Accepting Gravity
“If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, on where you stop your story.” ​
- Orson Wells
To my brothers and sisters,
Whose wings melted when they got too high,
And clogged when they got too low,


Pat – overdose.
Erle – suicide.
Maddy – overdose.
Josh – overdose.
Junior – overdose.
Chris – suicide.
1. Agent of Numbness
Waiting hurts. It slows time down, makes every miserable moment last an eternity. There’s no greater pain than the pain of quiet anticipation. The pain of remembering better days and desperately trying to get a piece of them back, in whole or in part.
There’s a sadness that inhabits every soul. That sadness is on the face of every sad sack in here. Auras of smoke orbit each patron. Soldiers in the trenches, waiting for the next bitter sting of defeat. Life’s a war no one really wants to fight, but fight they must. Failure, regret, destruction, collapse, and impending misery cover each and every destitute face that surrounds me. Humanity at its finest. Humanity at its most brutally honest. Cleansing itself in booze and smoke. Trying to wash the dirt away.
Our life stories are the same. We’ve endured the same heartbreaking moments and earth-shattering revelations. A life filled with a rich tapestry of chaos and disappointment. Of shame and glory. Of triumph and denigration. Of extremes on every end of the spectrum.
This wasn’t always the case. There was a time where I would have been an outcast in this place. A foreigner in a foreign land. I used to be a liar and used to sing a liar’s song. From the minuscule to the grandiose. Any falsehood was good enough as long as it made my drum, droll, boring life seem interesting, if even fleetingly. Anything to make me appear special. Unique. To make me extraordinary and differentiate me from the common man.
When I entered adulthood, madness no storyteller would ever dare replicate entered my life. Events that made every lie I uttered, every carefully-woven fabrication, trivial in comparison. I began to experience events and emotions I’d only seen on television screens, in fevered dreams, and lied about to any ear willing to accept fables.
Maybe I still am a liar. My younger years were so entrenched in misery that deceit was my only escape. I’m not sure I ever stopped spreading fictions. Truth is a boring mistress. An unwelcomed visitor. Beautiful lies always trump ugly truths. Lies have more palatable power than truth could ever hope to. Truth is lonely. Cold. Hollow. Empty. Lies get attention. Truth gets ignored.
There’s an odd beauty in being ignored. Of existing between minutes. Under shadows. You’re free of expectation and judgment. Time in solitude conditions you to excel at eccentric behaviour. It allows you to revel in it, to become an expert at the abnormal. A soldier in a battle against normalcy. An agent of numbness.
This bar battlefield and its defeated storytellers all rally around their own trinkets of escapism. The socially acceptable ones. Alcohol and cigarettes.
I’ve already poured three shots of liquid fire down my throat and they’ve done little to satisfy. Alcohol is an appetiser. A tease. Something best suited for frat boys and tourists. A false escape in lieu of a real one. Times like these require something illicit. Something to fill the emptiness inside. Desire burns a hole in my heart. Money burns a hole in my wallet.
I miss cigarettes. There’s nothing like the ritual of smoking. The ceremony of it. A flashy cigarette case. A flashier Zippo. Thick, white clouds of Heaven filling the lungs. Bricks lifted off the shoulders with every exhale. And when you mix smoking with alcohol your insides become a religious battleground. Heaven and Hell fighting each other in eternal combat. The end times come to pass. Welcomed armageddon. Firewater from below and blissful clouds from above.
The Kid said vaping’s better than cigarettes, but that can’t be true. Not really. Candy-coated chemical mists kissing the lungs instead of burning tobacco can’t be healthier, no matter what anyone says. Instead of a thin, elegant stick of pleasure, I have this fucking mechanical boombox I jam into my mouth. The thing’s a monstrosity, just like me.
Th'Kid should b'here by now.
The walls of this shithole are plastered with shame and disappointment. Just like home. My fellow degenerates keep to themselves. Just like I want. A place like this isn’t where people come to socialise, especially at this time of night. We come here to hide amongst the hidden. To rot amongst the rotten. To die amongst the dead.
An uninitiated person might come here and try to strike up a conversation with whoever’s closest. They’d do their best impersonation of a listener, nodding and pretending to pay attention until they themselves get to speak. To tell their story. Every person thinks their story is unique, but all stories are remarkably similar when boiled down to their basic points: dreams, hopes, wishes. All passionately glow in the beginning, then slowly sucked out, burning to the end, until nothing remains but a pile of ashes.
Fuck, I miss smokin.
“Do ya want another drink?” a shell of a bartender asks me. I can’t tell who’s more miserable: the customers or the employees. This one looks a heartbeat away from falling off the edge of disappointments unseen. Maybe she already has. Maybe this is Purgatory.
“Nother shot ah vodka,” I mutter.
Bartender walks off and by some small miracle manages to avoid stepping on my tail. Usually, dimly-lit places like this invite every blithering idiot passerby to try to crush it. To clomp their clammy fucking tentpoles down on it. You’d think a large, green, scaly snake-of-a-thing would warrant some level of caution, even in the dark.
The shot arrives fast and it disappears even faster. It’s gone before the bartender is. She’s seen this sort of desperate impatience before. She’s lived it. And she knows better than to ask if I want another. I’m here for something more potent. More powerful. It’s written on every inch of my face.
I hit my electronic cigarette while circling shot glass rim with my dilapidated claw. Today’s “healthy alternative to smoking” flavour, likely concocted in the back of some dingy warehouse, is blueberry pie. It’s the closest thing to food I’ve had all day. My hunger can’t be satisfied with something as trivial as food. I can’t be filled with vitamins and nutrients. Not today.
I exhale a huge cloud of healthy alternative and third-hand cigarette smoke. Every able body in here is smoking like there’s no tomorrow. Bartender, too. Puffing like madmen and madwomen. Trains stuck in a tunnel, spitting out burning coal, waiting to start back up again. Choking the planet with their exhaled exhaust.
“Sorry I’m late,” says the voice. The voice is Nirvana. The voice is freedom. The voice is release from this painful waiting. Hearing him speak is enough to quell the angriest of monsters. Soothing and endearing. He is the Beast whisperer.
“Traffic was a bitch,” he offers as he sits next to me at the lopsided table, pulling the chair out with his one hand. His voice so soft and so full of life, despite recent hardships.
I grunt out, “It’s fine,” and slam a crude wad of dollar bills on the table. Like it belongs there. Like it’s always belonged there. “I’m honestly surprised yer still dealin.”
He nervously scoops it up, eyes darting from side-to-side ensuring no one else saw the money. His paranoia is a newly acquired burden. I should remind him not to worry. I should remind him this isn’t the first drug deal to happen between these decrepit walls today and it definitely won’t be the last. I should, but I don’t.
“I’m surprised you called me,” the Kid says with all the confidence of a mouse.
