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Glue for the Goose



Chapter 1


Nieve burst through the bathroom door to the kitchen so hard her towel fell off the hook. She had snapped out of the trance where she had picked skin off her lips and fingers, thinking more about how the meeting would go than when it was, which was in two minutes, but she still needed to get some water, since she had read in an article yesterday that she had to stay hydrated to help her torn-up skin recover. She put her cup against the lever of the water dispenser on the freezer door, and babbling, “Come on! Come on!” to it did not make the carefree little piss stream come out any faster. Intolerant of the agony of watching and waiting, Nieve focused on a Christmas card on the refrigerator from one of Aaron’s law school friends; he’d never clarified if anything had ever happened between the two of them. There was the friend and the husband and the daughter (“(3)”) and the son (“(1)”) and the older dog (“(6)”) and the younger dog (“(4)”); only children and animals could and must have ages reported yearly. In order to show off the subtropical background, the photo was zoomed out enough to confound Nieve’s analysis of body language and facial expressions; the crinkled eyes backing up a genuine smile, for example, could be neither confirmed nor denied. As Nieve speculated about who dog-sat for these people while they took their little humans somewhere they would never remember, the cup overflowed, violating her hand with moisture and cold. Nieve shrieked and flinched and dropped the cup and there was a big smack and a big mess.

“No! Not today! This can’t be happening!” Nieve wailed. She wiped up the puddle with far too little paper towel, then groaned and resorted to grabbing for the real towel she had already knocked to the floor. She did not stop wiping at the water till she had no more nightmarish visions of she or Aaron slipping and getting a concussion or inhaling mold spores leading to chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; they were replaced by images of the sighs and scowls of impatient clients. She was late for signing on to her meeting.

After a torturous hour, Nieve slammed her laptop shut and rose to face the bloodless but nonetheless grisly scene of the cup’s corpse. The cup was a sixteen-ounce clear insulated tumbler, so from the impact the inner part popped off from the outside part and also fractured in its own right. Nieve swallowed her instinct to just throw it away, but repair would be no simple matter of snapping or squishing anything back together. She scrounged around the apartment for fifteen minutes like a raccoon, five of which were spent holding in her hand the bottle of wood glue she found ten minutes in and squinting at it and shaking it to divine whether it would help, since it was not named after the material she was trying to bond.

“Plastic is porous, right?” she asked herself, though the craggy, shattered rim of the outer part of the tumbler looked more like glass. She knew it wasn’t but seeing that knew aspect of its texture was like seeing the truth of a human arm as a bunch of sticks, ropes, and tubes. With breathless life-or-death caution. Dr. Nieve frosted this outer piece with the pus-like yellow glue, then lowered the inner part back on top. Despite Nieve’s heroic precision, the glue blurped out of the crack between the cup halves when the gap closed, and so the cup survived, but at the cost of surgical scars; accidental kintsugi. Then she put it back in the cupboard to dry and wished it a speedy and complete recovery.

“Did it have to be that one?” she said, then returned to her desk to live up to the law degree she earned from the school whose logo was suspended commemoratively in the tumbler. She had put it back next to the one bearing the logo of Aaron’s undergraduate alma mater. “Hmmm… yes it did.”


Chapter 2


Aaron came home. He changed into an athletic shirt and shorts and disappeared back downstairs faster than it would have taken Nieve to think of a name for the shirt’s color and say it aloud; it was the “fluorescent yellow-green?” of a firefly’s flicker. An hour and a half later he flickered back into the apartment, sweatily stole in to the bathroom, and cloistered himself in heat, steam, fan noise, and mysterious, orifice-clearing, painful-sounding hawks and retches for forty-five minutes.

Nieve worked. She provided guidance, set up meetings, and organized her billing. She opened the fridge. If it were Aaron there, and he stuck his hands forward with arms bent ninety degrees like a cartoon robot, one shelf would lay closer to his reach than the others, and on that one, meal components were stacked like deconstructive modern art: spicy chicken patties, slices of cheese, a bottle of spicy ketchup, and jalapeño peppers. This way he could just walk toward the fridge like a forklift and come out with the ingredients for dinner.

Aaron came out of the bathroom dry, crisp, and chugging water from a voluminous vessel. He took out the air fryer, the stuff from the fridge, hamburger buns from a drawer, and spicy French fries from the freezer.

Nieve sat at the counter, finger-drumming video game music from twenty years ago.

“Isn’t that… isn’t that that one… that folk song? That fiddledeedee sort of song?”

“No, it’s a theme from the first Culinpon game.”

“Huh. You’re amped for tonight, then?”

“Yeah. Need any help?”

“Nope,” Aaron said. “Got it all handled.”

Nieve set her phone on the counter. She read a junk article rambling Dunning-Krugerly about how to make an informed decision about choices early on in the monster-training extravaganza that was the latest Culinpon sequel, probably crapped out by a large language model to get some semi-relevant slop out right as the game released. She had already learned heaps of advanced information about the whimsical new game by following the reputable coverage of dedicated fans, yet had advanced no further in her trilemma about whether to begin her island-hopping, magical cockfighting adventure accompanied by ʻIʻiwinani, the flamboyant scarlet honeycreeper; ʻIolehu, the hot-tempered Hawaiian eyas, or Nēnēnalu, the capricious and histrionic Hawaiian gosling. And though the article posited that ʻIʻiwinani, by virtue of representing the delicate elegance of flowers and nature, would give the player an easier time, and ʻIolehu, by virtue of representing the aggression of fire and predators, would pose a challenge fit for a more experienced player, this was useless to Nieve as that was the sort of simplistic discourse about the first games over fifteen years ago, and it wasn’t even true then.

