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            Butter Dreams

         

         You get the lonelies and the uglies and sometimes they are one and the same. I slot neatly into the third category—my bushy eyebrows grow back with alarming ferocity, even as I pluck and shave with weary dedication, and one could place a hand flat on my chest, a plateau of nothingness. My eyes have the charming tendency to appear closed in photographs; my cheeks puff out too much when I smile. Excellent skin, but an unseemly green vein lurks above one cheekbone and dark half-moons shadow my under-eyes. I consider myself quite unremarkable overall, the sort of girl you’d sit next to in a doctor’s office without glancing up from your dog-eared magazine, not even once. Extra ordinary.

         There are brief moments, when I’m appraising my nakedness in the mirror and catch the glow of my youthful skin, the luster emanating from my tanned, slim boy-body. On the days I feel beautiful, I also feel an overwhelming pity for this untouched body—not to be confused with the clinical touch of a chiropractor, whom I frequent every Wednesday after work to have my uneven hip bones corrected, my sore shoulders kneaded, my neck cracked. When he touches me, the blurry outlines of my body seem to grow firmer and take shape again.

         A 9-to-5, often 9-to-9, office girl, I wear pantyhose and high heels that fuck up my feet and have blessed me with 2bunions; silk blouses and tapered knee-length skirts; pressed black cigarette pants on occasion.

         People arrange their bodies with aggressive intimacy on the packed trains during rush hour. This, too, I do not mind. On a Monday morning, I find myself molded against the spine of a man not much taller than me. I press my bag against my chest in a show of modesty, but that same warmth that emerges whenever I indulge in a little too much alcohol produces a relentless tingle between my legs.

         
            Mika slides her hands over his stomach, tugs his shirt out of the waistband of his slacks. She buries her nose in the crook of his neck and breathes in his scent of bar soap tinged with cologne, presses open-mouthed kisses along his jugular. Her lipstick stains his skin. He groans quietly, indulging her for a moment more before he turns to face her, eyes darkened with desire. He gathers her to him, yanks off her clothes and brushes the rough calluses of his hands over her nipples, fucks her in the train, so overwhelmed is he by the need for her. Someone films the entire encounter, uploads the grainy video to a dark corner of the internet, where it is promptly viewed by millions of strangers with usernames such as cunnilinguist and CapitalD, and lingers in the top ten most highly rated videos for two weeks before sinking into obscurity. Her fifteen minutes of fame may be over, but people will seem to recognize her, people she’s never met, who will say to her that she looks familiar, ask if they know each other, and she will shake her head demurely and reply in the negative.

         

         I ride the train to my stop, detach myself from the bodies. 3

         It happened last Friday. “You look stunning today,” he’d whispered to me, before patting my bottom. In the office, in front of God and everyone, though not a single person seemed to notice. Perhaps it hadn’t happened, after all; he was so close, so close, a sudden voice in my ear, a series of light pats, one-two-three in quick succession, and then he was shut away in his own glass cubicle and I was shut away in mine, the furthest cubicle in the women’s restroom, seated atop the lid of a closed toilet.

         My face was falling off. I wiped away the leakage from my eyes and nose, touched up my makeup in the reflection of the metal toilet-paper dispenser, air-punched away my feelings. A right sight—a lone, skinny little thing silently sparring behind closed doors, cut, cut, punch, uppercut, right hook.

         
            She carefully applies a generous slab of butter to his chair, greases up the armrests. A handful of thumbtacks, scattered strategically in the surrounding area. Her handiwork is disposed of discreetly; her colleagues do not look up from their laptops as she flits about with renewed purpose within the glass walls of his office. She returns to her desk, smooths her skirt, sits. He enters, pulls back his chair with one hand while perusing his phone in the other, sits. The warmed butter sinks into his pressed slacks, his rotund bottom slips off the seat—he grasps at the armrests in bewildered desperation, but to no avail, and he falls, akin to a child shooting out of a tunnel slide into the sunlight, down, down. The upturned pins on the carpeted floor await him; they puncture his tailored suit with ease and embed themselves into the flesh of his buttocks. He has twenty-some metal pieces within him; he has a studded 4bottom. He screams and screams, the blood seeps through the holes in his gray suit. They’ll never get it out of the carpet, all this blood and butter. Mika closes her eyes in ecstasy; each scream lifts her soul to ever greater heights.

