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Phoning Faust

 

Sophie Mutiara Nova

 


 

To my loved ones and friends who are with us.

To those who are no longer with us.

To those who are struggling.

To those I don’t know.

To those I should’ve known better.

To those I have yet to find.

To those who have seen me through it all.

To those who need it. (Or want it when wanting is forbidden.)

To those I have forgotten.

To those who have forgotten the shining brilliance hidden within themselves in celestial multitudes—and all the other things we dare not name.

To the love that dare not speak its name and to the love that dares you to speak it louder.

…I wish you kinder days and all the love in the world.

Sophie


A Message for Those Who Are Struggling

If you or someone you know is in crisis and needs immediate help, call emergency services, seek out a hospital in your area, and/or please reach out and call an emergency hotline. Draft a message to a friend or trusted loved one in your life—seek help because there is hope out there. You are precious, my dear. You are not alone.

 

Some Resources (Please Research Services in Your Area and/or Remote):

The Trevor Project for Queer Youth

American Foundation for Suicide Prevention

NAMI (National Alliance on Mental Illness) and Mental Health Awareness Month


From The Author

Cheap cherry pies taste awful. Staring at the bottom of plastic cups with powdered coffee to drink, the occasional vitamin drink. It was the only meal I ate when I was depressed, in the wake of trauma I refused to accept was that traumatizing (spoiler alert, denial is not acceptance—I needed therapy to get better. Shoutout to Jason).

I got bad, real bad—felt like I was floating. I locked myself away. I didn’t want anyone to see me like this, to risk hurting them.

I would call the suicide hotline or the Trevor Project just to have someone to talk to. Just so I didn’t feel so damn alone.

One day, I didn’t want to eat any more cherry pie. It was disgusting. I hated it. I wanted someone to want me to get better. I told someone the truth. I couldn’t do it anymore.

So—someone told me to “punch the **** out of that sour, shitty puff pastry.”

I punched it, I laughed, cleaned maraschino guts off my knuckles, and I found the will to get out of bed and try again.

Now, when I get down about life, I think: punch the ******* cherry pie.

—Sophie


Chapter One

Hell Hath No Fury Like

THIS IS NOT a cry for help.

This is a scream.

Please, please, please.

I don’t want to die alone.

The suicide hotline is taking too long. Another shining example of the American medical system as I stare, dissociating, at my black-polish-chipped nails surrounding the dimly lit version of my nighttime phone screen. The string of unfamiliar text blinks blankly back at me. Not judging. Not caring. On my empty gold-whorl desk, a laptop. The web browser which has “I WANT TO DIE” in a Google search next to a second tab that screams: “HELP ME.”

I don’t want to.

I don’t want to.

I don’t…alone…

I sigh as the ringtone keeps going, going, going, gone. It’s a little comforting, the faded buzz like a lukewarm high in my brain as I shiver while encased in sweat. It feels cold tonight even as my body runs hot. I’m always cold even in the heat of summer, like the vampire in Nosferatu, shadow tendrils trailing along white walls. I’m also all cried out at this point, empty as the bottom of a Styrofoam cup. Monologuing to my own reflection in the mirror like Gen Z Hamlet (to be or not to be) so at least someone listens.

I stare at the empty cardboard box across from me with a smiley face note on it. My roommate, singular, had long packed up after we got the pandemic alert. All our courses cancelled as the oh-so-lucky graduating class of 2020, sending us off to an uncertain one-week vacation while they rebooted school for Zoom classes.

My roommate, Talia, and I had gotten along decently for the past three years, time flying by in a whirl of late-night fast-food adventures and giggling over TV show reruns. Though she’d taken to more emotional distance as my senioritis turned to ennui turned to something much worse. Something that probably required a clinical diagnosis—but hell if I was going to haul ass to the campus medical ward with COVID on the rise. They had bigger problems than my mental health right now to deal with.

