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At 7:00 p.m. on a Saturday, I’m alone in my apartment, polishing off a stale churro Stefan bought me at the state fair last weekend. Confession: the main reason I let him drag me there was because I’d deluded myself into the possibility that my hunk of burning lust would eat me out on the Ferris wheel when we were stuck at the top. (No dice—but he did cop a feel on the Graviton.) Unfortunately his hand was stuck in place—on my left tit, of all locations—until the ride ended, which not only made it super awkward for all bystanders (the children! their parents!) but also tickled my funny bone so hard it gave me a lady boner. Later, when we were parked at Kensington for a post-date petting sesh, I gifted Stefan a with a spontaneous BJ to show my appreciation of his gargantuan gaffe. What can I say? I guess public humiliation is one of my kinks.

Here I sloth, nibbling on this stiffening cinnamon dough, idly wondering if it’s firm enough and/or big enough to fit inside me without getting stuck and necessitating a trip to the ER. (I’m certain I’d hear my diddling-gone-wrong story highlighted on the morning radio in a segment narrated by shock jock Marv the Perv.) Ah, me (sighs)…boredom is a thing of depravity. I take comfort in the fact that at least I don’t have to live off Yves’ mom’s pity anymore, since I finally got my own apartment in Midtown; and I don’t have to journey across county lines to visit the fucking grocery store—the food bank’s right around the corner.

A hornet’s buzz from my phone: the screen blinks at me like a dozing cat before I swat aside the new notification. It’s an IG ping from my erstwhile shag Yumi, the inimitable Japanese siren to whom I’ll compare all future lovers. After our infamous NYC Tryst Take 2, I started following her on IG. We’ve been keeping it cas since then: a one-sentence DM; a like here and there; a flirty sticker when the mood suits.

Currently I’m agonizing over how to respond to her simple “How are you?” I could go for an emoji, but that seems disinterested and impersonal. A too-honest response (“I’m good except my period clots are bigger than my fuck buddy’s seminal output”) equals TMI. “Good. You?” lacks my usual pizzazz. Mild panic creeps in; I see she’s not dot-dot-dotting away on the other side, so there’s no doubt the ball’s in my court. Get your shit together, Carmen, I sternly reproach. If anyone knows how to handle wordplay, it’s you.

I got a new job, I digitally blurt out, even though I never told her what my old one was, so my bank account’s back to triple digits. *laughing emoji*

you write for online newspaper?

Perplexed, I struggle to recall if I ever told her I submitted freelance listicles for a no-name blog once upon a blue moon.

I work at a restaurant like you.

nyotaimori? *surprised face emoji*

“No!” I sputter aloud before remembering she can’t hear me. Then I explain, It’s not nearly as classy as your profession—I’m a waitress.

don’t work at restaurant too much now

Are you still in NYC?

The dots seem to roll endlessly before she sends a cryptic sometimes.

I sit up straighter.

Are you jet-setting?

sorry i don’t understand

Are you traveling for work?

not for work

Huh. Extracting info from her is like picking Jolly Rancher tidbits out of my back molars, but less satisfying and without that extra rush of sugar.

For business?

for pleasure

I give a low whistle. Spicy!

I see, I reply, mystified. Is she a call girl? Traveling escort? Performance artist?

Before I can blab my stream-of-consciousness queries, she texts, my boss is calling.

Guess you’d better go then.

thank you for talking with me, Carmen

I send her the thumbs-up. I’d love to know more about your life.

Cringe! Too late to take that back: she’s seen it. A sparkling heart dings my way and then she’s gone.

I let out a nervous whoop. You’d think after banging the shit out of her a couple of times, I’d have less of a dweeby reaction, less of a derpy grin on my cheesing face, but no! Her hold on me is fucking indestructible. Briefly I imagine her à la T-X from Terminator 3—I’m not ashamed to say it’s a seat-wetting visual.

My alarm dings. Sixty minutes of sundry writerly endeavors commences—I can’t allow myself more time than that because I’m on first shift tomorrow. There was a time when I imagined at twenty-six-plus earth revolutions around the sun, I’d have moved beyond service industry employment, but the post-pandemic inflation and lack of college degree has dictated otherwise.

Five minutes of space staring pass before I give myself tasks to complete, starting with revamping my blog page. I search for stock photos to spice up my posts, then delete the drunkest of my pandemic-era recipe vlogs. After that, I dust off a whodunit story I wrote five years ago and scan through it to see if I can somehow turn it into a podcast. To my utter lack of surprise, the answer is definitively “no.” 

Who am I kidding? Recycling old material merely provides a distraction from finishing my as-yet-untitled, lesbians-in-love, spy-who-shagged-me novel. I thought I’d be done by now, but I’m stuck on the climax and denouement. It doesn’t feel organic anymore, and the central romance has lost its charm. I consider workshopping it with one of my former classmates, but the trigger warning alone is enough to put the kibosh on that fleeting idea.

