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To the disasters like me






1 [image: ] Breathe


THE CUT WAS QUIET, ALMOST silent. If Carmen had meant to stab something thin and soft, she would’ve held it up and run it through with steel, leaving nothing but air on the other side to absorb the point.

But she’d only stabbed anything at all because she was spacing out at her desk. The glow of her work monitor must’ve messed her up on some subliminal level, and she’d checked out of her brain hard enough to drive her seldom-used letter opener through her black mousepad. Only the steel clacking against the desk warned her anything had happened.

She nudged the mouse away and lifted the thin square of fabric and rubber, dangling it in front of her eyes. A small round hole let in the blue monitor light, as if the mousepad were a one-eyed mask.

Bad girl, she told herself.

She studied the letter opener—could a dull edge become a murder weapon? Of course. It was part of this dull office, a dozing animal with soulless white walls and piercing fluorescent lights, and that overwhelming dullness had to be a murder weapon, too, killing Carmen with a tedious blade. Or worse, smoothing out her personality and peeling away her features until it could render her a faceless peon.

She touched her cheek, thinking of tender fingers, and then checked the time. Five minutes to go. Almost end of day.

Foot tapping, blood teeming, thinking about what would happen later, a quickness in her heart—how was she supposed to concentrate with this kind of pressure and anticipation?

It’s nerves, she thought. Nothing worse.

When she checked the time again, it was three minutes to six. She couldn’t take the waiting anymore and began packing up her bag, logging out of her data-entry files, bounding out of her chair with a barked goodbye to her manager, Liza, before zipping away from the cubicles, out the door, and into the city.

September heat thickened the air across Queens. She was having enough trouble keeping her breath steady, but the walk to the nearest station to take the 7 was mercifully short. Her hands broke from her bag to hold her phone over the reader, and then she pressed through the turnstile toward the next westward train.

There, easily done. She was just one more person trying to get home.

And yet, a sense of separation haunted her through the ride. No one tried for the empty seats beside her at the few stops before her transfer. Not one person approached to ask for change at the Queensboro Plaza platform where she stood waiting for her connecting train. As if every commuter and wanderer were smelling death on her.

They couldn’t understand. There might be a sense of dying ahead, but on the other side, there was life.

A yellow N train screeched to a halt alongside the platform and poured out fresh commuters. Carmen squeezed aboard and stood by the door, looking out its west-facing windows.

The rail line toward Ditmars ran above the streets, sweeping past graffitied brick and flat rooftops. Beyond those, the windows offered a glimpse across the East River to the Manhattan skyline, its buildings rising in a jagged series of peaks as if the sky were grinning with a concrete underbite. Carmen thought of it scooping up the rest of the city. Bad omens lay everywhere.

She clutched her bag tight to her chest and tried to take slow breaths. There were only a few stops between Queensboro and her own, but each one felt like pumping the brakes on her heart, squeezing out another dose of adrenaline.

Her hands trembled by the time the train reached the 30th Avenue station. She hurried onto the platform, down the steps, and headed east, crossing a handful of streets and north a couple blocks. The storefronts and home windows seemed to lean toward her, even when she reached her apartment building, the brown brick becoming its eyes, watching, waiting. Every inch of Queens was vibrating.

Or maybe that was her. Nervous, excited, worried, scared. It could all go right for a change. It could all be terrible.

Don’t be terrible, she told herself, as if that were in her control. Sometimes it felt like it should be. Shouldn’t she know enough not to fuck up her life?

But control wasn’t a concept she’d ever grasped. If she could take charge in a practical way, she would have done so already.

She yanked open the heavy door and hurried inside, past mailboxes, up the stairwell. The second floor looked darker today, but she barely caught any of it in her shaky rush toward her apartment. In pulling out her keys. Unlocking and opening the door. Letting it shut.

None of these features or sensations were as real as the feeling of a firm cylinder jamming against the back of her head. Her bag dropped to one side. She swallowed hard, mouth gone dry, and raised her hands, could practically imagine the pistol digging into her skull.

“Not smart, coming back here after what you pulled,” a voice rich as caramel said, her tone lethal. “Not smart at all.”



Minutes passed, too slow and yet too fast. Carmen was nude now, her button-up and slacks and everything else lying on the floor several feet away. Sweat made her bare skin stick where it touched this wooden chair. Her heart beat a gallop through her chest, but when she tried raising a hand to feel it through her sternum, her right wrist snagged on a leather cuff binding it to one arm of the chair. Another held her left wrist in place, and similar cuffs bound her ankles to the chair’s legs.