As the air fryer sizzled she texted one-fingered to Steam: <I get why they’re all birds because Hawaii has so no native reptiles or amphibians and like one bat, but aren’t they still all kind of the same?> A minute later her phone canary-chirped with a reply from Steam.

“Move your phone,” Aaron said, looming. After she did, he clinked down her plate which had on it an air-fried chicken sandwich and a big pile of spicy French fries. “Here you go, babe.”

In fast-forward he made his own plate of two sandwiches and an even bigger pile of fries, stopping only to hiccup halfway through the assembly of sandwich number two. Nieve slowed down chewing her own fry; his hiccup kind of sounded like the little hop his voice did when he said “nope” or “go” or that one noise, like “oh” but even less of a real word, that preceded “Move your phone” and meant “I’ve come to place your plate in front of you but your phone is in the way, interrupting my routine”— just a little jump up from its usual cavernous depths. Aaron then went to a cupboard to get a cup.”

“Ummm…” Nieve said.

“Whoa, what the hell happened here?” Aaron said, taking the repaired tumbler out and turning it in the kitchen light like a legendary diamond. “What’s this shit all over the cup?”

“That’s glue,” Nieve said, spitting it out like a cobra to get it over with.

Aaron held the cup closer to his face. “Nah. Doesn’t look like glue.”

“No? I think it’s glue.”

“Nah. Mold? Food? This stupid dishwasher. The maintenance guys are a bunch of oxygen thieves.” He opened the dishwasher with his hand but it was forceful enough that the maneuver had the energy of kicking it. “So that’s going back in. Waste of time. Nothing works around here.”

Nieve lifted the spicy chicken sandwich to her mouth. Clack-clack went another pair of tumblers on counter, these intact, Aaron’s filled with milk to the brim, Nieve’s with water.

“Inhale that bird,” Aaron said, gesturing toward her sandwich, “so we can become Culinpon masters. You’ve been waiting for months. I thought you’d be more excited.”


Chapter 3


“Downloading console update? Hurry up!” Aaron yelled at the TV screen. “We have to go to bed soon.”

“It shouldn’t take very long,” Nieve said. While Aaron stared down the languid blue progress bar, trying to intimidate it into filling, Sonica checked her phone.

The message from Steam said, <LMAO Peeve Beave Nieve, I’m going to fuck the moon. We truly live in a twisted timeline. Almost fifteen years of friendship, chattering nonstop about our opinions of all forms of art, slut-sucking the marrow out of multiple franchises including every single Culinpon game, and I never imagined one day you would say you can’t decide which starter to pick. Wow! Anyway I need beauty and possibly breast-enhancing sleep for this stupidly early interview so HAVE FUN IN HAWAII and thank you so much for critiquing my responses and résumé (Acuté Accénts for Intélligént Intélléctuals)!>

“Finally,” Aaron said. There was happy music and a blaze of color on the TV, and it the big letters said, Culinpon Ohana. “I thought it was called Aloha.”

“That’s the other version. They release them in pairs, with some significant differences.”

“To get you to buy both so they can make more money? Greedy bastards.”

“I guess. We just have this one.”

“What’s so good about Ohana versus Aloha?”

“The list of Culinpon is kind of different. Also, the pairs of games are always listed in the same order— like, you always say, ‘Culinpon Aloha and Ohana,’ and I always used to get the first one because my friend Steam would always get the second one to be indie, but now that we live apart, I get to be indie.”

“Ah. I think I like the vibe of Aloha.”

“Well, you can get that one.”

“We can’t just spend money on games.”

“We just have this one. I thought you played these as a kid.”

“Yeah, but not a lot. There were other things to do.” He applied some hand sanitizer from under the coffee table and took the controller and pressed Start as the game’s title screen instructed and sat back on the couch. “So, what do we do?”

Nieve, sitting cross-legged up in front of the TV, did not have to say anything at first. At the very beginning of the game, before even taking control of the indeterminate 18-year-old human that was the player character, the first order of business was to solidify that character’s identity, and Aaron knew to create a female character and name her Nieve.”

“Wait, type it in regular,” she said.

“What do you mean, regular? I know how to spell your name.”

“You’re typing it in all caps.”

“Huh. It didn’t switch to lowercase after the first letter like a lot of interfaces do.”

“I guess not.”

For ten minutes they underwent an orientation to the game’s world. Nieve breathed through her nose and focused on the lush tropical visuals more than the explanation of what she’d understood very well for almost twenty years, not only that the object of the game was to adventure into wild environments to tame and train magical creatures but also all the game’s systems and how it corresponded to the buttons. That was always the same no matter on what region of Earth the developers based the setting.

“This is a long introduction,” Aaron said.

“Culinpon games actually have quick intros compared to other games in this genre. Some of them tell you, like, ‘Press Up on the joystick to walk forward’ and that kind of stuff. And it doesn’t take as long if you don’t stop to examine every houseplant and every book on every shelf.”

“Why’d they put that stuff in if you’re not supposed to investigate it? There could be treasure in there.”

“I don’t know. There’s probably nothing earth-shattering. Look for sparkles or something if we’re on the hunt for hidden items.”

A couple minutes later, they reached the traditional point in the game where the player character, starting with zero Culinpon companions to their name
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