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“Emma Lenford?”

I glanced away from the fifty-gallon fish tank placed unsteadily on top of the wooden coffee table in the center of the room filled with nothing but a thin layer of sand underneath a scattered array of dirtied and, unfortunately, real human teeth, a small paper sign taped to the front with the script ‘Another one bites the dust’ scribbled on it, and then refocused my attention on the tall, skinny woman in neon pink scrubs who was currently standing in the open doorway on the left, holding a rosy clipboard, and, ironically enough, popping a bubble of gum in a very similar color. 

“That you?” she went on to question, clicking the end of her pen into my direction. 

I turned my head to the right and scanned every other one of the seven chairs in the small room, all vacant. 

“I guess so,” I announced, and then glided my eyes down to the magazine in my lap as I flipped it closed to the cover; an image of Taylor Swift belting into a microphone in a blue sparkly gown, lights blinding all around her, a clearly photoshopped baby bump making an appearance on her stomach was pictured on it, and the words beside her read ‘She’s in denial: Jerry Springer—father’. However, after thoroughly reading the one half page that covered the headline inside, I found that Jerry Springer was, in fact, not the father of Taylor Swift’s supposed baby; he only ‘knew’ the father and swore that he would not tell a soul the individual’s name unless that certain individual wanted to present himself on his own terms. 

Either way, I stood, tossed the magazine back onto the end table near my right side, and proceeded to walk up to the lady glaring at me from the doorframe across the room. 

“I really hope this is going to be less painful than my last casual outing,” I said to her. 

She stared at me and blew out another bubble. 

“It won’t,” she stated, after it popped, and then spun around, whipping her long, dark brown ponytail at my face as she moved. 

I squeezed my eyes shut for a short moment. 

What a bad stock character she is. 

Once I had taken a deep breath and flipped my eyelids open yet again, I began to follow after her, down the hallway ahead. I gazed around as we both walked, taking in the slightly shady surroundings. There was a falling poster featuring an image of Mike Myers dressed as the classic Austin Powers, flashing a yellow-toothed smile, with the caption ‘Gingivitis? NOT groovy, baby!’, a desktop covered in tapes of multicolored happy face stickers and tiny white packets of string floss, and at least six dying plants potted along the edges of the corridor floor. I also glanced into each room as we passed them; all were empty and open, though full of cluttered countertops and reclining rubber chairs. 

“Here,” the girl guiding me directed once we reached the end the short walkway. 

She stepped to the side and pointed into the last empty room as I twisted to peer inside. I picked up on surroundings almost identical to the other rooms we had passed, though an elderly-looking man in black pants, a dark blue shirt that buttoned down the side, and choppy white hair was currently spinning circles in a chair near the center of it. 

“Doctor Herther!” the woman beside me yelled, making me jerk a tad under my skin.

The man abruptly quit spinning and hopped up, arms out, toward us. 

“Hey, Maria!” he shouted, right before he attempted to step forward, failed, and stumbled to one side. 

I crinkled my expression at him while he caught himself at his knees. 

“Dumb ass...” the young lady beside me muttered, and then I turned to witness her step around me and back down the hall. 

“Emilia...”

I glanced back at the old man to see him stand up straight and gaze right back at me, arms still outstretched. 

“Or...” he went on, beginning to squint a bit. “Emily?”

I stared at him, unblinking, for a moment. 

“Oh,” I eventually shot out, looking back and forth at the empty doorframe in front of myself. “Um...” I looked back at him and raised an index finger to myself. “Me?”

He nodded. 

“Maria, isn’t it?” 

He smiled. 

I lowered my hand and stepped forward. 

“Oh, no, actually,” I stated. “It’s Emma.” 

He keeled over in laughter. 

“No, really,” he giggled, rubbing his stomach, before straightening out and calming down. “That’s not your real name, dear.”

I gave him a blank look. 

“But...” I responded. “It... is my real name...”

He paused for a long second. 

“You’re certain?” 

I nodded. 

“Well, I think so,” I said. “At least, that’s what it says on my incarceration report at the county jail.”

The man paused, again, and then raised his hands to his hips. 

“Such an informal name,” he grumbled, then shook his head. “You kids these days...”

I raised my own hands to my sides. 

“My parents picked it, not me,” I stated and slapped my hands down. “Or some other God-like deity, maybe, but, again... not my decision.” 

He shook his head, again. 

“Well,” he started, and then turned to one side. “Anyway, time to get in the chair, Esmerelda.” 

I nodded at his back as he walked up to the cluttered counter against the left wall. 

“Right...” I mumbled, and then twisted toward the reclining mechanical chair he had just mentioned. I walked over to it, looked over the tiny few spots of dried blood on its blue, rubber-coated headrest, took the time for a silent sigh, and then proceeded to both sit and slam the ends of my frizzy, mud-colored hair strands into it. “So, um...” I clasped my hands overtop my belly. “How long have you been doing this?” 