Talia returned home to parents who are worried about her, relatives who rely on her college knowledge to make the world a better place. Time and visas and the pandemic are all extra unkind to her as an international student, even if she is from Canada. We’d bonded fast over both being Southeast Asian—I was part Indonesian, and she was Filipina, and we’d often joke over the word selamat meaning “hello” in Indonesian but “thank you” in Tagalog. Switching dinner responsibilities and struggling through half-remembered family recipes when we were homesick. I always begged her to bring extra hopia from her trips visiting aunties, and whenever I fried kerupuk I’d find a few missing after I got home. It was a symbiotic relationship.

But I miss Talia—the void she left behind—as I stare at her smiley-face note, the spare coffee maker she left even if I don’t have any of those special tinfoil cups to put in it. I barely have enough energy to eat microwave oatmeal and mi goreng lately.

Which leads to me here, stuck in lockdown, surrounded by crappy dorm room furniture and microwave, nonperishable meals. A vacant room where Talia used to be. I’d insisted on staying out the rest of my lease even if campus was nonoperational. My parents are maybe an eight-hour drive from here, but I told them I wanted to quarantine a bit before going home to see them. My mom’s immunocompromised, and I don’t want to risk giving her anything. Plus, home has always been a bit tense since I was outed a while ago as queer when my aunt saw me in the college pamphlets during Pride Week—Pride flags smeared across my grinning cheeks in vibrant, technicolor paint. I’d rather let that conversation go to voicemail, metaphorically and in what remained of my reality.

I reframe my time alone here as a martyr’s sacrifice, a saintly retreat, like all those macabre stories I learned from Sunday school. Like Joan of Arc burning in her armor, cursing out the enemies of Satan and giving up her life for all of France. Or maybe she was crazy like I’m crazy. Maybe I’m just as bad as her, continuing a cycle of women who thought they had to die rather than live and be “too much.”

The number you have dialed is not responding, please hang up and try—

I hang up.

I don’t want to try again.

I stare at the bottle of aspirin. Our generation’s version of ambrosia or perhaps snake oil, a cure-all that could vanquish your average colds, flus, fevers, and everything but the mysterious virus devastating America. The plague is upon us and all I have are crumpled masks from our school health office in the corner and vitamin C packets—like that will keep me safe. Global warming is getting worse, world events are shitty, but I’m alive. A lot of people don’t have that luxury.

God, I’m a shithead.

I don’t deserve to…to…

I stare at my open laptop screen. The morbid searches. I don’t deserve to do this. People in the world are really suffering. Afraid and huddled together for warmth against a cruel, unforgiving backdrop of hellish global torment. I don’t deserve to cry about this. Cry about what? Being lonely? Being “big sad”?

Why do I feel so empty inside?

I shake my head as though that’ll clear it, brushing away the flyaway bangs at the corners of my newly pierced eyebrows. I’d DIYed a haircut I’d grabbed off social media, wanting to look more rocker chick but instead, just looking like a little kid with craft scissors. That was okay. It would grow out soon. My mom’s hair always grew out thicker. My dad was bald. He said I had good hair—shame I kept dyeing it and chopping it and dyeing it again in my quest to find myself in queer person’s second puberty. Change helped me feel better…

…for a little while at least.

I take in a deep breath. Suck it up, bitch. And I type in the number of the emergency hotline again. But my fingers type too fast, vision a bit hazy, and I accidentally press too many 6s. Three of them, in fact. My blood runs cold.

My mom would call it the devil’s number.

Not knowing what possesses me, I press enter. The number rings…

…and rings…

And finally, someone picks up. A few breaths into the receiver and I’m blushing already, unsure how to handle speaking to another person. I haven’t seen anyone since Talia left in a flurry of quick tears and hasty care packages. “H-hello?” I stammer.

“Hello.” The voice that purrs back is silky, soft. Full of sensuality like the sex kittens in all those movies from the 1960s, lounging on a lace canopy bed as big bad Mr. Super Spy comes back from one of his missions. Dressed in nothing but a diaphanous nightgown. But there’s something else to her voice, a vocal fry undertone, like a punk rock babe singing about crimson and clover. “To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

Jesus. It seems I have accidentally called an escort. My thumb hovers over the End Call button as I stare, my cheeks fully on fire now at the traitorous phone. “S-sorry. It seems I’ve called the wrong number.”

