie of my phone as I do recon. My LiveCast rank jumps from 522,084 to 515,842.


cindyrella: OMG whole foods is da bomb

jackofnotrades1: thats wher i get my shampoo and conditioner

jackofnotrades1: where



“Over and out. We’re going in.”


karnie_vibes: whole foods is too boojee

excelsior404: *bougie

karnie_vibes: i spell it like that on purpose

karnie_vibes: its ironic

excelsior404: u say over and out at the end of a sentence not the beginning



“Maybe I was being ironic, too.”

No habaneros in the produce aisle. I stop an employee and he says they don’t stock them at this location.

I should just go. But to leave the store, I have to pass the fridges by the cash register, and the sight of the cold drinks drenched in condensation makes my mouth water. I nab a Pink Lady Apple Kombucha and take another lap around the store to finish it.


karnie_vibes: dont get caught!!!

jackofnotrades1: check out the snack aisle

jackofnotrades1: they have terra chips

jackofnotrades1: i love that shit

cindyrella: OMG barf



Presently, I find myself alone in the nut and grain aisle. A rare occasion I mark by opening the Brazil nut dispenser and allowing two perfect, fattened nuts to dribble into my palm. I’ve never had a Brazil nut before. They’re oily and tender. I grab a premade caprese sandwich from the deli section and head out, chittering with my viewers as if nothing out of the ordinary is happening, because it isn’t. I shoplift all the time. The only difference is that now I have an audience cheering me on.

But then a hand appears on my shoulder. “Come with me,” a security guard says, and I want to bolt. My plan has always been to bolt. Store security can’t follow you out, so of course you run. And I’m so close, mere steps from being outside, but his hand on my shoulder is stiff, and his eyes are more tired than angry, so I let him lead me to the back of the store through a door marked “Employees Only.”



Inside the employee lounge are an oppressively clean tile floor and a magnet-free fridge. There are two employees at the lunch table. They pause their conversation to stare at me. The security guard leads me through a door marked “Security” where another guard waits, a woman. Her name tag says “Kels” and the man holding my arm is “Jiro.” Kels glances at me before looking back at a five-by-five grid of screens, a varicolored chaos of security footage that must cover every aisle of the store. And there’s the nut and grain aisle, in the top left corner. My empty kombucha bottle is a bright pink beacon on the shelf. My phone is now deep in my back pocket. My viewers can’t see but they can hear everything. And part of me is happy to have someone here for this: witnesses, spectators.

“What’s your name?” Jiro asks me as he sits down beside Kels.

“Mary,” I say.

“Mary what?”

“Mary J. Blige.”

“Can I see your ID?”

“I don’t have any,” I say. Jiro and Kels look at each other.

“You don’t have anything with your name on it?” he asks.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t carry ID with me. I prefer to lie low.”

“Is that right?” Jiro asks. “So, what’s in the bag, MJB?”

“This bag?” I ask, pointing to the bulging canvas bag on my shoulder.

“Correct.”

Perhaps I should be more nervous, alone in this back room with two security guards. But this doesn’t feel so much good-cop/bad-cop as tired-cop/bored-cop, and my viewers embolden me. They’re all listening, and if I’m fucked, then I might as well put on a good show.

Kels has been silent this entire time, her arms crossed over her sizable chest, her eyes glazed over.

“Hey,” I say. “This was a mistake. I just started walking out by accident. I’ll pay for everything.”

“Why don’t you show us what’s in the bag first?”

I take the sandwich out and toss it to Jiro. It hits his shin and falls to the ground. He looks at it but doesn’t pick it up.

“Anything else?” he asks.

“No.”

“And what did you say your name was?”

“I didn’t.”

He looks at Kels. “Go ahead and call NYPD.”

“Wait, hold on,” I say. “Why are you calling the police? I thought we were talking it out.”

“Our system runs facial recognition software, and we have camera footage of you shoplifting a dozen times in the last two months, at three different Whole Foods. And you won’t tell us your name. I call that petit larceny and possession of stolen goods. And lying about your identity to law enforcement, which can get you charged with perjury or a misdemeanor.”

“Are you law enforcement? Really? Supermarket security counts as law enforcement?”

“Ma’am—”

“Are you two paid enough for this? I mean, come on. Fifteen dollars an hour to call the police on people who walk out with, like, some bok choy?”

“Twenty-five dollars an hour,” Kels says.

“Shit. That’s awesome.”

