
You Ate It

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jamie Baker

 

 


Your Only Warning

 

I didn’t ask you to pick me up.

That was your doing.

But I do like how you hold me in your hands.

 

You can put me down if you want,

I just ask, if you are going to take me home,

that you commit to me.

 

 

 

Otherwise,

the book sitting next to me is very nice,

and will ask less of you.

 

 


Your Only Hint

 

He married the wrong girl . . .

who turned out to be the right girl . . .

who gave him the most fantastical girl . . .

moments after she died.

 

This led to meeting a wonderful girl . . .

who wasn’t a girl . . .

but really all along was a girl . . .

as girly a “girl-girl” can girl it . . .

 

and that’s all you’re going to get for now.

 

 


For

Devra

For having a soft ass

and a hard head.

 

 


Your Playlist

“Sitting Still,” R.E.M.

“Peace and Love,” Fountains of Wayne

“The Wrong Year,” The Decemberists

“Moon Song,” Phoebe Bridgers

“Living a Lie,” Aimee Mann

“12/17/12,” The Decemberists

“Sister Golden Hair,” Aimee Mann and Jonathan Coulton

“Wild Horses,” The Rolling Stones

“That’s Me Trying,” Aimee Mann

“Everlong,” Foo Fighters

“I See You -,” Phoebe Bridgers

“Red Right Ankle,” The Decemberists

 

 


“To have a child is to give fate a hostage.”

—Anthony Bourdain

 

 

 




Chapter 1
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I



t was fitting that it happened on this day, of all days. This time of year was always tough on him. Normally, he would just hibernate until the wave of guilt, or whatever might be hovering around his heart, made its way out of his system and into his recycling bin. But not today. At this moment, he was happy.

Michael believed that life was not measured in years, but in moments of pure clarity. That everyone on this earth would encounter about nine of these secret truths. And here he was, at the age of thirty-four, standing in the middle of a desolate field experiencing his second life-affirming revelation. He brought his hand close to his lips and kissed his painted pinky finger and said, “Thank you.”

Good-looking as he was, he could have been a bit more presentable for such an occasion. He looked like a pig. Bags under his eyes. Mop-like black hair plastered to his scalp. His face begged for time with a razor, and he was wearing a button-down shirt, torn shorts, and hiking boots. No one would ever believe that this guy was worth nine figures and was about to write a check and give away one of those millions in exchange for this land. How he looked was less important than what he was seeing, and that was his future. Even when he saw a butterfly casually moving through his line of vision, he took it as a sign of hope and not some ridiculous cliché.

“I am here,” he whispered. “I’m still alive.”

He took a breath, closed his eyes, listened to what was there, felt what was being offered, and gave in. The moment of clarity had finally returned.

It had been twenty years since he’d last felt it. The circumstances were different then, when he was fifteen years old and walking in his favorite place in Louisville while considering the worst possible outcome. He had been alone when it happened the first time. This time, his second moment of “clarity,” he was with his seven-year-old daughter, who was standing on his boot, clutching his waist. His soon-to-be Obi-Wan Kenobi substitute, Wendell Gonzales, was standing next to him in this lifeless field where Baseline Avenue swerved into Edison Street. Right smack in the middle of the Santa Ynez Valley. It was a beautiful piece of vacated land. Filled with mole holes and little blue bags of perfectly wrapped dog shit. A forgotten place, where entitled Fitbit- and fanny-pack-wearing boomers and millennials discarded their rescue pups’ crap while on their walks.

But the land was perfect. He didn’t care who would trespass. All would be welcomed when he finished his dream project. He saw two cowboys on horseback moving as slowly as they could across his soon-to-be property line, and he waved at them like they were his best friends. Another man who looked to be a hundred years old with wild, gray tumbleweed hair zipped by on a motorcycle around the curve, and Michael let out a scream of encouragement. This was a place where being yourself was encouraged. Even if you were pretending to be somebody else. Easy to disappear. Easier to reinvent.

This wonderful piece of property had no old, decrepit building structures needing to be torn down, no historical remains to argue over. Only a rusted, burned-out flatbed truck with flat tires that Michael would have Wendell turn into Annelise’s garden; a drooping laundry line that Natalie would repurpose to display the restaurant’s lunch menu; and, off in the distance, what looked like a homemade drive-in movie screen where secret messages would occasionally appear. Michael grinned and gave Wendell his joyful, giddy, THC-induced look of approval. 

Now, before this goes any further, what you should know is this: Michael is good. He’s going to test you, and you’ll have to decide if it’s worth investing your time in him. Know this: he will die for the people he loves. And if you are reading this now you should consider yourself part of his circle. He’d take the bullet. Not kidding. He is that guy. While he thinks his life might have more value to the world than most people’s, if you’re a part of his circle, you can trust him with yours, and there’re not that many people out there you can say that about.

Now, your ego, that’s another thing. Your self-worth, your pride, he’ll take shots at all of those. But it is never his intention to pierce the hearts that might prevent his own from breaking. He really does care, and I should know.

What Michael thinks you’ll eventually find out about him is that he is witty, clever, and occasionally mean. That last quality is on purpose. He wants you to know that he has that slug in his chamber, and, for some weird, immature reason, he likes it. It has made him pretty successful in business. It just doesn’t translate in life and love. He has no real excuses for it. But he holds on to it because, deep down, he thinks he’s not smart.

You’ll decide if you think you can help him, or if you even care to try. I’ll say this: it’s remarkable and impressive what he has built and how he got here, so don’t let him kid you. He is smart and, like I said, good. You can’t question his work ethic or his love for his child, or even his . . . well, two examples are enough. He jokes and says that he would never make it to the top of the tech industry because he could only read Gladwell’s book 9,999 times. He hopes you get that.

Did I mention that he’s funny? It’s also funny how his moments of clarity have always been accompanied by a blind spot. It sounds like that wouldn’t make sense, but it’s true. No matter how much he is able to glean from these life-changing revelations, believing he is experiencing all things possible in the moment, with his five senses, he is also oblivious to the flaws in his perception.