         

         I flushed, opened the door. The restroom was empty, all mine. Washed my hands, gazed into the mirror, tried to fall into my reflection. Heels clicking back to my seat, marked by a laminated name plaque taped limply to my cubicle wall. No one had ever called me stunning before. I allowed the absurd fantasy of reporting him to the internal hotline to linger. Posting his name and face on forums; buttering his office; sinking my knuckles into the soft doughy contours of his face, watching it change color, change shape.

         Yesterday, I scrubbed at my buttocks with soap four times and drew a bath of forty-two degrees Celsius. I cooked myself in the bathtub, a rather unappetizing soup of sorts, but his touch remained, obstinate.

         But there’s rent to pay, so I shove the memory into the dark closet of my mind; another one to file away. If I don’t remember, it didn’t happen.

         (My closet is almost full now. I open it from time to time, but the memories start spilling out like a tower of shoeboxes, so I slam the door shut.)

         After work, I kick off my shoes, peel off my pantyhose, and toss them into the washing machine. Beer can in hand, I close my eyes and let the sofa absorb me.

         
            He rubs his beard absentmindedly, then grips her thigh under the table during another dinner with clients. My Mika-chan, 5he murmurs. His buttocks and leg press against hers; they are now participants in a three-legged race to which no one else is privy. Mika swallows the bile rising within and leans in, pinches his ass. He jolts in surprise, and his knee hits the underside of the table; a glass of beer falls over into his lap. She smiles, offering a handkerchief with her left hand, and rubs his dick under the table with her right hand, watches in satisfaction as it rises to her touch and strains itself against his pressed slacks. Mika grabs a fork, rams it into the upturned appendage, and pierces it, but the tines slip out, and she stabs it again and again and again.

         

         I have lost count of how many times he has died, but he is dead again, and I open my eyes to another morning. How many more times will he need to die? I spoon-eat a kiwi, draw on my face. Yesterday is today and today is tomorrow: I ride the 7:35 a.m. train to Tokyo Station, just as I do every weekday.

         I am a product ferried across time and space, a capitalistic good of relative value. No different from the cardboard packages shuttled from point A to B on airplanes and trucks. Same-day delivery. I ride the train with the other perishable goods.

         He beckons at me, imperious, hands me a stack of papers to fax. He mimes drinking a shot, two quick upward flicks of the wrist, raised eyebrows. I offer a blank smile and feed the papers into the machine.

         
            Plans after work today? 6

         

         I let the notification blink for a bit and type back,

         
            I’m so sorry, I already have plans with a friend after work! Let’s go with the team next time

         

         I screenshot the message, save it in my secret Word document. But I reopen the file and delete this particular exchange, because despite the fact that it is the fourteenth time he’s asked me out since May, I appear almost eager, too willing to please. Acquiescent. Sluttish. I shouldn’t have added an emoji.

         I sit at my desk, sending emails. I type each one with impeccably manicured nails while answering the occasional call from a client or moving shapes around on a PowerPoint that will be presented by Suzuki-san on Thursday morning or adding long, complicated sums on a spreadsheet. A different file, one that isn’t locked and hidden away in an innocuously titled folder on my desktop.

         I ride the train home, unlock my apartment, peel my pantyhose off, order delivery, shower, fall into bed, wake up. Ad infinitum. Sisyphus squared.

         Yesterday is today and today is tomorrow and tomorrow is also yesterday.
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            BLT

         

         It was rush hour, and I’d already eaten the color clean off my mouth along with a slick slice of cheese toast and a handful of strawberries for breakfast. With naked lips, I rode the subway to work.

         As per usual:

         The back of a hand slid across my bottom, purposeful and rhythmic; left to right, then left again. Like a windshield wiper. It ventured across my thigh, and something hard pressed into my back. I withdrew a safety pin from my shoulder bag and unfastened it, reached behind me, and stabbed the needle into the hand that had given up all pretense and was now fondling my ass, pinching and sliding fingers up and down. I pushed the needle as forcefully as I could, and it sunk in smooth, flesh like silken tofu. He screamed, and all the heads atop the bodies surrounding me swiveled at once to witness this new distraction.

         I got off at my station. I left the safety pin behind; reporting him would make me late.