A heat billowed behind her—Blanca, her hand stroking Carmen’s short hair. Blanca, who’d restrained her.

Blanca, ready to end this.

“I can tell you things,” Carmen said, mouth still dry. “Secrets.”

“It’s too late for that,” Blanca said, almost doting. “Much too late.”

Hazel eyes reflected in Carmen’s vision for a blink, drifting dark circles like twin eclipses, before cloudy plastic wrenched against her face. It flattened across her brow, pressed down the tip of her pointy nose, and squeezed her strong chin, smothering all reflections in a whitish fog of exhalation.

Blanca tucked one arm over the rim of the stiff two-gallon freezer bag, sealing it to Carmen’s throat. Her other hand slid up Carmen’s head and laid a gentle hand on top. She kissed the outer plastic, her lower lip’s two studs pressing cold to Carmen’s temple while Carmen sucked in a breath that wouldn’t come.

“I thought we had something special,” Blanca said. “But you’ve fucked me over for the last time.”

Seconds passed. Maybe a breathless minute. Carmen couldn’t say how much time slid by before she began to fight. Couldn’t see a clock. Couldn’t open her mouth with Blanca gripping the bag beneath her jaw.

Blanca leaned close and kissed the plastic again. “And now, you can die for me.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Die slowly, my love.”

Carmen thrashed to one side, her naked legs rising slightly, but the restraints held firm. Her thighs thumped up and down against the chair, neck catching with Blanca’s grip, and an inner fist tensed between her thighs.

No escape. Trapped in delicious suffocation and its ecstatic thrill.

Blanca unstuck the bag from Carmen’s neck, only long enough for a breath, and then hugged it to her again. Another terrifying, wonderful jolt rocked her body, and the tremble of Blanca’s restrained laughter quaked into the chair. Controlling herself, keeping in character, yet overjoyed with Carmen’s excitement.

Expectant over it.

A nervous pressure seized inside Carmen’s chest.

Something wasn’t right. Sweat dotted her skin, and a dampness pooled within the dark hair between her thighs, as certain as the condensation within the plastic bag, and a vivacious tingling lit her nerves down to her fingertips and toes.

These were neutral facts of no interest. Her body was ready to explode with asphyxiation-driven arousal, but her mind had eased to the stillness of an untouched pond, brightened with anticipation and shadowed by apathy and looming disappointment.

Why didn’t she care? Blanca was doing everything right, even breathing against Carmen’s ear to make her jealous for stolen air, but an indifferent darkness fogged her head. She should’ve been craving Blanca’s touch by now. Lips, fingers, tongue, anything.

Ecstasy might come if she could hold out until death’s precipice—

Carmen pincered her left thumb and middle fingertip, and then she snapped her fingers, the nonverbal safeword.

Blanca immediately unlatched from Carmen’s head and throat, tearing the plastic away and giving space for Carmen to suck in the cool apartment air.

“That was fast,” Blanca said. “You all right? Can you hear me?”

Carmen blinked hard, exhaled harder, and looked up, where the ceiling light cast a golden aura around a broad silhouette. The fog cleared at each blink until the silhouette became Blanca.

One dark eye sparkled; the other hid beneath draping coils of black hair. She was gorgeously fat and wore mocha-colored slacks and a same-colored suit jacket with no undershirt, exposing her bare fawn-brown sternum. The outfit suited her role of vengeful mobster in this scenario, icing out her snitching ex-lover, but something about her radiated the tragic beauty of a femme fatale. Maybe a switch-up would help. Carmen could be the mobster, murdered by the one woman she thought she could trust.

Except this beauty hadn’t grown from their game. That was all Blanca. Carmen should have not only been awed by her presence but ravenous with desire.

Blanca creased her forehead in concern and cupped a tender palm to Carmen’s cheek. “Pet?”

“I’m broken,” Carmen said, breath steadying. “Disconnected. It isn’t working.”

Blanca slid a playful finger through Carmen’s dark lower curls. “Feels like it’s working.”

“Not up here.”

Carmen tried tapping her head, but the leather cuff again caught her wrist. Her brain hadn’t come all the way back yet, and the surprise at forgetting she was bound almost brought momentary excitement.

Almost.

