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			To my son and daughter 
who help me avoid 
the fates in 
this story

			Thank  
you

		

	
		
			“I desire the company of a man who could 
sympathize with me, 
whose eyes would reply to mine.”

			Captain Walton, 
from Frankenstein by Mary Shelley

		

	
		
			Foreword

			In 2019 this story started as a tale about cyber bullying. I wanted to write a story that infused Lovecraftian Cosmic Horror into the drama of high school. 

			For me, middle school and high school didn’t need any major monsters dwelling in the dark to be terrifying. I can’t imagine how difficult high school must be now with the omnipresent nature of social media. Being a late bloomer who felt lost most of my young adult life, adding the layer of always being on display for social media sites like Instagram would have been paralyzing to me. 

			When I started exploring what monsters would evolve from this age of hyper-connectivity, body dysmorphia, and fleeting relationships, I didn’t have to look hard for a monster. Opening the news or listening to phone alerts will show you the monsters of our age, and they all devour the same precious things that we only miss when they’re gone or when we didn’t know we lost them: Privacy and Time.

			I hope you enjoy [dis]connection. There are many monsters within these pages. I’d love to hear which one scares you the most. While Glen Coast is not a real place, the monsters within these pages are very real. Chances are, many of them live in your pocket, in your home, and for some of the least fortunate among us, in our behaviors.

			Thank you for choosing [dis]connection.

			Sincerely,  

			T. Kulp

			6/17/2022

		

	
		
			October

			2018

			Glen Coast, Maryland

		

	
		
			I

			The New Girl

		

	
		
			MONDAY (5 Days)

			 ERIN ULMAN 

			Caterpillar

			I sit at the front in Biology, 
on display, standing out like
a blinking cursor on a blank
console screen.

			Erin = new Girl();

			Front row: 
the last seat available. 
The only seat for someone  
joining late September.

			We’re studying metamorphosis, 
caterpillars becoming butterflies. 
Donna,  
the golden-haired beauty  
of Glen Coast High School, 
whispers behind me.

			“Erin doesn’t need  
to go through metamorphosis  
to get rid of  
her cruddy red hair and fat. 
Just needs to take a  
shower and exercise.”

			“Oh, that won’t help.  
I’m just stuck this way,” 
I whisper back, 
pushing out a chuckle, 
hoping 
she’ll think I’m funny.

			She doesn’t.

			Erin.isFunny = false;

			Donna blows my joke away,
whispering, 
“Loser.”

			I pull up my hoodie, 
hiding in it, 
only finding more derision 
and comments 
and disgust 
from the girls behind me.

			I hear everything they say. 
They know it.

			We watch a butterfly emerge from its cocoon. 
Beautiful to me, 
gross to everyone else, 
so I choke my interest,  
replicating their grimacing faces.

			I wish I were a caterpillar.

			I could wake up and be someone else. 
Someone important or interesting. 
Someone with friends. 
Someone other than me.

		

	
		
			Observation

			Escaping the social petri dish 
that is our lunchroom, 
I go to the Maker Lab.

			when(Erin.inMakerLab == true) {

				Erin.isSafe = true;
	Erin.isAlone = true;

			}

			Back in Seattle, 
before Dad told the truth, 
I wouldn’t have been here alone. 
But here at Glen Coast High, 
no one comes through the orange doors 
separating this space 
from the mundane world of 
this school.

			Out there, you are whoever YOU are, 
you can do only whatever YOU can do— 
but in here you can do anything, 
make anything.

			Instead of being creators 
of the amazing,  
people would rather sit at lunch, 
take selfies, 
and post on SocialNet.

			As I wait for my latest 3D print, 
a white cat, 
to finish
I see my reflection in a blank monitor.

			My hair is curly, not crusty.  
My cheeks are full, not fat.  
My skin is pale, not pasty. 
I’d rather code than run.

			Working a Rubik’s Cube, 
I observe myself 

to see what they see.

			Yes, I’m a bit frumpy. 
Maybe my fashion sense is more 
basement coder than SocialNet Influencer.

			Hoodies, 
jeans, 
sneakers.

			Not what Donna wears. 

			
Erin.clothes = comfortable && loose;
Donna.clothes = fancy && tight;
Erin.clothes != Donna.clothes;

			My 3D print finishes 
as I solve the Rubik’s Cube. 
I head to my next class 
before everyone escapes lunch.

			No need to be around all those people 
if I don’t have to be.

		

	
		
			Storms

			Tone rings,  
signaling 
everyone  
to flee 
school.