         A new workplace, a new glass skyscraper. Four months ago, I quit my job once my document reached 512 megabytes, due to the sheer volume of inappropriate workplace banter and unsolicited texts, all screenshotted and documented by date. Transferred that shit onto the network folder and sent the whole lot to HR, who promptly fired my ass due to “violation of the company’s social media regulations” and “chronic tardiness.” 8

         I don’t keep a locked document at my new workplace. All I do is more of the same, writing emails and moving shapes in PowerPoint and adding sums on spreadsheets. I confess that I find no real joy in my work, but it pays the rent—what more can I hope for?

         Today, I clocked out at 10:00 p.m.

         There is nothing romantic about pressing up against strangers at 10 something p.m., the train late because yet another overworked loser’s flung himself in front of it. Why are they incapable of quietly dying in privacy, like cats do? My feet ached in my black heels, the leather marred with scratches no amount of polishing could undo, and I was tired and everyone was tired and the air was heavy with our breathing, damp with sweat and the general uncleanliness of the salaried worker after hours. A man rubbed his eyes before reattaching himself to the handle overhead, and I shuddered at the sight of his eye mucus transferring onto the plastic. I entertained a brief fantasy of riding the train with elbow-length gloves, lace-trimmed. Hands bundled in Saran Wrap. My stomach gurgled in protest.

         10:21 p.m., no dinner, no career, no boyfriend.

         Twenty-four years old, almost a quarter of a century, and a virgin. An anomaly, a species my mother wishes extinct, so embarrassed she is of me. At my age, she was juggling three boyfriends and had a string of eager suitors lined up around the block. She used to send her brother to cancel dates for her! Oh, to be admonished for not being regularly ravished, truly a delight. She says she is too embarrassed to take me along to Obaachan’s over the holidays, to parade her virginal freak in front of kin who will inquire after my love life before 9thrusting pictures of their latest crop of babies under my mother’s nose, which will twitch over her wide, wide mouth, which will later shout at me in the muffled privacy of our rooms.

         But unbeknownst to her, there is a boy. A new boy. We’ve been working together on the same team as of last week. He stood in front of me on the escalator after lunch today, and I ogled his flat ass, which was ensconced nicely by the gray wool of his pants. He’s a damn beautiful boy, and a damn distraction. His face is spotted with moles, and I gazed at them as he was updating me about the preferred method of integrating data from the upstream system and the approximate system release date, playing connect-the-dots in my mind with a permanent marker. I drew constellations on his fucking beauteous face and imagined leaning forward and kissing his red mouth, his cold, waxen ears, his collarbones so pronounced that I could curve my greedy fingers into them. I stared into his lap, where the fabric stretched across his taut thighs and the little lump betwixt his legs, which was comically conspicuous (I wished to cup it in my hand). But the boy is not merely a boy, he is a Beautiful Being, while I am a slim little thing with a chest as flat as my back and a mushroom haircut, as devoid of sex appeal as a used tampon.

         He smells like nothing at all, which is his only saving grace. Not a whiff of cologne, no natural musk or the slightest hint of laundry detergent, nada. It would be torture if he smelled fit to eat on top of looking the way he does. God only gives us what we are capable of digesting, I suppose. I am glad of my own ability to stare with dispassion into his eyes, not once betraying my innermost thoughts on his luscious behind. I 10am curt and brief with him, I use formal language despite the fact that he is only a couple of months older and I am, in fact, one rank above him. We eat thirty-minute lunches because we are both awkward fucks, and we drink copious amounts of water—oh, how we depend on our full cups of water, which we often reach for at the same time and bury our noses in to ease the horrific silence that stretches out between us.

         I like to listen to the hiss when  he uncaps his  bottle of sparkling water, the wet sound of it glugging down his throat, my pretentious boy, who masturbates to all things American and has a fetish for the English language. He drafts emails and documents to our overseas clients in English, which I correct in red ink, hoping to puncture his unfounded confidence. His favorite actress is a blond American, I forget her name; they all look alike to me. What a strange, pretty boy; yesterday, it was raining and he stepped into a puddle of his own volition, splashing his leather shoes in the gray rainwater. I politely inquired, “What the hell?” and he informed me that the black heels of his shoes tended to collect dust, so he was rinsing them off.

         I relayed this incident to my friend Nana, and we decided to refer to him as Puddles henceforth. It remains to be seen whether Puddles will remain my dependable jack-off material or play a bigger, more important role in my life story.

         My mother is also ignorant of my half-eaten sandwich boy, a friend of a friend. We are drinking buddies because I am better at holding my liquor. Purely platonic stuff. Two weeks ago, we went out after work.