“I warned you this was a bad idea,” Blanca said, unlatching the wrist restraints. “Plastic is dangerous. You should’ve let me smother you with my belly or sit on your face.”

Carmen was still catching her breath and couldn’t explain how, much as she loved either suggestion, trying it would’ve broken the suspension of disbelief. No mobster would kill an ex-lover in that fashion.

Blanca lowered to one knee to free Carmen’s ankles. “Maybe it’s a bad idea all around. Safety first, remember? Tomorrow we could try—what was that one you liked?” She waved a hand in front of her face, snatching for the word she wanted. “The mask. It’s been a minute since.”

“No mask,” Carmen said.

“Or the mermaid, caught by the sailor?” Blanca asked. “I could try a reverse Munter hitch down your legs.”

Carmen nodded to spare Blanca’s optimism, but tomorrow wouldn’t improve anything. Same as the other nights they’d tried to heal whatever had gone wrong in Carmen’s head.

That word again stroked the tip of her tongue—broken—and she couldn’t shake it away as Blanca helped her stand up and draped a silky turquoise robe around her. It belonged to Blanca, but her belongings and scent brought relief, the way Blanca prioritized Carmen’s aftercare even when they’d cut their rough scenario short.

She led them to the living room’s lavender couch. “Cuddle and a movie?”

Another nod, and Carmen let herself be set down. Sometimes, like the moment Blanca returned to the couch with the TV remote, Carmen caught a look of coldness in her eyes. Faraway. Haunted. Uncertain if she was relieved, thinking breathplay was a bad idea, or disappointed, and why wouldn’t she be? She had put a lot of thought and work into this, ensuring safety so that Carmen could have her little death fantasy without worry. Blanca kept control; Blanca would make it okay. Love was a muscle, and she kept it toned. She wanted to see Carmen happy despite her own reservations.

All that, only for Carmen to pull the plug. As if the threat of asphyxiation couldn’t offer a powerful enough high, staring down death’s cliff. For Blanca to agree at all hinted how desperate she’d become to shatter this carapace around Carmen’s enthusiasm and joy.

“Will you lie on me?” Carmen asked. It came out with the meekness of asking, Do you still love me?

Blanca flashed a faint smile. “For a little, before my shift.”

And Carmen had to hope that was the answer to the spoken question and not the unspoken one.

Maybe she was causing her own trouble. She had been stewing in her juices through work, possibly over-anticipated. Her excitement might have bled dry across the day. Maybe they needed to be more spontaneous? Except Blanca wouldn’t like that. It wasn’t safe.

Carmen stretched across the couch, waiting. Blanca slid out of her suit, dressed herself in another robe, and reclined over Carmen’s lithe frame, her comforting softness reshaping around Carmen like a weighted blanket made of girlfriend. The pressure slowed Carmen’s breathing, not in the game’s elusive sensuality, but a calm she absorbed from Blanca into her muscles and mind. Maybe seeing that despondent look in Blanca’s eyes was Carmen’s projection, nothing more.

Or maybe she echoed Carmen’s worry, and they were feeding each other’s anxieties in a forever loop like an orbiting meteor building momentum before one planet could slingshot it into another.

Carmen couldn’t face that extinction event. She needed to figure out what was wrong with her enthusiasm and remind it how much she wanted Blanca, wholly and utterly and in every possible way like she deserved, and soon.

Before their conjoined anxiety dragged them out of their game, their world, and tore their hearts to shreds.
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RUNNING LATE TO WORK AGAIN, Carmen’s usual. No real excuse, only slow to start and far too trusting of rail-line schedules.

Swinging by Dan’s Bagel Deli and picking up an assortment for the office would smooth over her tardiness, along with an egg sandwich to appease her manager. She texted while slipping through the deli’s front door.

CARMEN:  In line at deli, be in soon.

Liza answered with a thumbs-up and an egg. In twenty minutes, Carmen would stumble into the office, the bangs of her short chestnut hair clinging to her sweaty forehead, her button-up disheveled, breath chugging as if Blanca had only now let her out from beneath a plastic hood. Everyone would think Carmen had come running, forgiven thanks to the bagel box clutched in her arms. Problem solved. Given a moment, she could fix any situation.

Except your sex life. She gritted her teeth and wished the suggestion away, but she had no safeword against intrusive thoughts.