“Doing what?” the man snapped back, right before an extremely loud clatter of heavy metal crashed to the ground behind me. 

I squeezed my eyes shut in response. 

“This...” I picked back up once the noise subsided. “Profession?”

The klutzy man seemed to pause as I opened my eyes. 

“Longer than I’ve known you, dear,” he answered. 

I nodded at the white wall full of lopsided, completely empty picture frames in front of me, and the man began, I believe, to toss a number of somewhat light tools around atop the counter behind my plastic-covered chair. 

“And, uh,” I raised my voice over him. “What was your name, again? Not that I’m even sure you told me, but...” I quieted my tone as he threw a larger, noisier object. “I don’t really want to just refer to you as the clumsy man in the sketchy dentist office with the constantly condescending demeanor.” 

“It’s Billy, dear!” he yelled over himself. 

After a short moment, the room fell to near silence once more. 

I leaned forward and to the side. 

“You mean,” I began while I peered at him from the back of my chair. “Like William?”

I dropped my eyes from his glaring expression to the large tubular gas tank he held in his hands, one of which had a sizable puncture in its side and was currently emitting a visible amount of whatever type of possibly lethal air was contained within it. 

“No, dear.” He regained my abruptly concerned attention. “Just Billy.”

I looked quickly between him and the damaged gas container; I opened my mouth to respond to him, but he stopped me short. 

“Now,” Billy started, taking a step toward me with the metal tank spilling whistling gas into the atmosphere around us. “You might wanna get to breathin’ a little bit faster.” 

“Wh...” I began back, my eyes glued to the tank as he moved around to my frontside. “What?”

“Take a puff,” he commanded, pushing the gaping hole of it directly in front of my sinuses. 

And, without much choice in the matter, I took that breath. 

And then... well, things got a little weird. 

“Just like Pixie Stix, right?” Billy asked as he kept the gas pouring into my face. 

I blinked away a few watery tears as I studied his widening grin, and then attempted to speak back. 

“P... Prick sticks?” I questioned, and then jumped under my skin at the volume of my own voice. 

“But it could be warm ice cubes or coagulated Pixie Stix!” 

I began to forcibly cough and jerked my hands up to cover my mouth; Billy leaned back with the gas before I hacked up my left lung. 

“I... can’t go in here, this... this is jail! I can’t go to jail!”

I caught my breath and moved my hands from my mouth to my forehead. 

“Oh, no...” I grumbled out. 

My eyes slid from the brightening ceiling to Billy, who was currently ripping a faded yellow sticker from the bottom of the tank he held in front of my seat. 

“Oh no is right...” he replied, raising his eyebrows before turning to the side. 

I squinted at him. 

“Miranda Lively, you know her? I'd be surprised if you didn’t...” 

Billy dropped the gas; it crashed so loudly to the floor that I had to yank my upper body forward and scream out, though the phrase I shouted was probably not one anticipated by anyone in the room, myself included. 

“Four-fifths of the cops in Wisconsin know her just by the shape of her crotch!” 

Billy slowly twisted back to me, now completely silent. I immediately burst out laughing, and then threw my head against the back of the chair, where I squeezed my eyelids shut and allowed a snort or two to escape my grasp. 

And then my mind began to wander. 

Off to a lengthy scene explaining just how I managed to escape from the same prison that housed the criminally insane witch Miranda Lively as well as my former insane best male friend that attempted to, in my view, murder me on one occasion, Grayson Decker, as well as the seriously insane ninety-two year old woman who succeeded in kidnapping and holding me hostage in her moldy basement with a bucket and a bag of shredded lettuce whose name I do not know to this day and have no real desire to. 

And cue the flashback. 

“You know, Emma,” Stella began to me, staring at the collar of my jumpsuit. “I don’t think orange is really your color.” 

I glared at her from across the table we sat at, a thick layer of plexiglass wedged in between us. 

“Well, they gave me the choice of lime green or neon yellow, too, you know, so that everyone looks like Tropical Starburst packaging when we line up.” I paused. “But I thought orange brought out the color of my eyes the best.” 

“Well,” Stella started back, shaking her head and ignoring my sarcastic tone. “It doesn’t.” 

I sighed and drifted my eyes to the guard that stood in the closed doorway nearby Stella’s backside, watching Netflix on his phone, bulky headphones covering his ears—the same man, actually, that was ‘guarding’ my conversation with Grayson earlier that day, if you probably don’t recall. 

“Anyway,” Stella regained my attention, and then leaned forward, cupped one hand beside her mouth, and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Did they have to check your... undercarriage?” 

I narrowed my eyebrows. 

“My... what?” 