Take the first moment of clarity when his one brilliant idea came to him while he was walking down a path in Iroquois Park. This seven-hundred-acre urban forest was a magical ecosystem, a field covered with thriving pine and fir, dogwood sprouts, poison ivy, poison oak, wildflowers, marijuana, discarded porn, discarded gay porn, beer cans, old tires, attempts at civilization such as tennis courts and horse stables, rock festivals, and graves, some even marked. But mostly, it was beauty. A childhood bio-magical playland for anyone willing to listen to or find its wisdom.

Fifteen-year-old Michael was lonely. He received detention that day and was sent to the principal’s office for yelling, “Suck my dick!” at a buddy in front of the nuns. Michael never liked public speaking and dreaded writing book reports even more. On that day, his birthday as a matter of fact, September 26, he had chosen a collection of essays by his favorite author, E. B. White. The collection covered the four-year period after the author had left the big city for a much simpler life. The stories were wonderful and filled with hope in the face of an impending world war. It contained some of his best writing, especially the parts about his love, fear, and wishes for his child. To this day, it is still Michael’s favorite book. The three-word title of the novel was how Michael got in trouble in class—One Man’s Meat—which was easily construed as a manual for masturbation. Especially in the minds of a bunch of teenaged Catholic boys. His buddies let him have it, Michael yelled what he did to make it worse, and the principal responded. Sent to her office for breaking the eleventh commandment, he was told his five-day detention had something to do with not screaming for oral sex in a sexually pent-up classroom.

Sandy heard him scream it, and saw him sitting outside the Principal’s office. The girl he loved wasn’t talking to him. She knew what he did to her, and being punished by her was far worse than what he was about to get from the Principal.  Detention meant he would miss his bus and have to walk home through the park. It also meant he wouldn’t have the chance to apologize to her and make amends. He knew right then he had lost his chance.

He was feeling invisible and had had it with the nuns for the day. Lucky for him, he had part of a joint hidden in the flap of his school tie. A secret hiding place for all Catholic boys. He sat on the ground against a tree and took a quick drag until there was nothing left. He just needed to get his head straight and keep their nonsense out of it. It had been raining earlier in the morning, and suddenly a fast-moving stream started to grow beneath his feet. It engulfed his Converse laces, moved up his leg, and barreled down the hill. The cold water shocked him and made him grip the pocketknife he had placed in his front pocket. He looked down and saw, bobbing along in the stream near his feet, a tiny bird’s egg that had fallen from its nest. He scooped it into his hand to give it some much-needed protection. He didn’t count on it, but that action alone gave him something to live for. He had to make a choice. In one hand he held a blade that could make the pain go away. In the other, the unbroken egg that he was caring for. 

The egg saved his life. He forgot why he was walking through the park in the first place. Holding the egg felt like power. It made him feel less alone. Life changes in seconds. He kept still, as he would do twenty years later in Santa Ynez Valley, and watched the chaotic natural occurrence of water bargaining with the terrain in order to find its way to a new home. Its slow, receding movement sprung off into multiple directions, toward tree trunks and divots, seeping further into the ground. The water would soon pool and form reserve ponds to be used as backup natural reservoirs feeding the earth. What had started as a gush of water now settled and transformed into a symbiotic mini biosphere. The trees reacted immediately and danced to the wet, tepid trickle. Right then, sunlight broke through the branches, a cool, fresh breeze moved through, and, just like that, energy erupted in a flash of artistic sounds and colors. A pod of butterflies burst like confetti. He saw the birds nesting and the bees circling, reading each other’s signs and sacred rituals, aware of the balance that was being created. They were aware that he was aware of them, and he was aware that they were aware, and it wasn’t the end of the world. Far from it. Everyone felt fine. Even the egg. 

Life got very simple for a moment. It felt orchestrated. Impeccable precision. Seamless control by natural forces, regulating every choice. Michael realized something. This was not the magical result of organic irrigation addressing a need. This was simply how the world talked to itself: dancing and singing and nurturing and coping without fear. Another important revelation he had while sitting in the mud, and this point could not be underestimated, was the security these relationships provided for each other. They acted as each other’s firewall. This was science. He was resting against a tree on the cusp of a scientific reckoning. That the earth was like a brain filled with random energy impulses simply looking for ways to make a connection and survive, and once it was controlled and harnessed, it could thrive and perform at levels of ultimate efficient effectiveness. This was nothing but pure communication. Undetected, unpredictable, low-tech, perfect communication. It was perfect, but more important, it was a world that cared.

But how could it be perfect if what he was holding in his hand was lost? This egg had not been supposed to end up in his hand. This was an anomaly. A flaw.

This moment would take Michael to his great idea. His brilliant idea. His life- and world-changing idea that culminated in an invention that communicated in the hope of making life simple and safe and secure for everyone. The invention that would fill to the max his savings and Wall Street account portfolio, and plop him down in the Silicon Valley twelve years later at the age of twenty-seven, where he would sit for hours, mastering the art of twirling a quarter between his fingers as he looked out the window of his sterile sixth-floor corner, in an earthquake-proof box, like a rat in a cage. Impressed yet? That was not all. His skill at being able to predict what would come next in an industry that moved faster than the speed of light was improving at every crisis-versus-opportunity dilemma he faced. He could multitask and predict exactly when the next red Prius would move down the northbound 101 at sixty-two miles an hour. Efficiency was gold. Effectiveness was rhodium. He had both. “Hooray,” he would mutter sarcastically, which was code for “suck my dick.”