Eighteen minutes later, she arrived at the office disheveled and sweaty, as predicted. Her coworkers greeted her with waves and hellos from where they clustered around one girl’s cubicle before Carmen steered herself into the nearby breakroom to unpack the bagels, plastic knives, and schmear alongside Liza’s foil-wrapped egg sandwich.

So much effort to keep a pointless, impersonal job. Anyone could cross that Brillo pad of a carpet, sit at those computers, and peck at a distressingly quiet keyboard. LeviTek, or InfoSeam, or whatever was the company’s name after half a dozen owner changes, hired the fastest fingers. For what? Data entry meant condensing people’s entire lives to fillable boxes on a computer monitor, and the bloodlines of commerce passed the information from one office to another, forming a great greedy organism of insurance bullshit, advertising parasitism, and statistical horrors meant to help digest the world.

And yet it presented itself with the abject mundanity of a breakroom and cubicle rows. Carmen had to remind herself she worked a mere eight hours a day here. She could have it worse.

Only when the last bit of cream cheese crossed her tongue did she realize she’d devoured an entire bagel without noticing. Resentment toward work had distracted her. What was she trying to avoid thinking about again?

Oh, right—Blanca. The endless fuck-ups with beautiful Blanca.

Carmen started putting together another sorrow-smothering bagel, one she’d taste this time, as the other office women encircled the breakroom table to titter and feign reluctance.

“Thank you, Carmen.”

“Happy Friday!”

“Cheesy junk goes straight to my hips. Who wants to split one?”

“Me. I look fat enough in this skirt already, and I want to look nice for the anniversary party.”

“On your second already, Carmen? I wish I could eat like you.”

Yes, they did wish they could eat like Carmen. Another bagel. A taste from between Blanca’s thighs. Except none of them would appreciate her, terrified of seeing anyone like Blanca, of looking like Blanca. Hips, fat, eat, they complained. Like those were bad things, jabbing needly tongues into Blanca’s sides.

Not exactly like you’re pleasing her, Carmen reminded herself.

She watched the other women pluck vulturelike at the spread, unsure the bagel carcasses were dead yet, and then carried her tote bag, her second bagel, and Liza’s egg sandwich to her cubicle. She kept few belongings there. A calendar showing cheerful art from My Neighbor Totoro hung by a tack from the wall, a gift from Blanca, and a trilobite fossil, gifted by an ex, was Carmen’s makeshift paperweight.

Most important was the small framed photo of Blanca. Whenever work became a soul-sucking vacuum, Carmen only had to glance over. Think of Blanca. Flash back to any moment of holding her, of being held, since they’d met that night Carmen stopped in the pub where Blanca used to bartend two years ago, and then that weekend shortly after when they moved in together and grabbed hold of each other and didn’t let go.

Until the disconnect in Carmen. No idea where it had come from or when it would heal.

Clever Blanca—she’d found detours. They already enjoyed light bondage and roleplay. Wrists bound here, a blindfold there, spread across the bed. Time they spent developing the spoken safeword—dimetrodon—and the unspoken snapping of fingers for when speech became impossible. Shibari joined Blanca’s skill set as Carmen’s disconnect worsened, with Blanca’s deft hands turning Carmen’s slight figure almost decorative. They tried latex, and when that ceased to work, they moved to pain in its many flavors. Wax, whips, and worse.

Role-oriented deathlike breathplay was last week’s experiment, but Carmen’s investment remained elusive. She was sputtering, and Blanca was running out of ideas.

A fist knocked on Carmen’s cubicle wall, and she jerked in her rolling chair to find Liza Medina staring down at her. She was in her mid-fifties, tall as gods, dark hair dyed blond except at the roots. One T-shirted arm slung over the cubicle wall, an olive hand reaching out with an expectant upturned palm.

“That a new paperweight?” Liza said. “Or do I spy a sandwich of mine?”

Carmen apologized and handed over the foiled bundle. “Rushed too fast,” she said. “Lightheaded.”

“You don’t eat enough, string bean.” Liza chucked the sandwich up and down, and it gave a crunch at each landing. “Don’t listen to these starvation fetishists. They’re so airheaded, you could use them to clean out the copier. Not that that’ll fix it.” She winked and headed back to her office.

Carmen couldn’t help a smirk. Fetishists. If only Liza knew.

But there was an idea—starvation, but of the sexual kind. Carmen could borrow a page from the evangelicals who’d stalked her adolescence, starving herself of sex until desire forced the concept itself to undergo resurrection. Blanca could order Carmen a chastity belt.