“You know what I mean!” she soft-yelled before making odd gestures with her two hands; she bent her right wrist a crisp ninety degrees over her straight left, and then emitted a fake coughing sound. 

“Oh, god,” I muttered, staring directly at her hands for a moment before flickering my eyes back up to her expression of anticipation. “Well, not yet...”

Stella widened the rims of her own eyes. 

“And,” she went on. “Do you have, like... a roommate?” 

I continued to stare at her. 

“It’s called a... cellmate,” I corrected. “And...” I stopped and, very unexpectedly, teared up. “Y—Yes...” 

And cue the flashback within the flashback. 

I sloped down in the moistened wood bench that sat against the far wall of the cell the guard who had just discovered a bag of, apparently, “dimethyltryptamine” in my purse full of nothing else but packets of melted gum and half-wrapped feminine hygiene products after my meeting with my deranged and utterly lost once-friend, Grayson, who had previously tried to kill one of our peers and, I really do think, me, too, locked me in, and shook my head softly before dropping it into my sweaty palms.

"I've hit rock bottom," I muttered out. "There's nothing lower than me; not even my grandmother's rotting corpse in her decaying low-budget coffin." I paused. "It actually couldn't possibly get any worse." 

And then, of course, I felt the swiftest of touches fall upon my left shoulder blade, then decided to both gasp and snap my head into the direction of the feeling to discover a wrinkly finger reaching out to me from behind a set of thin metal bars that separated my cell from the next one. On the other end of that finger, then, was none other than the elderly woman who kidnapped both Stella and I on one outing we took to the Dairy Queen by Green Lake and stowed us away in her basement for a long afternoon of terror. 

“Erica!” she screeched. 

I screamed out loud and jumped up to my feet, away from her arm’s reach. 

“Erica, why did you leave me?” she began to cry. 

“This isn’t happening,” I cried back, soon after covering my mouth and walking over to the side of my cell opposite from her. 

“Please come back to me!” she croaked out. 

I grabbed at the bars facing the short empty space between me and the next vacant cell, and then screamed, again. 

“Why do you... hate me, Erica?” the woman unnecessarily went on, now audibly crying behind my back. 

I closed my eyes for a second, and then peered back at her from over my shoulder. 

“Why do I hate you?” I mumbled. “Why do I hate you?” I dropped my hands to my sides and turned completely toward her. “Why do I hate you?” I took one step in her direction. “Why do I hate you?" I paused and crumpled my hands into fists. “Oh, I’ll tell you why I hate you, you... you antique abuse addict!”

The woman stood, still crying hysterically, still pressed against the bars that separated our two small cells, and still completely ignoring any word that I uttered either above or below my breath. 

“I miss you!” she screamed at me. 

I raised my fists to push into the sides of my waist. 

“No, you don’t!” I yelled back. “You’re...” I dropped my hands. “Mentally unhinged and—”

“I’m so sorry, Erica...” she cut me off, whining now more than anything. “I shouldn’t have taken your...” She stopped to wipe her nose, and then shook her body violently against the bars she held onto. “Your Bratz dolls!” 

I fell quiet and cocked my head to the side at her. 

“They—They’re just...” She tried to catch her breath between sobbing screams. “So shoddy!” 

I placed one hand over my chest and raised a brow at her. 

“They turned you raunchy!” she pressed on. 

I opened my mouth. 

“Barbies would have...” She took a breath. “Never made you a harlot!” 

I let out a dramatic gasp. 

“How dare you insult the good name of the girls with a passion for fashion!” I shot at her. 

“Barbies aren’t strumpets!” the woman shouted, her tears now finally beginning to dry. 

“Barbies are tramps in training!” I replied. 

“Barbies don’t make little girls streetwalkers!” she called back. 

“Barbies turn little girls into grown-up mistresses for low-life husbands who cheat on their wives who know that they’re cheating but don’t act out on their instincts because they don’t want to give up the expensive and fine lifestyle that their banker-husbands’ families provide to them!” 

Suddenly, the crazy old bat froze up, her hands still locked onto the bars in between our two close cells. 

I glared at her for a moment. 

And then, just as suddenly, her eyes rolled back into her head, and her body collapsed to the concrete floor below. 

I immediately dropped my expression and relaxed my fists. 

“Um...” I began, taking a second to look her unmoving body over in the crumpled posture it now lay in. “I, uh...” 

I gazed from her to the empty two cells across the hallway, and then back to her. After that, I decided to take a few cautious steps forward and kneel down at the bars a few inches away from her stiffened face. And, at the end of that journey, I reached one hand through the rusty poles and poked at the wrinkly skin next to her closed eyes. 

“Well,” I said when she didn’t respond. “At least now she can rot away in the ground beside my grandmother instead of in here where taxpayer money is wasted on her room and board.” 

I proceeded to pull my hand back, but then the woman’s eyes shot open, and one of her hands clawed my wrist back down; I screamed out yet again. 

