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      Seventeen years ago, I sat down to write a story and accidentally created a new life.

      Like most authors, I started with short stories: quick bursts of imagination that demanded to be written before I really understood what writing even was. Over the years, as I built a career on novels, those shorts became experiments, explorations, side quests to the main narrative of my creative existence … until something shifted.

      I realized I’d been treating shorts like sketches in a notebook: practice for the “real” work. But shorts aren't preparation for something else. They're their own art form, demanding their own attention, their own craft, their own respect. And I had hundreds of ideas, writhing in my mind and piling up like unopened mail. Ideas too strange, too specific, too urgent to wait for a novel-length exploration.

      Ideas begging for breath.

      This collection is the result of that shift.

      Illustrating Life and Other Stories assembles narratives that wrestle with what it means to be human in a world increasingly mediated by technology, altered by loss, and complicated by our own desires for perfection, connection, and meaning. You’ll meet alien artifacts that offer impossible choices, AIs threatening to erase human creativity, vampires confronting the mathematics of eternity, and artists so consumed by creation they forget how to live.

      What connects them isn’t genre — it’s obsession. Transformation. The fragile alchemy between loss and discovery.

      The aftershocks after each story matter. Not just for context; they're reflections on the creative process itself, on what these narratives mean to me and why they exist. Some anthologies present stories as artifacts awaiting discovery. This one invites you into my workshop, shows you the tools, lets you see the sawdust on my floor.

      As an artist, my job has always been to illustrate life, to capture those paradoxical truths fiction reveals better than fact ever could: the ways we break ourselves chasing perfection, the price of ambition, the terror and beauty of love, and the uneasy hope that our creations might outlive us.

      This is the first in what I hope will become a long library of such collections: snapshots of where my mind wandered, what questions I couldn’t stop asking, which shadows I felt compelled to follow.

      The stories here stand alone, but together they form a constellation, mapping what we’re willing to sacrifice, what we can’t afford to lose, and what still glows when everything else fades.

      Thank you for opening this book. Whether you’ve been walking with me for years or just joined the journey, I hope something here stirs, unsettles, or illuminates.

      The canvas is ready.

      Happy reading.

      

      Sean Platt
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      I couldn’t keep my eyes off of Kimi, and like usual, she didn’t want me to. 

      We’d been out behind Brunson’s barn for forty-five minutes already, and I figured we were a few minutes from kissing, then maybe some under-the-shirt stuff before Kimi took off her top. 

      Patience was getting harder, and so was I. But Kimi didn’t like it when I was too eager, so I was mentally reciting the Pledge of Allegiance to seem like I wasn’t. 

      Not exactly the easiest thing in the world, with Kimi in her little skirt and no bra. She liked to tease me, and I liked to be teased, but today the game was a little too long. 

      “Did you try the slaw?” Her eyes rolled to the back of her head as she swallowed. 

      “Yeah. It was delicious.”

      I’d been done eating for a while. We could have done that at home. Instead, we were having a picnic all the way over at Brunson’s place because the bank had owned the land for more than a year. Everything was overgrown, no one ever came by, and it was a good thirteen miles from anything else. 

      The perfect place for a romantic early evening interlude without fear of interruption. 

      Neither my dad nor my brother was around to give me any shit. I could tell Kimi I loved her all I wanted to, and without worrying about all their oohs or aahs that were always a lot uglier than they sounded. Acting like they were playing when they were really trying to hurt me.

      I was a year older than Kimi. She was just seventeen, but we’d been in love ever since she was in the seventh grade and I was in eighth. We had one class together, but that’s all it took. I needed to see her twice and talk to her once. 

      We’d been dating ever since the spring fever took us both four years ago. Everyone knew we were gonna get married one day, and they all liked to say it. Except for Kimi’s parents. They hated the idea, for sure. Liked to pretend I didn’t exist. But I knew it by freshman year, and Kimi started believing it by the time she was in high school. Neither of us was dumb enough to say anything and take the ridicule. Until this year, when I was sneaking up on graduation, and it was finally time to start making plans.

      Most of the time, it was all I could think about. What would life be like for us once I was out of school and could take care of Kimi full-time? 

      I was good at building websites and was already making enough on the side to prove that college was stupid, at least for me. I didn’t want to be a doctor or lawyer or anything else that would keep me in school when I could start earning good money now. Kimi thought she probably still wanted to go and was doing all the homework to make college a possibility.

      Still, it didn’t matter if we were gonna get married eventually or not, Kimi’s parents saw us both as young, and me as irresponsible, so we had to pretend like we weren’t doing it and always had to find the most far-off, secluded places before she would agree to so much as lock lips. Once we got down to the good stuff today, it would be our third time rounding home. 

      “You really should try this coleslaw.” 

      “I don’t think I can,” I said. “I think you took care of that for us.” 

      Kimi looked down at the empty container of coleslaw and started laughing. Then she turned to the half-empty bottle of wine and started laughing harder. I thought about pouring her some more, but didn’t want to go too far. That happened once, and it wasn’t fun for either of us.

      “Well, I’m still hungry, and the meat’s all gone.” 

      I shook my head and gave Kimi a grin. “Not all of it.” 

      She looked away, blushing, but was in no way uninviting. 

      I scooted closer. Put a hand on her shoulder, then slipped a finger under the strap of her tank top and lowered it. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Vic.” 

      Her words were slurred, but not too bad. She didn’t bother lowering the other strap herself. Instead, Kimi peeled off her shirt. Then, while staring into my eyes, she began to take off her bra. 

      It was unclasped, but still hugging her swollen breasts when she paused, eyes widening at something behind me. 

      I turned around and looked up just as an amethyst flash ripped through the dusk and exploded into the ground with a deafening crash, maybe about a mile away. 

      “What was that?” Kimi asked, surely tipsy and maybe scared. 

      “I don’t know. We can go check it out. After. If you want.” 

      But Kimi’s bra was already back on, and now she was reaching for her shirt.

      “What are you doing?” 

      “I want to know what that thing was.” 

      “Now? Don’t you wanna finish?” 

      “We’ll finish later. I promise. Even if it’s in the truck. But I wanna go see, okay?” 

      I didn’t know how to refuse Kimi, and she said she’d even do it in the truck, which she’d always refused before. “Okay. Then let’s pack it up.” 

      I’d never tidied an area faster, gathering all of our picnic supplies into the basket, then rolling the blanket under my arm and tossing it all into the back of the cabin before opening Kimi’s door. It was all a little uncomfortable, seeing as she’d made me harder than Trigonometry, and now I had to ignore it. “M’lady.”

      Kimi climbed inside Bessie, then I slammed her door. Less than a minute later, we were barreling through an overgrown field, on our way to find something that fell from the sky. 

      “Think we’ll be able to find it?” she asked.

      Kimi was buckled in, leaning forward to clutch the dashboard and smiling wide. I tried not to have my feelings too hurt that she was so much more interested in whatever fell from the sky than she was in the picnic I’d driven twenty-six miles to prepare. 

      “I don’t think it’ll be hard,” I said, stepping on the gas, the F150 still heading for the line of lilac smoke pluming into the sky. 

      Despite the lack of a road, it only took a few minutes to get there. I parked ten feet from the crater and told Kimi to stay in the car while I went to check it out.

      Kimi jumped out of the car. “Like hell I will!”

      She scurried over to the hole, beating me there by a couple of seconds. She was already peering down by the time I got there. 

      Kimi gasped. 

      “What is it?”

      “I have no idea.” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

      Me neither. The hole was about the size of an inflatable swimming pool, and maybe twice as deep. A strange little violet artifact sat in its center, glowing. Small and odd. Metal, but maybe not. It still shimmered with heat from its journey through the atmosphere, the finer details sharp and unmelted in a way that seemed entirely alien. Not necessarily from another planet, but from nowhere near western Texas. 

      “What do you think we should do?” Kimi took out her phone.

      I closed my hand gently around her wrist. “Well, I don’t think we should take a picture.” 

      “Why not?” 

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. 

      It might have been five minutes we spent staring into the crater, or it might have been more like an hour. The sky did get darker, but it was hard to tell with the hole glowing so bright in every shade of purple. 

      Lavender, lilac, and mauve. Periwinkle, plum, and violet. They were all there. Amethyst, especially.

      “I want to touch it,” Kimi said.

      “Me, too. But I don’t think we should.” 

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.”

      And again, we stared. 

      Eventually, Kimi started down into the crater. It was now dark, but I was afraid to check the time. I didn’t even want to take out my phone. I was horrified that Kimi was moving, especially in the direction she was. 

      “Wait! Don’t go down there.” 

      “Too late,” she said, halfway into the crater. 

      I scrambled down behind her. 

      She gasped. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 

      I couldn’t argue. It was a lovely piece of metal, though it also looked like a rock. Reminded me of one of the three pieces of jewelry my mom left behind before she ran off with Mr. Parker, but of course, this one was different. And a million times more beautiful. The metal gleamed more than anything I’d ever seen. And it was so very purple. 

      But there was something not right about it, and both of us knew it. 

      “What’s that feeling?” Kimi asked. 

      “I don’t know. It’s like … there’s someone else there.” 

      She turned and looked at me curiously. 

      My eyebrows arched. “You don’t feel that?” 

      “I feel something, but no. It isn’t that.” 

      “Explain it.” I was practically begging; that’s how bad I needed to know. 

      “I need to touch it.” Her body lurched a few inches forward, almost involuntarily. “But I’m also …” She swallowed, almost couldn’t say it. “… repulsed by it.” 

      Kimi took a step. 

      I grabbed her by the arm, harder this time. 

      She shrugged me away, took another step. 

      I had to stop her. She was too close to that thing. “Please!” 

      She looked back. 

      “Wait.” 

      “For what?” Her face was rinsed in purple. Orchid forehead. Violet eyes. 

      “Let’s go.” 

      “After I touch it.” Kimi took another step. 

      “Please, baby. I’m begging you. Don’t touch that thing.” 

      I didn’t know what to do. Kimi looked like she was going to make a leap for the strange object. It was almost within her reach, and even though I hated to admit it, right now that stupid glowing metal whatever was more important to Kimi than I was. 

      It didn’t help that she couldn’t feel the menace there, looming around us.

      What was so clearly a threat, Kimi accepted as an invitation. 

