





[image: Sky Daddy by Kate Folk. A plane, pictured from beneath, protrudes from the bottom left corner of the cover, against a blue sky background.]












Kate Folk is the author of the short story collection Out There. She has written for publications including the New Yorker, the New York Times, Granta, McSweeney’s, and Zyzzyva. A former Stegner Fellow at Stanford University, she’s also received support from the Headlands Center for the Arts, MacDowell, and Willapa Bay AiR. She lives in San Francisco.









Also by Kate Folk


Out There









Sky Daddy


Kate Folk


[image: ]









Copyright


First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Sceptre


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Kate Folk 2025


The right of Kate Folk to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover design by Saffron Stocker. Cover photograph © Shutterstock.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ebook ISBN 9781529372687


Hodder & Stoughton Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.sceptrebooks.co.uk









TO MY FRIENDS,


NEW AND OLD,


THE ONES I HAVEN’T TALKED TO IN A WHILE,


AND THOSE I HAVEN’T YET MET









Praise for Sky Daddy


‘Audaciously imagined. Slyly executed. Surprisingly tender. Deliciously weird’


Rachel Yoder, author of Nightbitch


‘This is the craziest, funniest book I’ve read in a while. And I read a lot of crazy, funny books. Get your boarding pass out and get ready for some turbulence. Sky Daddy is insane’


Gary Shteyngart, author of Our Country Friends


‘This book is a dog whistle for the true freaks – never have I felt so seen! I loved it’


Rita Bullwinkel, author of Headshot


‘Breathtakingly audacious, Sky Daddy lifts off and swiftly accelerates, breaking the barrier of your preconceptions and disbelief, taking you to utterly new places’


Ling Ma, author of Severance


‘Exhilarating, addictive … not to mention strangely tender, deeply compassionate, and with pin sharp prose’


Lara Williams, author of Supper Club


‘Hilarious, refreshing, and perverse, Sky Daddy is a soaring portrait of modern obsession, of knowing exactly what you want and trying to wrestle it from the jaws of our ridiculous world. Kate Folk’s sharp sentences and side-splitting characters sparkle with glorious cringe. Do not miss this flight’


Henry Hoke, author of Open Throat


‘As arresting as g-forces during take-off, Kate Folk’s Sky Daddy is excellent … A captivatingly original and uproarious love letter to the strange forces of desire and destiny that drive and connect all of us’


Gina Chung, author of Sea Change









Praise for Out There


‘Out There is for readers who consider body horror to be a love language. True romantics will swoon either despite or because of the gore that accompanies these sharp, affable stories … Folk’s stories have been compared to Shirley Jackson’s, and this is most apparent in the way Folk balances her horror with humour’


New York Times Book Review


‘Kate Folk’s short stories are wonderfully weird; playfully pushing the possibilities of plotlines towards the uncanny, creepy and off-kilter, they have a seam of dark humour that illuminates the grotesquery with an unnerving beauty’


Daily Mail


‘Explores a gendered territory somewhere in the borderlands of magical realism, weird horror, sci-fi and literary fiction about jaded relationships’


Los Angeles Times


‘A wonderful absurdist collection that explores the vagaries of human connections’


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘Tightly constructed and spectacularly mind-bending stories that ingeniously pair everyday challenges and outlandish predicaments, ranging from hilarious to terrifying. Folk writes with unnerving matter-of-factness as she veers into Poe- and Shirley Jackson-like horror or turns to the poignantly fantastic in the mode of George Saunders or Kelly Link’


Booklist (starred review)


‘Wonderfully weird and weirdly wonderful, Folk is a dazzling talent’


Karen Joy Fowler, author of We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves


‘Kate Folk’s stories inhabit otherworldly realms where exquisite language and beguiling characters excavate the very nature of love and existence’


Adam Johnson, author of The Orphan Master’s Son


‘The lucid, unsettling landscapes in Out There bring our own world into chilly focus through an exquisitely distorted lens. Each one of these amazing stories is a masterclass in eeriness and perception. Kate Folk’s imagination is on fire’


Ayşegül Savaş, author of White on White


‘One could fancy Kate Folk as the literary love child of Kafka and Camus and Bradbury, if Kafka and Camus and Bradbury were penning episodes of Black Mirror, but that still wouldn’t capture the blazing originality and exhilarating weirdness of her writing. Wondrously perverse, often creepy and hilarious, and always sneakily heart-breaking, from the moment you read these tales you’ll know you’re in the presence of a singularly brilliant vision’


Chang-Rae Lee, author of The Surrendered


‘Disturbing, alluring, dazzling and creepy, Out There is a riveting collection that keeps you enthralled with every page’


Claire North, author of The First Fifteen Lives of Harry August


‘An assortment of stories so sharp and ingenious you may cut yourself on them while reading, like a drawer full of the most beautiful knives’


Kelly Link, author of Get In Trouble


‘Wry, riveting, and ambitious, Out There is one of those rare collections that manages to be both brilliantly inventive and emotionally resonant. Folk’s tilted worlds are hilarious and unsettling – they sit squarely in the spaces where anxiety and exhilaration collide’


Kimberly King Parsons, author of Black Light









All men live enveloped in whale-lines.


—HERMAN MELVILLE, Moby-Dick


Planes are the whales of the sky.


—LINDA
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Call me Linda. My tale begins in January, when I was invited to a Vision Board Brunch hosted by my coworker Karina Carvalho. According to Karina, the vision boards, crafted from common drugstore materials, could be used to manifest anything a person wanted in life. I was receptive to the idea, as I’d always subscribed to the notion of an intelligent universe, a web of predestination in which we all were tangled. Only such a cosmic force could bring about my dream of marriage to a plane—what others vulgarly refer to as a “plane crash.” I believed this was my destiny: for a plane to recognize me as his soulmate mid-flight and, overcome with passion, relinquish his grip on the sky, hurtling us to earth in a carnage that would meld our souls for eternity. I couldn’t alter my fate, but perhaps, with the vision board’s help, I could hasten its arrival.