“You can never escape me, Erica!” she boomed out, cackling out alongside her words. 

She pulled herself up to a sit as she scraped her fingernails deep into my skin. 

“Ow!” I cried out, attempting now to push her hand back. 

She continued to laugh hysterically while her nails began to actually draw blood from my veins. 

“Get off!” I screeched, prying her grip slowly off, though her claws dug even deeper as I pushed at them. I began to tear up, mostly involuntarily and out of pain, but also slightly from fear and genuine emotion. “You have so many bacterial pathogens under those things, and it’ll give me blood-borne infections!”

Right then, I managed to slip her hand completely off of mine, and I instantly jumped both back and up to my feet as I wrapped my bleeding scratches with the bottom of my shirt. 

“Hee-hee,” the woman giggled.

I snapped my head up at her and took another step back while she rolled down, onto her back, and then onto her stomach. 

“You’re so lucky to have me back,” she went on. “Erica... Erica... Erica!” 

“It’s...” I wiped underneath my eyes with my fingertips. “Her...”

I glanced up at Stella as she glared back at me. 

“I don’t know who Herb is,” she claimed. 

“No—” I leaned forward on my elbows. “It’s the crazy old bitch that locked us in her basement and played her Britney Spears playlist on repeat!” 

Stella’s expression froze. 

“Oh, God...” she mumbled, and then leaned forward, too. “You don’t have to share a... toilet with her, do you?” 

I shook my head and pushed my fists against each other on the countertop. 

“I don’t know,” I claimed. “I’ve been holding in my mid-afternoon dump since I got here.” I shook my head, again. “And I’d rather get a UTI from holding pee in my own body than an STI from sharing half-ply with her.” 

Stella winced. 

“We’ve got to get you out of here...” she started, and then nodded slightly. “I think I know how to handle this.” 

She immediately stood, squeaking the feet of her chair back underneath herself. I cocked my head to my shoulder and stared up at her. 

“Do you, though?” I questioned. 

Stella reached into the pocket of her jet-black leather jacket and whipped out a pair of matching dark sunglasses. She pushed them up and over her nose, blankly glared at me from behind them for one split second, and then nodded once before turning away. 

I sighed. 

“Hey, Edna,” some wave-formed voice spoke by my right ear. 

I opened my eyes and was greeted back to the present by Billy from the sketchy dentist with the constantly condescending demeanor. He smiled and waved his hand a close inch away from my face. 

“You don’t... feel anything... wrong... right now... would... I mean, do you?” he asked. 

I took a long second to search his fuzzy face, and then attempted to push my tongue against the back of my teeth. 

However, I felt as if I had no tongue.

And no teeth. 

I lowered my eyebrows, made a tiny moaning sound, and flickered my eyes downward. 

“Okay, great,” Billy shot out, snatching up the bottom of my chin. 

I squinted my eyes as they came up to meet his face once more, and then watched as he brought the large, still leaking gas tin up and in between us, fogging my vision once more. 

Oh, and bringing our flashback back into focus. 

“And why did you have to dye your hair, Erica?” 

I turned back to my next-door cellmate, my arms crossed and eyebrows narrowed. 

“It looks terrible!” the wrinkly woman commented, grabbing at the rusty bars separating our two spaces. 

“I’m well aware, thank you,” I snapped at her. “But, again, Barbie dolls’ hair tends to get a lot rattier than this, so—”

“You looked a lot better blonde,” the old hag stopped me short, and then, abruptly, pointed a broken fingernail out and toward the hallway behind me. “Like her.”

I spun around on my heels, and then caught a glimpse of no one other than Stella Anderson making her way toward me, fully dressed in an orange prisoner jumpsuit, her hands tucked behind her back, her own pair of black sunglasses still resting upon her expression, and, of course, her outfit complete with a pair of sparkly, Tiffany-blue ballet flats and signature bouncy blonde curls flowing over her shoulders. 

I squinted at her. 

“Um...” I began. 

She stepped in front of my jail cell, turned toward me, paused, then leaned forward slightly and whispered into my direction. 

“Psst,” she uttered. 

I looked to the right, where the rest of the hallway and cells were still empty, and then to the left, where the elderly woman stood, her face physically pressed into the bars beside me, pushing the corners of her mouth back and showing off her decaying gum line. 

I glanced back at Stella. 

“Yes?” I questioned. 

She leaned back a tad, and then looked both ways before waving for me to step closer; I only half-rolled my eyes before complying. 

“Okay,” she mumbled, once I approached close enough for her satisfaction. “So, this is just a disguise...” 

“Oh, you mean you didn’t actually get arrested for trading illegal seal skins or anything?” I said. 

“No,” Stella responded. “I got this out of a janitor’s closet.” 

I paused. 