      “There’s nothing to worry about. What are the odds that we would be out here to see this, Vic? We were supposed to be here. This is for us.” Kimi took her final step and picked it up. “It feels as beautiful as it looks.” 

      Her saying that filled me with chills. 

      But it must’ve stopped feeling beautiful. Kimi dropped the thing and cried, “OW!” She looked at me, her face twisted in pain. “That thing just stabbed me!”

      I looked down at the glowing metal rock. “I don’t think it stabbed you.”

      “It stabbed me, Vic. There were, like, these tiny little metal claws. They grabbed my finger and stabbed me.” 

      “Okay.” I wasn’t going to argue. “Wait! What are you doing?”

      “I dropped it. And now I’m going to get it.”

      Kimi bent down.

      I scurried two steps behind, then grabbed her by the arm. “We don’t know what that thing is.”

      “Exactly. Aren’t you curious?” 

      “Sure, of course, but not enough to go out and touch the thing. You just said it burned you.” 

      “I said it stabbed me.” 

      “Right.” 

      She bent down and picked it up again. “OW!” 

      And again, she dropped it into the dirt. 

      “That thing fell from space. It’s probably still burning. It could be radioactive or something. You have to⁠—”

      “I told you it stabbed me, Vic.” She gave me a dirty look, then — impossibly — went to pick it up again.  

      “Kimi …” 

      “What?” She turned around and looked at me, kneeling, her hand hovering an inch from the rock.

      “Let me get it for you.” 

      Kimi stepped aside. I took off my shirt, remembering how fifteen minutes ago she was taking off hers, and then used it to gather the rock or whatever it was. 

      But I didn’t feel any heat.

      Curious, I unwrapped my shirt and picked up the rock. It felt smoother than I imagined, especially considering the thing definitely had its edges. I’d never felt anything like it, though it did make me think about squeezing Kimi’s breasts. She let me do that all the time, even in the truck. Not that the feeling was the same, it was just alluring like that. 

      I laughed. “I guess it doesn’t want to stab me.” 

      “Shut up,” Kimi said, though she was laughing, too. “Are you going to make me a piece of jewelry?” 

      “With this?” I held up the rock. “I wouldn’t even know how.” 

      “I bet your dad would be happy to help.” 

      “Like I’d ask him. How about I drill a hole through the top and stick a piece of string through it? Then we can call it a necklace.” 

      Kimi shook her head, smiling. 

      “How about if I get you a Ring Pop at Lotty’s and I’ll rubber band this thing to the top.” 

      She shook her head again, a second away from laughing. 

      “Okay, I got it. How about I use it as a hood ornament? Then we can share it. Not like I go anywhere without you unless I have to.” 

      And there it was. She shoved me while laughing. “Give it here.” 

      I handed it over. Kimi dropped the rock into her purse before the thing could burn her or stab her or whatever again. 

      “You really think you should take that?” 

      “What do you want me to do with it?” She looked at me like I was crazy. “Leave it here?” 

      “Why not?” 

      “It’s a space rock, Vic! How many times in your life do you expect something to fall from the sky? And right when we were about to do it. I think that’s special.” 

      “Were about to do it,” I mumbled, pouting. 

      “We can still do it.” Kimi nodded to nowhere a few feet away. “Then I’ll have my special sky rock to remember it by.” 

      I still felt uncertain and must have looked it. 

      “Come on, Vic. Give me one good reason why I can’t take it with me.” 

      “Because we’re not supposed to be out here.” 

      “You drove me out here because you wanted to fuck me.” She laughed and slapped me on the arm. “So fuck me.” 

      Then she took off her shirt and looked down at my crotch. 

      Four minutes later, we were back in the F150 and on our way home. 

      “What are you gonna do with that thing?” 

      Kimi shrugged. “Why do you care?” 

      “I don’t.” 

      “You do. This thing has you all worked up. I haven’t seen you this agitated since⁠—”

      “I’m not agitated.” 

      And I wasn’t. There was just something creepy about that rock and how much Kimi wanted to keep it. Seemed a bit obsessive to me. 

      But then again, that’s how Kimi was about everything. Including me. 

      I walked her to the door like always, once again ignoring the creepy figurines lining the front steps. I promised to come by tomorrow after church. Her parents always took a nap after service, and sometimes I liked to sneak into her room. Kimi was even acting like she wanted me to sneak in tonight, teasing me like a dare. Said she needed me to keep her safe from the scary rock. 

      Before I could work up the nerve, Kimi laughed and slapped me on the shoulder again. 

      But the next day, she turned me away after service. It took her more than ten minutes to answer my pebbles on the glass. Long enough that I seriously considered splitting. 

      She didn’t look happy to see me when she finally came to the window. “What are you doing here?” 

      “I told you I was gonna come over.” 

      “Well, you can’t stay.” Kimi was practically wagging a finger. That wasn’t like her at all.

      “You’re not happy to see me?” I felt stupid standing there, grinning up at my girlfriend like an idiot.

      “I’ll be happier when I’m not worried that my parents are gonna see you and then kill me.” Kimi closed the window, then opened it again real fast and flashed me a smile to let me know she wasn’t pissed. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” 

      “Okay,” I said to the closed window. 

      Monday was better. Kimi’s parents took her to school like always, but I drove her home, which I got to do every so often, and that was nice. She was chatty, even more so than usual, and telling me all sorts of stories. Even though she seemed extra happy, I couldn’t get her to do anything dirty in the truck. By the time I dropped her off, she seemed almost irritated with me. 

      I must have messed up, because Tuesday was worse. I didn’t see her before school, and it felt like she was avoiding me at lunch. My Kimi seemed to want to talk to everyone but me. But she was standing in front of the flagpole after school. I started to walk over and even called out “Kimi!” on my way.

      All I got was a goodbye with her hand as she climbed into her parents’ car. 

      I got to see Kimi both before and after school on Wednesday, and she seemed excited to see me both times. Got a long, wet kiss during the second one. Like she wanted to be mine again. But then I couldn’t find her at lunch, and she didn’t want a ride home. 

      Things got strange on Thursday. Not just different, but weird. 

      I started thinking about the way Kimi looked when she was getting in her parents’ car. Her eyes were almost dazed. Like they were a million miles away. Or maybe light-years away. 

      Because my girl’s behavior was almost alien. Reclusive. And Kimi wasn’t like that. When we’d go to the movies, I could barely get her to stop talking. People were always shushing us, and we got kicked out of the Brookline twice. Now she was mute and sullen, more withdrawn than I’ve ever seen her. 

      At first, I wrote it off as processing what happened. I couldn’t deny that being weird as hell, that purple amethyst whatever from the sky. But then I got to wondering if maybe it was affecting her somehow. Changing her behavior in some way. I’d seen stuff like that in movies, and it didn’t seem all that far-fetched to me, now that it was happening. 

      I thought about the way she pocketed the rock. Almost possessive. 

      It would have been nice if she was that possessive with me. 

      A good conversation was the best way through any situation, not that my dad would ever agree. Or Tyler. But Kimi always did. That’s just one of the reasons we got along so well. We’d have our little back-and-forth. She’d slap me on the arm, all playful and sexy. 

      I figured we could talk about it on Friday, but Kimi didn’t want to. And she got mad when I tried. Like real mad. The slap didn’t even feel all that playful.

      “What’s your deal, Vic?” Her hands were on her hips, and she was glaring me down. It was the first time I ever thought Kimi looked like her mother. 

      “I don’t have any deal,” I said, surprised by how fast the exchange had decomposed. “I’m just trying to talk to you. I’m worried about you.” 

      I tried to touch her, but that didn’t work. Usually, that was the way to get her melting into me. Or the other way around. Touch turned her pliable. But not this time. 

      She flinched. Pulled away like she wanted nothing to do with me. 

      “Just hear me out.” Was I gonna start begging my own girlfriend to talk to me? “Maybe that weird purple rock did something to you. You know, like maybe⁠—”

      “Stop it, Vic.” Now she looked really upset. “Please. You’ve been talking about that thing ever since we saw it. Why won’t you let it go? It’s just a weird rock that fell from the sky.” 

      “Maybe it’s something more than that,” I said, marrow-certain that it was. “Why don’t you get rid of the thing, just in case?” 

      “Because it’s mine.” 

      She sounded a little like Gollum. 

      “Kimi …” I reached for her again. 

      But she walked away. She’d never done that before. 

      I went from worried to worse. I didn’t even know why, because I hadn’t ever felt anything like it. I just knew I had things to take care of. Kimi was the only good thing that ever really happened to me, other than getting Bessie. 

      I went over to her house the next day, parked across the street, circled the block … killing time waiting for her parents to leave or for her to maybe go for a walk like she sometimes did when she wanted a soda. Her parents didn’t keep any in the house, but the corner store three blocks up near Vanguard carried a couple of local brands that she liked a lot and Mexican Coke, which I thought was too sweet. That’s why she liked it. 

      But her parents didn’t go anywhere all day, and neither did Kimi. By that time, I was starting to worry about her. And I mean really worry. Not just about us, even though it made me sick to my stomach that things were weird in a way that they never had been before. I couldn’t stop thinking about that rock and what I was sure it was doing to my Kimi.

      Maybe it had stabbed her, and maybe I was an idiot. Maybe I should have listened. 

      The thing might have done something to her mind. Because she seemed to be a little less my Kimi by the day. The way we left things on Friday, she didn’t even want to look at me.

      I couldn’t take it. I had to say something. Unfortunately, I waited too long. If I knocked on her door or threw a pebble at her window right now, Kimi would probably go off on me. 

      So I went home and got a good Saturday night’s worth of sleep. At least that was the plan. But I tossed and turned for hours, even after stealing a few nips of my father’s whiskey. No dice. Not even after I jerked off the second time. I was too agitated. Stuck between the twin worries of thinking I was probably paranoid and knowing in my heart I wasn’t.

      That thing from space was somehow changing my Kimi. 

      I ended up falling asleep around six in the morning. My brain was still going, but I guess my body needed a break. The timing was perfect, I suppose, since I woke up just as the service was ending. I was probably parking six blocks from her house by the time her parents were pulling into the drive. 

      I made the walk in record time. Tossed one pebble, waited. Threw the second. No response. Then the third. If Kimi didn’t come to the window, I’d eventually throw a whole handful. And she must have known it, the way the curtains blustered about, and the sash flew up like it was greased. 

      My heart was broken, looking up at Kimi scowling down. “What are you doing, Vic?” 