He slides the money into his pocket and moves to another pocket to fish for my bag of happiness. He hands it to me under the table. My talon briefly grazes his palm as I retrieve my prize. A trembling wave of disgust mixed with intrigue shoot throughout his entire body. Familiarity and regret remind him.
My tail whips in a moment of joy. The goods are in hand. Peace is a simple pinprick away. My scales pucker and retract, like mouths begging for bottles. Like chewing gum.
“How’ve you been?”
“Better than th’alternative.”
The Kid smiles. “That’s good, I guess.”
He hesitates. There are things he wants to say to me. Needs to say to me, but instead, he offers, “They say it might actually snow tomorrow.”
“Okay,” I say with as much disinterest I can muster.
I hate small talk. I hate that people feel the need to fill silence with meaningless words and bullshit questions. Conversations about the weather are for unimaginative puppets who need the comfort only the sound of their own voice can provide. Let the silence shout out. Welcome it with open arms. It can be your friend if you allow it.
We share a glorious moment of uncertain silence. The Kid’s eyes caress the bar. He sees drunks, nothing more. No soldiers. No warriors. Just drunks.
His eyes return to meet mine. The two pairs battle each other for a minuteless eternity. The Kid’s full of the inquisitiveness and amazement that only youth allows. Mine full of emptiness and remorse.
“Wut’s on yer mind, junior?”
“You.”
I chuckle at his rapid and defiant reply.
The earnest words, “I worry about you,” fall out of his mouth.
The Kid’s interest in me has never been entirely professional. I still see it in those Romeo and Juliet eyes. No good can come reexploring that avenue. Not now. Not ever.
“Ya shouldn’t waste yer time worryin bout ah thin like me.”
“It’s just that,” he pauses, ransacking his mind for what he thinks are the correct words. “This is the first time I’ve heard from you in months and…”
“Thins got complicated,” I interrupt. “I needed time t’sort some thins out. T’clear muh head. Now it’s clear and needs t’b’refilled.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
My patience runs thin as I spit out, “Wut d’ya mean, then?” His reluctance is keeping me from my appointment. From my reawakening.
“I mean, things with you got weird after… you know… Then you left and disappeared. I thought something bad might’ve happened to you, like what happened…”
He trails off to silence. Words escape him. The vocabulary is there, but he knows disappointment awaits at the end of the right sentence. The trick is to choose the wrong sentence and make it sound like the right one in order to produce the reaction he so desires.
If I dun say somethin soon, I’ll b’here all night.
“Ya know destroys people? Not drugs or sex or television or violence. It’s memories. Gettin lost in th’past. Memories’re ah curse. They creep in on ya like ah torrid lover in th’night, remindin ya wut ya’ve lost. Wut ya’ve destroyed. Wut mistakes ya’ve made. And wut could’ve b’n.”
Those star-crossed lover eyes hang on my every word.
“Television clouds th’memories. Puts em on hold. Fills yer head with new filtered, top-quality, produced-fer-th’masses memories. Ya dun’ve t’live through th’sufferin and pain of yer own life anymore. Turn on th’idiot box. Watch people gettin paid t’fake reality fer yer amusement. Watch em dance and sin songs while ya sit and decay. Watch enough of th’shit and ya start t’b’able t’remember wut happened in Seinfeld’s day better than yer own.”
Hope slowly seeps out from young dealer sitting across from me.
“Sex makes th’memories disappear but only in th’height of climax. Fer one brief moment when yer entire body’s transformed t’warm, pulsatin energy, yer happy. Yer alive. Nothin in th’world, in th’world of memories, can touch ya. None of it matters in that glorious instant of orgasm. Then when ya wipe up th’gushes of love, those fuckin memories seep their grimy way back in, extinguishin th’warmth and completeness ya achieved. Yer ah formless essence, emptyin yer body, now jus empty.”
My words disappoint him.
“Violence’s inexcusable’s ah release. Hurtin nother person cause yer hurtin’s ah pathetic, evil way t’live. Hurtin someone physically or emotionally, accidentally or on purpose, only spreads those painful memories round. It never squelches them. Passes th’buck t’people who dun deserve it. And violence always comes back t’haunt ya, specially when ya least expect it. Usually with bloody consequences.”
My words age him.
“But drugs… drugs dull those memories and f’yer lucky, can make those memories disappear completely. No matter wut th’drug. No matter wut th’high. Yer there. Free. Free from th’body yer cursed with. Free from th’job ya hate. Free from obligations and worries. Free from memories. Everythin has ah plastic protective sheen over it. Everythin’s warm and glows. Yer alive. Fer th’first time since childhood, th’world’s ah perfect, awe-inspirin place again. Yer ah god, walkin amongst th’peasants. Ya can d’no wrong. Memories’re tainted, specially by time, but godliness…”
I’m staring at a dartboard on an adjacent wall. Its hypnotic centre mesmerises. Spellbinds.
“But drugs wear off,” the Kid adds. “So, eventually you’re back to square one.”
The dartboard stares back at me. Unflinching. Unforgiving. Staring deep into the black heart of my soul with its single, judgmental eye.
“Back t’centre,” I murmur.
The dartboard blinks suddenly with stucco wall eyelids.
I find myself blinking back to reality.
The singular emotionless dartboard eye continues to stare at me. Mocking me. If I dove deep enough into it, I would hear its laughter. Macabre chuckles bellowing out from the very depths of Hell.
“Are you okay?”
I stand. The time to end this has come. I’ve suffered enough.
“Yeah. I gotta go.”
“Wait,” he begs.
“Wut?”
“Are you… is it because of what happened? Is that why you’re avoiding me? Is that what you’re trying to escape from?”
The audacity of these questions. The ignorance behind them. He’ll know soon enough. If he continues pursuing me, he’ll one day become the worst thing he could possibly become. One day, he’ll be me. Covered in scales. Pulling his tail back from unobservant feet. Haunted. Quiet. Empty.
“I’m tryin… I’m gunna try fer th’kingdom f’I can. It’d b’best f’ya didn’t follow me down this rabbit hole.”
I turn my back to him in every way a person can. The Kid takes a deep, frustrated breath, filling his lungs with secondhand smoke. Secondhand worries. Secondhand pains.
I pass the dartboard en route to the bathroom where destiny awaits. A single, solitary tear falls from it as I vanish into the blessed darkness beyond the doorway.
I secure myself in the stall. The smell of rancid shit and piss would be overwhelming to the layperson but to me, it’s barely an offence. Business is at hand. Freedom awaits.
My newly acquired goods fit in my talon exquisitely and fly up one pudgy snout. Then the other. My nose is tickled. My brain is primed. Time for the main course.
Trusty, rusty spoon is found and I cook up a little taste for the needle. My scales begin popping. Opening. Yawning. Separating. Coming apart, ready to be fed. And fed they are. The needle works its way through a small crack between scales and with one glorious push, memories rush out of my body. The juice massages my mind into blissful comfort. No more feeling. No more worries. No more memories. 


