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PROLOGUE
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Living alone is fantastic. I can’t say that it gives me an immense joy to walk through the front door and be greeted by nothing and no one; rather, a sense of safety and relief that things are going to be okay the second that walk in. I tried having a roommate to cut costs in half, but after insisting that he was a neat and quiet person, I was still met by the sounds of weeknight parties and puke splattering while I was cooking breakfast in the morning. Never again. That’s exactly why I left home in the first place, and why I continue to work at a dead-end job to afford this luxury. 

Well, maybe not luxury. I certainly won’t be able to heat the apartment above the landlord’s required fifty degrees Fahrenheit any time soon. I do what I can to stay warm, though. I’ve shrink-wrapped every window and sealed it with packing tape. I arguably insulated the apartment too well, given the stifling, greenhouse-level humidity that traps inside after I take showers. I try to do push-ups and sit-ups every thirty minutes. They’re not enough to get me in any kind of good physical shape—just enough that I can maintain feeling in my fingertips. I also wear enough blankets that I begin to feel like a mole person, hunched under the weight of them as I waddle back and forth from the kitchen table, bathroom, and bedroom.

I have neighbors above and below me, which makes me horribly claustrophobic. It’s clear that each of them lives very distinct lives, because our paper-thin walls allow them the ease of sharing their daily routines with me. The people below are potheads, whose habit seeps through the air ventilation and into my sealed greenhouse climate. They’re pretty chill, and the bass from their trap music only pounds my floor until 1:00 AM. Above me is a career woman, who hurriedly gallops in heels at 6:00 AM every weekday. I think she frequently forgets her keys or bag; usually a minute or two after the door shuts, the clip-clopping suddenly reappears in a manic sprint across the length of her room, followed by a door slam. She gets home thirty minutes after I do, sometimes flinging her heels against the door with a relieved thud to end her evening. Once in a while I get the absurd fantasy of knocking on her door with pizza and a cheap bottle of wine, just to have dinner and ask her how her day went. I think she’d like to have someone to talk to. Obviously I don’t have the perfect living setup, but I can’t afford more. If I moved somewhere else or got another job, I would risk it all getting even worse. This is safe; it’s what I know. 

Like it or not, I know exactly what to expect at work, too. It’s my job to enter peoples’ responses from customer satisfaction surveys for the used car dealership, Finway’s Automobiles. For nine hours a day, five days a week, I input the survey data into a computer.

TAB-1-TAB-2-TAB-4-TAB-1-TAB-1

We ask each customer a simple question, like “How was your car-buying experience today?” If they check the box that says “Excellent,” I code it in our score report as a “5.” A score of “4” is good, “3” is satisfactory, “2” is unsatisfactory, and “1” (gasp!) is unacceptable. 

1-TAB-1-TAB-2-TAB-1—

Shit. It’s easy for me to make mistakes in the score report. I’m staring at a sheet of thousands of numbers. Glaring lights burn my retinas until they ache from the brightness of my computer monitor. Every number looks the same after a while. I’m constantly glancing between the paper surveys in front of me and the monitor above—back, forth, back, forth—like a spectator in the dullest tennis match that has ever taken place. Every day since I started two years ago, the migraines have emerged sooner and sooner. The Minute-Clinic I went to unhelpfully advised me to limit screen time, despite this screen time being the only thing allowing me to pay for the clinic visit. It is my job to keep going, anyway. If my manager walks by and sees that I’m not working, she’ll think I’m some lazy, worthless new hire just because I stopped to rub my eyes that one time. 

It is 11:42 AM.

I see no one throughout the day. Occasionally I spot the backs of nameless employees inside their cubicles as I quietly walk to the bathroom. No one turns around to say hello. Either they are too absorbed in their work, or too afraid of being caught in a moment of distraction. The best human interaction I experience is with my cubicle neighbor. I have spoken exactly two words to him at a time. He sneezes a lot throughout the day; I assume allergies, poor guy. So, every so often I get to whisper “bless you” toward the dividing wall. He usually mumbles “thank you” back, which I think is nice. If you put him in a police lineup I wouldn’t be able to identify him, but I’ll be damned if I couldn’t pick out that wet sneeze anywhere. I think his name is either Peter or Sonal.

