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A few steps shy of the walkway to our front door, I double over and grab my shorts, panting. The sun peeking over the tree line on the far end of our lot welcomes me home with a wink through scraggly, green-budded branches, and then casts its glare over my left shoulder, upon our neighbor Pete. 

“Morning!” Pete calls out, as he makes his way to the front edge of his lawn toting a shovel.

Still bent at the waist catching my breath, I put up a hand to wave. 

“What you running from?” he asks.

I attempt a smile; little more than baring teeth as I suck in oxygen. “Just out for a jog. I need the exercise.”

“Who doesn’t?” Pete says.

“Looks like you’re getting a workout of your own.” I flop my arm up to point at the tool in his hand.

“Oh, yeah. Digging is good. For the body.” Pete stares at his spade shovel like he has lost his train of thought. 

Upside-down heart on a stick—that’s what my Ellie calls the spades when we play Crazy Eights. Now I hear her voice anytime I see that shape. I glance over at our house to see if her tiny star-shaped hands alight on the inside of our front window, where she often waits for me. No sign. Too early yet.

Pete looks over his shoulder at what appears to be a crater under a willow tree at the back of his property, with dirt piled alongside it. “Ground’s finally warm enough.”

A swatch of color protrudes from the hole—maroon and lime green—a uniquely unnatural fusion that makes me think of the oversized blanket my wife chose last year as a Christmas gift for our closest neighbors. “On clearance,” she had said. “No kidding,” I had retorted while wincing at the cloying color combo.

“What’re you putting in?” I squint, and whatever it is that sticks up from the hole is maybe a more generic red and green now, the colors distorting in the dappled light through the arms of the willow. 

“Oh, something I planted long ago that . . . isn’t going to work out where it was,” he says.

Pete’s ox-yoke shoulders leave no doubt of his capability to uproot any old shrub on his lot. Though, as my lungs and wits recover, I now realize he may have approached me looking for help. 

“I better get inside. If I don’t help get the kids ready for school, Carrie will let me hear about it.” 

I could part ways gracefully enough with that, shuffle back from the cliff’s edge of neighborly courtesy, escape further friction. But I feel more words spilling out, past worn-down inhibitions and once sharply drawn boundary lines. “I just have to get out of here and blow off some steam sometimes, you know? Otherwise, I feel like I’ll just—”

“Wrap your hands around her neck?”

“Scream,” I say.

“Who doesn’t?” says Pete.

A crow gurgles from atop a yew tree at the edge of our adjoining lots.

My attention drifts back to the patch of color poking out from the crater thirty yards away, until I feel the burn of Pete’s eyes tracking mine.

“Hey, let me ask you something.” He continues without consent, “Don’t you ever get . . . chafed?” He waves his palm over his chest and hoists an eyebrow.

A guffaw escapes me. And I study the childlike curiosity etched onto the otherwise gruff countenance of my neighbor, only for a moment, before grasping at the life raft of digression he has tossed into silty waters. “Between you and me, Pete . . . I tape my nipples.” An embarrassed chuckle sandwiches my confession.

“Who doesn’t?” he says without delay.

A second crow nestled in the highest branches of the yew flaps its wings and cackles.

“How’s Ruth, by the way? Haven’t seen her around much lately.”

“Fine. Good. Doing well,” he stabs with staccato words. “She’s gone now. Out of town, that is.”

Pete’s gaze prowls toward my front door, where my wife has popped her head out. His eyes are narrow slits, like when I stand before the mirror and brace for the pain of ripping the tape off each nipple, reminding myself the jolt to come is better than the long burn of chafing. 

Deep crows’ feet crease Pete’s face as five birds of the same feather join their two brethren high up in the yew, and squawks of greeting swell to a cacophony of cawing.

“I better get home. We’ve got a long day ahead,” I say.

“Who doesn’t?” he says softly. But the echo of his question stalks me to my front door, where I pull my wife into the house, close the door, and turn the lock. 

With my palms flush against the glass of our front window, I watch my neighbor hobble toward his willow tree, upside-down heart on a stick scratching a rut along the earth behind him. Until my wife rakes the curtains closed, the upholstery scraping across my face with the rasp of coarse sandpaper.