2. Doomed
I found myself on the city bus. Home comfort was deserted. That veil of remarkable ecstasy had been lifted away. My sober mood was unwanted and unfocused. I desired to be lost in a beautiful haze once again. To be blissfully directionless. To be foggy and clear at the same time once again. Another fix was needed, but my supply exhausted.
Memories slowly filled the void within me. Dripping into the vacancy within my essence. Memories of yesterday’s promises and tomorrow’s regrets. Brief moments of bitter lucidity made the journey feel as if it had been going on for far too long the instant it began. I was on a train to Auschwitz, waiting to work and die. And not necessarily in that order.
I never bothered to look at the surrounding inmates. I already knew what they looked like. I knew who they were. I knew what they were. Crackheads, illegals, the poor, the unfortunate, the broken. All prisoners, same as me. En route to their own personal gas chambers, same as me.
The public transport system and I used to be very well acquainted. Nowadays my travel needs are satisfied by whatever rideshare is available at whatever moment. It’s pricier and there are times I have to send drivers away because they don’t have vehicles I can fit into, but it’s worth it just to get away from the kinds of situations I regularly faced when I rode the bus. True horror is being trapped inside giant metal coffins with dozens of desperately lonely strangers. True horror is seeing others headed to their inescapable disappointments.
While most passengers would read or listen to music or instigate bland, menial conversations, I chose to stare out the window. Between the bars on the window. Bars caked with sorrow. The dirt caked with remorse. I’d watch the world zip by. Freedom was always on the other side of the glass, no matter which side you’re on.
A figure sat down beside me. My scales twitched as the
phantom invaded my space. I refused to look at his vacuous face. My gaze instead fell onto his grey uniform and the way it folded into itself. Like pages in a book. Waves of the ocean.
“Wie geht’s?” he asked in a thick and deep German accent. It echoed and reverberated throughout every dark gap in my soul.
I ignored the cold monstrosity as best I could.
“Wo sind deine Papiere?”
Go away, I thought as hard as I could. I knew better than to address the thing in public or acknowledge him in any way. I’ll shut ya up when I’m off this bus.
“Deine Papiere, bitte.” Threatening vacuity behind every word.
Clawed hand entered pocket and gently caressed the tiny empty bag of relief like a soft, supple cunt. It spoke to me. Its broken pledge to silence the figment Gestapo called to me. It once yielded pleasure. It would once again. One shot. One more day without that harsh interrogation.
Even without any discernible face, he managed to smile. I could feel it at the back of my neck. A frozen smile. Icicled edges. The kind the Devil would promise. Pure evil. And knowingly so.
“Du wirst reden,” it calmly said.
I didn’t realise I had been staring at his uniform the entire time. An upside-down American flag banded to its left arm. Buttons of rotted, stained human teeth. The uniform’s colour like storm clouds at night. Boots blackened by the blood of dreams successfully crushed.
“Schleißlich.”
I looked up at where a face should have been. His ethereal, translucent skin had the slightest tinge of purple to it. He was hairless. His eyes abandoned. Vapid. A soulless, emotionless entity. A ghost. A poltergeist without a home to haunt. Cold grew out from him and slowly infected me. My clothes couldn’t keep me warm. My hat didn’t shield me from the advancing winter at my right.
Jus ah few more blocks, then I’m rid of ya.
The bus came to one of its many stops. Outside barred windows and inside the daytime, the sky was burning. A flashing bank sign confessed the one-hundred-twelve-degree temperature. The innards of the homeless population boiled within their failing bodies. Birds exploded. Neon melted.
A typical July afternoon in Las Vegas.
The bus sailed back into action, down the street like a decaying log on the river Styx. Cars swam by. Giant, mutated fish headed upstream. Oceans of machines. Fish and machine melting into blurs of motion. A collage of colours bleeding into one another. A rainbow of reality, streaking away into the unremembered.
Somewhere a baby cried out. Somewhere a cell phone rang. Somewhere a froth-mouthed slob sat too uncomfortably close to someone else who wanted no part of his proximity. Somewhere an elderly woman defecated inside her own private cotton bathroom. All prisoners. All trapped. Citizens of the public transport system. Some rode with such regularity the bus route might as well have been their zip code.
I rubbed my yellow, piercing eyes. Yellowed from birth. Yellowed by time. A pale action to adjust my focus.
“Das ist unser Stopp,” he gleefully whispered.
The unwelcome figure next to me abruptly laughed. A laugh that was a frozen horror unto itself.
I dun even speak German.
My finger met the nearest pole’s red button. It was high time to get off, so I could get off. Bus slowed and I walked, taking great care to ensure my tail avoided brushing against other passengers. I wanted physical contact with them about as little as they did me.
One quick look back at my seat as the doors opened. The apparition stared at me intensely with his eyeless eyes. The kind of eerie scare that could’ve crippled the weak-spirited and devastated the insecure.
Onto sidewalk, I went. Bus quickly roared off to spawn more of the polluted rank and file to their respective destinations. Work. Home. Concentration camps. Different names, same endgame.
The air was a giant oven for me to broil in. Waves of heat rose from the pavement and crisped my shoes. Bacon frying in a pan. Fanning myself with my ineffective hat was pointless. Enough sweat to drown a person poured from my forehead in an instant. A waterfall. I wiped it onto my sleeve.
“I hate this town,” I muttered to an audience of me. A sentiment I felt every summer then and still feel every summer now. Summers in Vegas are an endurance test that only grow more difficult with each passing year.
The sweat marks on my sleeve caught my attention. The liquid had soaked into the fabric and made a pattern. A single word: “Doomed.”
A cigarette found its way to my mouth. Before I could get the thing fully lit, a nearby tourist emerged from nowhere in particular and asked for one. His thick Southern drawl was the kind of accent you imagined in all the worst stereotypes of people from the South. A caricature of a voice.
Tourists all share the same uniform: a loud Hawaiian shirt, beige cargo shorts, using their phone camera to capture every single flashing light they came across, and brightly-coloured beaded plastic necklaces that were handed out by underpaid and disinterested casino employees. It was also not unusual to have seen a tourist proudly and desperately clutching onto watered-down alcoholic beverages inside annoyingly large plastic novelty containers.
They come here to sin big in Sin City, but true sins are kept far away from their ilk. True sins are left to us shadow folk to explore. The sleepless. The forlorn. The cogs of this tourist trap machine. We own that darkness tourists wish they could get a glimpse of.
“Yeah,” I said while a second cigarette made it to my lips. I lit it and handed it to the tourist. This act was accomplished with specific and precise movements. A ballet. Rehearsed perfection practised hundreds of times before, usually for bums and vagrants and kids too young to purchase their own.
The tourist took his prize and trotted off without so much as a single syllable of gratitude. The cherry red of his unimaginative Hawaiian shirt lingered. A smudge in the air. A cloud.
I hate people when they’ren't polite. Fuckin ungrateful Hawaiian shirt.
