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I dedicate this book to the promises I’ve made to myself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Just be who you are: it’s so simple, and easier than playing a role. If one is what one is and simple, one doesn’t arouse projections from people. People can’t project all their nasty stuff and damn nonsense onto one. If one isn’t natural, people can project God-knows-what, and one then becomes-in their eyes-all the nasty things they are thinking.” -Carl Jung

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Prologue

	April flowers bring May showers. 

	The proverb was stuck in his head on repeat all day with a little jingle. He practically was skipping to it when he was on his way to dinner. She was new. He loved that about her. Things were still exciting. Complicated, but exciting, nonetheless. 

	He reached his hand across the candle lit table, taking her soft palms in his. She was round and glowing from pregnancy. She looked at him like he was everything. And he did an impeccable job at matching her affection. 

	An older couple without any context walked past their table. The couple had been married for forty years and their brainwaves had practically morphed into one over time. Neither of them spoke but they both thought the same thing. “That is going to be an attractive young family.” And their own lives flashed before their eyes and they thought about themselves at that stage of life and taking the leap of faith and starting a family of their own. The hardships and the blessings that came along with it, and how any day now one of their own adult children should be announcing they too are pregnant and that they themselves will be grand-parents. They kept waiting for that piece of news, each year holding out less and less hope that it was going to happen for them. The wife stopped and gave her best motherly smile she could muster, “congratulations.” 

	The couple said thank you and she went on her way. With the interruption gone, they turned to the conversation at hand. 

	“I want to hear everything,” she said. She was serious with her line of questioning. She would take mental note of everything he would say. This was a story she had been dying to hear. Her big break. She would do anything, anything to capture it. Including being in “love.” 

	“Everything?” 

	“Yes. Don’t spare a single detail.” They were still holding hands. This time the man let go. The waiter came over and put down their overpriced drinks. “That will be all,” he said to him.  He would need no more interruptions if he was going to divulge it all. He looked at her again. She had sleepy eyes almond-brown eyes. They were always sleepy looking. Alluring. They made you let your guard down. It was why he was sitting across from her now. He hadn’t been able to say no to those eyes, that face. She had nowhere to go. If he told her the full story, she would be stuck with it just like he was. 

	Fuck it.

	“Okay. Darling. I’ll tell you it all.” 

	She sat back on her seat. Placed her manicured hands on her stomach. “Don’t hold back any punches.” 

	I won’t. He promised. 

	“Let’s start with Eden Gates.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part One

“Welcome Home”



Chapter 1

 

	Eden Gates. A place predicated on safety. Community. Behind the gated entrance way, with the little old men who took shifts and had each found solace after retirement in securing a front entrance, was a promise. Eden Gates was a promise to provide a sense that under this guise of safety anything could happen. A life of comfort and luxury. In its folds were a wide array of people, from “all” walks of life. Older couples looking to downsize as empty nesters. Settle down. Young families look to entrench a routine and some stability. Young, freshly married couples looking to settle in. Eden Gates had it all! The cohort of young couples were an embodiment that southern culture had reclaimed its hold on the mainstay. Despite none of them having ever established roots down south. They came from coastal elite backgrounds and dressed in fine linens during the days heat, and knitted sweaters once it cooled. They removed vocal fry from their speak. Instead replacing it with an old-timey hook, with a tad of haughty. They desired to look and sound like old money should. And they were conservative in their ideals, at least their projections of it, while under the surface they did not oblige to this unwritten contract. The promise that nothing bad would happen behind those gates, made it so that they relaxed, unguarded enough, that it was bound to happen. Something would go array. It was inevitable.

 

	Paul and Queenie Murray arrived with one mid-sized U-haul. The house, 24 Midway Drive, was move in ready. It was flawless. Flawless in the sense that it was stripped clean of any character, any blemishes, that one might find in an older home. 3 beds, 2.5 baths. A porch. White walls and grey floors. It was a cookie cutter home. A literal blank canvas one could image that sprucing it up with some rhododendrons in the front yard, a hanging plant above the entry steps, and a smiling couple standing in front of it all, could theoretically end up on some aesthetic -Instagram page. The type of page that has comments: “literal goals.” Or “ugh I wish I could afford this.”

 

	Prior to moving Paul had begun to feel fat. He wasn’t fat, but he felt it in a way that a sedentary man begins to feel once they tick past the ripe age of the big 3-0. Two hours sitting in the car (which would now be established as part of his routine post move). Eight hours seated at work. He re-heated his cold, leftovers in a plastic container for lunch, in a communal microwave in which he could still smell the remnants of his coworkers heated mush. “Salmon Carol? At the office. Really? You fucking dim witted cunt.”

 

	The move, as any major change tends to do, gave Paul a fresh motivation for some mixups. He vowed to get back into running, and what better way then to do so with his new trusty first mate- his pup Nemo. A golden retriever. A beautiful, pure bred; the pinnacle of the American dog. It fitted in greatly with this new American dream. Instead of his own white picket fence, he shared one large big one with a thousand neighbors. 

 

	Paul was an okay guy. The only-okay type. He was okay at school. Okay at sports. Okay at any hobby he ever picked up. Now he was just okay at work. Okay at making love. Okay-okay. Once in Eden gates he felt like he stuck out like a sore thumb. These people were more than just okay looking. The people his age were all attractive. They looked like they had their shit together. They looked like they excelled in what ever it was they wanted to. No one exemplified this more than his adjacent neighbors who lived at the end of his street. Pure bred excellence. Paul recognized them immediately…as such.

 

	The house was at the end of the Cul-de-sac and was slightly different in a handful of ways than the rest of the homes in Eden Gates. Enough so that it was jarring to look at. For one, it was centered directly in the middle of the circle. Its front door if one were to draw an imaginary line extending out from it, would cut the circle equally in half. This broke the pattern of the rest of the homes that were regimentally plotted in a grid, equi-spaced between them. It was palpably larger in both stature and its presence, having sat up on a slightly elevated patch. It gave the impression that it was to be marveled at. Reached for. Like the last plastic wrapped toy on the top shelf that during the peak mania of Black Friday would have had savaged parents, desperate in their attempts to convince themselves of their own parental prowess through consumerism led validation, clawing over one another in the throes of getting said last toy. 

 

	Eden Gates was deathly flat. Steamrolled out of any possible topography. It made it an easy, relatively, transition back into running. Each morning upon moving, Paul would do a loop that finished down Valhalla Way. The Main Street that ran through all of the Eden Gates property lines. It was flat and wide and barren of any character itself. A great introduction to what would lay at its stems. There were no real trees. No houses directly on it. No color or liveliness. No variability. No agency. You got what you got. It was so different than anywhere Paul had been before. A street that had zero risk to it. They even took skinning your knees off of it out of the equation; the lack of pitch couldn’t even get the most dare-devil of children to pick up enough speed to test their limits. 

