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Caught in the rain? There’s always a bucket of free umbrellas by the entrances of office buildings, restaurants, and homeless shelters. 

Bring your own shopping bags to the grocery store to avoid a seven-cent plastic bag tax. That gives the government fewer funds to investigate your tax evasion. 

Get a library card to check out books for free. Read how to smuggle elephant ivory on the black market.

Staples, paper, and pens aren’t the only supplies you can get from the office. Kidnap a secretary. Lock her in your basement to run your home business wooing lonely housewives online to send money to your alias, Buff McCracken. 

Ask for a friend’s Netflix password. People usually use one password for everything so you can drain their bank accounts while binging the latest season of Great British Bake Off. 

Knowledge is power when negotiating for a new home. Stakeout the house to learn the family’s daily schedule. Send threatening letters, mentioning their children by name. They’ll soon accept any offer. (For advanced penny pinchers, tell them if they remove their KitchenAid appliances, you’ll kill their kitten.) 

Volunteering is a free way to feel good about yourself. Start training seeing-eye dogs. Befriend members of the blind community. When they invite you over to their homes, steal their family heirlooms. 

Having a child might seem like a large expense, but it is the only way to acquire a clean social security number. Name him Buff McCracken Jr.

Don’t spend money on expensive gifts when you can make a personalized card for free. Force the secretary you kidnapped to make the cards based on the conversations with your family and friends she overheard through your vents. 

Instead of turning on the air conditioner in the summer, open a bedroom window. Share this tip with your neighbors and you can cancel your porn subscription. 

At your local ice cream parlor, get a free sweet treat by demanding to sample every flavor. The customers in line behind you will be so irate they won’t notice they’re being pickpocketed by Buff McCracken Jr. 

Invest in organizations that are also morally bankrupt, such as Monsanto, Nestlé, and ISIS.

Always be willing to ask for a discount when making a purchase. If the cashier says no, bite your tongue so hard you spray blood everywhere. Scream that you need the discount because of the high cost of your syphilis medication. They won’t be able to get the merchandise out of their store fast enough. 

Skip your morning Starbucks and instead get free coffee at AA meetings. This is also a great place to meet people desperate for a charismatic leader to tell them how to live. 

Need a new suit? Check obituaries for recently deceased men in your size. Bribe the funeral director with elephant ivory. While wearing your new suit, break into the homes of the dead man’s loved ones. Wail and moan that the only way your soul can rest is if they leave hundred-dollar bills on your grave. 

Instead of an expensive gym membership, get a free workout by promising a man one hundred dollars if he chases you through the forest. Once you’re far enough out there, turn around, beat him senseless with an antique candlestick you stole from a blind person, and take his wallet. 

Use the money you’ve made to take Buff McCracken Jr. and the secretary who has succumbed to Stockholm Syndrome and is now your wife, on a tropical getaway to the Maldives. With beautiful beaches, high levels of corruption, and no extradition treaty to the US, it’s the perfect place to spend the rest of your days on the beach sipping Kuramathi cocktails served by lovely local women. 

Tip 10%.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Welcome To Our Tropical Resort Where No Guests Have Ever Been Torn Apart By Monkeys
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Welcome to the Blue Bay Resort, Mr. and Mrs. Alvarez. I’m Stefan, the general manager and master of making sure this is a honeymoon you’ll never forget. Rodrigo will take your bags and I’ll show you around the property. For the past six years, Blue Bay Resort has been the pinnacle of Caribbean luxury. From white sand beaches to snorkeling adventures to delectable fresh seafood, every moment of your stay will be a moment in paradise. 

And none of our guests have ever been torn apart by monkeys.

Because you’ve purchased our Premium package, you get these orange VIP wristbands. They give you front row seats for our nightly fire dance show. They also ensure that we know you are totally 100% human and not large hairless monkeys who have stolen the clothing of their victims in order to infiltrate the resort. 

