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			Praise for Barbara Truelove’s
Of Monsters and Mainframes

			“Blending genres with wild abandon, this rollicking space adventure from video game developer Truelove is narrated by sentient 24th-century space shuttle supercomputer Demeter. . . . At first the culprit appears straightforward⁠—it’s Dracula⁠—but soon, many other classic monsters are drawn into the picture. . . . Truelove’s obvious expertise in tech and coding comes through in the voice of her utterly believable AI narrator. The result is pure entertainment.”

			—⁠Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Truelove’s (Crying Wolf) wild combination of pulp horror and classic sci-fi takes the best of both and makes something incredible out of ‘The Captain’s Log’ chapter from Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Readers who enjoy SF horror, such as Cold Eternity by S.A. Barnes and The Scourge Between Stars by Ness Brown, will find this a delightfully creepy treat.”

			—⁠Library Journal (starred review)

			“A book that will make you incredibly invested in the relationships between AIs. This is a clever and imaginative retelling of aspects of Dracula that makes you both giggle and gasp.”

			—⁠Kimberly Lemming, USA Today bestselling author of I Got Abducted by Aliens and Now I’m Trapped in a Rom-Com

			“A gloriously clever mashup of genres that captures the loneliness of space and the joy of finding companions to explore it with. I laughed one page, cried the next, and cheered for Demeter and her motley crew throughout. Of Monsters and Mainframes is a delight from start to finish.”

			—⁠Maiga Doocy, Sunday Times bestselling author of Sorcery and Small Magics

			“Of Monsters and Mainframes is fast and fun, with crackling prose, airlock-cold chills, and a lot to love in its too-human inhuman protagonists. It’s a treat to read a book that feels so modern and so classic at the same time, sitting right on the bridge between Murderbot and a monster movie.”

			—⁠Karen Osborne, author of Architects of Memory

			“I devoured this like a mythical creature feasting on an interstellar crew. Delightful, unhinged, and obscenely compelling. Told through a quippy lens, this story is incredibly warm for a monster mash set in space. It feels like a new wave of fable, and I can’t recommend it enough.”

			—⁠Craig Montgomery, author of A Circle of Stars

			“Of Monsters and Mainframes is an exquisite kaleidoscope of genre and style that drips with nostalgia yet remains fresh and exciting. Truelove deftly balances laugh-out-loud humor with cutting-edge tension while weaving a heart-swelling tale of friendship, identity, and the meaning of humanity.”

			—⁠S. Hati, author of And the Sky Bled
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			Content Warning

			By N. Novković

			Heads up, this book contains descriptions of murder, grief, sexual assault, domestic violence, suicidal thoughts, strong language, and one very large spider.

			Finally, and maybe most importantly, this is Lucy’s story, and Lucy’s a liar. She’s one of those sneaky sorts of liars who’s straight up with the big things, the important things, but will get a little slippery when it comes to the small stuff, the details.

			I know this is probably a bitch move, swooping in first to stitch her up like this, but I need you to know up front: Lucy’s not above twisting the facts to make a story a little neater, a little nicer, especially when it comes to parts that aren’t neat, aren’t nice, and especially when it comes to those she loves.

			You have been warned.
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			There are a lot of really profound, poetic people who have said a lot of really profound, poetic things about death. But you know, it occurs to me that none of them had actually died when they said those things.

			Shakespeare, laying down verses about heroism and heavenly choirs. Edgar Allan Poe, ruminating on the sweet rest that must await. J. M. Barrie, the guy who put the words “to die will be an awfully big adventure” into Peter Pan’s mouth.

			Noobs.

			No better than the guy who complains about the footy from his plush armchair.

			I wish I could talk to Shakespeare, Poe, and Barrie. I’d ask if getting their tickets punched by the ferryman changed their tunes. Probably it didn’t. Profound, poetic people tend to stay profound and poetic, even when you wish they’d maybe calm down a little. And people like me . . . well . . .

			I don’t have anything profound or poetic to say about dying. I don’t have anything pretty to say about it either. It sucked. It really fucking sucked. I wish it hadn’t happened, but it did. I wish he hadn’t happened, but he did.

			He murdered me, and I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it, even when it was the last thing in the world I wanted to think about.

			It happened in the evening. The early evening, to be specific, which feels like getting handed fifteen cents when you’re owed a fifty. That motherfucker didn’t kill me in the morning, like a bird on a worm. He didn’t kill me at the stroke of midnight either, the way a good, honest murderer would’ve done it. He killed me after sundown, but before the good TV shows came on. He killed me during peak-hour traffic. He killed me at his convenience.

			But do you know what the kicker is? The thing that shortchanges those fifteen cents down to five? The real twist of the knife?

			He killed me on my graduation day.

			It wasn’t the sort of graduation I’d seen in movies. No frills. No tassels. No square-topped caps. Just me, a shirt for a Harry Styles concert that I didn’t even go to, and an auto-generated email, PDF attached.