While it’s not ideal here either, I’d still be lost without—

“Tim Fischer?”

I swivel in my chair, shocked to hear someone addressing me. I can’t place his name, but I remember the forty-something year-old balding man with the long beard from my initial orientation here. He’s from HR and seems miserable here, but I could imagine him being the fun bass player in a dad band on the weekends.

“Tim? Could you follow me to my office for a moment?” 

“Of course,” I manage, standing up. 

He leads me down a maze of unfamiliar hallways, and I pass by several people that give me a puzzled...or possibly a pitying look. When we enter, I see that my manager is in there as well. 

I swallow.

“Is everything okay...?” I ask. 

Of course it isn’t. 
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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


I am a closeted Oddhobbler. “Oddhobs” are how I classify the strange, niche hobbies that I’ve acquired over a lifetime of boredom and isolation. Oddhobs can be difficult to define at times, but I typically include anything that I would be ashamed to tell ninety-eight percent of people. For example, I spent an entire summer teaching myself to juggle seven balls at once. One day, my stepdad heard the tumble of balls from my room and opened the door. When he saw me practicing, he asked if I was gay. 

“No, I don’t think so,” my nine-year-old self responded. “I just saw it on T.V.” 

“What the fuck,” he muttered to himself, leaving the room. 

I waited until his footsteps were back downstairs and closed the door. Then I went on practicing.

Not all of my oddhobs are circus-based—that was just a phase. Pickling, folding napkins into swans, knot-tying, knitting, book-binding, photoshopping (mostly taking the ears off of pug photos, because it makes them look cuter), collecting edible mushrooms, shaping bonsai trees, calligraphy. For most of these, I spend some brief season of obsession with them and then move on to the next. It took me an embarrassingly long time to understand that my stepdad’s reaction to oddhobs was indicative of the standard. Showing kids at school...didn’t usually go well. Especially as I got older. Sharing homemade chocolate (after weeks of perfecting the art) earned me the nickname Betty Cocksucker. Knot-tying invoked the suggestion “next time make a noose.” 

Eventually, I learned—there are some things you just keep to yourself. Unfortunately, if the vast majority of your time is spent doing things that can’t be shared, it results in a closing off of the self. I had nothing else to say, nothing to contribute that wouldn’t earn me a new name, a new mess in my locker, a new bruise. My oddhobs allow me to find myself and occupy my inevitable boredom, while also contributing to it by isolating me from everyone. They’re repetitive, relaxing, solitary activities that reward me for not having plans on a Friday night. They’re...safe.

Since I was fifteen, the only person that I’ve outed myself to is my best friend, Sophia. She giggles at some of them, sure, but with her it’s different. She asks me what oddhob I’ve been up to lately, usually shaking her head and saying “classic Tim” with a smile. She asks me to show her some, too. For her high school graduation gift, I made her a wood carving of her and her dog, Roxie, who had died at the beginning of the year. She hugged me hard and said it was the best gift that she’d gotten. It’s still up in her room now, all these years later. She says I should show some of my hobbies to her sister Grace sometime, but I usually find some excuse not to. I like Grace, she’s nice. It’s not that I’m scared. I...I just don’t need everyone to know everything about me. Sophia is enough. 

Right now, staring up at the endless, fathomless night sky, I’m enjoying my most treasured and lasting oddhob. Stargazing and astronomy started as a textbook-learning endeavor: memorizing the seven classifications of celestial bodies, the eighty-eight constellations, and the star magnitudes of brightness. It took the entire summer of my junior year of high school—after grueling ten-hour shifts at a local hardware store—to realize it was so much more than studying charts and basic astrophysics. It was escape. No—more than escape; I had hidden in video game and fantasy book worlds before. Looking up at the night sky feels like I’m looking into all of the depths of myself and the universe in one singular moment. It’s the contextualization of me and everything. I don’t understand myself or why the hell I feel the way that I do, but somehow, breathing this confusion upwards allows my mind and soul to healthily release itself—to stretch out its legs and roam freely, in a way that would be toxic if left shuddered inward and spiraling. 