“Could be worse.” Kels grunts. She gets up with effort and leaves the room.

“Are you going to call the police?” I ask Jiro. “Is she going to call the police?”

He nods and takes his phone out, starts playing a block matching game. His phone emits bubbly zings and whooshes, a mélange of celebratory sound effects, as he clears away rows of fruit jelly cubes.

I cross my arms and eye the clock on the wall. If I still had a job at Juice Body, I would be late for work. “So, what now?”

“We wait.”

“You actually expect me to wait here?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Can I at least eat then?” I ask, gesturing toward the caprese sandwich on the floor. He shrugs. I pick it up and lean against the wall by the door, unwrapping the plastic. My back pocket vibrates with message after message. I take a bite and watch Jiro play his game, the flamboyant shapes and colors reflected in his eyeballs. He beats a level and his phone lets out a celebration jingle and a deep-voiced “Oh yeah.” I take advantage of his distraction and scoot over slightly so that I can just graze the door behind my back. I guide my elbow to the door handle, testing my weight against it.

“Want a bite?” I hold the sandwich out to Jiro. He shakes his head but doesn’t look up. “Suit yourself.” I press down lightly on the door handle again. It’s not locked. I just have to go for it. Press down hard and sprint out.

Three, two, one.

Three, two, one.

Three, two and a half.

I whip the door open. Jiro is up in an instant. I can hear his footsteps and the manic jingling of the keys on his belt behind me. He reaches for me, but I chuck the rest of my sandwich at his head and slip past him, out of the employee lounge and into the store, past a dozen carts and swinging baskets and too-slow shoppers. And then I’m out. I’m on Sixth Avenue and the police aren’t here yet, but they will be soon. They’ll have plenty of pictures of me from the security footage. But they won’t have my name, that’s what matters. I’ll just never go back to Whole Foods again. It’s a pity, but it’s doable. They didn’t have what I needed anyway.



I disappear into the mob of Times Square and reemerge a few blocks away in Hell’s Kitchen, strobe lights of adrenaline flashing across my brain. I check in with my viewers, and it’s no longer just five or six stragglers, but thirty whole people in here. How did that happen? My LiveCast ranking has gone up to 440,382. I scroll up and read through the chats.


burr9ty: is she gonna be okay

trutherdare: 0.0

trutherdare: omg

burr9ty: bet

cindyrella: i hate brazil nuts

burr9ty: almonds r the best

cindyrella: top 5 maybe

cindyrella: i like pistachios

burr9ty: shes running

trutherdare: OMG

trutherdare: OMG OMG

jimpix: hi everyone



I read up on a hundred messages as I catch my breath, emboldened, heartened. There are about 700,000 streamers on LiveCast and, according to the rankings, I’m now in the mid-400,000s. That’s impressive for half a day of streaming. More than impressive. The higher my ranking, the more viewers I’ll have coming in, the more money. Not that I should index on today’s performance. The algorithm could be manipulating me as a first-day streamer, giving me a taste of momentum and upward mobility so I keep coming back and striving for more.

LiveCast rankings are fairly opaque: an internet search reveals a complicated algorithm that includes not just viewer count but chat velocity, donation percentage, returning versus new viewers, viewer watch duration, drop rate, and a handful of other metrics. I don’t have that many viewers, but I still managed to jump over 200,000 spots today. That’s pretty dope.

“Hello, new friends, new enemies. Where did you all come from?”


karnie_vibes: i shared ur stream w my group chats!!!

crabbybob: i told my friends to watch

crabbybob: because ur insano



“I’m doing great, thanks for asking, crabbybob. I appreciate your concern. Bummed they didn’t have habaneros. But otherwise I’m swell.”


trutherdare: ARE YOU OKAY



“Yeah, well. I don’t like running. I don’t like sweating. And I’m still hungry. All I’ve eaten today is a bite of a shitty sandwich and some snacks.”


excelsior404 has donated $10

excelsior404: legend



“Legend, no. Maybe.”


excelsior404: steal from the rich and give to yourself?



