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CHAPTER ONE
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MILIA ALWAYS WANTED to be one of the greats. She looked up to the greats. She loved the greats. The old masters who blessed the dollop of time a person is allowed on this earth with a repertoire of excellence and left treasures in the plain sight of time. True high called vessels that ripped the morsels of life out of the fruit that hung above stars’ grasps and nourished the pretenders and fanatics with its dribbling juice. Milia lived in a state of thirst. She writhed in it, day after day. All the water in the world, but without the stardust that shines off your own shimmering splendor, it was only simple chemical compounds. Oil for the machine.

The machine that spent just under forty hours a week languishing in a red retail vest instead of being great. The flesh machine that toiled for everything, except what she would only ever need, what she could never buy: a seat at the table of the great ones. Milia could buy food that she barely tasted. Water and drinks that left no wake. The drugs that kept her white blood cells from revolting in the running canals of her body. There were gizmos and whatnots that she could consume. There were friends she could impress with exploits and bags, but it just simply did not matter. 

The beep of the handheld scanner sucked her deeper into crevices of the reality she was in. The hand sanitizer needed stocking. Milia dropped the gun shaped scanner and felt the recoiled band retract, pulling it forcibly into her hip. Another bruise that told no story. She shrugged it off and began walking to the back.

“Milia!” One of her fellow red vests, called from the stationary aisle as she passed. It was Liam. A stocker and a talker. One of the few of the workers who took an interest in Milia as a person. Most other colleagues were wrapped up in the daily pleasantries and hackneyed greetings and passer by jokes. Liam, however, he could talk. Milia liked that she did not really have to. “Are you gonna come to the paint and sip again this weekend, girl?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Milia said. Her arms hung straight to her side. “I wasn’t really great at it. I don’t think I have a painter’s soul,” she said, shaking her head.

“I don’t either, but it’s a good excuse to drink. Noel said if I come back drunk I had better bring him something.”

“Why don’t we do a pottery thing, then? You haven’t tried that, have you?”

“Oh, no,” Milia said. She felt the corner of her right eye raise and the friction of her dry vocal chords humming against each other. Her husky voice typically put off conversations. Not with Liam, though. “I haven’t tried that one.”

“I’ll book it, then. I can drink in the parking lot.”

Milia nodded and forced a smile before turning back to head to the stockroom.

“Girl, I just love how you’ll try anything. You got this!” Liam called from behind the end cap of the aisle.

She had tried so many things. Sewing, cooking, debate, disc golf, digital art, analog art, music, DJing, knitting, crocheting, basket weaving, weightlifting, poetry, theological study, journalism, product reviewing, dance, and just nothing ever worked. Either there was no natural pull from the act or Milia just floundered. Not for lack of trying, either, she just seemed mystically gifted at being below average. Now, she’s landed at pottery, so it’s exciting times in the life of Milia Scott.

Milia found her way to the stock room and hoisted a box of hand sanitizers from one of the bays. She swung at the hips to leverage the box onto one of the wheeled carts. Despite hating the medical freakshow inside her body that caused constant dry mouth and vocal cords, she did take some small satisfaction in the fact that it caused her to not sweat either. Sure, it would be a problem if she was ever stranded in the desert, but thankfully she had not hit the desert survival era of her journey to be one of the greats.

It did not take long for Milia to recognize that she was not going to be one of the all time greatest retail employees. Milia played nice enough with others and was functional, but was far and away from the prototypical vested nutria rat that the suits loved so much. Milia could not begin to bother about the ins and outs of the superstore political landscape. It only took a week for her to find that interoffice collusion was the desperate floundering of a person so boring that they would drown in a thought that ever dared to turn itself inward. It took one post work social gathering to exhaust Milia. The dribbling circles that the conversations and complaints ran in made her dizzy at the table, forcing her to clutch her cranberry juice to keep from interjecting. She saved it until the next day when she caught up with Liam.

“Anyone who talks about work outside of work is a fucking nerd,” Milia said as she slid packs of folders onto a back to school shelf. “We do this enough; do we really need a whole post episode podcast recap of this place?”

“I haven’t been to one since my first, either,” Liam said. “It’s boring. These people,” Liam said, making a three sixty in the air with his finger. “They are boring.”

“Maybe you could fuck Clifton over in the garden center, really give them something to talk about, Liam,” Milia said, leaning against the factory grey shelving.

