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BLUSH

 


 


Erika heard the scream from across the
courtyard. It was brief, harsh, and lovely. She slid down the side
of the high bed, the achromatic silk sheets rustling quietly, her
master twitching slightly in his ignorant slumber, and made her way
to the open window welcoming a warm, summer breeze. She could see
precious little due to her angle, the distance, and the pulled
shade of the neighboring house. But she found delight in hearing
the man sobbing on the phone to 911; the woman panting in pain and
amazement; the hectic movement of limbs, mere shadows, jerking as
he lifted her, and the gray ghosts grew fainter and fainter until
they dissipated. Erika smiled—relieved, calmed, avenged— let out
the breath it felt like she’d been holding for years, and made her
way back to bed.

 


 


SHAPE

 


 


“I’m afraid.”

Erika sat on Alice’s black suede couch and
stared down at her own immaculate manicure. The scarlet and violet
designs, all the rage overseas, looked confused and chaotic, like a
map of her mind. Her perfectly groomed, blond hair fell lightly
over her narrow, tanned shoulders.

Alice’s legs were open wide, her elbow slung
over the back of a sable armchair across from Erika. A small table
carved from obsidian held worn tomes. The air still smelled of the
eggs Alice had slightly carbonized earlier that morning. The walls
were a deep blue, trimmed with a high-gloss ebony.

Alice took a few seconds to stare at a photo
on the wall above the entrance to the kitchen. It was a picture of
her and her husband back in high school on their senior trip
together, blown up to five square feet and framed in a thin band of
onyx.

“Erika,” Alice leaned forward and took a sip
of her water. She paused with her hand on the damp glass. Her nails
were cut short and filed neatly, her skin a deep chocolate marred
only by a few nicks from her days of rough-housing and playing
sports as a girl.

“I remember once when my handler dragged me
to a club. This would’ve been the first time I saw you. I stayed
holed up to one side of the bar. There was a circle formed around
someone dancing alone in the middle of the floor. You. The most
desired woman in Louisville. All the buyers there would’ve loved to
have purchased you on the spot. You have the…’perfect’ hair, nails,
clothes, demeanor, eyes, make-up, and body. You are what every man
wants. What do you have to be afraid of?” Alice had a face that
never committed to any particular emotion. Now she sounded as
though she didn’t understand, but there was still a hint of knowing
in her eyes. Erika, answering such questions, always felt like she
was walking into a dragon’s lair. She stared deeply into her glass
of Pátron, formulating ideas. What was at the very top of her list
of concerns about her status in her master’s life? she was walking
into a dragon’s lair. She stared deeply into her glass of Pátron.
What was at the very top of her list of concerns about her status
in her master’s life?

“It’s the newer versions. I try my best, but
eventually I will look my age. Do you know how devastating that
is?!” Erika surprised herself and made a visible effort to lower
her voice to a more ladylike volume.

Calmly, Erika continued.

“I need to remain of value to my master or he
will replace me.”

Alice gave a short chuckle that cascaded into
a full-on laughing fit. She gingerly touched her lower abdomen and
guffawed Erika deeper and deeper into distress.

Erika looked horrified. “What are you…?
What’s funny?”

Alice stopped when she realized her neighbor
was on the verge of tears.



“If you want my honest opinion, I don’t think
you should be with someone who only purchased you because of
your…packaging, if you will.”

Alice swiped a few stray droplets of water
from the dark lashes under her bronze eyes, still grinning widely.
Her eyes twinkled in the noon sunlight that settled on her face
from an undressed window behind Erika.

“What does that mean? You wouldn’t buy a
house or a car or jewelry if it didn’t even look relatively
presentable. Right?” Erika leaned forward, confused, pleading, her
crossed legs pressing her white silk skirt to her white silk
blouse.

“Alright. Calm down. I just think that it
might be time to work on different aspects of your relationship.
For instance, what’s your master’s favorite color? Hobby? Where is
somewhere he’s always wanted to travel? How does he feel about
work?”

Erika rolled her eyes and smiled at Alice’s
naivety. This had been a long source of the pity Erika felt for
Alice. She was living in a dream world if she truly thought her
husband wouldn’t drop her for a newer version the first chance he
got. And knowing his favorite color wasn’t going to change
that.

“What good is that going to do?” She began
giggling, the absurdity of the questions erasing the second of
anxiety she had about answering them. “Do you know any of those
things about your master?”

“Hm, let’s see…scarlet, cycling…Aruba,
and…fantastic because he loves cycling.” Alice smiled and waited
for Erika to respond.

Erika’s smile drifted into a look melding
surprise and concern. She could only imaging the look on her
master’s face if she ever even thought to ask things like that. She
had a general idea of what most men liked, but there was no need
for the specifics. Especially if he was happy. It was her job to
fix things when something went wrong, do as her master told her to
do.