 

	On a clear day, one could see from point to point. And on most mornings the morning fog and dew would start to burn off as Paul and Nemo (tongue capable of licking his own ear) would sprint down its finish. Faster and faster with each cycle of the sun. Paul would finish in front of his house and he would stare at the only other light on in the entire at-sleep-neighborhood.

 

	The house at the end of the street would have its garage open. The house of Tom and Becca Landry. Paul would hear the clanking of metal up and down, the faint sound of music quietly blasting from within, as Tom got in his own workout. It was an unspoken bond that they already had. The quiet mornings where there was nothing to judge, the two men were entrenched in the same desire to make themselves better. Refined. Every morning Paul was tempted with sticking his head in and introducing himself. Soon. 

 

	Soon he would get the chance to befriend Tom. Soon he would get the opportunity to learn that even in a place devoid of agency, a man like Tom Landry was capable of generating a controlled chaos. The type of chaos that was addicting as any substance that came along with it. 

 

…

 

	His shoes became wet as he walked through the grass. The paws on his partner the same. He would need to wipe them down upon returning home, so as to not ruin the new white couch in their family room.The sun had just risen up over the edge of the neighborhood. Ushering in a morning glow that started to just burn away at the early fog. It was quiet. Save for the sounds of the mourning doves and some less recognizable calls. This is how he liked it. A smile formed on his face.

 

	“All right bud. Should we push it?”

	They started to move past their brisk walk into a jog. The puppy who was growing like a weed was just learning how to balance himself, bounced and leapt all four paws at a time. The frequency of these bounds increased as Paul Murray broke his own gait. They broke out into a full sprint. The dogs tongue in the wind. His own hair flattened back by the start of a total sweat.

	They went down Valhalla. He was still figuring out his way around. But it was easy to both navigate and get lost at the same time. A grid. That all looked the same. His lungs burned. The sweat started to run into his eyes. “Note to self, buy a head band. Something to keep the sweat off you on these runs.”Right as everything was about to burst, heart, hamstrings, lungs, the two of them turned back on their street.

	Thank god.

	The puppy looked up with the white of his eyes. He was gassed. “Good boy.” They both walked gingerly as they huffed and panted in unison. This was already his greatest friend.

	Two words echoed through Paul Murray’s head as he stood on his front steps. He had to take a deep breath after his runs, but he had to take a deeper one before entering in his house. A moment of silence to himself. It was what he needed to reset. To collect himself from snapping. Breaking form. Causing a scene. 

	“I’ve decided.”

 

	Something very polarizing about receiving devastating news, as most of us have had at some point, and all of us will- such is life- is how stark it can be delivered. It’s the words themselves that pack the punch. The tone can remain the same. The setting not a factor. One can be sitting on a park bench, enjoying lunch on a fine day, and the words can come out of nowhere. The same matter of fact that she used when ordering her sandwich just a few minutes ago- “I’ve decided to go with the chicken caesar wrap.”

 

	Instead it’s, “I’ve decided I don’t want children.”

 

	Everything around him in that moment felt amplified. It was now a core moment in his life. Even the bird chirps around him became a crystallized symphony, booming with chirps now etched in his brain. Paul reacted with anger. “Why the fuck did we just buy a house in the middle of nowhere?” They had bought a home for $600,000, it was right on the cusp of what they could comfortably afford, a steal they were told. Someone had said the house would be worth a lot more had it been on the coast. 

 

	Queenie went on the defensive. She fought back with shame. “Do you not love me? Am I not enough to make you happy?”

 

	Paul didn’t know how to answer the question. So he didn’t truthfully. Instead he let it burn inside him. He kept it all buried, like his belongings in the bottom of boxes, that were later sealed up and shipped to quite literally the middle of nowhere. A place that was meant to be where they started their family. 

 

	He looked back down toward the beginning of Valhalla. He could see the black sign almost clearly.

 

Welcome To Eden Gates. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2

 

	He gingerly walked into his kitchen, where his wife was already awake and bustling about. She looked at the clock that hung above the oven. The analog clock that was two minutes slower and less accurate than the digital one that came equipped on both the toaster, oven, microwave, and coffee maker. Time was all around them. Screaming its existence with every square inch they could see. Yet, Queenie preferred the one clock that was for “decoration.

	Queenie was a nickname given to her by her older siblings that stuck. Her god given name- Victoria was barely, if ever used. At first it was a family thing only, but as Queenie began to self-identify in her adolescent years, she took took on Queenie as her choice name. At times Paul wondered if she really believed it. That Queen(ie) was her forsaken name sake. Sometimes she acted as such. Especially in their second go around together. 

	“I grabbed a quick workout.” He announced into a void, hoping to receive some sort of validation. This was a lot of how their relationship went: one sided observations. Conversations that led to “hmms” or blank gloss overs like “that’s nice sweetie.” She didn’t say anything else. No follow up questions. Not even a “hmm” which wasn’t a follow up question directly, but certainly implied that something else needed to be added on as an explanation. Like the time on his buddies bachelor party and he had to explain that he lost both his wallet and his phone. He got a lot of “hmms” when he returned home. Nemo scooted over to his water bowl and proceeded to gulp with uncontrolled chaos. The sounds of water being splashed around by an uncoordinated tongue broke the much anticipated silence that still remained between Paul and Queenie. When Nemo finished he choked on his lack of resource allocation. “Cahhhhck. Cahhhck.” Wheeze. He looked up with a smile. As only the goofiest and good-est of young pups can do. Paul chuckled. He saw Queenie take mental note of the fact that this would most definitely lead to an accident somewhere in the house. He watched as she scanned rug to rug, as far as her eye could see. Visualizing the future piss stain like a pro golfer visualizes their shot before their swing at the tee box.

	“I’ll take him out again before work.”

	Half their recent conversations since moving in was Paul responding to questions that were never verbalized. But always implied. 

	Since moving in to Eden Gates the two of them established an iron clad routine. Tonight was the first night that it had been threatened to be broken. He went to work. Came home and ate dinner. Cleaned. Watched some tv. Scrolled his phone. And went to bed ready to do it all the same.

	“I’m going out tonight.” Her back was to him as she was getting ready in one of their full body mirrors. 

	“You are?” He asked. Paul had to actually ask his questions out loud. Simply being silent didn’t work the same way around. 

	“Yes that women’s league I’ve joined has a meetup. Why don’t you get out of the house tonight as well. There’s that bar down the street. It will be good for you to get out of the house.” 

	Good for him. She always knew what was good for him. If she knew anything about the future she would have not said a word. A man like Paul just needed to get out of the house once. Break routine a bit. Find his temptations. His vices. 

	“Sure. Yeah. That’s a good idea. What about Nemo though?”

“Nemo will survive.” 

	She gave him a kiss on the lips. Pulled up her pant suit and headed out on her way. Neither of them would speak again to each other until the next morning.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 3

	“You see him in the corner?”

	“Take the shot.”

	“Got him.”

	“Let’s fucking go.”

	“Hiding in the corner pussy.”

