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I think I banged a demon. 

And I don’t mean that in the sense that I had a figurative “hookup from hell.” I mean that I think I had sex with a literal demon.

I know, I know, you probably already think I’m crazy – just hear me out, okay? 

First, let me give you some background information, fill you in on the nitty-gritty. Introduce myself. Update you on everything that has brought me to the conclusion that I had sex with a demon. More than once. 

It all began one hot sunny day at the convenience store where I work. It was June 8th, the day after my high school graduation and the first day of my last summer break before college. I got into a decent school a few miles away from my hometown – it had a nice campus and good reviews – but in order to make up for what the scholarships didn’t cover, I had to grab a job to pay my way. For me, a recent high school graduate with no extensive skills or experience, that job was a cashier position for ten dollars an hour. 

I didn’t hate it, but it was definitely one of those things that you knew would be a temporary arrangement, like a hotel stay or when your parents say they love you unconditionally. Temporary, for now, really just until something better comes along. What could be better than working retail, you ask? Exploring the world and uncovering history’s greatest mysteries, that’s what! Searching the depths of the Amazon, digging up bones from the Triassic Period, and translating hieroglyphs off the wall of an ancient tomb. Reading 13th century documents in the archives of a London library and seeking out pieces of art stolen long ago. Just, doing something big that makes a lasting imprint on mankind. 

That was why I was going to college to be an archaeologist. I know, the build-up there made it seem like I planned on being some sort of super spy, but no – archaeology was the field of study for me. I’d sometimes imagine being interviewed on television after making a huge, groundbreaking discovery. Me, Jackson Dowling, world-famous archaeologist.

Did I lose you yet? No? Good. Usually when I start off on a tangent about archaeology, people stop listening halfway through. It’s fine, I get it, it’s not for everyone. But it was definitely for me.

Anyway, the day I first met Bella I was sweaty and gross and had no idea why anyone would be at all interested in me. I had just gotten done cleaning out sludge from underneath the slushie machine and my work shirt was stained with a black streak from shoulder to shoulder. I probably looked like a horrid street urchin, but in all honesty, Bella was no model that day either. I mean that in the nicest way possible. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was tied back with some straggling stands defiantly swaying in front of her face, and her dark blue eyes were hiding behind red-framed glasses with lenses so thick she probably couldn’t see two inches in front of her face without them. 

When she walked into the store, she had on an outfit that immediately caught my eye – but not necessarily in a good way. Not that I am anyone to be judging women’s fashion, but the outfit was clearly just a mix of random things thrown together that made the girl look like she got dressed in the dark. Seriously. She wore a pink flannel shirt over a yellow turtleneck, all under what looked like a torn-up spring jacket. Her bottom half was similarly thrown together – green denim shorts over top of a pair of ripped blue jeans. The holes in her pants revealed purple leggings underneath, and she even wore two different colored shoes, one of which was lacking its laces. She had so many layers on, it looked as if she just flew in from Alaska. My first thought was about how hot she must have been. If I had been wearing that many layers in eighty-degree weather, I would pass out and die of a heat stroke. 

“Can I get twenty on pump four?” she asked when she got to the register, as if the heat didn’t faze her at all. I nodded with a friendly smile as she handed me a crisp fifty-dollar bill and rung her out. Normally, that would be the end of it, but that was not a normal transaction and Bella was not a normal customer. 

“Thank you, Mr. Jackson.” she smiled as I handed her her change, eying my name badge, “I like that name. Jackson. It’s cute. It suits you.”

“Thanks.” I replied, mildly flattered, “Have a nice day!”

“I’m Bella, by the way.” she added, loitering in front of the register counter, “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice meeting you too.” I said, going back to the company script, “Have a nice day!”

Bella stood there awkwardly for a few seconds longer, as if she wanted to say something else, before smiling and walking back outside. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but I didn’t want to get in trouble with my supervisor if she happened to see me making conversation with some slightly cute, weirdly dressed customer. My job was to get people in and out, serve their needs as fast as possible. It was a convenience store, after all, and long lines weren’t convenient for anybody. 

The next customer was a chain smoker, a regular visitor, walking up to the counter with a cloud of cancerous smoke drifting behind. They reminded me of a freight train, with huffs and puffs of smoke one after the other. And the smell, the icky cigarette smoke smell, was horrendous. I quickly rung them out and put their things into a bag. If they didn’t leave soon, they would be setting off the store smoke detectors. “Thanks, bud.” they huffed, vocal chords caked with tar, “See ya.”

