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Woah there, traveller! 

A small location note: Real places are mentioned in this novel, but the descriptions may not align with the actual localities. Most of the settings are fictional, set within the real world. 

A small formatting note: There is telepathy in this story. In order to avoid confusion, thoughts that are internal are italicized, whereas thoughts that are shared with people are “italicized, bolded, and in quotes.”

Triggers: We want you to dive into the story, but we also know that it’s a dark fantasy. Please note that the story contains some difficult topics, and we want to make sure that you’re prepared for it while reading. The story has more lighthearted moments than not, but just in case it is an issue, here is a list of common triggers woven throughout the story:

Mental health struggles (suicidal ideation, self-harm, self-neglect, and disordered eating)
Vicious animals
Implied (off-page) past abuse
(very slight) mentions of drug use
(very slight) homophobia and transphobia
(very slight) mentions of animal death
(very slight) Mentions of sex work
(very slight) mentions of child neglect
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To frogs and otters, for the fun and feedback.
To grizzlies and dragons, for giving us both time and space.
To bats and wolves, for being the helping hand that kept the other going.
To a little wolf who dared an older wolf to dream.

And in loving memory to a very special fox who believed in the bat before the bat could.






CHAPTER ONE

That Time That Life Was Mundane




CYPRESS

Okay, stop me if you’ve heard this one before — I am sitting in a dark room with a vampire. The setup sounds like a joke, but there’s no punchline. But, if you don’t laugh, you cry, right? So, let me spin you a tale of a vampire and a werewolf sitting in a dark room. I know, I know — Vampires, Werewolves? Sitting in the same room, and not killing each other? It’s quite amazing. 

I’m Cypress, and I’m one part of this story. My vampire friend over there? That’s Acanthus, and I think you’ll find we have a lot to say. This story is kind of about us, and some stuff that drew us together, but it’s also about things way, way bigger than us. Things that I didn’t know existed until I met a vampire, rotting in a coffin and hoping to die. Acanthus is here with me because this story isn’t just mine to tell. From now on, I think we’ll switch back and forth on telling the tale of 2022. 

It sounds stupid because it’s just a year, right? But honestly, the events have turned my life into the opposite of a joke. I’ve been kind of bobbing along in the World of Shadows, with my Vampire companion holding the guiding lantern through the dark. But, the story doesn’t work if I start in 2022. I need to start at the beginning — at least, the beginning for me — so let me take you back. 
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“CYPRESS! DID YOU finish that report I asked for?”

My head was resting on my desk when my boss Anita rounded the corner. I shot up from the surface, the fluorescent lights mixing with the bright monitor back light in an awkward, overstimulating mash of blue “high definition” light that made my eyes ache. My gaze landed on her gaunt, angular face, peering with a scowl beneath furrowed eyebrows. Her brown corkscrew curls flew wildly away from her face, and her almost black eyes screamed disappointment at me as I put on the cheeriest tone I could muster, glad for the fact that I didn’t have to fake a smile under my brightly-colored mask. The soft cotton fabric had a cartoon-ish splatter of white clouds across a bright blue sky; the pattern made me happy in the morning, but the joy it brought was sucked out of me within five minutes of being in the office.  Anita was a hawk; terrifying at the best of times. I happened to not finish the report she was questioning me about. “Sorry Boss, I had a few other things I had to get done first.”

Even with the mask perched on her angular face, Anita’s jaw clenched and I could see the gears grinding in her head as she gritted her teeth. She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Cypress. I asked for this report at 10 AM.”

I didn’t need to see her mouth to picture the sour-lemon frown. I was already busy with the IT tasks I needed to do, and lately I had been wearing another hat for data entry because the entire department was in shambles. The report that she had asked for wasn’t something that either department I was covering was responsible for. “I know,” I replied quickly, trying my best to sound sympathetic without giving her room to berate me. It was easy for me to slip into that corporate, cold mask to placate her. “We had more pressing matters.” 

Despite the importance of a spending report in Anita’s world, we had to fire three people today for not showing up to the office. Cutting our losses. The height of corporate capitalism. It’s not like there was a pandemic or anything. Not to mention, my actual department — IT — was being tasked to set up Work From Home for eighty percent of the employees while I was busy trying to please my toxic boss. Anita was unsympathetic to my plight. “I need that report first thing tomorrow morning Cypress, even if you have to work all night to finish it!” 

I get it. I get it. No need to bite my head off. I tried my best not to let my irritation show. “Yes Anita. You’ll have it.” I smiled my most pleasant, award-winning smile, pleased to hear that it slipped into my voice rather than the budding headache at the base of my skull, but this woman was a stone tower. 

“Tomorrow. Morning.” She hissed this through gritted teeth as she stormed out, the cloying scent of Freesia in her wake.

I sighed, hit print on the report I was working on, counted to thirty in my head, and shut down the computer. She would already be in the parking lot by the time the report printed. “Can’t yell at me from there,” I grumbled at my stony-faced reflection in the dull shine of the fake wood desk. The name plate in front of me reflected upside down. Cypress Borne. He/They.  IT Specialist. I reached for the hand sanitizer to its left and pumped it into my palms for good measure. In case the masks didn’t clue you in, the year is 2020. Yes, that 2020, with the lockdowns and the trauma surrounding it that no one wants to talk about. To be fair, I also don’t want to talk about it, but I need you to know, Reader, that it was a thing. And, unfortunately, I lived in New York City at the time. 

Mundanity didn’t exist in our lives during that fever dream of a year. This is really when I started to wish for things to be more mundane, but I had no real scope of just how wild my life could get at that point. Mundane. Mundane? Muuuuundane. You ever say a word so much that it no longer sounds right? Yeah. Totally Mundane, all the time. In fact, if you say mundane fast enough, it sounds like “Monday.”  We crave routine. It’s human nature to blend in. That’s… normal, right? Right.

And yet, when you really boil it down, there’s so much that we take for granted in the mundane. When we blend into the crowd, we want nothing more than to stand out. When we have a routine, we want nothing more than to break it and to do something exciting. Mundanity is something that we crave, but our normalcy can be so overwhelming. And sometimes, when your life gets crazy… that becomes the new normal. I wanted to be able to stand in a crowd without getting heart palpitations over the thought of some disembodied cough. I also wished, more than anything, to be able to leave this job, but what was I going to do? It’s hard to interview for something that would let me work partially remotely with a six figure salary. Here I was, trapped by my 401-k as a prisoner to my own comfort. What a paradox.