Truth be told, the muse has left me high and dry. After my trip to NYC and my epic take-turns fuckfest with Stefan and Yumi, I thought for sure my head would be filled with a plethora of zany plots for my pen to enact, but no…after a few half-hearted starts, I treaded water for a bit before whirlpooling into self-doubt and hanging up the proverbial towel. Bottom line: I’m too depressed to shoot my shot and pen the plot. Hmph.

Due to circumstances beyond my control (read: the general malaise of a serial malcontent), I’ve skipped my online Breakout Fiction class’s weekly in-person feedback group three times this month. (I’m pretty sure I’ll get kicked out if I fail to show up for the fourth.) Though I keep telling myself I’ll dirty up a blank page tomorrow, I spend most of my days making excuses for why it’s not the right time to put myself out there: It’s too stressful, too serious; I’m the problem—it’s not you, it’s me; I’m going on a break with my stalled novel. I’m inventive when it comes to getting in my own way—it’s too hot/too breezy/too nice out/too thundery/too depressing/too [insert reason] to write.

All I know: my Sapphic protags Jodi and Crystal are frozen in action mid-breakup. I haven’t had the heart to finish the big scene because of (damn crappy) reasons. More likely, I just don’t want to write it—because my novel no longer pleases me, because I fell out of love with it after reviewing the pre-climax about fifty times and finding something new wrong with it during each rewind. Eventually the draft resembled a drive-by shooting; I cast my eyes away from the carnage and haven’t borne the ruination of it since. Meh.

Meanwhile, my IRL server job sucks the soul out of me. Not as much as the cigar bar gig did, but it’s a close second. Don’t get me wrong—I was super relieved when I managed to score my current job at Stacked, a walking-distance diner. Leaving Yves’ mom’s cabin and renting my own place has been the highlight of my year so far. However, three months of toiling, working grueling hours on my feet for tepid tips, and receiving minimum wage for maximum labor has got me seriously rethinking my options.

Before the diner hired me, I’d applied at Peter Pan (the clothing store Yves worked at prior to embarking upon his envious internship at Erebus Publishing), but the honcho was totally snippy and rejected me before I finished filling out my application.

“Oh, no,” sniffed the overly spiffy manager as he eyed my zipper-pocketed black blazer, peach blouse, and curve-hugging jeggings with the judgmental glare of the Fashion Gestapo. “I’m sorry to inform you the position’s been filled.”

Obviously confused, the salesclerk with whom I’d struck up a chatty rapport not ten minutes earlier gaped at Herr Douche.

“When did that happen?” he asked.

“Just now,” Herr Douche said, his sphincter-shaped pucker tightening into a quivering star.

“The for-hire sign’s still up,” I retorted, aware of my defeat but unable to go down without a fight.

“No, it’s not. We removed it this morning. Sorry, hon. Good luck with your job search.”

Gaslighter.

I told myself not to look back, but the struggle was too real, so I glanced over my shoulder after exiting the building. Lo and behold, that dinky fink straightened the still-standing sign and made a snarky hand gesture that inspired me to feed him to a tiger shark via my next flash fic. Sadly the revenge wasn’t as sweet as I wanted it to be. My ficcie received a mere scattering of upvotes and one comment that said, “Gauche death—so predictable. Way to demonize a bunch of defenseless fish.”

You can’t please ’em all.

Thundering away from Peter Pan with the wrath of a wronged war goddess, I caught a glimpse of a handwritten help-wanted sign in a blah-looking pancake house (points subtracted for the utterly unimaginative exterior) called Stacked (points added for the boobs innuendo). This place claimed 24/7 dining hours and appeared slightly classier than your average Denny’s. Since I was already in my interview ensemble (though knocked down a few pegs after the PP twit’s reading of my appearance), I breezed through the door like I owned the place and marched up to the hostess stand.

A gum-popping gal with a babydoll face gave me the once-over and smiled. “Dine in or eat out?”

Ignoring the obvious cunnilingus joke I could deliver without batting an eye, I returned her friendly grin. “I’d love an application.”

“For the dishwasher or the line cook job?”

I burst out laughing. “Sorry! I, uh, thought you might need a hostess or a server. I’m not”—gulping, I steadied my voice—“qualified for the aforementioned positions.”

Squinting, she said, “Have you ever washed a dish?”

“Of—of course,” I stuttered. “But—”

“Then you’re qualified.” She reached behind the counter and flourished a one-page application. “We really need help in the kitchen.”

“And I really need a job,” I admitted.

