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Preface
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The world my last novel was conceived in doesn’t exist anymore. With each sunrise to sunset, every day passes with its own distilled memories. How important they are will be determined by your own personal metrics. It’s why I romanticize New Year’s Eve as this chance to fondly reflect on the highs and lows of our existence. You often find small things while gathered around busy diners eating Chinese food that’ll make you laugh, realizing that maybe the year wasn’t so bad. Despite some being more notorious, I resent the “this was the worst ever” jokes because it ignores accomplishments, or the simple fact that we’re still here. 

To shrink the scope from a concept as all-encompassing as time, another reason the world feels different is that 2019 brought with it a pandemic that killed millions and divided my homeland more than any contemporary political debate had up to that point. It’s resulted in a lot more hostility and antisocial behavior. There’s been backlash and censorship. No matter what Covid-19 took from you, we share a collective trauma that not everybody has decided to address. There has been outright denial, rejection of discussion on how fragile human life is. As someone who consumed daily news coverage of nurses having mental breakdowns and hospitals with 0% capacity, it was a terrible time to be alive. Having people in Orange County getting pissy that, during a time when no cure was available for a fatal virus, their precious Fuddruckers wasn’t open made me realize that we collectively had lost the plot. 

Somewhere in a dark period, I became fixated on a prompt. Most of my writing stems from this idea that’s not dissimilar from the academic essay assignment where you’re forced to be a bit creative and pull together something from an odd mix of resources. With the turmoil running through my brain, I felt the need to explore a complicated, possibly unanswerable, question reflecting my need to find optimism where I can: 
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Is it possible for the next generation to have it better than the last?
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As a child of the 1990s, I grew up with certain values around what it meant to be American. This included a sense of innovation, of anticipating the future with camaraderie for your fellow man. I recognize now that life is more complicated than that, but I still want to believe in a concept that has been repurposed for a variety of causes. For those suffering through a moment in time, it’s likely that somebody will pat you on the back and suggest, “things will get better.” Even as I struggle to figure out when that is in 2025, I’m looking at the annual milestones and realizing somewhere amid wreckage are remnants of a positive memory.

Along with the larger concept of time marching on and a pandemic creating roadblocks, being in your 30s makes you self-aware of certain torches being passed. My friends have children in grade school. Gen-Z have become the target demographic and with that a recognition of “aging into irrelevance.” Spend enough time on TikTok and you’ll find the occasional battle of the generations where each one mocks the other for artificial reasons. It’s another recognition that time likes to play cruel jokes and that, yes, we’re all doomed to become punchlines. Upon the publication of this novel, I’m only a few months removed from the announcement of a THIRD generation being underneath me. At some point you have to realize that Millennials can either remain the butt of jokes, or they can try to be the cool mentors we wished we had in the early 2000s.

This is how I landed on “Lava Lamp.” During long periods of retrospection, I questioned the ways contemporary society paralleled my youth. When I started outlining in 2021, my narrative was a tad more... optimistic. I had a draft suggesting the pandemic made breakthroughs in tolerance. Ironically, the further into a more concrete outline I got, things were looking worse with legislation appearing in congress that hinted at worse to come. Given my need for something “contemporary,” this meant I kept shifting the goalposts because too much was not only becoming inconvenient, but suddenly the narrative went from “things are better” back to the shoulder shrug of “things will get better.” I eventually settled on 2022 for reasons expressed, though the months leading up to that breakthrough were full of doubt.

While I feature plot beats from five different generations, my emphasis was on the role Millennials play as mentors to Gen-Z and Gen Alpha especially. There is a search for camaraderie as everybody realizes that their worlds may be different, but instinctively similar. I love exploring duality and our cyclical nature, especially when those values are incongruent; meaning the significance doesn’t weigh on the characters equally or crescendo as harmoniously as we’d like. Everybody’s life is different, and I am a fan of exploring arcs that begin and end at odd intervals. For example, the first two sections emphasize the older characters while the third is more anticipatory towards the younger. It’s the idea that our lives matter even when nothing significant is happening. We’re providing value for somebody else’s arc.

I must express some caution to readers. This novel exists under the umbrella of generational trauma and overcoming personal struggles. Spending years worried about Covid-19 resulted in me being obsessed with mortality and legacy. The loss of family and friends meant I was processing personal loss alongside thousands dying daily. The world was feeling emptier and I needed to piece together a larger sense of history. There needed to be a narrative about survival that was ultimately hopeful. Not only that, but I wanted to explore how a mentor can be a force for good when they’re personally struggling to get through the day. 

*To reiterate, this novel will get dark. Certain chapters feature mental health struggles including depression and suicidal ideation. There are also passages centered around psychological and physical abuse. Part 2 is especially harrowing and has the bulk of discomfort. 

Not every character will make it to the final page. My plan is to deconstruct the soul and find nuance within. I want to break stereotypes with dimensionality. I do this to suggest that the world is full of mystery and contradiction. This is a love story, at least in the sense of understanding why we choose to love and how difficult that can sometimes be. To suggest love is always easily understood would be untrue. Sometimes you need to accept the mystery with the tangible. 

Given where the world is in 2025, I’m not sure that we’ve reached the point where the old standby is true. Have things gotten better? I believe the answer is no. Even then the past five years have connected me with a lot of amazing people that have shared great opinions. For as much as it hurts to see them oppressed, I am grateful that they feel comfortable enough to share them. 

On a more personal note, any year where I release a novel is great for that reason alone. As I approach the back half of my 30s, I return to questioning how I can be a better mentor to the younger generations, offering optimism to people born long after I graduated high school. At the same time, I’ll ask how I can persevere and move forward even on dark days. Even if they don’t feel that way now, I have to believe that things will get better. In some ways they already have. It’s far from perfect, but every victory matters more than you think. 

Lava Lamp
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Prelude:
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Independence Day in L.A. County

I

Laughter was heard somewhere in the darkness. With a punch to the arm, they resolved their issues like they always had.  

When they received unwanted company, they ran inside, hid behind bushes, and denied everything. This was tradition. What started as cheap thrills turned into experimenting with how long it could work.

A swaying bottle dangled between fingers. Their guinea pig fumbled with the main attraction for another few minutes. 

“You ready?”

“Jus ‘bout.”

The man tripped over the sidewalk dip. Everyone laughed as he ran several feet before falling onto the grass.