To your left is our Tranquility Pool. Yes Mr. Alvarez, the gate to the pool is four layers of triple reinforced carbon steel, but it’s a standard safety measure. Sure, there’s a barbed wire dome over the water, but it’s for decorative purposes. Brutalist chic. And yes, that lifeguard is carrying a Remington MK 13 sniper rifle. Don’t be concerned. It’s just for show. If anything gets past the electric fence, there’s really no stopping it. 

I’m sorry to say we won’t be offering our sunrise yoga or wind-surfing lessons. We are a bit short-staffed at the moment. But I assure you, all former employees are very much alive with all of their limbs and teeth. This shrine with photos of former guests and employees surrounded by flowers and incense is to commemorate just how alive and not flayed by monkeys that have learned to use knives they are. 

Now we’re passing our infirmary. Dr. Belmont is always on call, but we have so few injuries he might as well be on vacation! No, Mrs. Alvarez, I assure you a blood-soaked Dr. Belmont did not just run past us screaming, “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t lose another patient to those damn monkeys.” Must have been a hallucination from jet lag. 

Here’s our stunning private beach. Please ignore the metal cages situated every ten feet along the beach, baited with tasty figs. They may look delicious, but touching the figs will trigger a three-foot long steel impalement spike. You should also ignore any monkeys impaled on the spikes. Even if the monkeys are pleading in rudimentary English, do not approach them. No Mr. Alvarez, the monkeys aren’t dangerous, they’re just having so much fun being impaled, we wouldn’t want to ruin it by helping them. 

Let me show you your Honeymoon Suite. There’s a heart-shaped waterbed, a complimentary basket of massage oils, and a bottle of champagne in the mini-fridge. Go on, Mrs. Alvarez, open it up. That’s a 2008... human arm. Um, must be from the previous guests. I’ll have a word with the housekeeper. Her son was recently torn apart by monkeys, but that’s no excuse. 

What’s that earsplitting siren? It’s a normal Monkey Alarm. Rodrigo will put on his full-body Kevlar Monkey Suit, grab his electric Monkey Gun, and take care of it. Now, from this angle it looks as if a swarm of dozens of shrieking monkeys have overwhelmed Rodrigo and are ripping him limb from limb. But that’s a trick of the light. Look this way and you’ll see complimentary Mai Tais. 

No, Mr. Alvarez, this is certainly not a Jurassic Park type situation where the hubris of man is being destroyed by the might of mother nature. I’ve never even heard of Dr. Knox Fritz, an esteemed primatologist who suffered a mental break after being struck by lightning eleven times. Why would a man even alter the genetics of Vervet Monkeys to give them giant muscular arms, humanlike intelligence, and teeth that are all fangs? 

Mr. and Mrs. Alvarez, there’s no need to take the last two seats on the helicopter escaping the island. Blue Bay Resort is perfectly safe. I’ve worked here for over three days and nothing bad has happened to me. What happened to the manager before me? He died in a monkey attack, but I don’t see how that’s relevant.

Okay, I’m going to stand here enjoying this magnificent white sand beach and sipping a Mai Tai while watching your helicopter become a speck on the horizon. 

Ooh, figs! 
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The Resurrection of Jesus

So we opened the tomb and saw it was empty and I was like shit, a coyote must have gotten in there with the body. Everyone else was all, “it’s a miracle.” Meanwhile, I’m searching for this man-eating coyote. What if I got it and chained it up in my yard? I bet people would pay some silver to pet it or get its hair in a locket or something. A coyote that can eat a whole man in three days, bones and all? That’s what I call a miracle. Anyway, I’m fired from tomb guarding duty. 