Karina had told me about previous VBBs, which her friend group convened at the start of each quarter, but this was the first one she’d invited me to, and I took it as a sign she wanted to deepen our friendship. I was so excited to see the evite in my inbox, I RSVP’d “yes” before considering the risk of revealing my dream to a gathering of normal women. I suspected Karina’s friends would balk at a vision board comprising only photos of planes, or worse, crashed planes strewn in postcoital debris. The imagery might offend Karina most of all, as she was fearful of flying and had vowed never to set foot on a plane again. It was this quality that first drew me to her when I came to Acuity, where we both worked as content moderators for a video-sharing platform. I’d found her trembling in the break room, and learned that she’d just witnessed gruesome footage of plane wreckage in her queue of flagged videos. I comforted her, resisting the urge to inquire about the specifics of the wreckage and whether it could be viewed elsewhere on the internet. I’d always considered aerophobes my spiritual comrades, their fear and my desire flip sides of the same coin, and from that day forward, I knew Karina and I shared a special bond.


As the VBB approached, I’d reached an impasse. I couldn’t truthfully present my vision, nor did it seem wise to craft a fraudulent board. I didn’t want to give the universe the wrong idea, which might cause it to mix up my destiny with another person’s, as when a traveler picks up the wrong suitcase at baggage claim. I began to think it was safer not to attend, though I knew Karina would be disappointed.


On Thursday, Karina and I went to our usual happy hour at the sushi place on the ground floor of our office building. The VBB cycled venues, with a different member hosting each quarter, and this Sunday, it was Karina’s turn.


“I’m making three types of mimosa,” she said, her brown eyes gleaming beneath fluffy mink lashes. “Celia will be at work, so we’ll have the whole house to ourselves.” Karina lived with her fiancé, Anthony, at his mom’s house in Daly City. Like me, they lived in a room off the garage, though unlike mine, their room had a window. I’d never been, but I’d seen pictures of the space, and it looked cozy: tile floor, tulip wall sconces, Scarface poster, Anthony’s immaculate sneaker collection lined against a wall.


“Will Anthony be there?” I asked.


“Probably, but he’ll stay downstairs.” Karina frowned, setting down her sake cup. “Don’t you like Anthony?”


I recalled previous happy hours during which Karina had expressed dissatisfaction with Anthony, always for good reason. There were the flirtatious Instagram messages she’d discovered between Anthony and his coworker at the fast-casual pizza restaurant. There was his novelty T-shirt business, into which Karina had sunk large sums of her earnings, with little promise of her investment ever paying off. There was his habit of forgetting important dates, such as Karina’s birthday and their anniversary. I’d learned to be cautious when speaking of Anthony, to discover exactly where Karina stood on the subject of the man on that day before voicing any sentiment.


“I’ve only met him a few times,” I told her now. “I like whoever you like, Karina.” I was impressed by my own diplomacy. Perhaps I’d overheard someone saying this on the bus.


“Well, he likes you,” Karina said. “He’s always asking, ‘What’s Lindy up to?’ ”


“That’s nice of him.” I was surprised to hear that Anthony held any opinion of me. I took a sip of sake. “I’m not sure I can make it on Sunday,” I said carefully.


Karina’s eyes narrowed. “Why not? I thought you were coming.”


“My landlords are having a garage sale,” I lied. “They want me to help out.”


“You really don’t want to miss it,” she said, gnawing an edamame shell. “The Q1 VBB is always the most powerful. It sets the tone for the whole year.”


I told Karina I’d try my best, though I’d already decided against going. While it pained me to squander an opportunity to nudge the universe on behalf of my destiny, the risk of exposure was too great. I could not do anything that might compromise my position in society—my job and my housing—which in turn would threaten my prospects of marriage to a plane.


From happy hour, I took BART to SFO, hoping the AirTrain would boost my spirits. I planned to ride the Red Line’s loop for an hour or two, my typical routine when I hungered for connection with my loves but couldn’t afford to take a flight. The train rounded a bend, approaching Terminal 3. Through the window, I glimpsed many fine planes resting at their gates. Jet bridges nuzzled their temples, their rear ends pointed provocatively toward me. A beefy Boeing 777 pulled back from F4, pivoting on his slender ankles with surprising grace for such a big fellow. Parked at F12, I spotted an old friend who went by the tail number N78823, an Embraer 175 bound presently for Phoenix, according to my flight-tracking app. I’d accompanied N78823 to Salt Lake City a few months ago, and found him to be a playful lover, teasing me with a round of turbulence as we descended into SLC.


At the Terminal 3 stop, the doors opened and a pilot boarded my car. I was shy in his presence, as I always am around pilots, granting them the level of respect others extend to doctors and members of the clergy. This pilot was stout and snub-nosed, his face resembling that of an Airbus A350. He was around fifty, with silver hair protruding from his pilot hat. He wore his uniform of black trousers and a jacket with four stripes on each cuff, indicating he was a captain, a pilot in command. He settled onto the seat across from me. As the doors closed, our eyes met and he smiled in the polite but distant manner of a celebrity. I wouldn’t dare to disturb him, though I wished I could ask him many things, such as which model of plane was his favorite, and whether he felt an emotional attachment to the planes, as a farmer loves the horse that assists his labors.


The train rumbled on. As we approached Terminal 2, I was struck with an idea for how I could attend the VBB after all. I could place a pilot on my vision board as a stand-in for my goal of marriage to a plane, claiming I wished to marry a pilot instead. If the universe took my request at face value, and supplied me a pilot husband, I’d make the best of it. I would have access to discounted flights, and a companion to talk about planes with. Though I’d take no pleasure from sex with this pilot, or any person, I would submit to the act to please him, and remain in good standing as his wife. I’d be caressed—infrequently, I hoped—by fingers that had recently touched the most intimate parts of a plane, and been anointed.


Of course, I’d prefer to skip the middleman, launching myself directly into the aluminum embrace of my soulmate: whichever plane would finally recognize my worth and claim me as his bride in orgasmic catastrophe. But I’d recently turned thirty, and perhaps it was time for compromises.


I leaped from my seat and stood impatiently by the doors until they opened to the BART station. Normally, I’d have remained on the AirTrain for another five or six revolutions, but tonight, I couldn’t afford to linger. I had a vision board to craft!