In the bathroom mirror, I confirm a rash on my cheek—a raw, virulent red that threatens to linger. I can feel it throb. 

The mark will fade by the time the sun slides under the horizon. And when I wake in the morning, ashen and parched, I will have forgotten the red rash. The spot on my cheek where it bloomed will no longer be sensitive to the touch. I will press my face through the curtain, up against the windowpane. One more glimpse before I decide if I should run.
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The pheromones arrived via UPS in a white Styrofoam package stickered with warning labels. “Caution. Perishable. Contents contain dry ice.” Fred Baker stared at the package, stared at the UPS delivery man, who held out the pad for Fred to E-sign. Fred took stock of this moment: Tuesday afternoon. Still 62 years old, still unemployed, still home, only one bourbon so far. Not expecting any packages. He didn't order anything, did he? He scratched the black stubble on his chin, winced as he combed through his tired, pulsating, aching brain.

“Lemme see that.” Fred edged forward and peered at the label and the stickers. “CAUTION.” “U.S. ARMY RESEARCH LABS, ABERDEEN PROVING GROUND, MD.” Three different bar codes. U.S. Army? What the – Fred scratched his chin again. “I didn't order anything. Must be a mistake,” Fred told the UPS delivery man, whose tag identified him as “Robert.” He touched the package, looked at Robert. “You must have the wrong house. I mean, what's inside? I mean, what is this?” Something not quite right about this, Fred thought. Not. Quite. Right.

“I don't know sir. It is obviously perishable. It is addressed to Fred Baker, 220 Atlantic Street. Are you Fred Baker?” Stock still, with penetrating brown eyes.

“Yes. I’m Fred Baker. But I didn't order no package. No dry ice, neither. And I don’t like the fucking government,” he said, anger pinching his face. “The government screwed me outta my last job, at the Post Office.” Unemployed – again. Useless – again. Almost broke. Fred studied Robert. A guy in his 30s, maybe, wearing those ridiculous UPS Boy-Scout-looking brown shorts, socks and shirt. Unnaturally still, like a brown robot on Fred’s front steps. Fred took the pen and scribbled his signature on the plastic pad that looked like those Etch-a-Sketch gizmos of his childhood. He studied his own signature, shaky from the bourbon. Time for another, to smooth things out. This time he took a gulp, and weighed his options. Should he take it? Maybe he should take it. “Look at it this way, sir,” Robert said, sensing Fred’s hesitation. “Perhaps the government has sent you a gift.”

“A gift? Doesn’t look like no gift,” Fred snorted. Maybe it’s dangerous. That’s right. It’s dangerous, he thought silently. Maybe it’s some poison radar crap from one of those nuclear plants? Fred’s stomach churned. He rattled the cubes again. One of his drinking habits, a nervous tic of sorts; the repetition as soothing as rosary beads. Every glass of bourbon paid homage to his drunk-ass father. Drinking, Fred knew, ran in his blood, circulating via the old man’s ghost.

The government had fired Fred from Uncle Sam’s mailroom. He hated the job but it was still money coming in. The job had kept Edna off his back. “Theft,” they said.  What was the big fucking deal if he took some mailing boxes, some “U.S. product,’’ as they put it?

He thought that stealing was going to be easy. And they owed him, right? Because he’d worked his ass off, sorting mail, day in, day out. Taping up ripped envelopes and damaged boxes, so Aunt Sophie’s letter arrived intact in Waterloo, Kansas, or a flimsy carton of sex toys made it to some pervert in Louisiana. “Go ahead, Fred,” he encouraged himself that night as he loaded up a dolly with every sized mailer and foldable box – plain cartons, Happy Birthday boxes, mailing tubes. He’d snagged stamps, too. Hummed his way out to the car, tossed everything in the trunk, buckled in and lit a cigarette to celebrate his grand heist. And then his ball-buster supervisor knocked on the window, made him open the trunk. “This was a damn good job you had, Fred. Come on, give me your ID. You’re fired. You’re done. Now drive away.”