When the smoker left, and the air finally began to clear up, I glanced outside and did a double take. The girl from earlier was still at the gas pump, looking like she was having an awfully hard time. I shrugged and turned back to the empty store in front of me. Bella was the only one left in the parking lot and the store was void of all customers. Just me behind the register and Bella outside practically spilling gasoline on herself. 

I sighed to myself, then walked out from behind the counter and went over to the door. “Hey Bella?!” I shouted, reluctantly, “Do you need a hand over there?”

“Could you?” she groaned, “Sorry, this is my first time with one of these things and I’m not exactly sure how it works.” 

I nodded and headed out into the parking lot where Bella was waiting, gas pump in hand. I took the nozzle and put it into her car’s tank, then started pumping her gas. “Oh, thank you!” she said with a sigh as I finished up, “They don’t teach you this at the DMV.”

“You’ve never pumped gas before?” I asked as I hung the nozzle back in its place. 

“Not once.” she replied, “This is my first time out with the car.”

“Gotcha.” I responded quickly, “Well, have a nice day! And good luck!” 

I turned to go inside, but before I got away, Bella gulped, “Wait, uh, here!” I turned back just in time for a slip of paper to be shoved into my hands. On it was Bella’s name and a phone number. “Hit me up anytime.” she said, getting into her car, “I owe ya one.”

Before I could reply, her car revved to life and Bella threw it in drive. The vehicle quickly sped off, leaving me alone in the parking lot with a slip of paper from a random customer I never met before. Shaking my head, I put the slip into my pants pocket and headed back inside.

The rest of the day was uneventful as usual. A few customers here and there, but no busy rushes or any other weirdos. Soon enough, the clock struck five, I was on my way home for the night. I lived with my 26-year-old cousin, Sam, and her partner of five years, Danni. I’ve lived with them since I was fifteen. That was when my parents had kicked me out. They had caught me kissing my then-boyfriend, and that was that for them. No bisexual guys allowed under their roof. So, after a few nights alone, I reached out to Sam and she jumped on the opportunity to have me over. She got me set up in her spare bedroom and picked up my things from my parents’ place, so I didn’t have to risk facing their fury if they caught me back in their house again. That was the same year her partner moved in, and for the past three years, the three of us made it work. 

“Hey, Sam, how’s it going?” I asked, walking in the front door. Danni’s cat ran over to greet me, rubbing against my legs as I tried to make it to the couch without getting tripped up. 

“The usual.” Sam replied, stepping back from her easel, “I just have to finish these few commissions and then I might have a chance to do some grocery shopping. Danni’s still at the dentist, but when I pick them up, there’s no way they will want to go anywhere but back home.” Sam looked at the painting she was working on, then nodded and went back to work.

“I can pick up some things, if you need.” I offered, “I’m free the rest of the day.”

“List’s on the table.” she smiled, looking over to me, “Does this look right to you? I think the lighting is off.” She was talking about her painting, and of course, it was amazing as usual.

“It looks great, Sam.” I assured, “Michelangelo levels of awesome.” The painting was of an underwater city – Sam’s specialty. Rows of sand houses came from every which way, all leading up to a sea palace on a cliff overlooking the rest of Neptune’s kingdom. Mermaids and mermen of all shapes and sizes swam through the streets, all coming together to form a scene straight out of a story book. “If you say so.” Sam sighed, “You know what? I’ll take a break.” Putting her brush on the table and sitting on the couch beside me, Sam turned her head my way. “How was your day, Jackson?”

“Fine.” I said, with a sort of half-laugh, “Nothing too out of the ordinary, I suppose.”

“Fascinating.” Sam breathed, “I am awe-struck.” I rolled my eyes.

“That chain smoker came in again today.” I recalled, “Pretty sure he’s giving me asthma. Oh, and some rando gave me her number today.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “When I was you age, no one was handing me their number.” she huffed, “And you say it like it’s annoying.”

“Well, it is annoying.” I huffed, “This girl was such a weirdo in every sense of the word.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a little queer.” Sam defended, gesturing around her, “I mean, look at you, Jackson! You live with your queer cousin and her nonbinary partner, in a two-bedroom apartment with a cat and three birds.” I sighed. “What I meant is, she’s weird in a dumbass way, not a fun way.” I corrected, “I mean, I don’t know.”

“Was she cute?” Sam interrogated.

“I mean, maybe?” I replied, “If you had seen her, you’d know what I mean. Take away the outfit and give her a simple sweater and pair of jeans, maybe a little cute.”

“If you have to think about it that much, she’s probably cute and you just haven’t admitted to yourself that you are attracted to the weird gas station chick.” 