The bottle shattered. Liquor soaked into the weed-infested lawn. With an exasperated sigh, he pushed the shards aside.

The guinea pig flipped the cap to his zippo. 

Underneath the shadowy light he declared, “Who would like to do the honors?”

The grass-stained man ran a finger down the scaly circle. 

“All right.”

With a deep sigh, he recalled tradition.

“THREE... TWO... ONE!”

“We have liftoff.”

He hugged his friends with anticipation. This wasn’t something from the Red Devil booth. It was a special import. They knew a guy in San Diego who made the rounds every June.

Here it comes...

They watched the projectile enter the night sky. Now it was everybody’s problem.

––––––––
[image: ]


K

A

B

O

O

M

––––––––
[image: ]


Everything was perfect (for a split second). A car alarm signaled the next step. They locked the door and shut off the lights before cracking open bottles and clinking in celebration of another successful year.

II

Niamh Belinda Arness-Joyner, known to friends as Bel, covered her ears and pulled the blanket off her mattress. She imagined war footage. Bombs raining from the sky. She thought of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and how innocent people suffered for other’s arrogance. Those devastating injuries changing a happy life in an instant. Why would anyone cause such madness when...
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She took deep breaths. That’s what she was supposed to do. Anything to steady her heart. She prayed for something to stop the pain. 

“How are you doing, Ni-Ni?” 

A slender hand sprawled over a nearby lava lamp. The red globs slid around aimlessly while blue fingernails tapped the sides with blissful percussion. The sight was unattractive to outsiders.

With an angelic smile, she sat on the bed in a sequined white dress. Every sparkle flashed brusquely. 

“I have missed you.”

There was a fluttering laugh. Had it been the only thing Bel heard it would be the most rejuvenating sound in the universe. 

“Don’t you worry. I’m always here.” 

She bestowed a soft hand. Bel imagined gripping so tightly that she could absorb her confidence, creating a pathway into her world. She admired the hand, wondering how to communicate everything this touch meant to her. The anxiety was fading, yet her heart never felt normal. How could it be when she wasn’t?

She gazed through the darkness. 

“You’re looking better.” 

“Thanks.”

“Did you get a haircut?”

“One could say.”

Sequins illuminated fractions. Every hair was finally in place. She did an amazing job with her make-up. Her angular cheeks on a porcelain face were statuesque. 

As another BOOM went off, Bel recoiled. Her legs kicked her chest as the blankets moved around her head. 

She reached over for a hug while whispering into her ear:

“Everything will be all right.”

Bel thought of those words pouring from the mouths of her peers, her parents, even people after the funeral, but they all came with a Hallmark quality. Nobody knew how to describe Bel. Not even herself. Except her. Arms draping over Bel’s weary torso was the closest thing to heaven. She wanted to kiss her; to perform some act of gratitude that would get her to stay this time. 

Instead she sat in silence trying not to ruin the moment. 

The fireworks ceased. She opened her eyes in time to notice the void. She imagined looking at Earth from above and pondering over its many wonders. Her body was free. The next time she saw fireworks it would fill her with the same joy everyone else had.

“Mind if I play you a song? It’s one we used to play in middle school.”

Bel nodded. 

Reaching under the bed, the woman retrieved an acoustic guitar. She strummed before cringing.

“What?”

“When’s the last time you tuned this?”

“I don’t play much anymore.”

“Bel, Bel, Bel.”

With every bent note, everything came more into focus.

“This song goes out to Bel. Nobody was listening but you, and I’m glad you still are.”

Bel gasped. It was “Ocean Avenue” by Yellowcard. A radio staple about escaping this town and running forever. That was the dream from when they didn’t know any better. 

She sang octaves nobody heard her sing before. Tears streamed down Bel’s cheek as she tried to make out her silhouette amid distortion of distant lights. Everything escaped except essence. She felt alive.

As she reached the bridge, she stopped.

“Sorry, I forgot if this part is guitar or violin. Never learned tabs.”

“Glad to see things haven’t changed.”

Nothing changed over those 20 years. 

Bel recalled the album cover of an unknown girl. She was facing the camera, but the overexposure of the background sun caused her to appear in shadow. She remembered asking once: 

“Who is that?”

“I don’t know.”

Some mysteries were better left unsolved. 

The final chords transitioned to a triumphant, overdone strum. With a fangirlish cheer Bel almost fell from her chair. She bowed with false modesty before putting the guitar down. 

“Don’t worry, Bel. We’ll make it work.”

“I know we did.”

“We’ll have a child and they’ll be the most intelligent, accomplished person in the world.”

“Yeah, with whose genes?”

“Oh, Ni-Ni.”

There was a pause. 

With a silly grin, Bel listened to the nothingness. She tried to see it as a good thing for once.

“And if there’s one thing you should know, it’s that...”
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“I...”

The light pierced the room, temporarily blinding Bel.
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She worked her way past the floor and towards the bed.
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She was temporarily blinded by the sequins whose luminosity shot in every direction.
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“..love...”
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Bel turned in time to cherish the face she had so desperately wanted to see.
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“...you.”

Her heart stopped.

III

For the first time, she had seen Jo Arness as she always wanted to be noticed. Her brunette hair hung over her face. The blue eyes delved into Bel’s soul. There was eagerness to lean forward and touch her while she still could. 

She had to accept that reality was returning. This was Jo. This was Jo as she always wanted to be seen and never was. She was more beautiful. She was everything.

With the piercing light reaching its zenith, everything dissipated. Her life was back to how it normally was. In real time it was only five seconds. But they were some of the most euphoric. She could reach out and kiss those lips or feel the soft touch of her hand rolling down her shoulder. Maybe a cute giggle would help her get up for the next few days.

It used to freak her out how numbing Independence Day felt. As more time passed, she accepted that nobody would check on her. She became lost in the lava lamp, mesmerized by its scattered appearance. It would be a long time before it all came together again. 

Closing her eyes, she tried to recall the good times. With a blanket wrapped around her, she fell into the sweet middle ground where she was neither asleep nor cognizant of her surroundings. 

On these days it was the best place to stay.
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Pt. I: Concealer
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Chapter One:

99% Perspiration

Sonya Diane Marquez watched as a trio of preteens ran inside. Faint applause rose as a worn-out sound system frazzled with noise.

The affect-heavy vocals played out of harmony to the backing track, “We don’t talk about Bruno, no, no, no...” as the previous performer approached her parents. The father gave a seismic hug and lifted her off the ground. 