	Benjamin was playing the latest survival shooting game with his “friends” online. Whom he never had actually met before in real life, but spent countless hours “strategizing” with. This game was all the current rage and would be the one some pundits would point fingers at after the next active school shooting. Benjamin and his friends ImmortalDuck67 and Teenagewasteland were on a roll. A loud scream of the n-word echoed over the mic in such a vibration, with its prepubescent pitch and ironic edge, that even the black sounding kid on the party chat started to laugh at the drawn out forbidden word. A cackled chuckle followed by “these muthafuckin white boys are crazy.” “I’m not white I’m Jewish,” the same nasally voice replied. In the same sarcastic tone that it was unclear if anything this kid ever said had a faintness of seriousness. He’d probably go on to be a shit-head sooner or later, if not already. 

	There was a quick knock one Benjamin’s door. One, two. It was not a knock that asked for a response- “come in!” It was a knock that was barely a warning at all, before his mother attempted to give him privacy by first opening the door halfway- peered inside- and then fully open with another seamless motion. Benjamin kept his headphones on. He had the annoying kid in his scopes. Fire. Bang. Dead. The added points flashed quickly on Benjamin’s screen, followed by another obscenity too vulgar to repeat screamed in his ear. 

	Benjamin looked up, unclear whether his mother could have heard what was said over the airwaves. If she did, she chose to ignore.

	“Benny,” the name she called him and he despised. It made him feel like a child. He was not a child. He quickly muted his headphones so as to not be bombarded by ridicules from friend and foes alike. 

	He slid the left headphone slightly off his ear, to convey that he was in fact listening, but could block her out at any given qualm.

	“Benny,” she repeated, now that she knew he could hear her fully. Things moms don’t understand. Boys always hear you. It’s just selective that’s all.

	“It’s absolutely beautiful out. Why don’t you get outside.” She crossed his room, perfectly shimmying past obstacles-the other controller on the ground, a rogue sneaker, a pile of dirty-yet re-wearable t-shirts (hopefully that loose pair of underwear didn’t fit into the camp. Again she chose to ignore that for her own sanity)- with such grace that one could conceive that she could compete in the mothers ballerina contest, if such a contest was in order. She grabbed the blinds, pulled them down and let in a flood of hot sunlight. She beamed in its warmth that now illuminated a room in much need of natural light. Benjamin had the inverse effect. It stung his eyes and he almost pulled back from it like it would kill him if he got to close. Maybe vampires were just moody boys, she wondered to herself.Moody, that’s what she kept telling herself. Nothing more, nothing less. He was just in a moody-rut-funk, that was all it was. She continued talking, “there seems to be a new kid that moved into that house that Jim Trumbly was selling. You know over on Center Dove. One, two streets over,” she counted with bops of her hand. “He looks to be your age. He seems friendly. And very bored Benny. I mean he hasn’t made any friends I imagine yet. Just now I saw him bouncing a ball by himself in the drive way. Why don’t you head over an introduce yourself?   It would be the polite thing to do. Oh and bring over some of those freeze pops that are just collecting ice in the freezer drawer. It’s starting to get hot out. I’m sure he would appreciate it.”

	There was so much wrong with that lecture that Benjamin wanted to unpack and rebuttal against like a lawyer in court. Ironically lawyer was the job that his parents always opined for him. They thought his interest in photography should be more of a hobby than any actual career. Which is why they were remised when his grandpa bought him that fancy camera before he passed. One parting fuck you her on the way out. A sliver of the will and defiance against their child bearing wishes. It was why they were still stuck in Eden Gates with two children, when they should have had a bigger, better house. They were relieved when Benjamin called them from his freshman dorm that his photography class was not going well. His professor didn’t see any talent. That relief was short lived when he refused to pack for second semester. It’s been four months living at home and no major break through in terms of motivation. 

	She didn’t need to lecture him on how to make friends. He was a grown up man, he can make a friend anytime he wanted. He knew how. It was just that most people around here weren’t worth the effort at all.

	Rather than argue, he took the path of least resistance. He slid the head phone back over his ear, un muted the game (several curses came back in his audio) and continued to press the trigger button- spraying down several opponents and unlocking a boost package he had only ever gotten one other time before (yesterday morning. The game had just come out three days ago.)

	His mother looked disappointed, but not sad. She picked up a few things off the floor and headed out. Slowly closing the door in reverse order from the way she opened it. Half way-“your father, sister, and I are going to the Tromby’s for dinner tonight. Jim is making his famous steaks. They would love to have you.”

	“What time?”

	The door swung open to almost full way. A look of potential excitement on her face. “7 Pm!”

	But he didn’t turn to face her or take his headphone off his ear.

	So neither was sure who was selectively hearing who.

	Benjamin lived a life behind screens. Whether it was his big screen for video games, or his small screen for mindless scrolling, or his middle sized screen for various other activities, not including school work; Benjamin was glued to blue light. The artificial cousin of the type of light he should be basking in on a fine beginning of summer day.

	Instead, he got access to watching other people’s lives. Their vacations, friends, hobbies, and accomplishments. He scrolled Instagram to see the cool kids from his school standing next to the hot girls in their bikinis. Stories of his peers drinking and doing slightly stupid, but fun activities. Instagram pages of young, beautiful people doing old-money type things. Partying on Lake Como and drinking fancy martini’s he wouldn’t have a clue how to order. Even those who weren’t cool appeared to being having their fair share of fun already this summer. Announcing plans to back pack around and do interesting things. Or landing some “dream” internship. He scrolled through it all.

	Switching back and forth between that to his shooting game. At the end of each day which would bleed into the early hours of the following day, where it was blue dark at early morning, and all was quiet, Benjamin’s eyes would ache, his thumbs sore, and a low pinging sound drowned out in his ears. It turns out doing nothing is utterly exhausting. Benjamin lived nothing for himself. All adventure was the character on his screen. All laughing was the videos he scrolled on reels. All fucking was under over produced bright lights and over emphasized moans. There was plenty of that. The internet was home to an infinite amount of porn. On certain days lately, it seemed that he was determined to watch it all. Unfortunately, his generation grew up being able to watch a girl get penetrated by two massive cocks, spit roasted and violated from hole to hole, only to take two loads with a smile and wink at a camera, scroll down to a video of a milf deep throating a young bulls member, and then clicking out of that for girls eating each other out; all before he was able to get his first kiss in real life. And yet society wonders why the young men are utterly fucked? They have access to more sexual insanity in one day than even the most horned up emperors had in a ruling lifetime. Yeah.

	Benjamin received all sorts of ads. And philosophies. If you could call random internet ideologies that. Some were more harmful than others. In the course of any given day scrolling online, Benjamin was targeted to being red pilled, black pilled, inceled, and any other type of labeled “pill” was out there. He was told how to be a man, over and over again, by older versions of him who still remained hidden in the mothers basement. Hiding away from what it mean to be a man at all. Truth was, Benjamin didn’t feel he fit into any particular group at all. In school he was neither an athlete, or some sort of “freak” with purple hair and piercings and a shit attitude towards the world. He was neither smart nor dumb. He had no “thing.” This was only exacerbated when he went off to college for a year. There was nothing for him to latch on to. No identification. No group with which he could fall way in. 