I puffed my cigarette and continued my journey. The smoke didn’t satisfy. It was time for something harder. Something with bite. After a brief walk, I would meet up with the dispenser of my vital release. But until then I was sailing solo in an ocean Hawaiian shirts.
The message on my sleeve haunted my empty spaces. The urge in my veins could barely wait. I could hear depraved ghostly laughter resonating throughout my being. Louder and more horrid with each step. Abstracted laughter that strengthened my hunger.
It grew louder and louder until the vile phantom was there beside me. Silence accompanied his reappearance. I hoped I had escaped his reign of terror by leaving him behind on the bus. But no. He needed to be beside me. Sobriety, in all his miasmic menace.
He kept close to me as I walked. Right by my side. The pair of us consumed the entire width of the sidewalk. My steps long, lumbering strides. His goosesteps. Each leg kicked high and thundering back down. Repeated in rehearsed perfection.
Together we marched towards our mutual destination. Always together.
3. Lost Within
“Salvation,” I mutter. My voice raspy and bleak. “I’m seekin salvation.”
My companion nods dryly. His freshly-shaven head reflects pale fluorescent from above with his every movement.
“You and everybody else on the fucking planet.”
I lift coffee cup to pursed lips and slurp down the black liquid. It serves the purpose of filling the stomach and nothing more. My true thirst is not quenched. It never is. Coffee slips into the stomach now, poison slips into the veins later.
Although the man sharing the booth with me is more than a decade my junior, he is so in physical age alone. Peter has a pearl of aged wisdom far beyond his years. He was a runner long before puberty got its hands on him and a dealer long before he was legally able to purchase a single beer. He quickly climbed the ranks of the Vegas underworld in the span of a few short years. The business. The life. A four-star general in the War on Drugs.
“Muh soul’s expired,” I mutter, eyes drifting distantly to a coffee ocean.
He laughs.
“Your soul’s not expired until you find yourself on the other side of the fucking grass.”
Peter has seen every horror and pleasure you can imagine. In doing so, he’s found the only way to cope is through a healthy and robust methamphetamine habit. It’s often his answer to each and every question.
You can do enough meth to go completely numb. Torpid. Everything settles down to a slow, quiet hum. A dull roar. You’re able to move between lines. Speak between words. You’re a ghost. You see the unseen. Hear the unheard. Know the unknowable. You’re awake and asleep at the same time, while the rest of the world exists only in one state or the other. You live in dreams. Seeing the world for what it truly is, not what it purports itself to be.
Most minds can’t handle being in this extraordinary condition for too long. Most become quickly unbalanced. Succumb to the pressures of being in a heightened state. Their brains implode and rot and decay. The rational mind surrenders to madness. Flights of fancy. But not Peter’s. Experience has honed his mind and rewired it to perfectly handle the meth trip. Simply put: he functions better on the shit.
The diner is usually empty on an arid night such as this, especially with Thanksgiving minutes away. Peter and I meet here every Wednesday night at eleven and sit at the same table in the back corner. The spot is reserved for us and we’re left to our conversations, only interrupted to ensure coffee cups never dry out.
The waitstaff are true professionals. Never scoffing or batting a judgmental eye at my appearance. My large, hunched frame. Skin covered with dark green scales. Black horns protruding out of my forehead. Long, leathery snake tail poking through the hole I have to add to every pair of pants. Sharp, black talon-like fingernails. A Beast, through and through.
Peter and I discuss the world and its workings. Personal issues and occurrences. It’s one of the few appointments we successfully manage to keep in this estranged world. Our opinions are so in sync after years of friendship, we might as well be the same person.
There are maybe ten other patrons in the diner alongside us. All eating silently. All tired from partying or working. All outmoded and seeking retribution in food. This is a church and these are sinners awaiting forgiveness for transgressions unnamed.
Peter pulls out a small baggy of crystal delights. His pinky finger and its purposely long fingernail dips in and retrieves a few tiny crystals. They race up his nose in an instant. The baggy disappears back into his pocket. He dips that same finger in his nearby glass of water and snorts the drops of liquid. They cool the burning at the back of his head.
“So tell me,” he pauses to sniff hard at the air, “when the fuck did these feelings begin?”
Peter loves unnecessary profanity. He revels in it. Enjoys every forbidden word as it falls from his lips. I never know if his vulgar speech is intended to elicit a reaction from others or simply a way for him to amuse himself. To take gleeful satisfaction from their discomfort as he abandons conversational courtesy. It’s but one facet of his tough-guy persona. A facade empowered by crystal meth that I see through, but still in part admire.
I take another sip of my coffee. Served black. Served soulless. Dark and untouched. As coffee should be. The heat reminds me I’m alive as it lightly singes the tips of my tongue.
“I’m not sure. It’s always b’n here, lurkin. Hidin. I feel like I’m livin in th’memory of ah day that’s passed and gone.”
“Yeah, yeah. Blah fucking blah. You’re talking about the same fucking ennui everybody feels. What happened lately to make you feel so bothered by it? What specifically?”
I put the coffee cup down and my attention remains locked firmly onto the cup’s swirling epicentre. A barrage of ex-lovers, ex-friends, the dead, the living, and dreams made futile fill the blackness. They reach out to me, slowly and surely. The only other living person I consider a friend, the Kid, comes out from the coffee. The vile source of all my ills, Sobriety, comes out from the coffee. The two spill out onto the table into fully realised miniature versions of themselves. Like toys. The demonic apparition in his crisp uniform grabs the twenty-six-year-old by the neck, forces him to his knees, then rams his face into its crotch. Sobriety laughs low, guttural utterances. The uniform unzips. Sobriety’s apparitional, serpentine cock emerges and finds a new home inside the young man’s willowy mouth. Sobriety’s laughter fills the diner. The Kid’s weeping fills the diner. Sobriety’s member erupts, choking the Kid. Tears and semen and saliva swirl around. Cream in the coffee.
“Das ist gut,” whispers a maniacal Sobriety in his thick, German accent. “Sehr gut.”
I snap back to the conversation and look into Peter’s eyes. The eyes are empty, yet welcoming. Those eyes are like home. They’re the only pair of eyes that have seen the same things I have. They’re the only eyes that understand the world as I understand it. It’s why we get along so well. It’s why we belong in this booth together.
“I dunno,” I tell him, still shaking the vision.
“Something’s fucking amiss,” Peter nods his words, “but you can’t identify specifics”
I nod in return.
“Like I said. Fucking ennui. You’re feeling the unspoken agreement of suffering everyone feels. The only fucking difference is that you are a thinking man in a shitty, unthinking world. A thinking man suffers more than other fucking people, cause he’s able to recognise that which most people choose to ignore. It’s your blessing. It’s your fucking curse.”
“That dun help me.”
“I’m not here to fucking help you,” Peter laughs and snorts the air again, clearing the pathway. “You gotta fucking help yourself. No lesson worth learning was ever handed out for free.”
“And wut lesson’s that?”