Birds were chirping while a motorcycle sputtered to life. This startled the girl now clinging to Sonya’s hand.

“Take a deep breath. Remember.”

The girl looked up at her.

“Breathe in.”

She inhaled.

“Breathe out.”

She exhaled.

Smiling, she adjusted a few strands of hair covering the child’s eyes. She noticed the paper in her hand and retrieved it without struggle.

“You’re going to do great, Izzy. I believe in you. Remember how much we’ve practiced? I know you got the words down.”

“But what if I screw up?”

“Then I’ll screw up with you. It takes a lot of courage to stand in front of others and be yourself. Trust me. Even at my age it’s difficult sometimes.”

“But they’ll laugh at me.”

“So?”

“I don’t like when they laugh at me.”’

“It’s the last day of summer camp, Izzy. Even if you see these people again, I don’t think they’re going to hold one mistake against you.” Sonya paused. “But, but that’s not going to happen, okay? We’re going to go out there and show them how great we are, okay?” She touched her shoulder. “And besides, your mother will be there no matter what happens.” There was another pause followed by a warm smile. “So what do you think? You got this?”

Sonya opened her arms. She didn’t say anything as Izzy’s head grazed her blouse. The snot would blend in with the manic flower pattern. If she was lucky it would fall into the blue in-between.

“So are you ready?”

They were just in time to hear the ending of “We Don’t Talk About Bruno.” With only three girls, the overlapping vocals weren’t harmonious. The right side singer hogged the microphone. Nobody knew what “Isabela” was supposed to be singing. Izzy abruptly laughed as they failed to end at the same time.

“Don’t talk a—”  “Bruno!”  “-up Bruno!”

“Isabela” got the last laugh as her “NOO!” carried. There was polite applause from other adults. The summer camp students were quicker to praise the performance as brilliant. The three curtsied while waiting for their cue to leave. The applause grew anemic.

“Okay, Izzy. Let’s get ready!”

Sarah Stover was talking with a parent on the sideline. Judgmental eyes knew to turn to her. As a parent leaned in to whisper, Sarah took notice of the three girls. They were fixated on how dirty and droopy the curtains were.

With a jogger’s walk, she whispering to the trio, “You’re good!” before turning to the crowd. With her hands behind back, she failed to recognize the microphone was still at an adolescent height. She jimmied the microphone out of the stand.

“Give it up for that wonderful rendition of ‘We Don’t Talk About Bruno.’ Weren’t they great, everyone?” Sarah waited for applause before realizing the moment had passed. “Well, uh... anyway, let’s move on to...” with a shaky hand, she pulled out a sheet of names, “...Isabelle Arness-Joyner and her Aunt Sonya with a classic from Pete’s Dragon.”

Sarah did a backwards walk while clapping along. Sonya looked at Izzy and pointed at her paper printed in 16 point Times New Roman.

Sonya gave the nod of approval for Sarah to press play on “Bop Bop Bop Bop Bop (I Love You Too).” Sonya swayed to the strings. Izzy was unable to look beyond the paper.

Izzy read the first line when she felt Sonya’s index finger tap her wrist. In response, Sonya performed a series of “bops” to different harmonies. Sonya could see Izzy growing timid as she mumbled the next line. Sonya sang the next “bops” with as much authority as she could. 

As they reached the middle of the chorus, Izzy watched Sonya making silly faces. She didn’t think that the “bops” were right. With the sounds of sneezing and growling added, Izzy finally smiled. While she missed a few lines, Sonya grabbed the paper in time to help her find her place.

A singular laugh could be heard. They both knew who it was. It was enough to carry them to the finish line. As Sonya gave the final triumphant cry of a dragon, Izzy looked at the crowd with a sheepish smile. It was then that Izzy found her: mom. As Sonya gave Izzy a congratulations hug, they found Sarah jogging quicker than last time to announce the next person.

“See, that wasn’t so bad. How do you feel?”

“I forgot some of the words.”

“Don’t worry, I messed up a little too.”

“Yeah. You were way off.”

Sonya looked stunned for a moment.

“Well fine, then. See if I go karaoke with you anytime soon.”

Izzy wanted to believe she’d miss these days. Ms. Stover was a bit airheaded but pretty good when it came to arts and crafts. She thought of the new bead sculptures sitting on the mantle with other precious Arness-Joyner heirlooms. 

“Do you think you want to be a singer?” Sonya asked.

“I do not.”

“I suppose that’s fair. I wanted to be a singer because of P.J. Harvey.”

“Is he the Family Feud guy?”

“No, she’s a singer from the 90s. I’ll play ‘Stories from the City’ for you when you’re a teenager, okay?”

“Okay.”

There was a pause.

“No, seriously. I will. You’re just going to have to remind me because your Aunt Sonya doesn’t have the best memory.”

“I’ll remember.”

“You better.”

Sonya ushered Izzy back into the auditorium. They hadn’t been seated for 40 minutes, making it was strange to bump past strangers who had sat through so many other strangers’ kids’ performances. Sonya thought it would be funny to suggest she took Izzy to the bathroom to do a rail of cocaine. She decided against it assuming Bel wasn’t a fan of self-destruction.

“You did wonderful,” Bel whispered to Izzy as she took the seat next to her. 

Bel reached under her cardigan and rubbed her bicep. Even with two years passed, she paused every time she reached the scar from when she tripped. Gone were the days of sleeveless dresses. Sonya insisted it mostly faded. It was still there, a part of her, a reminder every time she imagined strangers demeaning her in their head but, due to a false notion of politeness, never brought to light. It made her feel like a freak even though her photo album sometimes convinced her that everything else was beautiful. 

More applause.

Sonya checked a work message. She smiled as the side piece came up. Nelly Blight was wondering when she was coming over. Her legs shook from anticipation.

Sarah ran onto the stage and lifted the microphone clumsily. She looked at an old woman standing to the side of the stage.

“Is that...” Bel whispered to Sonya.

“Before we end this wonderful night, I wanted to make a quick announcement about what we will be doing this Fall. As most of you know, we have a Christmas dance recital that the school puts on and will be taking submissions in the upcoming months. But there’s something more to this...”

Bel noticed a younger woman, dressed in black with a lacy patterned shirt and a gothic make-up pallet. It wasn’t enough to scare young children, but enough to suggest she was “different” (and younger) from the other people on stage.

The old woman took the microphone. 