“Destiny,” she said, and just like that I’m a fucking dishwasher—at least I was, until about two weeks ago, when someone more qualified (read: speedier) took my place and I was demoted to server. I say demoted because at least a dishwasher has a regular salary and doesn’t rely on the generosity of collegiate randos to make or break the bank.

Since then it’s been a whirlwind of penny tips (I wish I were joking!), snide sexist remarks, snobby sorority girls looking down their noses at me, horny frat boys with wandering hands, and the occasional (usually male) person who falls for my late-night sad-sack monologues (really wish I were kidding, but something about serving pancakes at 3:00 a.m. brings out the maudlin in me). I’m working to my max—forty hours a week—and one of these fine midnights I just might take my coworker Jersey up on her offer to vape during my fifteen-minute food-cramming break. (Lord knows I don’t need a new addiction.)

If I eat one more sausage link, I’ll probably grow a pig tail. I was doing so good about not eating meat until now, but free grub is free grub. (Sorry to the swine and their miscellaneous body parts that traveled down my gullet every Thursday morning and sometimes on Sunday afternoons.)

There are worse things in life than being porky, I self-remind. Being porked by Porky.

If not for my lame inside jokes, I might perish.

The silver lining to all this was supposed to be that I could write my book on my off days. Or take a walk outside in the cost-free, medium-polluted air. Or hang out with Yves and smoke his weed. What I usually do is blow my day away on the couch watching Tubi (gratis!), providing running commentary for my fave loved-and-loathed characters in the poorly produced noir thrillers for which I have a major kink. One day I watched a turn-of-the-century B movie called The In Crowd—chosen for its thin plot, seedy vibe, and pretty-people aesthetic—at least three times—though to be fair, one of the times I was basically diddling my Skittle (Peaches lyric FTW!) on and off just to see how many times I could bust a nut before passing out. Lucky number seven.

My stomach rumbles. I’ve polished off the churro, but in the back of my pantry, there might be a can of Pringles crumbs I failed to finish during one of my solo dinner-and-a-movie binges…there might be a jar of pickle juice to slowly consume in hopes of encountering a stray bit of meaty cuke…there might be any number of explanations as to why I neglect my creativity and tell her she needs to be patient because Mom’s busy making ends meet to keep ramen on the table. I could come up with any excuse under the sun and moon to avoid writing. It’s my specialty.

The Swiss-dotted living room curtains spring to life beneath the coaxing of a late-hour Indian-summer breeze. I can’t handle another three hours of Golden Girls; I suppose petting the kitty’s the only other thing I can do to avoid writing tonight. All things considered, it’s a prime evening for an oops-there-goes-my-skirt. I could bring out the old faithfuls or introduce the newest silicone family member to Pussy, party of one…or perhaps invite Stefan over? I haven’t seen him since I started working at Stacked—haven’t had the occasion to miss him due to my punishing schedule. Perhaps it’s the ideal moment to phone him up for a round of doctor…I might even settle for some backdoor action if I drink enough tequila.

Yikes! Immediately I nix this idea—his dick’s too big, and definitely not b-hole compatible. Although he kinda alluded to wanting a test drive of my back roads, I gotta take a pass on that. After all, I don’t even allow my least well-endowed internal massager VIP access. All things considered, I should probably see if he’ll settle for good old-fashioned phone sex. After flopping onto the couch, I yank down my booty shorts and one-hand dial my fave FWB.

When Stefan answers, he’s out of breath. I assume he’s been jerking off, then realize how pervy it is that my first assumption excludes exercise.

“Hey, I’m busy. Can I call you later?”

Why, oh, why, do people answer their phones when they’re otherwise occupied? Have they never heard of screening their calls?

“Sorry,” I say without meaning it. “Sounds like I’m interrupting something.”

“I’m the in the middle of an epic TOTK marathon.” He sounds way more excited than your average nerd Red Bulling his way through a gaming addiction. “I’m just around the corner from a major breakthrough—I feel it coming, I feel it coming!” He hums the hook of The Weeknd’s collaborative Daft Punk ditty. “Name that tune.”

I slap my forehead. “Duh, Stefan.”

“Too easy?”

“Level one: beginner.”

“Stop stanning ’10s pop,” he sasses back in a tone reminiscent of Yves’, but his voice is distant, like he’s auto replying.

“Welp, you have yourself a grand old time with Zelda and crew.”

“What are you up to tonight?” he asks as an afterthought.

“Lurking online.”

“Any particular spot?”

The comments section of Yahoo News—standards, Carmen. (My self-reprimand goes unheeded as I load the page into my browser.)

“Oh, here and there. You know how I flow.”

“Text you later, sexy,” he mumbles, hanging up before I have the chance to toss back a witty one-liner or purr-worthy pickup so he’ll pencil me in for a future fuck.

“I’m glad we had this chat,” I announce to my empty apartment.