 

	It was probably why no female had ever seriously shone interest in him. How could one, when there was nothing interesting at all? When he was in high-school, it had gotten to the point where Benjamin would read endless hours worth of content on how to tell if a girl was interested in him. Praying that he was just not picking up ok the subliminal clues they laid down.

 

	Like feet pointed at him during conversation. The curl of their hair. Dilated pupils. Making physical contact, I.e. a pat on the arm. 

 

	As hard as Benjamin tried, he rarely found any such clues. It was a cold case that had gone dry. One girl did exempt some of them. Her name was Carly and she was in his senior year Latin class. Carly was a grade younger and would come and shit next to him in class. She made a point of it even. To be fair, the class was mostly dorks and “freaks” as Benjamin would label them himself. 

 

	Benjamin was the only normal kid in class, and so they developed a bond of some sorts. He thought he would ask her to Prom. Got his hopes up. Thought of a clever way to do so. And then of course she called him a good “friend.” And became the girlfriend of a football player, Danny Lee, a junior who had 10 touchdowns that season. 

 

	College was no better. Which is why, Benjamin found himself here, searching the internet to gather the best content to stroke his member over. Or in the bushes watching someone else fuck. Pathetic. But it is what it is.

 

	His mom and sister were going out to lunch. The perfect time for him to watch porn. There would be no random knocks on the door, and bursting in from his mother. 

 

	It’s crazy how much algorithms know our preferences. They know more about us at time than we do. What catches our eyes. What we linger on. And it builds its own case from there, determined to get you to stay as long as possible, and frequent often. 

 

	Porn is meant to be stark. It’s meant to be crude. An increasingly so. Every modern day boy with unchecked access to the internet starts off looking at two girls kissing. And then get caught in a rabbit hole, that leads to more and more heinous scenes. Benjamin was one of these boys. He saw a bukkake (a particular category of porn when multiple men ejaculate in some performatory like ritual over the same woman. In a specticul that’s meant to degrade a woman as much as humanely possible) before he had his first kiss in real life. He hated whenever an actual pretty girl came up in his endless scrolling. The type he felt could have perfectly assimilated in the real world. Gone to a real school and met a real man and had a nice simple, good life. Instead they chose to defile themselves for the benefit of lonely boys like he. And he saw a lot of these pretty girls. In the course of any given day- in his endless dopamine trip of toggling between video games, Instagram, and whatever x rated sites he was capable of clicking on, a teenage boy like Benjamin could see more naked woman than any warlord or king could have seen in their entire life. Enough to make Ghengis Khan blush. So he stuck to only really watching the videos of woman who looked like they belonged in porn. Ugly, plastic woman. With fake lips and fake tits and who looked like under the hot film lights and shoved under cameras, and camera men with shirts too small for their stomachs, would start to melt themselves and give off a chemically, terrible scent. They say way less people would watch porn if they had to smell it too. What also happens to a boys brain when it’s been subjected to this side of humanity, this endless underworld with infinite, actually infinite, content? Benjamin liked when the woman stuck their hands over their heads and he could see their full armpits, exposed. In the spring and summer when girls his age started wearing tube tops and their arms would be out and every once in awhile he’d see their arm pit, it got him going. His parents could not figure out the correlation with why his grades seemingly started to plummet at the end of each school year. Their, his, therapist, chalked it up to educational fatigue. They all would have been much more alarmed if they knew that he developed an armpit fetish for life because the “regular” sexual desires had already been gigga-warped out of him. 

 

	During his current scroll session, he saw something for the first time. It was an insanely attractive young female playing with her feet. It looked like the type of videos he was normally subjected to, however this was slightly different. She looked real, yet a tinge of uncanny valley set in. On closer examination, Benjamin found that the scantly clad woman rubbing her bare white painted toes, was AI. As his mouse hovered over the link, her face began to change. It rapidly went through a beautiful face of every ethnicity. Every type of aesthetic and persona imaginable. Benjamin out of sheer curiosity clicked on the lick.

 

	And ad came up, with loud audio. “Hey there handsome,” the voice was sultry and seductive. Natural. No ounce of computerized language  behind it, far from the obvious digital teleprompters one stumbles upon when needing customer service.

 

	“Are you looking for company? A girlfriend?” 

 

	Benjamin found himself nodding. Besides the fact that he was watching AI porn, he was glad no one was around to witness that. He gave himself instant embarrassment at his agreed eagerness.

 

	“My names Alona. I can be and look like any one you want.”

 

	A signup link popped up where her naked breasts and beautiful faces, once laid, forcing Benjamin’s dopamine receptors to of course fill out the requested information.

 

	Hmm an anonymous name would do. He filled it the info from one of his never met in real life Xbox friends. Welcome Mr. Duck, the computer screen flashed.

 

	Time to build Alona, your perfect girlfriend. How would you like her to look?

 

	His mom re-entered without a knock, forcing him to slam his laptop shut with the most red-handed of force. 

 

	“Want us to bring back anything from lunch?” 

 

	He wanted to cuss her out. Jesus fucking Christ will you knock. “Yeah a chicken wrap. Thanks.” 

 

	His ADHD kicked in and he went back to his video games. But Alona was already in motion.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4

 

	The corporate world is the opposite of a knife sharpener. It dulls. Slowly and then all at once. It takes bright eyed youths and corrupts them into something they told themselves they’d never be. Average. One moment the world is in the palm of your hands and the next it’s you and some coworkers sharing office gossip. Picking through the companies weeds. Determine what the “company” really needs to succeed. A beer or two opens up the door for fixing all the patch work. In the corporate world every thing is make pretend. It’s where our imaginations all get sucked into. So even then we role play as CEOs in our fantasy worlds. Instead of being authentic to ourselves. Play becomes something we don’t even truly want. And it washes away the soul. 

 

	Paul always saw himself getting old, because he had to. Old meant freedom from the corporate grind. Whereas a truly free man could never envision it. He wanted to burn out in a blaze of glory. Even as a “family” man, a free man never saw himself getting old. It wasn’t in the cards for him. It didn’t need to be. As a free man, time was always his. He would pack his punch in a shorter time than it took Paul to plod his way to death. This was the difference between a man who counted his hours and a man who knew no time. Had no clock. Answered to the rhythms of the universe. 

 

	Instead the 9-5er circles back. It’s an adage that only gets utilized within the confines of those walls. The circle back maneuver is an admittance that the work being done is not only non-essential, but trite and bullshit. It kicks it the down the road until the work gets delayed and forgotten. But you can’t kick that can in the real world. With real issues. And real meaning. There is no circling back with your mother on her death bed. Or a lover whose love is beginning to fade. Those moments need to be seized.

