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Carmen twitched. She stood in line at the pharmacy with her crinkled prescription slip clutched in her fist. Her long dark hair hung down to her waist as she twisted a loose tendril around the tip of her finger until the skin turned red. The pain provided a much-needed distraction, and she welcomed the tiny throbbing beat within her digit as the blood struggled to flow. So far, everything looked as it should in the store: the white walls shined under the bright halogen lights, the line of customers snaked around the aisle as everyone waited for their turn, and the only sounds filling the air came from the mouths of actual living people, not hallucinations. In the moment, all was well, yet Carmen’s stomach knotted knowing good moments never last. She twisted the hair harder.

“Don’t do that,” Aunt Monica scolded without looking up from her cell phone. 

Carmen’s jaw tightened as she swallowed a sassy retort and untangled her finger. The line moved forward and came to another quick stop. Carmen sighed and shifted to get a look around the middle-aged man standing in front of her, hoping there weren’t many more people before her turn. She spotted his daughter, a little girl with freckles dotting the back of her neck matching the man’s, who appeared to be no more than four years old. The little girl’s cheeks puffed, her eyes squinted, and she opened her mouth releasing a whine the rapidly turned feral. Everyone froze and watched the meltdown, even Aunt Monica, who recovered first and went back to messaging on her phone. The little girl dropped to the floor in full tantrum mode as the dad, shoulders slouched and sighing heavily, tried to pick her up and offer comfort, but she squirmed out of his grip and flopped back to the floor.

Carmen’s mind flashed a memory that brought a warmth to her chest. She smiled and reached into her purse until she felt the crumbled receipt graveyard on the bottom. Pulling one out, she smoothed it and worked quickly, her hands on autopilot as they folded the paper into a crane. She held up the origami for the dad to see. He seemed to read her mind and gave a tired tip of his head as permission before Carmen kneeled next to his crying daughter. 

“Want to see something?” Carmen asked.

This got the tear-stained child’s attention who sucked in a few deep breaths and watched with growing curiosity while Carmen pulled the little crane’s tail causing the bird’s wings to flap. The girl smiled and wiped her soggy cheeks with the back of her hand, reaching towards the new toy. Carmen looked at the father who nodded. 

“Thanks,” he said. “You’re a life saver.” 

Heat rose to Carmen’s cheeks as she shrugged and stepped back in line, the girl now giggling and entertaining herself. 

Aunt Monica cocked an eyebrow. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

“Mom.” She could still see the smile on her mom’s face when she handed Carmen the origami. It’d been one of the many days her mother couldn’t find a sitter and had to take Carmen to the restaurant while she worked the evening shift as a waitress. Carmen had been a bit older than the little girl in the pharmacy, but equally frustrated and ready to melt down. Her mom swooped in with a stack of ripped out menu slips, one already folded into the bird shape. It’d taken Carmen several tries to figure out the technique, but her mom waited, patiently, shushing the other waitress who came by to hurry her along, until Carmen figured out the folds enough to do it on her own. By the end of her mom’s shift, an entire flock waited. 

Aunt Monica mumbled something beneath her breath that Carmen couldn’t make out and then focused her attention back on her phone. “I swear, the whole place falls apart without me. I mean, how hard is it to run an open house?” 

Guilt gnawed at Carmen. “Sorry you had to take the afternoon off.”

“What did I say about apologizing?” For the first time since they walked into the pharmacy, Aunt Monica met Carmen’s eyes. “Don’t apologize for something that isn’t your fault. It makes you seem weak, and the Franco women are not weak.” 

Carmen bit her lip to keep from apologizing again. 

“Whatever. It’s no big deal.” Aunt Monica waved away the tension. “Besides, your doctor appointment was more important than some stupid sales event.”

But Carmen picked up the slight twinge of frustration in her aunt’s tone. Aunt Monica lived for her job as a top real estate agent in Charlottesville, Virginia, and the only reason she’d driven Carmen to the doctor was because Carmen’s car currently resided in the auto shop getting a flat tire replaced. Carmen may be nineteen years old, technically an adult, but she always felt like a kid around her aunt and would have preferred to reschedule the appointment until she could drive herself, but Aunt Monica insisted. She wasn’t one to shrink from an obligation, and that’s exactly what Carmen felt like. Now, they stood in line together—Carmen, with her baggy pants and slouched shoulders, and her aunt, with erect posture and a crisp chin-length hair style. The only common ground between them was Carmen’s mom, Aunt Monica’s younger sister.