Clifton, the department manager, caught them laughing amidst the Five Star Notebooks. She did not get invited to any more work outings, which was just fine for Milia. She had greatness to achieve. The cream of the crop did not languish at an Applebee’s table that was crowded with one dollar margaritas and primordial spinach artichoke dip, talking about how much better you could do the seasonal soda display of the month. Smalltime workplace politics was a graveyard of dreams and a swirling toilet of potential. What pioneers of pottery even concerned themselves with Macbook displays anyway?
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THEY ESCHEWED THEIR red vests before they even slid their badge through the reader. Real workers stopped working an hour before the shift ended, power to the people, and all of that. The swinging doors of the market’s backrooms had barely swung shut when Milia already had her phone out, scouring search engine crannies for pottery tips.

“Damn, you are really gonna show me up there, aren’t you?” Liam asked. He walked with a bounce, his head swiveling, taking in every bit of life around him. “It is not that serious, you know.”

“It’s not,” Milia said. She could make out vague encroaching blobs over the top of her phone that alerted her when to dodge or weave over the tile. Shoppers were oblivious ones. More than once Milia had seen disagreements over cart collisions ramp up into full blown brawls. The police should know the store by now, but they always show up late with the brawl concluded and the shoppers gone. The cops buy impulse purchases on their way out. Possibly one of the greatest marketing ploys Milia had ever seen. Why didn’t she think of that? 

“But, it kind of is though, too. I’m trying to show everyone, Liam. Not just you. Everyone. The world.”

“Just you at the Julia Child Community center versus the whole world, then?” Liam asked as they passed the same stationary aisle from before. “If you wanna get ‘em, then get ‘em, miss. What I don’t know is why do you do this to yourself?”

“What do you mean?’ Milia asked as they approached the store’s sliding doors. She saw a blurry reflection of herself in the moving door. Low top black knock off Converses with khaki pants that was forcibly regurgitating a red polo shirt adorned with a crooked name tag. Dark hair that was licked with deep purple highlights fell from a pony tail while she walked, falling and smothering the red shirt in its creeping descent. It only took a moment for the sliding door to wipe her image away.

Milia felt forgotten already.

Liam waited for the doors to close behind them.

“I don’t mean it to come off this way, but why are you doing all this shit? It’s a good opportunity to hang, but you’re always down the next few days. We can’t just go out to eat or something?”

“I barely taste food, dude. I eat for sustenance only.”

“Okay, then,” Liam said, stopping in the middle of the parking lot. “You wanna address the first part of that too, or are we just gonna gloss?”

Milia sighed, pulling Liam out of the middle of the parking aisle to the side by the cart corral. “I have never, ever been the best at anything. Hell, I’m not even good at most things. I am almost thirty with nothing to show for it. I don’t have a book published, I don’t have a legacy, I will be forgotten in the dust of time unless I pop a kid out, which might kill me, if my pussy could even get wet, that is.”

“Oh yeah,” Liam said. He stamped his left foot into the painted parking line and looked up. “The disease, that’s right. That always slips my mind.”

“Sjögren's syndrome.”

“Why, oh why, did they have to give it such a funny name for such a tragic, tragic thing?”

Milia slapped Liam’s chest and glared. Only a second past before they both began breaking their straight line mouths into slowly arching smiles.

“I get it,” Liam said. “You gotta do something. And you can’t adopt, not working here,” he said. He put his hands on his tilted hips and looked back at the building.

“Please,” Milia said, pulling Liam back into a walk to their cars and turning him away from the building. “You’d be way better at that than I would. Not with the shadowing I’ve done, anyway.”

They opted to take their own cars. Milia realized whenever she saw the star studded cast of bottles in Liam’s car that one of them would have to be sober by the end of the night. He gave her a run down of each of them before parting. Introducing them to her like his old school friends that he happened to run into at a bar. Milia was mostly unfamiliar with them, and was slightly annoyed at the clink and clank of filled glass tapping into each other. These were dangerous things. Because of her condition, alcohol severely dehydrated what little moisture she had going for her. On top of that, because the typical astringent taste of straight booze did not fully register with her, Milia could intake obnoxious amounts with the only barrier being the mortal veil and her own self control. If she were drunk enough, both of those seem to part.