Actually, this position kind of fell into my lap. I’d been a data entry grunt for a few years, trying to pay my way through school and live on a shoestring budget when I landed this job by fixing Anita’s computer. She had accidentally downloaded a virus from a phishing email, and thankfully, I was in her department and there was an opening in IT. I was really lucky,  but it was something that caused me an extreme amount of stress and anxiety at the time. The new degree helped matters. Looking back at who I was at the start of all this, I kind of miss when dealing with my job stress was the worst of my problems.

 I was a social twenty two year old guy, freshly graduated from college with a Computer Science degree and a minor in Finance. I’d managed to finish school in June of 2019, and I’d only had a few months of catching up with life before the lockdowns hit. I missed my friends, my gym routine, and my ability to go somewhere other than my apartment. I remember that my confidence was high despite being scared a lot of the time. I had a good job with security. No one would do the amount of work that I was currently handling, coupled with Anita’s impulsive and verbally abusive management style. The salary was too good to pass up.

All of these are echoes of the mundane; the simple, routine life that I craved before the pressure of COVID hit. I even kind of fit into that nice mundane box with my appearance. Lined up with anyone else on the street, I could probably be mistaken for just about any other standard, vaguely-attractive brunette white guy. And, really, I don’t care much about what I look like. I just don’t want people to run away from me because I’m tall or intimidating. This is why Anita gets under my skin so much; I care a lot about what people think about me. Pretty much the only thing about me that doesn’t fit into a conventional cis- white American male box is that I’m non-binary, but I mean, there’s nothing out of the normal about being queer, either. 

Hopping out of my chair, I grabbed my travel mug and briefcase, and opted for the stairs over the elevator. If I started cardio now, I wouldn’t have to work so hard at the gym later. That meant I would be walking home, and walking there. No taxi! The gyms had just reopened the week before, and I was craving the bright cheery athliesure outfits and the smell of chalk. I was willing to work out with the mask on my face if it meant seeing an area that was different from my studio or my office. Besides, working out alone at home was incredibly lonely. 

I slowly descended the stairs from the 4th floor where the IT core team was located. I still craved a life that was simple, positive, and kind. I wanted the stereotypical American life: a job that paid enough to keep me comfortable, a partner that loved me and enjoyed my company, maybe two and a half kids and a white picket fence. The kids, honestly, were negotiable, and the white picket fence, well. You can’t very well find those in the city, and I don’t quite consider myself a country kind of person. But, it circles back to the mundane, right? Nice. Easy. Normal. Calm.

 When I got to the first floor, I scanned the lobby looking for familiar faces. There were none — my hope to see a friend was naive. New York City doesn’t allow for familiarity. Sighing, I resigned myself to another night alone. Dreaming of white picket fences and meeting an eventual lover in New York City at the height of a global pandemic may have been the inner delusional romantic side of me. I wasn’t remotely looking for a relationship at the time, anyway; the thought of dating, of kissing someone, made me physically ill in those days. The concept of a lover was way more palatable than actually finding one.

My friends had been super nervous to leave their respective homes, and honestly, I couldn’t blame them. I wasn’t about to bother someone to come to the gym with me. Kennedy and Kassidy weren’t really into the gym scene and lived all the way in the Bronx, and Junior was a friend that I could only really take in small doses. I don’t think I really wanted to reach out to him and put a sour note on a space where I felt safe. Vic and Frankie were the most likely to come, but Vic’s sister had some autoimmune disease that I could never remember the name of, and no one had seen him since the shutdowns. Most restaurants and bars were really restricted, and it was our age group that was mostly getting sick. Even with being careful, I couldn’t honestly say that the disease wasn’t terrifying.

It was the end of August. The air was heavy and hot, and it felt like my clothes were soaked the second I walked through the door into the baking concrete jungle. One woman stood next to a street sign, balancing against it as she switched her pumps to far more comfortable walking shoes. I was already pulling at my tie, my suit jacket casually thrown over my arm. The mask stayed safely on my face despite it being itchy and damp against my skin, and I was already regretting my decision to walk home and then to the gym. People avoided each other, carefully flowing like water throughout the streets but keeping as much distance as possible. I watched one guy follow my lead, loosening his tie as if it were a noose, huffing and puffing as he pulled off his jacket. Why does anyone walk in this weather?

The seven block walk from work to my tiny studio apartment was pretty uneventful. Small groups of people carefully measured their distance from others, most wearing masks and most being miserable in the heat. I thought about the little 400 square foot paradise waiting for me. I had grown up in the Catskills north of the city, and I still wasn’t used to how cramped everything was even after living here for a few years. The apartment wasn’t much, but it got me through the day. A small part of me knew I wanted more, but a large part of me was terrified of losing the comfort and complacency that my routine and high salary provided. 

Living in the city, even in areas outside of Manhattan, was astronomically expensive. I didn’t need much in terms of space, and being surrounded by people was oddly comforting. I personally preferred my little pocket of neighborhood in Brooklyn over the skyscrapers in the city proper. It wasn’t as if I needed all of the luxuries the city had to offer. At least I have a coffee maker. I remember when Junior was surviving on a mountain of discarded paper cups from cafés. 

It was a comfortable twenty minutes before I hit the fences in front of my apartment complex. Tasha, my neighbor, was in the apartment on the ground floor on the left end of the complex. Because she was on the corner, she had the privilege of accessing the small, three foot by three foot fenced-in yard for her dog Carlton. The Dachshund in question barked at me in greeting as I walked past their gate, his brown tail wagging ferociously as I paused my journey. “Hey Buddy, Good to see you!” I leaned down over the gate and scratched him behind his beige speckled brown ears. 

I always stopped to pat him when he was out. He was a sweetheart; I think the “Beware Of Dog” signs plastered all over the chain link fence were a bit overkill. My door was technically two doors over from Tasha’s, because the access to the upper floor apartment was between us, but that was alright. Dogs were worth the patience it took to spend extra time in the heat.

The neighbor glared at me from the doorway, her dark green eyes flashing. She was a firecracker of a woman, a solid foot or more shorter than me, her dark brown hair always in a bun and usually clad in scrubs. She rolled her eyes in a typical New York kind-but-not-nice sort of way. “Don’t touch my dog.”

We got along well enough, but our banter made onlookers feel as if we hated each other. Truth was, she was a trauma center nurse and asked me to feed Carlton when she worked doubles. I gave her an award-winning smile and flipped my damp, curly brown hair out of my eyes. “Hey, Tasha! Always good to see you, darling.” 

Tasha rolled her eyes, fiddling with a little amethyst point she wore around her neck for ‘protection’. I’d never call her out on it, but I couldn’t understand how someone that worked in a scientific field could put stock in crystals. “Cypress, you idiot. Get inside before you have a heat stroke.” 

I laughed and struck a pose that was guaranteed to make Tasha crack a smile, playing up the goofy stance with obnoxious overconfidence. “What. Don’t like what you see?”