The flaw hidden by his first blind spot moment would come to light later, and it would be devastating. What he realized was that his invention didn’t make life simpler. What he had created had made him a lot of money, and the world a little more dead. What he thought he had witnessed when he was young was conspiring acts of conception that resulted in new life that thrived on its own terms. But he was wrong. It had all meant nothing. He had only seen something that wasn’t really there. Like mistaking a white sheet dangling from a clothesline at night for a girl wearing a slip dancing under the light of the moon because your memories want it to be so. The one good thing that had come from his walk in the park was that it had stopped him from doing something drastic to himself. Instead, it had given him an idea, and sometimes an idea can keep you going for a long time. But it can also come too early in life, and in Michael’s case, he couldn’t handle it.

***

Now, standing in the field with his daughter, this moment was different. Wendell handed Michael a sample of the cannabis they would be growing on the property. He was starting to feel a little high and was ignoring the birthday kid while he pieced together the new dream he would build on the land. Selfish and not cool on his part. His rationalization that moving here was all her idea was a big fat lie. He had misheard his wonderful and creative child when she had said she wanted to open a “bacon restaurant.” In fact, she had meant a vegan café. She even said “vegan” several times. She screamed, “Vegan restaurant and café!” while holding a carrot in his face, but he heard “bacon,” and Michael likes bacon, so the origin of Blue Bag Farms, home to the Pretentious Boar and Ale House, got off to auspicious beginnings. His new restaurant, his new life would be a success, an oasis even, and Annelise would learn to like bacon. 

But at this moment, eating was the furthest thing from Annelise’s mind. She was frightened and couldn’t speak. Not a peep. The five-freckled girl stood on her father’s laced boot, one red ruby slipper on top of the other, strangling his knee as if it were a mast on a sinking ship. She had a good reason. The tarantula that her eyes were locked on was crawling toward her just three feet away from her big toe, and she was going to die. The sun hovered over Michael’s head, making it impossible for Annelise to see his face and get his attention. She didn’t want to die this way, but screaming might make the spider lunge toward her foot and begin swirling its web up her little body, eventually cocooning and suffocating her last breath before eating her.

Then she thought, this all makes sense. I will die today. I will die right here in this poop-smelling field. I hate this day. I hate my birthday. Besides, every child who loses their mother on their birthday feels this way, and Annelise is no exception.

Wendell could sense something was wrong. He could see that Michael’s head was somewhere else and needed to be snapped back to Planet Earth.

Wendell G. was a fucking, magical, spirited, unofficial Chumash Indian, meaning somewhere down the bloodline, someone had stepped out the back door of the Maverick Saloon and found an improper but willing genealogical partner who was interested in finding a back seat in a nearby unlocked car. Not all the boxes could be checked in the officially recognized DNA sweepstakes. He wasn’t eligible for the golden ticket of the monthly stipend given to full-blooded members. He reaped some benefits, but not like others who received up to forty thousand a month in income for having certified 100 percent tribal verification. Any perks he did get from being tribe-adjacent were not nearly worth the unrelenting horror of having to live this life among so many generations of unremarkable cowboy assholes. His face, weathered and dark, was much like the soil they were standing on. But he had something, a gift. A mystical gift that he must have kept his Indian shaman gene. Wendell took a long sip from his water bottle. Michael thought, what if that stream that formed under his own feet at fifteen, what if it eventually flowed all the way to Central California, met up with some different magic, and spawned guys like Wendell?

Yeah, that was the good weed talking, but Wendell did have the magic. And that was why Michael thought of him as his personal Jedi-Master-slash-farm-manager. To snap Michael out of his haze, Wendell grabbed a bag of dog shit that was near his foot and threw it at the burned-out truck like he was channeling the Force. The sound it made echoed through the property and made Annelise grip her father’s leg even tighter.

“Your woman? How did you get started?” Wendell asked, changing the subject. Michael wasn’t ready to completely come out of his fog, but after a few seconds he found himself remembering the question.

“Natalie?” he responded.

“Yeah, how did you meet?” Wendell wanted to know more.

Michael was always careful when starting conversations about his relationship with Natalie. It was not his style to talk about personal stuff, but if he did, it would have to come up naturally. But Michael was starting to trust Wendell more and more. And, of course, he was high.

“We met in the middle. That’s a joke. Not really, but sort of. You know, I mean in the middle, the way people do. Sexually, emotionally, spiritually, sexually, geographically even—wait, check that, you mean, how did we get together?” Michael responded, realizing his answer was ambiguous. He tried to course-correct.

“Actually, not perfectly in the middle, as in the exact geographic middle. I was in the Bay Area, she was in Chula Vista, so technically I gave roughly twenty-nine miles depending on how you want to slice it up, so, yes, I compromised a little more than she did, you might say . . . I compromised a little more.”

He was rambling and couldn’t stop his mouth from forming words. Michael went back to scouting the land and sky, and his mind drifting back to his moment of Zen, of imagining all of the magical things he wanted to turn this piece of land into.

“I don’t understand,” Wendell said.

“If we had really ‘compromised,’ we would have ended up in bumfuck Nipomo, and that’s not a compromise I was willing to make.” He decided not to take another hit. “Neither was Santa Barbara, you know. Terrible place.”

Wendell shook his head in agreement and said, “Hate Santa Barbara.”

Michael once again realized why Wendell was a kindred spirit and responded, “Yeah, me too. It’s like someone wanted to create a nice getaway coastal village and instead decided to build a city-sized Pottery Barn.” Michael started laughing, hoping that Wendell would enjoy his description of the ridiculous riviera, but Wendell didn’t even crack a smile.

They both stood in silence again, until Wendell muttered, “You said ‘sexually’ twice. You compromised ‘sexually’ twice.”

Michael was confused. “I did? I don’t think so. I may have said ‘spiritually’ twice.”

“No, you didn’t. You said ‘sexually’ twice.” Wendell was sure of it, and he thought there was a story there.

Michael wasn’t sure of anything, but he had no doubt Wendell was right in what he had heard. Needless to say, the conversation was getting a bit weird for Michael. He couldn’t track his way back to the series of questions and comments.

“I’m Catholic, by the way. But not anymore.”