 

	Paul had a coworker that despised everything about his own life. His name was Anthony. He had been at the company for years. It was obvious he was miserable. Hated his job. His wife. His new born kid. Coworker-Anthony was one of the clearer cases of someone not living an authentic life. He was the poster boy of it. It was most likely that he was a homosexual. As a man in his 40s he settled down with a woman who seemed to be settling herself. She too was in her late 30s and probably viewed Anthony as her last opportunity to have a family. It was essentially an arranged marriage, or a joint partnership based on right place right time. From the get go, it didn’t seem like a love based relationship. But Anthony tried to conform at first. He talked about how hot his wife was to coworkers. It was odd for everyone involved. Including Paul who as someone that sat near by him, got the brunt end of the conversation. It was almost like Anthony was speaking another language when it came to anything heterosexual. Like an alien who had just learned human ways and was trying to fit in. This mirage was painfully easy to see through. And it faded fast. He shifted to sharing too much personal information about how “desirable” he found his wife, to then sharing way too much about how he resented her. Even with a hybrid work schedule, Anthony was in the office five days a week. And this didn’t stop even after the baby was born. Most new parents tried to get away with in office policy as much as possible. Anthony was the opposite. He became a soldier. Reporting to duty. First one in, last one out. But Anthony’s distain for his personal life was mirrored professionally. He hated his job. Was vocal about that as well. “Just trying to find the will.” That was the line he would say when people causally asked how he was doing. “Trying to find the will.” The correct answer in passing is “good. You?” Paul surmised to himself that Anthony’s inauthenticity was so drastic that it was going to kill the man at an early age. He couldn’t imagine treating life in such an extreme way. He was meant to be a homosexual man in the Keys, owning a bar with his partner or something along those lines. Instead he was working a bullshit operations role, married to the wrong sex, and hateful of his own shadow.

	

	He had two photos he used as a continuous reminder of how not to end up. One was a photo of Anthony on his phone. The photo is of Anthony’s work Id, a youthful smiling version of him that was never updated since his first day on the job. He would look at that and then imagine the version of Anthony now. That was what he would become if he never, ever took a risk. If he played it safe. If he wasn’t honest with himself. Fuck him, Paul thought. Don’t become fucking him. The second he kept pinned on the cubicle fuzzy wall directly behind his monitor. It was a picture of an island bar. He always had that in his back pocket. A fantasy of his that if ever things got really sour, if his whole life took a turn, he would drop everything and work as a bartender on some island….

 

	Paul looked at the clock. It moved slower every minute. 

 

	At lunch hour he  received his first compliment. Or so he thought so. 

	It came from his coworker Janet. Janet was recently divorced and in her mid fifties; though hard life had aged her. Despite the fact that it should be a private matter, between boss and direct report, every one in the company was aware Janet was on a PIP (performance improvement plan.)

	She worked in operations. It’s funny how we can so easily pile onto someone’s already shitty existence just because they are slightly slower at processing bullshit imaginary work than deemed “meets expectations.” This is the crux of the soul draining corporate world. Janet had very little left to be drained, but god damn it they were going to take it from her.

	Paul always liked Janet. She moved slow, not too unlike an old video game that needed to constantly buffer in between loading screens. She put him at ease in the office. Maybe because there was zero chance she could ever outsmart him when it came to any office politics. With everyone else, Paul felt the need to cover himself, like a boxer and his hands. Let those hands down for a second…

	“There is something different about you Paul.” She said while pouring herself a cup of coffee in the break room. Some of it spilled.

	“Ahh Janet let me get that.” He ripped down a wad of paper towels. There was in fact nothing objectively different about Paul. Not to a coworker’s naked eye at least. The only one who had something different about them was Janet and her recent eye prescription change. 

	“I’ve actually been ehh working out a bit,” Paul added. But Janet was already lost into another thought, catching up to where she should have been a few minutes ago. She gave Paul a closed mouth smile, sipped her coffee, and moseyed on out to her next mindless task. 

	He was flattered by the observation, and on his own way out took a second look at the mirror in the break room, giving his belly a little look through. Running both hands down his midsection. Not bad he thought. Not bad.

	Later that day Janet stated in a one on one with her boss Mark, that there was something different about him too, only before he had to break the awkward news that “I don’t think this is working out anymore Janet. Unfortunately.”

	Paul had a few pretty girls on his floor at work. They all had black hair and blue eyes and a sweet presence about them. They ranged from the ages of 25-28 and were all hired by the same older man (Kirk who was a high energy sales guy in his 50s who acted and dressed 30 years younger) who in his head was forming an acceptable modern-day concubine under the approval of HR. Paul would occasionally talk to them and he would look at their obscenely large, lab grown diamonds on their ring fingers and he would ask how living closer to the city was and how engagement life was going. And each time he talked to them he felt a bit older and a bit more out of reach from them and he wondered if they giggled behind his back when he left.

 

	There was a particular girl from this work posse, Amanda, who was the oldest and authentically nicest from the group (and only single one) who would occasionally stop and chat by herself. Paul took a bit of a liking to her. An office crush. Which he justified as an office crush and nothing else more. Because people his generation had much more boundaries at work and there was no, absolute zero, chances of it ever leading to an affair. But when she would come over and drop off some cookies at his desk, he would for a moment be content with that being the extent of their relationship. Her cookies, a wide array of buzz worded concoctions (oatmeal-whiskey snaps) were damn good. Damn good. He would gobble them down and then have an excuse to stop by and thank her later. Complimenting her fine baking skills and leaving an imaginary door open for her to drop them off again any time. Really any time. And that would be it. That would be the extent of his pretend affair with the gorgeous office girl Amanda. Sometimes he would think that some seventy-ish years ago she would probably have been his admin and the two of them would stop all work at 11 and eat a booze filled lunch till 1 and she might come back and sleep with him in his corner office, before he would get back in his car, a ford, and would drive back home to his nuclear family and his wife who would just be waning from her latest dose of barbiturates. He would clean the crumbs off of his desk and would forget that world ever existed. 

 

	At 4:40 he received his second “compliment” of the day, this time from Amanda as she was preparing to head out for the day. She walked by with an empty tin, with only cookie crumbles. She saw his eyes look at the green metal with white ribbon trim around it. “Oh sorry Paul.” Her blue eyes looked up at him and meant it. “I figured you didn’t want any. You had mentioned you were on a diet. Right?” 

 

	This flattered him. The fact that she remembered anything at all. His own wife barely took his newfound goals seriously. She turned on her pointed heel, her toned calf’s muscle flexing as her pencil skirted, hour glass figure spun back to him, “hey!” She said it excitedly, like she just had the greatest lightbulb idea ever, “a few of us are going to grab some drinks tonight after work. Any interest.” 

 

	He thought about his office fantasies and figured it was best to draw the line. “Sounds fun. I can’t though. Already have plans with the Mrs.” 

 

	“Right.” Amanda smiled. The type of smile that Paul wished was real, and not something she put on for him at the office. “Well tell her I said hello.” They had never met and mostly likely never would. He sat down and stared at some mindless task in front of him, rather than watch her walk away.