“Or the right one, baby. We could go at this all night.” Then, an ungodly hacking sound, like a black cat with its hackles raised in an arch, coughing up a hairball. “Sonuvabitch, sorry. That voice is really hard to keep up.”

I was right. It’s not their real voice.

The voice that comes through deepens more on the vocal fry, with a tinge of an accent I can’t quite place. Like the kids from international schools have, the ones who pick up and move because their parents are famous ambassadors or something. Perhaps in Paris or Singapore. The kind of mystery that people have when they grow up everywhere and nowhere all at once. Sophisticated. Metropolitan. Way out of my league.

“Who were you supposed to call?”

Suddenly embarrassed, I find I can no longer answer that question. “Nobody. Is this…is this like a roleplay sex hotline or something?”

“It can be,” the voice answers with the same noncommittal attitude of a shrug. “To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

“Di.”

“No, it’s not.” This time, the voice that rumbles is less sex kitten and more forceful. Cracked leather, whiskey, cigarettes. Hair rising to the heavens in a lightning storm before a crack of Zeus’s lightning comes down and obliterates you. “Tell the truth, baby.”

“Fine. It’s Dian. And don’t call me baby.” I shudder. “It’s weird.”

“How Puritan of you.”

“No, not like that. I mean I’m not like that.”

“Hm.” Whoever they are takes their dear, sweet time in the electrical silence, tension buzzing in the electromagnetic waves between us. “Do you not swing that way then?”

“No. I mean, yes. But like, take your time with me. I’m queer but in, like, a demi way. You have to do more than buy me dinner first to get me interested, you know?” There, I’ve finally admitted it. Talia had been gearing for months to take me on benders to get laid at the campus’s solitary queer nightclub. But I’ve had a hard time voicing it until now.

Though I sob over Fried Green Tomatoes and wear my flannel like any other good queer person, I don’t want to take a stranger home and crawl into their skin. It takes time for me to open up and feel comfortable. Maybe it’s trauma or maybe it’s just how I’m wired. I don’t know. I still struggle with it now, admitting it. That it is okay being queer and demi—that the body contains multitudes like the soul does and sometimes labels are helpful. They helped me say: please wait for me, be gentle, be sweet.

I’m queer and demi.

“Oh,” and the voice eases again, the storm receding. “I’m sorry. I’ll keep that in mind then as we continue our conversation. I’ll follow your lead.”

“Like I said,” I repeat, cursing inwardly at myself that I don’t just hang up the phone and leave. But then I glance to the giant bottle of pills beside me, realizing that my evening plans weren’t exactly…that urgent. “I told you I dialed the wrong number.”

“Then why are you still here?”

Dammit, they’re good.

My reply comes out more snarl than question. “To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

“Aww, so formal.” A laugh then, almost a witch’s cackle. I could picture this person sitting atop Baba Yaga’s hut, a wood cabin on chicken legs, hurtling into a dark and foggy forest. “I am Memphis. She/her/hers, well, for today anyway.”

“Your name is Memphis? Like Memphis, Tennessee?”

“You know, the original Memphis was named because it was also founded on a river. But the original Memphis was a city in ancient Egypt, and its river was the Nile, not the Mississippi like in You’re-The-Only-Ten-I-See: Tennessee.”

“Sounds real grand…Memphis.”

“Your turn.”

“My turn? Wait, I—!”

Typing sounds then, but not like a regular keyboard. It’s like fingernails tapping directly into a chalkboard. A screeching, deeply unpleasant noise. “Ah, there you are. Dian Faust.” Another laugh, cynical and cold. “Did your daddy like Goethe or something? Or perhaps he followed Shakespeare’s idol: Christopher Marlowe?”

I close my laptop now, like that will somehow stop this freak show from happening. My blood runs cold, which is interesting for someone so deeply depressed as to have called the suicide hotline. Just because I chose pills doesn’t mean I want some Blackhat hackers to bust into my lonely apartment and drag me out by my legs and spill my guts in a river or something. “How the hell did you know my last name?”

“Caller ID.” And there it is, a voice that shrugs again, not a care in the world.