Tonight is my last night to gaze from this familiar vantage. For a while, at least. My back aches from laying on the bench next to my apartment building. It’s a familiar ache, and well worth the cost. Weed smoke wafts by me as the basement dwellers light up. I see a shooting star sail across the sky, fading into the beyond. People think that they’re rare to spot, but I’ve seen dozens, maybe hundreds of shooting stars in the few years I’ve been doing this. Truthfully, it’s just that most people never take the time to look up. 

After losing my job at Finway’s three weeks ago, I started ravenously applying to everything I could. Things that I had experience doing, and things I absolutely wasn’t qualified for. It didn’t matter. I need a roof over my head, and for a short while, at least, I’ve found one. I’m heading to Sommers, New York tomorrow morning for a one-month job as a house-sitter. It’s for some rich couple, Scott and Jeanette Marsh, who need me to take care of their cute dog and help around the house while they visit their sick mother in Texas. I don’t know them at all except for two lengthy Zoom interviews, and a tentative trust that they aren’t lunatics. Beyond this house-sitting stint, I don’t have any plan or focus for my future—only a vague fear that everything I’ve started so far has been wrong. This fear has, for the first time, overcome my other vague fear of stepping into the unknown. I’ve been realizing more and more that I don’t know what’s actually good for me. How little I understand about my own happiness.
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CHAPTER 2
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Scott and Jeanette’s winding, uneven dirt driveway reminds me that a 2007 Toyota Camry is not an all-terrain vehicle. The GPS tells me that I’ve arrived, but I can’t see any house. Dark, shadowed pine trees are illuminated in my high beams. 

This is a murder place; every true crime podcast, horror movie, and Criminal Minds episode that’s seeped into my subconscious convinces me of this. I genuinely consider turning back. Just like every idiot horror movie protagonist that you heckle from your couch...I continue driving forward. My nerves gradually fade as the trees end, and I’m suddenly bathed in the warm glow of surrounding gas lamps. Floodlights shine from an old and well-preserved green Victorian house. The dirt road transitions to a newly paved driveway lined with a thick green lawn, pristinely manicured hedges, and tasteful Autumn decorations adorning a white wrap-around porch with a cozy rocking chair. 

I slow to a stop, already worried that I might be blocking in one of their SUV’s. As soon as I take the keys out of the ignition, the front door of the home opens and a slender female figure emerges. Jeanette (shorter than I expected) comes trotting breathlessly down the porch steps and hastily wraps a gray cardigan around her shoulders. She smiles and waves energetically, face flushed. 

“It’s so great to see you, Tim! Thank you again for agreeing to do this on such a short notice...you’re really saving us. Things have been so hectic lately with my mother’s health, and we’ve just finished renovations on the living room—it’s beautiful, and worth it now—but none of this has been good timing, particularly for Scott who’s had a lot of layoffs at work and has had to take on a lot more responsibilities...” Jeanette stress-rambles on, winding herself up like an air raid siren. I smile and nod politely as she leads me up the creaking wood porch and into the front door. I inhale the aroma of a Snickerdoodle-scented candle that welcomes me inside. The interior of the house is beautiful, opening up to—

A sudden jingling. 

Jeanette tenses momentarily. “Lulu no!!” 

Thirty pounds of smiling Jack Russell Terrier pup rush me. I don’t stand a chance. Jeanette hurriedly tries grabbing at her collar to pull her back, but I’ve already gotten to my knees, making panting, tongue-out faces. The cutest living being on Earth. A goddess amongst mortals. I hit all the best spots: scratching behind the scruff of her floppy ears, rustling at her hips after she spins excitedly, tail wagging. Ten seconds later I remember where I am. I look up sheepishly toward Jeanette and the newly emerged Scott who are both grinning. Scott’s broad shoulders and red flannel shirt remind me of the Brawny man from the paper towel rolls. 

“I think we made the right choice, hun,” Scott says, smiling and wrapping his arm around his wife. 

Jeanette nods. “Our flight leaves in about five hours,” she says, glancing at a thin, expensive-looking watch on her wrist. “We should head out pretty soon. Do you want to give Tim a quick tour of the house while I check our things one more time?” 

