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The Q-Word



Chapter 1


Lola slid down the wall like one of the wounded. Other people’s blood smeared in a slow-motion waterfall all the way down, seeping into one of the outlets where the cleaning stuff would plug in their vacuum cleaners. This was not a mess for a vacuum anyway. She exhaled, put her head between her knees, and failed to relax her shoulders.

Her head whipped to the left. The door at the end of the hallway was opening. Something behind it peered out like a little raccoon peeping out of a tree stump.

“Is everyone gone?” said the peeper. That was self-evident, so she thought of another question. “Hey, are you okay?”

“Yeah, I…” Lola said, rearing her head back up, wetting her hair with wall-blood like dipping a paintbrush. “Everyone is.. where they need to be.”

The woman came out. She was white and tall and blonde. “It’s a shambles about here. Did you know that ‘shambles’ is a singular? It’s a kind of room. It doesn’t work like ‘ruins.’ My rideshare driver taught me that last night. Isn’t that fun?”

“That’s super fun,” Lola said, blinking to unglaze her eyes. “And… whence were you coming home?”

“Nice old word! Bar trivia. Our team name is the ‘Off in the Woods.’ We got second, so only team beat Off in the Woods. Guy tried to help me get to first by teaching me fun facts— but I can’t see how the ‘shambles’ thing would ever fit into a trivia question.”

“I’ve wished I could do bar trivia,” Lola said. “I’ll get to now.”

“Don’t worry about that yet. How the hell are the cops not here yet?”

“The protests,” Lola said, wheezing. “All day.”

“Fuck ‘em. You guys are the real heroes.”

“Not today.”

“Well, it looks like the perimeter is secured,” the blonde girl said, squatting down next to Lola. “I had my door locked the whole time, but it was all quite loud. I feel like it says something about the times we live in, but I’m not sure what. Hey, are you able to tell me anything about what happened here, or is that a HIPAA violation? I don’t believe in my ability to work backward from the blood spatter.”

“I’m almost as late to the party as you,” Lola said. “All I gathered was that it was one against many. The one was unhinged. Psychotic break. After? Before? Not my problem. I really wasn’t… put in a position to take charge during this crisis. Hence why I’m still here.

“Whence, hence… you have a timeless elegance to you. Like a medieval maiden.”

“Medieval is right,” Lola said. She heaved herself upright and her shoes, soaked with blood, squelched.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. Oh, god!”

“Yup. They used to be white.”

“White! You wear the same shoes as my dad!”

“My dad wears them too. That was the… I forgot my fucking boots!” And she started to cry to the point of wobbliness.

“Oh, no, no, don’t sob against the bloody wall. Come on, honey. You’re a hero. This was a lot, even for you.”

Both of their heads whipped to the side. Another door opened. They both flinched, even though Lola knew it was Shabnam. She was slightly browner than Lola, her hair was still wet, her nose and jaw and shoulders were all unfair angles.

“Oh, you’re still here— and you’ve made a friend. From this floor?”

“From this floor,” said the blonde girl.

“So you aren’t among the enemy faction.”

“I do not think so,” said the blonde girl.

“Lola, if you’re going to be here for a while, did you want to take a shower and get all the blood out?”

“I don’t have anything to change into,” Lola said as a crying-wave washed up in her face.

“I’ll give you some clothes,” the blonde girl said. “I’m about to do a load of laundry, so I can wash yours.”

“I’ll give her clothes,” Shabnam said. “I think mine would fit better.”

“Really? You think so?” the blonde girl said. “You’re a waif. And this healthcare hero is a battle axe. So she should have bigger clothes.”

“A battle axe?” Lola said.

“Yes— you clearly, like, lift.”

“I do!” Lola said.

“Well, come use my shower, then,” Shabnam said. “It’s the least I can do for you patching me up.”

“You were involved in all that?” the blonde girl said. “Your feathers are barely ruffled.”

Shabnam sighed. “That’s because the psycho king is on my team.”

“Well, my body finds that to be a very chilling phrase. Who the fuck is the psycho king?”

“My husband,” Shabnam said.

“The one against the many,” Lola said.

“Come in, Lola,” Shabnam said. “And you come in, too, random hallway girl.”

“From my perspective, you’re a random hallway girl,” said the blonde woman. She did follow Shabnam as Shabnam turned around and saw the bandages. “Oh, shit, your arms!”