“For those of you who don’t know, my name is Florence Vernon and I have been teaching dance in Long Beach for about 30 years. Before that, I was a professional who toured with a variety of companies and you may have even seen me on TV once or twice.” She paused listening to some gasps. “Yes. I’m a bit too old to expect you to know what those shows were, but the announcement I would like to make is that this upcoming recital will be my official retirement. Whoever is lucky to be in my class will be responsible for the last performance I will have undertaken as a teacher.” She paused for dramatic emphasis before looking at the goth girl. “And for future productions, I will have my understudy Monique take over my position.”

Monique gave a friendly wave. 

“Do you want to say anything, Monique?” Florence asked holding out the microphone.

“All I want to say in this case is that I am proud to have worked closely with Mrs. Vernon over the past few years and I hope to do her work justice. I will be part of the recital and will be taking on the advanced class.” She paused trying to recall something else. “Oh! And I promise that whatever we do will be different. Those of you who have been to recent shows will know how Mrs. Vernon does it, but I promise you... I’m going to make it something more contemporary.”

“Just as long as we’re not out of business within the year.” Florence joked.

“I’ll try.” Monique shrugged. “Remember when we got those complaint letters over that Rihanna piece?”

“Oh,” Florence said bemused, “do I ever.”

“Anyway, if you wish to sign up for our classes, we will have a sign-up sheet by the concessions for every group from beginners to advanced. Feel free to join on what I promise will be one of the funnest, wildest events of the winter. Thank you.”

Sarah took the microphone back.

“And as Monique said, we have concessions over there.” Sarah hiccupped. “Take what you like and thank you once again for joining us this summer for another fun summer camp experience. See you next year!”

“Do you think we will?” Sonya asked, looking at Bel.

Bel shook her head.

“Mom, I don’t like singing.”

“Then you don’t have to.”

Walking towards the aisle, they saw Sarah smiling. She stuck out a hand to high-five Izzy. 

“Did you have a fun summer, Isabelle?”

She nodded.

Sarah looked at the women while pointing.

“And... you’re the mother?” Sarah said pointing at Bel.

“Right.”

There was a self-assured nod and smile.

“Your daughter was a delight to have around. I’m going to miss seeing her every day.”

“I bet you are.”

“And I know that we haven’t really talked much, but some of the other parents told me about your... predicament.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m so sorry to hear about Joel. She sounded nice.”

Even two years later, something about that extra syllable still stung. Her name was Joanne. Arguing semantics was too much hassle with someone who barely got through a summer camp presentation.

“Yeah.”

“Well...” Sarah said reaching out with an implied hug. When it wasn’t returned, she finished her comment. “... if you need anyone to talk to, you have my Facebook page.”

“Indeed, I do.”

“Goodbye, then.” Sonya said with a wave. “We have to get going.” She looked into Bel’s eyes. “We still haven’t gotten everything for dinner yet.”

Bel smiled.

“Let’s see what they got over at the snack table.” Bel inquired. “It’s been a long day.”

It was the familiar pink box array of donuts. As Izzy reached in, she pulled her brown sprinkled angel-food delight out. Bel took a traditional glazed as she watched Izzy eat. 

At the end of the line were the sign-up sheets. It asked for names, phone numbers, and e-mails. With a pen latched onto a metallic string of beads, they grabbed the beginners clipboard.

“Do you want to sign up?” Bel asked.

Izzy nodded.

“Okay.” Bel said grabbing the pen. “I’ll let you know when they send out the information.” As she approached the phone number, she looked over. “And remember, if for any reason you want to back out, you can... okay?”

Izzy nodded.

“And...” Bel said putting the final stroke on her Gmail address. “...you’re good to go.”

“You think I’ll get to work with Mrs. Vernon?”

“Well...” Sonya said while taking in her blue-inked work. “...she usually doesn’t do beginners, but maybe she’ll make an exception this time.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“I think I’ll be a good dancer.”

“I believe you can be.” Bel said. “It just takes a lot of work. You know, like singing.”

Izzy grew intimidated.

“But your aunt has a point, we need to get to the grocery store.”

They fell into a crowd of parents holding their children’s hands. Some were yelling about running too far ahead. Bel was relieved that Izzy, like her, was preternaturally cautious.

As they approached the bottom step, Bel’s palpitations were triggered. Someone could run into her from behind and she’d flail like a ragdoll. No matter how many times she saw her face, she kept freezing.

“BEL!” 

Sonya broke her trance while giving a playful side hug. 

“She’s here.”

Sonya bit her lip.

“I guess she’s been on the school’s e-mailing list since she randomly showed up to that easter egg hunt.”

“Yeah. I feel so stupid for reaching out.”

“Don’t beat yourself up. You didn’t know she would just fall back on old ways.”

“I had a feeling though. I had a feeling.”

“But it’s fine.” Sonya reached over, giving Bel a reliable kiss to soothe her. Bel was too self-conscious with showing passion in front of her. “Don’t worry about her, baby. We’ve got each other.”

“I’ll kiss you over by the car.” Bel responded. Sonya saw the twinge in her face. “I promise.”

Izzy yelled for everyone to hurry up. They had places to go and plans to keep. This was only a minor detour on their bigger map of what today looked like. Even with a kiss, she realized how much she wasn’t prepared for where things were going.

Chapter Two: 

Tripping

Bel was sure that the cereal aisle hadn’t changed more than packaging. They probably hadn’t installed a security camera after all this time. Passing a row of greeting cards, she saw Sonya blazing down the center aisle as Izzy’s left foot swung in the air.

She contemplated an ad for Gatorade. The price had gone up only a few cents. She turned the page realizing nobody survived off green-flavored electrolytes. She needed to do some real shopping.

All of the sudden she tripped. The metallic spiral was carelessly placed among Hallmark cards dedicated to making grandparents’ 70th birthday as lame brained as possible. Who were these elders in electric carts holding up bottles of indistinguishable liquor? What made them so happy? They probably lived at one of those gated communities in Florida. She was halfway to an answer.

Bel rubbed her shoulder while noticing the Dove Chocolate. Ritualistically, she tore herself free and hoped nobody saw her.

Izzy’s cries were making the rounds again. They were by the deli meats picking out Lunchables. 

“Glad you could join us,” Sonya said analyzing discounted salami before launching the container onto boxes of Cheerios and Ritz crackers.

Izzy wandered over to the Vlasic pickles.

