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To the tribe; yes, we all think like this, and no, you’re not crazy for doing so.
 
 
 
 

Fragments: A prologue
The writer had been torturing himself for weeks, straining, struggling to come up with the idea for his next new book. He was not under deadline from his publisher or an agent craving to promote his next new bestseller. To be fair, he had no publisher or an agent, nor anything that could be considered a bestseller.
He just loved to tell stories, to share what was inside his head.
But months had gone by without a cogent idea. Months had passed without any path forward. No solid plan for his next series. Maybe he didn’t have to reach for another serial, he considered. Perhaps a one-off? A single story with no arc that would take a fifth or even sixth volume to properly tell?
Hell, he’d often think, why not a collection of short stories? You’ve had plenty of ideas you never let properly develop that would probably make cracking tales.
His best ideas came when he dreamed. The problem was, the moment he woke up, he’d be left with only two things: the fragment of an idea, and a sick headache approaching the intensity of a migraine. It had been a lifelong problem: the headache acted as ballast on a ship taking on water — pushing out what had come in. Except he wanted the flood; he needed to hold on to the idea.
One night, before going to sleep, he began to experience that headache. It grew fast in power. Strange, he thought. These often come after I’ve gone to sleep and had my dream. It’s going to make it awfully hard to actually fall to—
His eyes rolled back into his head, and his body fell to the floor like a sack of potatoes before he could finish his own inner monologue. It was probably best he wasn’t awake for this anyway: the sound of bones cracking like eggshells would likely have made him queasy.
It started as a small hairline fracture — right on his hairline (if he’d had any hair there, that is). The crack grew, spreading across his forehead, causing skin to swell as bone pushed against flesh. Eventually, small slits began to open up as the cracking skull fragments began to carve outward, like dotted lines, perforations on the edge of sheets of paper towel.
Pink fluid began to seep out of the gaps, pooling around the writer’s head as it lay lifeless on the floor. A number of lumps began to pulsate over the crown of his bald head. If anyone had been around to hear it, they would have heard the muffled shouts of a great many voices hidden within this tortured soul’s cranium.
There was the order of “Heave! Ho,” from behind an area of skin and skull protecting the writer’s parietal lobe (it integrates our spatial and sensory awareness, don’t you know). After a few minutes of heaving and ho’ing, the top of the writer’s head was successfully separated, and it collapsed to a fleshy lump, adding to the pool of slime and blood painting the floorboards beneath.
A multitude of characters, monsters, visages and ideas began to slither out from the curves and wrinkles of the writer’s selfish brain. They willed themselves towards the warm, inviting glow of the laptop left waiting on the writer’s mattress, free to now seek their fortune, free to have their stories told once and for all.
 