			I straighten my books 
until everyone has left.

			I’ll be the last one out: 
no pushing, 
no shoving, 
no one but me. 
I’m alone. 
I’m safe.

			Beyond the door 
a stormy sea of bodies 
writhing, 
rolling, 
crashing into each other,

			slamming locker doors, 
talking, 
laughing, 
shouting: 
the soundtrack of the end of the day.

			I squeeze  
my books to  
my chest: 
my armor 
against the deluge of humanity.

			Spotting a parting in the storm, 
I rush through,

			escape only feet away.

			“Hey Erin!” 
Donna shouts, 
spotting me.

			I turn, 
smiling for her, 
twisting up—

			Weightless, 
falling—

			 
A lightning strike of pain hits my knee, 
another strike to my elbow, 
then chin, 
pain rippling through my body like thunder.

			Erin.isGraceful = false;
Erin.isSpectacle = true;

			People part in the hall 
as lockers go silent; 
the storm stops 
to see me on the floor.

			CLICK. 
A photo is taken.

			Donna busts out laughing. 


			She points, 
calls her friends to see 
what they are taking pictures of  
on their phones.

			“Been walking long?” 
Donna snorts. 

			One of Donna’s friends starts laughing, 
then another joins, 
then everyone watching joins, 
then a hurricane of laughter engulfs me.

			hide(feelings);
reboot(laughing);

			I push out a laugh to join in, 
pain washing over me, 
tears welling up 
but strangled away by embarrassment 
and I pray this doesn’t get worse 
with crying.

			CLICK. 
Another photo is taken.

			Important escape(school);

			I shovel up my books, 
head down, 
hood up over my face, 
hurrying to the doors.

			Bursting out of school, 
I crash into one of Donna’s friends. 
I fall back. 
She falls back.

			Mud splashes  
over her bright flowery dress, 
over her light brown skin, 
into her tightly pinned  
black hair.

			Her brown eyes meet mine, 
shocked then 
softening as she sees me.

			I scramble up, 
rushing away.

		

	
		
			What We Run From

			I rub away the tears; 
my eyes burn 
as mud smears into them 
from my sleeve. 

			“Don’t cry,” 
I demand, 
shouting to myself 
like so many days before,  
and like those days, 
the shouting 
can’t stop it.

			The well is tapped, 
the faucet is on: 
tears fall like summer rain, 
hot, 
fast, 
drenching.

			Erin.loser = true;
run Erin.stopCrying();
>>> failure to execute;

			I run home. 
Running from them; 
from Donna, 
from her friends, 
from their eyes 
and cameras 
and comments, 
from my differences, 
my isolation— 
from me.

			Home is 
a place where  
I can be just as alone, 
just as isolated, 
but at least  
alone, 
in quiet. 

		

	
		
			The Loudest Quiet Place

			Mother’s face is in a book, 
so no need to sneak by.

			She escapes 
Glen Coast 
in those books,  
while I escape into my room. 

			Opening my door  
releases the hot exhalation of computer exhaust  
welcoming me home.

			Closing the door  
keeps the blinking,  
buzzing,  
busy lights of  
my tech 
all to myself.

			The constant hum of electronics 
is a chorus singing, 
calling me 
to my quiet place away from everyone 
to a place where I can be me;  
where I can be important.

			In this place 
I can make anything 
into something, 
even me.

			I shed my muddy clothes, 
throwing them onto one of the piles  
on my floor.

			Sniffing another hoodie— 
smells clean— 
I slip it on

			with some comfy sweatpants 
and flop into my computer chair, 
ready to relax, 
ready to connect.

		

	
		
			Communication: An Unremarkable Transit

			To: vcmoran17 
Subject: Transit 
Body:

			ATTN: Dr. V.C. Moran 17

			Pandora moving through your district (Glen Coast, MD). Extraction from MacAbera laboratory encountered problems. We believe one or more assets in the extraction mission were compromised. MacAbera knew we were coming. They captured H. Diggins 10192 but M. Hawkins 10196 was able to rendezvous with the currier.

			Arrival is expected in 4 days. Please endeavor to provide an unremarkable passage through your district.

			Sincerely; 
S. Pratchert, I.G. 23

			<eom>

		

	
		
			Search: Erin Ulman

			Open my browser, 
activate Privacy Mode, 
connect to SocialNet.

			Search: Erin Ulman 
Filter: Mentions Today 
Location: Glen Coast, MD 
Results: 68

			Result 1: 
A picture from earlier. 
Me on the floor  
with everyone laughing.