“IZZY!” Sonya yelled, “DON’T GO TOO FAR, OKAY, IZZY!”

Bel rubbing her eyes. As she blinked, Sonya reached out a hand to rub her knuckles.

“Do you want to sit in the car?”

“It’s not that,” Bel lied, “I’m just remembering that I have a birthday coming up this year.”

“Don’t we all?”

“Yeah, but it’s the big three-five.”

“Oh. Oh, oh Bel. I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you think I’ll make it?”

“I mean, how could you not?” Sonya answered as she caught up with Izzy, “You have a family who loves you. If I have to spend hours waiting in a hospital, I’ll be there, Bel. You mean the world to me.”

“Thanks.”

“What’s wrong?” Izzy inquired while pulling herself onto the end of the shopping cart, “is mommy okay?”

Sonya looked at Bel not hiding it well.

“She’s just...” Sonya remembered the mutual word. They settled on a word colorful enough that someone could eventually figure it out.

“I tripped.” Bel replied bluntly. 

“Tripped, right,” Sonya echoed, “she tripped.

Sonya picked up a jar of pickles to read the expiration date. When she realized the morbid subtext, she turned her attention to the ingredients.

“But you’re okay now, right, mommy?”

Bel picked her up with a back-cracking hug. Izzy responded with a comical grunt. 

“I sure am, Izzy Bell.”

Sonya clicked her fingers on the shopping cart handle feeling tempted to whistle. 

“Anything else around here we need?” Sonya asked.

“Uh,” Bel uttered, “not unless you want something from over there.”

“Mommy, that’s the alcohol.”

“What’s so wrong with that? I figured you just finished summer school and deserve a celebration.”

“No.”

“I mean, when I was your age, all the cool kids were doing it.”

“Bel...”

“In fact, we all turned out just fine, right Aunt Sonya?”

“Drop it.”

Bel turned her attention to a chips display. In her mind, she had gotten more laughter. She stared at a Ruffles bag with Jayson Tatum giving a smug-ass smile. She contemplated punching it. 

“Are we still getting cake?” Izzy asked.

It was to commemorate the time that Bel tripped.

Every year she’d be on the car ride with palpitations as her foot hovered over the brakes. Sonya promised it would make her feel better. 

“Which would you like?” Sonya asked.

“How about we let Izzy decide?”

Izzy glared at the delicious art. She was disinterested in the generic. She leaned towards one with Spider-Man.

“How about that one?”

Izzy shook her head.

“Trust me Bel,” Sonya yawned, “it’s best if you just decide for yourself.”

Looking up at the pastry chef, Bel felt like she was wasting more than her family’s time. She wanted to pick prematurely just to get it done. The cake would disappear, anyway. Why waste time on exteriors?

“Do you need help with anything?” The chef asked.

“I was wondering if...” Bel began, “that blue one with the white edging on it.”

“Good choice. I’ll have it ready in five minutes.”

“Thank you.”

The chef turned attention to another customer. A young man passed by while flashing a thumbs up.

“What can I get for you today?”

“The blue one!”

“Good choice.”

Bel watched the man remove the cake from the freezer. His nimbleness kept fingers from smearing a single inch of frosting.

“I’m going to check out,” Sonya whispered, “I’ll send Izzy back around with a cart.”

Bel nodded.

“So,” the chef asked, “will you be checking out here or do you still have shopping to do?”

Bel waved her debit card.

“Would you like help to the car?” 

“I think I got it.”

“Have a good day, ma’am.”

She contemplated reprimanding Izzy for bumping the cart into her leg. She wanted to say something so mean that it would linger in her imagination well into adulthood. She promised Jo to raise their child right. She placed her clenched fist over her mouth.

“Are you okay mommy?”

“Give me a minute. I’m so sorry for being mean to you.”

“But you weren’t...”

She was fixated on a revenge fantasy she sought to remove. 

“Why, is that Bel Joyner?” came a voice from a nearby cookie display. She looked over at a gawky man in a manger’s vest. “I haven’t seen you in so long, girl, tell me how you’ve been.”

“Hello Mulroney.”

Unsure of conduct, Mulroney compromised his salutation with a mediocre handshake. 

“And how’s Izzy doing?”

“Good.”

“She just finished summer camp today and we’re having a party.”

“A party, huh?” Mulroney smirked. “You know I met your mom at a party in college before we even worked together.”

“Wow,” Izzy said unconvincingly.

“I bet she has a way nicer job now,” Mulroney paused, “don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“And don’t mind me. I may be moving up in the world pretty soon here myself.”

“You’re finally moving to corporate?”

“I’m hoping.”

“Well, good luck with that. You were always the go-getter. Surprised they haven’t bumped you up to head manager.”

“Well, it’s where I want to be. Closing shift’s enough for me most nights.” He looked over in time to see an old woman approaching him, “Listen, I have to get going but I’d love for you to come around again sometime.”

“We’ll see,” Neeve said waving, “bye!”

“Take care!”

Maybe it came from knowing him over a decade, but he was genuine. It was inspiring that Mulroney’s hard work was paying off. 

The same couldn’t be said for Bel. She was stationary. Even recognizing what could be conceived as love, maybe the best years were behind her. 

“You’ll never guess who I saw in there.”

“Who?”

“Mulroney.”

“No way. How’s our boy doing?”

“He might be moving to corporate soon.”

“Finally. That boy’s been talking about that for five years now,” Sonya paused, “anyway, let’s get a move on.”

Bel revved the ignition. It took three or four times before it turned over.

“I hate this car,” Bel muttered, “always giving me problems.”

“Well,” Sonya said with a devilish smile, “I know just the right person to help get your motor running.”

“Who?” 

Given that Izzy’s was distracted by a tablet, Sonya’s facial innuendo didn’t bother her.

“You know...”

Bel let out a deep sigh as she turned onto the main street.

“I guess. If we have no other choices.”

Chapter Three:

Nerve Endings

The nicknames started as an inside joke. After hooking up online, Sonya craved the impersonal conversations with Nelly about Just Steve. Was it his slender physique and generic niceness? Maybe his mediocre face? Sonya determined after their first threesome that it was something cosmic. Not only could she access Nelly, but Just Steve really knew how to use his body. Sonya would go limp and stare at the ceiling as her vocal register hit levels she rarely shared with anyone. Nelly would be there, smiling, waiting for Sonya’s arm to wrap around her neck for a kiss before switching positions. Sonya liked to think she was smiling, anyway. It was hard to remember as three became one momentarily before separating with heavy gasps.