“Yes, that was the worst of the feather-ruffling,” Shabnam said.

“What the fuck happened?”

“Just another glorious day in the realm,” Shabnam said.


Chapter 2


Lola went into Shabnam’s apartment.

“Jesus fucking Christ, take your goddamn shoes off,” Shabnam said. “I’m sorry. I know you’re just in shock. Not like medical shock. Normal people shock. Me too. I’m trying to jolt you out of it. We have this thing about shoes even when they’re not soaked in blood. Fucking— sponge shoes.”

The blonde girl followed suit, eyes darting, avoiding rebuke. “Give me your clothes, Lola. I’ll go put them in my wash.”

“Give her some privacy,” Shabnam said, ushering Lola to the bathroom. “What did you not say your name was?”

“Nadia,” said the blonde woman. “From 1701. Nice to finally meet you.”

“I’m Shabnam,” Shabnam said. “Would you like some tea on this fog-fucked day?”

Nadia clasped her hands together in celebration upon seeing a brass contraption on Shabnam’s counter. “A samovar!” She said it with a W.

“Samovar,” Shabnam said, putting the V back and saying all the vowels differently. “I take it you are some more flavorful variety of white person, and not afraid of hardcore tea?

“Black as coal!”

“You will have to pardon me, then,” Shabnam said, “because Lola and I have had a very black day ourselves, and we need something a little more calming.”

“Herbal is good too.”

There was a flumping sound on the floor. Lola had lobbed her clothes out of the bathroom in a clump.

“That’s your cue,” Shabnam said.

“I will come back with something good,” Nadia said.

Naked in a stranger’s apartment, with her phone and the letter on the stranger’s bathroom counter, Lola’s skin crawled. It relaxed once she started scrubbing it and the red paint she’d collected went down the drain. The steam cloud rose up and swirled and danced around the ceiling. The phone was oddly inert and the letter had somehow gotten blood on it.

Lola fished around the shower caddy. Incredibly, a video game character smiled from it glossily, giving her a thumbs-up. It was the sort of thing a child would beg for, though to be fair, they probably didn’t make any merchandise with the character in a more mature pose. Shampoo, body wash, conditioner, and more, compartmentalized. Lola hesitated, set the pumice down, and washed her feet just with her fingers and thumbs. She didn’t dare to take time washing her hair, but ran the heavy rain through it and the bloods came out.

She turned off the water and got out.

“You can use the towel with the kung fu chicken on it,” Shabnam said.

Lola took it off the hook. It was delightfully rough, and it was easy for her to believe that it was working extra hard to dig every particle of blood out of her pores. She came out wrapped in the towel with the chicken character facing outward.

“Chicken Kicken, back at it again. Did you enjoy all my nerd stuff?” Shabnam said. “You could have used one of the bath bombs with the Culinpon figurines inside if you wanted. Wow. You have a very nice body. I hope that’s not creepy to say.”

“I hope so too,” Lola said. “You have a very nice body, too. Just in a completely different way.”

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” Shabnam said. “I always tease my husband about how he and his friends measure each other’s dicks when they hang out, and now I have no leg to stand on.”

“I do the same thing to my boyfriend. I don’t mind looking at bodies that I don’t have to figure out how to put back together once in a while,” Lola said. “Thanks for letting me chill the fuck out.”

“Thanks for helping me and my husband.”

“Have you heard from him? Or anyone?”

“I’m sure I will soon. Until then, I’ll just chill. Ben needs some time to cool off, too. What about your people?”

“No.”

“Prick. I’m making some tea. Chamomile and starflower. You’ll feel better. Hey, if you were to, like, rank the outcomes for everyone involved with this, you come out looking pretty good!”

“Easy for you to say. You’re probably at the top, physically and mentally.”

“I strenuously object to that!” Shabnam said. “You are physically unscathed, and I—“ she twisted around the very arms Lola had bandaged so that she could see her handiwork again— “am scathed. Oh, the bee is back. Shoes off, please!”

“What exactly makes me a bee?” said Nadia, barreling back through Shabnam’s unlocked door like she owned the place with a bundle of clothes in her hands and her purse over her shoulder.

“You buzz a lot, and you’re of the auricomous persuasion,” Shabnam said.

“I— another mystery for Sergio,” Nadia said. “I was warned this building is full of eccentrics.”

“You moved here before us.”

“Wow!” Nadia said, seeing Lola sitting on the couch. “Thick thighs literally save lives.”