      “I want to talk.” 

      “You always want to talk!” 

      “Why won’t you just get rid of it, Kimi?” 

      “Why don’t you just drop it? It’s the principle of the thing. I shouldn’t have to get rid of something just because you don’t like it. That doesn’t set a very good precedent for a life together, now does it?” 

      Not when she put it like that. 

      “Fine. I won’t say anything about it. But I still want to talk.” 

      “You look terrible.” 

      I shrugged. “I didn’t sleep much. That’s why I want to talk. I need to make sure everything’s okay between us.” 

      “Everything’s fine. It’s just been a rough couple of days. I’ll see you at school tomorrow, okay?” Kimi didn’t look like things were fine. 

      “Can’t we just talk for a couple of minutes?” 

      “I don’t want my parents to know you’re here.” 

      “Say you’re going for a walk. Come on, just to Lotty’s and back. I’ll buy you a Mexican Coke.” 

      Kimi took a moment to think, then she said, “Fine. Give me a minute.” 

      I took her hand as we passed the first stop sign. Kimi reluctantly let me. 

      I wondered if she had it with her, maybe in her pocket. If I could get her to let me put my arm around her waist, I could slip my hand in and take it from her without even knowing. For her own good.

      We walked in silence until she said, “So, what do you want to talk about?” 

      All I really wanted to talk about was the rock and how I wanted my Kimi back. I didn’t want to sound like a jerk or anything, but I had to figure out a way to ask her why she was acting like she was without making her mad at me. 

      “You came over and got me to walk with you just to give me the silent treatment?” 

      “No.” 

      “Well, you said you wanted to talk, and we’re not doing that, so …” 

      “You told me I couldn’t say anything about the rock. I’m just⁠—”

      “Oh, my God, Vic, are you kidding me? You’re really not going to drop this, are you?” 

      “I don’t see why you’re making such a big deal about it.” 

      “You’re the one making a big deal about it! I’m just standing up for myself. I don’t like the idea of you telling me you don’t like something, then expecting me to get rid of it even though it interests me. What if I went into your room and said, ‘Hey Vic, I’m not sure how I feel about your guitar, so I think you need to get rid of it?’”

      “It’s not the same.” 

      “How is it different?” 

      I could feel myself sweating. My hands, my pits, and my brow. I’m sure Kimi could see it, too. I was out on the ledge. She didn’t want to talk about it, and I definitely knew she wouldn’t want to hear what I thought about the way she’d been acting. 

      But I’m not sure I had another choice. We were at a standoff. I saw where Kimi was coming from, about not wanting me to hold dominion over her decisions. But that’s not what I was trying to do. It bothered me that she couldn’t feel the danger of that thing. 

      Maybe that was the way to go about this. To straight out ask her if she felt anything weird from the thing. After all, she’s the one who said that it stabbed her. 

      Then again, if that part of the conversation went sideways, which it almost for sure would, I would be even worse off than I was when I got into my truck that morning. 

      She looked me up and down, then said, “You smell awful, you know.” 

      That felt like a slap.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve never smelled you like that before.” 

      “Like B.O.?” 

      “And whiskey. I know you didn’t brush your teeth.” 

      “I’m double sorry, okay?” 

      “I don’t care if you’re triple sorry, Vic. Just say what you need to say.” 

      We were almost to Lotty’s. I stopped walking. Put my hand on her arm and turned Kimi toward me. She flinched away from my touch and fell a step back. 

      Kimi looked surprised. 

      I felt the same. “Just tell me why you’ve been so weird lately.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy. “You’ve been acting weird ever since we got back from the barn. You were never all possessive like that before.”

      “I never had any reason to be.”

      “You don’t have any reason to be now.”

      “Sure, I do. What about the rock?” 

      “What about it?” Kimi’s hands were balled into fists. Her eyes were squinted. I couldn’t tell if she was about to scream or cry or punch me. “I found something pretty that fell from the sky, and I want to keep it. Why do you have to be such an asshole about that?”

      “I’m just worried about you.”

      “Worried about what?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. But so what? That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything there to worry about.

      Kimi looked so mad. I probably should have dropped it. Instead, I said, “Just think about it. Did you feel any different when you got home on Saturday night? Did you touch the rock again? Did it stab you? Just tell me that, and I’ll leave it all alone.”

      Kimi looked like she wanted to rip my head off. “No. I never touched it again. It’s in the jewelry box on my dresser, where I left it Saturday night. The only time I even think about it is when you’re being all weird and won’t leave it alone. Does that answer your question? Now, can we drop it?”

      I wanted to, and I would have. But I could tell that Kimi was lying. We’ve been together since middle school. I knew her tells. When she couldn’t meet my eyes or stand still, then there was a better-than-excellent chance she wasn’t telling the truth. 

      The problem was, I’d only seen Kimi do that in front of her parents. Never between us.  That rock had a hold on her, and I knew it. Its danger filled me like a warning. Get that rock from Kimi. I bet she had it on her. In one of her pockets. 

      “Maybe you could give it to me, just for twenty-four hours, and see if you feel any different?”

      “I don’t feel any different now!” She made the fastest about-face I’d ever seen. Started marching back toward home. 

      I ran behind her, but she didn’t want me near her. Kimi was on cross country, but I wasn’t and didn’t stand a chance of catching up.

      By the time I was standing outside her house and looking up at her window, my stomach couldn’t make room for anything but despair. Kimi’s curtains looked more closed than should have been possible.

      I wondered if the rock was really in her jewelry box. I doubted it. I imagined her sitting cross-legged on her bed, holding it in both cupped hands, staring at it like it was the most precious thing she’d ever seen. 

      My Kimi, stolen by a space rock.

      But there was nothing I could do about it right now, so no point in standing in her yard. I couldn’t go home, either. It was Sunday, so Dad and Tyler would both be there and probably drunk. If I was gonna get beat up on, I’d rather get pummeled by my Kimi.

      So I waited until the sun went down, not walking back to Bessie, but still walking nonetheless. A mile here and there until I’d done around a dozen or so, and figured it was safe to circle back.

      I threw one pebble, and then the next. I got to a handful fast. But Kimi still didn’t come to the window.

      Now we had to talk. 

      It wasn’t just about the rock. She could keep it. I just wanted to make sure everything was okay between us. I couldn’t lose Kimi. That would leave me with nothing.

      I knocked on the door. No answer.

      I knocked again. And again. And again.

      Then it opened. Mr. Wallace was holding a rifle, the stock pressed to his chest. “Can I help you with something, Vic?”

      Only time I ever had to negotiate with an armed man, I was dealing with my old man. Scared as I was, I knew deep in my heart he’d never shoot me. But in this case, I wasn’t so sure, looking up at Mr. Wallace. I was mostly grown already, if not all the way, but Kimi’s dad had a few inches on me. From where I was standing, those inches felt like a foot.

      “I was hoping I could talk to Kimi.”

      He stared straight down at me. 

      Was the gun actually loaded? How much did he want to show me?

      I looked up at him, hopeful. I could see where he was coming from, with me pounding on the door asking to talk to his daughter after throwing rocks up in her window for a half hour or so. 

      I’d want to protect my daughter, too. But if I could help him see things from my side, then maybe he’d realize I was only trying to protect my Kimi.

      “Can you give her a message for me?”

      I never got a chance to tell Mr. Wallace what that message would be. 

      “How about I give you a message, son. You step off of my front porch right now, and if I see you here again, or anywhere around Kimi, or if she tells me that you been giving her a hard time, just know that I have a smaller one of these” — he looked down at the rifle then back up at me — “the kind that fits in my pocket.”

      I guess Mr. Wallace wasn’t as religious as I thought.

      Maybe Monday would be better, with us being back in school and all. But I was wrong. I tried to find Kimi in all of her regular places, but she was avoiding me. 

      Seemed like everyone else was, too. I wondered if she told people to stay away from me. Or maybe it was because Kimi was right and I smelled terrible. I’d taken a short shower when I got home Sunday, after she made me feel bad about my reeking, but I didn’t put much effort into it, then went back to pilfering sips of the whiskey. Maybe that was it. Not too smart if I wanted Kimi to talk, but I was going out of my mind and didn’t know what else to do. 

      I ditched my last class, determined to get her alone for at least a minute or so before she went home. I had a fifty-fifty shot of her taking the eastern or western exits. She had bio with Mr. Fry, and his room was in the middle. She always took the east exit and then cut across the lawn. I thought maybe she would go the west one today since it was the opposite of her usual, but she’d been throwing me off all day, so the best way to keep me crooked at the end would be going her normal way. 

      I hid outside in the hedges, only moving when Ms. Lofgren came strolling by. I waited through the whole period in case my Kimi left early. 

      She didn’t. But she did take the eastern exit. 

      I dashed over the second I saw her.

      She was on alert. Turned, saw me, started walking faster. 

      “Kimi, wait!” 

      She didn’t. 

      I had geography on my side, and I’d been ready, so I probably could have caught up, but then there would have been a scene. My Kimi could yell real loud when she wanted. 

      Before I could pick between my two terrible choices, I saw Mr. Wallace behind the wheel of his Honda Accord, his full attention on his daughter. He hadn’t seen me yet, and despite my wanting to resolve things with my Kimi, that’s how I wanted to keep it. 

      So I didn’t follow her.

      I’d never felt lonelier or more isolated. I missed her something fierce. We’d never really been separated since first getting together. Not emotionally. And the longest we ever went without seeing each other was the first winter break we were a couple, only because being together was still our little secret.

      Now I felt lost.

      Maybe it was because I was so tired. Inside and out. I couldn’t think about anything else, so all of my waking time was occupied, but then I was still thinking about it at night when I couldn’t sleep. When I finally did, I had nightmares. Always about Kimi and that stupid rock. I was a week behind on all my homework. Every time I tried to get any of it done, I’d end up drawing pictures of her, writing her poems, or listing the evidence to prove all the ways she was pushing me out of her life. 

      I know it probably sounds selfish, like it’s all just for me and my needs. But that isn’t true. I care more about Kimi than I ever cared about anyone. More than I cared about myself. Of course, I needed her, but she needed me, too. 

      We always agreed about that. But now it seemed like the craving only went one way, and every time I tried to make things better, I only ended up making them worse. She kept acting like I was the one being weird, and I had the distinct feeling she was carrying the rock around with her, afraid I might break into her house to take it or something. But I was the possessive one? 