			This document, awarded by Fishburn University Occupational and Vocational Branch, in accordance with the Australian Department of Education, certifies that Lucy May McQuinn has achieved adequate competency in the field of Business [Administration].

			This was it. This was what I’d been working toward for the last twelve months. This was what all those late nights, early mornings, and patchy pixelated Zoom calls with my course supervisor were for.

			Adequate competency.

			I could now, theoretically, and with adequate competency, use a photocopier, answer a phone, and organize a calendar.

			“You could be a personal assistant to a CEO,” my course supervisor had said when I’d first signed up, her voice somehow both robotically perfect and perfectly robotic. “The backbone of any organization.”

			One year later, all units completed, and I didn’t feel strong enough to be the backbone of anything. I felt sweaty. I felt tired. I felt . . . like I’d made a huge mistake.

			I stared at the certificate, breaking it down into all its parts. The university’s logo, off-center. The dean’s signature, slightly pixelated. My name, in a different font from everything else. Lucy May McQuinn. Adequate competency. Business open bracket administration close bracket.

			I didn’t want to print it out. I didn’t want to frame it, even though I knew that was what my grandma would insist on doing if she ever saw it. I wanted to drop the email straight into the trash and forget I’d ever been stupid enough to get a HECS debt for this. And sure, it wasn’t a big HECS debt, not compared to the amounts of money people spent getting diplomas, degrees, and doctorates. But it was a lot for an email. It was a lot for a PDF. It was a lot for . . . adequate competency.

			“We’re closing in a couple of minutes,” the librarian at the front desk said, her voice soft but somehow carrying through the whole building.

			I hit print.

			A minute later, and ten cents poorer, I walked out of the library, my laptop in a reusable shopping bag over my shoulder, my freshly printed Certificate of Business [Administration] in a plastic sleeve the librarian had pretended not to notice me steal.

			And it was fine.

			Really, it was fine.

			So what if the certificate was ugly? If I’d wanted pretty, I would’ve bought wallpaper. It didn’t have to be pretty to do what it had to do. And what it had to do was get me a real, bona fide, adult job. Something that’d pay well enough for me to buy eggs without checking the price. Something better than standing on a roadside in a hi-vis vest with a stop/slow lollipop sign. Something that’d allow me to finally, finally move out from my grandma’s house and start renting, start living.

			That was what I had to focus on.

			Not a student loan, not a badly formatted piece of paper, not the lack of pomp and circumstance.

			The future.

			“It’s fine,” I whispered to myself as I fished around in my pocket for my car keys. “Really fine. So totally fi⁠—” As I pulled out my keys, my phone slid free too, dropping and bouncing on the pavement at my feet. “⁠—ne. Be fine. Please be fine.”

			I crouched down and picked it up. It looked OK. Well, apart from the spiderweb crack forking from one side of the screen to the other. But that had happened six months ago when I’d been playing fetch with Cookie, phone in one hand, stick in the other, my brain incapable of making a good decision under pressure.

			I cupped my hand around the screen, shielding it from the sun’s glare. The number pad was there, and when I thumbed in my pin, the familiar forest of app icons popped up, mostly normal, apart from the shock of magenta and cyan pixels down the side.

			That was new.

			But, just like the certificate, it was fine. A little glitchy and gross, but fine. It still worked. And even if it didn’t, I could get a new phone once I found a CEO to hire me, which would surely be soon, what with me being adequately competent and all.

			There were two new messages.

			Krissy: Where are you? I’ve got a 15% off coupon at that new thai place. Swing by.

			Ginger: Hey Lucy!!! [image: Heart emojis.] You’re still coming this arvo right? I’ve just finished getting everything ready. It took all morning, please don’t judge. Don’t forget to dress to impress!!

			Guilt crept up my throat.

			I hadn’t told Krissy I was going to Ginger’s. I didn’t want to admit to Krissy that one of the girls we’d been dedicated to hating in high school had been sliding into my DMs. Which was stupid. We were all grown up, right? Year-eleven drama shouldn’t matter now.

			Except maybe it did, because my thumbs were already typing out the words I’m sorry, I can’t right now. Catch up tomorrow? I got a read receipt from Krissy, but no reply.

			Be there soon! I sent to Ginger. Then, as an afterthought, I followed it up with a heart emoji, the same sort she’d sent me.

			I didn’t tell either of them that it was my graduation day.
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			An hour later, I stood outside Ginger’s house.

			It looked like a five-year-old’s drawing of a house: acid-green hedge, triangular roof, and two box-shaped windows positioned on either side of the door, like eyes. I met their glassy stare as I walked along a winding garden path, awkwardly tugging at the fabric on my thighs, six-pack of Cruisers clutched to my chest.

			I’d driven home from the library, ditched my certificate, stripped off my Harry Styles shirt⁠—rip⁠—and did as instructed: dressed to impress. I figured there’d be nothing more impressive than the outfit that won me second place in the cosplay competition a couple of years ago. Novice division, but so what?