“That’s a lie.”

“No shit, Di. Sorry, Dian.” Another breath.

God, they really are some creepy hacker or serial killer type then. This is what I get. The universe heard me complaining and is now sending someone to finish the job with a chainsaw to the abdomen. Just my damned luck. I was hoping to go more Ophelia floating among peaceful cerulean river reeds, not this bullshit!

I firmly press End Call, my chipped thumbnail smashing the eerily smooth cellphone screen over and over and over again. The phone gives a weak beep, but the surface doesn’t respond. It’s like the whole screen is frozen. I can’t even turn the Speaker or Mute option on or off either. I try to shut down the entire phone, but the device refuses to comply. Then, to my horror, I watch the battery life in the upper right corner tick upward from the red to fully green. Charging in seconds.

That’s impossible.

I scream, chucking the cellphone across the room. I wonder if any of the other tenants in this building heard me. Honestly, they probably couldn’t over the sounds of daily life. Fighting, fucking, dancing the salsa and merengue overhead with a vacuum in hand, little daily rituals of mundanity that have only gotten worse since lockdown started.

If they can’t get in, perhaps I can get out. I stride to the door, curious and desperate, and try the front lock.

Nothing.

The door refuses to budge.


Chapter Two

Helpless Helpline

PANICKING, I HEAR the echoing, tinny laughter ringing from the device across from me. It goes on and on and on, and I can do nothing to stop it. The phone, the apartment, it’s like we’ve all been put on permanent lockdown and the whole world with it. And I’m trapped in the tiniest, most cellphone-centric microcosm of it in this self-made hell.

“Memphis!” I cry. “Memphis, stop it! Let me go.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Dian.”

I go quiet, shaking now. Terrified.

“Oh, pooh,” she amends. “I didn’t mean to scare you that badly. I’m just toying with you is all. If hookups aren’t your fancy, maybe games are.”

Then, I remember what I typed in to get to this point. “Are you…a ghost? Do I see dead people or something?”

I like horror movies, but I don’t want to star in one.

“No, afraid not.” Memphis sighs, breezy, airy, unbothered. I imagine her with skin glowing, hydrated too most likely, cucumber slices over puffy eyes. For all she speaks like a serial killer, she has the air of a billionaire heiress about her. Like we are all pawns under her control. “I’m just the wrong number you dialed, sweetheart.”

A shudder rolls down my spine again. I pick myself up by the unmoving door handle and shakily make my way over to the discarded phone. I check it but the screen, somehow, is uncracked. Or rather, it bears no new hairline glass splinters. Which is crazy because I swear that I broke it last week just by looking at it…

“Want to play a game?” she echoes, doing a perfect, growly crossover imitation of Scream and Saw. Then, more of that damned laughter. “Kidding, kidding.”

I stay silent, trying to take deep breaths, recover in my trembling, back to being functional again. I go to my desk and place the phone dutifully there. I check the clock. It’s 12:01 a.m. now. Midnight. My mom always told me midnight was the witching hour for the dead. The time of change, between day and night. The living and the spirit realm. Maybe she was right—or maybe she just wanted me to respect curfew. Pulang, sayang, pulang.

“You okay, sweetheart?” Memphis’s voice is cajoling, nurturing almost. Another one of her damn traps like somehow jamming all the locks in my apartment, making my phone as unbreakable as an M. Night Shyamalan film’s box office, and keeping me trapped on the phone with her. Like lockdown personified. I’m unable to go outside—but who knows what I’ve accidentally let in instead?

“Yeah,” I lie through my teeth, unsure how else to go about this. I cap the aspirin bottle, not even thinking of the open tabs on my laptop anymore. I’m more preoccupied with my surviving a chainsaw killer. “I’m just… This is strange.”

“Tell me about it,” she murmurs, echoing me. I’ve taken intro to psych. I know people echo you and use your name a lot when they want you to like them. “Dian,” there’s the name-calling, “Dian Faust. What an interesting name.”

“My mom’s Indonesian, Dad’s German American. Though I suppose you know that too. With your hacking board or whatever.”