The First Thanksgiving

Last week we had this huge harvest feast with the natives. I decided my contribution would be to make decorations. I scattered the table with leaves and made miniature versions of everyone out of sticks and mud. We were all sitting down to eat when John asks, “Mary, did you bring the clams?” And I say, “No, I was in charge of decorations.” And then John holds up this piece of bark and it has my name next to clams and I say, “That must have been the other Mary who died of exposure.” And he says, “No, that’s your handwriting.” And we’re doing this in front of the guests and it’s so uncomfortable. And John says really loud, “I guess we’ll just have to try to enjoy this meal without clams. Dig in, I guess.” And no one else thinks it’s a big deal. There’s lobster and crab, so who even misses clams? But whatever, it’s not like anyone’s going to remember this in a hundred years. 

The Domestication of Rice

Ro asked me to come over and see his invention. He’s got rice to grow where he wants it. It’s in this big blob he’s calling a paddy. I suggested that next time he should plant it in a shape. For example, I could stand on the big hill and look at the paddy and see a flower or a star or a smiling face. Wouldn’t that be fun? And Ro gets this dark look in his eye, then tries to beat me to death with a rock. To get him to stop, I say the blob is good. But really, I’m thinking about how some ideas are just ahead of their time. 

The Sinking of The Titanic

Ok, since people have been asking, yes, I survived the sinking of the Titanic. But, that voyage was a disaster even before it sank! Greatest ship on earth, my sweet ass. They had a squash court, a gymnasium, and a library, but no billiards table. Not one on the entire ship. The only reason I bought a ticket was to practice billiards during the voyage, so when I got to America I could become a crack n’ craw dilly of a pool shark. I got my complaint to the captain, who said billiards doesn’t work on the ocean because of the waves. In the middle of our conversation, the ship hit the iceberg, so I didn’t even get to challenge him to a game of pool once we got to America. 

The Invention of The Printing Press

Everyone’s been going crazy for my new printing press. Johannes, you’re spreading literacy! Johannes, political thought can travel through the masses! Johannes, blah blah blah! I made this stupid thing to give myself sick-ass temporary tattoos. Everyone’s like, ooh, let’s put paper in and make “books.” And I’m like, put your arm in there and I can put your mom’s name and a heart made of barbed wire. I suggested that me and my friends get “The Gutenboys” on our chests, but none of them “got” it. Mostly because they can’t read. 

The Signing of The Magna Carta

All of us Barons are about to sign this royal charter of rights to limit the power of the King and I’m like, hey, just a quick addition. And the Archbishop is miffed, but he lets me say my piece. So I’m like, we’ve covered illegal imprisonment and feudal payments to the crown, but what about Serf Day? Maybe we could outlaw that? And all the other Barons are really confused. I’m like, Serf Day, you know, the one day of the year when your serfs are in charge so they strip you naked and make you pull them around in a cart while they pelt you with rotten peaches? Then the most handsome serf gets to have sex with your wife, while you watch, trapped in a suit of armor? Serf Day? Every June 14th? And apparently, no one else has even heard of this holiday. So I laughed it off like I was making a joke and we all signed the Magna Carta. But when I get home I’m going to have a serious conversation with my serfs. And my wife. 
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“Karlakov has the nuclear codes tattooed on his heart. The only way to stop him from wiping out New York City is to find Karlakov, rip out his heart, and type in the code on the bomb strapped to The Statue of Liberty,” screamed a woman in a lab coat as she hung on for dear life on the back of Jax Axel’s souped-up hog-machine. 

“Do you want to keep watching this?” I asked Nikki. It was a dumb action movie on TBS with exploding cars, sexy babes, and a badass hero who played by his own rules. The plot was tenuous and made harder to follow by the frequent commercial breaks for reverse mortgages and Life Alert. 

Nikki had invited me to spend Sunday afternoon watching a movie in her dorm while her roommate did her triathlon practice, but neither of us was paying much attention. I was preoccupied with the chore wheel I had created for my dorm suite that only I cared about. Nikki was worried about the looming separation from her boyfriend who had gotten into medical school at Tulane. 

“It’s dumb to transfer closer, right?” she asked over the sound of Jax Axel strapping bombs to a Lamborghini. 