Sonya was initially nervous about hooking up with “Nelly Blight” Sinclair and Just Steve, but Bel insisted it was fine. A peck on the cheek one night found her recoiling from Sonya. They both agreed that it wasn’t appropriate to allow Sonya’s libido to suffer. She took quickly to being a unicorn. She found a new vulnerability. It blossomed every time Just Steve used his tongue, or Nelly’s fingers worked up her legs and tickled every nerve as she laughed.

She looked at Just Steve’s ass in a pair of blue jeans hunched over their car. When was the last time she pulled them down and caressed? She bit her lip as he turned gears and checked the oil stick. It gave her time to admire his forearms. They always knew where to go. He could be protective in the most intimate of moments. His barely shaved beard did it for her. No sentiments. Just complete submissiveness and trust.

His ass had distracted her from the memory of the nickname. She returned to early text messages from just shy of their first month together. She felt more comfortable with Nelly because she was more explicitly into her. 

––––––––
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“So what do you call him?” – SONYA

“Just Steve.” – NELLY

“Steve?” – SONYA

“No, Just Steve. It’s an inside joke we’ve had since we met in college where people tried to learn his last name but he would say he was ‘just steve.’ ” – NELLY

“Ok...” – SONYA

“I really like Just Steve. He gets me.” – SONYA

“He does? But he hasn’t even said five words to you.” – NELLY

“Wait...” – NELLY

“I know what’s going on...” – NELLY

“Huh?” – SONYA

“It’s his dick.” – NELLY

“Huh?” – SONYA

“It’s okay, I like it too.” – NELLY

“Oh...” – SONYA

“I suppose that’s part of it.” – SONYA

“Part of it? What else is there?” – NELLY

“His personality?” – SONYA

“LMFAO. You’re so funny.” – NELLY

“What?” – SONYA

“You don’t find him interesting?” – SONYA

“Oh I do...” – NELLY

“But I’ve also been with him for seven years.” – SONYA

“Wow, congrats.” – NELLY

“Don’t mention it.” – SONYA

––––––––
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Sonya cherished that exchange. It felt like the rite of passage. She had learned the origin of the dumbest nickname anyone’s ever had. Just Steve. It wasn’t like he shortened it. While Nelly had been quick to call Sonya “Ya-Ya,” nobody really had a name for her. It wasn’t until Sonya got home one night, intoxicated on hormonal overload, that she revealed everything to Bel. From her bedroom door, Bel threw out the remark, “I’m glad you had fun with that Nelly blight.” 

It was a clever nickname. Nelly Blight. So chic. Like something you’d hear at a roller derby. Sonya imagined Nelly thrusting herself into her body. She was a blight... but a good one. She wasn’t really thinking about etymology as her pelvis pulsated and toes curled. She was more charmed by the thought of women falling into women to achieve some grander delusion. Bel assumed her daft Nelly Bly pun was lost on them. By the time they visited two weeks later to fix a clog in the sink, Nelly had embraced the nickname without ever knowing where it came from. 

Bel turned her attention to Hazard the cat. She provided a “come hither” finger to get them to acknowledge her. She even put on a cutesy voice. Staring at her beloved trying to seduce a cat, Sonya wrapped a hand around Nelly’s waist. She adjusted the finger so that it latched her purse. 

Nelly side-eyed from underneath sunglasses and a yellow sun hat. As she shook her head to adjust the rim, Sonya flicked it above her forehead.

“There,” Sonya smiled, “that’s better.”

“Hi.”

“How’s things been with you?” 

“Oh you know,” Nelly said, the arm pushing her closer. As she felt Sonya’s hip pressed against hers, she recoiled, “can’t complain.”

“I’ve missed seeing you. It’s been...” Sonya said doing invisible math, “months.”

“Months.”

“Are we ever going to get together for dinner again? I’ve really missed eating out.”

“Yeah. I’ll talk with him and see what his schedule looks like.”

“Great,” Sonya said as birds chirped and bees hummed, “then I think we could...”

“Sonya. I’m not a prude, but is this really acceptable talk in front of your niece?”

“Don’t worry. Izzy’s watching The Owl House. You can talk about anything right now.”

Nelly bit her lip while looking at Sonya with concerned eyes.

“Uh...”

“Yes?”

“I don’t really know what to say.” 

“Then kiss me, you fool.” 

Nelly watched as Sonya puckered her lips. With a deep sigh, Nelly did what she did best. Sonya grabbed her back protectively yet intensely. With one stray eye looking around, Nelly saw Bel chasing Hazard in a slow, awkward hunch position. Sonya was doing what she always did. As her left heel rose, Nelly rolled her eyes. She considered counting seconds, but it would only serve as gossip with Just Steve for the car ride home.

Sonya pushed away with a girlish laugh. Her hands had fallen to her shoulders. As she looked into her toothy grin, Nelly brushed back a strand of hair that had fallen into her face.

“So let me know okay.”

Sonya had a gentle voice. Nelly knew what it meant. It was infatuation she usually put on whenever attachment was at peak necessity. She had forgotten their arrangements. She was the unicorn. Nelly wasn’t sure how far she wanted to go today. Maybe they’d hide in the garage and fingerbang real quick. Maybe that would be enough. Or maybe she could lie about her period. Maybe seeing Sonya’s O face would just lead to belabored discussion of which toys she should bring next time. Her gentleness was much too concerning.

Sonya laughed as she heard the car finally being turned on.

“I mean, now that Just Steve knows how to rev my engine.”

Nelly gave a faint laugh as she backed away. Just Steve ran his arm around her. With the other hand holding an oily rag, he locked eyes with Bel.

“I think I found your problem. Just needed a small tune-up.”

“Whatever would I do without you?” Bel joked.

“Pay way too much and wait too long for results, I’m afraid.” Just Steve said as he looked down at Nelly with a rugged grin. “I mean, my daddy always taught me the value of knowing my way around things. Probably saved thousands just with my tool bag over there.”

“Yeah.” Sonya interjected.

Everyone looked at her briefly in confusion. 

“Anyway, your baby should be good to go now. I’d say take it for a drive around the block, give it a week and if you have any questions, Ya-Ya here should know how to reach me.”

Sonya nodded despite nobody noticing.

“So, take care you two.” Just Steve said reaching in to give Sonya and Bel hugs.