He felt like that would be a sufficient way to end the chat. Also, Michael felt the weight of Annelise clinging to his leg and reached down and pulled her up with his branches. She climbed her arms around his neck, like his head were a life preserver. She was drenched. He could feel her anxiety seeping into him, her sweat, her tears, and because of the spider, she had wet her pants. This was a different H2O than the one that had flowed through his Chuck Taylor sneakers when he was standing decades ago in Iroquois Park. His daughter was still his little egg and his responsibility. They were losing their sun, and any cooling breeze had ceased to exist. The energy that had come from the moment had shifted. There were no birds or bees this time. It was not good. He turned to walk in the direction of the car, not knowing he’d crushed the tarantula under his sandal. That was bad luck in these parts, and there might or might not have been a curse attached.

Michael knew that his little girl didn’t want to talk and that she was upset, but he had a lot on his mind, knowing that the property papers needed to be signed before the owner got wind of his plans and decided not to sell.

Cannabis was up there with gonorrhea and Democrat as far as banned words to say in polite Santa Ynez Valley company. The upside was Michael knew he held the ace card. Nothing gave a tired, old, stupid, impotent third-generation Republican landowner a boner more than cold hard cash.

The three of them walked down the dusty path toward the parking lot. Wendell noticed and pointed out several more tarantulas moving across the pavement. It was mating season, and the spiders would cross the road for dinner and a show, not particularly in that order. The fields were full of them this time of year.

Michael said, “Look, honey, it’s like your own private Charlotte’s Web,” which made her burst into hysterical tears.

Yeah, great move, Dad, pretty insensitive. Michael knew it scared his little girl and that she didn’t want to be here. He was worried. The possibility of her having bad feelings about the land would be a deal-breaker. And, if anything, Michael had only one promise in the world to keep. He would sell all of his dreams in a heartbeat for his little girl’s happiness.

“It’s fertile land for lots of things. Pot, spiders, childhood. Everything grows here,” Wendell said as he picked up one of the tarantulas and let it crawl on his hand.

“They’re harmless, don’t be scared,” he said to Annelise, showing her the furry creature. “It’s not like a Pepsini or spider hawk, little one.”

Annelise wasn’t having any of it. At that moment, she hated Wendell and wanted him to vanish, but she would, eventually, like everyone else, grow to love him. Especially when he would leave sweet little clues and treasures for her to find while Dad worked at the restaurant. But right now, she felt miserable and lost and alone, and the pot smell on her father was disgusting. She didn’t want this. Not on her birthday, not ever.

Wendell put the tarantula back down on the ground. He knew when to pick his battles.

“Her mother has got to be proud of you, I bet,” Wendell said.

Michael looked at Wendell for what seemed like a full minute. The world stopped spinning and wasn’t ending anytime soon. The pot was losing its power. Wendell had brought up Sera. He’d never met Sera. Michael also realized what day it was, and why all this could be happening. The statement sobered him up, and he felt his second clarity moment come to a close. Michael understood what Wendell had meant. Michael knew he could talk to spirits.

“I hope so. I sincerely hope so.”

The flaws were slightly more visible with this moment of clarity. Wendell knew Michael knew what he’d meant . . . and he felt fine.

 




Chapter 2
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T



he nail on Michael’s right pinky finger was painted red. Not a bright red, but more faded to give the impression of a bruise. Which it was. Self-inflicted and emanating from somewhere near his heart. The office youngin’s he had employed at his Silicon Valley silo would snicker and say he painted his nails after a campy night out drinking that was filled with truth-or-dare challenges and bad disco karaoke. Its actual meaning was a secret that only two people knew. A reminder to just stop and think for a moment. Consider the ramifications and collateral damage that might take place if he did go through with it. Put the ego in a time-out. Not a stop sign, nor a stoplight, just an acknowledgment that danger might be just ahead. A crossroads of conscience where you get to decide what kind of person you want to be.

The color was faded on purpose and chosen by the artist who had painted it to reflect their shared personal history. A check-in of sorts, but of course, free will always wins, and you make your own choices. He knew that, and that was why his disillusionment with his creation, his company, his life, in fact almost everything, was beginning to show some cracks. To him, this was the beginning of the wrong year. “The spirit was willing, but the flesh was getting bored,” as the song goes.

His restless mind would spiral at times, which would make him contemplate the ample opportunities he had to climb to the roof of the sixth-floor building his ideas had created, and try to fly. He seriously considered it more than once, and for some reason that thought was trying to get a minute with him today. Maybe he was thinking too much about that day in Iroquois Park. Instead, he decided to surrender to his boring, pretentious life and, in his own words, “comply.”

Fuck him. Especially today. Especially today! Besides, death isn’t a joke, and for someone with so much good fortune, he really, really should just go fuck himself for even thinking it. He was lucky to have learned how precious life could be, and he was even more lucky to have someone there to teach him its value. After all, teaching was her calling, and she was damn good at it.

No matter what obnoxious encounter or tedious, mediocre conversation he would have to sit through during the prime hours of his nine-to-four-thirty, off by two on Fridays, he always knew that he would soon be home with Sera, saying stupid, hilarious stuff to each other and living the life they loved. That their baby was only weeks away from being born should have eliminated all thoughts. She could talk him down from anywhere. It made all the clock-punching in the world worth it because he knew he would come back to her.

How a day that had started out so wonderful had turned and had him thinking about his earliest attempt was obviously a data entry error in his brain. A missed keystroke in his daily emotional startup disk. He and Sera had woken up spooning and pulling each other closer. The two becoming one in every possible way. This was heaven, even better for the nonbeliever. This was home. He, with his free arm wrapped around their pulsing eighth-month creation. Just lying together, ignoring the alarm, ignoring the snooze, ignoring the sound of Alexa clearing her throat from the side table. Why not? It had taken several months of healing and rebuilding and trusting to get to this point, and they were going to cherish it. He had fucked up, and he had known it the moment it happened. Boys could be stupid and do stupid things, but Michael was a man, and he knew better. He learned, and she knew that he had learned and was truly sorry. They put the work in. She forgave him, and he was never going to let her go. In her half-asleep state, Sera brought his hand up from her womb to her heart. He could feel it beating along with his own. After a moment of bliss, Sera suddenly sat up on her side of the bed. Michael, staring at her naked back, could sense that something was troubling her.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. I don’t know. I just felt something,” she said, still waiting for her body to provide more information.