I shrugged. Nikki would do what she wanted, and I didn’t want to get caught on the wrong side of history. But yes, it was dumb. 

“Come on Allen, I know you have an opinion.” She shoved me gently, trying to shake a stance out of me. We’d been friends for two years, ever since getting cast on our campus’s improv team, The Holy Goats. 

“There are pros and cons to both,” I said, then unable to help myself, “But I think that you, as a woman of color in STEM, will regret it if you interrupt your education for a guy.” Shit. Maybe if I hadn’t chosen a Women’s Studies minor, I would have been to keep my mouth shut. But here came Allen Campos, feminist ally. 

Nikki pretended to watch the action movie, mulling over my words. Jax Axel pounded whiskey shots, preparing to confront Karlakov who was also his long-lost twin brother who he believed died in a truck explosion. The scantily clad bartender poured Jax Axel another shot, they had network TV appropriate sex in the back room of the bar, and he slipped her his phone number written on a napkin. She put it into her lacy black bra and winked. Nikki grabbed the remote and rewound, pausing on the napkin. 

“Let’s call it.” She pulled out her phone and dialed.

“You know phone numbers in movies are fake, right? The 555 area code doesn’t exist.” 

“It’s ringing,” said Nikki, putting the phone on speaker between us. 

“Hello,” said a gruff voice. 

Nikki and I silently shrieked, arms flapping like headless chickens. “You say something, no you,” we mouthed back and forth. 

“How did you get this number?” demanded the voice. We heard a loud bang and the revving of an engine in the call's background. “I’m kind of in the middle of outrunning the Yugoslavian mob, so if you could call back later...”

“I’m the bartender. With the bra for a shirt,” Nikki blurted. 

“Oh, hello again,” the voice growled, “After what we did on top of those beer crates, I bet you’re ready for round two.” 

“Sure thing, big boy,” said Nikki. 

“What are you doing?” I whisper-demanded. Why was she playing along with this weirdo? This was some creep who had the phone number from the movie, waited for it to play on cable, and perved on anyone who called. 

“It’s him,” Nikki pointed to the paused TV, “Jax Axel, from the movie.” She un-paused it and fast-forwarded it to live. Jax Axel was driving a stolen police car, talking on the phone, Yugoslavian mobsters on his tail. 

“You are not talking to a movie,” I said, “This is obviously a freak who syncs up with the movie on TBS and...”

“Is someone there with you?” demanded Jax Axel, the same voice coming out of both the phone and the TV.

Nikki waved her arm, prompting me to talk. “I’m Allen... her friend.”

“Hopefully you’re gay because otherwise, I’ll have to come back there and beat your ass.” Jax Axel screeched to a halt and jumped out of the car and ran down a crowded pier.

“I’m bisexual, but-”

“Then I’ll just have to beat up half of you.” Jax Axel jumped over a cotton candy vendor, tufts of pink sugar attaching to the spikes on his leather jacket like silk from a flamboyant spider. 

“Listen, Jax, I have a question for you,” said Nikki. Bullets shattered mirrors as Jax Axel hid in the boardwalk funhouse. “My... friend’s boyfriend got into medical school and she’s wondering if she should follow him across the country.” 

I couldn’t believe Nikki was asking advice from a shared hallucination. Who knew the last time they had checked these old dorms for carbon monoxide? 

Jax Axel strangled a clown holding a machine gun. “I know if I could spend one more day holding my Natalia’s perfect ass, I would take it. But she died in a tragic plane explosion over the Adriatic Sea. One day I’ll avenge her death, but until then I’m a mercenary for anyone with the long green.” 

“But Jax, they’ve only been dating for five months,” I said, “and the friend is excelling in her computer science program. Anywhere else would be a downgrade for her future.” I felt insane, trying to argue my case to a muscled action hero with tribal tattoos who was constantly sweating. 