         He’d waited for me outside the bathroom, holding my bag. He said to me, “You look nice,” when I stepped outside, 11and I clarified, “You mean I look cute?” and he said, “Yeah, you  look  cute,” and  I couldn’t help  but  grin, which I  guess he found endearing, because he pulled me into his arms. I allowed myself to be collected, pressed close to him, and we stood like that for some time, just the two of us in the corner.

         But no, he remains a half-eaten sandwich boy; he lives with his girlfriend and they share two cats. You know shit’s serious when a couple shares more than bodily fluids: they bought a sofa together last month. I visited his Facebook page the other day and saw the teeth marks of his girlfriend everywhere. I love you baby she cooed on his profile picture. Check your phone now, it’s important she wheedled, leaving kiss emojis. He was a BLT sandwich bursting with slices of crispy bacon, fluffy lettuce, sumptuous tomatoes in between thick slices of organic rye, and she left wet indentations around the edges, faint traces of lipstick staining each bite, and all of a sudden, I lost my appetite. As a general rule, I don’t share. A crying shame, because he’s so yummy, my BLT Boy.

         Before I moved out, my mother liked to watch me as I painted my face, how I sponged on color and applied brown eyeshadow speckled with gold glitter, slicked on a muted, work-appropriate pink lipstick. “Who is that for?” she would ask, her tone mocking.

         For the satisfaction of the patriarchy, Mother. Gender is but a performance. Besides, I look good as hell.

         But the truth remains that I am “Christmas Eve” age, fast approaching my “expiration date”—both charming Japanese colloquialisms, reserved solely for my sex. Sometimes, I examine myself in the mirror and admit what a pity it is: my booty is quite bountiful, if I may say so. On these occasions when I 12manage to feel pretty, there is no one to see me or touch me. I touch myself instead, but it doesn’t help; it only makes me feel more pathetic once I retrieve my hand from between my thighs, a mark on my arm from the elastic waistband of my pajamas and a cold, wet spot on my panties. I often drift off to sleep that way, sated and only slightly suicidal.

         Only slightly, like when I’m walking home from work at 11:00 p.m. as I am now, and dodging puddles of human vomit and dog shit like I’m playing hopscotch in this ugly city of mine. It’s such a dreary place sometimes, Tokyo. I can’t see it the way gaijin do in their viral videos, that mystic swirl of neon and glittering skyscrapers. It’s just plain ugly, a random mishmash of utilitarian, rectangular buildings and unhappy, overworked people, men spitting phlegm and puking freely on the streets; the whole world is their toilet.

         Inside the toilet bowl, I walk home. I walk home.
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            Horny

         

         I smell the sweet stench of her makeup bag as a woman puts on her face in the seat opposite mine. She stabs her mascara wand into her eye when the train jerks, and black ink blossoms to cloud the whites of her eye, which she blinks away. My shirt is damp with sweat, clinging to each vertebra. Her face grows more entrancing as it takes form; sparse eyebrows framing a moon face, skin so pale as to be nearly translucent, pouting lips painted a matte pink.

         I wait for her to notice me. She doesn’t, and gets off at the next stop.

         Easy, sleazy girls with poreless skin and snappable wrists saunter the streets in the sweltering heat, beads of sweat glinting in the sun like diamonds. I envy them, the way they toss their hair as if they own everything in sight. It is that time of year again; the cicadas scream fi-fi-fi from the tree branches and drop dead onto unsuspecting heads with alarming unpredictability. The women carry dainty parasols and twirl them with a deft flick, so that the still-twitching bodies of the cicadas ping off the surface and sizzle atop the asphalt, lace wings aflutter.

         It is that time of year again, so I’ve started wearing wrap dresses to work. I spray jasmine-scented perfume onto my wrists and on my belly button and behind my ears; its sickly sweetness steams off me in this heat. Peacock season is nigh; 14I intend to strut my stuff and seduce the pants off Puddles before the client project ends next year. Of course, I shall proceed in such a way so that he will not create his own locked document concerning yours truly. I mean him no harm: only orgasms and true love.

         But he is a formidable foe and goalkeeper, my Puddles. Not one to be taken lightly or scoffed at. Today, as usual, he is dispassionate and logical, all business. His eyes don’t flare in sudden recognition of passionate love over our early lunch of cold soba noodles; lust does not overcome him at the sight of my skirt riding up a few centimeters as I type up the meeting minutes, oblivious little minx that I am. He does not ask me out for drinks at a fancy bar after work, where he will knock over his Old Fashioned in his haste to clasp both my hands and declare the truth and depth of his affections, but instead nods a curt goodbye my way at the stroke of seven o’clock and walks away without so much as a backward glance.