He continues to smile. Part smug. Part seducer. That’s his dominating gift. He’s a snake charmer in the middle of a field filled with snakes. Snakes who don’t yet know they are snakes. All a normal person needs to do is talk to Peter and within mere moments they’ll find themselves transfixed and hopelessly caught in his mesmerising spell. He controls them. They dance for him. All of them. Even though I’ve grown immune to it over the years, I still faintly feel the snake charmer’s call in his mischievous smile.
That’s what makes Peter the most dangerous person I know. His ability to control and convince and persuade and manipulate is unparalleled. In another life, he’d be the charismatic leader of a cult. Gleefully driving his followers to ritualistic suicide. Luring children off to the mountain. Leading lemmings off the cliff.
“This isn’t like you,” he convinces. “Usually you’re in top fucking form, not punishing yourself with these kinds of trivial fucking worries. Something’s eating you.”
Peter pauses for a quick sip of water.
“Normally you see beyond this kind of shit.”
“Not anymore,” I grunt.
“Not anymore?” he mocks.
Peter stares deep into my yellow eyes, searching for a hint of an answer. He does not blink. Not once. The kind of focused, blinkless gaze that Scientologists use when they audit someone. Casting a spell with eyes alone. He stares an endless, probing stare into me. Beyond the eyes. Into a nether realm of my soul where a large, solid wall lay. Its bricks black and grey and covered in cobwebs. Its surface rough. Strengthened by time. Strengthened by disappointment. Impenetrable and reinforced by a constant stream of unmet expectations.
“Is this because of Trump? Are you still fucking butthurt your lady didn’t win?”
When a mad orange ape-clown won the Republican nomination, it tickled every Discordian fibre in Peter’s being. He’s not a racist or a conservative, despite appearing as one being a white man with a shaved head. He doesn’t even care about anything in the ape-clown’s agenda. He simply wanted to see the system get shaken up. To tear itself apart. Peter’s passion project is chaos. Anarchy. Disruption. These belief systems best suit someone like Peter, who’s self-aware enough to know he is more clever than he is intelligent.
“No. I dun care bout th’mad orange ape-clown.”
“You care enough to give him a cute fucking nickname.”
“He’ll either d’nothin that can’t b’undone by someone else or he’ll get us all killed,” I scoff. “Either way, there’sn’t much I can d’bout it here on th’ground floor.”
What can I do? Protest? March in the streets? Post #resist on the Internet to my very own echo chamber? Agree with peers in my bubble? Work myself into a frenzy every time the orange beast thumps its chest on Twitter? Call my Senator and complain? Their inaction makes them complicit. They’re all corrupt. Useless. Dollar sign motivations. The cadre of disingenuous puppets will laugh out of both sides of their mouths as the world is burnt to a crisp. Maybe the ape-clown is exactly what’s needed. Maybe we deserve everything he is going to bring about. Maybe Peter was right.
“So, if you’re not sore about the election, then what the fuck’s going on?”
“I dun fuckin know!” I shout, agitated fist slamming on the table. Looks from across the diner fixate on us. Unnecessary attention from unwelcomed eyes. Most nights patrons in our peripheral pay us no attention. Allow us the public solitude we cherish. But now I’ve demanded their attention. Interrupted their solemn soliloquies. This sort of outburst isn’t like me. Not even on my worst days.
“Man, something’s got you all fucking twisted. You’re acting like one of these common people.”
He flails his hand, pointing to no one in particular. I look over to no one in particular.
“Look at any one of these fucking schlubs,” he charms, loud enough for them to hear and brazen enough not to care. “This guy, with the stupid fucking hat.”
My head drifts and my eyes puncture the space. I zero in on a man with a backward baseball cap, earbud headphones, and a disengaged glaze slapped across his face as he shovels slop into his face hole.
“Do you think he rises from his bed with exuberance and looks into the long, arduous workday ahead of him with any fucking level of glee or excitement? As he shaves a day’s worth of pain off his fucking face with a shitty fucking razor, does he look in the mirror proud of himself and his accomplishments? When he loads himself into his shitty car, gets locked in a traffic jam on his way to his shitty job, and is forced to endure the shitty drivel on the radio, does it meet the expectations he had for himself when he was a child? When the incessant stream of stupidity vomits out of the mouths of the cunts he’s forced to work with, is he intellectually stimulated? Do conversations about whichever fucker won America’s Got Talent pique his creativity? Each break he takes, each cigarette he escapes to, do they bring him closer to changing the world? Closer to God? Is the world becoming a better fucking place because of his indentured servitude to a soul-crushing, dead-end job? And when his nine-hour long punishment-fest is done and he plops down in front of the idiot box at home, as he nestles up to the sanctity of his bed, what does he dream of?”
Peter’s charming himself. He’s preaching. This is his sermon on the mound. I am his sole disciple.
“You know that fucking piece of shit ain’t dreaming about tomorrow’s spreadsheets. He dreams of change. He longs for change. But what does he do about it? Not a single fucking thing. Oh, maybe he’ll go to the fucking gym once a month or eat a fucking salad once in a while. And sure, he’ll vote for the same kinds of useless fucking politicians who give false hope and vaguely promise change. But substantial change? Forget it. This man has given up. The idealism of youth is long fucking gone. He’s settled in this shitty lifestyle. He is complacent in mind and in inaction. There’s no time for substantive change when there are car payments and phone bills and a mortgage and health insurance and electricity and cable and food and alcohol and drugs, prescription or otherwise… The dreams of youth are a faded fucking memory, muffled by all these meaningless, pointless distractions. And the shittiest part? The shittiest fucking part is he fucking knows all of this and he still doesn’t do a fucking thing other than dream. The only fucking aspiration he has left is to dream. And the problem with dreamers is that they never know when to fucking wake up.”
The preacher leans into me, growing more animated and invigorated as he speaks.
“All people are like this. Every useless one of them. That’s why they are the common man. You and I, we are not common men. We are beyond these sorts of things. But now you’re starting to sound like one of these average, whiney cunts. You’re lost within, same as the common man, but here’s a fucking news flash: we’re all lost. We’re all trapped in a system that actively and constantly works against us. An outdated, outmoded system put in place by our fore-fucking-fathers under the happy guise of ‘we know what’s best for you’.”
Peter laughs suddenly to himself.
“It’s exactly like you fucking said about Trump. There isn’t much we can do about it. Hopes and dreams and words of protest are no more powerful than clever slogans on bumper stickers on the backs of empty vehicles in vacant mall parking lots. We can either make ourselves miserable, try and fail to fight a system far more advanced and powerful than we’ll ever fucking be, or escape. Not into reality shows or sporting events or bullshit conversations about what stupid fucking thing someone’s kid did at school the other day, but true escape.”
Peter pulls out the small baggy once again, holding it in the palm of his hand. He holds it up to me. I fixate on the offering carefully.
