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PART ONE







  
  
  CHAPTER I

  
  




Routine dulls the edges of sickness—one that is festering inside a person’s mind, leaving singed thoughts and ashes in its wake, a cerebral illness that shows no scars until the diseased person takes action. 

When a person’s routine turns the illness into an impulse it rationalizes all outcomes. The simple task of picking off crumbs from the table and placing them into the palm of a young woman’s hand becomes a meager way of staying sane amongst the senselessness.

Lifting up an antique tablecloth, shaking out memories of childhood, a woman makes the illness leave, but it will not go. Routine only dulls the ache; it only softens the pain. 

Sophia Weber brushed the crumbs and dust and memories from off herself, her modest dress rippling gently below her small knees. Heading toward the drawer of kitchen utensils that had lost their shine long before she was born, Sophia picked up three spoons, forks, and knives. She believed that to set the table was a matter of form and efficiency—a dance with only one dancer. 

The speck of sunlight rising above the horizon this morning was more absorbed than reflected by the tarnished utensils Sophia held in her thin hand. One by one the utensils thudded against the wooden table that was designed to seat a happy family to their first meal of the day.

There was one spoon for mother, father, and daughter, one fork for mother, father, and daughter, one knife for mother, father, and daughter. Sophia then poured boiling water over unsuspecting tea bags, watching them blow up and fill themselves with tea dust. Bubbles circulated within the water and obscured the transparent liquid, and Sophia had to close her eyes in order to avoid drowning in it. Everything was already dark enough in her life. 

The steam rose from each mug; all three mugs were appropriately-sized for their respective members of the tribe. Sophia watched the swirls forming and disappearing in the air, wishing, hoping, and pleading to be one of those wisps. As with every morning, being light as air would mean freedom from the dense wooden floor that she tread upon.

She turned sharply on her heel, scolding herself for such whimsical nothings, as she reached up to the highest cupboard to grab the napkins. The family’s napkins were made of silk and never anything less. Her mother flaunted her belongings, though always putting on a show for no one. Carefully folding the utensils in the napkins, Gertrude felt that each family member’s social status rose significantly. Breakfast was a time to remember what they had, who they were, and what they had to lose. 

Sophia’s mother dropped bacon, eggs, and toast onto each plate. Yet, she thought it a shame to share her favorite dishes. The bacon sizzled and continued to squirm on the plates as she moved them into the correct places on the table. Sophia’s father always sat on the right of her and her mother on the left. Their positions had never changed since she could remember. 

The eggs looked sad as the yolks drooped to the side and tore themselves open as they hit the bottoms of the plates, while the toast was severely burned. Her mother had made no attempt to scrape off the top crust, and the entire kitchen smelled like burnt popcorn. 

Yet, Sophia was unsurprised. Routine reminded her that this was the way the world worked. The breakfast was always burned. She stared at her mother’s seared and boiled things which seemed to be screaming in the pan. This was home cooking at the Weber household.

Carrying over the final piece of the table setup, Sophia held a glass vase with some plastic flowers sticking out of the pebbles filling it. In the evenings, per her mother’s request, the vase sat by the window as if collecting the last rays of sunlight—like it was alive. Then, in the mornings, Sophia carried the vase back over to the table so that it might renew its rightful place as the centerpiece. 

Sophia could see, and she was sure her parents could too, dust covering each fake petal. To her, the dust resembled the ashes of a loved one being thrown out onto an open field. The dust looked more at peace than Sophia ever could be.

Envy took hold of her heart, and she desired to smash the plastic thing to pieces. If she could not live peacefully in this house, then nobody could. Sophia could not handle seeing peace and contentedness in such a place. Peaceful behavior was foreign inside the shuttered windows and barred doors. Anything attempting to make a start in life would not survive until the end of the day because either Sophia or her mother would be sure to promptly end its peace. 

Communication between each family member was nearly all through silent actions. Sophia more often felt her mother’s glares before she heard her commands. Her father was never one to talk much anyway, so this method of communicating through mime must have felt normal to him. 

Normalcy in the house was one of the family’s highest values. To look normal to external eyes was all Sophia’s mother desired. Routine was a way to lock in the expectations.