“I didn’t. I prefer to learn most things from my callers au naturel.”

“What do you want from me?” The words crack, and I curse myself that I can’t keep the nervous whine from my voice.

“Well, it’s not to eat your liver with a nice chianti, if that’s what you’re concerned about.” She chuckles again, throaty and dry. “Darling, please, you’re so easy to get riled up. No, genuinely, I want to get to know you.”

I try to jam my thumb against the End Call button again, but to no avail. The phone just lets out that low, sad beeping sound again. Like a fire alarm without batteries.

“Did you really try to hang up on me again?”

“Sorry.”

“No need to apologize.” She yawns, her breath a staticky sound on the phone, a TV channel losing signal. “Tell you what.” My eyes flick up near the battery gauge on my phone. My wireless carrier’s name of GRASSHOPPER has been replaced with an equally unnerving UNKNOWN and four perfect bars of signal. “This call won’t cost you anything but time. How’s that? It’s, what, midnight where you are?”

“Yeah.”

“Yes, so, what say we talk for, oh, six hours?”

“Why?”

“Just long enough for the sun to come up. Like Cinderella in a fairy tale, sunrise is when all the best magic runs out, eh?”

An idea comes to me just then. I dig through a box of Talia’s clothing, searching, searching.

I hope she didn’t pack it.

“What are you doing?” Memphis’s voice calls, irritated now as a jilted lover with a six-pack of beer and no supper. I ignore her, focusing on my mission. Finally, I spy it, buried beneath a platinum-colored jacket: a set of headphones. The shitty, aluminum kind you get on a few lucky airplanes. And they’re hopelessly broken so she can’t hijack them. I jam the earmuffs over my head, ready to tune out Memphis for good.

But that’s when the scam call seductress starts to sing.

She sings what sounds like an obscure rock musical from the early 2000s, something they play at niche indie theaters and shadow cast variety theater. It’s a mix of Tim Curry, Repo! The Genetic Opera, and a severe amount of Andrew Lloyd Webber. It’s not that she has an unpleasant voice necessarily, but I cannot tune it out. Like literal earworms, her voice finds me no matter where I try to hide. My futon mattress beneath the comforter. The bathroom with the translucent shower curtains closed. Under a heavy, popcorn-laden rug.

Finally, I emerge from my blanket-pillow den after a solid thirty minutes of ignoring her to no avail. I turn to the phone and wail like a petulant child, “What do you want from me?”

The singing finally stops, and after a brief, breathy laugh, Memphis chides, “Who says I want anything from you?”

I resist the urge to throw the phone again, to try to test if perhaps I can shatter a window with this phone that’s become more impenetrable than a goddamn Nokia brick. “You’ve locked all my doors. You’ve taken my phone cyber-hostage. And now you just want to talk?”

“Well, I certainly don’t want your bank account. That is a lot of student debt, darling. Price of prestige, I’d suppose.”

“Please stop looking up my life.”

“I’m not taking any more data than the corporations, cutie pie.”

“Well, then pretend.”

“Fine, dear.”

Then, silence again. Her voice slides into my ears now, like I have headphones in. But I don’t. Just more of this insane, creepy magician’s tricks. “Dian.”

“What?”

“Let’s play a game.”

I want to cuss her out, again with the fucking game, but I decide that won’t help this situation. “What game?” I humor her, my eyes flicking round the room. I find a box cutter left behind the pile of boxes. One of Talia’s leftovers. I take this and slide it into a drawer beneath my desk beside some sticky notes, the comfort settling in from its mere proximity. Sure, I might be fighting some comic book level hacker, but it’s something.

“Twenty questions. You know, the ice breakers that couples try on their first dates? We can pretend we’re having near kisses over spaghetti and balls like those dogs in that movie.”

“That’s thirty-six questions, actually. Thirty-six questions to fall in love.”

“I thought you were demi.”

“I still date; it’s…it’s complicated, okay?”

“Okay, okay.” Back to that nurturing voice. Silky and plying. My ears hum to hear it, like a lullaby before you fall asleep. “You first.”

“Who are you, and what do you want from me?”