			Top hat, tails, and a bow tie that was so big it tickled my chin. The pants were tighter than I remembered. The vest was too, squeezed around my middle like a corset, pushing my boobs up and everything else down. But the effect must’ve been a good one, because Ginger’s face split into a wide, earnest sort of smile as soon as she opened the door.

			“Oh my God! You look amazing!”

			“Thanks,” I said, even though I was quickly sweating through the layers of my too-small three-piece suit. “You look good too.”

			“Good” was an understatement. Ginger looked like something out of a perfume commercial. Skirt long, eyelids shimmery, and curly blonde hair exploding out from behind her headband.

			Back in high school, I’d barely ever talked to Ginger. I told myself it was because she was one of the cool kids, and I wasn’t, and that meant I shouldn’t want to talk to her, that actually I should hate her a little. But the truth was, I didn’t hate her. I never had. It wasn’t popularity that kept us apart in high school; it was my backbone, or lack thereof. I wasn’t brave enough to talk to her then . . . and, if I was being totally, one hundred percent honest, I wasn’t sure I was brave enough now. She’d been the one who’d started messaging me, out of the blue. A bouncing notification icon that I thought must’ve been a mistake the first time I saw it.

			Hey. You still live in town, right?

			Right, I’d answered. Then, because that had seemed too abrupt, too mean, I’d followed it up with a I love it here! which she’d laugh-reacted to, even though it hadn’t been a joke. We’d been pinging each other every day for over a month now. A Did you see the new Nicole Kidman movie? here, a Why does servo sushi taste the best? Is it the bacteria? Is bacteria spicy? there.

			“What are you holding?” she asked now.

			“Oh. I . . . um . . . didn’t know what to bring. I hope this is OK.” I held up the six-pack of fizzy strawberry Cruisers. A.k.a. sugar, water, food coloring, and vodka. I didn’t normally go for Cruisers. When I went to the bar with Krissy, I’d just get a beer, which was a little Homer Simpson, but whatever, it was cheap.

			Beer didn’t seem like Ginger’s vibe, though. She was pink and glittery, like the pen she used to sign her name in my yearbook. So I bought the pinkest, glitteriest drink I could find.

			“Lucy,” Ginger said, eyes widening, voice dropping to a whisper. “It’s a tea party.”

			I hesitated. “Yeah. I know. That’s the . . . the theme . . . right?”

			She kept staring.

			“Right?” I said again.

			She glanced over her shoulder, like she half expected someone to be looming behind her. Once she’d confirmed that there were no loomers, she grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. “Everyone’s already in the other room. Go say hi. I’ll hide these.”

			“Hide?”

			She took the Cruisers and rushed off in a flurry of skirts. I stayed where I was, feeling suddenly, strangely small. The hallway was long, too long, too clean, and too quiet. I couldn’t hear any music, only the soft murmur of conversation through the walls.

			Slowly, carefully, I made toward it, down the hall and through an open set of French doors.

			I didn’t know what I’d been expecting.

			Actually, no. That was a lie. I knew exactly what I’d been expecting. Red Solo cups, designated make-out areas, and a YouTube party mix blaring loud enough to buzz in my ears for days afterward. Instead, there were flower arrangements, macarons on a tiered cake stand, and Ginger’s mum, who’d taught cooking class in year seven.

			“Oh . . . Lucy, is it?” She walked toward me, the click click click of her heels metronome perfect. For a terrifying moment I thought she was going to hug me. Instead, she stopped half a meter short and stared, eyes wide and unblinking, like a lizard locking onto its prey. “How are you? How’s your grandmother?”

			“I . . . I’m fine, Mrs. Béliveau. Grandma’s fine too.”

			“That’s lovely to hear. Truly, lovely.”

			“Yeah,” I muttered dumbly as my eyes darted around the room. I saw a dozen⁠—no⁠—two dozen faces. I recognized most of them from high school. They’d been the popular girls, the smart girls, the pretty girls. They were women now, the cheap eyeliner, acne, and not-as-invisible-as-advertised braces replaced with natural-look foundation and dresses, satin, silk, and chiffon. Which . . . shit. Shit. This was a tea party. A real actual genuine tea party.

			“What a creative costume,” Mrs. Béliveau said. “Willy Wonka, is it?”

			“Oh. Um. No. The Hatter.”

			“The Hatter?”

			“As in the Mad Hatter?” I tried again. “You know, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland?”

			“Don’t you mean Alice in Wonderland?”

			I fought back the urge to inform her that no, actually, I didn’t mean that, I meant exactly what I said, and smiled wider, my cheeks hurting. “Yeah. Sure. That’s the one. I, eh, made this cospl⁠—eh⁠—costume a couple of years ago, with my grandma, for a convention. I thought, what with this being a tea party and all, it would . . . it would . . . um . . .”