 

….

 

	At the center of Eden Gates was a “town square.” It was there to simulate a sense of community. A few shops. A bar. The courts near by. A fitness center. It was the last thing to be built within the development plan. Paul wondered if it would be a bad look if he popped over and watched Queenie play for a bit. Would that embarrass her? Make him look like the needy husband who couldn’t manage on his own? The last thing she would want is to project that image when trying to make her new friends. He could walk home if he needed too, but there was no need for he wasn’t planning on getting to the point where driving wasn’t an option. Plus it was muggy out and he preferred not to sweat. This was going to be just a quick bite and drink is all. Just something to say he too got out of the house. 

	There was a young couple coming out of the ice cream place when he pulled into the main parking lot that provided utility to the various vendors sandwiched in the grid like downtown center. Teenagers on a date. Both wearing shorts that were much shorter than their adult equivalent could pull off. Paul thought to himself he would need to run a lot more if he was going to wear five inch inseam like the kid was doing. There was a pang of jealousy as he watched them stroll by. Not of course something he could say out loud. It was an internal thought only. And it wasn’t even that it had anything to do about the teenager girl, even though she was pretty and fit and full of youth, no that of course he had to keep to himself. But it was the fact that neither realized how much you wish you could get back those summer date nights when you were young and everything mattered, and the humid summer air as it started to cool down and get dark made all things that much more tense and nerve wracking and both of you were thinking this is it. This is everything. And maybe it was. And then that magic just fades a bit as you get older. That heightened sense of importance dwindles with each year and each subsequent date you go on with others. None of it will ever feel as playful as the teenage summer date night. Neither of them would realize it now, but that was probably some of the most in the moment experiences they will ever feel. It goes down hill from there, when your mind starts to get filled with other bullshit, like taxes and work emails.  

	The thought occurred to him that he would never fall in love again. The most important people were already all behind him, there would be nothing new to look forward to. 

	All these thoughts flowed through his head before Paul realized he was the weirdo lingering in his car. So he got out and gave them both a soft toothless smile before entering the bar. He thought he heard both of them giggle behind his back. Where was Janet with another compliment when you need her?

	It was relatively quiet when he walked in. None of these places ever got really busy. People did not move to Eden Gates for its extensive night life. The highlight of the tavern was its large center bar. It’s dark oak edges and high bar stools emphasized a wrap around set up with additional tables on the side. Anyone hardly sat at those tables. You came for the bar. Inside the bar itself was pristine, low lighting that made the endless list of alcohol selections look even more enticing, fully on display. The bartenders were friendly and professional, could hold a conversation if that’s what was to be desired by the patron, or could completely stay out of one’s hair. This is a noble skill set for a bartender to possess. Some people come to a bar for company, others to be by themselves. Paul was ideally looking for company tonight. Someone he could chat with. Introduce himself to. If only to say to his wife that he made an effort to meet somebody. The type of company however, even he didn’t know deep down what he wanted. But he wanted something spontaneous for himself, and the only way to do that is to be out and about. Let the universe take it from there. He scanned the bar, there were several open stools for him to plop him self down. Where to pick? There was a spot on the far end corner that looked good enough for him. There was the perfect distance from the next people over. He could suss it out and engage in conversation if it allowed itself, or he could easily keep to himself if nothing presented.

	Two men were seated adjacent to him. One of which he didn’t recognize. The other man he did. The one he didn’t recognize was now standing up, he had just finished laughing from a joke, presumably something the other man,Tom Landry, had said. Paul listened in. “Alright Tom. Good seeing you. Gotta get back home. We are hosting some folks over tonight.” Tom said something he couldn’t hear. The man laughed again. “Alright now. Yes let me know about that party.”

	“Sounds good Jim. See you later.” 

	He gave Tom a pat on the back before walking off. Paul and him briefly caught eyes which triggered a friendly but quick head nod, downward, at Paul. Paul responded with a upward one back. The man looked in his mid to late fifties with rather longer, moppier hair than most men that age sported. He dawned a brown summer jacket and oxfords. Paul swiveled his head to see him leave and walk off in a direction from the parking lot. Paul then saw the man’s face on a poster on the window. It was like when you bought a particular model of car and then started seeing them everywhere on the road. The ad was something about real estate. 

	“Tom Landry?” Paul approached the now empty bar seat. The man looked up with mild surprise. He was mid sip of his drink. He was typically good with names and faces. This one barely registered. “Paul Murray. I’m your new neighbor.” 

 

	“Right.” Tom made an effort to half stand out of seat. He extended out a large, firm hand. “Tom Landry. Nice to officially meet you, new neighbor.” 

 

	“You mind if I sit?” 

 

	There was a look of hesitancy on the part of Tom. He just wanted a second to himself. He’d been talking all night. As someone of Tom’s status tends to do. The unofficial mayor of Eden Gates. Everyone found time to come and chat with Tom. Now small talk was again on the table. But he was too outwardly friendly to ever be so rude.  He had an appearance to keep up. He took first impressions especially seriously. Even if he had no desire to actually make a good impression at all. Tom hated when anyone disliked him.

 

	“Just trying to finally get out of the house.” Paul added. 

 

	“Yeah. Yeah of course. Be my guest.” He waved a hand over the seat as if he was a magician revealing the final sleight of hand. “Trying to get away from the mrs?” He asked Paul. It was like he was searching for assurance. Part of the boys club. The bar was a place to rag on the wife. Air out all the complaints. Male’s version of therapy. 

 

	Paul had never once complained about his wife aloud to anyone. Not even small insinuations, such as needing to get out of the house away from her. “Uh yeah. You know how it is with moving. Lot’s to do. I haven’t had a second to just unwind with all this unpacking.”

 

	Tom raised his almost empty glass. “I hear ya my friend.” My friend. He made a mock talking motion with his hand. “I’m here to tell you it never ends.” He raised a finger to flag down the bar tender. “What are you drinking?”

 

	Paul hadn’t a clue. He redirected his indecisiveness back to Tom. “Hank here pours a strong Manhattan.” It tasted like gasoline, until the third one.

 

	He learned quickly that Tom was a magnate. A local celebrity. The bar around him filled up over the course of the night. What was going to be a brief pit stop turned into hours of laughter and introductions. Silly drinking games. Jokes that flew over his head. Beautiful woman from Eden Gates that made Paul feel even more out of place. 

 

	His head was spinning, but he was having more fun than he could recall he had in quite some time. He determined there and then that he was going to become good friends with Tom Landry. Why wouldn’t he? When it came will all these added perks.

 

	There was something about Tom that was intoxicating.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5

	“Paul.” 

 

	“Paul.” She repeated it louder. This time nudging a hand against his shoulder. Nemo had hopped up on the bed to join in the awakening. His wet tongue pulled an eyelid open. 

 

	“Paul where is the car? Sweetie.” Her cadence was growing short and impatient. 