The thought of her mother again began to surface, but this time, the memory of her thin lips and hearty laugh caused Carmen’s head to spin. A familiar incessant buzzing sound filled the air as black dots slowly began to penetrate the corner of the pharmacy’s ceiling as if tiny gnats appeared out of thin air and started swarming.  

No. Not in public. 

But they never listened to her pleas. They weren’t real, or at least that’s what countless therapists reassured Carmen. Hallucinations triggered from a traumatic event, or so she’d been told, but the black specks seemed very real to her. She’d tried to explain to her doctors and even her aunt what they looked like, but the best she could do was compare them to the static from her mom’s old television when the cable bill hadn’t been paid and nothing was on except the incessant buzzing sound and a fuzzy black and white screen. Except, those dots remained caged in the TV while Carmen’s appeared and disappeared without warning year after year without anyone being able to permanently make them vanish. 

“They’re starting up.” She watched the specks speed up and begin to race around the ceiling and buzz out of sync from one another, grating on Carmen’s nerves. 

Her aunt’s expression softened. “Hang in there. Just a few more minutes. Practice your grounding technique.”

Carmen took a deep breath and recalled one of her most used therapeutic tools. She did her best to listen beyond her hallucination’s scratchy screams and focused instead on the voice of the woman behind the counter. “I hear the pharmacist talking to a customer.”

“Good,” Aunt Monica replied. “Next sense. What do you see?”

Carmen looked at her aunt and snickered. “I see sweat on your upper lip.” 

“Nice. Real nice.” Her aunt wiped her lip and tried to hide a smirk. 

The dots still shifted but she worked her way through the rest of the senses without gaining much relief. 

“Look,” Aunt Monica said, “I know we don’t talk as much since you moved out, but you’re okay, right? I mean, I know you’re not okay, but you’re managing, yeah? I mean, even though we haven’t really gotten a lot of time to catch up, you’d tell me if you were—”

“I’m good.” Carmen plastered on a practiced smile.

The black swarm of dots zipped along the floor toward Carmen. Panic rose in her chest, and she winced, taking a quick step back and almost stepping on the shoes of the customer behind her in line.

“Yeah, you’re doing really good, kiddo.” Her aunt sighed.

“I’ll be fine.” Carmen said the sentence so many times in the past nine years it was nothing more than a worn-out string of consonants and vowels. 

The spots continued to zig zag without rhyme or reason as their shrieks grew louder. They might as well have been a newborn with colic or fingernails being dragged down a chalkboard. She steadied her breathing and did her best to stay calm. The prescribed pills helped a bit. Her hallucinations didn’t disappear, but the two red capsules made life quieter, and this new updated prescription was supposed to help even more. Carmen would try anything if it meant taking a step towards peace and a simple, normal life. God, how she wanted to just be a boring teenager. Maybe have a dull and predictable life that involved friends, a girlfriend. Maybe even marriage.

Not kids. No, she never wanted to pass on her particular brand of crazy to a child, but if this new prescription worked, maybe she could start dating and convince someone she’s worthy enough of starting a relationship with. Then, she’d never be alone. But who would take that chance? Even her own father bailed when she was just an infant. 

As if having a messed-up brain wasn’t enough, it didn’t help that her body broke the stereotypical beauty mold. Carmen looked down at her curvy midsection and just as a flood of foul words rushed to her mind, she slammed the flood gates closed. No, she may hate her mind, but she refused to hate her plus-size body. After all, it was the typical Franco body type of the women in the family.  

The hallucinogenic dots around her multiplied and any gust of bravado died as she watched them spread like mold over the wall. 

They’re in your mind, so get it together and control them!

They continued on their rampage. 

The man in front of her finished his turn at the pharmacy counter. As he walked away, the little girl waved. Carmen forced a wave back as she hurried forward.  

“Finally.” Aunt Monica stepped up next to her.

Carmen set the slip on the counter. 