“It was nice seeing you.” Bel responded from under the crushing grip.

“Let me know when we can hang out next.” Sonya declared. 

He used two arms for her. This had to mean something. Bel was timid about her bear hug. She brought it up during their previous get-together which caused Just Steve to switch things up with a more casual handshake.

Sonya blew a kiss at Just Steve. Unenthusiastically, he reached out and grabbed it. Nobody was sure where he put it. As they left, attention turned to the repaired vehicle while contemplating what had just happened.

“What would I do without him?” Bel sighed.

“What would you?” Sonya laughed, “What would I do without him?”

“I have no idea.” Bel responded before walking inside the house. “How you doing, Izzy?”

Sonya stood in the driveway and waved at Just Steve and Nelly. Walking towards the street, she made sure her hand was as bombastic as possible. When they were finally a speck, Sonya left to prepare dinner. Her phone vibrated with an unknown number.

This was the best afternoon she had had in a long time.

Chapter Four:

Picture Day

Nicholas huffed while sprinting down the 300 building. He blamed tardiness on front gate security for reprimanding someone in front of him. He zipped past rows of preppy-looking students in drab hoodies. He turned the corner to see the real heroes working on their latest project. Underneath the stairwell was the group dubbed “trouble” during middle school.

“Hey Gillian...” Nicholas said colliding with the wall.

“Ah!” Gillian responded while pushing him away from the dark recesses. “You don’t want to interrupt the magic, do you?”

“No.”

“Good. You’re on guard duty.”

“Fine.”

Hands rose into the darkness behind them as a shirt slid onto an arm. There would be no accounts of public indecency from anyone walking into Mr. Ritter’s math class. Nicholas stared down the hallway before noticing someone sitting on the floor.

She had headphones on with legs sprawled across the tiles. She bobbed her head while reading “The Invisible Orientation.” Growing bored, he lightly tapped her ankle. She quickly shut the book and swung her legs together, becoming doe-eyed in the process.

“May I help you?”

“What are you listening to?”

“Oh,” she said putting her iPhone back on. Showing Nicholas the screen, he saw the words MITSKI – “A PEARL” (‘BE THE COWBOY’) slide across. 

“Didn’t take you for a Mitski fan.” Nicholas said glancing at Gillian, “Did you know Chantal here is a Mitski fan?”

“I don’t have time for this.” Gillian said. Looking into the cavern, she yelled. “Are you done yet, Okie?”

“O-one more button.”

“It’s not too tight is it? I don’t think it shrank that much.”

“No, it’s fine.” Okie said, tapping Gillian on the square of her back. “Drumroll please.”

Gillian rolled her eyes before tapping her thigh. Chantal gave an overeager clap as Gillian did a more thorough examination. 

“How do I look?” Okie asked to renowned silence. He continued “It’s not bad, is it?”

“No.” Gillian said pulling fabric. “I just have to ask does your grandma dress you?”

“I’d probably look better if she did.” Okie said smugly as Gillian moved onto the collar. The collar had a fancy lace pattern. He looked over at Chantal. “I’m glad you got decent-sized boobs. I was worried the chest would be too tight.”

“Thanks.”

“Do I look good? Nick, do I look good?”

“Huh? Yeah, Okie. It really goes well with your pants and uh...” 

Nicholas gave an unconvincing smirk. 

“Don’t worry.” Gillian smiled. “Leave the magic to us. Chantal! Chop! Chop!”

Chantal began by tutoring him about lipstick. She puckered her lips. As she made a popping sound, Okie imitated her while receiving a nice shade of red. Next would be the cheeks with a little blush before moving onto the part that Okie hated the most. As much as he knew that eye shadow would pop in the photos, he hadn’t grown up in Chantal and Gillian’s world. They were used to poking the feeble eyelids.

Gillian and Nicholas found Mr. Ritter fumbling with his phone. 

“Hi Mr. Ritter!” Gillian said with a jiggly finger wave. “How was your weekend?”

“Oh it was good, you know. Took the family to The Natural History Museum. Janey really liked the dinosaurs.”

“That’s great to hear. See you later, Mr. Ritter!”

“Take care, Gillian.”

Within five minutes, they heard Hans Zimmer’s score for Pirates of the Caribbean. A few students walked in while curiously looking at two juniors casually hanging out.

“Ugh,” Gillian replied, “so annoying.”

“He’s not a hard teacher is he?” Nicholas asked.

“It’s not that. He’s just super corny.”

“So long as it’s an easy A, who’s complaining, right?” Nicholas said invisibly punching Gillian in the ribs. She looked unamused.

“I suppose that’s true.” 

For one fluttering moment, she saw her. The way she pulled her hair back while leaving two strands loose got her mind racing. She could never figure how a hairband made someone’s face hotter. Was it why she was getting a C+ in Mr. Ritter’s class? Was the counselor’s decision to put them in the same class a cruel act or the heavens opening up? 

“Gillian?” Nicholas asked, “Are you there?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s Crystal Fairview again, isn’t it? You know your life would be easier if you just do what I do.”

“What’s that...” Gillian began before cutting herself off. Nicholas was usually above certain candor. The one thing they bonded over was a crush on Crystal Fairview. Sometime during freshman year, Gillian called dibs when he wasn’t looking.

“I just go home and jerk it to her Instagram. It’s a victimless crime, you know.”

“But a crime nonetheless.”

“Now you’re twisting my words. Besides, I thought you were seeing that guy from Econ.”

“It didn’t work out. We walked around The Pike for two hours and didn’t go anywhere. We didn’t even walk along the beach.”

“Sorry to hear.”

“Yeah. I would’ve given him a second chance, but I saw this girl that reminded me of Crystal and I was distracted.”

“So, are you giving up being bi?”

Gillian gave a stern look at him.

“How dare you ask such a personal question, Nick.” Gillian declared while pointing to her head, “Don’t you know that our brains aren’t fully formed until our mid 20s?”

“Says who?”

“Bill Nye, I guess.” Gillian said, “Some science guy. What, you think I’ve taken a biology class before?”

“I don’t know,” Nicholas shrugged as Chantal packed up her make-up kit, “lots of people are into biology these days.”

“This is ridiculous.”

Chantal waved her hands with anticipation. Okie was about to do something he only joked about with his friends inside his living room. He contemplated dressing femme for picture day less out of rebellion and more boredom. He recalled the past two years of sporting the most boring haircut and saggy smile. His mom insisted they were precious heirlooms. Then again, if he looked like shit, what would stop him from thinking everyone looked like shit in 20 years?