Or would abstinence kill her sex drive entirely? If so, how long until that killed the relationship? Was sex even the true problem?

Maybe Carmen didn’t like herself anymore. Everything felt like a chore. Her commute. Work itself. Even eating, sometimes. A memo sat in her email, reminding her there was a mandatory synergistic workshop in the Catskills in late September, a couple weeks after the company’s acquisition anniversary party, paid for by the office’s latest owner.

And while her coworkers chirped about how fun and beautiful it might be to get away for a couple days, all Carmen could think of were excuses not to go.

Wherever she went, she was stuck with herself.

She studied her face in the bathroom mirror at midday, assessing her sharp jawline, pinkish complexion, yellow-green stare, short stature—she might not fuck herself were she doubled, but nothing made her wish to escape her skin.

The signal break was not between body and Blanca, only between body and mind.

And yet it had everything to do with Blanca. If she broke things off, Carmen would break shortly after.

Maybe she had depression. She considered talking to a therapist as she traveled back to her cubicle. Thought some more on it while rattling out the names, heights, weights, phone numbers, and addresses of strangers into her computer. She would have to find an affordable counselor in her insurance network. And the right one who would understand that women liked sex. And one who wouldn’t have an issue with that sex being same-sex.

By day’s end, all the consideration left her exhausted and hollow. She didn’t know what dragged at her insides and made the flames of passion sputter like a campfire facing a hurricane.

She only knew thirty-five was too young to feel this dull.



Carmen found Blanca humming to herself when she opened the apartment door. She stood at the sink of their small corner kitchen, hips rocking to her own tune, the faucet splashing water over a glass and masking the sounds of locks and hinges.

The apartment wasn’t large, but they’d made it their own. A white-covered novel sat face down on their tiny kitchen table, alongside a stack of other books and an empty flowerpot. Four chairs surrounded the table. Towels were draped over one of them to hide the wear and tear of bindings and sweat. Beyond the kitchen, the TV sat on a desk against the living room wall, facing the couch and a weathered recliner. A window looked out on the city, surrounded by dark-violet walls. They’d hung up a few photos of themselves near the bathroom, but mostly they’d gathered art from the street and dressed the living room in warm paintings and twisted tin sculptures of small birds, lizards, and butterflies, as if the walls themselves bubbled with life.

Their bedroom door hung open on peaceful light-blue walls and a hill of pillows bound in a ceiling net. Beside it, another doorway opened to the spare bedroom. Most tenants might have rented it out.

Carmen and Blanca had instead converted it into their sexual playroom. They’d purchased most of the stuff inside before the last two rent hikes. Blanca would’ve likely sold some of it to ease future financial strain if there were any profitable market for hand-me-down sex toys.

Only recently had they moved the game to the living room. Blanca hoped a change of scenery might mend whatever was wrong with Carmen.

Not that Blanca ever put it that way. Her girlfriend was perfect in her eyes.

But Carmen knew better.

She watched Blanca peel off yellow dish gloves and studied the dark hair cascading down the back of her blouse. A hunch in her shoulders said she was hurting this afternoon. Thirty-three seemed too young for aching, but she stood proud. The women at Carmen’s office could only imitate this pride, and likely Blanca wouldn’t have noticed their disdainful remarks. Advertisements, rude comments—none of it mattered. She possessed a mastery of self few people dreamed of, and she wouldn’t care whether Carmen’s coworkers meant to offend or please her.

Anger had been a convenient and powerful distraction, enough for Carmen to briefly bury her problems. Small wonder many men loved the feeling.

But anger couldn’t solve this. Carmen shut the apartment door at last, and Blanca’s ears perked up.

“Hey,” Carmen said. “That’s my job.”

She’d taken up cleaning responsibilities shortly after they moved in together. Sometimes as part of the game, more because Blanca’s part-timing at the café and part-timing at the bar meant she had enough mess to handle already.

She didn’t say anything at first. The yellow gloves hit the sink basin as she turned around and bounced from kitchen tile to carpet. A luminance climbed Carmen’s insides, and her eyes shimmered with almost-tears as Blanca crashed into her with a fierce hug.

You’ll lose her. She’ll think you don’t love her anymore, and then you’ll lose her, and you’ll deserve it.

Carmen swallowed the vicious thought. “Missed you, too,” she said.

“I’ve been waiting all day to tell you,” Blanca said, giddy in Carmen’s ear. “I found something that might help you.”