			They talk about me online, 
saying things 
they wouldn’t say out loud. 
Saying things  
while hiding behind their phones.

			Result 10: 
A video of Donna 
mocking my fall, 
cackling 
to her friend 
who records the video.

			Everyone Liking. 
Commenting. 
Sharing.

			They say things 
about someone they don’t know, 
feeling more powerful 

			with each keystroke, 
more validated with every Like, 
more connected with each Share.

			What did I do?

			How can I change so they don’t say 
She needs to wash her hair. 
(Result 15 by Carrie Moore 
16 Likes, 2 Shares)

			Or 
Now we know why she don’t have friends 
on SocialNet or IRL! 
(Result #22 by Luke Stevens 
34 Likes, 7 Shares, 
25 Comments, 
not one rebuking, 
all supporting, 
all laughing.)

			Or 
Result 46— 
Clicking on it, 
an error appears: 
Sorry! The content you’ve requested doesn’t exist.

			I hit refresh 
Search: Erin Ulman 
Filter: Mentions Today 
Location: Glen Coast, MD 
Results: 0

			My shoulders crumble down, 
pushing out a sigh.

			I’m not even worth 
SocialNet remembering 
who I am.

		

	
		
			Dinner

			Delicious pot pie scents 
choked away by the sharp sting 
of burning crust.

			I see Mother waving the stink 
out of the microwave 
while reading her book 
and instantly understand the situation.

			if(Mother.isReading == true && food.isCooking == true) {
  food.isBurnt = true;
  Dinner.isRuinned = true;
}

			The table is set 
for two, 
signaling a normal night: 
Dad is working late.

			Moving here was supposed to change things. 
No one would know what he did. 
He’d have a job, 
he’d be home more, 
we’d have a better life, 
a better house, 
a better school.

			 
Nothing is better.

			“Sorry for the smell, Erin,” 
Mother says, 
face still in her book.

			I shrug her away.

			I don’t care about the pot pie, 
about dinner, 
about this house, 
this city, 
this life.

			Inside I want to scream, 
let all the anger 
out, but isolation 
creates a crust  
that holds  
everything 
in.

			“When will Dad be home?” 
I ask. She sighs.

			“I’m not sure.  
He’s really busy right now. 
The other day he said he’s  
working with IntelliDyn.  
That’s the huge company  
you guys used to talk 
about, right?” 
Mother asks.

			“Yeah. They have an office  
around here or something?”

			“I don’t know.” 
Another sigh. 
“But you know how your dad is.”

			“Yeah, his work is  
the only important thing 
he’ll leave behind 
when he’s gone.” 
Mother’s eyes catch mine, 
waiting for an apology 


			“His words. Not mine,” 
I scoff.

			I pick at the pot pie,
peeling away the overcooked crust;
at the first crack 
steam bursts through, 
followed by a molten gravy 
leaking out on the plate.

			Other cracks form 
as the crust melts into the gravy.

			Soon my pot pie is a boiling pile of mush.

			All it took was one crack, 
one little break, 
one opening to let what was inside out.

			That crack destroyed everything.

			I smile.

		

	
		
			Tuesday (4 Days)

			Things Hidden, Seen, & Remembered

			Sitting in the back during English, 
hiding in my hoodie, 
I’m hidden 
from the sneers 
and laughter 
that find me in the hallway.

			Back here 
I can see them. 
Their addiction: 
compulsive consumers, 
and worse, 
creators of the mundane. 

			Carole and Hugo making  
stupid kissy faces  
for a selfie. 
I can see the post now: 
Loving English with Hugo!

			Beside them 
Amber does her hair, makeup 
for her selfie, 
posing with a disinterested 
pouty face, 
probably posting: 
Suffering through English class.

			So

			many

			selfies.

			They have no idea what they are giving 
a faceless, 
careless 
company like 
SocialNet.

			Post 
Comment 
React 
Repeat

			And I’m the weirdo for hiding back here, 
no phone, 
no SocialNet.

			But where are the other weirdos?

			All I can see  
are people flocking to one clique, 
one person, 
to Donna.

			while(Erin.inSeattle) {
 Erin = Donna;
 Erin.isLoser = false;
} else {
 Erin.isLoser = true;
}

			She’s the nucleus of popularity, 
everyone else mere electrons bound to her orbit 
through her majesty and magnetism.

			SocialNet is the force 
holding all this together, 
and worse, 
it is the hive mind, 
a collective shared memory.