“They keep extra inmate suits in the janitor’s closet? And not... extra janitor suits?” 

I tilted my head at her. 

“Well, they had custodian costumes, too,” Stella replied. “But, like, if I wore that one, then they might think I’m an actual maid, or whatever, and make me clean the toilets.” 

I pursed my lips. 

“As opposed to wearing a prisoner uniform... and risking being mistaken for an actual prisoner, who, possibly, could be thrown into a lot worse conditions, forced to do much harder work, completely monitored the entire time with harsh consequences for not doing what they’re told to do... and, worst of all, without pay.” 

Stella raised her hands by her sides. 

“Emma, do you want my help or not?” 

Suddenly, a slight shriek piped up from behind me. 

“Erica!”

I squeezed my eyes shut momentarily. 

“Tell her to bring us some shaved ham!” the old woman ordered. 

I reopened my eyes to see Stella lower her shades below her own eyes with one hand, keeping the other raised, flipped palm-out, beside her chest. 

“Excuse you,” she growled, and then both raised her voice and leaned forward a tad. “I am not a maid!”

She returned her sunglasses to their place and straightened her body out once more before reaching underneath the collar of her top. 

“God, what’s her problem?” she muttered as she seemed to fish for something deep in her shirt. 

“Um,” I began, and she twisted back toward me. “That’s... her, Stella.”

She froze up for a split second. 

“Oh,” she mumbled. “She’s really let herself go...” She then whipped what looked like a ball-point black pen from her brassiere. “Oh, here, you could probably use this.” 

She offered the writing utensil to me through the thin bars between us; I stared down at it for a long moment. 

“And what am I supposed to do with that?” I asked. 

“All these brats...” I heard the woman behind me grumble, though almost too softly to hear. 

“There’s a, um—” Stella stopped to lower her voice to a whisper. “A little something in it... if you...” She stopped, again, rolled her hand into a sideways fist, and then pounded the thumb side of it against her stomach. “That... to... someone...” 

I raised my brows. 

“Uh, why would I, um—”

She reached into her jumpsuit once more and cut me off. 

“Or, there’s this...” She pulled out what looked like a tiny spray can covered in decorative pink rubber; she proceeded to transfer it and the pen to me through the metal rods, but then paused and raised her other hand, palm toward me. “It’s not pepper, though, it’s tranquilizer.” 

“Good lord, Stella!” I partially-accidentally shouted out. 

“Shh, Emma, take them!” she scolded. 

“Where do you—” I shook my head down, and then took the small devices from her fingers to study for myself. “Even get this stuff? It’s like Bond... ‘James Bond Brothers and Supply Co.’ ” 

“I don’t know; my dad got them for me,” she responded as I flipped my eyes back up to her, noticing she was, once again, rummaging around under her orange suit top. “He’s really into, like, Krav Maga, or whatever...” 

I squinted at her while she proceeded to remove a plastic white spoon from, presumably, again, her bra. I watched as she licked the back of it and then tried to hand it over to me as well. 

“Here,” she said. 

I glared up at her. 

“Really, Stella? A spoon?”

She licked her lips and nodded. 

“What is this?” I went on, slapping the ‘weapons’ I already held down on my thighs. “Shawshank Redemption?” 

Stella winced, piped up, and pointed at my legs. 

“Be careful with those...” 

“Or just...” I forged on, threw the pen she had gifted me up by the side of my face, craned my neck to look at it, and then made stabbing gestures with it. “The shank redemption?” 

“There’s another one...” the woman from next door whispered, right before I turned my head forward once more and came face to face with... Miranda Lively. 

“Oh, God!” I yelled, jumping back and slamming my hand into my chest, the one that held the poisonous pen. 

“Emma, I said be careful with that!” Stella shouted back, oblivious to the fact that Miranda stood silently towering over her left shoulder. 

Luckily, though, the pen was not clicked into place, or activated, or whatever you want to call it, and I dropped it as soon as it hit the fabric of my orange jumpsuit. Or, perhaps, maybe I shouldn’t call that so much a lucky situation, as the devious, literal witch Miranda Lively was smirking at me from across thin, rusty metal bars with no authoritative figure present within the given perimeter. 

“Hello, ladies,” Miranda spoke, herself sporting an identical prisoner uniform and, somehow, perfectly groomed, lengthy curly dark hair and a face and a half full of Maybelline. 

Stella jumped under her own skin and whipped her head toward Miranda’s voice, then gave her a good look over from behind her shades. 

“How the hell did you get there?” I urged out. 

“Oh, me?” Miranda chuckled, placing one hand upon her collarbone. After a second, she dropped her expression, stepped in front of Stella, slammed her forehead into the barred wall of my jail cell, and grabbed at it with tight knuckles. “I live here now... remember?”

I looked down at the spoon and tiny spray can still in each of my hands for the quickest second before replying to her. 