Since I’d moved to San Francisco a year and a half ago, my life had attained a pleasant stability, in contrast with the waywardness of my twenties. I worked in the Hate & Harassment vertical at Acuity, scrubbing comment threads of hate speech and death threats in accordance with the parent company’s terms and conditions. It was the first job I’d ever been good at, and I was proud of my status as H&H’s top-performing mod. I was paid twenty dollars an hour, a large chunk of which went toward nine hundred dollars’ monthly rent on a windowless in-law apartment in the Outer Sunset that I rented from the Chen family, who dwelled in the house and did their best to ignore my moldering presence in the room built inside their garage. Karina was my only friend, though I knew she had many friends besides me. I was grateful for the drippings of companionship she offered, in the form of our weekly happy hours and occasional mall excursions.


Though I enjoyed spending time with Karina, I’d been careful not to reveal too much of myself to her. As a rule, I avoided forming deep connections with other people. I knew my fate could manifest upon any flight, and I didn’t want to burden additional loved ones with grief. I kept in touch, sporadically, with my family in Southern California. My mom remained in my childhood home in Irvine, from which she sold patterned leggings through a multilevel marketing scheme. My brother, Al, worked in fracking in Bakersfield. We texted sometimes, our relationship having improved since the two years I’d lived with him and his then-girlfriend, now-wife, Denise, along with another couple, Brenda and Roxy. My dad had died four years ago—colon cancer—which was unfortunate, as he’d been my favorite family member, the only one who’d indulged my interest in planes, though I’d never revealed to him its full extent.


I believe I was born loving planes. As a child, on the rare occasions my family flew, I felt a thrill unmatched by anything else I’d experienced. No roller coaster, video game, or bouncy castle could compare to the exhilaration of takeoff. I begged my parents to fly more, and my dad, always up for adventure, compromised by taking me plane-spotting. We’d park on an access road behind John Wayne Airport and spectate through the chain-link fence. I sat on my dad’s shoulders, peering at the planes’ handsome faces through binoculars. Together, we made up stories about where they were headed, and which important people were on board. As I aged into adolescence, my love for planes took on a sexual dimension, and I felt I had no choice but to reject my dad when he tried to bond with me over what had long been our shared interest. My desire for planes, alongside an awareness of the fate for which I was bound, crystallized on board a flight to Chicago when I was thirteen—but more on that later.


When he died, my dad left me his beloved boat, a 1989 Sea Ray Sundancer named Wendy. I sold Wendy for nine thousand dollars, far less than she was worth, and spent the money on a monthlong flight binge. In my grief, I was desperate to unite with my soulmate plane, whoever he turned out to be, but I learned the planes couldn’t be pressured into choosing me before they were ready. My binge left me penniless and demoralized, and I’d turned to Al for help, which was how I’d wound up living with him in Bakersfield for a regrettably long interval. I had vowed to never again put myself in such a position, establishing rules to forestall another binge: I adhered to a strict budget; I allowed myself to fly only to a single destination and back; I lived in a windowless room, from which I could not view the sky’s traffic. Hearing the cry of planes above me as I lay in bed, while not being able to see them, added to the romance of our separation.


On the last Friday of each month, I flew wherever was cheapest, usually a regional hub, such as Salt Lake City, Denver, or Phoenix. I preferred to fly near a mountain range, whose choppy airstreams, I hoped, would embolden a plane to yield to his lust for me, as alcohol primes a human lover for intercourse. The city surrounding the airport was irrelevant, as I never left the secure sector. It was all about the flight itself, a date I’d purchased with a plane—preferably a variant of the 737, though like most deviants, I couldn’t afford to be picky. Like dating, death by plane crash was a numbers game. Such an event was vanishingly rare, with odds of one in eleven million. Still, those were far better odds than winning the Powerball, a chance of one in three hundred million. The people I saw buying lottery tickets at 7-Eleven would surely think my dream was insane, but theirs was thirty times less likely, so who was the madwoman, really?


Of course, I believed my connection to planes transcended raw statistics. With the vision board, I hoped to persuade the universe to deliver my fate sooner rather than later, while I was still young enough to enjoy it.


From my pilot sighting on the AirTrain, I returned to my cube in the Chens’ garage. I sat on my bed, my flight map looming on the wall behind me, routes I’d traveled sketched in crisscrossing red string. I consulted the grimy screen of my laptop, a hand-me-down from Al, seeking photos I could print out and glue to my board. Images of planes climbing to cruising altitude, in clear skies or against sherbet-hued sunsets. Lewd shots from below, that long stretch of belly, fish-smooth and flanked by testicular engines. I amassed dozens of juicy plane pics in a special VBB folder on my desktop.


Next, I searched the term “pilot” and found an image of a white man with a crew cut and aviator sunglasses, tan arms crossed over his chest as he stood in midday sun near the nose of a 747-400. I wondered if this man was really a pilot or merely a stock model, the bottom of the food chain of professionally attractive people. I imagined his hardscrabble life in Los Angeles, waiting tables at night and auditioning for reality shows and pharma ads during the day, struggling to distinguish himself in a field of blandly handsome men. But even if he wasn’t a pilot in real life, he sufficed as a symbol for my board. I found another image, of a pilot similar to the first one, but this time, an action shot. The pilot peered into a jet engine, one hand placed suggestively along the inlet lip.


In addition to the pilots, I secured an image of Guillaume Faury, the CEO of the Airbus corporation and one of my personal idols. Faury posed in a gray suit on a runway, next to a lovely A220-300. The plane’s windscreen betrayed no hint of nervousness. He seemed not to mind the presence of his boss—indeed, the biggest boss of all—a man who could, with an email, condemn the plane to a repair facility in El Salvador or a boneyard in New Mexico, from which he might never emerge. I admired that plucky A220 and resolved to mimic his confidence in my own work dealings.


I closed my laptop with a sense of accomplishment. I would save the images to a thumb drive and print them the next day at a copy shop I’d seen from the bus. I was excited for what my vision board would set into motion—though I didn’t know then how powerful it would be.
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The next morning, I waited at the corner of Nineteenth and Taraval for the bus that would convey me to Acuity’s office in Daly City. It was a clear day, and I took stock of the sky, as I’d been in the habit of doing all my life. As a child, I was shy, prone to daydreaming, and my fantasies always involved the sky and a realm above it, a secular heaven populated by rabbits and horses with wings. My dad taught me the names of different clouds, enabling me to distinguish between the high, wispy cirrus, the patchy altocumulus, and the low-hanging stratocumulus. As my interests matured, I progressed from clouds to the harder stuff of contrails, which I learned to read like tea leaves, by a system of my own devising. An abundance of contrails was a sign my day would go well.