Sophia squeezed her nails into the inside of her palms. The little bites relieved her of her present need to demolish the centerpiece flowers. She looked down at her red hands and the marks she had just made. 

The marks kept her from peeking underneath the carpets of the house, beneath the tablecloths, and inside the people running it. Not a soul should ever try to figure out the sickness’ hiding places. For sickness morphs, it follows no routine of its own; rather, it sneaks up on a person and leaves them vulnerable to the next parasite. 

Sophia had never read a textbook on the subject of illness, but she knew that if it was not kept in line it would win. No matter how much it took control, Sophia had to batter it back down with whatever was at her disposal. By washing the dishes and scrubbing the cold floorboards by hand, Sophia maintained the order her mother created.

Order created a silence just outside the reach of the disease. It was a loud, large squiggle of a disease that knew no bounds and fed off fear—Sophia’s fear. But when the routine failed, Sophia knew her mother would always be there to catch her. Gertrude would carry Sophia over to a soft, warm bed and drape her weak frame over it. Her mother would heal the sick and mend the socks and shoes of the poor with her own two hands, if only they obeyed her commandments.








  
  
  CHAPTER II

  
  




Sophia Weber was now twenty-two, and everything looked ugly to her—the hobo riding the bus, the rush hour traffic, everything that put the city in motion. 

The bus to work took her from her house on Yardley Avenue to her workplace on 14th Street, which was much further downtown than her mother would have liked.

There was a peculiar woman that rode the public bus with Sophia every morning. This morning, a woman with black, stringy hair seemed to crawl on her belly toward a severe-looking Russian man at the bus stop. She carried a metal cart with her everywhere as she hobbled, while her black hair gave a slight quiver with every step she took. Sophia witnessed the awful tension between the two bus riders. The woman’s eyes followed the gentlemen, causing him to become bewildered, but Sophia was more-so because she was behind a few people in the bus line and could barely see their unusual interaction. The only message available to Sophia was written in the black-haired woman’s eyes. Her eyes seemed to command: “You! Boy! I love you for your dark look, your dirty hair, and your wild eyes. You make me stare and hunger for an answer. I love you! I want you! Do not waste your passion on these cannibals! Throw it on me in full force!” The bus stop line moved forward without noticing this odd scene. Sophia pretended to be one of the unobserving standing idly by. 

One could tell she loved this man who had no idea who she was. As the bus driver released the air pressure and lowered the rusty, tin box of a bus for her, she shakily approached the first step with her spider-veined legs. Her short skirt revealed these veins to the innocent bus riders. Under her breath, she mumbled, “Pick up your bag. It might slip… Oh, don’t knock on the door. I hate people like that. I hate bastards. …Cannibals. …It’s freaking hot in here. …Filthy cannibals. …Ah! A psychiatrist. Good, just like my father. Need psychiatrists.” 

Sophia’s heart rate increased as she strained her ears to listen to exactly what this woman was prophesying. The cannibals were a curious thing to mention on a bus full of professionally-attired and gadget-equipped people. Sophia wondered: What did cannibals signify? Why did she mention these creatures out loud?

The thought of being surrounded by people who want to harm her was not a new idea to Sophia, of course. She grew up thinking everyone was out to smother her face with a pillow. 

Perhaps, there was a feeling of agreement and relief that what was known to Sophia about people was finally being said in public—even if what was known was just to the bus crowd. 

At the next stop, and with the impending threat of rain, the professionals began to cram themselves onto the bus. Sophia was foisted up into a man’s armpit, her face taking in the scent of sweat and deodorant that smelled vaguely of pine. “Oh sorry, Miss,” said the man who would eventually step on Sophia’s toes eight times, none of which he cared to apologize for at the end of the bus ride. 

The next stop was in front of a new restaurant that had kept its “Grand Opening” sign out for months after opening. Sophia had low hopes for this place. She got pulled away from her thoughts about this restaurant, however, when the black-haired woman launched into a shrill squawking cry of “I need to get out! I need to get out!”