Fred pissed himself in the car on the way home.

They canned him without so much as a thank-you-for-your-service, which, after all, had totalled eight years. Longest he’d ever held a job. Told him he was lucky they weren’t gonna throw his ass in jail. They cut off his pension, too! Could they do that? So, was this package a trick? Payback time? This package really could be some nuclear waste, for sure. He scratched his butt, took another slug. Rattled the cubes: absent a full glass, they clacked like dominoes. Fred should have sued their loser asses, scored some damage money. One more job gone, in a series of jobs, just like his father. A sad, sorry asshole. No job. No wife. Booze hound, and he knew it.

“This has gotta be a trick,” he muttered as the UPS guy waited without expression. “It’s gotta be.” And yet, why would they bother with old Fred Baker? They probably had bigger fish to fry What the hell, might as well do this. Maybe the UPS guy is right – maybe this is some kind of gift. Like a prize of some sort. Maybe he’d entered a contest at the post office and won tickets to Vegas. But on dry ice? From the government? Maybe it was just something nice, like frozen steaks. The fancy kind. Filet mignon. He sighed, took the package as the UPS guy signaled goodbye with a tilt of his chin, and walked away, down the sidewalk. Fred carried the package - light as merengue - into the living room. He ripped at the tape: the Styrofoam squealed as he pulled the lid off, and mist rolled off the dry ice. Fred gingerly grasped an enclosed envelope, and sliced his fingertip as he tore the letter open.

“Dear Occupant. You have been specially selected to participate in the Pheromone Project, in advance of The Transfer. Please apply the enclosed pheromones as directed in the pamphlet.” Fred paused. What the hell are pheromones? What's a ‘Transfer?’ His skin prickled, for reasons that escaped him. Is the government trying to fuck with him? He stepped back, looked at the box, took yet another gulp. Pheromones? “Curiosity killed the cat, remember, Fred? Toss it. Just throw the damn thing out,’’ he told himself. But he couldn’t help it. Hope for the best, as they say. He carried his package into the kitchen, grabbed a pair of scissors and tore through the cardboard. He pulled out five plastic jars, not unlike those beauty product jars that his wife, Edna - ex-wife, thank god - used to stockpile, not that the beauty products did her any good, as he recalled.

Old fucking Edna. Should never have married her right out of high school. But how was he to know? Fred had loved Edna from the day she flashed her little dimples at him in third grade; a bright note in a cramped field of wilted kids slumped at wooden desks. By high school, she’d morphed into some kind of brunette, curly-haired beauty with a peach-round ass. When they finally did get together, Fred’s hormones raged constantly. She wore a sundress and red spike heels to the wedding. Broke as they were, he brought her displays of affection: “I Heart You” cards and those hair scrunchies she liked. Edna was a killer at ten pins, sent them exploding like starbursts. They laughed then. Didn’t they have some kind of life? But that all dried up. Edna slid fast. Every night, Fred listened to his police scanner and watched TV. His sagging chair smelled boozy, like him. Edna boiled string beans and over-baked the meat loaf. And that nattering – Christ! “Get some ambition, Fred! Do something!” she’d yell. Thing is, his father had pretty well beat out much of his ambition. His mother had just stared out the window all the time, silent as toast. Every so often his father’s face came roaring back at him: “Fred, you fucking loser!” and Fred would remember running out of that shit-hole trailer to escape into the woods. And hide.

Now Fred read the instructions through sore eyes. “Please apply pheromone cream to arms and legs, neck, face and torso. You may feel tingling sensations and possibly a brief mentally altered state. Such anomalies are expected.” The letterhead read, “U.S. Department of Defense, Homeland Security.”

Say what? Homeland Security? Fred looked at the jars, felt paranoia wash over him. Maybe they had nuclear waste inside, for real. Jesus. “This has absolutely gotta be a trick,” he said. “It’s gotta be.” And yet, why would they bother with old Fred Baker? They probably had bigger fish to fry. Ultimately, he decided there’s nothing else going on in his miserable life. This could liven up his day, or kill him, maybe. If you thought about it, who’d care? Or maybe it’s magic? Standing there, bandy-legged in the kitchen, he flipped a coin. Christ. “Heads you win, Fred,” he muttered. He unscrewed a jar lid. White cream, just like that Nivea stuff. Looked harmless. But before smearing the cream on his body, Fred experienced an uncharacteristic moment of caution, and Googled “pheromone” on his cell phone.