Presently, I fixated on the boldest line in the sky, a contrail still in the process of creation. By squinting I could make out the plane that expelled the vapor, a shining silver dot at the head of the trail. I consulted my flight-tracking app, which identified the plane as a 737-900 named N8770Q, en route from Seattle to San Jose. The sight of the distant 737 filled me with longing. It had been three weeks since I’d flown, and at times like these, I feared my connection to my loves was waning. I was eager to renew our bond after work with a visit to the Elephant Bar in Burlingame, my usual Friday night routine when I didn’t have a flight booked. I’d order a side of fries, the cheapest item on the menu, and spend a few hours watching planes land at SFO through the bay-facing windows before the host dislodged me, an amiable battle we waged each week.


I boarded the bus and stood in the front section, my body pressed against those of students bound for San Francisco State University, a cluster of brutalist buildings just past Stonestown Galleria, where Karina and I sometimes ventured after happy hour to browse tipsily at Forever 21 and Sephora. I rode to the end of the line, the Daly City BART station, where many commuters climbed the platform to board trains that would carry them north, to offices off the downtown San Francisco stops, or south, to the Millbrae station, where they could transfer to Caltrain, which would ferry them farther south to the tech campuses of Silicon Valley, including our parent company’s headquarters in Menlo Park. I wished I could take BART to SFO again, perhaps daring to enter the airport itself. I’d gaze longingly at the security checkpoint, beyond which lay my personal nirvana. Sadly, I could not permit such an indulgence. I had to earn money that would fund future flights, as well as rent and food. I waited dutifully at the stoplight to cross John Daly Boulevard.


Acuity occupied the third floor of a building lined with narrow tinted windows. I was a few minutes early, as a life devoted to air travel had molded me into neurotic punctuality. I stowed my phone in a locker at the edge of the moderation floor, in accordance with company policy; they didn’t want us taking photos of the content that crossed our queues. Our terminals were arranged on long tables, cardboard dividers set between the monitors to prevent what Christa, the stocky blonde who oversaw human relations at our site, termed “cross contamination.” As usual, I headed to the exterior row, nearest the windows.


The night-shift workers had departed at 6:00 A.M., and I was nervous to discover the condition in which they’d left the terminals. The custodial crew made their rounds between night and day shifts, and again between day and night, but their work was often slapdash, and sure enough, today I found a clump of tissues tucked between my monitor and the cardboard divider. I scanned Karina’s terminal to ensure she wouldn’t find any similar remnants. One morning, I’d found a small heap of fingernail clippings tucked between her keyboard and monitor. I quietly removed the pile of keratin before Karina saw it, knowing she’d make a big deal of it. Karina was a germophobe, and she would view the nail shards as a provocation. And perhaps they were, as debris seemed likelier to wash up at Karina’s terminal than mine, though maybe the night-shift worker who used her terminal was simply filthier than my own nocturnal double.


I settled into my swivel chair, donned my headphones, and logged in with my credentials. On my portal, a backlog of posts had accumulated, awaiting my review. These were posts the moderation software had flagged, requiring a human intellect to weigh in. The software’s artificial intelligence was refined by each decision we input, though our own decisions were cross-checked with the software and our efficiency ratings climbed the more frequently we concurred. I was happy to be paid twenty dollars an hour to flatter a machine that would soon replace me.


First up were a few dozen comments on a CNN video of interviews with survivors of yesterday’s mass shooting at a church outside Dallas. OBVIOUS CIA PSY-OP, read one; classic false flag, read another. Wake up, sheeple! read a third comment, a common refrain, along with a few comments linking the event to billionaire George Soros. These were all fine, according to the terms of service. I clicked the green button for each post, which would allow the comments to remain visible. But the next comment—crisis actors should be executed! along with the names and addresses of several victims’ family members—was not allowed under the ToS. I clicked the red button, which flagged the post for removal and placed a temporary lock on the offending account.


Next, the queue fed me a string of flagged comments on a video of a teenage girl’s morning routine, calling her such names as slut, bitch, cum dumpster, ugly whore; but thanks to my expertise, I understood these comments were in good fun, playful ribbing among friends. One comment read, OMG I hate your perfect skin you cunt, which the video poster had “liked” and replied to with a kissing-face emoji. I was intimidated by the girl’s popularity. When I was her age, I’d been exempt from such camaraderie, but I couldn’t permit envy to impede my judgment. I applied the green button to the comments, allowing the girls to continue enjoying their youth.


Karina arrived, ten minutes late, on a cloud of gardenia perfume. She smiled at me sheepishly and went about sanitizing her space with disinfectant wipes. Today she wore a turquoise silk dress with a ruffled neckline, a white blazer, and red pumps. “Dress for the job you want” was one of her favorite sayings, though I wasn’t sure what profession corresponded to her outfits. Perhaps a cruise director or a local news anchor. Karina was three years younger than me, prettier than I’d been at any age, and better maintained, with smooth skin and a well-formed skeleton. She carried a Louis Vuitton tote, which Anthony had given her last year to compensate for forgetting her birthday. Her engagement ring sparkled as she wiped down her terminal.


Karina then draped an antimicrobial blanket over her chair, lowered its seat—her night-shift double must have been lanky—and sank into the chair with a sigh that conveyed her dread toward the eight hours that lay before us. The Violence vertical seemed ill-suited to Karina’s sensitive disposition. I was confused why she stayed, month after month, without at least requesting a transfer to H&H, Porn, or Spam. Karina’s credentials surely qualified her for better jobs. She held a bachelor’s degree, spoke Spanish and Portuguese, and was friendly and likable, unlike the rest of us. Why remain in this role, subjecting herself to videos of torture and gore? I’d asked Karina this in my first week at Acuity, and she’d replied simply that it was what she deserved. I was curious why she’d think she deserved punishment, but I refrained from further questioning. Karina would reveal her secrets to me in her own time, if she wished to.