She pushed the wall of professionals in front of her until they collapsed as a unit. “Hey, lady! Relax!” shouted one of the men closest to her, yet she mortified all the others with her squawking. 

Startled out of his morning daze, the bus driver looked in his rear-view mirror at the commotion-maker in the back. “All right already!” he shouted. The rest of the crowd was compelled to look up to see just how angry she made the one who was in control of all of their destinations that morning. The thought of him driving more slowly or crashing out of spite shamefully entered the minds of more than one of the bus riders. 

The door flew open near the back of the bus and the stringy, black-haired woman, Sophia’s new interest, fled from the doorway and out onto the sidewalk where the restaurant still kept their opening sign up. 

Hobbling off, Sophia watched the woman move away from the bus, and she kept her eyes on her until she was obscured by the side of the metal box. 

Scenes such as this one continued to happen on the bus in the morning. The bus was made for the public, by the public, after all, thought Sophia, who better to utilize these services than the public? Every day there was a monotonous tone to the strange chain of events which would happen on the bus as if a new bar was set for how strange and how dirty things were allowed to get. On the bus, there were times when it reeked of day-old chicken wings, urine, sweat, or some unknown smell that one could distantly characterize as used-diaper.

The bus harbored the homeless who shrugged at the pay box and moved to the back seats carrying their large garbage bags of belongings. The men often had worn-out sneakers pushed into worn-out boots, while the women had ankles that looked like trees shoved into shoes that did not fit them properly. Both smelled of sweat and grime which never left them even after they used the gym showers. During the winter months, they gathered themselves up in blanket-like fabric and slept as they splayed out over two seats. Sophia postulated that these may be the cannibals the black-haired woman spoke about. After all, they took up as many seats as they pleased while the professionals fit into each other’s armpits and then had to tactically maneuver their way out of the bus at their stop. Typically, a person had about thirty seconds to get out of the bus before the doors slammed and they have transported away from their destination for good. 

Before the bus got to the second-to-last stop, Sophia was already plotting her escape from the bus before the feelings of stress began. The time pressure of travel made commuting to work one of the most aggravating and taxing parts of her day, which was just another reason why everything started to look ugly to her.

***

Sophia tried to push her way into one of the window seats. She tended to prefer the left side of the bus, perhaps it was the driver side of the vehicle that made her feel a little more comfortable. No longer on the hook for needing to be on the lookout, Sophia eased herself down in the itchy bus seat, slinking further down as if to hide from everything. 

Watching the buildings pass into one blur on the city’s canvas, Sophia remembered back to those days on the swing at recess where she went as high as her body could swing her. When she was a small-framed girl of ten, her grasp on the world came in the form of a mother she hated and a father she never saw. She had sat on a swing and forcefully pushed herself as high as she could go to see past the playground and into the fields. The other children were running around, loaded with energy. But at recess, Sophia sat contentedly swinging, humming a lullaby while daydreaming about her dead cat and her quest to see the fields beyond the obstacles obscuring her view.

She even recalled, on one of those elementary school days, launching herself off the swing at its highest peak so that she felt for a moment like a bird. She desired to be a bird with wings that were broad enough to carry her over the school’s fence and out into the town. 

But then that bird grew older, and it seemed her sense of freedom shrunk with the progressing years. Sophia wondered what could have caused such fear to build up in her heart. Was it her age? Was it her schooling? Or was it something else? Her mother, perhaps? Regardless, the tightening of her mother’s control and the growing sense of fear in Sophia began at the end of elementary school when the swing was no longer as appealing to her. 

The swing only held meaning when a chance of escape was possible. There was no escape left—not for Sophia. 

Her mother would never allow her baby bird to fly away. It became more apparent as Sophia reached puberty. The first time she came out of the bathroom pale with blood trickling down her leg, her mother gave her a lecture about maturity, abstinence, and abortions that end in death for the mother-to-be. Menstruation was always seen as the enemy—a reminder of her womanhood and what her cycle stood for. It meant sex with negative consequences.

Sophia recalled one of her mother’s lectures on the subject.

“Honey, I can see it must be that time of the month. You’re unusually irritated,” said Gertrude. 