      It wasn’t her fault, I reminded myself. It was the stone’s influence. It was all she could think about, a crazy obsession that she couldn’t control. I had to get the stone away from her and bring my Kimi back. 

      I couldn’t go to her house. Couldn’t call her on the phone. Couldn’t even approach her at school without her walking away from me. Like she was afraid that if she talked to me, I’d find a way to make her give me the rock.

      It was too much. I wasn’t gonna be a coward and do nothing. I didn’t care if Mr. Wallace had a gun. I needed to fix this thing with my Kimi. Make it better once and for all. 

      I went home. Ignoring my homework, I took a shower so she wouldn’t think I stunk. Even beat off while I was in there, so I wouldn’t be thinking about her naked as much while trying to sort this all out. Then I ate two microwave burritos for dinner and drank water because Kimi would know if I had anything else. 

      I was doing everything possible to keep cool and stay level-headed. I wouldn’t bring up the rock, not until we’d talked through whatever this was. It was like what my dad said about rebuilding his chopper — everything could be fixed, but there was an order to things.

      I thought I could make it. I’d been brave before. My dad’s longer streaks lasted a couple of weeks, but I got through them. And I always knew he’d be sorry once it was over. Probably even more than the last time. Things would be great, sometimes for as long as three months after that.

      That’s how it was going to be with my Kimi. I just knew it. We’d been together for a long time, but it was relative. A long time for us was a blink to her parents. They were together for ten years before they had her.

      I just had to stay calm.

      But around nine or so, that calm was becoming a roaring anxiety infecting my every thought.

      What if she wouldn’t talk to me?

      What if her father shot me?

      What if her obsession with that rock had pushed out any feelings she ever had for me?

      I wanted to go over and just get things over with, but I had to be patient and wait for her parents to go to bed. Fortunately, they were the early-to-bed types. 

      I gave it another hour, then left, but I got there too early and had to make myself lose track of time for a while. I usually like the sounds Bessie makes when I’m driving alone. Her voice betrays her age. Exploding with rattles. Groaning and choking, no reprieve. My Kimi once said it sounds like a nightmare. That night, for the first time, I agreed.

      It was well past midnight by the time I stopped driving around. 

      The whole house was dark. Every light out, including the one on the side that must have burned out because it was always on. They had motion sensors, so I couldn’t get too close to the porch, but if I stayed low and quiet, I could get up to her room like I had so many times before.

      Except those other times I was invited. She left her window either open or unlocked. I’d have bet both balls in my sack that wasn’t the case now.

      And I was right.

      After climbing the sturdy tree next to her room, I couldn’t jiggle the window or try to break in at least not through my Kimi’s room. She was a light sleeper, and she’d start yelling for her daddy the second she heard me outside. 

      I pictured Mr. Wallace, rifle in one hand, pistol in the other, as I climbed back down the tree.

      I sat on the wet ground, my back against the trunk, wondering what to do next.

      The obvious move was a little too risky.

      But it was also the straightforward solution. And right then, it felt like my only choice.

      I looked up at the front porch, to the row of figurines. Jesus was there. All the disciples. Mary and Joseph. A few other people I didn’t know, even though my Kimi had told me a couple of times. The spare key was under Luke. He looked pretty much like all the other ones, though his eyes seemed sadder. 

      Maybe her parents had moved it, but I didn’t think so.

      But the lights would go on the second I got near the porch. And I was sure the Wallaces were living on high alert. Unnecessarily so, unless that rock was a danger to them like it was to my Kimi. Probably was. 

      I counted to ten, tried to summon the courage to run to the porch. Got to six and realized if I wasn’t willing to sprint that second, there was no way I’d do it at zero. I made it to four before launching myself toward the porch.

      I grabbed what I hoped was Luke and dashed away.

      I waited for the light to die, then turned him upside down to check for the key. 

      It was there. Fortunately, I grabbed the right disciple.

      I left Luke on the lawn, right by the tree, because it wasn’t like I was going to take the time to properly situate him. Not before getting in the house. I could do that on my way out, after I made things better with my Kimi.

      Back onto the porch, light beaming down on me as though it were screaming: “Hey, look! He’s breaking in!” 

      I fumbled with the key before the lock mercifully clicked open.

      Success! But my shoulder pressed into the door a little too hard, surprising me with the lack of resistance. I recovered quickly, softly closed the door, then darted to a knot of shadows over by the sofa.

      I froze for an eternity of five minutes. It wasn’t fear — someone might be listening. 

      My heart was walloping hard in my chest, but I had to ignore it. Even if everyone was wide awake with their ears perked, I was the only one who could hear it. And honestly, I might be imagining the sound since it was pounding so hard. 

      I made it to the stairs, spending as long as I needed on each step to feel like I earned enough quiet to claim the next one. 

      Eventually, I made it to the top. Her house felt like a tomb. 

      So I made like a ghost, taking a grim reaper’s sweet time down the hallway to her room, reminding myself with every other step that the telltale heart beat only for me. 

      When I tried to open her door, the knob zapped me, and I almost cried out. Had to bite my lip hard to stay quiet. My hand wasn’t hurt, but the static electricity shock had been unexpected. Probably shouldn’t have been after all that shuffling on the carpet. 

      I grabbed the knob again and gave it a slow turn. Then I was inside. 

      My eyes were already adjusted, so even though I couldn’t see my Kimi all that clearly, I could still recognize her beauty in the shadows. The jewelry box sat on top of her nightstand. I glared at the thing, hating it for coming in between us like it had. But I didn’t dare open it up to search for the rock. If I made a noise and woke her up, she’d call her daddy. And I might be wasting my time anyway. She probably kept it under her pillow when she slept.

      I inched closer. 

      It wasn’t supposed to be creepy. Really, it was sweet. She looked so pretty, all warm and defenseless. 

      I definitely didn’t want to scare her or do anything that might bring Mr. Wallace into the bedroom, so I was extra quiet when I climbed into bed. 

      Being such a light sleeper, I imagined her waking up faster, but by the time she opened her eyes, my arms were already around her. 

      Startled, my Kimi opened her mouth to say hello. Or maybe to scream. I couldn’t take the chance, so I put my hand to her mouth to trap the noise in her throat. 

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s me.” 

      But for some reason, that didn’t soothe her. 

      She kept trying to get away, even though she didn’t have to, and I kept on telling her everything would be okay. I just wanted to have a conversation was all.  

      My hand was still pressed to her mouth, but I tried to make my voice as nice as I could. 

      “I just want to talk, okay? If I take my hand off of your mouth, are you going to scream?” 

      She shook her head. Her eyes were big and full of tears — not crying, not yet, collecting like rain in a bucket just drops from overflowing. 

      It broke my heart to see her so scared, and to know that I was the one making things that way. But I also felt excited to show her that she didn’t need to be. 

      Slowly, I moved my hand away from her mouth. 

      Kimi still looked like she wanted to scream, but her lips only moved because they were trembling. 

      “I just want to know why you’ve been acting so weird. Ever since we were out at the barn.” 

      “Me?” Now tears were falling from both eyes. No sound, though. “It’s you. You’ve… changed.” 

      “I have not,” I said.

      She tried to say something, but choked instead. 

      “It’s the rock. It changed you, Kimi. Made everything different somehow.” 

      “It’s just a rock!” 

      Too loud.  

      I put a finger to my lips. 

      Kimi nodded, then continued. “It’s just a rock. You’re the one who got all possessive and wanted it.” 

      “I wanted you to throw it away!” 

      “No, you didn’t!” She was whisper-shouting, just like me. “You kept saying it was yours, kept trying to take it away from me. You said it stabbed me because it wanted you instead. That you saw it first, and it was your idea to go and get it. Even though you couldn’t have seen it first because your back was to it!” 

      “That’s not what happened.” I shook my head, sure as hell remembering things differently. 

      “It is, Vic.” 

      I didn’t believe her, but so what? That didn’t change anything. “Then why wouldn’t you give it to me, if you didn’t even care?” 

      “I told you, it was the principle. You were ordering me around and being such an asshole about it. You never talked that way to me before.” 

      “I’m sorry.” 

      “I know you are, Vic, but …” 

      She stopped. Probably saw the look in my eyes that I felt right then in my heart. 

      The one I had no control over. 

      In that moment, Kimi realized that I was apologizing for something else. Something I hadn’t even realized until she pointed it out.

      I did want the rock.

      I needed it like nothing I’ve ever needed in my life.

      I thought that it had gotten into her head, but I was wrong. It had gotten into mine, and feeling it so close, I suddenly realized it had answers to questions I didn’t even know I’d had until now.

      It promised so much. 

      It would tell me so many of its secrets.

      All I had to do was take it.

      “No …” she said. 

      That was all she got out. 

      Kimi opened her mouth to scream, but I couldn’t let her. 

      If she screamed, her father would come. At worst, he would kill me. At best, he’d call the police. And my life would be over.

      The rock would be gone forever, its mysteries never revealed.

      I kept having to squeeze tighter and tighter to keep Kimi from screaming, but also because I couldn’t stand the sound of her begging. 

      When she finally stopped, I let Kimi go. 

      Then I went to the jewelry box and got my rock.

      

      * * *

      Aftershocks on Amethyst Smash: 

      

      The first time I saw Creepshow, I was too young and kind of too close to the screen. One of those late-night, peeking-through-my-fingers viewings where I wasn’t sure if I was more scared or thrilled. 

      Something got inside me and never left. Decades later, one of those vignettes crawled out of my subconscious and slipped under my skin.

      At its surface, Amethyst Smash is a story about young love and something falling from the sky. A pulpy setup, humming with hormonal static and cosmic mystery.

      But under the hood, it’s about obsession.

      Vic doesn’t know he’s in a horror story. He thinks he’s in a love song. And while Kimi is the one who touches the rock, he’s the one who gets possessed.

      Until what started as love mutates into something unrecognizable … and he still believes he’s doing the right thing.

      Be careful what you let live in your mind rent-free. Especially the shiny things. And those obsessions that start small. Because some ideas don’t need a spaceship to land in your life.

      They simply need a crack in the door and your undivided attention.

      This story started with a kiss under a barn, a bottle of wine, and a purple flash in the sky. It ends in a place where love forgets its name.