“Retreat to a place where none of that shit matters and find contained within you that which does. The trick isn’t finding salvation. The trick is not even figuring out what you need salvation from. Blame your parents. Blame the government. Blame society. Blame God. Blame television. Blame yourself. Something is wrong and everyone senses it. Everyone fucking knows it. We all seek salvation but are never truly saved. This…”
He lifts the crushed bag of ice closer to my face.
“..is but one route. And, in my personal experience, it’s the most fun fucking route available. But as there are many problems, so then there must also be many routes to the solution.”
The baggy is incautiously dropped onto the table. It lands with a thunderous slam that penetrates my memories. An earthquake. A revelation.
“I know all this.”
“Not anymore!” he declares. “You said ‘Not any more’ and threw a fucking hissy fit, banging on the table like a child told to go to his fucking room without dessert! Something’s clouding your mind, making you forget yourself. You’re in this common man mindset bullshit, forcing me to repeat points you already fucking know!”
Peter smiles and nearby snakes pause with anticipation.
“How long since your last dose?” he asks, knowingly.
“Coupla days.”
“Man, no fucking wonder you’re feeling like shit, forgetting yourself.”
I haven’t injected bloodstream silence in a while. What I’m feeling must be more than the sobering thoughts of a displaced junky. It has to be.
He nudges the small bag and its crystalline contents closer, like a food dish being edged closer to a reluctant puppy. A curious sensation I hadn’t felt in nearly two decades takes over.
It was a rare chilly summer day. The two of us sat inside a decrepit apartment alongside several other people. The walls yellowed by smoke. The people yellowed by drugs. It was a lifetime ago and at the time called those people my friends. My scales hadn’t grown in yet. My tail did not exist. My forehead was smooth and hornless. No claw-like fingernails. No yellow eyes. I was by all definitions a normal, healthy, enthusiastic young man. So full of anticipation. So eager to finally experience life and all it has to offer. At this juncture of my life, I had never done so much as smoke a joint or cigarette.
Peter was already a master snake charmer at that point. I was in a highly eager, malleable state and willingly became a snake under his spell. I was a student in search of a teacher. A traveller in search of a guide. When he spoke, I stood in strict attention to Peter’s call. All he needed to do was ask and I would reply “How high?” I was his to mould into something better than what I was because what I was at the time was in desperate need of reshaping.
After taking a torch to the glass bowl and puffing out a thick cloud of dragon’s breath, Peter asked. I obliged and the two of us instantly formed a bond in smoke. The groundwork for my twisted rebirth was laid by dark parental actions long before that moment, but that first puff made my skin twitch. It provoked my transformation. Hair follicles withdrew inside my body and waited, mutating into scales that would someday pour over every inch of my entire body. Replacing the skin. Making it stronger. Making it impervious.
It was the first time I ever felt truly awake. It scared me. It thrilled me. It augmented my very core. My third eye opened. I was connected to everything. I had finally found the unnamed, unknowable thing I’d been looking for. It cemented my degradation. It formed my chrysalis.
Those same feelings appear before me now. It’s the first time, all over again. It’s the first question the snake charmer posed, all over again.
I snatch the baggy up. Claw tears into it, paying no attention or care in undoing the seal properly. I shovel the shit up my nose as Peter smiles on, as accomplished as ever. Proud that his powers still hold strength.
SNORT!
Up one pudge of a nostril…
SNORT!
..up the other.
The burning purity sears up my nose and pours down my throat. It coats my insides with liquid jewels. It snows in my stomach. Winter. Christmastime. If you listen closely, you’ll hear carolers.
The world surrounding me crystallises instantly. The diner transforms into a glacier palace, blue and white. Icicles form. The windows become colourful, ornate stained-glass depictions of religious atrocities. Torture. Rape. Murder. Penitence.
Our fellow diner patrons remain motionless. Graveyard smiles all around. Their eyes blackened out. Deaden. Static fills their vacant eye sockets. An old television screen within each eye with no signal transmitting. The screens stay fixed on me. Televisions watching the viewer.
Peter’s eyes lose their life and they grow towards me. Pushed outward from behind. Each falls out from their sockets and plop onto tabletop, bouncing bloodily away. In his eye sockets sit two clear, crystal, cigar-shaped tarnec beetles. They wriggle out of their new homes with the aid of six long, thin black legs. The tarnecs crawl and writhe around his head, leaving sockets blank and shunned. Each beetle has chainsaw-like jaws buzzing along the sides of their head. With them, they dig into the soft spots of Peter’s skull. A straw proboscis emerges from the centre of each tarnec head and seeps up newfound droplets of blood. They cough and choke as they imbibe sweet nourishment from his imagination. Their clear bodies slowly fill with a dark, red blood. Peter smiles as these two beetles continue their business.
“Don’t you feel so much fucking better?”
I say something. I don’t know what. I’m not sure if I really am replying to him or not. It feels like I’m talking. My body vibrates as if it was making some kind of audible sound.
“Yeah,” he says. “It is a bit like that, but this should clear you right the fuck up.”
My body vibrates in response once again. He reacts to whatever I’ve said. The tarnecs continue slurping liquid out of his head.
“Exactly. Now you can start to look for answers.”
4. Gone Regardless
I’m seated at one end of a large, wooden table. It’s set for a large, family dinner. The entire dining room is lovingly decorated for familial merriment. It’s the holidays. Christmas or Thanksgiving, I can’t tell exactly which.
Seated to my right is a young girl I presume to be my sister. Not a day over twelve. Eyes brimming with innocence and whimsy. Across from her to my left is what must be my brother. Sixteen, perhaps. They trade smiles with each other and with me. Hope and happiness beam out from every pore in their bodies. Hard expectations and even harder realisations are nowhere near either of them.
The two exchange giggles and unseen kicks under the table. Playfully poking each other without a trace of malice or mean-spirited intent. Kids simply being kids.
My father is seated alongside us. He’s looking a full and healthy he hasn’t looked in ages. Not since the cancer slowly ate away every bit of him it could get a hold of. A shell of a man. A husk of a parent. But not at this moment. Not here. He is vibrant now in ways I never knew in life. All three of them. Saccharine and pleasant. Friendly and warm. A Norman Rockwell painting.
My hands are smooth and clear. Normal flesh colour. Normal fingernails. I hold them up. Shocked. Disgusted by what I’ve become, seeing this reminder of what I once was. I feel my face. No scales. No protrusions. A full head of hair and a full body of normality.
There’s music softly playing somewhere. Holiday delights tickling the ears and fondly fondling the memory. The alluring scent of a traditional holiday feast permeates the room.
Where m’I?
A woman enters, carrying an enormous turkey. She’s tall and waspy. Black paintbrush hair that drapes down the middle of her back. Thin, but strong enough to carry the immense cooked bird by herself. She places it in the centre of the table and smiles at me. I’ve never seen her before but somehow I know this is my mother.