“Let’s do it,” Scott says, ushering me to the right. “Alrighty...living room! I’ll say this for every room, but we want you to make yourself at home here. Lulu might scratch at the couch a bit, something might get spilled...that’s all fine so long as you’re generally respectful of the space and take care of it. Sound good?” 

No, it doesn’t sound good, Scott. The living room looks like the immaculate “after” photos of an HGTV dream home. Every curtain, piece of furniture, painting, and knickknack is perfectly matching, falling within a green, white, and brown color scheme. Everything is evenly spaced and correctly placed. The coffee table by the couch is arranged to give the appearance of casual use, with a few color-coordinated, blank-looking books fanned out on top of each other next to a rustic candle. Who could be relaxed in a place you’re terrified to disturb?

While still perfectly designed, the kitchen luckily looks a little Lulu-worn; I see a few scratches on the stainless-steel fridge, and a cozy beige dog mat with messy food and water bowls on the hardwood floor. Lulu trails after us everywhere we go, supervising the tour. In the kitchen she U-turns toward a white-grated wooden pantry door, swiping at the knobbed handles with her paws and poking at it with her nose. 

“We’re going to need to lock my chocolate-covered pretzels in a bank vault,” Scott says, laughing. “She actually managed to get in one time when we left the door open a crack. If you keep it completely shut there shouldn’t be a problem.” 

“Caught in the act,” I say, pointing at the terrier pup. She looks back, smiling and panting, then trots back toward the two of us.

Scott shifts a silently sliding glass door at the back of the kitchen. A motion-censored floodlight reveals a beautiful stone patio in the backyard. Cushioned reclining chairs are surrounded by flowerbeds of orange and maroon mums. A built-in stone firepit and a charcoal grill the size of an oil drum overlook a sea of green lawn...followed by an endless dark forest. 

“Not sure if you’re very outdoorsy,” Scott adds, seeing me transfixed, “but there are a lot of great trails out there. Small beginner loops and longer ones, if you’re interested.” 

“Do you have to worry about, like, bears or anything out there?” 

Scott’s head pendulums back and forth, considering. “There are some black bears deeper out there, sure. But not too many. They generally avoid humans and dogs, so if you let Lulu out or you go out yourself, you don’t need to worry.” 

“Do you let Lulu out there by herself?” 

“Oh yeah, definitely. Usually in the morning I just open the slider door and she goes out for a few hours. She always comes back,” he adds, seeing my concern. “Dogs have more sense than any of us do, and she gets along with every hiker out there. That puppy energy can only stay inside for so long or it’ll tear the place apart. Usually by nine or ten o’clock she’ll come back to eat, relax for a while, then I’ll let her out at four.” 

“Got it,” I say. 

My guest bedroom is simple and neat enough. It has a full-sized bed, a small night-stand, and a dresser drawer for clothes. All of it nautical-themed, for some reason. I didn’t know so many anchor and lighthouse statuettes were produced in the world. What percentage of the garbage that’s swirling in the Pacific Ocean is faux nautical décor? I’ll probably sleep terribly in this house (because I do everywhere I go), but it seems like a comfortable place to lay awake at 3:00 AM. The connected bathroom has framed inspirational wall-art hung everywhere, which should hopefully encourage regular bowel movements.

Finally, the basement. I immediately cough from the dusty air. Scott pulls a dangling metal chain in the ceiling, and an old, exposed lightbulb illuminates the warped wooden floor planks. He walks forward and pulls two more chains, one of which is a dud; the bulb flickers for a few seconds and dies. 

“Basement,” Scott says, shrugging. A rickety metal boiler stands in front of us. Far to the left is an old tool bench, as well as a dented metal door that looks like it leads to more storage space. To the left of us is a heap of old boxes, appliances, and junk. “We’re thinking about having it re-done soon, but with everything going on right now we just don’t have the energy to take on another project.” 

I nod, smiling. It’s objectively the shabbiest part of the home, and probably as bad for my lungs as a pack of cigarettes. Still, it’s oddly comforting to see a piece of the house that looks original. This basement is authentically built for the function of being a basement.

As we lumber up the stairs, Jeanette is calling down from somewhere. 

“Almost ready, Scott? We need to head out!” 

“Coming!” he calls back, chuckling to himself. “I swear we would get to the airport three days early if she had her way.” 