 

	His head was ringing. It felt like he had been whacked repeatedly with a mallet. “The car?”

 

	“Yes, the car. I need it to run to my hair appointment.” 

 

	“Yeah you can take the car.” 

 

	Queenie stood up. She opened the curtains facing the driveway. Paul was a ghost of himself, the light stung so bad it made him want to die. “I would love to take the car. But the car is not in the driveway.” 

 

	Paul sat up. Not in the driveway? He tried to make his mind less fuzzy. He couldn’t recall a single memory of getting home. “I uh walked home from the bar.” That must have been it. He was drunk and being responsible. “I’ll walk Nemo and go get it right now.” 

 

	So Paul walked in what would be a retrace of his steps from the bar. He came out of his neighborhood and took a right. Passing several other neighborhoods on the way, down Valhalla drive.  He stopped at the corner where the intersection of Valhalla and another section of Eden Gates met. His attention shifted to a young girl and her father playing frisbee in their front yard. He watched as the two of them smiled, the father repeating the proper frisbee throwing motion over and over again. He watched as he laughed with joy when she got the hang of it too much and sent it sailing with speed over his head. “Woah” they both laughed. Paul thought about how one must pre-rinse the dishes before loading the dishwasher. Have at least six throw pillows for the bed (a 3,2,1, stack) that must be taken off at night and reloaded back on in the morning, with no other eyes laid upon it. How it was mandatory to have the latest gadgets, the best coffee maker, the most up to date streaming services, the little roomba that collected dust in the closet. One needs a bunch of friends to go into debt for their various bachelor-bachelorette parties, expensive weddings and attire. And then three Instagram pages, a page for you and your spouse, and of course one for the dog, who speaks somehow in third person. And then a child. And when you do have a child this will take up all of your photos. And will be posted a disgusting amount of times as if the display was more important than the kids life itself. 

	All this had replaced the white picket fence. The American dream.

	He never signed up for any of it. All the bullshit performatory steps that came with being an adult today. The only thing he wanted was what the man had in his front lawn. A child and laughter. He must have lingered in thought too long, as he then felt the presence of a stare. The man was looking at him, so Paul quickly turned his attention away, as one does when they realize they were caught staring. Across the way was the section before downtown. One of the rare underdeveloped sections left within the confines of the community. It was certainly a part of the plans, a map of houses to be built had already been designed and lots sectioned off within the greenery. 

	Something caught Paul’s eye within the “forest.”

	A flash of red. A taillight.

	Shit. Shit. Shit.

	Luckily the car was damaged but not totaled. A few scratches on the front bumper and a tail light shattered against the edge of a tree. Paul examined inside. The key was still in the ignition. He looked around as if there would be some clue to jot his memory. Something that stuck out like how it would come to a detective in a tv show. But there was nothing, because he was looking for nothing. The case was black and white. If he was a trained eye, he would have seen that there were two separate, distinguished foot tracks leaving the car. One of which was the silhouette of a woman’s. 

	He got in the car and slowly backed up, scraping his car even more as some of the branches from the brush were now using friction against him. He clenched his teeth at the sounds of “shhhhht”- wood against metal. The back tires went bump, rattling his neck a bit, toying with his headache even further, as he transitioned from dirt to curb, to pavement. Luckily the one witness was the father and his barely conscious-being of a daughter, who both let the frisbee suspended in mid air, while they watched the scene unfold. Paul made sure not to make any further eye contact with the man through his rear view mirror. He kept his head down, although something about the juxtaposition between the two of them made Paul want to flip the man off. He in his high mighty chair, looking down at the shell of a man that Paul was right now. Judgement galore. 

	But Paul saved face as much as he could, put the car in drive, and sped off, to face what he sure was going to be a wrath.

…

 

	Thank god you are alright took longer than it should to come out of Queenies mouth. But it did arrive eventually. 

	When he first pulled in she did silent laps around the car, inspecting every detail of it like a used cars salesman would before they arrived at a shit offer. Judging by her facial expressions, she would have been prepared to lowball the fuck out of Paul. She went inside without a word. Paul took this as her hiding her urge to yell. Better to scream at a husband inside, away from the eyes of prying neighbors. Queenie was well versed in the nuances of avoiding a neighborly scene. Best not to leave anyone’s first impression be that of a domestic spat. Shocker, she didn’t yell. Even behind their closed doors. Instead was quiet. Orderly in her approach, like she was a judge delivering a sentence. Paul determined this version was even more frightening.

	“You drove drunk?”

	“No I mean. I would never. I have no memory of doing that. I just can’t…”

	“No memory at all?” She said. 

	He shook his head. Nothing was adding up. Maybe he concussed himself. Surely that would explain more in defining the clear gaps in his working memory. Queenie must have sensed this confusion and anxst, taking her foot off the gas.  They agreed Paul would not mention this to anyone. No one saw as far as he was concerned, neglecting to tell her about the potential of Tom being there when he drove off, nor the father who witnessed the retrieval that morning. Paul would also bring the car to the shop first thing Monday morning. “We don’t want anyone asking about the car. This is a serious crime. Driving drunk.” She explained to Paul. He could have killed someone.

	He could have killed himself, he thought but held back. 

	“If anyone does ask, that storm we got a few days ago knocked some branches down on your car while you were parked at work.” She looked at him with a blank stare until he nodded that he understood the message. How rapidly she could form a plan. Do damage control. It had occurred to Paul at first in moments of joking matters, and later in more darker thoughts, how if one of them could get away with murdering the other it would be Queenie and Queenie only. She could chop him up and dispose of his body with precise planning, whereas Paul would be cuffed and booked the second Queenie went missing for more than twelve hours. 

	Shame began to take ahold of Paul. It seemed like he was a teenager being schooled about the consequences for your actions. This wasn’t Paul. He’s a stand up guy. The hang over was dying out to the point, that he felt the only option was to sweat it out with Nemo. Maybe that would jog his memory. He put on his harness, and went for a run. Determined to punish himself. That he did. He went further than he had. Faster. Every ounce of grey transitioning to a darker shade. He felt his heart in his throat. The ringing in his ears. Metallic taste in his mouth. He ran along the edge of a small pond, one of the many littered through the confines of Eden Gates property. This is where he sank. Every fiber of his body told him to stop. So he did. His stomach lining burned on the way out, as he puked the remnants of the night he forgot, but wanted to erase, into the pond. Nemo watched with an outstretched tongue. If only dogs could judge. But they don’t and that’s what makes them so special. He buried his head against Paul’s neck, lapping up the pooled sweat and telling him as only Nemo could “I love every version of you. Even this.”

	Paul walked the rest of the way home. Feeling better about himself. The car would get fixed. The night forgotten. Queenie would get over it to. They had a lot to get over. But this would pass. Hopefully the rest would as well, and things would go back to normal. 

	It’s amazing what one hard workout can do for the mind, body, soul. An hour ago Paul felt like death. Now the dopamine flooding through his veins made him feel like a god. All was right in the world. All was right with him. 