      And that’s the scariest kind of story: the ones where you never see the monster because you’ve become it.
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      Dear Consolidated Bottling Corporation, Incorporated,

      

      I am writing to express my dissatisfaction with your Xtrem Juice soda drink. After consuming it, I do not feel any younger or more extreme.

      

      Sincerely,

      Eli Parker

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dear Mr. Parker,

      

      I am sorry to hear that you were unsatisfied with our product. Please contact customer support using the phone number listed on the can, and they will issue a prompt refund.

      

      Marcy Dennis

      CBC, Inc.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Marcy,

      

      Thank you for replying personally. I must admit to a brush of nerves after my last email. I was afraid that I might have contacted the wrong company because frankly, your corporate name doesn’t sound very extreme. I was also concerned that I might be misunderstood after failing to spell “extreme” in the way your company is used to. I meant “xtrem.” I am also curious if the removal of 67 percent of the E’s normally spent on the word “extreme” saves wear and tear on your keys. Could you please send me a photograph of your keyboard? I would like to compare your E key to mine, as mine is entirely faded because I use too many E’s. I may follow your lead from here on out, in the interest of efficiency.

      

      Sincrly,

      li Parkr
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        * * *

      

      Dear Mr. Parker,

      

      I am sorry that you have been dissatisfied with our product. Please contact the customer service support line at 1-800-451-4545, and they will issue you a refund. 

      

      Marcy Dennis

      CBC, Inc.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Marcy,

      

      I would like to retract my earlier complaint. Since our last email exchange, I have consumed several more cans of Xtrem Juice and am feeling much more xtrem. Yesterday, I stood on a moving dolly and had a friend pull me behind his car for several blocks. We stopped when I slammed into a mailbox, but thanks to how xtrem I now am, I quickly recovered. In fact, I’m a medically controlled epileptic and have decided to stop all medication because your soda makes me feel so alive, young, and xtrem. It’s like medicine for poseurs. In fact –
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        * * *

      

      “Dad?” said a voice.

      Eli looked up from his monitor, pausing mid-sentence. Dashiell was standing in the office doorway, holding a block of wood.

      “What?”

      “I need you to cut out my Pinewood Derby car.”

      “I’m working.”

      “You’ve been working all day. It’s, like, 8 o’clock. You promised when I came home from school that you’d do it tonight.”

      “Yes, Dash, I work all day. It’s part of being an adult and keeping a roof over your head.”

      “I just need the block cut out. I can do the rest.”

      Eli sighed.

      Yes, he’d been working all day, but he wasn’t tired because working had mostly consisted of checking email and browsing through the online social networks. Some of it was fishing for new and insulting ways to annoy people for profit, and some of his energy had been consumed by replying to emails like the one he received from Consolidated Bottling Corporation. But mostly he’d been screwing around.

      Eli’s blog was phenomenally popular, and his books and collections of insulting email exchanges sold very well. Unlike most bloggers, the ads on Eli’s high-traffic site paid the bills and then some. Significant book sales were gravy. If he’d wanted, Eli could “work” for 15 minutes a day just by checking his email. But only half of his reason for ranting was profit: He loved the praise, loved people telling him how awesome he was.

      “This is important, Dash,” said Eli, his eyes flicking to the screen.

      “Come on, Dad. The Derby’s tomorrow!”

      Eli thought about chastising his son for waiting until the last minute, but  Dashiell hadn’t waited. He started asking Eli for help the week before. In Eli’s defense, there wasn’t really time. About half of his rants were funny or absurd (like the one to Consolidated Bottling), but the other half were dead serious. Even devoted fans of his funny rants called Eli an asshole, but sometimes the world needed an asshole to right a few wrongs.

      Most people would tolerate bullshit perpetrated by predators. Not Eli. When a bad deed went unpunished, assholes like Eli pushed back. This past week alone, Eli had publicly protested the return policy of a well-known (and, truth be told, well-loved) Internet marketer, had taken a member of Congress to task for some hypocritical anti-gay statements (the congressman wasn’t gay, but his secret gay lover was), and shamed a major electronics manufacturer for their underhanded terms of service.

      Pinewood cars were insignificant by comparison.

      “Hell,” said Eli, failing to type anything funny in Dashiell’s presence. “Ask your mother.”

      “Mom can’t run your band saw!”

      True. Maxine would cut her fingers off if she tried; the saw was a behemoth Eli had scored in an auction when Dashiell’s old middle school closed and liquidated its wood shop. Eli got the saw two years before, when Dashiell was 11.

      Dash had been disappointed when his new school didn’t offer wood shop until junior year, something that seemed prudent and wise to both Eli and Maxine. But when Eli got the saw, he’d promised he’d use it to build things with his son. The tally so far was zero.

      “Tomorrow. I have to finish this.”

      Professional assholes didn’t conform to timetables. He could finish his email in the morning. Or the next day. Or a week after that, it didn’t matter. But one of the things that made Eli great at his job (the serious, crusader side, anyway) was a certain sort of stubborn arrogance. Eli set his stakes and never budged. He was always, always right. No one else got to be right unless they just so happened to agree with Eli. Dashiell had learned that lesson again and again growing up — like the time he’d wanted to shave his head, the time he’d wanted to buy that pink shirt, and the time he’d wanted to see that Pixar movie instead of an age-inappropriate Kevin Smith film.

      “Daaaad,” Dashiell whined.

      “What happens when people whine?” Eli snapped.

      Dashiell shook his head and turned to leave the office.

      “Dash?”

      The boy stopped. He turned to face his father, then dutifully answered the ritual question. “They get what they want.”

      “That’s right. This house was bought with complaints and whining. Like all your food, toys, and games. But there’s one and only one place where whining is never appropriate. Where is that, Dash?”

      “With you.”

      “That’s right. Why?”

      Dashiell sighed. He was already defeated, but Eli had to twist the knife whenever something like this surfaced. It was part of being a good parent, imparting the wisdom his son would need to survive out there in the world.

      “Because rules don’t apply to you.”

      “Good boy.”

      Eli started to add that he’d do the goddamned Pinewood Derby car tomorrow, but the door had already closed.

      He returned to the screen and finished his email.
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        * * *

      

      Eli’s phone buzzed at noon the next day. He glanced at the screen, then mentally reminded himself to 1) reply to Maxine’s text and 2) handle the errand she’d been bugging him about for a month. Later. Right now, he had to answer comments on his blog.

      Answering comments was always a hoot. Most bloggers had to deal with negative feedback, but Eli lived for it. He got plenty of fan comments (and Tweets, and emails, and Facebook messages), but hate held the real juice. Eli had received his share of outright threats, but after a while, all that saber-rattling was desensitizing. The first threat unnerved him despite its absurdity (a threat to travel cross-country to punch him in the face), but after enough came and went without incident, none remotely bothered him. Now they were funny, fodder for later rants to publish on his blog, earning him further adulation and threats.

      His phone buzzed and rattled on his desk, then kept buzzing. Maxine wasn’t just texting; she was calling. He could pick it up (she’d expect him to; he worked at home while she worked at an office), but if he did, she’d fly into 16 different tangents and hold him hostage for a quarter hour at least. Maxine was great, but she rarely knew when to shut up. She yammered on and on and on, and just when he thought he could hang up, she’d think of one more thing … and then one more thing until they hit an obvious spot to hang up. She could leave a message. He knew why she was calling, anyway — or at least, the primary reason, seeing as she’d think of a thousand things to say if he answered.

      A text. A call. Next, she’d send an email.

      He had to handle Dashiell’s birthday present soon, so Maxine would stop nagging.

      Eli switched to his Twitter window and began sorting replies. And yes, there were a few that were angry with him: several over the gay congressman (right-wing homophobes, all calling Eli a fucking faggot) and — gold mine! — one from the Internet marketer he’d lampooned the week before. The marketer was indignant, bitching that his products were not scams. Eli smirked. Didn’t these idiots know not to feed trolls?

      Feeling playful, Eli composed a return Tweet suggesting that the Internet marketer try Xtrem Juice.

      Then, predictably, a new email notification popped up in the corner of Eli’s screen.

      

      From: Maxine

      Subject: Dashiell’s birthday present

      

      Eli was annoyed. The more Maxine asked him to find a solid (and appropriately expensive) present for Dashiell’s 13th birthday, the more Eli wanted to resist. It was a vicious circle. A month ago, Maxine had asked Eli if he could handle getting the present. Eli, who’d already decided he really should make it up to Dashiell for his repeated absences, agreed. But he kept forgetting, and every time Maxine reminded him, he bristled. That was Maxine trying to force him into a box, and Eli didn’t like being forced into a box.

      He’d built a life where he could do what he wanted when he wanted, and didn’t need others making rules and handing him tasks. It was also Maxine complaining and whining, and while complaining and whining got a person what they wanted, rules didn’t apply to Eli Parker, and she should have known that after 15 years of marriage.

      He wanted to get Dashiell’s present, but every reminder reset the clock. Sufficient time had to pass before Eli could feel like it was his idea again. The problem was, Maxine reminded (pestered) him too often for that length of time to ever elapse.

      But she was right. It had been a month, and still he dragged his feet. Maxine could get the present herself, of course, but she’d screw it up. Eli, who wasn’t used to being shy, would let her know how stupid the gift was. But Eli didn’t like being usurped, and Maxine probably didn’t want to hear him complain — seeing as that was his job, and he did it so well.

      Time was up: Tomorrow was Dashiell’s birthday.

      Sighing, Eli opened a new window in his browser, turning his back on more inflammatory comments and some highly offensive social media correspondence. He hoped Dashiell would appreciate his sacrifice. He hoped Maxine would appreciate the effort. Eli was a busy man. And didn’t he put a roof over all of their heads? It was work he should really be doing instead of looking for a birthday present.

      He went to Google, then stared at the search box, realizing he had no idea what to get Dashiell.

      His cell buzzed beside him. Eli grabbed it.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Maxine said. “Just wanted to remind you about Dashiell’s birthday present.”

      “I’m on it. It’s awesome.”

      A flutter of silence, then, “You’re doing it now?”

      “Yeah. No problem.”

      “What did you get him?”

      Eli stared at the Google page. “It’s a surprise.”

      “Is it good?”

      “Of course, it’s good. It’s awesome.”

      “How good?”

      “Do you think I’d get something less than stellar for my son?” Eli looked at the empty search box and thought about the past month of inaction and wondered if, at this point, a normal person would feel guilty. He supposed they probably would, but whatever. It would be handled, and the present would be stellar — whatever it was.