         I order an avocado cheeseburger with extra fries for dinner and wash it down with a root beer and two whisky highballs.

         I wrap myself in calories and sing myself to sleep.
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            Operation Puddles

         

         Puddles is a soldier. Puddles is a statue. Puddles is utterly unaffected. I call an emergency meeting with Nana to discuss this concerning lack of progress on my end. Nana shows up in high-waisted shorts and a strappy black top, her breasts yearning to break free. With her consent, I put my index finger up to her chest to measure her cleavage, and the results do not disappoint.

         I squeeze her left breast in greeting—honk honk!—and Nana slaps me upside the head. “Hands off, you perv. Grope your own.”

         I look down to a perfectly unobstructed view of my feet. “Grope what, exactly?”

         “My condolences,” she says, and flags down the waiter to order two gin and tonics. The dazed waiter confirms the order to Nana’s chest and hurries off.

         I inhale my G&T and summon the waiter for a second one to be swallowed on an empty stomach, because it is Wednesday, practically Friday, and in no way do I suffer from unhealthy coping mechanisms.

         Two alcohol units in, I relate the latest developments of Operation Puddles. Yesterday, he lent me his ballpoint pen during a client meeting because I’d forgotten mine, and I snuck it into my bag. I am not too proud to admit that I slept with it in my hand last night, in the hopes of summoning him 16into my dreams. Pride, I have not. What use have I for such an emotion?

         I inform her sadly that it didn’t work.

         She rolls her eyes so far into her head that she looks like a cow in heat.

         “You need to get fucked, like, really fucked.”

         Which is ridiculous, because that is the exact nature of my dastardly intentions for Puddles: to bestow the dubious gift of my lifelong virginity upon him. Channeling my mother, Nana says I need to juggle men. Protect my heart. Flirt outrageously. Give off an aura of abundance and mystery. Stop cutting my bangs by myself. She adds me to the invite list for a beach party next weekend, magnanimous, melon-breasted social butterfly that she is. I scroll down the list of confirmed attendees and grunt back noncommittally.

         I tell her that I’ll think on it and thank her profusely for her pity invite.

         Tipsy, I walk home in a perfectly straight line.

         In the privacy of my apartment, I peruse the list of attendees with laser-like focus, tapping at individual profiles. Mostly Japanese and Asian American types. A handful of white expats, or “pinks,” as I call them, no doubt with varying levels of Japanese fluency and yellow fever. I linger over pixels of the girls in particular; there’s one with a sleek bob, lashes that dust her cheekbones as she looks downward, a little to the side. I could grate Parmesan cheese on those cheekbones, dear God. Mei. I say her name out loud. A sudden and vivid montage of our imagined friendship plays out in my head, and I am delirious with want. Different from Nana, who always has others. Her phone is constantly blowing up with 17notifications, ping ping ping—honest to Christ, she could use that thing as a vibrator.

         Mei could be mine, and I hers. Like Neil Armstrong planting an American flag on the moon, I could lay claim to her. The BFF I’ve wanted all my life.

         Getting absolutely shitfaced with a group of perfect strangers on a secluded beach might not be so bad after all.

         I click “Attending” and drift into a dream of bare skin and wet sand sifting between my toes—sand, sand galore, it’s in every crevice. I secrete fluids to dispel a speck of sand that’s found its way inside my sacred flower, and drop after drop coats the surface of this audacious intruder until pop! a gleaming pearl emerges from the depths of my pussy and I bend on one knee to present my pussy-pearl to Mei, who accepts my offering with unconcealed delight and kisses me on the lips. A friendship bracelet.

         I sleep to wake again.
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            Premonition of Love

         

         I came for Mei, but Mei did not come. (That’s what she said.)

         She’d clicked “Attending,” too, but she is not in attendance. I file her away as a flaky-ass bitch, and clutch at my empty beer can in quiet despair as my reality sinks in: a whole half-day and presumably night and morning with pinks and fellow yellows and browns whom I’ve never met before in my life. Nana is off doing her usual, bedazzling all who come across her with her titties and natural charisma. Totally in her element.