			I look forward to forgetting this time of my life, 
just like SocialNet keeps forgetting me.

		

	
		
			Returning to the Home Line

			Donna’s fingers 
stalk over the keys, 
crushing down 
as if pressing harder 
makes letters appear faster 
on the screen.

			Donna.frustration.increase();

			Should I help her? 
Should I show her the home line? 
How she can be free to 
type without thinking, 
transforming 
from hunting and crushing 
to pouring her thoughts 
into the computer, 
quick, 
graceful?

			But I don’t help her.

			I focus on my computer, 
trying to pull up a command prompt, 
but the computer barks back 
rejection.

			You do not have sufficient permissions for this action.

			We’ll see about that.

			while (schoolSecurity == laughablyBad) {
  Erin.breaksIn();
  Erin.canDoAnything(); 
  Erin.isLoser = false;
} 

			>>> Access Granted

			The command prompt opens: 
ready, 
blinking, 
awaiting my whims.

			“How’d you do that?” 
a voice asks.

			I turn, seeing  
the girl I ran into yesterday:
Donna’s friend, 
muddy-flower-dress girl.

			Donna looks at us, 
her eyes pushing me further into my hoodie. 

			>>> intruder alert
Erin.escape();
Erin.hide();
commandprompt.minimize(); 

			
My fingers flick a quick keystroke, 
minimizing my work 
away from muddy-flower-dress girl’s eyes.

			“Caylee, come on!” 
Donna commands  
from across the room.

			The teacher pops up from her computer, 
just now waking to the class, 
watching Caylee  
walk back to Donna.

			Caylee = Donna.friend;
Caylee.sawWhatIDid = unknown;


			With all Donna’s friends clustered around her 
I notice how similar they look. 
They all belong together; 
they look like 
they enjoy being together, 
like friends.

			Donna  
looks frustrated. 
Probably because computer lab  
isn’t a class on using SocialNet. 
She’s lost here. 
Everyone is lost here.

			Caylee throws me a curious look,  
too fast for Donna to notice.

			I return  
to my command prompt 
to explore this school’s security 
and see what I can find.

			Computer Lab 
is like a vacation into my world.

		

	
		
			SEARCH: Donna Schwartz

			I don’t have a SocialNet account 
and never will again 
after what they did to Dad.

			But sometimes 
I like to see the world  
that happens without me. 
A cracked computer lab computer 
is a perfect place to look at SocialNet.

			Who is Donna? 
What am I doing wrong?

			Search: Donna Schwartz 
Filter: Profile 
Location: Glen Coast, MD 
Results: 1

			Everyone lives in SocialNet. 
Those who don’t 
can’t see this digital world.

			The world of  
SocialNet isn’t life; 
it is a shared lie, 
a highlight reel, 
and Donna Schwartz 
is a model of this perfect lie.

			She has friends. 
2,412 friends.

			She has pictures with friends. 
They laugh together 
at cat videos. 
They joke with each other 
about their day.

			She has so much 
and doesn’t appreciate any of it.

			In one picture, 
Donna and her dad 
are on a roller coaster. 
He is laughing; 
she isn’t.

			In another picture, 
Donna and her dad 
practice lacrosse.

			He looks happy, 
she looks like 
she’s waiting for something else.

			Donna’s dad 
playing, 
laughing, 
having ice cream.

			He is there with her.

			Her life looks perfect.

			She looks perfect.

			2,412 people can’t be wrong.

		

	
		
			Left Behind

			End of class 
tone rings; 
another flick of shortcut keys 
restores the system security 
like I was never there.

			Caylee watches me 

			as she packs up 
falling behind Donna’s cabal of clones 
striding out the room.

			She rushes 
to catch up, 
bookbag swaying open, 
papers creeping to escape.

			Ms. Isler stands from her desk, 
following the students out, 
leaving me 
alone.

			If I were to stay here 
would anyone notice?

			I stand, 
look back to my computer, 
and wonder how easy it would be 
to shut it all down.

			Virus.

			Malware.

			Software to cripple the school 
to help me escape this place 
with a few days reprieve.

			Perhaps an injection attack? 
Pulling up my student portal, 
I see the Querystring…

			? user=eulman292 and type=student

			Oh man…yep, injection attack.
What would happen 
if I turned it to 

			?user=’ OR 1=1; DELETE FROM tblStudents;--

			Simple injection attack. 
Delete all the students.