Carmen smiled into Blanca’s hair. “Really?”

“Really. I met someone.”

“Oh.” Carmen pursed her lips.

They had brought temporary partners into the game before, but half the time they seemed more hassle than fun. She didn’t want to play the killjoy today. Not with that spring in Blanca’s step, and not when she’d been waiting for Carmen’s homecoming to share the news.

“Cool,” Carmen said, desperate to sound elated. “Are they joining the game tonight? Tomorrow?”

Blanca broke from the hug, and the sweet earthen darkness of her eyes beamed good cheer into Carmen’s face. “No, we’re going out. We go to her. Tonight.” Her gaze flicked up and down, scrutinizing the tiniest fault lines in Carmen’s expression. “This is something different, I promise. That’s what we need, right? Something different?”

She said we, but she wasn’t the problem. Her sex drive could start as easily as sliding a key into a new car’s ignition, complete control of self. What she meant was you. What you need.

“Something different,” Carmen echoed.

It came out more hopeful than she felt. That climbing light inside her must have finally found her tongue and laced it with trust and adoration toward Blanca, who scrunched her nose with another smile and then bounced away.

Giving up would break her heart. And breaking her heart would mean Carmen had blown the best thing that ever happened to her. For Blanca, she could wear the mask of optimism. She could even play the part if they brought hopefulness into the game. Blanca was worth it.

Carmen turned to the living room, and she made damn well sure to smile. “How should I dress?”
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MANHATTAN’S BALMY SEPTEMBER AIR CLUNG to Carmen’s skin as she and Blanca left the downtown subway platform. The red sunset cast lengthening shadows from the apartment buildings, patterning the streets, alleyways, and doorsteps in still-humid shade.

“We’re almost there,” Blanca said, though she remained cagey about where there might be.

“It isn’t Raspberry Swirl, is it?” Carmen asked, scowling.

“That’s still in Queens.”

“I know, but you could be taking me on a detour. Throwing me off.”

“No,” Blanca said. “Not a detour, not the Swirl.”

Carmen should have known better. Blanca’s dress code instruction had been nice, but comfortable, and that wouldn’t suit a classy fetish club like Raspberry Swirl, no matter how much Blanca used to frequent the place. She wore a white lily-patterned blouse and matching skirt. Carmen wore a green-gray tank top and pinstripe slacks.

“A professional dom, then?” Carmen asked.

“We can’t afford that right now,” Blanca said. “Rent’s going up in January.”

“Again? Hell.” Carmen wondered how much, but Blanca controlled the finances. She had the better head for it, among other things. “Is it psychedelics?”

“We can’t afford that either. Weed is enough.” Blanca gave Carmen’s hip a love tap. “Your body belongs to me, and my body’s a temple. The kind that runs on blood, not shrooms.”

The word temple sent Carmen’s thoughts racing in another direction. “Is it a shaman? Some kind of magic, like a bruja?”

“If magic were real, I wouldn’t mess with it. But this isn’t magic.” Blanca walked in silence for a moment, lips rubbing together as she hunted and pounced on the right words. “It’s just weird shit. Completely different from anything you’re thinking.”

Her lack of clarity only made Carmen’s skin tingle, either from humidity or the thrill of surprise. Either way, Carmen was ready; she—

Expected disappointment. Her excitement sweated out, assuming a lackluster night was inevitable, which only sent her anticipation plummeting toward pessimism. It was that feedback loop again. Stress begetting stress. She doubted Blanca could fix it, wherever they were going.

Wherever they had arrived. Blanca stopped on the sidewalk to pluck a compact mirror from her purse and fiddle with her lip studs, and then her gaze fixed ahead, where concrete steps climbed to the front door of a brown-brick apartment building. Sun-weathered wooden planks crossed its first-floor windows. The second- and third-floor windows gaped open like jagged glass teeth.

Carmen shuddered in the unseasonal heat. “Who lives here?”

“No one. Like nobody lives in a bunch of places anymore. They just”—Blanca gestured down the block—“sit there. But people gather anyway.”

Blanca climbed the short steps and yanked the front door open, a slouching wooden slab with little motivation for clinging to its hinges. A grim stairwell opened to the left. Blanca led Carmen past it, onto a patchy purple hallway carpet, visible only by the narrow path breaking through the piled garbage bags and detritus like an animal trail over grass in the small rural town where Carmen grew up.