She vanishes back to the kitchen and quickly returns with the remainder of the feast: mashed potatoes, stuffing, gravy, cranberry sauce, salad, bread, corn. Steam rising from each. Love rising from each. Every item looks disingenuously delicious. Manufactured. Picturesque. Like the food in commercials. Like on magazine covers.
Food delivered, mother sits at the opposite end of the table from me. Father looks at her pompously and taps his empty wine glass with his index finger.
“I think you forgot something, dear.” His fatherly voice is both dry and charming. An endearing dad from a sixties sitcom.
She smiles again, “I guess I did.” Throaty German accent caressing each syllable. She rises from the table.
Upon her departure from the dining room, my father turns to me and venomously drops, “That useless cunt always forgets something.”
My two siblings snicker and gasp at the abrupt use of vulgarity. The suddenness of the disparaging remarks. The uncivil utterance.
Mother returns with an already opened wine bottle in hand. My father’s expression returns to one of deceitful kindness and affection. She pours it into his glass. The liquid is black. Thick. Murky oil. Tar. Her pouring is endless. The longer it takes the viscous beverage to leave the bottle and fill the glass, the more the music becomes unhinged. Out of tune. Deranged. Malevolent.
The glass is finally full and she repeats the motion for the glass seated in front of my brother.
“Do you think he should be drinking?” I ask with a voice that’s not mine. Gone is the usual harshness of my tone. No longer do my muddled words fight to escape the depths of undecipherable agony. “At his age?”
“It’s the holidays,” she grunts, animalistically. Her indecent voice a reminder of the motherless childhood I knew intimately. “He can have one.”
“Yeah, shut your stupid fucking mouth, Pete,” my brother snaps at me. His voice, along with everyone else’s, has fallen to disarray. Only mine has any semblance of normalcy. He glares menacingly at me, like a bomb waiting to explode. A gun waiting to be fired.
Father lifts his glass high in the air. Cocks his head back. Slack jaw wide open. Tips the glass forward and allows the horrid liquid to drizzle all over his face with only a small amount successfully making it inside his mouth. His face blackens out. Becomes featureless.
Mother licks her lips over and over again. Fast. Deliberate. Like she’s losing a race to keep them moist. Her breathing becomes faster and rougher. Her blinking grows agitated. Everything about her is being amped up from the inside. A made-for-television caricature of a meth head.
Brother’s wine glass is full and mother moves behind me, grunting as she goes, stopping at my sister’s. He grabs his newly-acquired beverage and begins lapping up the sludge, whining like a dog trapped in a cage. Screeching and yowling with every tiny taste.
“You gonna say I shouldn’t drink either?” sister squeals.
I remain silent. Sister grabs a piece of bread from the table. No longer does it look fresh and appetising. It’s become rotted. Covered in mould and grotesque black spots. All of the dinner is likewise spoiled. The turkey is rancid and glazed with crawling worms and jittery maggots. Salad and sauce are begrimed and mushy. A cloud of flies buzzing over everything.
Sister chomps into her mouldy bread. She grunts as she sloppily chews, “That’s what I fucking thought.” Bits of bread and saliva sloppily spew out from her mouth.
The music now is mostly static and shrill tones. No trace of musicality or rhythm is present. It’s just noise. Loud. Overbearing. Oppressive.
Mother finishes topping off the glass and returns to her seat, bottle in hand. She turns the bottle upside down over her head and grunts as the slime slowly drips onto her face, forming a mask that blocks out all her features. A black hole of a face. Matching father’s lack of face.
“What about me?” I ask, voice somehow still angelic and wholesome. Unphased by the degrading scene. Unspoiled by the unwholesome setting.
Father gags loudly. He spits hard in the air. A burst faucet. Black liquid spews forward, tainting and further ruining already ruined food. Mouth emptied, he coughs violently and leans forward. Several of his teeth are spat out. Rotten, mushy teeth land onto dinner scene.
Mother hurls the bottle across the room. It narrowly avoids crashing into my head and shatters on the dining room wall behind me, leaving a giant black splatter in the shape of my own face. Not this clear, unblemished face from the past, but my usual face. The face I’ve grown into over a lifetime of disappointments.
“What about you!?” she hollers.
My inquiry is met with raucous laughter from every family member at the table. Their vile chortles drown out the holiday static that once was music.
Through the cacophony of noise, I hear “Sinners don’t get to drink!” from no one in particular. Then it’s repeated by all of them, in twisted unison. A chorus of degradation. The words themselves degrade with each repetition until only the word “Sinner” is shouted ad nauseam.
Hooves have supplanted all their hands and they pound those judgemental hooves on the table, adding to the volume. They continuously clamour, “Sinner!” Their voices devolve from human to animal. Pigs, donkeys, and dogs are shouting “Sinner” at me. Not human beings. Not people.
The volume continues to increase, hitting my head with a barrage of incoherency. Rendering me unable to process any thoughts outside of the growing noise. Pounding. Squeals. Music. Grunts. Noise. Laughter. Chewing. Howls.
“Sinner!”
“Sinner!”
“Sinner!”
I awake.
I’m on the dingy floor of my one-bedroom apartment. The carpet is stained with dirt and dust. Food and drink. Blood and semen. Alcohol and urine. Memories and contrition. Dreams and reality. Truth and consequences. Ratty curtains and broken blinds thwart the sun’s attempts to brighten this environment. Stagnant cigarette smoke lingers throughout like a low fog. There is a smell of something so foul, so pungent, that the Devil himself would beg for mercy if subjected to it.
The syringe rests dormant in my arm. Scales have slightly grown over part of where needle meets forearm. It’s unclear where it ends and hypodermic begins. My third arm.
The liquid within the dropper constantly shifts colours and hues at a slow and steady pace. First yellow. And then orange. Then red. Purple. Blue. Green. And back to yellow. A kaleidoscopic potion, working its magic on my physical and mental processes. A rainbow sacrament.
Television beams out through the smokefog. A lighthouse on the coast. I am a ship lost at sea, floating hopelessly in a carpet ocean. The television not only breaks light into this dark abode but also produces sound. A voice. As my mind flutters back and forth between this reality and another indescribable, the voice is the only constant. It is welcoming and warm and speaks directly to me. And me alone.
“Friend, this isn’t where you’re supposed to be.”
My eyes, though shut, flutter vigorously. Somewhere in the depths of my mind, I’m forcing them shut. I know opening these accursed eyes will release tarnecs. Then I’d be blind. And properly fucked.
“I know you’re lost. I know you’re looking for answers. We’re all of us lost, looking for answers.”
The voice fluctuates with abnormal inflexions. It speaks without a fixed pitch or tempo. A recording being sped up and slowed down. A cassette tape stretching. At times the voice sounds like a chipmunk. At other times it sounds like a low rumble. It remains ever inviting. Always warm. Always comforting.
“And the harder we look for them, the harder they are to see! But the answers are here. Right here.”
I struggle and turn my head to the television’s location. My eyes remain tightly shut. Light flickers on the other side of my eyelids. 
“All you need do is look.”