“Do you want to go to the hospital?” Michael got out of bed and slid his shorts on. He came around to her side and knelt in front of her. He could see in her face a bit of uncertainty.

“No, no. I don’t think so. I think it’s normal. I think she just moved, that’s all. It was just a different feeling. One I haven’t had before. Didn’t hurt or anything, so stop worrying, if that’s what you’re doing,” she assured him.

He knew this about his wife. When she started to ramble and string her words together, she had some doubts moving in her brain. “Let’s go to the hospital.” Michael wasn’t insisting, but he kinda was. He rested his hands on her knees as if to help her up.

She smiled and said, “You can stop painting your nail now.”

It might be hard for you to understand what Sera’s words conveyed, but it will make sense later. It was also in the way she said it, and the look on her face. It was real, it was significant, and he felt it. He had earned it, too. Michael had spent a lot of his time in the past several months learning about what was important, and that it had been there the whole time. It had taken almost losing it for him to finally realize his lesson. It had been hard, heavy-lifting work for the boy genius past his prime, but he had done it. His ego had come way down, and his compassion had climbed up in relative proportions. He knew he was a better person because the data was telling him so. No, his heart was telling him so. This was what love was supposed to feel like. She was the right girl, had been the right girl all along.

“Let’s just both call in sick. If you don’t want to go to the hospital, that’s fine. We’ll take a relaxing day off.”

“No. I can’t. I’m giving out my awards today.”

He knew this was important. Her kids and teaching were her passion.

“Hon, I think they will understand. It’s okay to take a day for yourself. Our kid matters too, and if she’s talking to you right now, I want you to listen.” Yes, it was a girl, and Michael’s overprotective tendencies were in high gear. “They’ll understand. Please? Look, their lives aren’t going to change that much if you do this tomorrow, or the next day.” Michael was pleading, and Sera could tell that he wasn’t doing this for show. But she knew it wouldn’t be fair to the other parents who had taken time off from their jobs to see their kids get a certificate. Michael thought about bringing up the point that his needs were just as important, and he needed his wife home with him. But he didn’t. Good choice, Michael. You deserve a star today. He wasn’t the only one in the house who would soon be taking baby steps.

They got dressed. He dropped his wife off at work. He told her that he loved her and wished that she wasn’t such a great fucking teacher, because what she gave to those kids every goddamn day was way more important than his little, whiny selfish needs and just another reminder that he was the King of the Fucking Lucky Club already. She agreed and blew him a kiss as she walked toward the smiling, happy kids he resented.

He was jealous. Her day was going to be so much more fun than his. She got to work with brains hungry for ideas, while he had to fend off stock-option bean counters.

Michael’s invention had the ability to anticipate people’s behaviors at a higher rate than most species would be comfortable with. For him, it was meant to be a way to harmlessly tell the future. Eliminating free will. Overcoming fear. What he didn’t anticipate was how uncomfortable it made him when security firms and government agencies liked his idea. His goal had been to make life simpler for people, not give them a reason to be paranoid.

Data moved predictably and purposefully through Michael’s brain faster than anyone he had ever met. That included all the dorks he would need to sidestep on his way up the silicon high-tech staircase. The only thing he learned from this gift was that it made him a bigger asshole. He was bored to death in this lanyard-wearing, plastic, make-believe grown-up world. He didn’t own his company anymore. Sold it, merged twice, negotiated less responsibility at twice the price. He was thought of as the old man guru down the hall who was not really allowed to enter the creative pit to share his concepts. To them, his ideas lacked the salacious heavy petting that supply-and-demand economics would need to fuck their way to the top of the S&P. That was what his company had become. Create a product, and then convince everyone they need it to survive, and then withhold it until they, too, comply. Ethically sickening. At his ripe old age of twenty-seven, the recent grads who walked the executive floor past his slightly cracked door acknowledged his existence and admiringly addressed him as “mister.”

He only had two reasons to come into the office today. One was to fulfill an empty contractual obligation with his buyer that was essentially a monitored gag order, and the other was to make sure his best friend and brother-in-law, the totally brilliant shithead, Mike, didn’t destroy everything he had accomplished. In fact, keeping Mike in line was a full-time job with overtime and no hazard pay.

To be honest, Mike was a lovable, incorrigible doofus who could make you laugh for all the wrong reasons. An out-of-control locomotive that would jump the tracks, careen down the embankment, flip upside down, and land in the station on time with not a bag or hatbox out of place. Every time Michael thought he was at the end of it, Mike would jump in and say, “I got this.” And more times than not, he succeeded.

Once the two met in college, they couldn’t escape each other. In fact, they were the same person in many ways, although they looked nothing alike and acted nothing alike. If Mike had had his way, he would have been a rock star. Since he couldn’t play an instrument, he had no choice but to be the lead singer type. He modeled his whole look after Steve Perry from Journey and even had a poster of the singer on his dorm wall. It was his mirror that he would use to check himself. While everyone else in college looked like they had just gotten out of bed, Mike’s straight shoulder-length hair was perfect. The other students on campus would be dressed in a T-shirt and sweater or a hoodie. Mike would go with the button-down shirt and casual blazer. And if “future rock star” wasn’t going to be in his cards after graduation, he was prepping to become the youngest tenured professor as his fallback. Mike was squirrelly and always talked faster than humanly possible. It would give you a headache after a while. Where Michael’s speech was slow and tactical, Mike’s was shot-gunned, sporadic, and sometimes brilliant, but most of the time pure drivel. Michael would joke and tell him to pick up those stupid ideas he dropped on the floor and throw them in the garbage before someone found them and embarrassed themselves with a half-baked concept on Shark Tank.