			I looked around again, taking in the faces staring at me, smiling, all of them, with pink lips, rosy cheeks, and fluttery fake lashes. There was a lot of perfume in the air. None of it was mine.

			In high school, I’d dyed my dark hair darker, painted my white face whiter, smudged eye shadow around my eyes, and called it goth. But since I’d graduated, aesthetics hadn’t exactly been a priority. Standing in that room, I was keenly aware that I wasn’t wearing any makeup, not even lip balm.

			Mrs. Béliveau’s lizard stare was starting to look a touch concerned.

			“I mean . . .” I tried desperately to think of something to say. “I . . . what with the . . . the theme and it being a party, on a Saturday, I kinda just assumed . . .”

			“Assumed what?”

			“That . . . ah . . . well . . . you know . . . it was . . .”

			I was saved at that moment by Ginger, sweeping through the French doors and making a beeline straight to the table. She picked up a cup and saucer and dinged the teaspoon against the rim. It was pointless. Everyone had fallen silent the moment she’d entered. Ginger had that effect on people. The ability to capture a room’s attention with just a look, a smile, or a flick of her hair.

			Translation: She was beautiful.

			The kind of beautiful that shouldn’t exist in small, rural Australian towns like this.

			The kind of beautiful that meant she hadn’t needed to get good grades in school (even though she had) and didn’t need to be rich (even though she was) because everyone knew she was going to become a supermodel, or an actress, or something else sparkly and spectacular.

			“OK, so,” Ginger began, sounding strangely nervous. “Thank you, everyone, for coming. I know this is all a little last-minute . . .” Nothing about any of this gave me that impression. “But with everyone back in town for the semester break I thought it would be nice to get us in the same room again, just like old times.”

			A murmur of laughter crept around the room.

			I joined in, though I wasn’t sure I heard the joke.

			Ginger’s smile cut dimples into both cheeks. “Anyway. Yeah. Everyone, grab a cup of tea so we can do a toast. There’re heaps to choose from. I promise I didn’t put any drugs or anything in them.”

			Another sprinkling of laughter, high and sweet. It sounded almost practiced.

			Everything about this situation made me think of the mechanics inside a cuckoo clock. Stiff, aesthetic, coordinated, controlled. I’d never felt more out of place, standing in the middle of the room, my pants too small and my bow tie too big.

			But that was OK. It was fine.

			I’d expected a bigger, bouncier, boozier party, but that didn’t matter. This would be fun too. Actually, this would be better. Something new. Something nice. I hadn’t been to many nice things before.

			I held on to that thought as the tide of people carried me toward the table. I picked up a teacup when everyone else picked up a teacup, and shuffled along the line until I reached the teapots. They were vintage, or made to look vintage. Vintagesque. Porcelain with flowers painted along the sides. Each had a small cardboard label set in front of it.

			Calming Chamomile. Gracious Green. Darjeeling Detox. Bountiful Boysenberry. Generous Ginger.

			I went with that last one. It came out technicolor yellow with large flakes of brown floating in it. That was normal, right? Probably. I had no idea. I’d only ever had Grandma’s tea before, which came in papery bags and was made with water boiled in an electric kettle. Earl Grey, except when English Breakfast was cheaper.

			Someone elbowed me gently in the ribs.

			“Sorry,” I said, grabbing my cup and stepping back. “Didn’t mean to be in the way.”

			“You’re not in the way,” said a person with a face familiar enough that I was sure we’d been in high school together but wasn’t sure if we’d ever shared a class. One of the smart kids.

			She had long brown hair, a galactic spray of freckles, and sloped sleepy eyes, like Marilyn Monroe. Her smile was like Marilyn Monroe’s too. Not the big one she’d worn when she was standing on the air vent, but the one Andy Warhol made famous. Small but knowing.

			“You look cool,” she said.

			“Oh. Um. Thanks. You look⁠—”

			“Basic,” she said, tugging at the purple skirt of her dress. It was satin, the waist cinched in with an oversize ribbon, the bodice artfully ruffled.

			“That’s basic?”

			“Fifty bucks,” she said with a shrug. “That’s pretty basic around here.”

			I didn’t know how to respond to that.

			“What kind of dog does Willy Wonka have?” she asked.

			“Oh. Um. I’m not Wi⁠—”

			“A chocolate lab.”

			I stood there, holding my tea.

			“Get it?” she asked.

			“Yeah. Um. That’s hilarious.” I forced out another fake laugh.

			“What’s so funny?” Ginger asked, appearing at my other side.

			“Nothing,” I said.

			And just like that, Marilyn Monroe’s smile was gone.

			Which . . . shit. That was . . . that wasn’t good. I tried desperately to scrounge for the words that would make this situation right. Or, at the very least, a little less awkward. But before I could find them, she turned and retreated back into the room.

			“Don’t worry,” Ginger whispered in my ear. “Nicola’s shy. Sometimes, you’ll talk to her, and she won’t respond at all.”

			“She seems nice.”

