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“What the hell is that?”


Before I can stop him, Dick pokes it with his index finger.


“Don’t touch it!” I bat his gross hand away. He’s been eating chicken wings.


“What? I wiped them clean!”



“On your pants!”



“Like you’re one to talk,” Dick says. “You can’t drop something like that on a table while people are eating. Look” — he points — “it’s dripping.”


I grab a napkin and swipe at the little pools outlining it. The effort proves to be futile when more trickles from the thing. “Whatever,” I say dismissively. “I’ll disinfect the table later.”


“You still haven’t answered me. What is it? And why’s it ... throbbing?”


That’s a good word for the way the meaty exterior expands and quickly shrinks in itself.


“I don’t have a clue,” I admit. “I was hoping you knew something. Actually ...” I trail off and keep my eyes glued to the thing, not wanting to see Dick’s reaction to what I’m about to say. “I wanted to know if I could give it to you.”



I hear a scoff, followed by a sharp laugh. “Who would want that?”



The disgust in his tone forces me to tear my gaze from the thing for a second to glare at him. “I would hope you’d want it because I was the one giving it to you.”


Dick expels a legit “Ha!” from his mouth, a facial feature I used to think was pretty. The shrill, mean words passing between his lips are changing my mind.


“Seriously, get rid of that thing,” he says. “I definitely don’t want it.”


“Then I’ll just keep it until I find a good home for it.”


“It’s not a stray animal,” he says, then quirks his head. “Or is it?” Dick seems to shake off the question and points at it again. “I’m telling you, no one wants it. It’ll sit around, collecting dust like your worthless record player.”


“You know I love music,” I mutter in defense.



“It’s the twenty-first century. Physical media is dead. Hell, almost all material possessions are obsolete. I keep telling you: crypto and the metaverse are the future. Soon, we won’t just be on our phones or computers—we’ll be in them.”



“Sounds awful,” I say, still staring at the fist-sized lump on my dining room table. Even though I say the words distractedly, I mean them. Digital music is great for the vast options and ease of access, of course. I just think there’s something special about being able to not only listen with my ears but to hold the music with my otherwise cold, empty hands.


“Here,” Dick says, interrupting my reverie, “I’ll get rid of the thing for you.” He gets up from the table and reaches for it with his greasy fingers.


“No!” I cry at a glass-shattering decibel. I scoop up the bloody bundle and cradle it to my chest, where I pulled it from earlier today. From Dick’s reaction, I briefly consider shoving the thing back in there.


Dick looks down at me with pitying eyes and a sneer twisting his now-hideous lips. “Look, I don’t want to be anywhere near that thing. I don’t know what it is, and I can’t be bothered to find out. Either it goes or I go.”


I feel it throb faster, expand bigger, and go from pleasantly warm to a tangible ball of flame. My hands are no longer cold and the opposite of empty. They are so satisfyingly full.


“Dick, get the fuck out of my house. But don’t touch my doorknob without washing your filthy hands first.”






♡♡♡


I need to put the thing somewhere. Keep it safe.
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