In those days, my confidence and ego were even bigger than the skyscrapers of the city. I was safe in my little world, all things considered. As expected, she laughed. “You cocky bastard.” 

She walked out to the gate, scooped up Carlton, and brought him inside. I watched as one of the “Beware of Dog” signs fell on one side, dangling from a corner and threatening to fall to the concrete, before pulling my keys out of my slacks and making my way up the sidewalk. I hopped up the little step to my door. A moment of jingling keys, and then I was greeted with a blast of precious air conditioning as the door swung open and I was met with the large, spacious ground floor studio. 

Back in my apartment, I threw on athletic shorts, a gray undershirt, and some running shoes. The stress of the day was already melting away as I anticipated the burn in my muscles from lifting the free weights. The thought of going to the gym filled me with a joy that mirrored a kid on Christmas, and gave me back energy that had been sapped away during the work week. It was a Friday, too, which meant that classes would be happening and more people would be there than usual. 

I work out, mainly because it’s a hobby that helps me to both focus and burn off the anxiety that sticks way too heavily to my ribcage. I don’t want to veer too deeply into self-deprecation, and keeping fit helps me curb that into something positive. The way I bulk doesn’t help how big I am, sitting at a healthy 6’4” on a standard day. But, my smile keeps me approachable. Dimples make me cute, and I can slouch to be less intimidating. That was one thing that I missed about pre-COVID the most -- I couldn’t disarm someone with a smile, and more people acted scared of me.  

I didn’t need the gym to work out, and I did bodyweight exercises at home when they were closed down, but nothing quite hit the same as a hard workout. There was a type of euphoria that set in once it was done, and I felt both better about myself and the life that I was living after a good bout of exercise. It also helped that there were people around. I poured more coffee into my travel mug, and away I went, armed with a gym bag filled with all of the things that I might need. The gym was about a mile from my apartment in the opposite direction of my job. If the traffic behaved, I could jog there in about fifteen minutes. The traffic gods were thankfully on my side today, and I won the crosswalk war. 

It wasn’t long before I was inside of the tackily-painted yellow interior and making my way through the lounge, towards the workout equipment. The gym was a lively place even with the restrictions still in place, and people stood a respectable distance apart, most of the patrons with ear buds in their ears. I was surrounded by people doing their own thing, but working on themselves and aiming to be the best thing that they could be. One girl had a timer going on the treadmills, and she was running at top speed as the timer blazed “35 minutes” in cyan blue. 

I had to pass the machines to get to the free weights. There were a few people, one man doing lunges with a 25 lb plate and one on the barbell with a spotter watching intently. Working out with other people around felt far less lonely than trying at home. I was elated to see a spot in between the lunger and the barbells. At a respectable distance, of course, marked in a neat, even square of yellow tape.

Walking over, I nodded to the lunger, who nodded back, lowering the weight to the floor and letting out a huge sigh through an anime mask. Soon, I’d be in the same state of hyper focus, counting my repetitions and feeling the burn in my muscles as sweat dripped from my neck and back. There’s this weird sense of friendly camaraderie with other gym-goers, like having company, without having company. 

The familiar whistle of one of the fitness coaches sounded, signaling the start of a calisthenics class. I tipped my head towards the classroom, setting up with a few 20 lb weights. The buzz in the gym inspired me, and made me feel better about my day. If you ignored the masks that rested on people’s faces, the energy levels in the gym were at an all time high. Since it had been a few months since I had worked with free weights, I figured that it would be better to go easy on myself. 

After my final set, I sat for a moment with my gym towel draped across the back of my neck, heart pounding. I was giddy; panting through my mask as the endorphins flooded me. Racking my weights, I debated on what to do next. I was too tired to move on to another type of exercise, and it was nearing seven o’clock. It wouldn’t be a good idea to only do endurance training for arms, though. A well-rounded workout was the only workout to have. Chugging half of my coffee, I decided to hit the machines. 

The calisthenics class was wrapping up, and by the time I did my last set on the leg press, the gym was starting to clear out. It made sense to me; it’d been a hot day, and a lot of people would rather be getting ready to go clubbing rather than working out on a Friday evening. Because I walked here, I missed a bit of the optimal people-watching window, but I didn’t mind. I’d still had a great workout and experienced a bit of that shared camaraderie. 

Pulling a fresh towel from my bag, I made a beeline for the showers. I’m aware it didn’t make sense, when I’d be running home again anyway, but why should I have to wear three layers of sweat along the way? Looking back on it now, it kind of surprises me how comfortable I used to be, being in a semi-public area and dealing with nudity. I’d never shower at a gym, now. After the shower cooled me off, I made my way to the lounge at the front of the gym, where the built-in smoothie bar was calling my name. It wasn’t guaranteed to be open due to the food restrictions, but it looked like there may have been someone in the back room when I walked past earlier. I was surprised to see it open, but not surprised to see sealed cups and wrapped straws on the counter. 

The girl behind the counter, Joanna, was one that I knew fairly well from before the gym had closed. She was a stunning woman; bright hazel eyes in a hooded almond shape that left me captivated in her kind warmth. Her straight blonde hair was cropped short in an angled bob, and I don’t think I’d ever seen her with it longer than her chin. She was fit, and though she was shorter than me by at least eight inches, her confidence made her seem ten feet tall. She’d worked there for at least two years, though I had never seen her outside of the establishment. I didn’t expect to see anyone I actually knew tonight. “Hey, girl, what’s up?”

“Oh! Hey, Cypress! I almost didn’t recognize you with the clouds.” She pointed up towards her face, indicating the mask.

I laughed, winking at her. “You could say my head’s in the clouds. How you doing?”“I’m good,” she replied, her blush visible over the line of her black mask. “You know, glad to be back here. My other job is kicking my ass.” She looked up towards the menu and abruptly changed the subject. “You got an order for me, hotshot?”

 I leaned against the counter, my shaggy brown curls falling into my face. I needed a haircut. “Your number, preferably,” I replied, “I’d like to catch up sometime when I’m not smelling like sweat and gym chalk.”

She sputtered, and I laughed, shaking my head. “I’m joking, Joanna. A green smoothie with peanut butter, please.” I wasn’t the type to flirt with waitresses and baristas while they were on the job. 

She laughed, though it was a bit breathless. “Gotcha, coming right up.” 

After a few minutes of pulsing blenders, clinking of ice crushing together, and the sloshing of juice, I had a delicious smoothie sitting in front of me on the black and gray speckled counter. I swung my gym bag around my shoulder, grabbing for the zip. “How much do I owe you?”

“Forget it,” Joanna replied as she handed me the thin thermal paper receipt, “It’s on the house.”

“Oh no,” I frowned, rubbing awkwardly at the back of my neck. “You sure? I feel bad taking it for free.”