			“Oh, she is. I love her. But she’s weird. Just like you.”

			That would’ve been a good time for me to say the line. We’re all mad here. It wasn’t actually Hatter’s line, but it would’ve worked. If I’d nailed the delivery, I could’ve even made it sound suave. But suave had never been my forte, especially not when Ginger was whispering in my ear, her rosewater perfume sweet and sharp in the air.

			“Oh . . . um . . . yeah . . . sorry about that. Being weird.”

			“No. It’s OK. I like you weird.”

			My cheeks prickled as I turned to face her directly.

			Ginger was taller than usual, her heels propping her up an extra couple of inches. As if she needed the help. She’d always been the tallest kid in class, her grinning pink face popping up from the back row in all the school photos, from kindergarten all the way up to year-twelve graduation.

			We were twenty now. I was almost twenty-one. But I still felt small standing next to her.

			“Are you ready?” she asked.

			“For . . . ?”

			“Here’s to the end,” she said, addressing the room. “The end of the semester, the end of exams, the end of another year!”

			I gave an automatic cheer.

			Everyone else just dinged their teaspoons against their teacups.

			There was something surreal about it. The circle of smiles, the shimmer of dresses, the chorus of stainless-steel cutlery against ceramic. I wondered if this was going to be a memory I would have for the rest of my life. I wondered if, perhaps, it’d be a funny one. The time I went to high tea with the popular, posh kids dressed in a top hat, tails, and a bow tie the size of a dinner plate. It felt like it had the potential to become one of those gently embarrassing stories adults liked to whip out at Christmas parties. A charming, slightly awkward anecdote.

			“Lucy,” Ginger’s mum said, holding out her phone. “Be a dear and take a photo of all us ladies together, would you?”

			Or maybe it’d be the sort of memory I’d unpack slowly, over years on a therapist’s couch. That time I passed up 15 percent off Thai food to embarrass myself in front of a room full of people I barely knew . . . all because I thought I was going to get drunk with the girl who wrote with a glittery pink gel pen.
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			I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve tasted each and every one of those teas, ten times over. I should’ve made a tea tier list and put the most disgusting one at the top, just to see who’d be gutsy enough to argue with me. I should’ve met Mrs. Béliveau’s lizard stare with one of my own, a bigger lizard stare, a Tyrannosaurus rex stare, accompanied by a matching Tyrannosaurus rex smile, lipless and toothy.

			I should’ve told them all it was my graduation day. And, sure, maybe they would’ve rolled their eyes and said it was only a certificate, that it wasn’t really a graduation, not the sort that matters . . . but, on the other hand, maybe they wouldn’t have. Maybe, instead, they would’ve congratulated me, cheered, and poured a bottle of bubbly into one of the teapots.

			Maybe I would’ve seen Marilyn Monroe’s smile again. Maybe Ginger would’ve kissed me on each cheek like I’d run a race. Maybe I would’ve ended up sitting awkward and alone in the corner.

			Either way, I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve stayed.

			I should’ve fucking stayed.

	
			4

			The first quarter hour was awkward.

			The second uncomfortable.

			The third exhausting.

			The conversation flowed around me, zippy and fast, interlaced with inside jokes and the names of people I didn’t know. Whenever I tried to join in, everyone defaulted to the same sequence of questions and answers, like NPCs stuck on an infinite loop.

			What are you studying? Business? Oh. That’s cool. Where? Here? Remote learning? I couldn’t do that. University life is so fun! I’m doing a bachelor’s, but I’m enjoying it so much, I might get my master’s once I’m done. What about you? Oh. A certificate? That’s smart. Way less expensive, I bet. And more practical! You’ll get a job in no time. I love your Willy Wonka costume, by the way.

			I did my best to stay on script, smiled when a camera roamed in my direction, and slurped down as much tea as my stomach could handle.

			I’d been at it for just over an hour when I gave up.

			I’d never been great when it came to other people. Talking to strangers felt a little like being an underqualified worker at a nuclear power plant⁠—following checklists, monitoring reactions, hoping nothing was about to explode.

			For some reason, the longer I was there, the more radioactive everything felt.

			“Are you going?” Ginger asked when I started inching toward the door.

			“Yeah. I . . . um . . . have to see my grandma. I promised I’d be back before sundown.”

			She knew I was lying. I could tell by the unhappy way she sucked at her cheek. But, mercifully, she didn’t try to change my mind. “Do you want your drinks?” she whispered, eyes darting toward her mum. “I put them in the fridge, so they’ll still be cold.”

			“No. Um. It’s OK.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’m sure,” I said, already retreating away from her. “I’ll swing by tomorrow and pick them up.”

			“OK. Um. See you tomorrow.”

			“Yeah. See you tomorrow.”

			It was a fine party, I told myself as I drove across town, sweating into my padded jacket, my car’s fan belt squealing the whole way. A totally normal party. Not at all weird. And, more importantly, I was not at all weird. It was fine. Really, truly, completely fine.