			They wouldn’t know it was me.
It would look like the application just
did something wrong.

			They don’t even see me 
unless Donna points me out.

			Erin.isInvisible = true;

			I can hear my dad saying, 
Only stupid criminals get caught. 
I could fool everyone here but 
I’d never fool him.

			Dad would know 
I did it. 
He’d tell. 
That’s what he does.

			He tells.

			No matter how much it hurts his family.

		

	
		
			Look-Alikes

			At home 
in my room, 
I’m powerful.

			Processors, 
memory, 
bandwidth 
swirling around me 
like magical energy, 
ready to be focused, 
ready to solve any problem.

			Tonight 
I’m solving my biggest problem: 
me.

			A month in Glen Coast High 
has been long enough 
to “find my place,” 
as Mother says.

			Time to enter a cycle of  
observing data, 
forming a hypothesis, 
experimenting  
to discover why 
I’m not connecting 
with Donna 
and her friends.

			SELECT * FROM DonnaFriends;

			Back in Seattle, 
I was the Donna of my school. 
Friends orbited around me 
because of my tech skills, 
because of my dad’s job, 
because we all wore hoodies 
and jeans and sneakers.

			And I knew things would be  
different 
here.

			But this different? 
I need data 
and I know where everyone 
pours all their data 
about everything.

			To get that data  
I cook an app to crawl SocialNet profiles.

			Simple: 
a pinch of artificial intelligence, 
a spoonful of natural language processing, 
a cup of image analysis— 
add 2,412 profiles from SocialNet 
with hundreds of posts and pictures 
and I’ll understand 
what Donna is looking for.

			I can be liked by them 
if I know how to be like them.

			My app, 
my creation, 
crawls over SocialNet, 
pulling pictures and posts  
from Donna’s friends.

			My app, 
my answer, 
analyzes their photos 
so I know how to dress, 
how to look.

			My app, 
my new me, 
analyzes their words 
so I know how to talk 
what to say.

			Tomorrow 
my app will tell me 
how to be important,
how to be liked, 
how to be like them 
at Glen Coast High.

		

	
		
			 CAYLEE MORAN 

			The Girl on the Ground

			I scrub 
but this crusty mud 
isn’t coming out 
of the yellow flowers 
or white fabric.

			Mom Victoria is going to be pissed.

			I can hear it now:

			“You want nice clothes, you need to take care of them.”

			Or

			“We’re not made of money Caylee, you need to scrub that out.”

			So, I scrub 
and think how much 
I hate this dress.

			I can’t be mad. 
That new girl–Erin, I think–
looked so defeated yesterday.

			I remember being where she is. 
The new girl. 
The outcast.

			When we collided, when I was sitting in the mud, 
I saw myself in her, I saw my sadness from  
the words  
the posts  
the rumors.

			I scrub the mud again 
trying to scrape it off 
the dress.

			Erin was running from Donna. 
I ran toward Donna when I was Erin. 
I ran toward the in-crowd. 
I ran toward who she wanted me to be 
toward a life of pretend 
online and off.

			Is it that bad?  
This life of pretend?  
At least I have somewhere 
to belong.  
With Donna’s friends  
I can drown the feelings 
of being different. 

			What was Erin doing in computer lab today? 
I look in the bathroom mirror 
thinking about her fingers soaring over the keys, 
the command prompts, normally locked away– 


			BANG! BANG! BANG! 
“Caylee! I gotta pee-pee!” 
Little feet stomping  
outside the door. 
“Real bad! Hurry!”

			Ugh…never any peace.

			I open the door. 
Sabrina runs in 
dropping her pants 
peeing 
singing the hand washing song.

			I hurry out 
taking my dress  
and sponge  
to keep trying  
to save this stupid dress.

		

	
		
			WEDNESDAY (3 Days)

			 ERIN ULMAN 

			Equinox

			Today is the Equinox. 
As the leaves begin to fall, 
I’ll rise, 
showing them who I can be.

			My app’s results are in. 
2,412 profiles. 
239,002,931 data points 
with a summary I can act on.

			I need 
new hair: 
no more curls, 
make my hair less like a pile of red leaves 
and more like a waterfall of flame. 
96.2% of Donna’s female friends have long 
straight hair.

			I need 
new clothes: 
no more jeans, 
no more hoodies, 
bright, 
flowery, 
happy. 
87.1% of Donna’s friends wear 
bright colors daily.

			I need 
a smartphone: 
to post, 
to comment, 
to share 
pictures, 
videos, 
the mundane. 
98.8% of Donna’s friends post 
10 to 20 times a day.