Milia’s Hyundai started on the second try this time. The brand new starter that she had installed spat and cursed on the first crank. She leaned back and decided next time she would go to a mechanic and mentally crossed out car maintenance off her list of grand plans. The cold air from the air conditioner wafted slow in the confined air, breaking and sliding over her face after a moment. It crossed over the crest of her small nose and slithered like creeping ice vines up the sides of her cheekbones and through the folds of her ears. A constant ringing in her ears harmonized with the sputtering engine; the ringing would churn in and out if left alone. It was always there, never obliterated, only buried. She pulled out her phone to start the music for the ride and to also review the pottery tip mantras that she had found. Steady hands. Consistent pressure. Slow, deliberate movements. Milia sighed and nodded to herself and put the car into reverse. She began reversing when a car horn forced her to halt with a jerk.

“First things first, always look both ways,” said a high pitched, canary like Transatlantic voice. Milia put the car back into park and turned her head. Julia Child sat in her passenger seat with her hands folded into her apron. Her seatbelt was on tight. “Second thing, we must not forget to take our medicine! Us great guys and gals must take our medicine.” Her voice hopped along a foreign octave, far above Milia’s rasp.

“Hey Julia,” Milia said as she began to dig in her purse.

“Hello, Milia! My dear, pottery is a lovely choice. I’m so very excited for you. This could be it for you! The ticket uptown,” Julia Child said with a smile. Milia felt warm, despite the air conditioning and smiled back. “Sometimes just a little water makes all the difference. It wouldn’t be on the recipe if it didn’t matter!”

“That’s so true,” Milia said. She found her pills and took one. It was supposed to reduce the effects of Sjögren's syndrome and boost the autoimmune function of her body. “Julia, were you always great at cooking? Or did you mess up like me?” She put the car back into reverse and slowly pivoted into a driving position.

“No, I certainly have my share of failures. But, I always knew I could be great at it, even if I was not immediately,” Julia Child pulled down the sun visor and began preening at her hardcover hair in the mirror. “I knew that if I kept with it, that I cared about it, and that if it spoke to me, I could go wherever it would take me.”

“That’s why you’re one of the greats,” Milia nodded. “I always appreciate you so much. It’s hard, trying to nail this down. Trying to find my French cuisine.”

“Of course, my sweet! That’s why we are here, sweet Milia. You have the ingredients, you just need the heat. Biggie, Kobe, Jane, all of us up there believe in you.”

Milia began tearing up and struggled to wipe them away while she drove.

“Thank you so much, Julia. It means so much to me.”

And when Milia’s tears had faded, so had Julia Child.
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IT ONLY TOOK MILIA hitting a few extra red lights and a stop for some water that she assumed she needed to allow Liam enough time to get a buzz bigger than bees in his parked car. She could tell by the smell that spilled out of his open car door and the volume missing from the vodka bottle rattling on the floorboard. Any vase or ashtray he would make would surely lean and wane and beg to be killed.

Milia remained sharp, repeating her mantras. There was a thick excitement when it came to undertaking new ventures. It was a world of possibilities, temporarily limitless in what it could mean for her and what it could make her. Not money wise, of course, but make her. She often imagined how it would be, to finally come into herself and eschew the banal cocoon of mediocrity and blossom into her new human bloom. A paragon of excellence, with a soul carved out of dazzling jade. Or maybe a very very nice vase. Milia was not picky at this point.  She longed to be more than what she was, to leave the baby steps of young adulthood and her gifted prodigy youth behind and to fly amongst the Julia Childs and the Kobe Bryants and the Marie Curies that loomed in the celestial forever of the world.

It was either that or in a ditch like a dog, as far as Milia could see it. Somewhere in the between did not exist.

“I think I’m gonna make one,” Liam blurted as he leaned against the hood of his car and lit a cigarette. “That looks like a cock.”

“A cock vase?” Milia asked. “Like A Clockwork Orange?”

“Like, my cock work,” Liam said, he trailed off and fell back into a puff on his cigarette.

Milia raised one her eyebrows. “Orange?”

Liam wiggled his eyebrows as he inhaled the smoke.

“I’m going to make a bowl, start small,” Milia said. She envisioned the bowl in her mind, moreso, she found herself envisioning the people looking at the bowl, whispering with eyes wide. She envisioned a cock shaped vase in the background.

“Yeah, the cock starts small too,” Liam said, giggling.

“Look, you do what you want,” Milia said. “I’m going to make a salad bowl the likes you’ve never seen before. One so good, even you might eat a salad every once in a while.”