Mike did have one good thing going for him. Actually, one great thing. Mike had a sister. A twin sister who looked nothing like him. Cute and sexy, great tits, and extremely clumsy, which just made her more darling. When she visited her brother at college, she would sit on his bed and try to finish her sentence before her not-so-look-alike twin interrupted or changed the subject. Michael noticed his best friend being inconsiderate toward his sister. His best friend’s sister noticed that her brother’s lack of consideration toward her was registering with his best friend sitting on the other bed who was looking at her “eyes up here buddy.” That’s when the smiling at each other started. Soon after, the two of them started sneaking off to find a private grassy hillside to slowly work a bare spot into.

It was such a cute name—Sera, short for Seraphina. The name of the angel who knew the password to both the upper and lower worlds. Her hair was dark like her brother’s, but it had more life in it. Her blue eyes were nice, but it was her lips. She had great lips, and she knew how to paint them. Watching her apply lipstick could reduce most men to a helpless puddle of bumbling pubescence. All Michael wanted was to have those red lips anywhere they wanted to be on his body. They had total access, complete security clearance at all times. She also had a special power, the only person on the planet who could do the impossible. She could make Michael laugh.

The first night they got together was a big surprise to Michael. He had known Sera would be visiting that night, and they had shared an awkward kiss during her last pass through town, but this was his best friend’s sister, for crying out loud. But, you know, those lips. He had to. He needed to prepare and be on his game for the next chance. He was good at flirting on his feet, but he had never practiced the steps for the initial dance of real intimacy with someone. In the past, it had usually consisted of someone hitting the lights in the dorm room and yelling in frustration, “Let’s fucking do this and get it over with!”

Michael took a shower while the siblings sat quietly in the room, staring at their phones. He dried off and then did the dumbest thing while looking at himself in the mirror. No, not shaving; shaving was out. No self-respecting nerd in Geekademia ever gave up their stubble. In the shared medicine cabinet above the sink, Mike had a full onslaught of cologne, total playa’. Michael, who had never wanted to smell like anything because he was afraid he might smell like something, decided to try it. He put some on his hands and rubbed his neck and knew immediately that this was a big fucking mistake. Also, it dawned on him that giving off her brother’s scent was totally creepy and a recipe for failure. He panicked and started to scrub his neck to dilute the odor, making his neck look like a Freddy Krueger hickey fest. He even thought he could solve it with a Benadryl, but opted for a scarf to hide the burning acidic reaction. Scarves were trendy, he thought. Sera and Mike didn’t even look up from their phones or notice that he was dressed for the Matterhorn, so he was in the clear. He put his phone in his coat’s breast pocket, his wallet in the back pocket, and his room key in his front right pants pocket, which weirdly fell straight to the ground. When had that pocket ripped? He felt like a klutz picking the key up from the floor, but considering his neck was a four-alarm fire at the moment, he’d cut his losses.

The three hit the town, walking briskly past hipster shops and speaking in eight-word banter, trying to “outwit” each other. Achieving ultimate “wit status” was the goal, always the goal. Millennials believed that the person who made others laugh in less than 140 characters would win the world. Because somehow having wit gave off the impression of enlightenment and self-awareness, that you knew your shit. Michael scored more than the others in this game, but laughter wasn’t the goal for him. In fact, Michael was good at the “wit wars” because of his ability to get mean, and biting wit was reserved for no-holds-barred battles. If you laughed during these challenges, it meant you had “broken face” and had to regroup. 

For example, on their way to getting beers and pizza, the three passed a tattoo parlor. Sera dared Michael to go inside and get a badge. A symbolic precursor to the friendship ring. If he did, she would. They bantered back and forth about what type of embarrassing or matched markings they could claim on each other’s body for safekeeping. Michael wanted to keep playing and opened the door to the tattoo shop.

“Great idea, what should we get?” he said, making the dare.

Sera, not sure if he was serious, half-heartedly played along. “I don’t know. A symbol? Maybe a fish. I like to fish,” she tossed out.

Michael gave her the “don’t come into this alley to fight with that weak shit” look. He needed to hear her repeat her lame attempt, so he parroted back, “A fish? I think you’re fishing at this moment.”

Sera knew she was behind in this battle, but if you’re going to lie anyway, you might as well go all in. “Yeah, a fish, something only you and I would know. It would be like our little joke, our secret,” she said sweetly, playing the girl card. Sera batted her eyes to distract him, but Michael was going for the win.

“I think this conversation might be our little joke,” he said.

Sera stood up straight and arched her tits forward in a show of strength.

“Really?” she said.

Michael noticed the tits but didn’t break his stride. “Yeah, I do. I think it might be the littlest joke lying around here right now. Mike, do you see any other little jokes lying around here?” Michael attempted to engage Mike in the battle, but Mike was struggling on his own as he focused on a tense level of Space Invaders on his phone.

“Nope, just the two of you, if that counts.” Mike slightly pumped his fist as he moved to the next level of his game. Sera and Michael looked at Mike and acknowledged that he had checked out of the war. Sera raised the ante. “Well, whatever we decide, I’ll totally do it,” she said, taking her jacket off.

Michael knew, through his exposure to Mike, that there was crazy DNA in the bloodline. He flashed the brake light and said, “No, you won’t.”

Sera sensed his hesitation and found an opening. “Dare me,” she said as she started rolling up her sleeve.

“This is how you’re going to play your wit card right now? With a fish?” Michael was still holding out for a peaceful surrender, but Sera wasn’t the type to go down easy. Well, she was, but she wasn’t going to let him know that, not this early anyway. She grabbed his arm to pull him further inside the shop, but he liked having an escape route and stood his ground.

“I’m not joking, I’ll fucking do it.” She looked him right in the eye.