“You don’t seem to grasp the severity of the
situation, Alice. Every day he comes home and says nothing. We eat
dinner at opposite ends of the table and getting more than a
single-word answer from him takes careful wording of what should be
simple questions. When it comes time to go to sleep, I could come
to bed in the raciest lingerie and it doesn’t matter. Undergarments
that I paid to lift, tuck, and show in all the right places, and
it’s as though I’ve come to bed with a trash bag draped over my
body. I accompanied him on a business trip, some biochemical
industry convention, just last week, and he barely spent any time
with me at all when he could help it.”

“Well, it was—” Alice attempted to
interject.

“A business trip, I know, I know.” Erika
sighed and picked up her glass, swirling the alcohol around before
taking a small sip.

“But I came downstairs to the lobby and…he
was in the bar…laughing—she couldn’t have been more than 19, Alice,
NINE-TEEEEEEN!!” She whispered, leaning forward again, her voice
wavering. She rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, avoiding getting
the oil of her fingertips on her face.

“That’s when I realized...realized that I
might be, well, am, outdated, obsolete, even. We used to have some
of the more acceptable characteristics of you and Bryan’s
relationship. He would smile when I walked into a room, pull out
chairs for me, call me from the lab in the middle of the day,
invite me to come to work with him, we’d go on short vacations
together when we got the time…there was a certain connection that’s
missing now.

The trips, time, attention, and gifts were
all signs, well, reassurances really, that I was still of some
value to him. Bryan still values you.” Despite the consumption of a
mood-altering substance, the pain of the facts had returned,
accompanied by hopelessness and frustration.

Alice smiled again, crossing her arms and
leaned back in her dark, leather arm chair. The beam of light from
the window settling on her mouth now.

“But your relationship is not ours, never has
been ours, and couldn’t possibly be exactly like ours.”

“Well, of course not. No.”

“Exactly. And there’s nothing wrong with
that. Relationships, because they involve humans, are all
different—all unique. Maybe this is just the way things work
between you two. The manner in which your relationship operates.
Does that make it ‘bad’…?” Alice shrugged.

“Plus,” she continued, “If he wanted a
divorce, he could have had it years ago. It’s easy for a man like
him—power, money, influence. He could essentially drop you off on
the curb in Beecher Terrace, drive off, and go on about his
business as though nothing had ever happened, because no one would
challenge his decision. Not his family, his friends, co-workers, or
the authorities.”

Erika’s eyes widened as though she’d been
betrayed.

“Erika, I’m not saying that to scare you, I’m
saying that to help give you some insight. My point is, if he
wanted to, he could’ve, and would’ve, by now. So you don’t have
anything to worry about.”

Erika thought about Alice’s words for a
moment, and realized she might be right.

“But…what about the time? Maybe he just
hasn’t done it yet. Maybe just because he hasn’t found the right
replacement, or he hasn’t had time to tell me—!” Erika gasped as
she realized that she could walk through the door of her home
tonight and be back in those housing projects by the next morning.
It could happen that quickly. She downed the last of her
Pátron.

Erika could see that this was going nowhere.
There was no way Alice could understand. She had no idea what it
was like to be perfectly coiffed, perfectly dressed, perfectly
articulate, perfectly physically fit, and perfectly rejected all at
the same time. She only new love and acceptance, and until that
changed…

Erika decided to retreat from the
conversation until she could come up with some counter action. She
needed to make that change happen somehow.

“Well, while I appreciate the encouragement
that you attempted, I’m afraid I must disagree.” Erika stood and
lifted her egg-shell purse and bid Alice a good day.

Alice cleared her throat and nodded towards
Erika’s empty glass. Erika’s lips tightened indignantly and she put
her glass in the kitchen sink as she passed through to the side
door.

 


 


PLUCK

 


 


Erika walked to Central Park, in the heart of
St. James Court, the learning district for young masters. The park
was an ideal balance of towering trees and open, grassy areas for
picnics, naps, and jogging. The students sat on cascading rows of
marble seats. Most sat at the edges near the shade of trees when
they could help it. The group was mostly male, but the females of
the group were almost all at the front of the class. And these were
girls that took care of themselves, Erika noticed. They were all
some shade of blonde, from strawberry to platinum. The entire front
row was an orderly crew of manicures, rhinoplasty, and breast
enhancements. ‘PROPERTY MANAGEMENT’ was the phrase written neatly
on the tall, smooth concrete slab in blue chalk behind the
instructor. His features were weathered in that distinctly
masculine, noble manner. The gray at the temples, the laugh lines
at the mouth, the easily furrowing brow. Erika thought it was a
sign from above that she had found out that this exact lecture was
taking place today in the park thanks to her master leaving the
newspaper in front of his face all throughout breakfast this
morning. At first, she thought that, if she could just stare at the
flimsy parchment long enough he could feel her vying for his
attention and take his eyes off of the stock market updates, but
each turn of a page was just a progression forward towards
something else that had nothing to do with her. Then she saw the ad
and remembered that she had been looking for a way to bring Alice
up to speed with the rest of human civilization. This lecture
seemed like just the place to learn a few things.

Erika took a place behind a pillar that was
part of a magnificent terrace at the rear of the speech arena. The
instructor cleared his throat and continued his lecture.
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