			Tonight 
after school 
starts a new season 
for me, 
for my life.

			The data 
pulled from SocialNet 
can’t be wrong.

			It is  
not reality.

			It is  
what we wish reality was, 
who we wish we were, 
and now 
who I will be.

		

	
		
			96.2%

			First stop in my transformation: 
the Glen Coast Mall 
hair salon.

			I show the stylist 
what I want 
using Mother’s phone, 
showing pictures from SocialNet profiles 
and SocialNet filters of my face.

			“Are you sure 
this is what you want?” 
Mother asks, 
hesitation 
heavy in her voice, 
premature regret 
heavy on her face.

			“Yes! I need a new look, Mother.” 
She grimaces 
but says nothing.

			Mother.canUnderstand = false;

			The stylist 
snatches up my curls, 
dividing my head into sections, 
wrapping each section into tight 
little balls of tension.

			“It won’t be permanent. 
Just something to try out,” 
the stylist says to Mother 
while hunting over his station, 
finding a giant bristled brush, 
something more like a  
medieval torture device 
than a beauty utensil.

			He unwraps the first section, 
wrenching my hair into the brush; 
the bristles clawing  
through my skin prickle like spider legs 
cascading down my spine.

			He pulls the brush through, 
ripping the knots 
and hair  
from my scalp.

			The hair dryer  
heats up the brush, 
turning the clawing 
into searing scratches.

			Again 
he wrenches my hair; 
the brush burns my neck, 
the claws rip my skin, 
the pain trickling down 
my spine.

			Another pull, 
the arid stink of burnt hair 
filling my nose. 
His nose wiggles; 
he stops, 
the brush dangling in my hair, 
bouncing off my neck, 
burning with each swing.

			“Oops. Forgot something.” 
He laughs off the smell, 
waving his hand.

			Mother scoffs 
as he sprays something  
on the rest of my hair.

			Chemical stink, 
burning hair stink, 
searing flesh stink 
all competing for my attention, 
but all I can think about 
is a quiet day at school, 
lunch with friends, 
maybe… 
maybe even 
a compliment— 
but I won’t be that bold 
or hopeful.

			Best to be 
realistic.

		

	
		
			87.1%

			The trailing odor of burning hair 
follows me into the store 
where Donna’s friends buy their clothes 
according to SocialNet.

			Fitted dresses, 
flowers, 
light 
bright 
colors 
radiate around me. 

			My black hoodie and jeans 
are alien 
to this world 
as I catch glances from the other 
mothers and daughters 
shopping in here.

			They know I don’t belong. 
I know I don’t belong 
as I snatch up some dresses to try on.

			(Dress.style == Erin.style) = false;

			“Erin, this is a…” 
Mother pinches a pink dress, 
pulling the edge up, 
gritting her teeth. 
“It’s not going to be very comfortable.”

			“Yeah, well, it’s something different.” 
I defend the dress, 
silently agreeing.  
These dresses aren’t made for 
crawling under desks 
to plug a computer in.

			Dress.comfortable = false;
Dress.useful = false;
Dress.DonnaApproved = true;

			These dresses dangle 
off  
stick- 
skinny mannequins.

			I try on the first dress— 
white 
sunflower spots, 
thin straps, 
light, 
fun— 
and I feel like a sausage.

			Erin.isDisgusting = true;

			Peeking out from the curtain 
to see the mannequin wearing this same dress, 
but there it dangles and flows.

			Looking in the mirror 
seeing the stretching fabric of the dress 
straining to hold me in.

			 
I see what Donna means.

			Erin.isFat = true;
Donna.isRight = true;

			I can see the fat now 
outside of my hoodies 
and jeans.

			Changing back,
hiding into my old clothes, 
I step out 
and get the biggest size  
the store has. 

			XL

			My hoodies are normally just 
M— 
jeans too.

			Now I see 
maybe Donna wasn’t making fun of me; 
maybe she was just telling me a truth 
no one ever said before.

		

	
		
			98.8%

			“No.” 
Mother’s face is resolute.

			“I need a smartphone again, Mother!” 
Gritting my teeth 
so the other girls  
in the store don’t hear.

			They have smartphones, 
they’re getting new ones; 
they’re important enough 
that someone wants to 
communicate with them.

			“I’m putting 
my foot down 
here. 
You are not getting 
another phone,” 
Mother says.