He tried his best not to blink. She was so darn cute. A ball of fire. No, more like a slow, intense beam that could burn right through you or, if she chose to be kind, engulf you in warmth. The definition of Hot Nerd Chick. At this point, Michael anticipated that diplomatic negotiations were in order. “I’ve got an idea. A great idea.”

“You’re an idea guy,” she shot back.

“Yeah, I know, a total idea guy,” he stuttered out of the gate as he planned his next attack. “Here it is. Instead of a symbol, or a fish, or a giant parakeet dragon or something, why don’t we choose a word that will make each of us think of the other when we touch it? A memento or an appreciation kind of thing, a nice feeling.” As Michael said this, he reached out a finger to touch her right breast, right above the nipple.

“Okay,” Sera said. She knew he was reeling her in, but she liked the card he had just played. Besides, she knew what her endgame was as well.

“You like that idea?” Michael said like a good future husband.

“I’ll go with it. What word would you choose for me? For this nice-feeling ink spot?”

Michael stepped back for a second. He hadn’t thought this line of the “wit battle” through completely. He looked to the sky, hoping for a line, and said, “I don’t know yet. I’m not sure there is a word that describes you.”

“Make up one,” Sera said.

“No, no,” Michael said, placing his pointer finger near his lips as if he was thinking. “I don’t think there is a word for you. No, there’s not. Nothing comes to mind right off the top of my head.” It appears this conversation was prematurely coming to an end with no satisfaction. They stood in silence for a few seconds, feeling the lackluster attempt to see this playful courting through to its anticlimactic end.

Resolved, Sera said, “I thought you were an idea guy?”

“I am,” Michael apologized.

“And not one idea. You’re fresh out of ideas. What happened?”

Defeated, Michael said, “I don’t know. I can’t think of a word that describes you.”

“Well, I have a word for you picked out. Didn’t take me long.” She smiled.

“Really?” he said, with no hard feelings.

“Yeah, really. I’m going to get the word Hero right on my ass.” Sera reached around and pointed to one of her butt cheeks. “Hero,” she repeated with a cute laugh.

Michael, hoping for a promotion, said, “Why not Superhero?”

Sera gave him a “don’t push your luck, kid” smile. “I don’t need a superhero. A hero would be just fine. So, again, what word would this hero choose for me?” She was still waiting.

“I’m thinking.” His voice reached puberty pitch.

“Is it really that hard?” she asked with fake sympathy.

“Yeah, kinda.”

“Guess you’re not as witty as you think.”

It was one of those “better luck next time” moments, or “this never happens to me” things. For a moment it seemed to be over, but remember, Michael is a champion at this game. If anyone thought he didn’t have more in the tank, well, that’s their fault for being so gullible.

They had walked out of the tattoo parlor. Michael closed the door to the shop and walked in front of Sera. From the back, his sore-loser posture was not very attractive, and Sera was feeling pretty good about herself. She had never stumped Michael like this.

Michael suddenly turned, facing Sera, stopping her in her tracks. “I don’t think there is a word out there that could perfectly encompass everything you are or describe what you mean to me. But there is a number: you’re a six. I’ll have them put a number 6 right here.” He pointed right below his belly button and looked her straight in the eye with the biggest grin he could probably make.

He had scored the knockout punch. He’d won.

Yeah, he had gone there with guns ablazin’. If his intent had been to make her weak in the knees, he had accomplished his mission. But not in the way he’d expected. He had just called the cutest, hottest, nicest girl who had ever paid attention to him, who had ever given him the time of day, who had let him kiss her—with tongue and a lip bite—a six.

When it came to women, all three knew he had no game. The standoff had shifted from playful riffing to power struggle to death match. What had started as coy Millennial courting and the beginning of the night’s foreplay had immediately shifted to “AND WE’RE NEVER GOING TO FUCKING DO THIS!”

Sera looked at him until she could see through him. He thought she might pull her finger gun from her holster, click her tongue, and say, “Good one,” but the truth was he had crushed her. Sera went cold. She hit the bottom and stayed there. She fought like hell not to cry—she wasn’t going to give him that—and instead slowly turned to walk back in the direction of the dorm before the tears could form in her lids. He watched her move away, in every possible way a person could detach themselves from another.

He had lost. He was lost.

His own behavior was unrecognizable even to him. He was immediately filled with shame, a good sign. Having a conscience can give one hope after the fact. In business, most of the time you learn the hard lessons during the debriefing when you dissect the failed attempt, what went wrong. (Always the same answer: human error.) But having sensitivity would have been a better trait for the young Michael to have had possessed at that moment. Michael’s ability to anticipate another person’s behavior was off target this time. You treat someone horribly, they disappear, sometimes forever. He ran the data several ways through his head, and they all came back with the same results. What Michael had just done to Sera would be classified as big, stupid, fucking human error.

Fear can do one of two things. It can suffocate you, or it can force you to chase down what has meaning in your life. It was the latter that made Michael run after her. Michael was not an athlete, and he slipped on the edge of his scarf as he pivoted off his heel. This caused him to fall flat on his ass, ripping a hole in his pants. Sera heard the high-pitched scream and looked back, hoping it was fatal, but she wasn’t going to slow her gait. What a nerd, she thought as she headed back to campus. ‘Thank my lucky stars I didn’t invest any more in this prick.’ She had china patterns picked out in her head for fuck sakes.

Even so, she slowed her pace as she rounded the turn. She wasn’t interested in making it a race. Meanwhile, Michael had lost his scarf in the pursuit. He made a wide circle around to avoid the forcefield of hate that was rightfully coming off her and cut her off where the grass met the sidewalk at the entrance of campus. Standing in front of her, he offered up his surrender. The red in his face matched the red on his neck from the overdose of cheap cologne. She watched him cower. Now it was he who was trying not to cry.

Michael softly said, “I’m sorry.” There was nothing else he could say. The whiz kid who had several million words at his disposal could only find two.

Sera was able to convey her response in a far higher word count.