I groaned.

“Hey, I’m just calling it as I see it.” she huffed, “If she’s cute and she gave you her number...”

“Do you want me to call her? If you want me to call her, I’ll call her.” I said, “Don’t really want to, but I will.”

“It’s up to you.” Sam asserted, holding up her hands, “All I’m saying is there’s no harm in giving her a chance. Just don’t be stupid about it.” Sam launched herself off the couch and ran over to the window, grabbing the watering can on her way. She sprinkled water onto the windowsill garden, then turned back to me. “Go call your weirdo, weirdo.” she ordered, “When you’re done, the grocery list is on the table. I have to go pick up Danni. See you later.”

I nodded and headed to my room. Sam usually gives good advice, so more often than not, I did whatever she told me to. She hadn’t sent me on a bad path yet.

Bella answered after the first ring. “Hello?” she greeted, “Is this the cute gas station cashier? He’s the only one I gave my number to recently.” I wanted to say, “No, this is the bank. We’re calling to tell you your credit card payment is overdue,” but I didn’t. Instead, I said, “This is Jackson from the gas station, yes. How are you doing?” I cringed at my own words. I hated talking on the phone. Should have just texted her like a normal person.

“Well, Jackson, I’m doing great now that you called.” she replied, “Worried I was being too forward earlier, but I figured giving you my number on the first day is cheaper than stopping by the convenience store every day for a month until you decided to ask me out. Which, by the way, I would definitely be interested in.”

“I, uh–” I stammered, “Yeah, sure um, are you free Friday night?”

“Tomorrow night?” Bella clarified, “Let me check my schedule.” Not even a second later, she continued, “Yep, I am free. My place at seven work for you?”

“Uh, sure?” I replied.

“Great!” she chirped, “I’ll text you the address. Looking forward to seeing you!”

The phone clicked in my ear, followed by a long beep. I hung up and sat my cell on the bed next to me. I wasn’t expecting to go straight into scheduling a date, but I’d go on a date with someone I just met before ever using one of those horrible dating apps again. Taking a deep breath, I hoisted myself back out of bed and gathered my things. I grabbed the grocery list from the table, snatched my keys, and left the apartment, locking the door behind me.

Hardy’s Hearty Goods was opened until eight, so I went there first for the produce items. Sam was vegetarian, Danni was gluten-free, and I had a severe peanut allergy, so Hardy’s was the only place in town that was able to accommodate all of our dietary needs. When I pulled into the parking lot, there was a text from Bella on my phone screen. 1336 Red Grove Lane. It was out in the middle of nowhere – no wonder why she was desperate for company. I texted back, ‘Got it’ and put my phone in my pocket. The parking lot was near empty, which meant I had a good chance at speeding through the checkout line. I sighed, looked at the list, then headed inside. 

Florescent lights greeted me as I walked through the automatic sliding doors, pushing a shopping cart I had snatched from outside. The grocery list was mostly the simple necessities – milk, bread, cat food – but there were a few other things that were clearly Danni’s additions. Five cans of “separated meat product”, a jar of pickled pigs feet, and jellied brussels sprouts. I had no idea what they planned on making, nor did I wish to find out. My job was to get the stuff on the list and get home with everything in one piece. 

I grabbed a jar of pickles from the shelf and put it in the cart, then looked around for pigs feet. Pickled products should all be stocked together, right? 

Danni Beltmen met my cousin Sam at an international food festival, which as it had turned out, was Danni’s passion in life. Every year they entered the Weird Original Recipe contest, and the rest of the year was spent making disgusting experimental dishes until the decision of what to enter was decided. The goal of the contest is to make the best tasting dish using the worst possible ingredients. Sam and I both hated it, but it made Danni happy, and so we dealt with it the best we could. 

“Excuse me?” I asked an employee stocking shelves, the man turning around to face me. He was gorgeous. Long brown hair and piercing blue eyes, muscular arms – I swallowed hard. I had to ask this beautiful man where the pickled pigs feet was kept. Thanks a lot Danni.

“How can I be of assistance?” he asked with a winning smile.

“Do you guys sell, it’s not for me, but do you guys sell pickled pigs feet?” I checked. The man thought about it briefly, then nodded. “I believe that’s in aisle five.” he recalled, “And no worries, I don’t judge.”

“Thank you.” I squeaked, breathing in deeply. I pushed the cart around the corner to aisle five and sighed. There it was. Bottom shelf at the end of the aisle. Pickled pigs feet. Was there anything this store didn’t sell?