“I’m fine,” said Sophia. 

“All right, I must warn you, though, that you’re looking rather pale again. It could be anemia. I’ll make steak tonight; extra iron will fight that off. Sometimes I think that the first man on earth cursed the first woman with pain every month to remind her of the result of seducing and sleeping with a man. Yes, men never suffer anything, right? And let me tell you, they abuse that power all the time. They go and sleep with any woman they fancy and then leave once they’re satisfied. It’s disgusting. Meanwhile, the women blow up like balloons, suffer excruciating pains if they don’t lose the baby before the end, and then die from complications in a cold, dreary hospital room. The baby becomes an orphan and wishes he had never been born before. There, that’s life for a woman of pleasure for you. So, never do it. Okay, honey?”

Sophia did not have the strength to look at her mother. Struggling to say something, she blurted out: “But what about you and father?”

Gertrude’s lipstick-shrunken lips twitched and curved into a smile. “Well, we were just lucky. I had you and I didn’t die, though maybe I did in another way… Your father is never home, he hardly lays near to me in bed, and we never speak about anything intimate. You see, your father is done with me, and I have died.” She drew herself up from her chair in the dining room before saying, “All I have left is you.”

Sophia could not tell whether this meant anything positive. She could not tell whether she had saved her mother from death, or was just clinging to what was left. This fact remained a mystery to the present day. 

The bus jerked forward and Sophia’s purse fell to the floor. She quickly picked it up, wiping off the bottom with her hand. The idea of germs had not entered her mind because it was so full at the moment of memories. 

Men were liars and cheats and babies were dangerous burdens that mostly brought death. Yet, Sophia saw a world that still seemed to move on. How could everyone function if they were always dying or being lied to? wondered Sophia. Could we have a functioning society otherwise? Perhaps her mother was exaggerating just a little bit? 

She watched the man across from her offer a seat to a pregnant woman. Her face glowed as she thanked the gentleman who looked keen to give up his seat. The man looked like a shaggy thirty-year-old professional. He looked like he could fit into the world of technology gurus. Another woman was speaking to a friend as they laughed freely about a college party they went to the night before. All of these memories ganged up on Sophia, even when she tried to focus on her mother’s teachings. It became apparent that something smacked of falsehood. But who was wrong? Sophia thought. 

In her confusion, another memory came into focus in Sophia’s mind: the scent of lavender in a hot cup of tea, while her mother told her about the latest abduction of a girl of just thirteen. The irony forged itself into a blade as it went down Sophia’s throat. The hot tea swept against her vocal cords, keeping them from closing too tightly in the effort to disagree. There was to be no disagreement in front of Mother. 

Gertrude moved a little closer, her eyes growing larger, and a little white spittle formed around her puckered mouth as she told of the horrible rape of the abducted teenager. 

“The girl has yet to be found. That’s why she’s all over this show, in the newspapers, even on our milk!” said Gertrude, a smile in her eyes. “She may be dead for all we know.” 

Sophia stopped drinking her tea when the anticipation of it coming back up made her put the cup down. No one could disagree with Mother, but one could retreat and turn the other way. 

***

The window seat became more comfortable when Sophia was scurrying around in her own mind. Losing the feeling in her lower limbs, forgetting to switch legs, Sophia gazed at something she could not find outside the bus window. The shops all sped past but were in view just long enough for her to distinguish which boutique was which by their large, elegant signs. 

Each shop window was festively themed. In the fall they were an orange and black mesh, in spring they were a jumble of butterflies and green, in summer they were a cacophony of sun yellow and reflective surfaces, and in winter they were a halo of lights and branches. 

The shops usually held bold white letters above their doors, inviting all to enter indefinitely. The white mannequins reminded Sophia of her mother’s own dress form. She always had pins sticking out of her sides and shoulders. Measuring ribbons were fitted so close to the mannequin’s figure that she appeared to be sucking in the air just to fit the measurements her mother desired. 

Sophia felt bad for these rigid things. They were touched by greedy fingers. The figures had no space and wore their clothes all day for people to ogle at in the window. The worst offenders were the lingerie mannequins that exposed their fabric bosoms or their plastic feet off for the public to see. 