“You guys are both tall. It makes me insecure,” Lola said, her bare deltoids seeming to fill like balloons with the air of her deep breaths. “I don’t think I saved any lives today.”

“But that’s not your fault at all,” Shabnam said. “Ben cuts a wide swath of destruction everywhere he goes.”

“Swath!” Nina said. “The section of grass chopped up by a scythe!”

“Why, yes,” Shabnam said. “That is the word’s meaning.”

“Her rideshare driver has been teaching her vocabulary,” Lola said,.

“You know what else is a reference to mowing with a scythe?” Nadia said. “The word ‘aftermath.’” She clumped the clothes into a ball and walked across Shabnam’s living room and flung the clothes at Lola with a behind-the-back-pass.

Lola caught them. “Thank you. Oh my. Scrappy.”

“What’s crappy about them?”

“No, scrappy. Like, not quite pajamas, but a feisty little terrier zooming around. They’re cute.

“Your very non-cute cargo pants et cetera are plausibly denying any presence at the crime scene as we speak.” Now Nadia was at the windowsill, framed in gray fog. “Is this your husband?”

“In my wedding picture? No!” Shabnam said.

“He’s very handsome,” Nadia said.

“He’s lucky he’s that,” Shabnam said.

Lola somehow felt either that Shabnam and Nadia were definitely not focused on her, or she just didn’t care about what was revealed for the second between the dropping of her towel and the donning of the shirt. She pulled on the gray sweatpants and rolled them up to get them off her feet. Then she stepped into the sandals Shabnam had put by her chair and went over to the framed photograph. “Damn, he is handsome. And in a familiar way.”

“Does he look like your boyfriend?” Shabnam asked.

“No, he looks like my therapist,” Lola said.

“Well, the difference is, your therapist will get some more clients after today, if anyone’s left,” Shabnam said. “My husband, the gym reaper. We’ve only been here four goddamn months.”

“That’s it?” Nadia said. “Hey, do you guys want to go up to the roof?”

“Look at that shit out there,” Shabnam said, nodding toward the windows. “It’s like a white man’s cooking.”

“Fuck, that’s how foggy it’s been?” Lola said. “Never noticed. Need to stop and smell the roses. You can’t even see the hospital we were bringing everyone to— should be over there, right?”

“Yup,” Shabnam said. “It’s teatime.”

“Let’s go to the roof,” Nadia said. “No one will be up there. There are nice plants and the freshest smog in the city. I have cigars. I have charcuterie.”

“Cigars? The fuck?” Lola said.

“For victory.. You two have gone through the wringer.”

Shabnam blinked at the samovar for a sustained moment. “Fuck it,” she said. “I’ll put the tea in a big ol’ dude of a thermos. Let’s go have group therapy on the fucking roof.”


Chapter 3


“The last place we were at had this area on the sixth floor,” Shabnam said. “But it’s better on the roof. Except today, because you can’t see shit, including the last place we were at, which should be right over there. So no visual aid.”

Like many rooftops in the city, this building’s had trees. The pool churned with sad emptiness; it was not the right temperature or humidity at all, even if someone found the all-encompassing slate-gray fog unconventionally attractive.

“I’ve never smoked a cigar before,” Lola said.

“You look hot,” Shabnam said, “with the baggy clothes and the sandals. You should take a picture for your boyfriend.”

“Um, maybe I will take it but not send it yet,” Lola said. “The irony would make his head explode.”

“Let’s see what your boyfriend looks like,” Nadia said. “We got to see Shabnam’s husband.”

“Okay,” Lola said flipping through her phone. “This is us. His name is Louie.”

“A white guy!” Shabnam said. “High five!” she added in an exaggerated and undefinable foreign accent. “He’s cute. He looks incredibly gentle. Despite being jacked, I mean.”

“He is,” Lola said, and started to cry. “We’re going to get married. He’s the only person who hasn’t disappointed me. And now all this fuckery has happened.”

“It’s nothing terrible,” Nadia said. “Here, light up. You’ve earned it. Cigar in one hand, tea in the other.”

“But I don’t smoke.”

“Neither do I, but you don’t


























































































About the Author




About You





EPUB/nav.xhtml


The Q-Word

		The Q-Word







  

    		

      Title Page

    



    		

      Cover

    



  







EPUB/media/file0.jpg
Matthew Atkinson

The Q-Word