“Oh har har har,” Liam said, putting the cigarette out on his shoe. “Come on, let’s make a cock and bowl.”

The two walked across the sparsely populated parking lot of the Julia Child Community Center. Milia always thought it was funny that some better part of a century ago, the richest man in town, Rick Dudley, had such a hard on for Julia Child that he built a community center in her name, and she never even came to see it. He outfitted it with a kitchen fully stocked with hardware that was top of the line, for the time. As far as Milia was concerned, Julia Child was never aware of the community center, even. She would have to ask her about it the next time she saw her. 

Milia did wonder if the proximity of the community center had somehow influenced the visits she would get from Julia. She always seemed to pop up exactly when she needed her. Julia always offered a little morale boost. She even comforted Milia whenever she crossed cooking off of her grand plans. Even with the greatest culinary teacher in her ear, Milia still burnt six roux in a row. Maybe Julia did come because of the community center, she just had to die to finally make time for it. Maybe being a great meant there was no time for community centers and for men who fetishized you.

He died in that kitchen. He baked inside of the large oven he had paid for. Done to a crisp, the irony of it all being that Julia Child would not have approved. It was never clear if he crawled in after finally figuring that maybe blowing all of this money on the television woman was a poor financial decision or if his wife finally got tired of finding cum on her aprons. Police ruled it a suicide, but people always talked, they couldn’t help it. 

They sold the ovens and kept the name. Julia Child’s, not Rick Dudley’s. He was cremated, from what Milia remembered hearing. Milia heard very well; thanks to a general lack of taste, her other senses picked up the slack in between. Any glasses that she wore were a fashion choice. Milia swore she could still smell Rick Dudley in the interior walls of the community center. It must be an ever lasting disgrace to haunt a place that’s not even in your own name.

“Did you ever hear about that guy,” Milia said to Liam. She kept her voice low, underneath the general buzz of gaggling women and stewing, artsy men. “The one who burned himself up here?”

“That’s an old playground thing. No one is gonna burn themselves up over Julia Kidd.”

“Child,” Milia corrected.

“You are not black, Milia, do not talk like that,” Liam snapped. “That is appropriation and I don’t want to see you cancelled, girl.”

“It’s her name. Julia Child.”

“Oh,” Liam said. He paused and tilted his head to the side. “Yeah, you were using it wrong anyway. No, though, I don’t think he did, I think his wife did him like turkey dinner.”

“Wouldn’t she get caught, though? Like if she did it, even if she didn’t, it seems like a pretty open and shut case for the cops.”

“How many times, Milly, has our store been robbed? How many times have we had our cars broken into in the parking lots?”

“Plenty of times,” Milia said. “I guess the normal amount of times? I don’t have a baseline.”

“And how many arrests have been made?” Liam asked. Milia lifted the corner of her lip in thought and then shrugged. “Like zero. They don’t arrest people here, they write tickets. That’s what gets the money in. Our nearby prison isn’t privately owned, it’s an expense. Why arrest people when you can just give them tickets?”

“And arresting people takes them out of the pool of getting tickets, thus, paying the city money,” Milia concluded, with a tilted head. “So it’s more expensive to arrest and keep them than it is just letting people roam and collecting parking tickets and everything.”

“Either that or we have the worst fucking police for the past two hundred years.”

The news of this revelation about the legal system of Linden, Alabama, did not exactly shake Milia, but it did cause some repose as she put it all together. She could not place a single incident that she had witnessed that ended in an honest to God arrest. If they were taken in, she could usually bet on seeing them around town again within the next few days. Just in time to get back to work and paying whatever bounty the city had placed on their head. Milia crossed off being the greatest cop of all time from her grand plans, although it was an oxymoron in and of itself.

The room quiets as the instructor enters the room. His New Balance sneakers pounding the smoothed concrete floor with the weighted steps of shoes caked in the additional mass of hardened clay droppings. He wore his pottery shoes for this one, folks. His name was Jim and he did not have time for everyone, he said in his introduction. This was a bigger class than he was used to teaching, but he’d be happy to take his process slow so they could observe and attempt to recreate. It would not be perfect, but it would be something they made, which is beautiful in itself. That was the reason they were all here was to make something out of nothing and to create something from their hearts, whatever that looked like. The magic of the art was not the end product, but the process that brings understanding and enlightenment to one’s self. The vase or bowl, or ashtray that you make here today does not reflect on you as a person. The very act of showing up and entering a new world with bright eyes and a relish for the life around you means so much more than any piece you would make in this class. He asked the class to give themselves a round of applause before even wetting their hands.