“Pheromone: A chemical substance which causes a sexual response in others of the same species.” Fred paused and read it again. “Causes a sexual response.” And again. “Sexual response! Whoa! How do you like that! Fred Baker, this is your lucky day!

In the bathroom, Fred hurriedly stripped off his sweat pants and sweatshirt and dumped them on the floor. Grabbed a hunk of “pheromone cream” in his hand and began to smear. Face, legs. Arms. Torso. Neck. Sexual response! In others of the same species? Surely that meant women. He hadn’t touched a woman in three years, not since old Edna left for god knows where. She'd turned him off forever, or so he thought. But now, this. Sexual response! Amen, brother! He breathed deeply, rubbed some more on his legs, rubbed hard near his groin. Would that arouse him as well? Why of course, he told himself. It had to work both ways between people of the same species. Surely women would come flocking. He took particular care not to miss a spot, even if it meant touching those moles on his stomach. Edna had hated the moles. Fred looked at himself in the medicine cabinet mirror. “You look like an asshole,” he laughed at his reflection. “A genuine asshole.”

Then he poured another bourbon, returned to the living room, turned on the TV and waited. Sexual response. Maybe he’d finally get off, because it had been awhile. Even those pussy magazines hadn’t helped. Maybe he’d go to a bar, pick someone up, with his new sexed-up self. He felt a tiny burst of unfamiliar confidence. A new and improved Fred Baker, courtesy of the miracle government-supplied Confidence Cream.

An hour later, Western Union arrived at the door. What the heck? Western Union's still in business? The Western Union guy handed Fred a brown envelope [why no telegram, he wondered?] with a crisp cellophane window. “Occupant, 220 Atlantic Street.” Jesus, they could at least look up his name. But suddenly, he got a bad feeling in his gut. He pulled his bathrobe tighter over his tingling skin. The Western Union guy really didn’t look like a Western Union guy. Fred couldn't put his finger on it. Just - something. An imposter, maybe. A government spy? And now Fred was coated in all this fucking cream. Shouldn’t have done it! The guy looked suspicious. Fred’s nerves were popping. “Send this back,” Fred told him, and tried to shove the letter back into the Western Union guy's hands.

“No sir, I am afraid you must accept the letter and follow the instructions. It's mandatory.”

“What the - what do you mean? Says who?”

“Sir, please. Just take the envelope and follow the instructions, and everything will be alright. It's mandatory, ahead of ‘The Transfer.’”

“What the fuck is The Transfer? Are you nuts?” The third bourbon - or was it the fourth? - pushed Fred perilously close to his boiling point. Electric shocks ran up and down his spine. Altered state? He was altered, all right. He was ramped-up, slick, slimy Fred, covered in government crap, hopping from one bandy leg to another. The stuff was overtaking him, pumping him full of rage. He wanted to knock this guy's block off. He raised his fists, one of which was still clutching the bourbon. His bathrobe opened, exposing his white-creamed torso. The Western Union guy never flinched, even as Fred advanced towards him.

“Sir, settle down. Just follow the instructions, and like I said, everything will be alright.”

Fred screamed, “What's ‘The Transfer’? What instructions? What are you talking about?”

“Goodbye, Mr. Baker,” the Western Union delivery man said firmly. “I hope it all goes well.” Fred made a grab for the guy but missed. The glass fell out of his hand and shattered on the front steps. Fred fell face-first onto the grass. The Western Union fellow stared at Fred lying there, turned coolly on his heel and headed for his truck.

“What's The Transfer! What’s the Transfer! What’s – The – Fucking – Transfer? Get back here! Who are you people?” Fred leapt to his feet. He kept shouting, but the Western Union guy, or whoever he was, was already driving away. He turned the corner and was gone. Fred looked up and down the
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