“After three months, Natalia and I were on our honeymoon on The Amalfi Coast. If only she hadn’t gotten on that plane to Athens.” Jax Axel did a swan dive off the pier, landing in a speed boat piloted by his best friend Maximus. “Weigh in here Max.” Jax Axel explained the situation to his even more heavily tattooed compatriot. 

“All I know,” said Maximus as he piloted the speed boat toward The Statue of Liberty, “is I’d give anything to spend one more minute holding my sweet Andrea’s beautiful breasts. If only she hadn’t died in that motorcycle explosion.” 

“Listen,” said Jax Axel, “before my old man died in a truck explosion, he always told me to follow my dreams. What is your friend’s dream, sexy bartender? What does she want?” 

The voice from the phone cut off as the movie paused for a commercial for Applebee’s. Nikki hung up. We watched heaps of food swirl around the screen as Robert Palmer sang about Applebee’s $7.99 Irresist-A-Bowls.

“I’m gonna stay,” said Nikki, “Bill and I can do long-distance for a year. In those New York Times Vows pieces I read, every couple has an obstacle. This is ours.” 

I exhaled, both relieved for Nikki’s future and glad I wasn’t losing my best friend. “Now that you’re staying, would you want to live together next year? I’ve gotta get out of the dorms. I found a turd in the shower last week.”

“Hmm, I’m not sure.” The movie resumed, Jax Axel scaling The Statue of Liberty as Maximus bled out in the water. “But I know who we can ask.” 
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Here lies Esteban Block

He went viral in his little sister’s Tik Tok

––––––––
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RIP Mercedes Dunn

She thought brunch lasted until three,

But they only served ‘til one

––––––––
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Dearly departed Aiden Stix

Should have gone to the doctor

But lost his parent’s insurance at twenty-six

––––––––
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Here lies Casey Sykes

Spent three hours editing a thirst trap

And only got fifteen likes

––––––––
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Mariah died driving her dad’s old Ford

But no need to cry a wailing chorus

Her horoscope said

Never trust a Taurus

––––––––
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We will miss Moshe Gehring

They wanted an open-concept

Turns out that wall was load-bearing

––––––––
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Here lies Camila Ossails

Her mother left her three voicemails

––––––––
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RIP Devonte Smett

The first man literally crushed by debt

––––––––
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Goodbye Theo Ansel

They made plans for Friday night

But forgot to cancel

––––––––
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Here lie Noura and Elliot Bischel

Married forty years

But never made it official

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Signs


[image: ]


The sign said HORNY.

Sonya lay back in bed and sighed. She opened her bedside table, fishing around until she felt the smooth silicone of her vibrator. Pulling down her flannel pajama pants, she touched the kidney-shaped apparatus to her clitoris. Her fingers roved for the raised plus sign, and pressed, expecting the familiar buzz of pleasure. Instead, nothing. 

The sign said FRUSTRATED. 

She jammed the vibrator back in her drawer and closed her eyes. A few minutes of calm would cure frustrated. Sonya was lying in a meadow. A gentle breeze teased her dark curls. Butterflies felt safe to land on her arms. And what was this? A picnic basket full of fried catfish fillets and strawberry soda carried by actor Timothy Olyphant? Sonya peeked at the rectangular sign hanging on her bedroom wall. 

The sign said HUNGRY. 

A feeling Sonya could easily solve. She slipped down the hallway, trying not to wake her kids. If she could heat a blueberry muffin for twenty seconds in the microwave and enjoy it in solitude, the sign might just read nirvana. 

“Mom!” shrieked Henry, “Talia is touching my dinosaurs even though you said they were mine and she should not touch them unless I said it was okay for her to touch them and I did not say that.”

The sign said ANGRY. 

“Talia, don’t touch your brother’s dinosaurs,” yelled Sonya. Damn it, all this yelling was going to wake up her husband.