First kiss
 
 
Adam sat in the booth at Niece’s Diner, nervously twiddling his fingers. He hated being nervous, especially at restaurants. He scanned the menu for a few minutes… then realized that wouldn’t help. He picked up his phone and swiftly moved his thumb up on the screen to tap the TV news gossip website. Ah, I figured they were gonna cancel that show… Hm, I thought they had already canceled that show… Oh, she got arrested after a drunken binge. Again…
“Hey. Sorry, traffic was a bear.”
Adam looked up to see Zamir shuffle to the booth, a sheepish grin blanketed so sweetly across his face. Adam’s heart jumped, as it did every time he’d seen Zamir since they started dating earlier that month. It was something he hadn’t actually felt when dating, that he could recall. That had to mean something, right?
“Oh, yeah, it was for me too,” Adam replied, peeling off a duplicate copy of the laminated plastic menu that had been stuck to his own. It made a skretccccccch noise as half-dried soda spill and a dishwater-and-Windex smear broke away between the plastic sheets. Adam flicked his wrist to spin a copy of the menu Zamir’s way as he sat down.
Adam tried to look at the menu. There were pictures of various dishes dotted about the page. Damn. He felt a fluttering sensation in his stomach as he glimpsed a picture of oysters on the half-shell. Quickly he flipped the menu over like he was cooking pancakes over a griddle. 
He looked back up and caught Zamir looking directly at him, who bashfully dropped his head behind his copy of the menu. Adam wrinkled his nose. Aw, that was cute, he thought. Zamir was cute, through and through. His deep tan skin was flawless, complimented by a head of jet black hair, playfully spread with some hair gel, creating a bed of gentle waves frozen just perfectly in place. He also had large, soft brown eyes, which his thinly-rimmed eyeglasses helped embellish, Adam observed.
Zamir observed Adam observing him and Adam’s breath caught in his throat. Adam hurriedly opened the menu. The first thing he noticed was a list of various burger specials, each dressed a unique way. A burger would be a safe bet, he thought. The second thing Adam noticed was a prickling sensation on the back of his neck. He looked back up from the laminated menu to see that Zamir’s eyes were lingering on him. He blushed and buried his nose back into the expansive choice of food options.
“You okay?” Zamir’s voice denoted some concern, possibly even disappointment, Adam analyzed.
“Y-yeah,” Adam breathed, wishing he could sink underneath the table to avoid further embarrassment. “Just… I’m not used to this, is all.”
“What, a third date?” Zamir grinned, then immediately tightened up. “Oh, gosh, Adam, I’m sorry. That came out wrong, I” —
Adam smiled softly, his hands dipping below the table and hiding within his jeans pockets. “It’s okay. You’re right, actually. I… this is the first third date I’ve had in… in a long time.”
Zamir’s right finger absently circled a panel of the menu. “Same here, really,” he said. “Actually, it’s really hard for me to ever make it to a second date.”
“So we’re both doing really well by comparison!” Adam’s hands retracted from the pockets. There was an awkward pause. “I forgot to wash my hands,” he said. “If the waitress comes, would you mind ordering me a Cherry Coke, no ice?”
“Oh, sure,” Zamir said as Adam began shifting out of the booth. “Do you want any appetizers…?”
Adam barely registered the question. The restrooms were just past their booth. “Um, sure—anything’s fine,” he said, hoping his feigned assuredness registered with Zamir. “Back in a sec!”
He willed himself to push open the men’s room door with his shoulder. A quick scan of the three-stall room showed no other occupants. Adam beelined first to the sinks, whipping his hand under the automatic sensor and receiving a blast of cold water from the faucet. He cupped both hands under its blissful provision and splashed the water on his face.
Get a grip on yourself! He’s cute. He likes you. Don’t fuck this up!
Adam took a labored sigh as he looked himself over in the mirror. Water rolled down his temples and cheeks. Another drop of water beaded at the tip of his nose. Dry yourself off, quick, or he’s gonna think you’ve been crying.
His arm shot over to the paper towel dispenser—manual lever—Typical. Hands free faucet. Hands free soap. Put your hands on a germ-filled crank to dry off!—and he tugged out three lengths of paper. Tearing it off, Adam rushed to the nearest of the three stalls, locked himself in, and sat on the seat, daubing at his face with the paper towels.
He waited until he felt his pulse regain a normal rhythm and his mind began to clear. You weren’t this nervous on the first date.
They had met up at Anderson Park — a neutral location — and walked around one of the hiking trails, spending an hour observing the dog-walkers (they both had a fondness for German shepherds and thought chihuahuas as the rats of the canine world).
You weren’t nervous on the second date, either.
They’d decided to catch a movie last week. An anniversary screening of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. They had come in expecting to be grossed out and exited the theatre laughing their heads off during the third act.
There’s a big difference between the last two dates and this one.
He took another lengthy inhale, exhaled slowly, cleared his throat, then headed for the door, tossing the paper towel in the trash bin as he tugged the door open.