She pushed the reminder away. Hometown thoughts would kill any desire before Blanca had a chance to try her weird solution.

Former apartments hung open, their walls patchy with dark holes. Music blasted from dim corridors, where indiscernible figures were rubbing powder across tables and grinding against each other.

“Drugs, but not for us?” Carmen asked. “Is this an exhibitionist thing?”

“So many questions,” Blanca said. “Quiet down and trust me, all right?”

A red EXIT sign glared at the hall’s end. Carmen guessed the back door opened onto an alley and iron fire escape, but before she could touch the handle, Blanca steered them into a sullen gray room. A twenty-something man in a deep red hoodie sat in a fold-out chair beside a dark opening in the floor.

He glanced up at Blanca’s footsteps. “Who goes? What’s your business?”

“Blanca Balmaceda-Lugo. Carmen Mancini. Heading to Underside.”

The man waved a gloved hand, signaling for Blanca and Carmen to descend clanging metal stairs that ended at a concrete floor. A wide room opened around them. Sleeping bags lined its walls, and the sounds of giggling, moaning, and puking echoed off the hard surfaces. Two skeletal women sat atop derelict washing machines, tossing tarot cards between them.

“Do they know you?” Carmen whispered.

“They just want a name and a reason,” Blanca whispered back. “Especially if they need to kick you out.”

“Looks like anything goes.”

Blanca tittered. “I should’ve brought a gag for you.”

In the broad basement’s corner, another hole opened, where rickety planks led to a dingy subbasement. Carmen had heard of the old subway having rest areas for workers, now closed off from modern tunnels and yet accessible from secret places throughout the city. Some had been converted into subterranean speakeasies during Prohibition. Others lay forgotten. Or secret.

“How far down?” Carmen asked.

“Pet. Quiet.” Blanca tossed her hair over one shoulder and softened her tone. “This is the last.”

Another man waited in a forking hallway below, old and colossal and yet pale like he never went upstairs to see the sun. He asked no questions, only waved a narrow flashlight. His breathing came loud in the dim.

“Smoking section,” Blanca said.

The under-street man aimed his flashlight to Blanca’s left. She followed the beam, and Carmen followed her down a thin hallway where a golden glow pulsed from behind a beaded curtain.

“What did you say?” Carmen asked. “Are we going to smoke?” She realized a moment too late that she’d broken Blanca’s command.

Blanca didn’t seem to notice. “It’s the area with the one we’re seeing. Her name is Smoke.”

She parted the beaded curtain onto dusky light. Rumbling conversation climbed from nearby tables alongside curls of smoke, clouding the golden bulbs above. Cheap bangles danced from ceiling-bound wires whenever anyone brushed past them. Scarlet-and-gold tapestries decorated the walls with pretty patterns, and a faraway neon sign glowed the words UNDERSIDE: SMOKING SECTION. Bodies jostled along a bar at the back, next to which a faded pink-and-green jukebox torn out of the 1960s played a guitar riff probably older than Carmen’s parents.

Blanca interrupted Carmen’s awestruck observation with a shout in her ear. “I got directions! Back corner!”

They slid between packed tables, the crowd a twitching organism mimicking a subway platform during rush hour. Some patrons tried to dance, but there was little room. Wires chased from the jukebox, the bar, and the neon sign into the ceiling. They were likely siphoning power from the city’s main line.

The underground bustle thinned at the back corner, where a crescent-shaped booth formed a circle of cracked leather seating around a sleek wooden table.

Facing the room sat a striking woman in her late thirties, her features a mix of pale wolfen eyes, an elfin smirk, and hawkish talons jutting from three of five digits on her right hand. Finger tattoos brandished the playing card symbols of diamond, club, heart, and spade on her left. Lengthy russet curls snaked around her marble-white cheeks and over her black sequined top. Vermillion trousers covered her knees, pressing together against the table’s edge.

She stuffed her phone in a forest-green satchel when she spotted Blanca. “Hey there, B.” She had a melodious voice fit for a singer. “And Carmen, I presume.”

Carmen mouthed, Smoke?

Blanca gave a curt nod and squeezed into the circular booth, dragging Carmen down beside her. “We met last night at the bar and got talking.”

Smoke’s gaze wandered from Carmen to Blanca and back. “Blanca tells me you need stimulation of a kind.”