“You’re sorry? Were you trying to be funny? Well, it wasn’t funny! Even if you didn’t fucking mean it! You said it because you’re just fucking mean!” Sera screamed in his face. He heard her, loud and clear. Sera lowered her tone slightly and said, “By the way, I know I’m not a six. I’m a fucking ten! I’m a twelve, you dumbass!”

The schooling wasn’t over, and Michael knew he wasn’t excused.

“What you meant to do was best me, and it didn’t matter if you had to hurt me to do it. You wanna’ win? You got it. But you lose when you go there. You don’t get to hurt me. Okay?”

This was the deal-breaker moment. In Michael’s eyes, his whole future with Sera depended on understanding this truth. He needed to let this sink in, live with it just a little longer.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m listening. I’m so sorry.”

Sera let him stand in silence. Then she told him to unbutton his shirt.

He didn’t understand, but no questions asked, do what you’re told. He quickly fumbled with the buttons until he was standing bare-chested, shirttail out. He shivered a little as it was getting cold and the sweat he had built up from the run was beginning to burn. She told him to stand up straight and be proud, as if he were to receive a medal from the Queen. The idea of being ordered to assume the position, any position, was starting to feel oddly cool. Sera reached into her purse and found her red lipstick. She untwisted the cap and looked right into Michael’s eyes. Then she started in the center of her upper lip and filled in each side, like all hot girls do. Once she was finished with her lips, she went to work on him. She started to form the letter H on his chest, followed by the rest of the word. Hero. Michael could feel the tip move across his chest. He knew what she was writing and accepted the badge. She drew a heart around his left nipple that caused him to laugh. She had that superpower. He started to talk but she shushed him. She noticed for the first time that his neck was burned, matching the color of her lipstick. She asked, why in hell did he smell like her brother after a full day of jacking off? It dawned on Michael that though he knew that smell, he had never associated that particular cologne with Mike’s excessive masturbation. A smell association he’d now never forget.

Sera looked back up at Michael. Then she took a step back and unbuttoned her blouse. Her bra unsnapped in front, something Michael didn’t know they could do. Another magical teaching moment in life, go figure. There he stood. After being such a pig. Her tits exposed right in front of him on campus, reacting to the cold breeze, right in front of him. Both of them, right there in front of him. Yeah, was it mentioned that her tits were right there in front of him? Take that, frat boys. Nobody cares that your lacrosse team made the division two playoffs.

She moved the lipstick to her breast and drew the number 6. Michael immediately sunk back into his helpless, careless, piggish hole. 

“Don’t. Please don’t, I’m so sorry.”

“You hurt me again, you get this.”

Sera wrote two more sixes next to the original six that was on her breast, making it three sixes in a row. “It will be a living hell for you, got it? If we’re going to do this, we can never hurt each other.”

The good Catholic boy got the message. Michael didn’t speak, but he answered her overwhelmingly when his eyes filled with tears. Michael would eventually get two permanent tattoos in his life to match his temporary red fingernail. Both were penances and could be traced back to this moment.

Sera put her lipstick back in her purse and started to button Michael’s shirt. He was more than content, wanting more than anything for her to take care of him at that moment. He returned the favor by learning quickly how her bra worked, snapping the button back and protecting her like the good hero he wished to be.

“I want this,” he said. “Do you want this?”

Sera moved closer to Michael and wrapped her hands around his waist. Michael pulled Sera in as closely as he could. She held him and kissed him and simply sent the message to him that he was going to be hers, forever and ever, fuck death ’til we part, by reaching into his pants pocket and grabbing his cock through the hole she had cut through the seam while he was in the shower. Now it all made sense, why his key had hit the floor when he’d tried to put it in his pocket. Didn’t matter. He would no longer need it. She was driving from now on.

 


Chapter 3
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atalie was about to get fired. She had been extremely successful at being absolutely terrible at every single job she’d ever had, except, perhaps, one. She could act, but never ever in a million years did she think of it as something to do with her life. Being someone or something else was a survival instinct, certainly not an occupation.

The résumé-building opportunities that often came to Natalie in the real-world job market, like all her adventures, were pure happenstance. A friend would call her up and say, “Hey, you want to do this? You want a job here?” Or they might say, “I think you would be really, really good at this.” She’d apply, get the job, start immediately, be terrible at it, and usually be gone in a week. It was not that she didn’t want to do anything or was lazy. She just couldn’t figure things out in the same way that others did. She wouldn’t lose friends over this either. If anything, it would strengthen their friendships and they would part by saying “I really like you, let’s do something else together.” Hug, and then meet for tea on Tuesday.

She was just not your jack-of-all-trades. I mean, your Jane-of-all-trades. But she could be a Jane-of-most-tirades if you got under her skin. Nice way of saying that she could have you on all fours and feeling demoralized if she wanted to. (This was before she met Michael, so she didn’t get it from him.) Natalie wasn’t always like that. She had gone years of not talking to anyone or expressing her feelings, but once she found the door, or was kicked out of it as it were, she was not going to hold back. She never really talked about her family. But at least she was comfortable with the circle of friends she had, who accepted her for who she was, warts and all. It fulfilled her basic need of belonging to something.

The girl was exotic-looking, one of those people you could play “guess my ethnicity” with. A bit of French or Italian because of the cheekbones, mixed with Scandinavian blue eyes, and gorgeous blond hair. Work it through three generations of Southwestern American redneck cesspool genetics, and you’ll come out with this haunting, sly, mysterious, fun beauty.

Natalie was easy to like. Which was why it was so hard to watch her get sacked. It hysterically sucked because she had finally found something she was good at. High-tech call centers weren’t as boring and soul-crushing as she once thought. At times, they were a lot of fun, filled with hilarious practical jokers and bonus perks. It also had its fair share of rumored orgies between the upper management and the new recruits. Job training was less important than, let’s say, sexual compatibility, and oddly enough for Natalie, who would have been up for it, she never seemed to get invited
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