For a moment, the horror revealed itself to Sophia but was soon transformed into awe. It was as if the mannequin were a woman who could stand to be looked at, glared at, and feasted on by the eyes of the masses. A little tingle crawled down Sophia’s spine because it was a risky game to bare skin.

Shaking her head, her hair whipped the man’s face who had taken the bus seat right next to her. 

“Oh! I’m so sorry, sir,” said Sophia. 

The man gave a curt smile as he looked back at his phone without a word. 

Sophia returned to her musings about the world outside the ugly metal box. The mannequins in their windows remained an unfinished idea for her. The emotions behind imaging a woman barely clothed in front of a shop window were still an enigma. Sophia imagined one of the mannequins as a real woman. 

A white, shiny hand wiggled her index finger in the window of a downtown boutique. The finger woke up the rest of the other fingers, and eventually the hand. Much like Pygmalion’s statue, this mannequin turned into a real woman. Once most of the body had awoken, then a flush of blood colored the body from deathly white to tan. Her hard exterior became soft and fleshy. It became even more indecent for something so plush and warm to be standing in the window of a store in only a lace bra and underwear. Now that she moved, each movement created subtle waves in her flesh. She breathed. 

No longer a mannequin, but a real woman, she backed away from the window and into the dressing room of the store, snatching some clothes off the hangers they resided on. She felt the need to clothe herself like Eve. Only a special person could see her as she really was—no longer just a pincushion for middle-aged women to stab, or for young men and women to ogle over. 

Sophia felt exposed enough just sitting on the bus among all these professionals. These were the businesspeople of the downtown world. Meanwhile, she did not feel strong enough to even move her own feet one after the other. 

Downtown was filled with vermin who fed off of the professionals, who kept moving without looking down. Sophia felt like she skated on both extremes; her own self-worth she rated as being among the vermin, while she knew that she was as educated as many of the young professionals. The mix of the poor and prosperous, able and unable, was all represented on the bus Sophia rode.

To gain the attention of her peers, it seemed easier to be like the mannequin and stand around with the most expensive-looking outfit on, allowing anyone to touch and stare at her for money. After all, Sophia was a pretty woman now. She could sense it in the way people smiled at her pleasantly or spoke less coarsely with her than with others. She enjoyed what her femininity could do for her. But as she grew up, her mother pulled her aside to warn her against showing too much skin, or wearing any makeup, or flirting with men. All led to abduction, rape, and death—usually in that order. 

As Gertrude was folding some laundry one day she said, “There is nothing innocent in a woman flirting with a man. She knows exactly how to drive them insane, and they will go insane if you play a game and then leave them dry. They will end up taking by force what you don’t end up giving them. Now, would you like that, honey?”

Sophia remembered looking disturbedly at her mother. The only words that came out were, “No, mother.” 

It was reminders like those which made Sophia first see the bodies around her with horror, and then with interest. She earnestly wanted to make sense of the mixture of emotions. Everyone was a threat, according to her mother. But Sophia had never yet been assaulted by any one of her fellow seatmates. No one seemed to care that she was there on the bus thinking about each one of them. In fact, most wore a look of apathy toward everything around them. When Sophia pulled back, she found them all washed out in a dulled mass of gray. She, being the only one in color, was still was not of a normal hue either. Sophia was tinted a single pastel color with a shadow that she had to deal with before it expanded within her soul.

***

A loud popping sound arose before the passengers realized the back tire had popped. Sophia would have to walk the last mile to work today.

On any other day, this would have been stress-inducing to Sophia, but after watching other bizarre things happen it was no longer so stressful. It was an unlucky day and Sophia was preparing herself mentally for a cruel awakening while the bus slowly lurched to a stop on the side of the road. 

People looked at each other blankly—not knowing what to do. They looked at each other as if asking: Was the bus really done for? What are we paying taxes for? Their eyes wanted you to say aloud back to them that it was okay. Comfort on any public bus was always lacking, so for such a convenience to be found among anyone at that point was unlikely. 