“I’m not going to spend fifteen dollars on a sandwich while I’m raising money for a good cause. Consider the optics.”


excelsior404: lmao

trutherdare: ^_^

excelsior404: consider them considered



I go to the dollar pizza joint on my block and buy two plain slices and a Diet Coke ($3.50). I shovel the pizza into my maw with one hand while keeping the camera on me with the other. My stomach tumbles like a dishwasher after all that gluten and dairy and oil, but I don’t mind. Camera trained on my open mouth full of tomato sauce and doughy cud, I feel like I’m sharing a meal with friends. It’s nothing like Nik watching me on his baby monitor at Juice Body as I slurp down free surplus smoothies after a customer has left the store. The line between surveillance and communion is thin but strong: not a knife’s edge but a discernible, navigable border.




(!) You have a new private message



I see the notification banner pop up at the top of my LiveCast tab. I click to open the private message. I split my screen so I can see my stream, my stream chat, and my private messages at the same time.


excelsior404: hey Dell

excelsior404: what’s up

mademoiselle_dell: u know what’s up

mademoiselle_dell: ur in my stream

excelsior404: lol okay

excelsior404: just wanted to say hi

excelsior404: im glad you didnt get arrested

mademoiselle_dell: hi

excelsior404: what’s up

excelsior404: im looking for something good to watch

excelsior404: do you have any recs

mademoiselle_dell: no

excelsior404: do you watch much tv?

excelsior404: or movies

mademoiselle_dell: no

excelsior404: lol okay one word answers

excelsior404: rude

mademoiselle_dell: u like when im rude

mademoiselle_dell: thats why u follow me

excelsior404: lol yeah i guess

excelsior404: whats ur favorite tv show

excelsior404: or like top five

mademoiselle_dell: no

excelsior404: aw youre not even going to share one? :(



I click into excelsior404’s profile. His picture is an anime-style avatar. Following: lots of male streamers in tank tops and backward hats, lots of political accounts calling for the end of white genocide. Account created: twelve years ago. Followers: zero. No streams of his own, but it seems that this guy basically lives here.


excelsior404: im curious about you

mademoiselle_dell: i cant multitask

mademoiselle_dell: i cant read my private chats and my stream chat at the same time

excelsior404: oh yeah i get it

excelsior404: no rush

excelsior404: i just wanted to learn more about you and your sister

mademoiselle_dell: not now

excelsior404: ok ok ill message you when youre less busy

excelsior404: and youll answer then

excelsior404: because i looked you up and i found some interesting things

excelsior404: that you probably don’t want your other viewers to know

excelsior404: talk to you later :)

mademoiselle_dell: ok lol

mademoiselle_dell: bye bye beta boy





I try not to be home much now that it’s summer. The air in my apartment is thick and warm, the walls moist with condensation. A greenhouse for my flowering queens, air thick with estrogen and progesterone. Here’s the deal with my place: it’s a steal by Manhattan standards. Sixteen hundred for a studio is unheard of, and so I snagged it super-quick when I left the NYU dorms toward the end of the spring semester. But here’s the real deal with my place: it doesn’t have windows, and it doesn’t have a bathroom. Just a lonely stainless steel sink, like in a jail cell. My mom would have an aneurysm. This Lilliputian kingdom consists of a lofted bed with a desk underneath, a dresser, a mini fridge, and a microwave—and plants. Far too many plants. There’s no shared bathroom in the hall, either. It’s an illegal unit, which is to say, it was carved out of Lee’s apartment. I live in what was once their closet: the brackets are still there from the shelf rods, and I can see the faintest outline of where the doorframe was painted over. I can brush my teeth and get drinking water in here, but not much else.

When I first moved in, the landlord suggested that I get a twenty-dollar monthly membership to the 24-hour gym on the ground level so I could use their bathroom whenever I wanted. I’m not going to lie, I did that for a whole month. But I was used to it from dorm life, so it wasn’t so bad, and ironically, I got in great shape going up and down the five flights of stairs to the gym so often. But one day I ran down to take a shit and found that the gym was closed for renovations. I didn’t know what to do. Find a restaurant that would let me use their bathroom? Go back to my apartment and shit in a hat, a bucket, a bowl?

That’s how I met Lee. I ran back up the stairs and banged on their apartment door. They answered in a sports bra and overalls, towering over me with their brassy green eyes and toothy smile. They had on a set of knuckle rings that said “FUZZ.”

“You have my bathroom,” I said to them.

“What?”

“I live next door and my bathroom is in your apartment.”

“No, it’s not.”

“I don’t have time to explain. Can I use your bathroom?”

They considered me for a moment, and then stepped aside to let me through. I locked myself in their bathroom for half an hour, luxuriating in the first nonpublic bathroom I’d used in four weeks.
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