“I...” I began. “Well, I’ll admit, I forgot for a little bit there... but, you know...” I paused to purse my lips and nod at her with uncomfortably forced eye contact. “I was just reminded pretty abruptly, and—”

“And now you do, too,” Miranda concluded. 

I shook my head. 

“That’s not what I was going to say, actually,” I claimed. “This is just a temporary home... I mean, living situation for me right now, so—”

Miranda proceeded to cut me short, again. 

“You want out, now, don’t you?” 

Before I could respond, Stella stepped in, both physically and verbally. 

“Yes, I do think,” she said, inching around Miranda’s shoulder to be side by side with her. “But we have it covered, thank you very much.” 

She pushed her glasses farther up her nose and raised her hands to her hips as she cocked her head to the side at Miranda, who then raised a brow, slid her hands from my jail bars, and looked between both Stella and me. 

“Oh?” she asked, giggling a bit. “What, with the...” She gestured at the items I clutched at my sides. “Spray paint and plastic Wendy’s spoon?” 

“It’s from Steak N Shake, actually,” Stella snapped back. 

“And, dear Stella—” Miranda turned toward her. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that the circumference of your aviators should never be greater than your height?” She bent down to Stella’s head level. “Because five inches...” She pointed from one of Stella’s shaded eyes to the other. “Is greater than...” And then she pointed from Stella’s head to her ballet shoes. “Four.”

“Oh, Miranda,” Stella spat back, crossing her arms and popping one hip out. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you... that...” She trailed off for a moment, then raised her tone. “The circumference of your ass should never be greater than your ego?” 

Miranda grabbed the bars in front of me with one hand and leaned into Stella’s face. 

“You better watch your little flat ass,” she growled. 

“Whoa, okay,” I piped up, dropping my ‘weapons’ to crash to the ground and stepping forward with my hands upheld. “Miranda... just what do you want, now?”

She snapped her head back toward me. 

“Exactly what you want,” she spat. “Out.”

I glared at her for a second.

“Okay, well,” I started. “I meant what, exactly, do you want from us...” I stopped to motion to Stella, and then pointed to myself. “From me... like a blood transfusion, a coupon for a jar of Skippy peanut butter, maybe an Amazon Prime password—”

“No,” she grumbled, and then leaned closer to me. “I need you to give me... your pants.”

I nodded. 

“That would have been my next guess,” I said. 

“You’re not going to fit in them,” Stella butted in. 

“Shut up!” Miranda shrieked, grabbing at the bars once more and shooting a harsh glance at her. 

I stood still for a moment in time. 

“Okay, but, um,” I began yet again as Miranda turned her lowered brows back at me. “Why... exactly... do you need my pants? And, maybe, more importantly... why should I... give them... to you?”

“You give me your pants, and I’ll get you out of here,” she replied. 

I nodded. 

“And... how?” I added. “Also, again, why the pants and not just my hair or blood or skin cells in a petri dish?”

“Right now, they have a bag of dimethyltryptamine from your purse, and they’re going to test it in about an hour to confirm your misdemeanor,” Miranda stated. “Give me your pants now, and I’ll switch that bag with a fake one full of melted Pixie Stix.” She took a breath. “I don’t think it really matters what the pants are for, but you’ll find out in... oh, I don’t know, maybe a week or so.” 

I squinted at her as a smirk crossed her cheeks. 

“You...” I muttered. “How did you get that bag in my purse to begin with?”  

“I thought I had made it pretty clear before,” Miranda raised her voice at me. “You should never underestimate me, Emma Lenford!”

“Brat!” the old woman behind me suddenly shouted out; I turned around to see her point past me, toward Miranda. “Nothin’ but a nasty, dirty brat!”

“I know I’m a brat,” Miranda said to her, and then glared right back at me. “But I’m also a doll.” She rubbed her palms around the center of the rusty bars between us. “Now... give me your pants, Emma.”

“Emma! Hey, Emma!”

A foggy, deep voice woke me from my partially comatose daze. 

I rubbed my eyes, yawned, and then stretched my fists out to my sides until one of them collided with a squishy hunk of warm flesh. I turned my head into that direction, pinched the skin, and then creaked my eyelids back to see just what I was nipping my nails at. 

“Grayson!” I cheered, now looking directly at his plump cheeks, an odd aura of glowing yellow-green light circling his body. “Oh, it’s good to see you; it’s been about, what... a week!” 

I smiled and released my grip on his nose before returning my head to center, then coming into the image of my body sprawled out on an inclined, heavily stained rubber chair with a blindingly bright light blaring into my eyes. 

“Oh, good lord,” I grumbled, pawing at the rays in front of me. “They... They didn’t take my kidneys, did they?” 

I began to growl when the light didn’t dim, and then I slapped my palms over my eyes. 