I grabbed a jar and cringed at the feel of the pig feet sloshing around inside like smelly lumps of ham marinated in week old brine. I wanted to throw up, but instead I put the jar in the shopping cart. “Gross.” I huffed.

“I don’t know, I heard pickled pigs feet is good for your heart.” a familiar voice cut in, defending the briny swine product, “Lots of protein.” I looked over at the voice and said, “Hey, fancy meeting you here!” Bella smirked. “Second time in one day, huh?” she scoffed, “Are you following me?” She nudged my arm teasingly, then peered into the cart. “Need some help?” she offered, “I stopped in for some eggs, but they were all out.”

“I mean, it’s just a few things, but sure.” I gulped, offering her the list and letting her know about Danni’s strange cooking habits. “Oh wow,” she replied, “and you guys eat that stuff?”

“Oh! No! Never, nope!” I assured, “They have tried to get me to taste their dishes before, but no, I can’t do it.” Bella giggled, then looked down at the list. “This shouldn’t be too hard.” she mumbled, turning to me as we started down the aisle, “You know, I wasn’t expecting you to be so eager to see me again.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you did schedule our date for, you know, tomorrow.” Bella noted, “Guess someone didn’t want to wait.” I shrugged, “Maybe.” I figured going along with the joke would be better than telling her that I thought it was Monday when I suggested Friday night. I also opted not to mention the fact I didn’t even want to call her. I’m not the best with saying the right things, but I was pretty sure those things were better left unsaid. 

“You don’t talk much, I guess.” she sighed, “Well, they say those who don’t talk much think awfully a lot. What are you thinking about?”

If it’s rude to cancel the first date in person. “Not much.” I lied, “You?”

Bella didn’t respond right away, as if she was mulling over what to say. “Just, you know, things.” she said finally, offering a little smirk before her attention was snapped away, “Bread! What kind do you guys get?”

I turned around to look at the shelves of bread that caught Bella’s eye, and grabbed a gluten-free loaf. “That.” I said, plopping it into the cart. “Nice choice.” she commented. Great. Now we were making small talk about bread. Tomorrow is going to be so exhilarating. 

“So, Bella,” I sighed, pushing the cart around the corner, “What do you do?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“For work? School?”

“Oh,” she replied, thinking for a moment, “I guess I just help people with their problems.”

“That’s nice.” I said, “Any problem? So like, if I need a plumber, I can just call you?” Bella laughed. “I mean, I’ll try anything once.” she joked, “No, more like a freelance personal assistant type of thing. When someone needs some help for a few days, they can give me a call. Or even just a few hours.”

“Sounds nice. I know I get tired of working the same job every day. Maybe I should try something like that instead.”

“Oh, now don’t do that!” Bella warned, “We wouldn’t want to saturate the market. The last thing I need is a competitor as cute as you. You’ll be snatching up all my gigs!” Bella smiled. I chuckled. I guess she was kind of cute.
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Chapter Two
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Bella and I spent about half an hour going down the list and making some good conversation. I learned her full name was Isabella Violet Wainwright and that her favorite color was red and her favorite number thirteen. She also told me that she pretty much lived alone. “My parents are usually away on business trips, so they are only around when they take a few days off to visit.” she explained, “For the most part though, it’s just me up there. Big house. Super quiet. It could drive a person insane.”

“Sounds it.” I agreed, “Yeah, I haven’t seen my parents in almost two years, but that is fine by me. I mean, if they can disown me for being bi, I sure as hell have the right to disown them right back.”

“True.” Bella nodded, “And you’re bi? Sweet. I love that pride flag – it reminds me of a sunset.” “I know, right?!” I smiled, “I honestly think pansexual would fit me better, but the bi flag is so pretty so that’s what I went with when I settled on a label.”

“Hey, whatever works, right?” Bella replied with a laugh, “For me, I’m not big on labels. I mean, I barely consider myself human somedays.” 

“True.” I chuckled, “I feel that big time.”

We made our way into the checkout line, and I got my wallet out to find my debit card. Bella was looking at the impulse buy section – gum, candy bars, you know. “Want to get something?” I offered, “I got it if you want.” “Oh, thanks, Jackson.” she smiled, grabbing a chocolate bar and putting it on the conveyor belt, “Be careful, though. Food is a way to a girl’s heart, you know.” 

The cashier was Meghan Duke, a girl who was in my graduating class in high school. She stared off into the distance, as if dead inside, as she scanned my items. When she was done, she clicked a button and said, “Your total is sixty-two forty-one.” I swiped my card, and as if she was part robot, Meghan gave me my receipt. “Have a nice day.”
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