Viktor emerged from the guest room pulling on a wrinkled Red Sox t-shirt. “What’s the commotion?” He glanced at his overpriced smart watch, “at seven am on a Sunday?”

The sign said HATE. 

“Dad!” said Henry as he wrapped himself around his father’s leg, “Talia touched my dinosaurs even though I did not-”

“Hey bud,” said Viktor, ruffling his spitting-image’s hair, “I know what’ll make this better. Why doesn’t mommy whip us up some chocolate chip pancakes?”

“Can we have fresh squeezed orange juice?” asked Talia as she hurtled down the stairs. It was eerie how both kids so closely resembled their father. White-blonde curls, green eyes, and voices with steady growls, like crunching gravel on a driveway. Sonya wondered if her eggs had been empty, Viktor’s sperm allowed to fill them up entirely.

“Fresh squeezed and pancakes? What do we think, Mama?” Viktor looked at Sonya, whose face was a carefully trained mirror. It reflected the expression he gave her, altering it enough that he didn’t recognize it as his own. 

“Sure we can, love bugs,” said Sonya, “Go watch cartoons and I’ll tell you when breakfast is ready.”

“NO, I wanna help.” Henry marched like a duck on stilts toward the kitchen with Talia running after him, screeching that she got to wear the purple apron. 

Viktor wrapped an arm around Sonya’s waist and buried his face in her hair. He smelled like stale morning breath and almonds. “I miss you. Are you sure I still need to sleep in the guest room?”

She looked up at him, trying to mirror his longing. “Sorry cholovik, you know I can’t sleep with your snoring.” For the entire fourteen years they had been together, she had encouraged him to see a doctor for his snoring. A potent mix of machismo and a perpetually packed schedule prevented it. Now Sonya was grateful to have an excuse to take their California King to herself while Viktor slept in the guest room. 

“Neither of us will get any sleep in six months, anyway, mya koroleva,” He kissed her on the head and rubbed her stomach. “Times three.” 

The sign said DREAD.

Henry took three bites of the from-scratch pancakes Sonya had poured into the shape of Mickey Mouse heads, spilled his cup of orange juice on the carpet, and informed the entire kitchen that he needed to poop. Talia sat at the table reading a book with a half-boy, half-dragon on the cover, her fork missing her mouth most of the time, too engrossed in the story. But not so engrossed she didn’t complain that the orange juice tasted like worms and demanded Sonya run her glass through a mesh sieve until it was satisfactorily de-pulped. 

“I was thinking,” said Viktor, draining his cup of coffee, “we could go on a family bike ride.” Viktor loved to suggest wholesome family activities, with no idea how much work they took to assemble. 

The sign said EXHAUSTED. 

After the bike ride, there had been Wiffle Ball, homemade sugar cookies, and Talia’s living room violin recital. Viktor kept asking if Sonya felt well enough to do all this physical activity with three growing babies in her uterus. Truthfully, she didn’t. All day she was swallowing back vomit, getting dizzy every time she stood up or sat down, and trying not to cry. But if running around like a mad woman gave her blessed bloody underwear, it would be worth it. 

The sign said UNCOMFORTABLE. 

Sonya took a shower. She tried her best to solve the feeling on the sign. Taking care of the smaller ones, HUNGRY, TIRED, HORNY, was enough to counterbalance the larger ones she was ignoring. Not that there were consequences. The sign simply showed her in bold red font what she was feeling, often more specifically than she could articulate herself. 

As Sonya scrubbed the grease out of her hair, she cried. It was a habit that started around the time she found out she was pregnant with Talia. Easy to blame red eyes on harsh shampoo. The actions had become so intertwined she wasn’t sure she could step into a shower without bursting into tears. 

Sonya assumed most people hated their lives. Or more accurately, most women hated their lives. Or even more accurately, most mothers hated their lives. The raccoon-eyed zombies she met in mommy and me classes must have the same distaste for the circumstances they fucked their way into. 