I hoped to be the most efficient moderator in my vertical for the third consecutive month. At the end of each month, the top mod in each vertical received a one-hundred-dollar bonus. Our scores were written on a whiteboard by the door, updated daily by Christa, with our employee numbers standing in for our names. I glanced at the whiteboard now and was pleased to see that my number, 83944D, remained at the top of the H&H column. Karina, who’d told me her number was 28839C, had sunk to the very bottom of the Violence vertical. I was sorry to see her low ranking. I wished I could help my friend, but I reminded myself she was on her own path, guided by the universe’s all-knowing hand.


At 11:00 A.M. I retrieved my phone from the locker and adjourned to the wellness room for my mandatory nine-minute break. The room was a converted office, painted lavender. On one wall hung a painting I was fond of, which depicted the sun setting over the ocean. A narrow window provided a view of Interstate 280, though the blinds were drawn over it as usual. Pushed into a corner were felt boxes of toys and craft materials. The seating options were an overstuffed armchair and a yoga ball that needed inflating. On a side table sat a pyramid-shaped meditation timer set to nine minutes.


I activated the timer, sat on the ball, and fished in my jeans pocket for my shard of plane. I’d purchased it on eBay for forty dollars and carried it everywhere, as a talisman and a tool of sexual gratification. The piece was white and roughly rectangular, the size of a domino. According to the listing description, it was part of the hull of a decommissioned 737-800. I tucked the shard into my mouth while I perused photos of planes on my phone. First there was the A320, who possessed, in my opinion, the handsomest face of any commercial airliner. I proceeded to the 787 Dreamliner, whose beauty was augmented by his lovely name. Next up, a vintage magazine ad of the retired McDonnell Douglas DC-9, a plane that flaunted a certain “bad boy” appeal, having been involved in 276 aviation occurrences with a combined 3,697 fatalities in his forty-nine years of service, among the worst safety records in the industry.


Having enjoyed these appetizers, I moved on to the entrée: the 737. The 737 was my ideal plane, the sky’s narrow-bodied workhorse. His modest size made him more approachable than the wide-bodied fellows, such as the pompous 747 and the aloof A380. I scrolled through the dozens of 737 photos I’d saved, my eyes growing teary with affection.


As I admired these fine specimens, my thoughts drifted, as they often did, to my first love, a 737-800 named N92823, whom I met when I was thirteen. It was on board N92823 that I had my first taste of the destiny that awaited me. My family was flying to Chicago, where my dad had been invited to an actuarial convention. A rumbling commenced during the second beverage service. Then, the plane dropped. Around fifty feet, according to a report issued by the National Transportation Safety Board a year after the incident, though it felt like free fall. My body lifted, constrained only by the belt across my lap. All was calm for a moment, and then the plane pitched again, his nose dipping and rising erratically, so that it felt like we were in a boat on choppy seas.


The cabin filled with screams and prayers. All the while, a cord of energy crept up my spine. I was filled with a warm liquid sensation, a feeling of inevitability, along with wave upon wave of pleasure, what I would later understand had been my first orgasm. My mom gripped my forearm, but I hardly registered her touch. I was alone with N92823, who I believed had recognized me as his soulmate. I wanted the turbulence to go on and on, to build to a climax, the plane diving nose-first into the earth. A perfect death! I saw that my life had always been defined by this sublime end. It would have been ideal to die with both parents beside me, Al in the row ahead, our family preserved as we were in that moment—never to grow old and develop diseases, to shrivel and suffer, and to succumb to unremarkable deaths. For the first time, I understood my place in the world, and when N92823 leveled, I sobbed. My dad reached over to pat my thigh, mistaking my disappointment for relief. It was no big deal, he assured me, just a little turbulence. But he was wrong. It was a big deal indeed.


The NTSB report concluded that we’d encountered a patch of clear-air turbulence—though I had my own theories. N92823 had been in operation only two years at that point. We were both adolescents, and I hoped our flight had been as formative for him as it was for me. I became N92823’s biggest fan, following his moves on a flight-tracking website. I stalked the perimeter of John Wayne Airport when he was scheduled to fly through, taking distant, grainy photos of his handsome form with a digital camera. As he was often bound for Chicago, I asked my parents if we could fly there again, claiming to have become enamored of the stalwart Midwestern city. “Chicago? You kidding me?” my mom said. “You spent the whole trip in the bathroom. You had your chance at Chicago.”


When I turned eighteen, I got a job at the Subway in Terminal C at John Wayne, hoping to save my wages toward another date with N92823. But before I could reach this goal, my love was placed in storage after a mechanical issue on a flight from Newark to San Juan. I wondered if he’d grown impatient, awaiting our reunion. Perhaps his malfunction was an act of protest against the unjust world that kept us apart. As far as I knew, he remained imprisoned in a boneyard somewhere, his veins pumped with preservative oil, his windows covered with reflective shields to protect his interior from the sun’s rays. His body had likely been scavenged for parts on behalf of operational aircraft. I had forced myself to move on to available planes, but I’d always be grateful to N92823 for providing a standard against which I’d judge all subsequent lovers.


The timer’s chime snapped me back to reality. I tucked my shard of plane in my pocket and returned to the moderation floor.


In the break room, Karina assembled her lunch on the coffee-stained table: a Tupperware of raw kale and shredded chicken left over from last night’s dinner, and a Dannon Light + Fit vanilla yogurt, which she bought by the case. As usual, I’d brought nothing, preferring to feed upon the break room’s snack reserves to save money. Christa had made a Costco run last week, and I’d been extracting most of my daily calories from the replenished stash. I appreciated our employer’s largesse. They were not legally required to feed us, and yet they did, four times a year—boxes of frozen food and snack packs of trail mix, Nutri-Grain bars and fruit gummies, a pallet of Rockstar lemonade—all of which we ran through within a month, to await the next windfall.


“We could take a walk,” I said, as I scrounged the cabinets.


“What’s the point?” Karina said. “Leave the building so we can be impaled by a piece of sheet metal that fell off a truck? No thanks.” As this seemed like a random concern, I assumed she was referencing a scene she’d witnessed this morning in the Violence queue.


I heated two vegetarian egg rolls in the microwave. We were careful about what we said in the break room, as we all believed, without evidence, that the microwave was bugged with a listening device, so that Christa, or Scott, the regional manager, or perhaps even Scott’s supervisor at the parent company, could monitor for signs of discontent among their contracted employees.