“Nah, I got it!”  Her voice was cheery. “I haven’t taken my free one yet today, and I probably won’t. You get kinda sick of smoothies after a while.”

I laughed, noticing writing on the receipt as I grabbed the smoothie from the counter. “Alright, well, if you’re sure. Thanks, Joanna!” 

When I flipped it over, her neat cursive was scrawled across the thermal paper. I felt a little guilty, she must have written it when I wasn’t watching. Her neat print said under the numbers, Let’s catch up away from the gym chalk, yeah? The attention flattered me, but I wasn’t exactly interested in a relationship, despite my teasing. Imagine trying to start dating during Covid. All the same, I thanked her for the smoothie and pocketed the number. I wasn’t going to outright shoot her down, you know? It was nice to know she was interested, and maybe I’d take her up on it when I was a little more comfortable.

She said a quick goodbye as I turned and made my way out of the gym, pulling the straw up between the mask and my face to sip at the smoothie. I added Joanna’s number to my phone one handed, then pocketed the machine to rip up the receipt and threw it away. Don’t need some creep getting a nice girl’s number. A cool wind blew through the street, and I tilted my head up into the feeling. Looking up to the sky, there was an endless expanse of dirty gray-brown above me, just beyond the freshly illuminated streetlights. 

The stars were non-existent in the city that never sleeps, and it was one of the things I missed the most about living in the Catskills. I closed my eyes, picturing the thousands of glittering silver stars studding the navy, purple, and black sky. The endless din of car horns and sirens couldn’t touch the night, there. It wasn’t worth it to think about the country; I needed to start my jog. The streetlights were harsh, though the park usually offered some reprieve from them. I start walking, deciding to take the long way back to my apartment. As I jogged to the street corner with my smoothie still in hand, my phone began to ring. Who let the dogs out?

That ring-tone was only set to one person on my phone — Tasha. I grabbed it from my pocket and flipped the call on, not breaking stride. “Hey, hun, what’s up?”

“Cypress, sweetheart,” her thick Long Island accent came through the receiver. “Work’s yanking me by the leash, the ER department is overwhelmed and I was called in. I gotta be there in about half an hour and I don’t have time to stop home, can you watch the dog?”

“As if you have to ask. I’ve got Carlton. Go take care of business.”

Tasha laughed. “I knew I could count on you. Listen, I left already and Carlton’s outside. It’s cooling off and he was having fun, but I don’t want him out too much longer. You still got my key, right?”

“Yeah, it’s on my ring. Don’t worry, I’ll bring him inside. Does he need food or anything?”

Tasha hummed a negative.  “I fed him an hour ago. He might need breakfast in the morning.”

That was good. That gave me time to relax at the park, so long as Tasha was alright with it. I’d never owned pets myself, but I’d watched Carlton enough to know he would be alright for an hour. “I’m stopping by Saratoga before I come home so he’ll be out for about half an hour, is that okay with you?”

I didn’t want to leave the Dachshund in the yard longer than Tasha wanted him out there. I was already halfway to the park, and getting home would take about twenty minutes. Tasha sucked in a sharp inhale, and my stomach panged. I distracted myself by sucking at my smoothie. “Y’know, sure. He can stay out. But you better get your ass there by like, eleven,” she said sharply. “You know he’s a digger and I don’t want him loose.” 

“Yes ma’am. I’ll have him in by ten, even.”

She laughed again, and we said a quick goodbye before hanging up. By then, I was on Halsey Street. I made it to Saratoga Park in record time, and found a spot to spread out comfortably under a tree. I resumed people watching as the air began to slowly cool.






CHAPTER TWO

That Time I Got Bitten By A Dog


CYPRESS

The sun was fully set by the time I had settled. I shot Joanna a quick text — hey, just so you have it, this is Cypress :) — before throwing my phone into the gym bag and flopping under a tree. The dark wasn’t as oppressive tonight as it could be. It was mellow; a lazy lull setting into the park as a nice breeze blew through the trees. The evening was moving quickly and it was coming up to 8 pm, and people on the sidewalks were riding bikes and walking their dogs. There was even a kid who couldn’t be more than sixteen skateboarding. He pulled off a kick-flip, cheered, and pumped his fist. I laughed as he skated out of the park. As I was sitting there, one of my acquaintances from work spotted me, and we chatted for a few minutes before I took my leave. The rest was rejuvenating, and I was ready for the eight blocks home.

Most of the park had gone quiet. It didn’t take long for the dark underbelly of the city to slide into view once the sun had set. Oh, fuck, Carlton’s out! 

I rushed to stand, hoping that Tasha was right and that the Dachshund hadn’t dug out of the fence. Outside was his favorite place to be, and even though anxiety gnawed at my gut, I knew the dog was well-taken care of and Tasha definitely left him with water. I found myself going at a leisurely pace through my little corner of the city, despite my anxiety. 

Unlike Manhattan, where all of the offices, suits, and rich people were congregated, this part of the city was bustling with the residential life it held. It seemed impossible, but everyone treated each other like a neighbor, and I’d never had a bad experience here. Everyone says that the city is dangerous, but as long as you keep your nose out of trouble and don’t act like a tourist, most people will leave you alone.

New York is full of people who have had hard lives, and will take no shit. But, in my experience, very few are cruel. They’ll call you a moron if you mess something up, all while getting ready to help you out. This particular part of the neighborhood had smaller buildings than a lot of the city, as well, but it still had that feel that only New York could give. We were a stone’s throw away from a city bus that could take us to La Guardia if we needed to fly, and I could walk literally anywhere I needed to.

My apartment was rent controlled, so I wasn’t hit with astronomical raises in pricing, and all in all, it was a good place to be. The only downside was that I had to leave my car at my mother’s house in the Catskills — but that’d be the same anywhere in the city. It was expensive to park here, and the traffic made a car basically worthless unless you were outside of the city entirely, north of Tarrytown. I was thinking about selling it, but I was attached to the thing. It had gotten me through most of college.

 It was an easy trek back home, and I whistled as I walked, my steps light and my spirit lighter. The people milling about were chatting and laughing around me. We were still avoiding each other in our own respectable bubbles, but the energy had shifted. The walk took less time than I expected, and soon I was rounding the corner on my empty street, a smile playing on my face beneath the brightly colored sky print. I walked comfortably beside the squat brick buildings. However, I paused in front of the chain link fence by Tasha’s gate when I heard Carlton growling ferociously. I peeked over the fence to see him backed into the corner, his teeth bared. 

Instantly alert, my skin prickled in the night air and my stomach dropped like a lead weight. Carlton never growled. A part of me worried that I messed up by leaving him unattended, and a cold guilt gnawed on the inside of my ribs.  “Hey little guy! What’s the big deal?” 