      “Oh, just tell me.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “For Dash. Not for me.”

      “Maybe it involves you.”

      Words escaped Eli’s mouth before he could think. Now she’d probably think they were all going on a trip, and right now, Eli had no interest in unseating his world to go on vacation. He could afford it, sure, but nobody would adore him away from his screen. Checking social media and email from a hotel or on a phone while lounging by a pool wasn’t the same. You couldn’t satisfactorily reply to the ire, and critics might feel like they’d earned the last word.

      “It involves me?” said Maxine, a lilt of excitement claiming her voice.

      “Maybe.” Then, waffling: “Or maybe not. Maybe I’m being mysterious.”

      “Oh.”

      “Hey, M, I’ve gotta go.”

      “Sure. I’ll see you when I get home.”

      “Okay, see you.”

      Maxine added, “Oh, and one thing I thought of …”

      Eli killed the call. His thumb was in motion before she’d started speaking, and although he probably could have pulled it away in time, he didn’t feel particularly bad about not trying. He’d said his goodbye, and could argue with plausible deniability that he hadn’t heard her start up again — after the sign-off.

      Eli stared at the search box. Unfortunately, if he was going to do this right — and when he finally got around to doing things, he did them right, by God — it would require some searching. There were all sorts of video games Dashiell wanted (he had three systems, and the home had another two), but a video game or two wasn’t suitably awesome for the son of a famous and increasingly well-off blogger. Besides, this was his 13th birthday. He was entering his teens and had been yammering about how exciting that was since he’d turned 12. If they were Jewish, this was when Dashiell would have his bar mitzvah, wearing his finery and standing in front of everyone to declare that he was now a man. This year’s gift had to be special. It had to justify — and pay homage to — all that Eli was taking the time to build. The gift had to say, “Look what I have achieved and am able to do for you.”

      A ride in a Formula One race car? No, Maxine would pitch a fit.

      Space Camp? That was one of those stereotypical ultimate gifts. But a quick search showed that although there was one in a month, it was sold out. Buying a later Space Camp would do two things: prove that Eli had dragged his feet, and likely require a family trip, since Maxine had family in Alabama and would want to go along to visit while Dashiell was occupied.

      For the same reason, he could rule out Disney — both Land and World.

      If Dashiell were older, Eli could get him a car. Something decent, not new. But of course, it was too early for that.

      So far, Space Camp was closest. His son liked science enough that it was damn near an obsession. He could even argue that his son’s inability to craft a Pinewood Derby car on his own proved just how into science he was. Dashiell was too nerdy. Too into geeky stuff; too bad at things like construction, talking to girls, and writing clever, snarky rant blogs for adoring fans. If it didn’t sound so homophobic (something Eli was against, as evidenced by his recent campaign against the congressman), Eli would have a few girly-boy comments on the matter. But yes, good or bad, right or wrong, Dashiell was into science. Baking soda volcanoes and electronics, robots, and all that shit. Space Camp was perfect, if only it weren’t so imperfect in practice.

      Eli typed SCIENCE CAMP into the Google search box, then realized he’d forgotten to cut his son’s Pinewood Derby car as promised. He sighed. Oh well, Dashiell would be used to it. He often went to his friend Bernie’s after school, so maybe Bernie’s father, Scott, could do it for him. Scott had done other handyman things for Dashiell before, so he’d probably think to ask.

      Eli resented it. Who did Scott Benson think he was, being the manly mentor to his own son, and making him look bad?

      The search produced thousands of results. But because Google geolocated searches (something Eli was overdue to rant about; Google was downright betraying users’ privacy for their own nefarious ends), the top result — for BergerTech Science Camp in Hillsboro — was nearby and eerily perfect.

      He clicked the link, then began reading the website.

      It was a drop-off camp. He’d leave Dashiell, then pick him up a week later. Meaning a ton of uninterrupted work time. It would only be he and Maxine at home, and Maxine worked outside the house.

      It was nearby: no travel.

      It had all the nerdy shit that so amused Dashiell. Robotics, rockets, chemistry experiments (“Turn things green!” the site joked), fantastic contraptions built to demonstrate the laws of physics, a field trip to a particle physics lab (which had a particle accelerator, whatever that was), overnight accommodations in dorms — well-supervised and chaperoned to eliminate the threat of inappropriate fraternizing and hazing (not that nerds knew much about either, Eli thought), all meals provided, counselors whose day jobs were in labs and universities. It was perfect.

      He clicked through to see the price. Totally reasonable — low enough that Maxine wouldn’t throw a hissy fit and would think it was a good value, and pricey enough that Eli felt he’d be spending sufficiently for a quality product.

      He browsed the testimonials, all showing beaming kids declaring the time of their lives. There were group photos with counselors, standing in the sun and smiling, some kids giving bunny ears because kids just can’t fucking sit still. The colors were cheery and inviting. Eli opened a new window and began looking through his favorite buyer-beware websites, searching for dirt on BergerTech. He found nothing. That in itself meant nil; the place was a small, local camp for nerds, not likely to trip the usual alarms. Still, no news was more or less good news.

      Duly researched, Eli double-checked dates. Camp started in three weeks. So perfect, it looked planned. Maxine’s pestering had been getting obnoxious; this would make her take two steps back and admit that he’d done well. Never mind that he’d lucked into it; Eli had a way of performing under pressure, and knew it — this time, it looked like he’d pulled off a performance and a half.

      Eli clicked through to the payment page, and an annoying pop-up blasted him in the face. Stupid things. They were the cell phones of the Internet, always getting in your way and cock blocking a positive experience. They were aggressive marketing, trying to bludgeon people into buying rather than letting them make the decision on their own.

      He closed the pop-up without looking. His half-second glance said something about joining the camp’s mailing list. Now, why the hell would he want to join the mailing list for a fucking science camp? He felt indignant. Why would they think he’d want to join their mailing list? He almost wanted to close the window and not buy for spite, simply because he was irritated by the camp’s pushiness. Then he could send them an email: I was about to sign up and pay you money, but then your stupid pop-up made me leave. Great job. And also, I can no longer find my mouse pointer, and I think your site stole it, and you will be hearing from my lawyer. Yes, that could be a funny bit on his blog.

      But the camp was too perfect, and Eli was out of time, so he clicked through to the signup page.

      The page was filled with descriptions of the camp’s many activities, explained in nauseating detail. Eli scanned, then clicked the link at the bottom. But the page wouldn’t let him continue; several sections of text had turned red, and he noticed three tick-boxes throughout to indicate his acceptance. One was a safety permission, explaining that science could sometimes be dangerous and that while all reasonable precautions would be taken, the camp couldn’t guarantee that accidents would never occur, and wanted campers or their guardians to acknowledge that yada yada yada whatever. Another had to do with food allergies. The third was, of all things, a notice that some activities took place outdoors and that campers should bring sunscreen.

      Eli checked the boxes, then again clicked the link at the bottom and was greeted with the longest form he’d ever seen. It looked like a loan application.

      He moaned, thinking of the emails he still had to answer and the social media requiring his response. Eli didn’t know half of the stuff on the form. He could figure it out, sure, but he’d spend a million years hunting. This was the kind of thing Maxine normally did. He should wait and have her do it when she got home. But no, that wouldn’t work; he’d told her he was on top of the gift, and he’d also said it was a surprise. And, motherfucker, he’d also said it somehow involved her. He had no idea why he’d said that, but now he’d have to make it true. He’d have to … what? Maybe he could get her a massage gift certificate and play it off as something she couldn’t do while Dashiell was home. It was a stretch, but she’d buy it. Of course, that also meant one more errand — and he had to do it today, because he’d have to present it along with the science camp. He wondered if he could do it online. It would be shoddy (the massage place had neat little gift cards that came in tiny envelopes, and the best he’d be able to do online is print a receipt for Maxine), but was a massage not a damned massage?

      He tore off a Post-It note, wrote massage on it so he wouldn’t forget, then returned to the form.

      Rather than filling it out, Eli stared at it as if it had done something to offend him. He was annoyed by the audacity the form represented. Same as the pop-up. Were these people trying to discourage signups? They couldn’t possibly need all of this information. It was an intrusion. He should refuse to fill out certain sections on principle, the way you could refuse to indicate your race or even gender on most forms. Privacy had practically disappeared, and forms like this were the perfect example. It was positioned so innocently, most suckers would never question it: Kindly just fill out this teensy little form to send your happy child to our cutesy little dork camp. But it wasn’t right, and it raised the hair on the back of his neck.

      Eli shook it off. He was probably overreacting (seeing as that was what he did for a living), wasting time, and chasing futility. The science camp had him over a barrel, and if it wanted to stick its big form-shaped dick up his butt, he had no choice but to let it. He was out of time. The camp was the perfect gift; Maxine would applaud it, and Dashiell would love it. He could grow indignant as an intellectual exercise, but there was no point, and he knew it.

      Eli started to fill it out: Dashiell’s name, birthdate, school science background, grades, medical allergies, and immunization records. He moved on to questions of height and weight, whether or not he wore glasses or contacts, and which schools he’d attended in which cities. There were several fields for emergency contacts and a few more for references.

      References? For a science camp?

      Annoyed, Eli entered himself and Maxine.

      The form asked about Dashiell’s favorite activities and scientific interests, and with a troubling stir in his gut, Eli found he had to make most of them up. He knew the kid liked science. But what kinds of science? And his other interests? Eli felt like he should probably know those things, but didn’t.

      After hunting through the house for all of the required data (Dashiell’s social security number, his last science class grade, the school’s phone number), Eli clicked to submit.

      Instead of a confirmation page, Eli found himself staring at a psychological profile. The new form asked about his son’s general level of satisfaction with school. It asked if Dashiell had ever been bullied. It asked about his happiness at home, how immersed he was in hobbies, and whether they were solo/escapist or social/collaborative. It asked how long he’d been pursuing those hobbies. It asked how long he’d enjoyed science, and whether that interest grew from an interest in intellectual growth or sheer curiosity about what might happen next. On the heels of that, it asked about the camper’s thoughts about “what might happen next” in a handful of scenarios, detailed in tick boxes. Did or would Dashiell have angst about (check all that apply): change, the idea of moving to a new city, meeting new people, family members dying, pets dying, him or herself dying.

      Eli wanted his face to wrinkle in outrage, but could barely manage shock. Was he really seeing this?