         Meanwhile, I’ve been mime-drinking for the past ten minutes, partly to discourage unnecessary conversation, and because there is a group crowded around the cooler and I’d rather drop dead from dehydration than sidle over and barf words at complete strangers. Like wow, what a concept. No fucking thank you! I eye the assortment of alcoholic beverages bobbing on ice, aluminum glinting in the sun. If only they’d fuck off and take their oh-so-engrossing conversation elsewhere.

         I am careful not to lift my arm too quickly when pretending to sip at my empty beer, lest I give off the impression that my can is as lacking as my will to be here. I give my arm weight, definition. I am a classy drinker, a social drinker; I’m not even close to done. My delicate wrist is about to snap in half under the weight of this full can of beer. Thirty-two degrees Celsius has nothing on me, baby. I am hydrated as hell. An Oscar-worthy performance. 19

         On second thought.

         My throat is closing up. Death by dehydration is imminent. I inch closer to the cooler. I nod at the pinks, snatch up two cans, and scuttle away into the shadows. (Fucking loser.)

         Thirst quenched, I lie down on a beach towel, stripped to my swimsuit. It has straps that crisscross my back; my mother remarked that I looked like a trussed-up roast ham when I tried it on in front of her. If only someone would fucking eat me (out). Nana must sense my distress because she disengages herself from the crowd to join me, a vision in a leopard-print bikini that leaves little to the imagination.

         “They’re not so bad. At least try, Mika,” Nana says, as she lathers on a new layer of sunscreen. The wolves watch from the sidelines and lick their lips. I adjust my shoulder straps, and the wolves yawn and curl up for a nap. I wonder, not for the first time, how it must feel to wield the power of desire. To carry the burden of an abundant chest down a flight of stairs (I will never know such sweet pain). The intrinsic knowledge of being wanted.

         In response, I offer up an impassioned speech about the undeserved lionization of extroversion, how the cultural bias toward extroversion shares an inherent link with compulsory capitalism. I then deliver a final tirade about cogs in the machine and sticking it to the Man and how small talk with strangers makes me so lonely I could die.

         Nana merely rolls her eyes and loosens her bikini strings, as she settles onto her stomach to tan.

         A sudden shadow looms over us in the midst of our intellectual discourse.

         “Hey ladies, do you mind if I hang out here?” 20

         He spreads his beach towel as he utters a question that is not a question, in a typical display of male entitlement, but Nana smiles and nods. His ego thus satisfied, he introduces himself, but I don’t catch his name. Says he’s moved here from Hawaii recently, just last month, brand-spanking-new, and was invited here by his friend.

         I’d noticed him from the moment I laid eyes on him, even before he took off his shirt, but I assumed that he was here for Nana. Like all the others. I let my eyes linger on the black tattoos snaking up his arms before I throw my T-shirt over my head as a form of UV protection and disengage. Mika has left the building.

         “Hey, what was his name?” I say later, elbowing Nana, after he’s rejoined the group to shotgun beers like a proper douchebag. It’s to no avail, because Nana prefers her men pink or medium rare and has the memory of a goldfish.

         He could pass as Filipino. A Felipe Rodrigo Santiago Andreas Martinez, perhaps. Or he could be a dark-skinned Chinese or even Korean, possibly Polynesian. A Kevin Wong or a Kim or a Nguyen. John Park? Likely a white-ass, Christian first name in a typical show of Asian American assimilation born from survival. Puddles is but a distant memory as I drink in the sight of his deliciously browned calves and crinkled crescent-moon eyes and shiny white American teeth that probably glow in the dark. He’s holding a can of beer to his neck in a futile attempt to cool himself, and beads of condensation drip-drip down his skin. I slide on my tinted sunglasses to stare at him without detection, proper creeper that I am.

         Nana, amused at my lustful ways, agrees to aid me in my newfound quest for his name. Our efforts prove fruitless, as 21it is not common practice for normal human beings to refer to each other by their first names while engaged in face-toface conversation. It’s very much “bro” this and “hey” that, and I stare forlornly at the obscene and terrible temptations presented in front of me—wet swim trunks clinging to his buttocks, saltwater glistening on his sparse leg hairs, the deep curvature of his spine—as I resign myself to the displeasure of ignorance. Cyberstalking is likewise a useless endeavor, as he is nowhere to be found on the invite list. My man is off the grid.

         Off the grid and off-limits, evidently, by the way he keeps coming over to talk to us.
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