The loud warning bark he responded with made me flinch. This was incredibly out of character for the dopey little Dachshund. It’s not like he didn’t know me; he had never even so much as grumped my way before. I watched him for a moment as he let loose, bark after bark in my direction, teeth bared and caramel brown eyes wide enough to see the whites. It was unnerving; Carlton, typically a happy little brown thing with small areas of beige in his ears, was usually always panting and frolicking on his short little legs throughout the tiny yard, his long brown tail whipping wildly as he played. Now he was wild and it almost looked like he was staring past me rather than at me. I was way out of my depth, here. I looked around the yard, and then behind me towards the street, seeing nothing. Carlton’s hackles were raised as he growled, barked, and snapped. “Ooookay?” 

My gut told me that I should leave the poor dog alone. Maybe something had bitten him. Either way, he was beside himself, and I was worried for him. I was tempted to pick him up and bring him inside of my apartment with me, but I didn’t want to chance a bite. In my mind, a cartoon-ish flood of dollar bills rushed out of an open city window into the air at the thought of the doctor bills that would spawn. But, this was a lot of noise for the city, and Tasha was careful to keep the neighbors off of her ass for noise ordinances. My veins were buzzing with adrenaline as I tried to decide what to do, agitated with being stuck between multiple useless options.

I needed to make a decision rather than just standing here. Maybe it’d be better to change and spend some time with him at her place. I kept walking past the fence, my gait a bit quicker and back tense as I adjusted my duffel and put my hand on the door knob to my apartment. “Relax, buddy, I’ll come grab you in a second,” I said aloud. The Dachshund’s bark grew more frantic, the dog whimpering as I fumbled with my keys. 

I heard a growl that was very near, and very, very, deep. That’s definitely not a Dachshund. My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach, dread chilling me to the bone despite the lingering heat of the summer night. Suddenly, Carlton’s growling made so much more sense; he must have picked up on the danger I missed in my comfortable, mundane familiarity. My skin crawled and for a moment, I debated whether or not I should just open my apartment door and slip inside without looking to see what was stalking me. But knowing something dangerous and threatening was out there, I couldn’t leave Carlton to face its wrath. The dog didn’t do anything wrong, and I’d rather get attacked than let him get hurt. Maybe it was a misplaced sense of confidence that made me turn around. Maybe it was my size and general fearlessness. Maybe I was just angry that something upset a dog I was close to. Dear Readers, I’m an idiot, and chose the wrong option. 

I smelled it before anything else — the heavy, nauseating scent of a wet and dirty dog filled my nostrils, and I gagged. The guttural growl had been replaced with harsh, intense huffs, and I wondered if an animal maybe escaped the zoo or something. Slowly, with the uneasy burning of eyes boring into my back, I turned around, only to meet the gaze of the biggest, ugliest dog I’ve ever seen. And I mean this thing was massive, and standing far too close to me for my liking. It was like a mastiff, but its features didn’t match. If anything, it looked more like a husky. 

If I turned back around and tried to rush into my apartment, I’d risk it following me in. The eyes were sunken into their sockets, the right one green and left milky white and icy blue with blindness. A scar raked through the blinded eye. The beast was covered in other scars, bald patches, and dried blood. It had white and gray tipped fur, but you could hardly tell between the missing chunks and the dirt and grime. It totally had rabies, or mange, or something. My breath caught as I paused, trying to think of what to do. I spoke in a placating voice, though even now I couldn’t tell you whether or not I was trying to calm myself or the dog.

“Woah… Hey now. Easy boy.” 

The dog snarled and snapped its jaws. I could see its teeth from where I stood, even though the dog was a few feet away, its maw glistening. Time seemed to slow, and my heart hammered against my sternum. I’m a big guy, and pretty strong; I didn’t get scared by much. I think that’s why this near panic clung to me so completely. I still have nightmares about this moment. My actions, as deliberate and quick as they were, slowed to a crawl of step-by step moments. Each one felt as if it took forever.

I had to make a move. I reached behind me, twisting the handle to my apartment. Suddenly the dog was on me. It clamped down on my leg as I turned to run inside. I wasn’t fast enough. I’d never seen anything move so damn fast. I screamed, pain spiking through my calf as the dog pulled, and it yanked me from the door, dragging me down the sidewalk. “Help!  Rabid fucking dog, somebody help me!”

 My leg sang with pain, stabbing through me with each jerk and movement. There was no time to react. At one moment, I was scrambling with my door, and in another, I was dragged halfway down my block. Carlton’s frantic barking and whimpering followed us. I started kicking the dog in the face, screaming, switching between telling it to fuck off and calling out for someone to come help me. Any noise. Those nature documentaries always told you to shout at bears, right? Or maybe my kicking would make it drop my leg, like punching a shark in the nose. Maybe these things would work with a dog, too. 

Nothing I did would make it stop. It wouldn’t let go. My gym bag was still slung across my chest, and the weight of it around me gave me a weirdly detached comfort at the back of my mind, like a life jacket. It’s funny, the details that wind up sticking in when you’re panicked. “Help, please! Fucking anyone! Help!”

I kicked the dog harder, starting to twist and wriggle to free myself from its teeth. The muscle on my leg tore, and nausea flooded through me as I lurched. All of the warmth of my body flooded to my calf as it shook me. I kicked at its nose again and started yelling louder,  agony searing through me. “I’m gonna die!” 

The more I yelled, struggled, and kicked, the harder and more aggressively the dog shook me. I kicked it countless times before it finally dropped my leg. Slowly, menacingly, it stalked towards my face, hovering over me as spittle and blood dripped from its maw. 

My scream echoed off of the buildings as it ripped from my raw throat. Adrenaline pulsed through me, and I shook as I panted in short, quick bursts. Balling up my fist, I tried to figure out the best angle to punch at its throat or muzzle. Somewhere weaker than its nose. I still don’t know if it was out of quick thinking or out of instinct as I swung the gym bag. I tried to crawl backwards. There was enough room between us that I could punch it in the throat if I could aim the hit. Something about its eyes made me pause before I threw my punch; the one that wasn’t mangled had an intelligence to it that felt human. No way… this isn’t happening.

This dog seemed to nod in acknowledgment. Before I could fully react to what was happening, it jumped away from me and lumbered off. Adrenaline pulsed through me as I tried to process what had just happened. The whole altercation couldn’t have been more than five minutes. Why would such a vicious dog attack me, only to run away a moment later? My entire leg from the tip of my toes to the joint of my hip pulsed, hot and aching, and my arms shook as I fought to unhook my fingers from the gym bag. I couldn’t breathe. My lungs were raw like they had been scrubbed with sandpaper. 