The pharmacist started typing into the computer. The dots seemed interested in what the pharmacist was up to as they outlined her body forming a dark aura around the unsuspecting worker. As the pharmacist typed in the information from the prescription, Carmen chewed her thumb nail until she tasted the bitter metallic tang of blood. Her aunt took Carmen’s hand in her own and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“I’m sorry, but your insurance company won’t allow this upgraded dosage at this time.” The pharmacist pushed back the prescription across the counter. “It’s a controlled substance, and they only allow one refill a month for safety reasons. It looks like your next one isn’t until the thirty-first.”

Anxiety weighed heavily over Carmen’s body. She gripped the edge of the counter and tried to keep her voice calm. “That’s almost two weeks away.”

“Wait.” Aunt Monica gave Carmen a tiny shove, pushing her to the side. “We just came from the doctor. The woman said my niece is perfectly fine with the meds and can take them immediately. She’s supposed to start this dosage today.”

The pharmacist looked Carmen up and down, not even trying to hide the mix of suspicion plainly painted on her face. “The policy is to prevent misuse of the drug.”

Aunt Monica narrowed her gaze. “No one is misusing the drug, okay? If she were, do you really think the doctor would have sent us over her with a prescription?”

“I need my pills.” The dots dashed back-and-forth across the pharmacist’s face in such a fast-paced frenzy that the woman’s features suddenly appeared distorted, her skin wiggling against her skull, her eyes jiggling in their sockets. 

No one else reacted. Of course not. Carmen alone saw the madness playing out.

“Can I pay out-of-pocket?” Her aunt’s question sparked a bit of hope.

The pharmacist plastered a tight smile on her face that wobbled as the buzzing and rapid motion amplified and accelerated. Carmen’s stomach churned but she swallowed back the hot wave of bile pushing forward. Soon, they’d be out of here and going home, so all she had to do to was manage a little longer.

“Maybe have a chat with your doctor and see if she can prescribe something without these types of restrictions to tide your niece over. I’m sorry she didn’t fill you in on all of the details of this particular drug.”

Now, more dots joined the buzzing mania and circled the pharmacist’s head with such speed that it looked almost like the woman wore a beehive over her face. 

“There’s never this many,” fear laced her words as she took a step back. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

She grabbed the prescription and hurried toward the exit. A swirling black vortex of sizzling static loomed behind her, and all composure evaporated from her body as fear gripped her chest. She fled the store and slammed into the driver’s side of her aunt’s car, frantically tugging at the locked handle.

Her aunt caught up. “Talk to me, Carmie.”

“Open the door.” She looked past her aunt as a long dark tendril comprised of hundreds of black dots slowly unfurled from the store’s door and extended towards her.

“It’s not real, sweetheart.”

“It’s fucking real to me!” She slammed her hands against the window in a feeble attempt to break in.

“Okay, alright,” her aunt kept her voice calm and soft. She moved slowly toward the door with her keys in her hand. “We’re going, but I’m driving.” 

Carmen ran to the passenger’s side and hurried in, quickly locking the door behind herself. Her aunt slid the key into the ignition just as the tendril snaked across the parking lot towards them.

“Hurry,” Carmen barely squeaked out the word through her gripping panic.

The car roared to life. Her aunt pulled away seconds before the tendril reached Carmen’s door. 

“We’ll get it taken care of. I promise, Carmen. I’ll call your doctor as soon as we get home.”

Tears blurred her vision as she looked over her shoulder to the store that grew smaller and smaller as they drove away. The black tendril curled upward and waved.

A whimper slipped past Carmen’s lips. Her heart still thumped rapidly and sweat dotted her forehead. She angled the air vents to blow cool air directly on her, but even with the blast of coolness, heat burned beneath her skin. The car sped along towards Aunt Monica’s home, and while she wished the growing distance from the store would offer her some peace, the image of the waving tendril haunted her. Never before had her hallucinations been so vivid, and she knew for a fact they never engaged with her the way they had back at the parking lot. 

“So, are you going to talk about what just happened?” her aunt asked.

“Happening,” Carmen corrected and watched as the world whizzed by. “It’s not over.”

Just as she spoke, a cluster of dots appeared alongside the car, right outside the window. Fatigue overwhelmed Carmen’s body at the sight of them, and she pressed her head on the cool window while staring out, watching them keep up with the car’s speed. 

“Please, just leave me alone,” she spoke softly, barely above a whisper, praying that somewhere in her mind a switch would get turned off and all her troubles would disappear. 
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