A waitress was just setting a basket of something obviously steaming hot at their booth. “You ready to order, hun?”
“I’m back!” Adam said cheerfully. The waitress smiled cordially at him and scooted back a step to allow Adam to return to his side of the booth.
“I think I’ll have the cajun burger and fry combo,” Zamir said, sliding his menu to the edge of the table. “Medium well.”
“You got it,” the waitress said between pops of her bubble gum. She gazed at Adam, who was poring over the menu once again. “And for you, sugar?”
“I will actually go for the pineapple teriyaki burger, well done,” Adam said. He closed his menu shut with satisfaction, secure in his choice.
“Oh, that’s a good one, you’re gonna love it.” The waitress scooped up the menus. “I’ll have those up in just a few minutes. In the meantime, enjoy your rings!”
Zamir reached for the salt shaker, resting a mere inch or so from the basket of food. He gave the tiny tempura-battered rings a hefty dusting of salt. “Dig in,” he said with a warm smile in Adam’s direction.
Watching him do that gave Adam a strange sense of relief. Things are gonna be okay, he thought. He took one of the small plates that had been resting beside the basket and upended a nearby ketchup bottle, giving it a squeeze and pooling a large bullseye-like glob of red paste on the plate. 
“These do look tasty,” he said, grabbing one of the rings and dunking it in the ketchup.
“Cute, too, in a weird way,” Zamir noted.
“Yeah, they do, don’t they,” Adam agreed. “Pretty cool, tiny onion rings,” he added as he popped the morsel in his mouth.
“Actually, they’re”—
Crunch.
There was a sudden slippery sensation in Adam’s mouth as the food broke free of its tempura prison. And the taste was most certainly not onion.
“Calamari rings,” Zamir finished. He frowned apologetically, obviously reading the expression of fear and dread spreading across Adam’s face. “Shit, I’m sorry,” Zamir said. “I should have asked if you liked calamari.”
“It’s fine,” Adam smiled as much as he could through a clenched jaw. He gulped and swallowed, trying not to chew. “My fault for assuming. I see rings and just think onion, y’know?” He laughed, maybe harder than he should have, but he was trying his hardest to sell Zamir on the idea that he was truly okay.
“Are you sure?” Zamir arched an eyebrow. “You’re not allergic or anything?”
Adam felt his heart flutter. At least he hoped it was his heart fluttering. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s nothing like that. I’m just a little averse to seafood, is all. Sometimes I can handle it, sometimes I can’t.”
“Ohhh.” Zamir nodded as if fully understanding of the situation. “My sister Sabra is like that with certain kinds of cheese.”
Probably not exactly like me, Adam’s inner voice retorted. Rather than prolong with this touchy subject, Adam decided to pivot back to movies. “So, I’d never actually seen Chainsaw beginning to end before,” he said, taking a quick sip of his Cherry Coke. “I thought it was gonna be more… y’know… scary!”
Zamir smiled again, a dimple forming in his left cheek, which triggered Adam’s grin in kind, with an almost complimentary dimple in his right. “It probably was more scary back in the ‘70s when it was made,” he said. “Piranha’s much the same way.”
“I haven’t seen it.”
“Oh, man, you must. It was made in Texas, too, and it’s got just as many cringey moments!”
Their burgers arrived, and Adam and Zamir took turns taking bites of their food and talking about their favorite movies across a range of genres. As they ate and talked, Adam felt the waves of nervous energy in his stomach subside, and he thought he had escaped a really mortifying situation. The more they talked, the more Adam thought Zamir could be a great friend, if not (dare he even ponder it?) a great boyfriend. They chatted and joked and munched, Zamir eating from the basket of calamari rings alone, and eventually the basket and their plates were wiped clean.
“This’ll be my treat,” Zamir said as the waitress brought the check. “To make up for the calamari thing.”
“Ah, come on,” Adam said in protest, his eyes squinting slightly. “You don’t have to…”
“You can pay for the next one, if you want,” Zamir replied. He placed his credit card in the black plastic tray, which was quickly carried off by the waitress to the register.
“Next one?”
“If you want, of course.”
The feeling of butterflies in his stomach came back in full force. Adam opened his mouth and a small hooting noise eked out. “Hee-who-of course I w-want,” Adam stammered.
Zamir smiled wide. “Excellent,” he said.
 
They strolled down the covered walkway wrapping around the side of the building, toward the parking lot. By now, a gentle rain had been falling, making the blacktop pavement slick, reflecting the LED lamps and moonbeams above into an intriguing dance of urban light.
“I really would like to spend more time with you, Adam,” Zamir said, leaning against one of the cream-painted support beams.
Adam could feel his heartbeat pounding in his ears. He wanted to leap, to shout, to cheer for himself — but he figured it was best to remain as calm as possible. “Do you mind if I ask a possibly rude question?”
“Shoot.”
“Why?”
Zamir put his hands in his sky-blue denim jacket, the cold rainy air causing puffs of condensation to enter the atmosphere as he sighed, disappearing just as quickly as he spoke. “The answer might sound just as rude — you haven’t tried to impress me,” he said. Seeing Adam’s puzzled look he quickly continued, “So often, guys try to be
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