“You need to eat better, Linda,” Karina said, glaring at my egg rolls, whose grease had burned a patch of translucence into the paper plate on which they rested.


“It’s free,” I said with a shrug.


One of the interior row dwellers—Adrian? Aiden?—entered the break room, cast a look of perfunctory lust at Karina, cracked a Rockstar lemonade, and left.


“What are you up to tonight?” Karina asked. I always dreaded this question. I couldn’t reveal my usual Friday plan of going to a bar to ogle planes, nor could I say I was doing nothing, which would draw attention to the barrenness of my social calendar. I feared Karina would realize she was my only friend, in which case she might wish to withdraw her friendship, sanitizing her life of me as she sanitized her terminal each morning.


Today, however, I had an excuse I knew would please her. “I need to work on my vision board,” I said coyly.


Karina’s eyes lit up. “So you’re coming?”


I nodded. “The garage sale was postponed.”


“Great!” she said. “I can’t wait to see what you put on your board.”


“What do the other women put on theirs?” I asked. I never missed a chance to learn what other people did.


“Everyone’s different,” Karina said, licking yogurt from her spoon. “Esme tends to focus on her career. Morgan’s more focused on family stuff.”


“What about romantic goals?”


“Those are fair game, too. The vision board is how I got Anthony to propose, after all.” Last October, Karina had showed me a photo of her Q4 vision board, which featured a diamond ring hovering above a couple kissing on a beach. Anthony had proposed over Christmas. I was glad Karina had gotten what she wanted, though I’d initially hoped she would manifest some other guy.


“You really think the board made him do it?” I’d been skeptical on this point, as it seemed to me that Karina’s devotion to Anthony was irrational and that he’d be wise to trap her in a marriage contract before she came to her senses.


“Totally. He needed a nudge.” She put down her spoon and eyed me. “Do you want to meet someone, Linda?”


“I’d like to find my soulmate,” I said, thinking of N92823. Whenever I flew, I imagined a repurposed piece of him was embedded within the plane I occupied, even if it was only a lowly bolt or screw.


“The vision board would be a great way to set an intention around dating,” Karina said.


I bit into an egg roll, scalding my tongue on the cabbage within. “I’m a little nervous to meet your friends,” I said quickly, before she could probe my dating history.


“Don’t stress,” Karina said. “They’ll love you.”


At last, I arrived at the Elephant Bar in Burlingame, an excursion I’d looked forward to all week. The restaurant was housed in a friendly building with zebra stripes painted on its sides. At the host stand, I greeted my adversary, Jose. He was thin and stylish, with a fade haircut and a single dangling cross earring. As usual, I claimed that while I appeared to be a party of one, I was in fact half of a party of two. This was a lie, but a necessary one, as a single patron had no hope of securing a booth with a view of SFO’s runways.


“I can seat you at the bar while you wait for your friend,” Jose said, which caught me off guard. This was the most resistance he’d offered yet. The bar was useless to me, as it was far from the windows and offered a view only of TV monitors playing sporting events.


“She’ll be here any minute,” I said. “Can I wait in a booth?”


The restaurant was mostly empty, as it was only five-thirty, and my request was reasonable on its face. Jose must have decided the fight wasn’t worth it, and he led me to a table along the window. I’d gotten away with it again, though I feared my days in the booth were numbered.


Through the window, I watched planes land on a runway jutting into the bay. It was dark, the winter sun having already set, and I tracked planes by their signal lights as they streamed in from the east, a steady procession guided by air traffic controllers stationed within the torch-shaped tower. A server arrived at my table, and I ordered a Diet Coke without breaking my gaze from the runway. A plane emblazoned with the Emirates logo touched down, his landing gear bouncing on the tarmac, and I flinched, my pulse quickening.


I was eager to discover what my vision board would set into motion. Perhaps it would result in my marriage to a pilot, which would in turn enable my marriage to a plane. I imagined my pilot, already fully assembled and going about his affairs in the days before our paths converged. He could be flying one of the planes I presently watched, his form tucked inside the plane’s noble head. It would be nice to have him here with me. He would add commentary to the scenes we saw through the window, making observations about physics or mechanics or something as the aircraft touched down. My dad had attempted a similar narration on our plane-spotting excursions, but his knowledge of aviation was limited, and I suspected he made things up sometimes. A pilot was better equipped to reveal the plane’s secrets. I knew that a pilot’s skills were put to the test during takeoff and landing, the most dangerous segments of any flight. While takeoff was uniquely orgasmic, and landing had its own erotic appeal, I preferred the intervening period of cruising, when the plane’s intelligence dominated, in the form of his autopilot software, along with, I believed, a spark of something akin to a soul.


The server returned for a third time and asked, with a note of impatience, whether I wanted anything else. I placed my usual order of fries, the cheapest item on the menu. I ate them slowly, stretching them until I’d had my fill.
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On Sunday, I took the bus to Daly City and walked west, toward the address listed on the evite. The sky above me was cloudless and scarred, gloriously, by six contrails of varying thicknesses, corresponding to how recently the planes that excreted them had passed overhead and how low to the ground they’d been flying. I was so distracted, I crossed against the light and was met with a chorus of honking.


I’d dressed carefully for the VBB, in light-wash jeans, a purple sweater Karina had persuaded me to buy on one of our post-happy-hour trips to Forever 21, and a denim jacket, also from Forever 21, which I’d purchased because I’d seen young people on the bus wearing them. They were SF State students like Kevin Chen, son of my landlords, who presumably had some stake in the world, being enrolled at an accredited institution. I carried my rolled-up vision board under my arm. I’d spent forty dollars at the copy shop; printing wasn’t enabled at our office, but even if it were, I wouldn’t have dared to print such scandalous images at my place of employ. It pained me to part with this sum, which represented a quarter of the airfare for a roundtrip from SFO to SLC. However, if the boards worked as well as Karina claimed, this initial investment would pay dividends.


I made my way through curving blocks of boxy, pastel-colored houses. My anxiety mounted as I approached Anthony’s mom’s house, which was painted light blue. I was proud of my board, but I feared the response it would receive from the VBB’s other attendees. I didn’t want to embarrass Karina. I wondered if she was unaware of my weirdness, or if she recognized it and didn’t mind. Perhaps she only tolerated me because she needed a friend at work.