We emerge back up to the immaculate hallway and are assaulted with a barrage of reminders. “We’ve said all of this before—and it should be listed in the email I sent you—but we will be visiting my mother from September 29 until October 23 while she recovers from surgery.” As Jeanette continues, she folds her fingers together in front of her, clasped like a school administrator. Her lips are as thin as a pencil. “We have a few DIY projects that we were hoping to get to ourselves, but given the circumstances we haven’t had the time. There are full written instructions for everything on the chore list in the kitchen. The yard is overwhelmed with leaves to rake, the basement needs to get cleaned out, the...” 

With every item she lists, her voice trembles in a higher pitch of frantic exasperation. Scott, noticing the same behavior (and perhaps my uncomfortable reaction), dives in. 

“Any of these side projects aren’t necessary if you don’t have the time or aren’t interested. We have plenty to keep you busy with if you want, and we would certainly pay you for any extra you manage to get done. We really just care about keeping Lulu safe and having the place in good shape when we get back. We want you to feel at home here.” 

I nod vigorously, again ignoring this statement. I hardly feel at home in my own home; there’s no way in hell I’m displacing a single thing other than perishable food. I’ll be like a museum curator, and no one will know I spent a month of my life here.

My face clearly gives away my hesitation. “Settle in, Tim!” Scott goads me, chuckling. “We want this to be a good experience for you, too. We trust that you will do a wonderful job.” 

Jeanette chimes in, smiling nervously. “From everything you’ve sent us and told us, we have absolute faith that you will do this responsibly. You had excellent personal and professional references.” 

“Plus no psychotic face tattoos,” Scott adds, raising his eyebrows. “You laugh now, but the last person we interviewed had some...unseemly images inked on his forehead. He may have been as upstanding as his application described, but I got the hint that his version of good judgement may slightly differ from ours.” We all laugh, although it seems painful for Jeanette’s face to do so.

“The instructions should cover everything,” Jeanette continues, “but if you have any questions at all, just call or text us right away.” 

“Absolutely, you can count on it,” I say. 

“Thank you again, Tim. This really means the world to us. I...” 

A car horn beeps outside, and Scott peeks out of the window. 

“Uber’s here. All set, honey?”

The front door closes behind them. Lulu and I stand side-by-side, looking out at the couple dumping their luggage into the trunk of a black sedan. Lulu lets out a whimper, then bounds back to the kitchen. They drive off and the taillights fade, amidst the sounds of scratching claws at the pantry door.
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Today is my first full day here, and I intend to make the most of it. After feeding Lulu and letting her outside, I spend hours at the kitchen table on my laptop. I was lucky to get this gig, but it’ll only hold me over for a month unless I keep aggressively applying to jobs. I expand my search to even more house-sitting opportunities that I find; if this one goes well, I’ll have Scott and Jeanette to vouch for me. Maybe this could be my thing...perching in other people’s lives and making sure their stuff doesn’t burn down when they’re busy. I grab a bag of granola from the pantry, munching on it indiscriminately as I scroll through all the opportunities that I don’t deserve.

Without any idea of what I want with my life, I feel like it’s inevitable for me to end up right back where I started: some low-paying, dead-end job like Finway’s that lets me go as soon as it’s convenient. I’ve spent a lifetime of doing exactly what I was supposed to—getting good grades, working hard, following the rules—but none of it has brought a moment’s joy. Rather, this blind compliance has festered into wild fantasies of abandoning it all. Fantasies that are unanimously considered fucking up my life—of my sneakers scraping against the gravel along the tracks of a freight train at two in the morning, sprinting to catch up to it and stepping onto a side foothold. Ducking away as the engineer looks back. I ride it to the neighboring town, or all the way to California. It doesn’t matter. I dye my hair with streaks of pink and get a job in a worn-out shack along the beach selling fish tacos. I’ve never had a fish taco, and I don’t even like fish. Yet still, my mind keeps creeping back to it again and again. 

I sigh, opening five more Indeed tabs and shoveling another handful of granola in my mouth. 