			Even in my head, the words sounded like a lie. Despite that, I kept repeating them as I drove out of Ginger’s suburb, past the hospital and the grocery store, and through the underpass beneath the highway.

			The sky was bruise purple when I got home, pulling into my usual spot.

			My grandma’s house didn’t look like a five-year-old’s drawing. It looked like a carbon copy of every other house on the street. Prefab walls, corrugated tin roof, and the cheapest letter box money could buy.

			It’s fine, I reminded myself as I yanked on the hand brake. Totally fine. No one thought you looked cheap, especially not Ginger. I’ll message her tomorrow and we’ll laugh-emoji about it. A great party. The best ever. I climbed out of the car.

			The air was thick enough to drink. Hot, muggy, and filled with fat, whirring beetles that zigzagged drunkenly, the buzz of their wings overlapping with the rumble of trucks on the highway and the raw-throated screams of nearby cockatoos.

			The neighbors were fighting again. The same fight they’d had last week.

			“. . . think they’d have done a better job than me? They couldn’t organize a piss-up in a brewery!”

			“It wasn’t a piss-up, it was Uncle Al’s funeral, and you forgot to buy a coffin!”

			I could see, in the fading light, that there was an envelope sticky-taped to the front door.

			I checked my phone. No messages, not that I’d expected there to be any. Grandma had a phone, but it lived uncharged in her bedroom drawer. “It’s too complicated,” she’d always say. “I’ll stick to the landline.” Except the landline had been disconnected two years ago.

			I guessed when all else failed, there were always random, ominous notes. If it was good enough for Slenderman, it was good enough for me.

			I shrugged off my jacket, locked the car, and walked the familiar route through the flowerpots up to the front door. The envelope had been stuck onto the door with a single bit of masking tape. The letter inside was written on the back of an old pizza receipt.

			Hey Lulu Lemon!

			Hope you had fun at your party. I’m going to be at Auntie Dawn’s for a couple of days. She’s going through a lot right now (I always knew Patrick was a pig, but to run off and leave her like that a week before her 70th? Don’t ever get married, Lulu. Men aren’t worth it).

			Dinner’s in the fridge. Love you!

			Grandma

			A lump of emotion I couldn’t name clumped heavy and jagged in my throat. I swallowed it down. It was fine. I was fine. I was twenty. I didn’t need my grandma around all the time, especially not when everything was totally normal, totally fine. Actually, it’d be good to have the house to myself for a bit. A weekend without her music playing, her glasses misty from leaning over the stove, her hair tangled around her favorite leopard-print claw clip . . .

			The lump rose up again.

			It’s fine, I reminded myself as I fumbled with my keys. It’s fine and I’m fine because the party was fine. Totally, completely, extraordinarily fine. A couple of days alone will also be fine.

			I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

			Everything about my grandma’s house was familiar. The squeaky floorboards, the stink of lavender, the stacks of stuff, tall enough to touch the ceiling in some places. Boxes, cabinets, piles of clothes. A cross-stitch hung on a patch of exposed wallpaper, facing the door. Our house is lived in, it’s not just for show. If you don’t like it, you know where to go! Below those words, stitched with loving care, was a fist with an extended middle finger.

			Grandma had a talent for needlework.

			“Cookie!” I called out as I hung my jacket up on the hatstand by the door. “Cookie, I’m home!”

			Cookie heaved out a half-hearted bark from his spot on the sofa. He was a mastiff, big and droopy with wholemeal-colored fur that went black around his muzzle. Grandma reckoned he deterred thieves. I didn’t think he did much of anything.

			I took my hat, bow tie, and boots off before weaving through the piles of stuff toward the sofa.

			Cookie thumped his tail against the cushion as I sat beside him.

			“Hey, buddy. I guess it’s just going to be you and me this weekend.”

			He lifted a paw, presenting his belly. I rubbed it with one hand and reached for the TV remote with the other, my thumb going to the HDMI-input button automatically.

			The menu of the last game I’d played appeared, the disc still in the tray.

			A wall of flames. An angry, ominous choir. A glowering man who could’ve been the poster child for buccal-fat-removal surgery.

			OG God of War.

			Perfect.

			I picked up the PS2 controller, loaded an old save, and started mashing buttons. On the screen, Kratos, the titular God of War (not that we’d gotten to that part yet), started smashing ceramics. A lot of ceramics. Really, a copious amount of ceramics.

			The PlayStation had been a Christmas gift from Auntie Dawn. I assumed she thought it was a new console, something high-tech that she’d somehow managed to get for cheap from eBay. I didn’t tell her that the PS2 was as old as I was. In all honesty, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like I could afford anything better, and there was something comforting about countable polygons.

			I kept mashing buttons. Kratos kept smashing ceramics. At my side, Cookie had given up on belly rubs and gone back to snoring, unbothered by the angry, epic music and exaggerated sound effects of the PS2.

