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If there’s one thing that can ruin your workday, it’s getting harassed. Beautiful, blonde Jackie has figured out how to handle it—most of the time. But last Friday she almost got snagged in the parking lot by a guy in a hoodie wearing too much aftershave, and now she’s out for revenge.


People Juice

People juice. It’s what I call my ability to handle other people and their idiot problems. I’m not shy, but I’m an introvert—being around other people just sucks the energy out of me. So when I’m out of people juice, that’s it. It doesn’t matter whether I’m having the time of my life or I’m at my ex-in-laws’ house. Love ya, gotta go, goodbye.

Fortunately, not many people notice at work. I’m in Quality Analysis at Bell-Maus Software Design, and everyone thinks I’m a stuck-up bitch out to get them. And the guys who hit on me don’t notice anything but my breasts anyway.

Hit on me. Good phrase.

So Monday I come into the office with a black eye. I’m making coffee in the tiny break area, because I’m the only blonde chick in the office, and if I don’t make coffee it’ll look weird.

José comes up behind me and tries to rub up against my butt as he slides past me to the fridge, but I twist out of the way and shove him from behind, so he gets cock-blocked by the garbage can.

“Hey!” he says. “What did you do that for?”

“What?” I say.

“Push me.”

I shake my head. “No way, José.” He hates that.

“You did!”

“Awww, did somebody lose his balance and decide to blame the dumb blonde?”

He finally manages to get his eyes out of my cleavage, sees the black eye, and says, “What happened to your eye?” Then the jerk tries to feel me up again.

“Fender bender,” I said. “Friday night. Some guy in a hoodie tried to jump me in the parking lot, then rammed me from behind when I got in my car. I whiplashed into the steering wheel. As if you didn’t know.”

I step aside, pour myself a cup of rancid coffee, and sip it noisily. Last warning. He’s wearing a white shirt, and I’ve performed scattershot on him before.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I didn’t get a look at the guy, but I smelled him. And you were working late last Friday, too.” I take a deep whiff of his aftershave.

He splutters. “Are you accusing me?”

“Change your aftershave recently, José?”

He leaves the break area without another word, and yeah, he’s so mad that he forgets to pretend that the only way he can get around me is by bumping uglies. He’s in his supervisor’s cube faster than you can say “preemptive accusation of sexual harassment.”

I like messing with José. It doesn’t use up much of my juice.

I spend the rest of the day smelling guys’ aftershave. They think I’m being flirtatious, and by the end of the day, I run out of people juice, so I hide in the ladies’ room for five minutes, until the cleaning lady comes in to sneak a shot of vodka from a water bottle she’s hiding in the ceiling tiles above the handicapped stall. I leave out of respect, walk around the hallways for another five minutes, and decide that I’m going to fix myself a protein shake. I’ve been working out a lot lately, lifting a lot of weights, doing a lot of kickboxing, and I’m starving.

Unfortunately, that means going into the break room again.

I start another pot of coffee and get my skim milk out of the fridge. I have to bend over to do this; it’s like I set off a siren. Suddenly, there are two guys at the entrance to the break room staring at my butt. I can feel it.

“If you keep staring at my ass, I’ll have to have my butch beat you up,” I say and stand up again.

“Don’t worry,” José tells the new guy, Miles. “She’s straight. I know her ex. She barks like a dog when she has sex.”

I give him the cool frosty, pour a couple of tablespoons of shake powder in my shaker mug, fill the other half with skim milk, slap on the lid, and shake it up.

Miles is just another programmer, the quiet, bug-eyed freak type whose eyes follow you wherever you go. I’m used to it.

What gets me is the way José is talking to Miles. José stands just a little bit behind Miles, murmuring in his ear with a nasty look on his face. I don’t know what it means, but it stands out as weird.

Miles chuckles awkwardly. I take a couple of steps toward him, flipping up the lid of my mug and taking a sip of shake. Miles steps backward, almost stumbling. I take a quick sniff of him as I go by. Nope.

“She went crawling back to him last weekend, and begged him for it until he had to hit her to get her off.” José calls behind me. “Get her off.”

I go back to my desk, slip on headphones, and get back to work. I’m always hard on José when I audit. I think he tries to screw with me out of a sense of misguided bravery. I can cost him his job, if I want to—so he’s got to prove he has the balls to piss me off. Like taunting a tiger in its cage. Pointless.

But I come down hard on Miles, too. He laughed. It counts.

***

That night I go home early. Bell-Maus Software Design is out in the boonies, and it has this unlit parking lot with a big, solid fence between the lot and the highway, so it’s nothing but headlights and black potholes when it gets dark. I don’t feel up to a confrontation with my stalker just then, so I leave before dark.

I drive back to my duplex. The neighbors’ side is dark again. I wonder if the automatic timer on their lights has gone out again and whether I should break in and reset it. Ehh, some other day.

I put my feet up and think about popping in a yoga DVD. I’m aching all over from kickboxing class Sunday morning. I have got to learn how to stop taking out my aggression on a punching bag. You think you’re hitting the punching bag, but you’re beating yourself up, too. I mean, bam! Every time you hit it, it’s hitting you back. 