I heard the haunting cry of engines and looked up to find a plane passing directly overhead, heading northeast at around six thousand feet, low enough that I could discern the details of his sexy undercarriage. I opened the flight-tracking app on my phone and discovered this gentleman was a 777-22ER named N792UA. He’d taken off from SFO three minutes ago and was headed to Zurich, where he’d arrive in ten hours and seventeen minutes. I nodded to N792UA. If I’d had a hat, I would have tipped it. His appearance was a good omen, filling me with courage in my endeavor.


A silver BMW pulled to the curb, and two women emerged. The driver was a tall, regal woman with light-brown skin, wearing gold hoop earrings and a floral-print wrap dress; the passenger was a short woman of Asian descent, wearing a fleece half-zip pullover, jeans, and checkered Vans slip-ons. I was grateful to see the second woman dressed casually, as I’d worried I was underdressed. The tall woman popped the trunk of the BMW, and from it they retrieved two rolled posterboards.


The woman in Vans noticed me standing across the street, and I waved, hoping she’d recognize me as a fellow passenger bound for the VBB ship. She waved back with a confused look. The two women proceeded up the stairs to the front door. Karina stepped out of the house to greet them, and while she was hugging the tall woman, she looked over her friend’s shoulder and spotted me.


“Linda!” she said. “What are you doing over there?”


I crossed the street and climbed the stairs. When I reached the top, Karina threw her arms around me. “I’m so glad you came!” she said. She touched the edge of my rolled posterboard. “There it is, huh? I can’t wait to see what you came up with.”


I followed Karina inside. She wore a dress I’d never seen, in a red paisley print, which plunged at her chest and cinched at her waist. As she led me to the kitchen, I noticed Karina held her body differently here than she did at work. She seemed relaxed as she stood behind the butcher block arrayed with mimosa components: bottles of champagne and orange juice, and three small bowls of fruit garnishes.


“Which would you like, Linda?” she said, gesturing to the spread. “I have raspberry, pomegranate, and classic orange.”


I pointed to the pomegranate, though it made no difference to me. Karina clapped her hands.


“Excellent choice.”


There was a rustling at the door behind Karina, and a moment later, Anthony emerged from their downstairs lair. He was a handsome fellow, with sparkling blue eyes and a wide, affable face reminiscent of the A310. As usual, his facial hair had been barbered in a sharp line from chin to sideburns, drawing attention to the square diamonds in his earlobes. He wore an oversized teal T-shirt, presumably of his own design, on which a goblin-like creature smoked a cannabis cigar.


“Hey, Lindy,” he said, drawing me in for a hug. “You’re on board with the boards, huh?”


“It’s my first time,” I said. Anthony smirked. My cheeks flushed as I realized I’d accidentally said something sexually provocative. A virgin I wasn’t, unfortunately. I’d had sex maybe ten times in my life, with two different men. Afterward, I always felt disgust, along with a bloated emptiness, as when I’d eaten a large quantity of popcorn for dinner.


I surrendered to Anthony’s charm, which was comforting on this fraught social occasion. He was a familiar object in a sea of unknowns, a life vest I could strap on.


“Did you make a vision board?” I asked.


“Nah,” Anthony said. He opened the fridge and withdrew a bottle of Glacier Freeze Gatorade. “No guys allowed at the VBB.”


“That’s not true,” Karina said. Anthony kissed her cheek lustily, and she swatted him away. “Go back to your cave, you creep,” she told him with affection.


“Karina never shows me her boards. They’re a state secret around here.”


“You never asked,” Karina said, though surely Anthony was right that the boards were a secret from him. Karina couldn’t show him her engagement-themed board from last quarter, revealing that she’d wielded the universe’s infinite power to coerce him into proposing. Other people didn’t like to feel their free will had been tampered with; they underestimated the appeal of surrender. As I watched Karina and Anthony flirt, I found myself rooting for their relationship. Karina loved this man the way I loved planes. Knowing this, how could I begrudge their happiness?


Anthony winked at me and disappeared down the stairs. At last, there was no escaping the other women. I moved to the living room with Karina.


“Everyone, this is my coworker and dear friend Linda,” she said.


“Oh, you’re Linda!” the woman in Vans said. “We’ve heard so much about you.”


The women in the living room—the two I’d seen outside, plus two others—stood to introduce themselves, shaking my hand in a firm manner that would have pleased Guillaume Faury, whose spirit I’d endeavored to trap inside my board. The tall woman was Esme, while the woman wearing Vans was Stacy. There was also Morgan, a freckled woman with red hair and large teeth, and Judy, whose neck seemed overly long. We settled into the living room furniture—Esme, Stacy, and Morgan on the couch, Judy on an armchair. I claimed the second armchair, though I worried Karina would have nowhere to sit.


“I was happy to be invited,” I said. “I’ve never made a vision board before.”


“Of course,” Esme said in a chilly tone. “All are welcome.”


I found this hard to believe. Surely they wouldn’t let in anyone off the street.


“It’s a silly thing we’ve been doing since college,” Judy said. I didn’t like how the women were minimizing the ceremony. I’d hoped they took the art of manifestation as seriously as I did.


“Where’d you go to college?” I asked.


“Stanford,” Stacy said with an ironic eye roll.


“Except for Karina,” Morgan clarified. “She went to SF State.”


“My housemate goes there,” I said, though I wasn’t sure this term accurately conveyed my relationship to Kevin Chen. Kevin was a member of the family and lived in the house, while I maintained a spectral presence in the garage.


“It’s a good school,” Judy said. The other women murmured in agreement, a bit too strenuously.


“Where did you go, Linda?” Esme asked.


“Nowhere,” I admitted. “I took an English class at a community college once, but I never turned in my final essay.” An awkward silence ensued.


“College isn’t right for everyone,” Esme said.


Judy agreed, adding, “My cousin makes six figures as a plumber.”


“That’s a great job,” Stacy chimed in. “Totally recession-proof.”


“Has anyone heard from Nikki?” Morgan asked. I was grateful she’d changed the subject. I sank further into the armchair, hoping to make myself invisible. I sipped my mimosa, admiring how long and lean my fingers looked against the glass, like the string cheeses I stocked my mini-fridge with. From their conversation I gathered that Nikki was about to give birth. I assumed this was why she was unavailable today, though it seemed a risky moment to shirk the universe’s influence.