“Ah yes,” Okie said putting on a fake lothario accent, “but not as ridiculous as moi!”

“You’re beautiful, Okie,” Gillian confirmed, “I wish I could pull off that look.”

“Seriously?”

“I don’t know, sure, why not? I never wanted to look that girly, so props to you kid.”

The bell rang. With a shared nod, they crossed the cruel wasteland together. Okie and Nicholas resorted to the banter they always turned to when school robbed them of imagination.

“You don’t like Tuba?” Okie’s jaw dropped. “Tuba’s awesome.”

“He was kind of annoying, honestly. Him and One-One.”

“ONE-ONE?” Okie said pushing him, “Come on, now. One-One is a classic.”

“He’s a monotone little bitch.”

“I can’t believe you hate all the good parts of Infinity Train.”

“I don’t.”

“Then prove it. Which book’s your favorite?”

“The second.”

“The second? Come on now, the third’s the best.”

“But the second was the heart of the show, Okie. It’s a story about what it means to be free. Who can’t relate to wanting to escape the prism and experience choices we thought were unavailable to us?”

“Yeah. You’re just rubbing it in my face that you saw the whole series.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yeah, you are. It’s not my fault that HBO dropped it like a dumbass.”

“You had time, man. You had time. And trust me as life goes on, time is only going to move faster and faster until suddenly you’re old and life has taken away more than a silly cartoon.”

“Dude, shut up.” Okie said smacking him in the shoulder. “It’s not my fault they thought having an older lead was a bad idea.”

As they entered the classroom, Okie managed to feel self-conscious and smug at the same time. He noticed three people that loved what he was doing. They were the only ones that mattered. 

“Okay class,” chirped Ms. Remer, “it’s time to line up for picture day. When you’re done, please head back to the classroom. Hopefully it won’t take too long, and we can resume lecture.”

It was in the gymnasium where booths and backdrops had been set up most of the week. The cameraman was confounded by his face. Maybe it was the manicure or the impeccably curled hair designed like a 50s housewife. It could be the eye shadow and blush. Whatever it was, he was determined to deliver with opulence. While the shirt was a bit too form fitting, he did his best not to demystify the look.

“All right,” the cameraman said being handed a card, “are you Oliver Kenneth Addams?”

“That be me.”

“Okay... now move to the side, lift your back, and... smile!”

He wondered if he should’ve worn a skirt. He considered if would come under fire less because it was obscene but more because his arms were lanky and he’d be sent home for the tips not touching. That’s what Sandy Harris told him during a creative writing class where she wrote a rather forward treatise on her old school’s dress code.

“Okie!” Nicholas said popping him on the shoulder. “Okie, my man. That was insane.”

“It was fine.”

“No way. You got away with that look on picture day. You’re going to be a legend, Okie!”

“Please stop. You’re making my mascara run.”

“Yeah, a real legend like that time Sandy Harris faceplanted during The Music Man and everybody in the library fell over. It’s a minor miracle nobody got hurt.”

“I like to think of legends as doing good things,” Okie said realizing they were close enough to the front of the line that it would be a while, “I...”

“Hey Okie...” came a random voice from behind.

“Wha...”

Before he finished the question, he was blacked out and waiting for Nicholas to carry him to the nursing station. 

Chapter Five:

Because You Can KenKen

The daily newspaper was wrapped in brittle plastic. She imagined her neighbors were already starting their Tuesday routines. In the years she had been here, there was something keeping them from extending a cheerful hand. They smiled while walking their dogs, but Bel never assumed she was a potluck away from new friends. As much as she could blame her pink argyle pajamas at 8 AM, it was more likely her sagging posture. Then again, what was the point of looking attractive? It’s not like they advertised anything cool to her demographic.

She lunged the paper onto the glass table on the porch. It cartwheeled until it fell off the other side. With a painful wince, she listened to the thudding.

She used to shotput newspapers as a parlor trick for father Mr. Joyner. He was full of blunt statements. If he ever got that La-Z-Boy he wanted, he’d never lift his head. Instead he’d just pat Bel and sister Shealynn like the dogs he never could own. He reveled in hiding bitterness from mother Gayle through inside jokes. His daughters would hear them during sessions he called “babysitting.” He was the only one he found funny outside polite society.

She sat on her bed combing the tangles out. There was contemplation to lift the brush and strike her thigh. She hoped to find ecstasy from the blinding tears. The bristles cut through follicles while scraping her scalp. These weren’t visible. No reason to call an ambulance. If she distracted herself, desire would go away. And so she brushed a little longer, waiting for a breakthrough. Rubbing her knee, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

A noise was growing outside featuring an acoustic guitar. It reminded her of when the numbness was most unbearable. The melody wasn’t to blame. If anything, it saved her from sinking further. 

She stumbled over a pair of shoes while reaching for the door. She wondered if it was really there. There wasn’t any car peeling down the street. It was the same ambiguous neighborhood she watched every morning while hoping somebody asked how her day was and meant it. She was tired of “fine.” There was only so much which could pierce the short attention span of elderly morning joggers.

Hazard approached with her brown-and-black tortoiseshell coating while expecting immediate gratification. 

“One minute, Hazard.” Bel said grabbing the discounted generic cat food. Pouring out a cup’s worth into the stray cat bowl, she stood by with anticipation. 

“Is today the day? Are you going to let me pet you?”

Hazard looked up in disappointment. This antisocial distancing had been ongoing for many years. Hazard sometimes lost. She didn’t lose to Bel. That would be too predictable. She lost to Sonya or Izzy (even Jo), but Bel couldn’t so much as touch the top of her fur, let alone the undercarriage. Izzy claimed Hazard had a cute purr. Their morning routine consisted of a communal standoff that made less and less sense the older both became.

“Come on, Hazard,” Bel said sticking out her hand. As she hunched over, she saw an unphased cat back down a step, “Let me in.” Feeling a cramp in her thighs, she rose. “To hell with it, you win again.”

She collapsed into a handcrafted wooden chair. With twitching eyes, Bel watched as Hazard lowered her back legs while loudly chewing.

“One day,” Bel said waving a pencil, “you can’t outrun me forever.”

She punctured the plastic bag and crumpled it. She took account of the news stories. Roe vs. Wade was on the
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