      But then he remembered that the campers had seven full days, and something in the description indicated instruction on mental sciences. Maybe they wanted to discuss the brain or dissect a cow’s brain. See a human brain. Whatever.

      Eli didn’t recall Dashiell expressing a more-than-ordinary fear of death, so he left the boxes unchecked, submitted the new form, and found himself facing a page packed with legal text headed with the title BERGERTECH SCIENCE CAMP TERMS OF SERVICE.

      Annoyed and exasperated, Eli clicked past it. Again, a red line of text appeared at the top of the page, requiring Eli read through the TOS before completing his registration. He’d already had enough with the damned form and the damned camp, and this actually made him slap his monitor hard on its side. No doubt it was all legal masturbation, standard, and boilerplate. It said that parents wouldn’t sue the camp if an asteroid fell from the sky and crushed the kids. Normal shit like that. And how the hell did the form know he hadn’t read it, anyway?

      There was a tiny noise behind him. The day had been sunny, but over the past 20 minutes, clouds had rolled in. Eli hadn’t turned on his office lights because the sun was so bright when he’d sat, but now, with the sun muted, the room felt small and full of shadows. He flinched.

      Eli looked at the screen. Had it felt like he was being watched? Because of the stupid-ass website?

      After Dash attended the science camp, had a delightful time, and declared his dad the most amazing in the world, Eli would initiate a vicious campaign against BergerTech out of spite. He’d eviscerate and embarrass them. No negative reviews of or buzz about the small local science camp? Well, that would change.

      He stood, crossed the room, and turned on the overhead light.

      Eli scrolled down the terms of service until he reached the end, where the line of red type finally vanished. So, that was it. You had to scroll to the bottom, which apparently proved you’d read it. He clicked again. A pop-up appeared:

      

      PLEASE CONFIRM YOUR ACCEPTANCE OF TERMS

      By clicking the “sign my name” button below, I

      acknowledge that I have read and accept the terms

      of service for BergerTech Science Camp and

      understand that clicking the button below, when

      paired with my entering a verifiable credit card

      information on the following page, constitutes

      a legal contract, and that clicking “sign my name”

      below constitutes a legal signature.

      

      Jesus Fucking Christ.

      

      If Eli weren’t in such a jam and if the place weren’t so ideal, he’d run screaming. Even the explanation of how he was signing the verbose legal bullshit read like verbose legal bullshit. Oh yes, he would eviscerate this place when Dashiell was done.

      He clicked the button and was blessedly taken to a standard credit card payment page. The credit card authorization did not ask for the name of Eli’s first-grade teacher or his favorite color. He entered his info and paid, then was greeted with a thank-you page. A congratulatory email followed, detailing what the camper should pack and where a parent or guardian should drop off their child. It contained contact information for the camp, with a short paragraph about pickup. Apparently, campers were divided into three different groups and rotated through activities differently depending on their group, so on the next-to-last day, a parent would have to contact the camp to find out where to pick up their child.

      Eli flipped back to his social media accounts as the phone buzzed on his desk. It was a text from Maxine, but this time, with the errand finally completed, her text was almost welcome.

      Eli didn’t reply in his usual snarky manner. He simply told Maxine that he was the best dad ever, and that they were both going to love what he had planned for their boy’s birthday.
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        * * *

      

      The next couple of weeks were Eli’s best in a while — maybe ever. It started when Dashiell opened an envelope from BergerTech Science Camp, and Maxine opened her massage gift certificate. Dashiell screeched and ran to the computer to discover what amazing adventures were waiting. Maxine hugged Eli and didn’t so much as question the loose way he had described Dashiell’s birthday as involving her, too.

      Two weeks later, Eli published an email exchange on his website that began as a hilarious rant about a withered rose in a bouquet from a local flower shop (Eli had seen the rose in a bouquet as he’d been passing the store on foot and had stopped to take an iPhone photo; he hadn’t bought it) but quickly evolved into an indignant rant about how the shop was marking its flowers up for no reason, in the interest of maximized profits. The shop protested that they were merely covering their costs and apologized about the rose (offering to replace the bouquet, plus offering credit for another at a later date), but clearly didn’t know whom they were dealing with. The way Eli made the reps dance in circles was funny, yes — but as often happened with Eli’s exchanges, it grew poignant. Why were customers charged so much for flowers that grew wild? Why did prices always rise right before holidays? Eli, who never bought flowers, thought it was all very contrived and greedy, and had probably never expressed himself better.

      The post went viral and attracted obscene amounts of traffic to Eli’s site (and, like always, sales to his books). The exchange spawned several amusing memes. The flower shop’s front window was smashed by vandals.

      As Eli rode high on book sales, web traffic, adulation, and satisfaction for another job well done, his fatherly pride turned to fatherly relief as Dashiell, giddy, headed to science camp. Maxine handled his packing and preparation, while Eli sat in his office and refreshed Twitter and blog comments. Dashiell came in and thanked him, gave him a solid and somewhat uncharacteristic hug, then vanished with a wave toward Maxine’s car, headed for drop off.

      The next week was bliss. Maxine became frisky, and they had sex five out of the seven days Dashiell was gone. Eli took a week off from annoying people and simply spent his office time basking in praise and refreshing his book’s rankings. It felt like the vacations they never took, and he didn’t even have to leave the house.

      On Sunday, Maxine came into his office and stood in the doorway.

      “I’m sore,” said Eli. “What do you think I am, a piece of meat?”

      “Yes,” she said. “But more importantly, I think you’re a taxi. I have that big meeting today, so you have to pick up Dash. Don’t forget, okay?”

      Eli looked her over. She was dressed for work, but it was a Sunday.

      “For the club, Eli, not work,” she said, reading his face. “You don’t remember?”

      “Of course, I remember,” he said, not remembering at all.

      “I’m on my way out.” She walked forward, leaned over Eli in his chair, and kissed him. “You have to call them, remember. We were actually supposed to do it yesterday, but …” She didn’t have to finish the sentence. Yesterday, Maxine had shown Eli her vibrator. Scenarios ensued.

      “I’ll call them.”

      “Don’t forget.” She kissed him again and, tossing a small wave, disappeared.

      But of course, Eli forgot. On his way into the kitchen for lunch three hours later, he was pondering the silence when it slowly dawned on him that he had only an hour and a half to pick up Dash. He returned to his office, searched for the instructions, and found an email address with no phone number. He called the main camp number several times anyway — seeing as time was short; never mind that he was over a day late — and got no answer. Finally, figuring that someone must be watching email, he sent a brief message.

      Less than two minutes later, the reply came:

      

      Dear Mr. Parker,

      

      Thank you for contacting us. You do not need to pick up your son, Dashiell, from science camp today. We will be keeping him.

      

      Sincerely,

      Rachel Wilson

      BergerTech Services

      

      Eli stared at the screen. His initial wave of shock passed almost immediately, replaced by an overwhelming sense of irritation. Maxine had once told Eli he was the expression, “You can dish it out, but you can’t take it.” It was true, and Eli was self-aware enough to admit it. He was the snarky blogger. He was the minor celebrity who owed his fame to annoying emails that pissed people off. He was supposed to be the antagonist … and it wasn’t one molecule of motherfucking funny when he was antagonized back, when someone tried to shove a spoonful of his own medicine into his mouth.

      Eli figured there were two possibilities: Either the email’s sender was a fan and wanted him to play, or she wasn’t at all a fan and wanted to poke him. But he was the customer; he’d paid the camp a significant sum and deserved better treatment. And if it was a joke? Well, it wasn’t very goddamned funny, considering he was supposed to pick his son up in an hour and a half, that the trip was probably around a half hour in length, and that with an hour left before he needed to leave, he had no idea where to go.

      Eli called the number again and again got nothing. He answered the email, trying to strike a curious and difficult balance. He couldn’t read the mood or intention of the sender of the first email, so he couldn’t anticipate the reaction. For all he knew, Rachel from BergerTech was planning to save his replies and publish her own hilarious blog post, showing how she’d gotten the legendary Eli Parker back for his bullying tomfoolery.

      

      Rachel,

      

      You do not want to keep Dashiell. He snores and leaves his socks everywhere. Please advise ASAP where I can take him off your hands, as I’ll need to leave soon.

      

      Eli

      

      There. It was perfectly neutral, perfectly dry, perfectly playing-along if this woman thought herself funny. Yet it wasn’t overly jokey, and hopefully conveyed some urgency.

      The response came quickly:

      

      Dear Mr. Parker,

      

      Thank you for your inquiry, but as stated, picking up your camper is unnecessary.

      

      Sincerely,

      Rachel Wilson

      BergerTech Services

      

      This had gone on for too long already. Even with the exchange’s rapid back-and-forth, five minutes had passed from his hour. Eli had to get dressed before he left, too, and that would take time. His car might be low on gas. He’d probably have to stop and fill it.

      

      Ha ha. Please just give me the location. I am running out of time here.

      

      Eli

      

      Thirty seconds later:

      

      Dear Mr. Parker,

      

      I apologize for the misunderstanding and any inconvenience these events may have caused, but as stated, we will be keeping Dashiell per our mutual agreement. Thank you for your patronage.

      

      Sincerely,

      Rachel Wilson

      BergerTech Services

      

      Per our mutual agreement?

      That didn’t make sense.

      It was almost as if the woman didn’t understand who Eli or Dashiell were. He looked at the email signature, which declared Rachel Wilson to be from BergerTech Services, not BergerTech Science Camp. Maybe he’d somehow contacted the wrong address. He double-checked it, but no, the email address was exactly the one specified on his camp instructions. The same exact paper Maxine had used in prepping Dashiell and figuring out where to drop him off.

      Eli composed a new email, turning off his snarky side and turning on his internal pit bull.

      

      This may be amusing to you, but FYI, I’m not amused. I’d like to point out that email constitutes a traceable record and is admissible in any legal suits that may be brought against your company in general and against you in particular. I’ll also add that if you follow the link in my signature to my website, you’ll see that I’m very good at causing trouble for people and have pretty much already decided to do a long, not-that-funny, in-depth piece on your camp and its invasive, anti-privacy practices.

      

      Please tell me where to pick up my son.