A bang on the door activates my fight-or-flight; I bolt up like a cat that fell into a bathtub, laptop clutched to my chest.

“Open up, skank!” Yves shrieks through the door.

I roll my eyes as he shoves past me without removing his shoes; I roll them again when I notice he’s brought a six-pack of White Claw.

Gesturing to it, I stick out my tongue. “That’s not enough to get a child buzzed. Nine-year-old Drew Barrymore could’ve downed all these and still walked in straight line.”

Yves gasps and puts a melodramatic hand over his heart. “You dare speak my goddess’ name in vain!”

“I don’t think she can hear me.” Picking up the six-pack by one finger, I twirl it at him. “Think I’ll wait for the hard stuff.”

If he were a different kind of guy, he probably would have grabbed his crotch and snapped back that the hard stuff was right here, bitch, but he merely tosses his newly frosted tips.

“Remind me not to make friends with picky charity cases in the future.”

Ouch. That stung. Still, I laugh it off. “You love playing savior to the less fortunate.”

Yves mimes waving a wand. “It’s my love language.”

We toast and down our White Claws. Yves declares himself tapped out since he’s the driver, but I’m still stewing over his insult, so I grab another can and pop into the powder room to pout while I pucker up my kisser and become my battle-painted better half. I’m doing lightning-strikes-twice eyes and highlighted-to-hell cheeks to emphasize my hide-and-seek lethal bone structure (my soft cheeks camouflage my pre-Covid arrowheads, but they’re lurking under those extra layers somewhere). I swipe a bluish-purple stain across my lips and belatedly realize it makes me look like a drowning victim. After I rub it off, I apply a layer of hibiscus pink gloss instead. Then, after blending my concealer to cover my under-eye circles until I no longer resemble the risen dead, I soften the slight crow’s lines beginning at the edges of my eyes with a small brush. To top it off, I pinch my cheeks to add natural coloring before finishing the rosy glow with a blend of blush.

Hello, gorgeous.

Approving of my transformation, I squirt some mousse into my palm and scrunch it through my spritzed titian tresses. Bouncy, soft, feminine—I’m feeling better about myself already. You may be twenty-six and BA degree-less, with no more than a hundred bucks to your name, but at least you’re a slayer, I remind myself, not entirely convinced I wouldn’t rather be plain and seen than pretty and anonymous.

“Carmen, what the fuck are you doing?” Yves whines from the living room. “You’ve been in there long enough to start menopause.”

“I’m primping!” I scream. “I can’t look like a hot mess at the club, poof-us.”

“Okay, ya smarmy bish!” I hear the chuckle in his voice. “Did I tell you I convinced Rob to come out tonight?”

“What?” Halfway dressed, I jack-in-the-box out of the bathroom. “Are you pranking me?”

Yves pretends to pray. “Can you hate my boyfriend a little less, please?”

“I don’t hate him,” I fib. “He’s just kind of a noodle.”

“How so?”

“His dad jokes aren’t funny. He pretends not to hear me when I’m talking to him. He constantly looks at his smartwatch like he has somewhere to be, and the list goes on.” I jerk my jeans up my hips and struggle to button them. “Rob acts like a senior citizen.”

“Well, he is five years older than me—though I do get your point about the smartwatch obsession. When it comes to the dad jokes…” Yves shrugs. “That’s kinda my kink.”

“Dad jokes equal dirty talk?”

“It’s foreplay.”

Snorting, I step into my Doc Martens and survey myself in the mirror. This look isn’t my style, but I want to breach my comfort zone tonight.

“Ta-da!” Presenting myself, I give Yves an eyeful of my cleavage-free flannel-clad form. “Whaddaya think?”

“Hate it,” he says. “Burn it. Piss on its ashes.”

“Ugh!” I put a hand to my chest. “The humanity!”

“TBH, I don’t want to be seen with someone who dresses like an Instagram ad for millennial malcontents. You’re a zoomer, Carm.”

He’s got a point.

Pouting, I change into my finest tit-bearing tank and switch up my outerwear. Yves claps in delight when I shimmy the twins.

“There they are! I’ve missed you girls!” He makes as if to tweak my nipples. I jerk away so hard I bump into the table and knock over the last quarter of his White Claw. Snickering, he says, “Thank you for saving me the trouble of finishing it.”

“Thank you for reminding me I need to mop the floor.”

Pointing, he quips, “I’ll mop the floor with your ass at the club tonight.”

I blow a raspberry. “We’ll see about that, twinkle toes.”




OEBPS/e4722a1a8d89f160a7a1c5d422aeb3defb3acffc_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/chapter-sep_raw.jpg





OEBPS/images/e4722a1a8d89f160a7a1c5d422aeb3defb3acffc_smallRaw.jpg