Nah, no yoga for me. I’m so sore I just want to take a night off and recuperate.

I load up the ledges around the bathtub with goodies: hummus and crackers, feta with rosemary olives (yum!), a bottle of red wine, a good romance novel. 

The endings of romance novels might seem routine to some people, but I never get over it. Wow. I mean, people falling in love and honestly changing themselves in order to be with the person they love. How often does that happen? I mean, really?

Murder mysteries, ehh. You always know how those are going to come out.

I pile up the bubbles until I have to hold the novel in midair to keep it dry, which makes my triceps hurt. I swish the bubbles down toward my feet with a washcloth, balance the book on my chest, and take a sip of wine. My feet are sticking out of the end of the tub, and I wiggle my new red toenail polish at myself. For once I’m feeling good, kind of girly even.

Then the lights go out.

I freeze. I don’t really think about it, but somewhere in my brain, I remember that it’s not stormy or thundering. In fact, I can still hear the icemaker in my old fridge turning over in the kitchen, so the power’s not out. Yeah. I dog-ear my page and set the book on the ledge so it won’t get wet. Then I roll onto my stomach and slide out of the tub into a crouch.

I have a loaded gun in the dresser, but who knows if I’ll make it that far? I make a mental note to hide weapons in the bathroom if I make it through this and grab the old-fashioned safety razor I use to shave my legs. Then I back into the cupboard and pull one of the doors mostly closed in front of me.

I twist open the safety razor and pull out the blade, which is tacky with soap and leg hair, giving me a better grip. I suck in my gut, pull the door a little more closed, and wait.

I don’t hear any footsteps, but the door opens and something splashes into the tub. Somebody hisses “bitch where are you” under his breath and crosses in front of the closet.

It’s the same aftershave.

I think about jumping out from behind him and trying to slit his throat, but I have no idea how tall the guy is, much less whether he’s wearing a collar to protect himself. It’s just too damned dark in my windowless bathroom.

I get the feeling that it’s not my ex—not his style—but that’s all.

The feeling of somebody’s presence is gone from the room, but I don’t move until I hear a click from the front door and the sound of a car driving away. In fact, I don’t move after that until I can’t stand to stand still anymore.

Then I go take a pee before I can wet myself, grab a robe, and check the fuse box in the kitchen. The panel is open and one of the fuses—the exact fuse—has been pulled and tossed on the counter.

The alarm system is off, but nothing’s broken.

I decide not to get back in the bath and instead do some yoga to untangle the kinks for Tuesday’s kickboxing workout. I’m shaking the whole time.

In the morning, I almost stick my hand into the bathtub to let the water out, but I catch a glimpse of the washcloth, which has fallen into bone-white shreds.

Fucking acid.

I have to use the plunger to open the drain. This is really going to screw up my plumbing. He managed to splash the book, too. It’s ruined.

***

On Tuesday, I get nothing. I feel like everybody’s staring at me, and the smell of that aftershave is like a ghost, haunting me everywhere I go, which is no help. I go to kickboxing class, leave my SUV at the fitness place, and take a cab to a motel. I pay cash and use a fake name. I don’t call the cops.

Wednesday and Thursday I do more or less the same.

There are two ways you can go, when you’re a survivor of this kind of thing. You can spend the rest of your life trying to get over it, or you can get ready for the next time. I tried to get over it, but trying not to live in fear sucked the life out of me. So I decided to live in fear. 

Hey, it works.

Friday, I walk into Miles’s cube to ask him about some weird code I ran across. José is in there with him. I’m still smelling the aftershave everywhere, so I’m not surprised when I run across it on both of them.

“I smell good, hah?” José puffs out his chest. “I’ve noticed that you’ve been smelling everyone for the last few days. But you smell me the most.”

“Something smells like it’s gone rotten in here,” I said. “Like shit.” But I don’t put much effort into it. Acid. Somebody broke into my duplex and tried to throw acid on me. If there’s something that will shake up your world, it’s the idea that somebody so can’t stand to look at you that he’s going to screw up your face.

Then I think, if José was screwed up enough to throw acid on a woman, I would have known it by now. Any of them. The only one I don’t know about is Miles.

Maybe I should make a preemptive strike.

“So Miles,” I say. “What are you doing tonight?”

José’s mouth drops open. “Are you asking him out on a date?”

“Sure,” I said.

Miles turns beet red—I used to think that kind of thing was cute; what the hell is wrong with me? Wait. Did I just ask myself what’s wrong with me? Acid. Don’t forget about the acid—and he stammers out, “I have other plans. Some other time?”

“Are you sure?” I ask.

He shrugs.

“Okay. Some other time.”

“You can go out with me,” José said.

“I’m working late,” I said. “I found out just now. Real late.”

José snorts. “Don’t stay too late.”

I walk right up to him and say, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You don’t want to get another black eye.”

I shove him, and he sits down hard on Miles’s desk. He’s just used up all my people juice, and I’m out of there.

I end up sobbing on the
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