In fact, no one had moved from their sardine-like proximity on the bus, they were unable to believe the bus may be out of service before their designated stops were passed. The professionals checked their watches, still hanging on to the germ-ridden, yellow hangers above their heads. Their arms stuck out like broken wings bracing against nothing. There was no momentum to fight against now. 

Sophia shifted a bit, hoping along with the rest that perhaps the damage was not as bad as it sounded based on the pop of the tire. The bus driver hopped off and on the bus for several minutes, staring back at his passengers with a dreary, apathetic expression. Not a single person would lose out on his pay today—not one. 

The wait was even more agonizing than Sophia could have guessed before this emergency started. She felt powerless when riding the bus: on this metal hunk of trash the driver could not be controlled, nor could the seats be adjusted, nor could the garbage littering the floor be picked up daily.

In ten minutes, the bus driver shouted, “Get the next bus!” The next bus he spoke about had just pulled up right behind the passengers and if they did not act quickly, then it would surely leave without concern. Sophia let go of the yellow hanger and raced over to the next bus, hoping to actually get a spot closer to one of the doors where she could find a spot to breathe freely, and not inhale someone else’s sweat. 

But she could not. Sophia lifted up her dress, hurriedly walked down the aisle, and nearly smacked into the man standing next to her at the back of the bus. It seemed even further away than her previous spot.

Maybe I should just faint here, thought Sophia, at least it would get me out of this god-awful situation. Actually, I don’t feel quite so well…no, my heart is racing. Oh god. No, not here, I have to get to work. I’m already late as it is! I’m not going to pass out, I’m not going to pass out. I’m not going to pass out…

Shutting her eyes, Sophia imagined being back in her own room and in her own bed. She envisioned being served her mother’s tea and hiding away beneath the oasis of sheets and their warmth. Breathing heavily, she tried to hold in her breath, only for it to come out in a strong cough. Oh god, thought Sophia, now I’m just drawing more attention to myself! She put her head down, trying to camouflage herself into the floor—the dirty, ugly, rubber-gray floor of the bus.

She imagined falling onto her knees and burying her head in between them, forcing the blood back up to her brain. The glazed-eyed people would look down at her in disgust. She could not take the city because only the strong lived here. Sophia did not belong among the healthy. 

Finally, the second bus began moving and Sophia knew that it would just be a few more minutes until her stop and, thereby, her saving grace from this torment. Trying to focus on her body as it swayed forward and backward, Sophia felt a warm arm touch hers. She apologized profusely to the owner of the arm but did not dare look up to see who it was. When another sudden motion of the bus occurred, their broken wings touched again. Sophia tried to move from the hanger, closer to the even higher pole above her head. 

But the body made contact with her again when everyone shifted back for new people to get on the bus. Sophia looked up and saw the side of a man’s face. 

He had dark sideburns and long blond hair which accentuated his dark green eyes. She had never seen those colors before on a man. Was he moving closer to me on purpose? Sophia wondered. Was there a message that I was supposed to read? What did he want from me? I’m sick, I don’t belong here. I must be fooling myself. Did he even touch me?

The bus turned a corner and Sophia moved to the side and back managing to hit his inner arm with her shoulder. He was so warm and firm, and Sophia’s heart began to pound to the point of pain. She hoped he would not hear it. Sophia only looked up to see the end of his strong nose which she could tell was angled nearer to her head. 

Starting at the base of her throat, an urge to have him hold her right there in the middle of the bus arose. She had to stifle it before she gave herself away. I must not be that easy, thought Sophia. Mother always says men only end up hurting you. I’m just imagining his interest anyway. 

Coming to a halt, the bus slid up against the sidewalk next to Sophia’s workplace; it was her second week at a law firm downtown, and she felt more energy getting off the bus now than she had getting on. 

Sophia squeezed herself past a woman with an enormous purse, a girl with a full backpack, and a gentleman holding his lunch bag with one hand and fiddling with a newspaper in the other. In order to pass by unscathed, Sophia sucked in her breath and hurried past, also trying not to make any eye contact with anyone who saw her previous nervousness. 