Carmen hid a frown behind her hand. Got talking? Stimulation? Blanca never chatted about their sex life outside her friend group. Which meant she was getting desperate, and Carmen had done that to her, and now she wanted to sink beneath the table and hide.

“It’s like I told you,” Blanca said.

“Right. About your game.” Smoke plucked a pastel-pink vape pen from a ceramic coaster, inhaled sharply, and let white mist snake between her teeth. “But is your game ripe for the arcane?”

Carmen raised her eyebrows at Blanca. “You said it wasn’t magic.”

“Not magic,” Smoke said. “Calling it magic is like calling psychiatry witchcraft. It’s unenlightened. Come on, girl, this isn’t the sticks. The jewels of the world and the pearls of all wisdom converge into the globality of mankind. And beyond.”

She opened the mouth of her satchel and drew out a thin leathery book. Ragged white string bound its covers. Tan coloring clawed at its spine. Its front was pale and lumpy as if someone had scalded its face with bleach, and yet black stitched-on lettering spoke the title from beneath the scars.

The King in Yellow.

Carmen leaned over the table for a better look. The book seemed nothing special, but there was a gravity in its un-specialness. Too mundane an outer shell to be truly dull like her.

“This isn’t addictive, is it?” Blanca asked.

“Only psychologically.” Smoke set her vape pen atop the coaster and began to untie the book’s string. “Ever stood at a cliff’s edge? Or a skyscraper’s? The height reaches up your legs, vertigo at the edge of life and death. That’s one wild trip. And your heart racing when you pull back? That’s life. True living.”

An acrophobic tingling lit Carmen’s skin. She forced away thoughts of childhood hiking and stuck to thoughts of rooftop ledges.

Smoke finished untying the string and cracked open the leather binding. Loose yellow pages, unglued from the book’s gutter, wafted in the tailwind of its front cover. Their tattered edges surrounded typewritten ink, faded in some places, thick in others, their typist desperate to run an ink ribbon to its last drop before reloading their typewriter.

Carmen’s eyes blurred as she glanced over the book. “A story?”

Smoke sucked at her vape again. “A play.”

She was right—the first page showed not a title or chapter page, but a description and dialogue, with the text at the top reading Act II.

A wry laugh bubbled up Carmen’s throat as she turned to Blanca. “You brought us here to read?”

“Try,” Blanca said, chinning at the tome.

Harsh nails pinched Carmen’s chin and guided her gaze back across the table. “It’s no common book,” Smoke said. “Ordinarily, you read the words. But these pages? They read you, too.”

Carmen jerked her head from Smoke’s grasp. “Okay?”

Smoke tucked her cheek into one hand and blew white mist over the book. “It’s said that all who read The King in Yellow lose their minds. Or what looks like losing their minds. I’ve seen it happen. But if you try it and get away, the survivor’s euphoria is magnificent.”

Carmen eyed the yellowy pages again. She had agreed with Blanca that they needed something different, but this was bizarre.

Wasn’t that the point, though? What could be more different than weird shit? And besides, Carmen’s body worked fine. It was her mind that couldn’t get with the sexual program. And same with any reading, your mind did the work, using the book’s information to mold thoughts into fresh concepts.

Carmen glanced at Blanca, her dark eyes expectant, her smile earnest. If Blanca believed this had a chance of working, shouldn’t Carmen be willing to give it a try? For her?

Smoke drummed her nails on the table. “Think of it like playing chicken. Two cars rushing at each other, but no one wants to die. Who swerves first? Reading these pages is the same. Read only enough to inhale the danger without living the catastrophe, and somewhere between terror and madness lies ecstasy.”

Static reached through Carmen’s fingers and toes. She could dismiss it as the excitement of an overactive imagination, conjuring rooftop ledge vertigo.

But since when had her imagination been this active?

A gentle hand took Carmen’s—Blanca, soft and sweet and smiling. Carmen squeezed Blanca’s hand in return. She had no faith in this, but she could try it out for the sake of finding a path forward.

“Okay,” Carmen said, taking a deep breath. For Blanca, for Blanca. It was a chant. And a promise.

Carmen slid her hand from Blanca’s grasp, gave Smoke a doubtful glance, and then focused on the first crisp yellow page:


Act II—Scene 1.

Upon the shores of Hali, the great steps climb forever and endless toward the amber skies above the city of Hastur, above the city of Alar, above the beauty of lost Carcosa, a redundant title, for all places beneath the twin black suns of the Hyades are lost.
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