In the early evening, I find the energy to make myself an actual meal. Contrary to the stereotype, Jeanette and Scott did not once mention that they were vegan. I stand here agape, looking at the saddest refrigerator I have ever seen. No meat is manageable enough, but everything is...so green...so soy. Entirely void of cheese. Not a single, lonely egg. If I Google recipes it’s possible that I could muster up some sadness of a meal, but I’m already managing enough novelty just by being here. I grab my keys and wallet from my bedside table, a thick maroon sweatshirt from my bag, and head out. 

I see Lulu darting in circles in the woods by the driveway. The evening sun is waning. A light breeze creates a few ambient flutters of leaves and creaking of trees, reminding me to deeply inhale the fresh, woodsy air surrounding me. Lulu emerges as I approach my car. Oh god, there’s something in her mouth...  

“Lulu, no!!” I say. 

The puppy stops next to me, dropping a horribly mangled, bleeding squirrel on the paving stones at my feet. 

“Lulu, bad! We don’t...” I grimace at the sight of the lifeless rodent. There are matted smears of blood on Lulu’s muzzle and on the fur around her smiling mouth. Yes, disturbingly enough, she’s still smiling and happily panting. Just as happy as she is when I pet her, feed her, or let her out. She looks up excitedly, proud of her work. I suppose I shouldn’t be shaming a dog for doing exactly what nature designed it to do. I’m certain that Jeanette doesn’t want carcasses littering her driveway, though, so I head to the toolshed in the backyard. I suck in my stomach to squeeze past Scott’s riding mower and find a plastic snow shovel hanging on a hook. I scoop up 95% of the mess, scraping the plastic against the bloody paving stones—oh god the texture feels so weird—and catapult it into the trees. Luckily, she doesn’t treat it like a game of fetch. Lulu tails me throughout the process, still happily boasting of her kill. I shake my head. Confused, upset, queasy...I decide to walk to the market instead. I need the fresh air.

Sheridan’s Market is a mile and a half from the house, and the walk there is absolutely picturesque. The sun is setting through the blazing canopy surrounding me, with yellow and orange leaves drifting...twirling...tumbling by my feet like I’m in an Autumn snow globe. I hear them crinkling against the ground, crunching under my sneakers. In the lowering light, I see an adult and baby deer trotting off to the side of the road. They don’t even seem to be in a rush. No hunters nearby to make this a Bambi-moment, either. Only one car passes by me, and the driver waves at me like we’re old friends. The homes surrounding the street are as small, colorful, and cute as gingerbread homes. The crisp air smells like chimney smoke. Why haven’t I done this every day of my life?

The small brick façade of Sheridan’s comes into view. The front looks like every other gas station market I’ve seen in my life: giant lottery and tobacco posters, neon beer signs, and an industrial white ice machine. There’s a very thin man to the side of the door in an oversized flannel rummaging through a trash bin. He places several bottles on the ground next to a black trash bag filled with others, each one emitting a hollow clink against the pavement. I get stressed out every time I walk by a potentially unhoused person. Not because I’m afraid of them, but because I never know what to do. Is it kind or enabling to give money? Should I offer to help or is it insulting to go up and ask? My nervous glances and hyperventilating probably feel more threatening to them than anything they’ve done to me.  

As I’m walking by, there’s something that catches me in the man’s eyes. He isn’t angry or crazy looking. There’s a sad resolution there that reminds me of...me. Not me if I were unhoused, just me. I don’t know if I look like that too, or if it’s just how I feel. 

“Do...do you need anything?” I ask. “I’m on my way in. I’ve got some extra cash.” 

His sad eyes shift down to the ground. Then he goes back to digging in the trash bin. I’ve fucked up, again. The jangling of bottles resumes—mixing with the jingling of the market door as I cross the threshold to the clean, temperature-controlled rows of food.
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CHAPTER 4
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It would be rude to flirt with her. 

I open the cardboard egg carton in my hands to inspect for cracks.  They mostly look fine, but I need more time to strategize about the cashier. I’m sure the next carton will look better. 

Attractive girls get hit on all the time; shouldn’t they just be left alone? Especially at work...I mean she’s trapped behind that stupid counter, forced to smile at every toothless creep out there. She’s got no way to safely say no, even if she wants to. 