“No, Emma, but,” Grayson started beside me. “We... We gotta go.” 

“Okay, Ellen, now we can get those feet out...”

I threw my hands above my head and scrambled to turn toward the second voice now entering the room, which I, at first, mistook for my father’s great third cousin twice removed, who I believed lived in South Korea for nine months in the 80s, but then found out that it was actually just the ‘certified’ dental surgeon, Billy. 

“I mean wreaths...” he went on as he walked in. 

He slowed to a stop, momentarily, put his hands on the hips of his yellowing uniform, and then reached up to both point at and touch his own smile. 

“I mean these things,” he corrected. 

Then, suddenly, Grayson stepped toward him and lowered his voice. 

“I told you that you need to step out,” he growled. 

Billy just looked him over for a long moment. 

“Oh, Selma,” he started, eventually, glancing directly back at me. “I didn’t know you brought a friend!” He switched back to Grayson. “You know, young man, I give free anesthetics to new referrals!”

“I won’t say it again,” Grayson shot out, making his way closer to Billy and, for whatever reason known by only the powers to be, pulling out something that looked very similar to some type of small firearm from the inside of his jacket. 

“Oh, Gray,” I giggled out, leaning onto the edge of my seat and reaching a hand out toward his shoulder. “Everybody knows half-price laser tag only happens on the sixth Tuesday of the month!”

I then proceeded to stand but, before I managed to straighten my body atop my baby-blue Sketchers, my knees buckled and the rest of me... collapsed face-first onto the sticky tile floor. 

“Oh, no...” I groaned, my hands and face now splattered against crusty melted green apple Jolly Ranchers and blue raspberry Jolly Rancher-flavored dry fluoride puddles. 

“Don’t lick that, Edna,” Billy piped up. 

I tried to push myself up on my elbows, but that didn’t exactly work. 

“Ugh,” I could hear Grayson sigh, and I soon after saw him crouch down in front of me from the sides of my eyes. “Come on, Emma.” 

“You know what would be a really good idea?” I asked of him while he stepped around me and grabbed at my shoulders. 

“What?” Billy, instead of Grayson, answered me. 

I glanced up at him and giggled as I was jerked back up to my feet. 

“Dog ponchos.” 

He nodded and stroked his chin. 

“That’s a good one,” he said, and then snapped his fingers by his face. “I Shih Tzu not!”

I laughed more fur-ocisiously.

Grayson then tugged me forcefully to the side by my wrist, causing me to stumble over my own toes. He kept on pulling, though, kind of recovering me from my probable fall, and then rushed us through to the entirely wood-paneled hallway. 

“It smells like a fat suit factory out here,” I commented, my voice now returned to its naturally plain and often sarcastic tone. 

Grayson didn’t stop for my remarks and hurried us to the front glass door. 

“And, wait a minute,” I went on, the bright sunlight of outside suddenly striking me straight in my corneas. “Ow, ow, ow!” 

I stopped and threw my hands over my eyes, escaping one of them from Grayson’s grip. 

“Even the backs of my dad’s thighs aren’t as blazingly white as that!” I yelled. 

Grayson yanked my hands down from my face, so I, literally, yipped at him (whatever that means) and squeezed my eyes shut. 

“Come on, Emma!” Grayson shouted back, jerking on both my wrists, again, through the doorway as he held the glass pane of the door open against his back. “The cops are looking for me!” 

“Huh?” I started, very cautiously peeling my eyelids back while I was chauffeured out of the building. “But... you’re... not...” I paused, gasped, and then crossed my expression with a sort of smile. “What did you do, pour instant mashed potatoes on the principal’s Tesla before it rained?”

Grayson gave me a glare. 

“No, Emma,” he grumbled. “I broke out of jail!” 

I stepped toward him and flashed a slight wink. 

“You mean you jail-broke your iPhone, right?” 

“No,” Grayson grunted. “Emma...” 

He then pulled me down the cement steps between us, and I went on to mock him as he turned his back to me. 

“Ugh, no, Emma, no!”

He continued to forge forward, now turning to make his way down the sidewalk on the right, dragging me close behind. 

“You know what?” I said to his backside. “I bet four-fifths of the cops in Wisconsin could identify you just by the size of your gun’s caliber!” 

He slowed down and looked back at me, then toward the road behind and beside us. 

“I mean, what is it,” I went on, and then burst out in laughter. “Ten millimeters?” 

Grayson didn’t get my humor and, instead, turned forward once more and shot into a sprint. 

“Run, Emma!” he urged as I began to hear a faint and distorted sound of an all too familiar siren. 

I, however, kept chuckling and plummeted forward right when Grayson tugged hard once on, and then let go of, my wrist; I stopped laughing when I collapsed into a very odd position on the concrete, face-first. So odd, actually, that my legs somehow ended up facing very opposite directions, and... well, I immediately felt the seam in between my jeans’ butt pockets split directly through the center. 