      

      Eli Parker

      

      Eli looked at the clock, fuming, watching his inbox while waiting for the reply to ping. He could almost picture the woman on the other end crapping her pants, her playful expression turning to one of frenzied worry. Nobody wanted to be lampooned by Eli Parker. He was the enemy no sane person wanted. His most viral email exchanges were the funny ones, but the most meaningful and problematic (for the other party, not Eli) were his in-depth exposés. You didn’t get away when Eli Parker decided to sink his investigative teeth into your flesh, so God help those he went after. All they could do was to pray that the public would look at the muck and still, somehow, decide that they were a soul worth saving — or at least worth not harassing.

      But when the email came back, its tone was infuriatingly formal.

      

      Dear Mr. Parker,

      

      I understand your frustration, but unfortunately, there is nothing I can do to assist you. Per Section VIII, Paragraph 6 of the agreement you e-signed during registration, “campers may be reassigned to guardianship of BergerTech Services if entrance survey and on-camp assessment determine that the camper would be better served in an alternative and preferable environment.”

      

      I do not have access to the full battery of tests and observational profile of your camper, but our staff is highly professional and widely considered to hold some of the world’s best minds in cognitive and developmental psychology. In addition, our camp conducts many other tests throughout a camper’s stay, using cutting-edge techniques that “grade”a camper’s overall health and well-being on several levels. It is rare for the company to exercise the so-called “If we determine that we can do better than you are doing, we will” clause, but as you have read and agreed to the terms in full, there is nothing I can do, and the company is unwilling, in these cases, to relax its legal rights. We are proud of our next-generation approach to improving children’s lives, and our team has determined that you do not fit into your son’s optimal profile.

      

      Please rest assured that Dashiell will be well cared for, and try to understand that the company would not exercise this seldom-used contingency if it were not entirely certain that he would be better cared for, in fact, than he has been under your guidance.

      

      We apologize for any inconvenience this may have caused and thank you for your patronage of BergerTech.

      

      Sincerely,

      Rachel Wilson

      BergerTech Services

      

      Perhaps most maddeningly, this time there was a link below Rachel’s signature leading to a customer service survey. The first question asked Eli whether he would recommend BergerTech Science Camp to friends.

      Eli stood in one swift motion, his wheeled chair banging into the wall behind him. His fist swung toward his monitor, but he pulled it back just in time. A second surge hit him, and he raised his slippered foot, which he used to boot the thing from his desk and onto the ground, where it shattered.

      Smart. Now he couldn’t even continue the idiotic conversation unless he used his phone. He cursed himself, emotions warring inside him.

      Still, despite the infuriating email and the not-at-all-fucking-funny ruse being played, something itched at the back of his head. Something he’d seen and set aside. Eli walked out into the kitchen, then sifted through the ever-present pile of mail that sat on the counter. In it, he found an unopened manila envelope from the science camp. They’d known what they needed from the confirmation email, so no one had opened it, but now, in the strangely quiet kitchen, Eli did. Inside, he found a neater copy of the confirmation instructions.

      And a printed copy of the terms of service he’d been so annoyed by when he’d registered.

      Eli flipped until he found the section mentioned in the email, then read it three times. It was just as Rachel from BergerTech had said. The document had been on his counter for three weeks. He couldn’t believe it. What kind of company would include something like this in its terms? He flipped through, trying to find out. He encountered all sorts of other verbiage about scientific inquiry, novel approaches to camping, instructions, and child enrichment. It wasn’t a joke. It was insanity, plain and simple.

      Eli’s phone rang in his office. A pleasant male voice replied to his hurried hello.

      “Hello, Mr. Parker. This is Victor at BergerTech Science Camp. How are you this afternoon?”

      “YOU FUCK!” Eli blurted, somewhat offended by the absence of his usual gift for words.

      “Excellent, excellent,” said Victor, apparently working from rote. “I have a record here that you contacted customer support and wanted to follow up. Was Rachel helpful to you?”

      The vein in Eli’s forehead felt like it might explode. “MOTHERFUCKER!” he bellowed. “Where is my son, you cocksucker?”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way,” said Victor, apparently not noticing that Eli hadn’t expressed a way of feeling. “How can I help solve your issue?”

      “Someone is playing a goddamned game with me, and let me tell you, you are fucking with the wrong person! I make trouble for people. That’s what I do. So, listen to me, you little shit. You are going to tell me, right here and now, where I can find my son, Dashiell Anthony Parker, and I’m going to go and get him, and then I’m going to PUT YOU OUT OF BUSINESS AND GET ALL OF YOUR SORRY ASSES TOSSED INTO PRISON!”

      “Ah,” said Victor, clicking keys in the background. “I apologize. I failed to fully review your file before phoning.” He chuckled. “One of those days, you know. I’ll tell you, this morning I actually poured orange juice into my cornflakes until …”

      “SHUT YOUR MOTHERFUCKING MOUTH AND GIVE ME MY SON!”

      “Ah, but unfortunately that’s not going to be possible, sir,” Victor said, unperturbed. “I see here that you signed the agreement and, by doing so, clearly agreed that if …”

      “I didn’t sign it, goddammit! I clicked a button!”

      “Unfortunately — and not to tell you your business, Mr. Parker, but you’d see this in the contract as well — clicking the ‘sign’ button and then re-confirming, combined with your IP address and the authorization granted by your valid credit card, constitutes a legal signature.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “Unfortunately, sir, it’s quite valid. Our terms have been challenged in several court cases, which I can fax or email to you if you’d like, along with the contact information for our legal team. But I assure you that it’s perfectly legal. Did you not understand the nature of the science camp, sir? It’s all over our about page — how the entire thing is based on experimentation and optimization, from the bedrolls the campers sleep on to the …”

      “Goddamn you. You will tell me right here and now how I can …”

      “I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do to contravene the terms of the contract you signed, sir.”

      “You can — and will — tell me exactly where …”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Parker,” said Victor, his voice still polite but becoming firm. “But I must repeat that there’s nothing I can do. I’m a representative, and have no power to challenge or disobey the …”

      “Give me your supervisor’s name. Now.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that. You waived your right to appeal our decisions — and to accept said decisions as final — when you signed our terms of service.”

      “You motherfucker,” said Eli, unable to believe his ears, keeping his cool through sheer will. “You lot of dirty assholes, you don’t know who you’re dealing with here. You don’t know what I’m able to do. You don’t know how many people wait on my every word and will jump as soon as I tell them to. You don’t know how much trouble I can cause, or which lawyers I can afford, or just how fully I’m going to BURN YOUR MOTHERFUCKING HOUSES TO THE GROUND!”

      Eli was holding the phone so tight, he felt like he might crush it. He was audibly panting, fighting to keep his head from swimming. His forehead was smoldering like a coal. He wanted to put his fist through something, even — and especially — if it meant breaking his own hand and arm in the process.

      “Unfortunately,” said Victor, “Section Eight in our terms of service indicates the penalties you agreed to incur if we exercised this option, and if you then chose to fight it.”

      Eli felt the air leave his lungs. “Penalties?”

      “The penalties involving the appropriation of your wife, sir,” Victor clarified. Sometimes known as the ‘If we determine that we can do better than you are doing, we will,’ clause.”

      “You can’t possibly think that I’ll allow this to …”

      “My visual records here indicate that she uses that vibrator very differently on herself than you used it on her yesterday.” Victor chuckled. “You can’t argue with the scientific method, Mr. Parker. So precise.”

      Eli felt his body sag. The phone dangled from his hand as his fingers threatened to drop it.

      Sounding far away, Victor’s voice chirping through the speaker said, “Perhaps you should sit in that chair to your left, sir.”

      “You can’t do this to me.”

      “What happens when people whine, Mr. Parker?”
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        * * *

      

      Dear Mr. Parker,

      

      Wow, it still feels so strange not to call you “Dad,” but Robert keeps saying it’s the best way to make the transition, and the guys here — all “reassigns” like me; that’s what they call us — tell me it helps. I’m probably violating the rules by even using it as I just did (or by talking about any of this), but whatever. I can’t argue with what I’m learning!

      

      Apparently, you can’t keep things bottled up. Even when you think something is wrong, you have to vent it. “Storm through it,” as Robert says. Then, on the other side, you realize it was all hot air, and didn’t matter anyway.

      

      I’m really excited by what I’m learning. Not just in school, but also from my reassignment family. It’s strange, and I hope you don’t take offense, but I’m finding that I don’t miss my old life at all. Something to do with light therapy, these videos with colored circles on them that dance back and forth. Ha ha, you’d probably call it mind control or brainwashing, but I’ve learned about it, and we call it “selective memory reframing.” It’s not evil or manipulative at all. You just learn to think of old things in new ways, and new things in old ways. It’s about changing attachment.

      

      By the way, speaking of attachment, Mom says hi. She really didn’t run into any trouble, and I’m not sure why. Nick (my reassignment brother) said she was all pissed off when she got here, but then they had a talk with her, and she kind of calmed down, and now it’s like she’s always been here. It’s nice. She can still be my mom and all, but now I’ve got this new dad. Again, no offense. It’s just objective. That’s the biggest thing we learn, and the biggest thing they do with the brain tests and the chemistry stuff I don’t totally get yet: We learn how to look at everything as data. You pull the emotion away and learn to ask, “Which one is really better?” through a series of tests and analyses.

      

      Then, because of the method, when you re-add the emotion, there’s no conflict. Dad is just more available than you were — not just with time, but emotion, involvement, all that. I suppose that’s hard to hear, but that’s why I included the book about the way they approach learning here. Try it. Seriously. I know it’s not your cup of tea, but give it a shot. Isn’t it better without us there? All the quiet, all the time to work? You still have all your fans and readers. You’ll see it’s better once you get the emotion out of the way, reframe, and then layer it back. Now, without us around, the rules really won’t apply to you.

      

      I’ve been reading your website, by the way, and it’s hilarious. The bit you did about BergerTech? So amazing. I love the deadpan delivery. It almost looks like you published it seriously, as if it weren’t a joke. Glad the commenters liked it.

      

      Well, I’ve gotta go. I don’t think I’m really supposed to keep emailing you — attachment and reassignment reasons — but if I’m a fan of your site? They can’t stop me from contacting a blogger I enjoy reading, right?

      

      Sincerely,

      Dashiell
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        * * *

      

      Aftershocks on Terms of Service:

      

      This one came from a simpler time. Before the pandemics and AI apocalypse.

      Johnny and I were still finding our rhythm as collaborators, and Terms of Service was one of those, Hey, wouldn’t it be funny if … stories that snowballed fast.
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