A large drip of cold water falls from the refrigerator and runs down the back of my neck, as if nudging me to hurry up and decide. I nod my head at egg carton number four and turn to—

“I’m so sorry!” I say instinctively, bumping into an older woman behind me. Her skin is wrinkled leather, topped with waves of curling bleach blonde hair peeling away from tired gray roots. In my sudden guilt, I don’t register that she’s smoking a cigarette indoors. 

The woman finishes a long drag...staring me down silently...and exhales just to the side of my face. “Bump into me again and I’ll cut your fuckin’ balls off. Little shit.” Her finger taps the ashes off the smoldering butt and onto the white tile floor. She walks away toward the Slim Jims.  She’s wearing dirty pink flip flops and tight blue booty shorts, despite being at least fifty-five years old and it being forty-five degrees outside. She might try to say something else to me, so I quickly stick my head back in the refrigerator and begin inspecting egg carton number five. I let out a small, pathetic cough into the eggs from her lingering tobacco smoke.

If everyone thinks the cashier is too hot to approach (which she is), then maybe she never has nice guys that talk to her. She might wish someone would for once. I’m lonely, why can’t she be? We can just chat. So long as whatever I say is something I’d say to a seventy-year old man, then there’s no pressure or sketchy undertones to worry about. And if she happens to give some subtle hint that she’s interested in me—for example, “I am wildly attracted to you, egg-boy. Let’s make love.”—then I might consider engaging more. We’ll see.

Carton number five actually looks much worse than number four, but at this point I’ve misplaced number four among the other cartons and I’ve been in here looking for a ludicrous amount of time. I put carton five in my basket with my other groceries and head to the front. From behind the candy aisle I hear a tired voice say, “Mrs. Levin don’t start this crap with me again...you know you can’t light that in here.” 

“Girl, I told you last time I’m trying to quit! And if I ever talked to my elders like you’re doing, I’d be strung up by my toenails!” 

I try to stay a safe distance away.

The girl behind the counter rolls her eyes; the black makeup surrounding them makes the annoyance on her face really pop. “Very proud of you for quitting; however, you still can’t take it indoors. You were inside for all of 60 seconds. I am quite certain that you can make it that long without lighting up. Your total is $12.76.” 

The woman mutters under her breath, but no more trouble comes after. She pulls a few crumpled bills from her tight blue waistband and hands them to cashier. To her credit, the girl seems to have put the incident completely behind her now that the woman has stopped blowing literal and figurative smoke in her face. That’s what I’ll say. Yeah...something like “Damn, that was crazy.” Or maybe “What a psycho. Does she come here a lot?” Questions are good. They invite further conversation. But if she’s already putting it behind her, then maybe she doesn’t want to talk about it more. It might not be smart to get market girl in a bad mood by— 

“I can ring you up now.”  

I’ve spaced out. I fumble forward and begin rummaging through my basket, flinging my loaf of bread, several cheeses, frozen meals, and other contents onto the counter. 

BEEP. 

BEEP. 

I feel like I’m airing out my dirty laundry in front of her with every barcode scan. What kind of pathetic guy buys frozen dinners at a gas station? If she mentions anything about how long it took to pick out my eggs, I might die. 

BEEP. 

BEEP. 

“Your total is $42.98.” 

Again fumbling for my wallet. Somehow I’m always caught off guard when cashiers ask for money. I should know the procedure by now. 

“Have a nice day,” she says, bored but not unfriendly. 

“Thanks,” I say, scooping the white plastic bags off the counter. I hurry through the doorway of the gas station door, bell ringing behind me to announce my withering exit. The man rummaging through the trash is gone.

The walk home is darker, and I begin to regret not driving. The sun purples and fades in the growing night, and bugs circle around me. There’s a warm glow of light in each of the surrounding gingerbread homes, fending off and insulating them against the dangers of darkness. I see families shuffling in the kitchen, gathering and chatting casually. 


“School drop-off might be a problem tomorrow because I have a dentist appointment; could your mother take her?” 

“This tastes different...you don’t usually put red peppers in the stir fry, do you? I think I like it better the other way...still fine though.” 

“Honey, don’t just leave that on the floor—pick it up! Headphones off at the—yes! Because we’re eating and I
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