After leaping through the bus doors, Sophia began walking down the street to the high-rise building with the shiny golden letters of the street name, 14th Street, written across its entryway. The signage was sure to impress her parents when they would decide to visit her at work. 

She saw the man with the dark sideburns enter her office.








  
  
  CHAPTER III

  
  




Sophia’s bus stopped at 14th Street in front of a six-story building that was wrapped with windows. The windows had a dark tint in the light, but from inside one had a perfect view of the city. Although the city was the most unlikely thing to grab the attention of the people inside the office. 

The most beloved holiday of her law firm was St. Patrick’s Day. There were drinks for everyone galore and the Christmas lights from many previous office parties were strung from the tiled ceiling. Sophia had once been offered cake by a coworker and she threw it down the garbage disposal. She did not know why it just seemed like the right thing to do when your office was attempting to fatten you up. Meanwhile, the drunken voices in a conference room escalated while Sophia headed to the bathroom to avoid being sucked into the party. 

Sophia worked for a large law firm in the city. She managed to push a few papers forward, but most of them landed back on her desk because they had to be signed off on by just one more person. The days here melded into each other to the point where Fridays did not seem like the end of the week at all. It seemed, however, that the routine kept Sophia from having as many fits as she used to in her childhood. Still, she had her long, thin arms that tremored whenever a coworker asked her to coffee or lunch. Zack said, just yesterday, “Hey, would you like to pick up a sandwich with me at the new restaurant that just opened up across the street?” Sophia choked. Her throat closed as her mind became stormy. The thoughts launched against the sides of her head mouthing, “Don’t do it! How, how do I get out of this? There is no easy way out! Wait, wait, I have an idea! Just say ‘I’ll think about it’ and run to the bathroom! Yes, it’s genius!” Within twenty seconds, the words raging inside her head poured out of her mouth and she sprinted to the bathroom. 

The bathroom stalls were the only places in the office where she could hide from others’ scrutiny. The four gray walls that kept her safe surrounded her snugly. To her, it was a place to recollect, breathe, and reenter the world.

On exiting the bathroom, Sophia walked back to the cubicle she occupied for forty hours a week. She had now swapped out the gray stall walls for these blue ones that had pins shoved into its fabric exterior, and these walls were only three. She had to fill the gap in her makeshift office with her body. The desk was made of cherry wood, and each fabric-lined drawer carried with it a faint scent of the previous employee. The chair was too short for her to lay her elbows on the desk, so a set of books were stashed underneath her bottom in order to get to the correct height. Sophia felt like a guest in this second home. 

Her coworkers wore suits, but when the boss was gone everyone wore flip flops, jeans, and chewed gum. The pace of the office was usually fast, but when the boss was gone the pace became purposeless and slow movements comprised the entire scene. Of course, it was difficult to blame them in a place filled with small cubicles that blocked out half of the window light. But it was all right for Sophia because her cubicle kept her from imagining that the floor was moving underneath her—tilting her toward the windows so quickly she would crash through them to her death. Cubicles were necessary on this upper floor. 

Every day was rigid for Sophia: she arrived, turned on her computer, took her seat, pulled up to the desk, and put her bag into the cabinet beside her. When the computer turned on, she checked her email, replied to several of the messages, and then dutifully followed her boss’ instructions for the day. 

Sophia had the same routine now for two weeks. But today, the same man who had entered her building was standing in front of her cubicle. He was a relatively tall man for such a small woman as Sophia. He had normal-sized wrists and normal-sized legs; he had much of what Sophia lacked. 

He took a look at her emails over her shoulder before stating, “I didn’t get your name as our boss walked me around earlier.”

Sophia fidgeted, looking over her shoulder at him. He was wasting her email-checking time. Agitated, she said, “Sophia.”

“Sophia. That’s a nice name. Are you originally from this city?”

“Yes, I grew up in the suburbs. My family moved to this city before I was born.”

The man paused, expecting Sophia to ask for his name, but she became quiet. “Well, I’m Damian. I’ll see you around the office, probably when I need some paperwork filed.” 

He walked off slowly without turning his back on Sophia as if she were a queen who would chop off his head if he turned around. 