I scanned the room, admiring the decorating choices of Anthony’s mom, Celia. She was a nurse and a devout Catholic. According to Karina, Celia had also pressured Anthony to propose, so he and Karina wouldn’t be living in sin in her garage. A portrait of Celia with Anthony’s dad, who I understood was no longer around, either dead or simply gone, hung on the far wall, above a credenza topped with a lace runner and an assortment of glass figurines in the shapes of animals. Sunlight flooded through the front windows, bathing the left side of my body in a nauseating heat. I turned to see a two-foot wooden crucifix with an agonized Jesus hanging on the wall behind me. I flinched and was grateful I’d already drained my glass, as otherwise I’d have spilled my mimosa.


Judy laughed, not unkindly. “He’s something, isn’t he?”


“Let me get you a refill,” Karina said, having materialized beside my chair. She took the glass from my hand and returned to the kitchen.


“So you and Karina work together?” Morgan asked, and I was horrified to find the other attendees’ focus retrained upon me, as though my reaction to the crucifix had reminded them of my presence.


“We do,” I said.


“What’s that like?” Morgan pressed. “I’ve read articles about those places.”


“I love it,” I said. “It’s the best job I’ve ever had.”


“Linda’s the top mod in her vertical,” Karina said, placing the topped-off mimosa glass in my hand.


“It seems like pretty intense work,” Esme said.


“Why don’t we get started?” Karina said with an abruptness that suggested she wanted to avoid discussing Acuity. While I’d been focused on the décor, Karina had ferried in trays of croissants and glass cups of yogurt parfait, which stood on the coffee table like offerings on an altar, untouched by all. She brought a straight-backed chair in from the dining room and perched at its edge.


Stacy tore the nose from a croissant, which seemed to signal the start of things, as though the knob of pastry were the pin of a grenade. Esme volunteered to go first. She stood in front of the window and unfurled her board. The other women leaned forward to inspect it, and I mimicked them. Esme’s board was divided into four sections, with each quadrant comprising a cheerful collage of images. The top left quadrant was devoted to fitness. Esme pointed to a photo of a woman doing an advanced yoga pose, her elbows on the floor and her legs raised to the sides, in an enviably winglike configuration.


“I want to work out five days a week, with three days of HIIT and two of hot yoga,” Esme said.


“God, I wish I had your energy,” Morgan said. “Enjoy it now, because once you have kids, exercise is a luxury.”


Esme smiled stiffly at Morgan, seeming annoyed by her interjection. “That brings me to the next section—personal relationships and family,” Esme continued, pointing to the lower left quadrant, which featured images of a man and woman drinking coffee and laughing, a pregnant torso, and a teddy bear. “I had my IUD removed. Ian and I have started trying.” The other women congratulated her. Esme, blushing, moved quickly to the third quadrant, which displayed two human hands clasped in a handshake, a woman in a power suit walking down a city street, and a roomy corner office with a view of downtown San Francisco.


“I’m planning to ask for a promotion to lead portfolio manager,” Esme said.


“Hell yeah,” Stacy said. “You deserve it, babe.”


“Finally, and most importantly,” Esme said, pointing to the fourth quadrant, which contained a photo of a woman sitting in lotus position, “I want to work on developing a spiritual practice this quarter. I might even go on a meditation retreat at Green Gulch.”


We clapped. Esme curtsied and allowed her board to re-spool around itself. I felt daunted and wished Karina had given me more guidance in crafting my board. I hadn’t known I was supposed to divide my goals into quadrants.


Stacy’s board contained text, in addition to images of dogs, mountain trails, and leafy greens. She has fire in her soul and grace in her heart, read one snippet, scarily. SELF-CARE, commanded another. Morgan’s board focused primarily on her children, two red-haired boys under the age of five, along with images of Costa Rica, where her family was planning a summer trip. Judy hoped to go on a backpacking excursion in Joshua Tree with her wife, and commit herself to mentoring younger female employees at the education startup where she worked. Each time an attendee finished displaying her board and was feted with applause, my anxiety ratcheted up another notch. Still, I was determined to go through with the embarrassing spectacle, as Karina had said showing the board to others was a crucial step in transmitting one’s intentions to the universe.


It was Karina’s turn. Her board consisted of wedding-themed photos, generic shots of a bride and groom at an altar, along with pictures of babies, stock models like the pilots I’d found for my board.


“I’m hoping we can set a date for the wedding this quarter,” she said, her voice hushed in case Anthony was listening from the basement, I presumed. “I’m not in a rush, but I’d like to start looking at venues.”


“You haven’t set a date?” Morgan said.


“Not yet,” Karina said. “Anthony’s been busy with work and his side hustles. He’s hoping to hit big with his T-shirts this year. He’s looking into partnering with a streetwear brand.”


Esme leaned forward, uncrossing her legs. “Isn’t the novelty T-shirt sector fairly saturated at this point?”


Karina seemed thrown off by Esme’s question. “Anthony’s got his own niche,” she said, with less confidence than before. “He sold out of a few designs over the holidays. I’m so proud of him.”


From their tepid responses, I gathered the women had the same reservations about Anthony I’d held in the era prior to an hour ago, when we’d had that nice exchange in the kitchen.


“I’m sure you’ll set a date,” I said. “Anthony’s a great guy.”


“Thanks, Linda,” Karina said, smiling at me.


Morgan peered at Karina’s board over her mimosa. “What about your professional life?” she asked. “No goals in that department?”


“Not at the moment,” Karina said. “I’m happy at Acuity.”


“Are you, though?” Judy said gently. “I worry the work is traumatizing you.”


“It’s not so bad,” I said. “We get free snacks and a nine-minute wellness break every day.”


“When you’re ready for a change, I know plenty of companies are looking for people,” Esme said, ignoring my comment.


“My sister says they’re hiring at Airbnb,” Judy said. “I bet she could get you an interview.”


“Maybe you should all mind your own business,” Karina said. Everyone—we humans, the glass animals on the credenza, Jesus on the wall behind me—remained still, as if the air had gelled. Karina rolled up her board and lowered herself with great dignity into her chair.
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