He smelled the sprinklers in the hot Sun. The slightly-sweet-musk the misty water brought as it touched the warm grass made him feel nostalgic for a time he could only vaguely recall, but would give anything to go back to.

	Queenie was waiting for him at home. She was all dolled up. A reminder of what he married. Queenie for all her recent faults, was utterly beautiful. She had the curves in the right places, the almond shape eyes to go with a sharp face, and teeth whiter then fresh snow. Queenie was a knock out. And she caught Paul with an unexpected jab when he opened the door.

	The ladies pickle ball association is hosting a barbecue. Did he forget? She asked.

	Of course he did. His memory, or lack thereof, was beginning to concern him. It had started in his mid twenties, a type of disassociation with all things around him. Names, faces, memories, were becoming a blur, which was never the case for him before. He could still summon up the most vivid, accurate, recollections of things that happened in his childhood, things that would make people shake their head how he could even begin to recall with such detail, but now somehow he would forget a conversation from the night before.  He shook his head no, I did not forget. “Yes I’ll be ready in a few. Just going to take a cold rinse. Should be fun.” 

	So begun their journey into Eden Gates social status. And all the baggage that came with it.

 

 



Chapter 6

	Paul felt dorky in the all white. It was a costume to him. Everyone else there seemed to be more natural in it. Like they didn’t have to try to be posh. They just were. Or at least they were much better at pretending than he. He had seen these pictures on the Eden Gates brochure that Queenie had showed him before they bought. The ones she pointed too with her manicured pink nails, “doesn’t that look fun.” He thought they were just marketing images for show, now he was participating in the same events. To him it already felt a bit contrived. 

 

	Paul wanted to keep his head down. How many of these people did he meet already black out drunk from the prior night? 

 

	“Alright!” An energetic woman waved her pickle ball paddle in the air. “Hey everybody!” She was chipper, the type of woman who lived to run committees and PTO meetings. “Welcome to the third annual white out tournament. Please find you and your partners names on the white board. That will be your initial match up and bracket thingy.” She waved her hands to be cute. Like she didn’t know all the proper terminology. Paul wanted to roll his eyes. “There are plenty of snacks and refreshments. So please just have fun. Most of you already know me but my name is Linda if you have any questions.” 

 

	Her spiel was interrupted with the sound of grunting and the thwacking of a tennis ball. Directly next to the row of pickle ball courts was the now lone tennis court. What was once 70/30 had flipped the other way, with courts being transformed to dedicated pickleball set ups. Tom Landry and a friend were too wearing all white. They couldn’t have been bothered with pickle ball. They believed they were playing a real sport. Tom had a competitive spirt that would never go away. He planned Tennis in the warm months and squash in the winter. He liked being able to hit something as hard as he could. 

 

	They were trying to put on a show. Tom especially. He looked like an all American. He was tanned and his thighs bulging. Paul looked down at his own thighs in comparison. They were whiter and scrawnier. He immediately wished his shorts had two inches added to their inseam. These damn shorts Queenie. She had dressed him that morning. Not a single item from his current attire was something he had laid eyes on prior. “You look so hot,” she promised him on the way out. They were doing dress up and Paul was her fun, imaginary play thing. 

 

	If she thought he was hot, he wondered what she and the other woman were thinking, as most of the women were focused more on the tennis match than the rules of the tournament. 

 

	The tournament part of the get together was hardly an event. Paul and Queenie were eliminated rather quickly, by a couple who’s names he forgot the second they reached his ear.

The tournament was hardly an event itself. Paul and Queenie were eliminated rather quickly, by a couple who’s names he forgot the second they reached his ear. The wife was decently pretty and the husband a bit burly, and she had a surprisingly low voice that she used to boss her husband around. Including the command to hit it at Paul, which made him look like a dunce. Several times the ball bounced at the sweet spot, directly at his feet, making him awkwardly fail at the ball and hit it into no mans land. The wife was way too excited when the final point for them bounced past Pauls outstretched paddle. “Ya baby” she said rather aggressively. He instantly disliked this woman and her dumpy husband. 

 

	Several of the ladies in charge had put their husbands to work, as they brought coolers and grills and were already firing up copious amounts of meat. The smoke from the grill created a shimmer over the top of the blue hard courts. Paul hung by himself near the other men and sipped slowly on some soapy tasting IPA that was offered to him. He leaned against the fence and watched the real show. Two women, about as aesthetically pleasing as any humans could ever look, were running through the gauntlet with ease. Putting down disappointed partners left and right. He smiled when the beautiful blonde woman used all of her tightly toned power to whack one at the burly husband. It hit him square in the chest and you could hear the air come out of him as his wife shouted something relatively nasty at him with that deep voice of hers. “Jesus Mike.” Paul heard. “This is why you need to lay off the junk food.” The man looked like he had been bent over a stool and beaten with a belt. Paul looked away. It was hard to look at a man who had been so publicly shamed. Like a car accident with mangled metal that you so desperately try not to rubberneck at because you know what was probably underneath the twisted frame.

 

	He focused on the two skirts who had hardly broken a sweat and were now hovering in his area. Queenie must have seen them too and made a b-line over to Pauls side. She got all cute and affectionate with him. She put one hand on the flat of his stomach and a hand to the side of his neck. If it was for show, he didn’t mind, it was just nice to feel some affection again. Something that signaled he was hers and she was his. 

	“Are you having a good time, darling?” Darling? She had never once called him that. Where did she pick that one up? It sounded like an attempt a recreating a waspy housewife from a black and white old-timey movie. The moon is lovely tonight don’t you think, darling?

	“Yeah this quite swell.” He did his best old-timey impersonation, but she glossed over it and it felt flat. He looked at her and then at the two women adjacent to them, and back at her. It seemed like it was part of his audition now, the role of loving husband. He leaned in and kissed her on the lips. Everyone in Eden Gates has an image to keep up. Unhappy couple was not one that anyone wanted to project. 

	The kiss took her off her feet. She blushed and straightened out her skirt when they pulled apart. She gave him a look like where did that come from. “I just thought you looked so beautiful. And I want to start trying again that’s all.” He spoke softly, only for her to hear.

	Queenie smiled but also held back a tear at the same time. Both arms found its way over the back of his neck. “Oh Paul. I know it’s been a lot. I’ve not been my best self either.”

	He gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “It’s okay honey. Let’s agree to start living again. From right here on out.”

“Agreed. I love you.”

	“I love you too. Now let’s get me some booze for a little hair of the dog from last night.”

	She laughed. “Oh my are you still hung over?”

	They fooled themselves. Neither could tell what was for show and what was real. Real honest love. The truth was, they both really did want to focus on their love for each other. But things happen. Things get in the way of amends. Especially when other actors steal the show. From the corner of his eye he tried to see if the two woman were paying attention. He made darting eye contact with the pretty blonde, before she looked away and resumed her own conversation. 
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