And I was wearing my favorite pumpkin-orange underwear, the ones that, ironically to me, said ‘Bad Gal’ across the back. 

“And I am so sorry for the misunderstanding, Miss Lenford...”

“Oh, that’s... a-okay,” I replied, stepping around the corner alongside the apologetic prison guard. “I think being behind bars for forty-five minutes really builds character. And, I mean, not the kinds that involve pouring shots for lonely single people who pour their hearts out to you in return.” 

“Yeah,” the man gave way to somewhat of a laugh, and then opened a door in front of himself. “Well, you can go on ahead and take your jumpsuit off; put it over there. I’ll wait for you at the front until you’re done.” 

I nodded and looked into the room; it was literally a halfway-empty office room with only one coat-style rack of orange prison uniforms against the far wall. 

“Oh, okay,” I said, right before he fled my side. 

I reached out to grab the door before it automatically swung shut once more and stepped inside. After that, I reached for the zipper on the front of the orange suit I wore. I took a breath, and then both unzipped and slipped it to the floor, revealing every piece of clothing on myself underneath it that I had come in with forty-five minutes ago. 

Everything, that is, except for my pants. 

I stepped my sneakers out of the jumpsuit legs, and then bent down to scoop it all up. I walked over to the rack, threw it over an empty dangling hanger, and returned to the door. I took another breath, and then exited the room. After, I made my way to the front lobby, where the guard was waiting politely for me by the very front doors. I stopped, then, and waited for him to twist toward me, his hands on his hips. 

But then he dropped his hands and opened his mouth for a second. 

“Um, where’s your...” he began. 

I pursed my lips. 

“I just,” I answered. “Had a... an accident...” 

He paused for a longer second, looking me over. 

I pointed to the front entrance beside him. 

“I’m just gonna...” 

He nodded and stepped back, so I strolled over to the door and prepared to leave the building; I pulled up on the edges of my panties, though, of course, as I pushed it forward. Once out, I looked up, and then squinted through the setting sunlight to see Stella standing almost directly in front of me. 

She locked her eyes with my bottom half and, naturally, wrinkled her nose. 

“I told you, Emma,” she started. “Orange is not your color.”
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Hush Puppies
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The day was April 9th, 2017 when I, Emma Renae Lenford, decided to put my criminal past, dating up to 3 days prior, when Grayson, apparently, broke out of jail, visited me at my ‘routine’ dentist office visit for 20 minutes, and then was arrested and put back in jail yet again, officially behind me. 

How? 

Well, when the mother of Briana Bodenhigger, whom I had babysat (or, perhaps the term ‘baby-shat’ might ring more of a bell) once before previously, contacted my own father to extend an invitation to Bri’s lavish 9th birthday party, held at the estate of her ‘celebrity-listed’ cousins... she also requested that a few certain individuals provide to her a clean background check upon entering the estate grounds. 

And, of course, at least one of those ‘certain individuals’... was me. 

Not my dad. Not the caterer. Not the underpaid indentured maid/servant from overseas with a lip ring and absolutely no clue what a government-issued ID even is. 

She wanted to obtain a criminal record report on me. 

I sent her a link to a tutorial on how to make wreaths out of cacti from Pinterest, all of the directions in Spanish, with my RSVP instead.

And now, on the fabulously sunny day of April 9th, 2017, I have arrived with my father of 48 years at the gates of the extended Bodenhigger family’s estate. 

“You think the Ford Focus will fit in well with this crowd?” my dad asked, driving us carefully past the iron fence walls on either side of the long gravel driveway. 

“Nah,” I replied, slapping my hand on the passenger side door handle beside me. “She stands out everywhere she goes—remember, she’s still got that giant white splatter on the roof where you knocked the open paint can on her.” 

“I’m looking at the evident white drips on the back windshield as we speak,” he answered, straightening his back to glance in the rearview mirror. 

We then slowly approached a very, very large house, one with a cascade of pristine glass windows from the first floor to the fifth on the front with a very, very sizable concrete water fountain in front of it as well as a number of very, very tall stone statues of... well, it seemed to be, dare I say, only partially clothed individuals scattered throughout the front yard. 

Dad proceeded to park the car in between a row of... Mercedes-Benzes and Audis. 

So... this extended ‘celebrity level’ family must be on the C-list. 

“What’s her name again?” my father inquired of me as he shut off the car’s engine. 

“Who?” I replied, glancing over at him as he opened his door. 

“Her—” He nodded behind my head. “Brenda?”

I followed his gaze, and then caught a glimpse of the tiny Briana Bodenhigger sitting on the massive front steps of the mansion, alone, her knees to her chest and her head to her knees. 

“Briana,” I corrected. “Or just Bri.”

I looked back at
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