After their first interaction, Sophia was able to turn around back to her desk only to find a new email on her screen from Damian Voigt. Her heart plummeted; she was not allowed to speak to boys, according to her mother’s orders. This was her job, though, and she had to respond to her work emails. It was written in her job description. After hovering with her cursor above the mysterious email for a while, she opened it only to find the words: “Testing. Testing.” 

Sophia calmed down because she knew her reply would be simple: “Received.”

The rest of the day involved more phone calls and more paper. But Sophia enjoyed some of the paperwork. Her favorite was the indexing she had to do which meant placing numbered tabs from smallest to largest and the papers in date order. The ability to organize was ingrained in Sophia from birth. She worked just like her computer—in the most logical and effective way possible. Her coworkers said things like, “Wow! She’s fast!” But to Sophia that only meant the others were not thinking hard enough about their own work. She could never take these compliments as real compliments. 

***

Lunchtime arrived speedily today as did every part of the day when Sophia’s routine changed. She had packed a few carrots and some grapes that rolled around the bottom of her lunch bag all morning: It was a poor man’s meal, but her mother assured her eating modestly would help conserve her figure into old age. One of her mother’s biggest enemies was age. She was not one for injecting poison into her face, but she always made sure to have her little makeup bag and hair curlers ready for every morning. She was a woman who had been raised to wear high heels every day and to maintain her figure and face even when no one was watching. She felt that someone was always there in the mirror—watching her. 

Sophia’s chewing echoed in the nearly-empty office kitchen. Most of the employees made enough money to eat out for every meal. They even had their self-designated, social circles for lunch. But Sophia kept to herself in the empty kitchen left to her within the safe bounds of the office. In a few minutes, her chewing became entertainment enough for Sophia. She no longer felt lonely. 

“Hey! I didn’t see you there!” said Janine. She had decided to bring her expensive sandwich into the office today, rather than gorging on it immediately in the eatery. 

There was not much to say about Janine. She was enthusiastic about everything. She loved all kinds of weather: rain, snow, sleet, hail, sun. Her favorite color was baby blue. She adored playing “Twenty Questions” with everyone she first met, including everyone in the office. Her maternal affection spread, and she quickly became the office mother. Janine adored everyone unconditionally. She had a surface-level affection for all.

Janine could wear you down with her sweetness though. Sophia felt a kind of pathetic form of warmth for Janine. Sophia liked her, even if Janine broke through her much-wanted silence at lunch. 

Janine took a seat which made it feel as if she was halfway on top of Sophia. Oh god, thought Sophia, now I’m going to be up for “Twenty Questions.”

“So, where are you from?” said Janine. Sophia thought: Yes, it’s happening. Goodbye, lunchtime solitude.

Sophia shifted her seat just far enough away to not feel Janine’s breath on her skin. 

“I’m from around here, in the suburbs.”

Janine’s eyes opened wide as she latched her emotions onto a similarity she had with her newfound friend. “Me too! And why did you take this job?”

“I took it because it pays well and I’m interested in the legal profession. I suppose I also enjoy the fact that it’s such a clean and organized environment. Hopefully, that doesn’t sound too strange to you…”

“Oh, not at all! I used to work in the most awful place. Not to name names, but it was so crazy there, especially with the kids running all around you. It was impossible to keep them in their seats. I just knew I had to get out of teaching. I like that I’m with adults now.”

“I think being a teacher could have its bright spots though,” said Sophia. 

“Sure, sure. But it takes a lot out of an adult, even the young ones.” Janine was going to add to that, but she had to stop talking as soon as she bit into her sandwich because she could only roll her eyes at Sophia to signify how delicious her expensive meal was. Janine cut the questioning short and turned on the television to the home modeling channel while putting the volume up to blaring. 

Sophia’s heart pounded to the vibrations coming through the floor from the television set. She could not take it much longer. She nibbled like a rabbit through the rest of her food, chucked her water down the sink, and left as quickly as she came in. Janine was lost in an orgy of sandwich and fantasy homes. 

Janine’s fantasy was a life Sophia would never want, simply
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