Before Talia was born, in that precious year of freedom between senior year of college and the plus sign on the pregnancy test, Sonya had worked as a secretary at an advertising agency. She had left the sign at home, able to feel her feelings rather than name them. Was it HUNGRY or BORED or ANGRY? Either way, a bag of pretzels and flirting with the tattooed graphic designer solved it. 

Now that home was her work, she checked the sign reflexively. Her husband would complain about incompetent paralegals or the new pitcher for the Red Sox or socialists in Congress, and she’d excuse herself to her bedroom. LONELY, DISGUSTED, INSECURE, the sign would tell her. The emotion would settle over her like a shroud. Once named, the feeling felt a thousand times stronger. It must be easier for other women. Women who feel a churning in their gut can blame it on indigestion. They don’t have a framed sign blaring red letters in their face, putting a name to the churn. 

The sign said BORED. 

Henry, Talia, and Viktor (Kindergarten, Fifth Grade, White Shoe Law Firm) were gone. Sonya Swiffered the hardwood floors, bopping to the top forty. She had moved the sign into the dining room so she could watch her feelings change. HUNGRY, IMPATIENT, ANNOYED, a flicker of HAPPY when she saw a hummingbird out the kitchen window, then back to BORED. She didn’t worry about a neighbor seeing her sign. She was the only one who could see the words. To anyone else it was a two-by-three foot piece of white poster board in a cheap black frame. 

When they had first gotten together, both Juniors at Tufts, him in Econ and her still waffling between Russian Literature and Philosophy, Viktor had asked about the blank sign hanging above her dorm room mini fridge. He had an apartment off-campus, but she’d wanted to go back to her room instead, not quite trusting the Ukrainian, Jewish, and pathologically polite blonde boy who had walked out of all her mother’s dreams for her only daughter. 

“What does it look like to you?” she asked, pointing to the sign while trying to remember if she was wearing underwear without period stains.

“It’s blank. Just an empty canvas. Is it a Duchamp thing?” Viktor put an arm around her waist and reached up to cup her breast. “Is your roommate...?”

“She’s visiting her parents in Jacksonville.” 

Sonya had never watched the sign while she had sex. Adolescent fumbling in backseats, basements, and dorm room bunk beds hadn’t given her the opportunity. As she braced her hands against her particle board desk, Viktor clutching her hips from behind, she watched the words flip. ANTICIPATION, PLEASURE, SURPRISE, EMBARRASSMENT, ECSTASY. 

Two months later, the sign said LOVE. 

Fourteen years later, it did not. 

The sign said HUNGRY. 

As Sonya rifled through the fridge, looking for a wedge of Wednesday night’s lasagna to reheat for lunch, the doorbell rang. She checked her outfit, Viktor’s Harvard Law sweatshirt, yoga pants, and an old bra she’d ripped the under wire out of. Good enough for the UPS guy. But instead of a man bringing her a brown box of nonsense she’d impulse ordered from Amazon, she found her neighbor Dasha. 

“Have I got news for you,” Dasha said as she swept past Sonya. Dasha wore an all-black athleisure ensemble and perched herself on the arm of the couch, looking even more like an underfed crow than usual. 

The sign said ANNOYED. 

“A new family is moving into the Geiser place. The moving company called and asked if it was ok to block my driveway for the afternoon.” 

“What did you say?” Sonya sat on the couch, knowing that the quickest way to an empty home was allowing Dasha to spill her gossip. Dasha thought they were close friends just because they had kids in the same grade and their parents had grown up in countries annexed by the Soviet Union. 

“I said sure. Once they’re moved in, we should bring them a treat. A welcome to the neighborhood gift.” And a chance to snoop up close rather than relying on the binoculars that Dasha swore were for birdwatching. “How about we make them a Medovik?” 

“Are they Russian?” 

“I don’t know. But we need to keep our culture strong. I have Maxim enrolled in Romanian language classes online, and we’re planning a trip
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