I stared down the road, frozen and terrified. If I tore my eyes away, I was certain that it’d come back. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and I heard a sputtering sobbing noise that I dimly registered as my own voice. I was oddly connected, but also was watching this scene play out from ten feet above my body, and three feet to the left. 

Hot wetness touched my uninjured leg, and I realized with a start that I needed to stop my own bleeding. I looked down at my mutilated calf and groaned, my stomach lurching again as the smoothie from earlier threatened to replay at the back of my throat. Every movement made my entire lower body pulse with pain, and the way the chunk hung from the bitten part on my calf made the world far away and shrouded in blackness as I fought the urge to faint. I was fine with fake gore like on movies and TV, but nothing prepares you for seeing a piece of your own body dangling like that. 

Where was everyone? I needed help, and I needed it now. I had cried out so many times. So much for that neighborly feeling. My chest heaved in short, breathless bursts, and I looked around the street, disoriented. I had to call the hospital, or the cops, animal control… anyone. I tried to get my brain to connect with my body, to remember where my cell phone was. Pulling the towel from my gym bag, I wrapped it around my leg, swaying with the effort to stay present.

I fumbled to keep it there, my hands not fully cooperating with my body as I reached for my pocket, only to find it empty. “Goddammit,” I muttered, my voice hoarse and raw from screaming, and rough with pain. “Of all the times to keep that in my bag…” 

As the stress began to take over the adrenaline, there was a small part of my mind that was already thinking of the medical bills, and the fear of being in a hospital at the height of a pandemic. I tried not to think too hard of rabies as I worked on finding my phone. I pivoted, reaching behind me for the side pocket zipper without losing pressure on my leg. 

Then I saw my hands… Covered in stark white fur, my nails sharpening into long fearsome claws. That was about when I started screaming again, and the world went black.
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THIS, READERS, IS where mundanity well and truly died for me. (Turns out, Lycanthropy is just as contractible as rabies.) The next thing I remember was waking up at the lower end of Central Park, my back tickled by the grass and skin covered with dew in the early morning. I frowned, confused. When did I wind up in the grass? The last thing I remembered was trying to find my phone. And then… 

And then what? I had started to hallucinate; my hands weren’t my hands anymore. And then, I had no recollection of the night after that. I did remember, however, that I had been bitten by a very big, very ugly dog, and that my leg had been mangled. My chest tightened, my breath coming in short, quick bursts as fear spiked through me and my skin went cold and numb. Why couldn’t I remember anything? Where exactly was I, and how did I get there? 

There was also the fact that the grass directly tickled against my skin, and the more that I came into consciousness, the less that made sense. I sat up quickly, and my leg screamed in protest, the skin taut and tender. It dawned on me that I was naked, with a badly injured leg. Luckily, I was in a fairly secluded portion of the park, in between a bush and a tree. I groaned softly in dismay. “No… What the fuck…” 

I whipped my head back and forth, asking myself again, how the hell did I get here? Central Park was in Manhattan. I lived less than eight blocks from Saratoga Park. I was eight miles from where I had started. Moving to stand, I was hyper aware of my injured leg, and tried to be careful as I shifted my weight. Something tugged at my chest and forced me back to the dirt. I looked down and found the woven nylon of my gym bag still somehow stretched across my chest. My clothes were completely gone, but my bag was snugly slung over my shoulder. A tuft of white fur clung to where the strap clipped to the bag. Nothing made sense. Now that I knew my bag was still around me, I knew that my phone and wallet were likely safe. Well, thank fuck for that… 

I remembered the teeth that had sliced through skin and muscle in my leg. With the amount of blood I lost, I should not have been able to be awake right now without medical help, let alone worry about anything other than my wound. The towel had mysteriously disappeared, just like the intense pain I imagined I should be feeling. My gaze shot down to my injured leg, and I twisted it to try and see the damage.

No issues moving. That was really odd with the severity of the bite, but my shoulders sagged in relief. Then, I processed what I was looking at, and my jaw fell open. The bite was there, yeah, but it looked like it was weeks old. Irritated and dirty, my leg was swollen as if I’d sprained it at the gym, but it seemed like just a surface bite. There wasn’t anything to indicate that it was infected. The chunk that had been hanging off less than twenty four hours ago was neatly woven back into place. There’s no way this was the same dog bite that I had suffered the night before. I lifted my leg, carefully extending my foot. Pain shot up my calf and into my knee, but the muscle contracted fine. There’s no way that dog hadn’t taken an entire chunk of skin. “How long have I been out here?”

Dread once again filled my stomach like a lead weight. Shifting the gym bag off of my shoulders, I dove into it and grabbed my spare clothes. I swung my head, eyes darting around to double-check that the coast was clear before I pulled the tank top over my head, satisfied with the emptiness of the park. The basketball shorts followed just as quickly, and I desperately wished for more cover than the single tree I was using for support. I was glad that no one was there to watch me bouncing on my uninjured leg while fighting with a pair of shorts. Besides, it was Central Park; there was no way that I had been out there for longer than a few hours. If I had, I’d have been in a body bag or a hospital. The thing about living in a big city, is that there’s not a lot of opportunities to lay around injured and unnoticed.  

After I was uncomfortably dressed, I pulled my phone from my bag and stared at it in confusion. August 31st, 4:49 AM, the screen blinded me in its unfeeling blue light. It hadn’t even been six hours. How in the hell had I made it eight miles away from home on foot with no memory of it, in less than six hours? My skin prickled once again as if someone had thrown ice water on me, despite the temperate morning. I tested more weight on my injured leg, and found that I could stand without help from the tree. Phone still securely in hand, I stared at it for a moment, debating on who to call before dialing a number and lifting the device to my ear.
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THAT FIRST BLACKOUT was just one of many. The number I called was the Non-Emergency line for the police. The fact that I was in Central Park and couldn’t remember the night scared me, and my way of dealing with fear was to ignore it. So, I did what I could control, and I reported a dog acting strangely near the Saratoga Park area, and hung up before they could take my information. I was embarrassed and anxious; something stopped me from going to the hospital. Maybe it was that I couldn’t explain the way I had healed so quickly from such an extreme bite. Maybe it was that I just wanted to go home. I realized with a jolt that Carlton was still outside. Please, whatever gods, luck, or spirits that be, let Carlton be safe… 

Tasha would probably be home before I was. At best, I was going to get an earful for leaving him out all night. At worst, I was going to come home to a devastated neighbor and a lump of meat where a loving, dopey dog once lived. 