			I turned it up louder and kept playing.

			Then I turned it up louder again.

			Then louder.

			It didn’t help.

			I could still hear the neighbors fighting. I could still hear my own heart beating too loud in my ears. My leg was bouncing like the needle in a sewing machine. There was sweat between my shoulder blades. My jaw was clenched too tight, and my molars hurt down to their roots.

			I couldn’t take it anymore. I hit pause, pulled my phone out of my pocket, and opened Instagram.

			Back in high school, Ginger used to pepper Instagram with photos from all her parties. St. Patrick’s Day at Ginger’s. A kaleidoscope of green. 1,141 likes. Frightful Fun at the Flower Festival by Ginger. Daisy chains and black lipstick. 1,792 likes. Ginger’s Pool Party. Watermelon slices, beach umbrellas, and heart-shaped sunglasses. 2,099 likes.

			Sure enough, there was already a new post sitting in my feed, uploaded fourteen minutes ago. Ginger’s High Tea High School Reunion. My heart was in my throat as I started swiping through the pictures.

			It looked even more magical online than it had in real life. Smiling, sparkling, sepia. It was enough to make the most hardcore Pinterester weep. I saw the girl who’d called her dress basic poking her tongue out at the camera, long dark hair hanging around a warm, freckled face. I saw other girls, grinning and laughing. Finally, in the last few photos of the series, I saw myself.

			It was bad.

			Really bad.

			My black hair looked frayed and tangled, my skin red and splotchy without any makeup, and my clothes bulky, badly made, and out of place. In the first photo I was standing awkwardly apart from the group. In the second, I was in the background talking to Ginger’s mum, caught mid-gesture, mouth half open, hands splayed out. The third photo was just of me.

			I was leaning back in one of the chairs, feet propped up, top hat pulled low, and teacup sitting empty in my lap.

			In the caption: I didn’t tell her to dress up like that !!!! Love the creativity @LucyMMcQuinn !!!!

			In the comments:

			OMG WTF

			[image: Crying, laughing emojis.]

			Who’s he?

			WHERE THE OOMPA LOOMPAS AT?!?!?!?!?!

			Hello Lucy . . . . . It’s your Auntie Dawn here . . . . . . I’m glad you’re having fun . . . . . Love that you don’t care what people think of you . . . . . . Be well . . . . .

			OMFG!!!! THIS IS TOO FUNNY!!!

			@LucyMMcQuinn Are you drunk?

			lololololololololololol

			I noticed several of the others who were tagged in the post were laugh-reacting to the comments. I wondered what they’d said about me after I left the party. I wondered why Ginger had invited me in the first place. Was it just to make fun of me?

			The God of War soundtrack filled the air, all thumping drums and blaring brass.

			It wasn’t that bad. I knew it wasn’t. I should’ve just untagged myself from the photos. Or, actually, I should’ve laughed along. That way everyone would’ve known it was a joke, and I was in on it. Sure, I looked tacky and cheap and geeky and queer . . . but that didn’t mean I was. It was just a funny costume. That was all. It was fine. Totally fine.

			Except it wasn’t. Not really.

			It was my graduation day, my grandma was probably hours away by now, and I’d blown off cheap Thai food with my best friend to be the butt of the joke in Ginger Béliveau’s latest aesthetic Instagram post.

			Another comment popped up.

			It was from Krissy.

			Wow.

			That lump of emotion I’d swallowed down earlier came back, sharper and more jagged than before. I wanted to block Ginger. I wanted to listen to loud, crashing music and have a really, really long shower. I wanted to call the woman with the freckles who’d called her fifty-dollar dress basic a rich bitch, even though that’d be really fucking hypocritical, because the materials of my cosplay had cost me several hundred dollars.

			Grandma had helped me with the sewing, and I’d spent hours supergluing all the details onto it. It was my first cosplay.

			And, yes, it wasn’t really that great. I only got second in the regional novice division, and it wasn’t exactly a big convention, but I’d liked it. I’d liked it so much that I’d wanted to wear it again.

			I’d thought it fit the theme.

			Cookie whined and dropped his massive head onto my lap.

			I took a long, shaky breath and scratched him behind his big, floppy ears. I was overreacting. I knew I was. It wasn’t even that bad. I couldn’t tell from the flat black text on the screen if Ginger was being sincere or shitty, and as for the rest? Normal comments. The sorts of comments every post probably got. I wasn’t used to it, because I only had fifty-one followers on Instagram.

			But knowing that didn’t stop the sting.

			I felt small. I felt humiliated. I felt . . . tacky.

			Just like my certificate and its off-center logo.

			Cookie huffed unhappily.

			“It’s OK,” I said, as much to myself as to him. “It’s OK. I’m OK.”

			Except I wasn’t. I needed to talk to someone. Someone who’d get it. Someone who wouldn’t judge me if I wanted to use mean words. Someone who would snort and roll her eyes at all the right times. Someone who wouldn’t sound like an NPC stuck on a loop.