“Fucking bullshit,” Milia thought to herself. She looked around at everyone clapping. Everyone in here was so excited to make a big mound of nothing. It was good that the instructor did not have time for everyone, even, what better way to work through the muck herself, to sharpen the diamond of her own inner Incan. Did they do pottery? She wasn’t sure, but for the purpose of this, yes, they did. Everyone else could walk out of here with a drooping failed monument to the macabre of their now and forever emptiness. Milia? She would create a bowl that Greek Gods would wash their feet in. It would be finished in clay and dipped in gold to preserve and as proof of natural talent. She would make a bowl so god damn good that someone in this room might join Rick Dudley and kill themselves where they stand in the midst of a bowl so beautiful it drove some to madness.

Milia smiled as the wheels of the room began to spin. Liam immediately began shaping up a rudimentary penis in the clay.
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“STEADY HANDS. CONSISTENT pressure. Slow, deliberate movements. Steady hands. Consistent pressure. Slow, deliberate movements. Steady hands. Consistent pressure. Slow, deliberate movements,” Milia repeated to herself, her voice falling in and out under the whirl of dozens of wet wheels. It did not take long for Milia to recognize that she did not like pottery. The cold malleable clay blob refused to work with her. It seemed to have every intention of being nothing, to stay in the crevice between apathy and oblivion. It was the only time that she felt like an endeavor she had undertaken had actively gone against her. Milia had failed before, she had failed at quite a few things and she had been frustrated before. However, something about the wet flopping taunting of the clay that refused to stand, that danced on the wheel to the tune of the laughing and giggling of the fellow nothing spinners around her sunk hooks deep in her. Milia let the wheel slow and watched her grand plan fold into itself and sit in a dirty puddle of its own filth.

She stared at it for a moment, somewhat relieved that there was one less spinning wheel and splatter factory buzzing in her ears. Despite the class provided apron, her jeans were spotted with droplets of clay. Her drooping victim lay limp on the wet wheel. Milia wanted to put her face in her hands, but remembered at the last second that she was covered in clay. The grocery bag like shoe protectors she had slipped on were entirely grey. She felt like a golem. Milia was a vessel with nothing to strive for. She was a ship with no sail in a violent ocean. Milia felt like she was right back in high school all over again. It kept coming back, despite her descent into her thirties soon. Milia looked at the clay and did not realize she was doing a self portrait.

The buzzing was winding down. Milia took her eyes off her own bowl, or whatever you would call it, and looked around at everyone else’s.

Absolute disasters, the lot of them. Just like Milia. Even Liam, with his lofty penis project, looked down at a limp micropenis resembling a blind man’s self circumcision more than a phallic monument. Liam still smiled, which made her feel better. Until she saw the chuck-will’s-widow by the window.

It bounced along the windowsill outside, chasing phantom reflections caught and distorted by the blue tinted parking lot lighting. The little bird jerked his head, taking in the whole scene of the pottery class, pecking at air, fluttering hexes and avian bacteria through the air. The window blocked the bacteria, but she could feel the tremendous weight of omens sag in her spine. Milia felt heavy, like she was beginning to slump and fold like her clay harlequin mound. Liam smiled, still red from the parking lot vodka. The instructor was saying something about the process of not changing art, but changing yourself. It was a muffled, messy blur, blanketed in the heavy moist air of the poorly insulated community center. Dozens of duos of lungs expelling hot carbon dioxide carried by the moisture of the air smothered Milia and began to fog the windows and the chuck-will’s-widow faded into the cloud.

The fading memory of the bird cut off everything outside of the class entirely. Milia’s eyes were forced to the proximity of the window where she saw the most perfect bowl she had seen in her nearly thirty years.

She had eaten cereal with shitty drug addict ex boyfriends out of spaghetti stained dollar store plastic. She had dined on salads with kings and queens of the scene and eaten pork and beans. In her days she had never seen a bowl with a shining personality. The moment it came into sight, she knew she would remember it. It would be a brand new first memory, casting every other experience in life into pre bowl and post bowl years. The base of the bowl was narrow, but despite that, it stood sturdy and proud. It exuded an hourglass shape, with golden ratio curves that arched upwards, cradling the air above it and lifting it up. Milia could not see the inside of the bowl and for that she was thankful, surely it was some negative divine space. Somewhere that the derelict eyes of a fraud like herself would find only blindness after a split second of bliss. Milia sat still and felt tears begin to well, pushing against the dams of her lids. This bowl was everything she had wanted to make, it was the message she longed to speak in a language she did not understand. 