I wish I could describe the ride home. If I’m being honest, the whole thing was a blur. From the time I stepped out of Central Park into a taxi, to the time that I stepped out in front of my apartment. I think I was in my head for most of the ride, my fingers absent-mindedly picking at the fur stuck in the nylon strap of my bag as my stomach twisted itself into knots. Or, should I say, what was left of the bag. It looked like it had been dragged through the underbrush of the park; covered in grass stains and mud, with twigs sticking out of various places. The strap had little polyester threads sticking out of a slash that had nearly ripped it in two. The ride was short, and I wasn’t even fully out of the taxi before Tasha’s voice cut through the air. “Alright, Cypress, what the fuck?”

I whipped my head towards her and held up my hands. “Wait, Tasha, let me explain —”

She stomped up in all of her 5’2” glory, her dark green eyes flashing over her burgundy mask. It was kind of comical in hindsight how someone that only came up to my chest could be so intimidating. At the time, I was terrified of her anger. “You’re damn right you’re gonna explain, you big fuckin’ oaf! You left my dog outside all night,” she yelled, going up on tip-toes as the taxi sped away. “What, a morning joyride is more important than my dog?”

“No, that’s not it,” I hung my head, averting my gaze as I clutched at my elbows. “You know I’d never leave Carlton out if I could help it. Listen, please, calm down and let’s go inside? Something’s wrong with me.”

She glared at me, crossing her arms. The silence went a beat too long for my liking, and I held my hand out towards the apartments. “Look, Tasha, I’m serious. My door’s open and the keys are in the lock. I’d never leave my place like that, right?”

Her eyes went blank and she turned to glance at the door to see that I was telling the truth. The blood that spilled from my leg the night before still stained the concrete, dark and foreboding, further down the block. Small lines and drips of it led from my stoop towards the sidewalk. I could see it over her shoulder, and I shuddered, flashes of the night before playing in my mind. As she turned back to me, her eyes softened, and she sighed. “Alright, fine. Come inside, let me give you a once over.”

“Yeah, sure,” I nodded, keeping my voice soft. “Just let me grab my keys, and make sure I wasn’t robbed in the last seven hours.”

She shook her head, fiddling with her amethyst point in unease. “Carlton’s fine. I’ll just follow you to yours.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes at the sight of the crystal. I nodded, leading the way to my door. Pushing it open, my shoulders sagged in relief as I was greeted with my perfectly normal-looking studio apartment. I took a moment to soak in the details of the plain white walls and chrome appliances, my eyes slowly scanning the space as I stepped into the large room. The black granite counters of the kitchen were neat and spare of any clutter, just as I left them. The plain gray linoleum floors were the same. I was half-expecting to see the place ransacked, but not even a single blanket was out of place, my collection neatly stacked in a wicker basket by the black and chrome futon. Everything felt so strangely normal; undisturbed despite the door being open all night. 

I grabbed my keys from the lock, thanking my lucky stars that I hadn’t gotten robbed on top of everything else. “Start explaining,” Tasha’s voice cut my relief short. “Carlton was fine when I got home, but I was pissed when I saw him outside. I hadn’t noticed your door was open. What happened?”

My mouth was dry. I licked my lips, anxiously distracting myself by going to the fridge and grabbing a water bottle. I uncapped it, slamming half of it back before I leaned against the fridge and stared at the tiled floor. “I was attacked by something,” I said hesitantly. “A dog, I think. A big dog. I got home and Carlton was growling and barking his head off, and I paused by my door because I heard a growl behind me…” I scrunched my face, closing my eyes and trying to focus. “It grabbed me and dragged me down the street, and then… I don’t remember.”

“You don’t remember? You got dragged down the street by a dog? Cypress, I haven’t seen another dog larger than mine in this neighborhood outside of the park in years.”

I opened my eyes and stared at her, frowning. “Yeah well, I don’t know what to tell you. I lost time, and I swear, Tasha, my calf was mangled, but now it looks like I barely have a scratch. I don’t know how a dog bite could just disappear,” I took another few hearty gulps from the water bottle.

She crossed her arms again and huffed. “I’ll check you over. I can tell something happened, but I don’t believe for a second that you had a dog bite just up and disappear.” 

I stared at her. It made sense that she was rejecting my story; I lived it and I couldn’t explain it. Wordlessly, I slid into one of the black breakfast bar stools and stuck my leg out for her to see. “Carlton is fine, you said? The other dog ran away, but I didn’t get a chance to check on him before I blacked out.”

She had bent down to look down at my leg, but her gaze shot up to mine. “He’s fine,” she said, her eyes sliding back to my wound, inspecting it. “Not a scratch on him.” 

The divots in my skin were deep and scabbed in thick, uneven layers. Not enough time had passed for it to heal like that, but a bite was definitely there. Tasha looked at the bite closer and shook her head. I could tell that she was still skeptical of my story. “This looks weeks old. You said it happened last night?”

“Dead-ass. I’m not lying to you.”

She straightened up, reaching to place her wrist on my forehead. “Christ, you’re burning up. Did you go to the hospital, Cypress? You could have gotten rabies, distemper… A whole host of diseases.”

Anxiety spiked through my chest. I had thought of diseases, but that was once again scary and I once again opted to ignore that fear. Was I warm? I didn’t feel feverish. At least I knew I didn’t have rabies. I was chugging water, after all. “I didn’t,” I said, tacking on a white lie for good measure. “I was worried about Carlton, and my apartment. I didn’t want to take more time away.”

Tasha sighed. “Listen, sweetheart, I dunno what happened to you, but forget about it, okay? I’m not mad. Just… Do me a favor and get to a doctor, alright? I don’t like this loss of memory shit, any more than I like the look of that bite or the weird story surrounding it.” She held her finger in front of my eyes and I watched her fingertip as she slowly moved it back and forth. “Did you hit your head?”

“Not that I know of,” I replied, my voice small. “But, you know, it’s possible.”

“I don’t like that. Not at all. You can track my movements…” She pulled a pen-shaped flashlight from the pocket in her scrubs and shone it into my eyes. “I don’t think you have a concussion, in any case.”

I looked down to the floor again, fidgeting with the cap of the bottle. “I’ll get to a doctor, and see if I can’t get rabies shots, just in case. This thing was massive, and was missing most of its hair… I don’t know, it was the size of a lion. And it smelled.”

I wrinkled my nose, tossing the empty bottle towards the recycling bin. It bounced off of the rim, hitting the wall before it fell back into the bin. If the circumstances were different, I might have cheered. Tasha turned, heading towards my door. “I’ll check with the neighbors, see if anyone’s seen anything. In the meantime, get yourself looked at, alright? I don’t want to see you foaming at the mouth in a week.”

“Yeah, I hear you. Thanks, Tasha,” I replied to her as she walked out of the door. 

She didn’t look back, but one thing was crystal clear — I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about the dog bite and be believed. This was something I’d need to hide, and hope that things went back to normal. 