			Krissy.

			I needed to talk to Krissy.

			I needed to explain to her.

			I needed . . . her.

			A friend.

			I closed Instagram and opened my recent-calls list. Krissy’s number was at the top.

			I’ve analyzed every particle of this memory, right down to the atomic level, to the subatomic. I’ve spent days, weeks, months, years trying to wring some meaning out of it, some understanding. More than anything else, I’ve tried to identify where exactly I went wrong. What I could’ve done differently. What it would’ve taken to make the dominoes fall in another direction. But the more I think about it, the more arbitrary and stupid it seems.

			I called Krissy . . .
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			. . . and Kyle answered.

			“Hey, Lucy.”

			“Oh . . . eh . . . hey, Kyle. Is Krissy there?”

			“I don’t think she wants to talk right now.”

			“Oh . . .”

			Kyle and Krissy were twins. They both had the same sharp face, coppery hair, and gray eyes. Whenever I went over to Krissy’s house, Kyle was there, playing the part of the annoyed older brother, or the annoying younger brother, whichever suited him on the day.

			Kyle had never answered Krissy’s phone before.

			“. . . well . . . can you tell her I’m . . . sorry, I guess?”

			“Have you two had a fight?”

			“No. I don’t think so. It’s just . . . It doesn’t matter. Just tell her I called.”

			“Yeah. Sure. Oh, by the way, I saw your cosplay on Insta. It looked awesome.”

			As it turned out, that was the exact thing I needed to hear.

			“Really? You reckon?”

			“Yeah. So much better than all those other girls. They look like Barbies. You look real.”

			I should’ve told him not to be such a sexist fucking pig. But I didn’t. I knew it was wrong, but in the moment, I wanted to shut my eyes and let myself believe it. No nuance. No niceness. No but-what-ifs. Just me (the real girl) versus them (the fakes). It was an ugly, petty kind of vindication, made all the uglier and pettier by me knowing how ugly and petty it was. But, for a few short seconds, it made me feel a little less small.

			“I was the Hatter. I don’t think any of them got it.”

			“Oh. Like Alice in Wonderland? That’s clever.”

			“Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, yeah. I reused an old cosplay. My grandma and I made it. Mostly from scratch, but she had some old Pride and Prejudice-y costumes lying around that we ripped apart. That’s where the top hat came from.”

			“That’s really cool. You and your grandma both like old books, then?”

			“I guess. Is that weird? That’s weird, isn’t it?”

			“Nah. It’s cool. What are your favorites?”

			I didn’t stop talking for a while after that.

			Cookie lay his giant, wrinkly head on my thigh and thumped his tail hopefully against the sofa. I picked up the remote, turned off the screen, and scratched Cookie behind the ears, but my attention was focused on the voice humming along on the other end of the line.

			I didn’t really know Kyle. He’d always been the year above us in school. Whether that was because he got bumped up or Krissy got bumped back, I never knew. Krissy had told me he’d been working at their dad’s gravel quarry, driving trucks and saving money so he could go to university with something in his bank account. Kyle’s story was a little different. He said he was managing the family business and designing an app in his spare time.

			I asked him what he wanted to study.

			He said nothing really, but if he had to choose, then software engineering.

			He asked me what I wanted to do.

			And, on impulse, I told him the truth, which was that I’d just finished a course in business administration.

			Kyle Lawson was the first person to tell me congratulations. He didn’t sound fake when he said it. He sounded genuine. He sounded impressed. “I couldn’t have done that. Those remote-learning courses are harder than they look.”

			“Yeah,” I said, then louder, and with more conviction, “Yeah.”

			It felt different talking to him.

			He felt different.

			Not a safe person. Not entirely. But a safer person. A person who wasn’t stopping mid-sentence to smile for photos.

			“. . . and Grandma left to take care of Auntie Dawn. She’s divorcing her husband⁠—Auntie Dawn is, not my grandma⁠—and it’s fine, but, like, would’ve been nice to have someone at home, you know? Maybe I’m just being an arsehole. Am I being an arsehole?”

			He made a vaguely negative sound.

			I kept talking.

			When Cookie dropped off the sofa and started staring meaningfully at his empty food bowl, I said goodbye, asked Kyle again to tell Krissy I’d called, and hung up.

			I felt better.

			Not all the way better.

			But better.

			Still, some of that lingering unhappiness seeped back into my brain as I filled up Cookie’s bowl. I decided to skip dinner and go straight to the shower. I liked the shower. A single uncluttered square of space with an extractor fan that made a lot of noise but never seemed to do anything. I stayed in until my fingers pruned and the water went cold. Then I stayed in a little longer.

			There was something so comforting about getting clean.

			The routine of it.

			The privacy.

			Ablutomania (noun): An obsessional preoccupation with cleanliness, washing, or bathing.

			I’d learned the word from Call of Cthulhu, a tabletop game about slowly going mad and dying, not always in that order.
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