The bowl’s buffet of curves and holy geometry did not reflect the woman behind the wheel. Flat, too tall, with piano player hands. Her long narrow fingers must have curved into perfect arcs, guiding the bowl into a heaven stretch. Milia took her in, her wide wrapped apron, her multi color stained headband that held back curly strawberry hair that was barely long enough to warrant holding. Her shoes were like the instructors, clodded and bulky New Balanes. She had a smile and dangling earrings, Milia felt an urge to rip them all off.

“There’s a fucking ringer here, Liam,” she said. Liam took a look at the woman and then back to Milia. “Someone came to an art class just to get oohs and fuckin’ ahhs.”

“Damn,” Liam said, taking another look towards the bowl. “It is pretty good. She must come here a lot.”

She did. Milia knew she did. This is what she did. She was a vampire. Someone here only to leech on the powerful creative forces that new hands carried into the Julia Child Community Center. She was a fraud, bloated by the hopes of the would bes, the could bes. The millions of Milias she must have robbed from.

“She’s a bitch,” Milia said.

“I mean, I guess,” Liam said, shrugging. The malaise of a post booze buzz must be setting in for him. “I think she’s just a bored lady.”

By now the crowd had started to form. They had gathered around, pointing and smiling, patting the woman on the back. Milia could see golden light leaking from between gathered knees. The instructor was there with his hands on his hips in a wide stance. Whatever he was saying was a mystery. Liam was saying something. It was also a mystery, swept away by the golden rays of the bowls' grace. The instructor removed his hands from his hips and gestured towards the scene, as if presenting it. Then he began to clap. 

By the second clap Milia was off her stool. By the fourth she was halfway across the room. The fifth clap is when Liam finally reacted. The clapping stopped right before Milia dived through a seam in the gathering. She felt the still wet clay of the bowl mold over the contour of the side of her face and saw the surprise in the eyes of the woman before the bowl. The whites of the woman’s eyes ballooned, swallowing Milia up as she felt the collision between them. Everything blurred into a fluorescent bloom. She could feel the woman’s face in her hands underneath her, her skin moving and shifting like the malleable clay she spun. Milia’s nails dug in, forcing pores to where she wanted them to go. She suddenly felt the spark of artistry catch the kindling she’d been years building. 

The woman was screaming. There were other sounds, people yelling and slipping amidst the puddles now. Splattering of wet clay hitting the ground. Something about how her skin moved in Milia’s hands, how she could wrap her finger tips around cartilage and bone, she felt like the woman could become her divine bowl. Milia watched as the fates guided her hands and as she wrapped the clay around the woman’s face; she captured her scream and held it in time for a beautiful moment, before being yanked backwards by Liam. Milia kicked the air, flinging clay around the room. She watched the woman roll around, flailing her arms and tearing at the brilliant clay mask and smiled at the mound of clay before her. It looked just like Milia’s. Amidst all the sound, she heard the chuck-will’s-widow flutter away from the fogged window.
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THE RUMBLING LINOLEUM is what brought her back. There was no confusion, there was no shame. There was a whole lot of panic running through her mind, however, as she flipped onto her feet and joined Liam hand in hand sprinting out of the Julia Child Community Center. Milia only saw the approaching mob in the blurred reflection of the swinging glass door at the end of the hallway. Not everyone had given chase to Milia and Liam, but any amount was enough. Liam used his arm to pull Milia in front of him and stopped to tip over a bookcase in the path of their pursuers before turning to join Milia again. Children’s books flopped on the ground as the group went around the miniature bookcase. Milia saw in the blurry reflection as one leapt over and landed in an uninterrupted sprint. Fucking track and field mutant.

Milia lowered her head and shoved her hardened clay hands into the bar of the door. It swung open violently as she crossed the borderline into the night. She turned around just in time to see the glass door’s equal but opposite reaction to her breach, as the door swung back into Liam’s face, causing him to tumble to the ground. Milia’s chest was hot and tightening, her adrenaline spent on the floor of the art studio scene she fled.

“Oh fuck, dude, come on,” Milia cursed through shallow breaths. This explained why most of her athletic outings ended in ruin.