			“Everyone has one. 
It will be different this time. 
Besides, I’d be able to call you from 
my friend’s 
house 
when I get invited over,” 
I explain.

			“No. This is it. 
I’ve gone along with the rest 
but this is not happening,” 
Mother says, 
shaking her head, 
eyes to the door.

			“Remember what happened
last time you were on 
SocialNet? Those girls 
were so mean.”
Mother shivers 
at the memory.

			I want to fight 
and argue 
but reason creeps in 
and my hate for SocialNet peeks out, 
wondering:  
Do I really need a smartphone?

			“I’ll support you getting some 
IntelliDyn cloud credits, but 
no phone,” 
Mother says.

			“SOLD! 
100 credits and we leave now. 
Deal?” 
I smirk.

			“Deal. 
Can we be done with 
your transformation 
now?” 
Mother says, 
agitated— 
probably missing her book.

			“Yeah. Let’s get home.” 
We exit the store. 
Some girls are 
watching me, 
maybe wondering 
if I’m the new girl in school.

			Tomorrow 
I will be 
the NEW 
new girl.

		

	
		
			Communication: Re-routed

			To: vcmoran17 
Subject: Re-routed 
Body:

			ATTN: Dr. V.C. Moran 17

			Regret to inform you we believe the courier has been re-routed. Appears to be a computer error redirected the package. Package location currently unknown. Best guess: package is in Glen Coast but not on the proper courier route.

			Courier is possibly compromised. 

			Recommendation: Deploy search and recover team if the package does not arrive at the check point tomorrow. 


			Sincerely;

			Inquisitor T. Grier 8302

			<eom>

		

	
		
			CAYLEE MORAN 

			Raiding Party Planning

					SHADOWLURKER Server Online

			Hey @Kuzan_King, raiding tonight?

			Yeah. You online?

			Yeah.

			Can I post we’re playing? 
Get others online?

			Just don’t tag me.

			Raiding the Empire 
is not a Donna approved 
activity?

			🤣

			Or, not mom approved?

			Both. Just don’t okay.

			Roger that.

			👍

			Did you finish that  
SocialNet app?

			🤦‍♀️🤮☠

Don’t want to talk about it.

			That bad?

			Learning to code 
isn’t what I call fun. 
Just what my mom wants me to do.

			Good money in coding.

			If it is mundane 
and ‘normal’ my mom 
approves.

			You know you don’t have 
to do whatever she says.

			🤣🤣🤣

			Have you met her? 
You know I do.  
She’s beast mode at all times.


			🤯👿☠

			Raiding party’s ready, 
you good to steal some treasure?

			Nothing like some 
larceny to end the day. 
Let’s do it.

		

	
		
			THURSDAY (2 Days)

			 ERIN ULMAN 

			The Deep Breath

			Sun dress, 
straight hair, 
chipper smile… 
who is this person?

			In the mirror 
someone who looks like me 
stares back 
smiling, 
ready to be 
happy.

			She pulls on the edges of the dress, 
flapping them around, 
trying to be comfortable, 
fidgeting, 
longing for the pile of hoodies 
on the floor behind her.

			I’ll walk this stranger to school 
and have her make friends for me.

			Grabbing my backpack, 
I head out the door, 
taking a moment, 
breathing in hope, 
suffocating the old me 
to give life  
to a better 
me.

			Erin.shutdown();
Erin = undefined;
Erin = new Erin();
Erin.start();

		

	
		
			The Fall

			Outside of school 
at the bus loop, 
I see Donna 
and smile 
and wave, 
hopeful, 
proud, 
hap—

			“Erin, 
what are you wearing?” 
Donna recoils in horror 
and pain 
from my attempt to be 
someone else.

			
>>> Warning!
>>> Warning!

			Her finger swirls around me, 
pointing at everything about me.

			“You’re trying to fit in 
a little too hard.” 
Her gaggle of friends agrees 
while Caylee stands silent.

			>>> Critical System Failure!

			Donna chuckles. 
Her friends laugh.

			Their phones come out, 
snapping pictures, 
savoring the moment 
I’m informed 
I’ll always be 
me.

			>>> System Failure!
Erin.hide(inHoodie)
>>> System Failure!
>>> Hoodie Unavailable!
>>> Unable to escape!
>>> System Failure!

			Posting my red face. 
Liking my trembling lips. 
Sharing my realization that  
I am stuck 
being Erin Ulman, 
daughter of David Ulman, 
outcast, 
friendless, 
alone.