So, I did. 
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THAT FIRST BLACKOUT and waking up in the park was the beginning of a nightmare. I kept trying to work and maintain a life similar to that of a mundane human. I hadn’t told anyone in my inner circle about the dog bite. The police never did find it. I, however, had to go through a series of intensely painful rabies shots, and this started my foray into an endless train of medical and mental health professionals failing me completely. The blackouts continued to happen well after the rabies treatments. 

 In the months after the dog bite, I tried to go back to normalcy. I lost many nights to blackouts and hallucinations, always waking up alone and without clothes somewhere far away from where I started. My hands and feet would be covered in mud.  Despite the black outs and lapses in memory, I did my best to keep to my routine and work schedule around medical appointments; distracted, exhausted, and in a fog most of the time. The blackouts began randomly, at first. I’d realized after the fact that I lost a stretch of time, and it terrified me. I started writing down what I was doing when they happened to track what caused them. 

I began to lock myself into my apartment, withdrawing from anyone who asked to spend time with me. It was getting harder and harder for me to function in a normal life, even as the effects from the lockdowns started to wind down. As things began to open up, I tried to find more doctors and specialists to help me. A part of me kept trying to rationalize what I had seen the night of the bite, and trying to tell myself that the shock of it all had maybe made me hallucinate. There was no real reason for me to be losing time, but I had started thinking maybe I was suffering from seizures. Maybe it wasn’t seizures, but blackouts caused from a mental illness of some kind. They found nothing worth noting, no matter how many doctors I tried.

As time went on, desperation tugged at me at every turn. As my friends became more comfortable going out, I began to make excuses to avoid being in public. I was terrified that I was hurting people or myself in these blackouts. I had sparks of memories that made no sense to me and that I couldn’t explain; a flash of a white paw here, a glimpse of the woods there. I spent countless hours talking to various medical professionals, to no avail. 

I was never one to talk to my friends about my problems in the first place; I didn’t want to burden them with what I was feeling. If the blackouts weren’t seizures, and if they had no medical reason to happen, then that meant that there was something fundamentally wrong with my brain. Maybe the dog bite was causing stress issues, or maybe a therapist would have answers that medical doctors didn’t.

Sometime around March of 2021, one of my best friends, Kassidy, reached out via text while I was on lunch at work. Cy, we miss you! ♥ come to the secret pour tonite?

I found myself staring at the text for a long time. I don't remember how Kassidy and her twin came to be a part of my friend group. They lived in the Bronx, so even pre-COVID restrictions, I didn’t see them as often as I’d like. I met Kassidy first, and she was hilarious. She started bringing around her twin Kennedy a short while later. Kennedy was a fireball, and punched Junior in the nuts the first time he hit on her. 

I was close with Kassidy; we flirted with each other incessantly, and had tried to date on and off throughout our college years. It’d never go anywhere, but she found me charming. If anyone could convince me to break my isolation, it was her. I chewed on my lip. I dunno, K. You know I haven’t been feeling so hot. 

Come on, Cypress. I’m starting to feel like ur avoiding me.

She was good at guilting me into doing what she wanted. The guys of my friend group weren't very different. Looking back, my entire support group was pretty superficial. Maybe I was, too. I’m not sure. It’s easy to fall into bad behaviors when that’s all that you see around you. You could say that I was hanging out with six idiots, but the people looking in were seeing seven. Even if I knew what she was doing, the guilt still gnawed at my ribs. “Fuck,” I muttered. Not avoiding you, just been stressed. What time?

It took a minute for her to respond, and I watched the little ellipses animation as she typed. When it popped up, my guts twisted again. Junior, vic, n frankie were saying around 6. does that work 4 u? sorry works busy

Could I really handle everyone in a loud place? Knowing Junior was coming especially stressed me out. We had the type of friendship that depended on taking pot shots at each other, and I’d been avoiding him since I came out as non-binary. I didn’t have any evidence that I hurt anyone in my blackouts, but I had started to correlate them to high stress, and I wasn’t sure if it was the smartest idea. “Ah, what the hell… I deserve to have fun. Maybe it’ll help.”

 I decided to chance a night out with my friends, and I sealed the deal with a single text. Then I’ll see you at six. 
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 IT WAS SUPPOSED to be a good time. Drinks were flowing, and they were already kind of tipsy by the time I got there. Kennedy and Kassidy were flirting with the bartenders and twirling their long blonde hair. Junior, the only friend I kept from senior year of high school, was speaking with some redhead that was hanging on his arm. He stopped mid-sentence and looked over at me, scanning me from head to toe. “Damn Cy, I see why you’ve been avoiding us. You look like shit, man.”

I cringed at the ‘man’. I didn’t mind male-gendered terms, but Junior used it as a weapon. Anything between us that was seen as a weakness was fair game to our banter. (And yes, dear Readers, I’m aware how toxic this sounds. That’s because it was toxic between us; I don’t claim to be proud of this.) I shot a huge grin back at him over my beer, hiding my wince. “Yeah, Junior. You look the same as before quarantine. I guess you didn’t take the time to work on yourself.”

Frankie, (his real name is Franklin, but don’t call him that, it’s a good way to get punched) laughed and joined in. “Yeah, I see where you’re coming from Cy, that’s a face only a mother could love.”

Junior laughed again. “At least my mother hugged me as a child.” 

The air in the bar suddenly got tense, and I glared at Junior, my jaw aching from how quickly I clenched my teeth. “That’s a fucking low blow, Junior,” I replied, deadpan, and Kassidy wrapped her arms around my chest.

“Aww Cy, why are you so sour today?” She whined. “Bad day at work?”

I shook her off and stepped back. “I told you, hun. I’ve been stressed lately.”

Victor clapped me on the shoulder. “Well, that’s why we're here. Take a load off, Cy. Settle in. We’ll be here for a while.”

And that’s what I did. Or, tried to do, anyway. Usually Junior’s comments about my mom wouldn’t get to me so badly, but I found myself on a hair trigger, unable to laugh off the disrespect. And he kept it up all damn night. Eventually I had enough and snapped. Junior was well into his fourth beer, and my jaw had been aching from biting my tongue. I watched him as he threw an arm around Kassidy, laughing outlandishly at something Vic said. His hand wandered, and Kassidy pushed him, standing up to move seats. “Oh come on, baby, you know you like the attention,” he laughed, and Kassidy started to tear up.

“You’re a real fucking jerk, Junior!” Kassidy yelled before she stomped away. 

I barely had time to see Kennedy slide out of her chair to follow her sister before I grabbed Junior by the collar and dragged him outside. “Hey Vic,” I called over my shoulder. “I’m calling the twins a cab, let ‘em know for me.” 

I didn
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