The arts and crafts mass still stormed through the hall while Milia ran back to Liam. He was on all fours with droplets of blood leaking onto the asphalt by the time Milia got there and extended her hand, which he took. The dried clay teeth on their hands interlocked, providing the grip Milia needed to hoist and hurl Liam behind her.

“My car! My car!” Liam yelled as they ran. “It’s closer!”

Liam’s car beeped as he mashed a button on his keychain. Milia, not far behind, swung around to the passenger side to find the door locked. The pottery posse began to file out of the community center.

“Open it up!” Milia yelled through the rolled up window. Liam was already bent over the center console fumbling with the manual door lock, his ass crack exposed, visible from the windows and the moon roof. Milia heard the click of the door lock and she leapt into the car as Liam snapped back up, starting the car. They peeled out into the night, liquor bottles clinking and clanking underneath Milia’s clay crusted grocery bag foot wraps.

Milia saw the chuck-will’s-widow lounging on a branch as they sped away. She lost sight of the bird as Liam sped through a curve and laid into the pedal on the straightaway.

“Wooo!” Liam screamed in the driver’s seat. The suddenness and the volume and the high pitch of it all caused Milia to jump. “Yeah! That is what I’m talking about. That’s what I needed.” Milia tilted her head and looked at Liam. His naturally puffy face was red and she could see his hands wrapped around the steering wheel with white knuckles. There were small tremors.

“That’s what you needed? Me losing it in a pottery class?”

“No, Milly, not that specifically, but just, damn something to get the blood moving again, you know? It’s been,” Liam shook his head. His voice dipped into a different demeanor than the one that sprayed the windshield with a jubilant mist of saliva. “It’s been hard recently. It’s just nice to have some other feeling. Thank you, Milly.”

“What’s wrong?” Milia asked. “I only ask because I’ll beat up any pottery bitch I need to for you, that’s fine. That might just be a band aid, though, Liam. If there’s anything else, we can talk about it.”

“No, it’s okay,” Liam said. He sniffled. The tremor from his hand was gone and he was going about fifteen miles per hour slower now. Still speeding, but what do the signs know, anyway? “I think we lost them. Let’s pull in here and just cool off for a second,” Liam said.

He turned the car into a strip mall parking lot, pocked with the few remaining cars of the night’s shift at the local grocery store and the wrap restaurant. The wrapstruant. The rest of the property's residents: the hardware store, the cookie shop, the baby boutique, and the dollar store had all closed for the night. Liam parked the car in a spot nestled in the darkest corner of the grid. He kept the car on, the AC soothing the lulled night air. 

Milia reached into the floorboard and grabbed the already open bottle of vodka and twisted off the top. Liam was leaned back in the driver’s seat, letting the cold air swirl around his sweat. Milia took a throatful of vodka, feeling the warm needling sting in her throat. It washed over barren dry tastebuds with no recourse. 

“Damn, straight no chaser, huh?”

“Can’t really taste it,” Milia said.

“Say what you will about the horrors of disease, at least it’s economical,” Liam said, pulling a can of warm Sprite from his backseat. “Lemme see.”

Milia passed the bottle over the center console, the weight of the bottle and remaining vodka suddenly very present, as if gravity had just remembered it. Her hands shook a little, causing her to drop the bottle for a second. Milia recovered it quickly and handed it off, only a little vodka seeping in the console.

“Oh shit,” Milia said. “I’m sorry.” She immediately opened the glove compartment, hoping to find some stashed napkins only to find the car’s registration, a tire pressure gauge, and a very official looking letter with the word “rejection” hiding amongst the crease. She didn’t hear Liam’s response over the opening of the Sprite can. She pulled it out and opened it. Milia heard gulping and slurping as she made out the gist of the letter in the parking lot’s dead lights.

Adoption papers. Or, an application for adoption, anyway. Liam and Noel’s names were in boxes on the form and at the bottom a whole lot of smaller typed print justifications. Nothing that mattered in the face of the overwhelmingly printed rejection at the top.

“Yeah,” Liam said, shoving the bottle back towards Milia. “That one hurt.”

“I’m sorry,” Milia said, taking the bottle back from Liam. “I didn’t know. I know you’ve talked about adoption before, but I didn’t realize y’all were actively trying. Why did they reject you.”