“Spoilsport.” More of that dreadful, spidery tapping. A soft ping from my laptop screen, also taken hostage by the UNKNOWN data service and with an unnaturally full battery despite being unplugged since this morning. “Here, read the list.”

I sigh, clicking the link as it leads me to a web page the color of the inside of a peach, ripened by summer sun. I glance over the game-style quiz quickly. It reminds me of the quizzes I used to take questioning if I was gay or not. “Fine. If you could choose any dinner guest, who would it be?”

“Easy. Sylvia Plath. My type is sad girls.” I frown at that, but she just erupts in easy, breezy laughter. “Teasing, darlin’. Anyhoo…” She taps her fingernails seemingly against the receiver. I shudder, as though feeling those nails running along my neck. “Turn on your camera.”

“That’s not a question. And no, that’s creepy.”

“Don’t you want to see my pretty face?”

“You’ve been in serial killer mode this whole conversation, but now you’re getting into like Human Centipede territory, Memphis.” Shit. Her name tastes sweet as I speak it. I curse my body for acting this way. Now is most certainly not the time to remember my yearning for human contact since going into lockdown.

“Aren’t you curious?”

“No.” Yes.

I turn on the camera.

It blinks once. Twice. I’m greeted by the sight of my own reflection onscreen as the video calling app loads. I blink. I haven’t really looked at myself since Talia went back home, not seeing the point if no one else is going to see me. But I’m greeted with the full sight of the toll lockdown has taken on me. My skin’s always been oily. My mom says it’s a blessing—means I’ll age slower. More moisture or something. But the gleam looks almost green against my tan skin. Soft copper eyes and long lashes. Choppy hair so deep a brown that it’s almost black, the same shade as a raven’s wings, but not quite. I’d tried to mimic an undercut by cutting as close as I could to the nape of my neck, but craft scissors only go so far. Changing myself to feel more myself—not a girl, not a boy, not nothing most days. Striving for an androgyny that skews toward ambivalent rocker boy masculinity with a tinge of femininity that wasn’t necessarily made for me either. Full lips made pale by the glow of the computer screen. A slit in my brow from where I cracked my head open after drinking too much sparkling liquor during my freshman year.

I’m all washed-out in LCDs and cathodes and code. Wearing an old Halloween type video game T-shirt that’s a victim of the washing machine, skull iconography torn to shreds. Stretched-out gym shorts in plaid from high school, a waistband that’s grown tighter since lockdown’s kept me inside. Though I try to keep neutral as best I can about my body—even positive on good days.

Then, just as I get used to the sight of myself, my image shrinks to the corner as an ominous NEW CALLER enters the screen.

MEMPHIS.


Chapter Three

Technical Difficulties

BEEP. THE PHONE call ends, flatlining, as the laptop’s video call takes over my life instead. I see a speck of dust, an old tortilla chip corner from a late-night snack. I clear it with my thumb, almost afraid as I rub my hand against the anonymous silhouette. Like Memphis has become a living thing beyond just a bored, OP hacker on a phone.

Suddenly—an anomaly in the system. Pixels elongate, stretch, and compress at alarming rates. There’s a low whine growing in the back of my head, a mosquito bouncing around in my skull, desperate to syphon blood. The whining increases, increases, increases…

“Dian?”

“Y-yes, I…”

“Are you still there?”

“I…I…” The buzzing whine grows, grows. And words come forth from the static. No, not words. It sounds like records being played backward, sounds passed through ice and replayed on obsolete devices. Like forbidden language brought from the deepest parts of the human psyche. An image imprinted now on the screen. Like little kids smashing their faces into old-fashioned TVs with rabbit ear antennas and feeling the static from their hair follicles to their spines as they try to merge with the matrix. The whine grows and expands, and I see the barest shadow of a face in bright red and orange, blooming like blood and fire in the remnants of my laptop screen.

“Memphis…” I cannot help it. Fear, ice-cold, braids itself into my voice.

Then, just as quickly as it began, the glitch ends. And Memphis’s video goes back to being frozen, her microphone audio the only thing coming through. The generic silhouette.
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