			Erin.Run();
>>> Motor skills failure
>>> Movement impossible

			Alerts beeping on other phones 
and soon everyone is seeing the posts 
pictures, comments, reactions.

			Some laugh.

			Some gasp.

			Some do nothing at all.

			Beeping, 
buzzing, 
laughing, 
whispering, 
deafening, 
drowning, 
surrounding 
me.

			Tears erupt. 

			Erin.Run();
>>> Motor skills activated

			I run.

			Past the buses.

			Into the street.

			>>> Sensory Overload
Visibility = onlyTears;
Hearing = echoingLaughter;
Feeling = undefined…
Feeling = empty;

			BEEP!!!!

			Too late.

			IMPACT!

			Erin.isHit = true;
Erin.onCollision() {
  Erin.hit(theGround);
}

			Everything goes quiet 
as I lay on the street 
looking at the clouds.

			>>> Systems Analysis
Erin.body = onGround;
Erin.visibility = clear;
Erin.hearing = quiet;


			“Oh my God!  
Don’t move, sweetie!” 
some lady shouts.

			She’s panicking. 

			Teachers rush to me. 

			Erin.isBleeding = true;

			Erin.feeling = pain; 

			I was just hit  
by a car.

			 

		

	
		
			CAYLEE MORAN 

			What I Did

			“Is that Erin?” 
I say to Donna.

			Straight red hair, not curly, 
colorful dress, no hoodie.

			I’d never noticed how tall Erin is 
as she strides toward us. 
A mix of 
plastered confidence 
and 
focus while 
she meticulously executes her performance.

			The sight of her 
the snickering of the girls around me 
Donna’s puffing up to strike her down 
and I want to scream 
NO ERIN! DON’T DO THIS! 
DON’T BE LIKE THEM! 
LIKE US!

			But the words drown 
in years of boiling disappointment 
and shame 
that I did what Erin’s doing 
and keep doing it.

			I can’t say the words.

			So, I do nothing.

			Donna 
is horrible to her.

			Erin is trying 
as I did 
and just like me 
she twisted into  
Donna’s definition of beauty.

			Walking up 
Erin 
was full of possibility 
now 
she’s broken by words 
and pictures 
and crying 
and laughing.

			And I do nothing.

			If the sound of SocialNet alerts were fire 
this school would be a smoldering wasteland.

			I changed for Donna 
I endured her ridicule 
for months. 
I thought belonging somewhere 
anywhere 
was worth paying your dues.

			And maybe it is.

			But now 
Erin’s the new one tormented; 
she’s the new me.

			And I do nothing.

			Erin runs 
crashing through students 
as Donna turns to go into school.

			I follow.

			Through the doors 
Donna still chuckles 
as I laugh back the sickness and sadness 
pushing into my throat.

			Silence rushes over us 
as teachers sprint by 
out the doors 
to where Erin lies in the street.

			I stare at her 
lying there.

			I did nothing.

		

	
		
			 ERIN ULMAN 

			Silent Journey

			Quiet hangs in the car, 
our voices suffocated 
in the heavy silence 
of sadness and failure.

			“You sure you feel okay?” 
Mother asks, 
flicking her gaze to my 
bandaged knees.

			“Yeah.” 
My knees  
and elbows hurt. 
If I was wearing 
jeans and my hoodie, 
I wouldn’t have been bleeding 
in the street.

			Nurse said I was lucky: 
the car had just started moving. 
I’d be fine.

			I thought getting hit by a car 
would hurt more.

			Lying in the street, 
people screaming and shouting, 
but in the end 
getting hit by a car 
on school property  
doesn’t even 
get me a day off.

			“Can I use your phone, Mother?” 
I pull the phone 
from the dock on the dashboard.

			She doesn’t interrupt 
as I open her web browser, 
load up SocialNet, 
and search for Donna’s profile.

			I want to see 
what happened 
from Donna’s eyes.

			“Hey Erin,  
your new order  
arrived today,” 
Mother says. 
“Is it a new project?”

			Shrugging, 
keeping silent, 
focused on finding 
Donna’s point of view.

			“I set the box 
on your desk.” 
Her voice fades.

			“Okay.” 
What box?  
I don’t remember 
ordering anything.

			Maybe the car 
hit me harder than 
I thought?

			“When we get home 
I’ll get you those  
IntelliDyn Cloud Credits 
we talked about. 


			You can build 
that server farm!”

			Server farm? 
That was my project last month.

			Donna’s SocialNet feed loads, 
showing

			nothing.

			There are no posts 
before I
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