“Well, dumbo, if you read the bottom while you were pilfering, you would’ve seen,” Liam said. He looked out the driver’s side window. Milia could make out his tilted reflection in the glare of it. “We don’t make enough money is what they said. What they meant, I don’t think they would have the nerve to print it.”

Milia took another heavy drink in her mouth, tasteless water flooded over her tongue and only started warming as it slid down her throat and into her stomach. She started to feel flushed and like the world was becoming lighter. She handed the bottle back for Liam to catch up with her.

“Because you’re gay?”

“That’s my guess. What we are and who we are.”

“The money is shit, though,” Milia said. “But Noel does well.”

Liam drank multiple heavy gulps of the vodka, chased swiftly by the Sprite. 

“He does,” Liam said. “It’s my fault on that front.”

“What do you mean, it’s not your fau-“

“Shut the fuck up and hand me another bottle.”

“Which one?” Milia asked as she looked down. The remnants of parking lot light offered only enough to see that there were bottles down there and nothing else. The labels and colors remained a wistful mystery. 

“Any of them,” Liam said.  

This went on for about a half hour with a bottle filled with liquid Milia could not identify, but that sufficiently burned the walls of her throat and lifted and twisted the world around her. Looking over, she saw Liam captured in a slight slouch, like a still frame shot of a crashing building. She was incredibly aware now of the fact that she was drunk. The molecular bits and pieces that held the world together were loose and wobbly. Reality’s teeth were falling out. 

Liam started laughing, which made his body bob up and down.

“When you flew at that bitch, it seemed like the best time I’ve seen you had in a while,” he said.

“You know,” Milia said, pausing to rearrange the world in her head. “I liked it. I really liked it. Feeling her scream through my fingers. I don’t know if it was like, the vibration or something, but man,” she tingled now, playing it back in her head. Milia could not tell if it was the booze or the slowly fading memory of the pottery princess wriggling in the muddy clay, clawing and snapping. Spit and trickles of blood gathering and swirling. She trailed off.

“Wouldn’t it be crazy,” Liam said. He straightened up and started giggling. “I’m sorry, but wouldn’t it be crazy if, you know how you are always looking for something to like, be the best at? What if that thing was killing bitches? You seemed a whole lot happier doing that than making bowls and running track.”

“Nah,” Milia said. She held her own hand to stop from trembling. “No way, I tried MMA stuff. I don’t like the brutality of it all.”

“I think you don’t like a fair contest. You like the control. You want to do the punishing, not get punched in the face. I can’t blame you.”

“I don’t think that’s right,” Milia said, her fingers toyed with the joints of her opposing hand. She began tracing over the curves and edges of them. “Like, how do you be one of the greats when it's something like that? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Great doesn’t necessarily mean good, baby. It’s just a hunch, don’t get so worked up about it.”

Milia nodded and rested her forehead against the cool glass of the car’s passenger window. A sleeping parking lot rested through the partition. Lights blurred into one cosmic flare, forcing her eyes closed. As she crept them open to sneak peeks of the washed out moon, she swore she saw Julia Child standing on the asphalt.

“Either that or you’re gay,” Liam said as he nestled his own window. “What do you think, would you fuck me?”

“No,” Milia slurred, spilling fog onto the window. “But that doesn’t make me gay it just makes me not blind.”

“Fuck you.”

They let the night wash them clean in their metal tent.
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CHAPTER SIX
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THE FEW HOURS UNTIL sunrise was all they needed to allow the alcohol to abscond. The headache that moved in, however, was not a welcome tenant. Milia woke up before Liam. The skin of her forehead stuck to the window pane as she pulled her head back. Her brain swam in a tepid pool of pain that sat still in her head. Her mouth was drier than it usually was, her tastebuds were rigid and rough against one another like velcro teeth crammed together. The friction from moving any part of her mouth hurt the sensitive tissue, it being not built to sustain the grating and grinding of a death valley tongue. Her eyes stung and burned. Milia fumbled for her bag, blindly feeling around for her medicine, for her eye drops, for any relief in this desiccated dawn. Milia worked her way in a grid pattern across the bottom of her bag, searching for any familiar shape to grab hold of. Milia tried to figure out the priorities of what she was going through right now. Was it dry eyes, water, medicine, headache or water, medicine, medicine, dry eyes, headache? The headache would be pissed at being the last priority, and it felt that way too, the capillary miracle of her blood system felt like it wrapped around her brain, as if it were returning from war. VP day, victory in pottery. 
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