I take a deep breath of stale smokefog. My exhale produces not regular smoke, but a snake-like vapour that slithers up towards the ozone. It rejoins the rest of the fog. It’s gone home.
“Finding answers isn’t the hard part. Accepting them is. This book provides you with all the answers, just as God provides you with all you need in this life and in the next.”
I can’t tell if it is a man’s voice or a woman’s. It changes and shifts with such frequency and inconsistency that it has no level of familiarity, except in its psychedelic nature.
“Accepting God the Father can be frightening, but refusing God is even more frightening! A life without knowing the true God is a life of uncertainty and hopelessness. Life without God is Hell. It is Hell!”
Hell.
“I don’t have to tell you what’s wrong with the world, friend. You can see it for yourself. You can look out the window and see the paradise He made for us falling to decay and ruin. We need salvation and it is only in Him that we shall find that salvation! Instead of valour and humility, we have vanity and pride! We have drug addicts, thieves, abortionists, homosexuals, rapists, murderers, adulterers. It’s all around us! We’re surrounded by it! We need God now more than ever. You need God more than ever. In Him, you will be found. The kingdom of Heaven is at hand!”
Heaven.
“Let us pray.”
The television voice becomes a jumbled mosaic of language. Words become moans and grunts, indistinguishable from those made by animals. Eerily familiar. It continues talking. Murmuring. Praying.
One eye manages to pry itself open. Luckily my blurred vision is filled with bright, blinding white light instead of a blood-thirsty tarnec beetle. Pulses of heat ripple throughout my body. After a moment, my blindness gives way and the television appears in a fuzzy blur.
The figure on the screen is surrounded by light. It stares candidly at me as it begins to come into focus. Wearing a pink robe. Its skin is a deep red, almost black. Its hands are clasped together. It continues to pray but in its tongue language of unintelligible whispers. The prayers reverberate inside my skull. Bouncing off the walls. An echo chamber.
My other eye finds itself secure enough to open and fixes on the seemingly genderless being on the television. It is bald. Behind it, an image of Jesus bloodily nailed to a cross.
There I’m.
Both eyes are nearly fully adjusted to being open again. Tarnecs be damned. Television figure doesn’t truly possess red skin. It is instead completely skinless. There are muscles, veins, and bits of bone and cartilage exposed. And blood. Lots of blood.
The pink robe is actually a blood-soaked white one that has become discoloured due to its contact with the bloody preacher’s body. No ears. No eyelids. It stares into the recesses of my soul, unable to blink or hide, even for a millisecond. Pure and uninhibited.
The skinless preacher unclasps. Blood falls from its hands. Dripping. Melting. Its speech returns to a language I can once again comprehend.
“The Lord wants you to be saved. He is love and in that love He wants you to be saved. You were born into sin and He sent His only son here to die for your sins. Your sins!”
It points to me. Its hand reaches out from the flat-screen, causing it to ripple briefly. The waves of an electronic ocean. Digital ripples. Fresh blood falls from its hand and forms pools of dark oil in the carpet.
“Your sin separates you from God. You must repent. You must accept God. You must accept His only son Jesus Christ.”
The skinless individual shakes its finger at me. Droplets of blood sprinkle onto my face. Baptism. It picks up a weather-beaten book with its other grisly hand and reads from it.
“As it is written, there is none righteous, no, not one. There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God. They are all gone out of the way, they are together become unprofitable. There is none that doeth good, no, not one.”
The preacher shakes its free bloody hand again at me and again showers me in more holy red rain.
“And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.”
I reach my arm towards the screen. The syringe wiggles. I stretch closer to the television. Muscles ache and pop. This movement is a nearly new experience, long forgotten by inactivity. Atrophied by comfortable immobility.
I’m nearly within reach of the pure being speaking to me. The hypodermic squirms more. It sprouts dozens upon dozens of tiny legs from its sides. It moves on its own now, attempting to force itself out. It bends in the middle. Its plunger head looks back at the needle tail stuck in my arm. It pushes its legs against arm and frees itself, falling onto carpet. The centipeedle quickly scurries away into the shadows, leaving a minuscule trail of blood breadcrumbs in its wake.
“You can fight all you want, but the Lord is ever-watchful. If you continue to live in sin, you will one day be gone, regardless of how well you think you can hide. Banished to the darkest, deepest pits of Hell. To know God is to live forever in His glory.”
I reach past the bloody preacher’s hand reaching out from the television. Two cars passing each other on a derelict road. I press a button. The television falls to dark, beautiful silence.
Arm drops back onto its carpet grave. Eyes reclose. Soon to sleep on sacred bones. Motionless. A broken statue gathering dust. My mind slips into a dream state. Echoes of reality.
My spirit and body separate. The body drifts alone in a carpet sea. A ship soon sinking. The spirit weightlessly floats above itself.
The centipeedle emerges from the darkness and rushes towards what I used to be. It waits behind a crumpled up ball of paper. It looks at me. Sizes me up. Contemplating nesting its tail back into my arm. Or maybe the other arm. Or maybe even another spot on the body entirely.
Instead, it runs off as if startled by some sudden blaring noise I couldn’t begin to fathom. It vanishes around the corner, leaving me to return to family dinner.
5. Reticent
Door flings open. In I walk. Lightswitch is flicked. Unnecessary artificial light destroys the natural light sneaking into the living room. Keys fall to table. Jacket falls to chair. I fall to sofa, settling inside a comfortable groove delicately crafted over many hours of stagnancy. Expertly carved to conform to both my tail and my overall largeness.
There’s venom in my blood tonight. Not the kind of venom that transposes me into another existence. This venom is a true toxin. It is bitterness taken shape. It controls my motions. My thoughts. My ruination.
Shoes slip off and quickly make a new home onto tainted carpet, alongside the bits of trash and collections of garbage that litter my apartment floor. Cans. Plates. Empty cigarette packs. Empty vape juice bottles. Plastic white utensils. Random articles of clothing. My proof of procrastination. My laziness laid bare.
The sole items of upkept pride hang on my walls. Others might display photographs of smiling family members or of themselves. Mine is an ugliness I’d rather not indulge in and my family not worthy of remembrance. Instead, I have pieces by street artists. Small publication accolades I’d been awarded. Framed articles I’ve written. Snapshots of accomplishments. Trophies. What few memories are worth revisiting.
Amongst them is a framed blank piece of paper. It hangs as inspiration. As a constant reminder that nothing is more daunting or more exhilarating than a blank page. The bane and beauty of a writer’s existence. Of their purpose. A blank page is a cage in a vast open field. The eye of a hurricane.
I sit motionless, staring at the television and seeing only my own warped reflection. He stares back at me with unflinching intensity. The two of us engage in a reticent staring contest for a prolonged, unknown amount of time. With no need for words now. We sit in silence. Each waiting to see if the other will move first. Together in solitude.
The Beast of a reflection smiles while I do not. He blinks. I’ve moved not a single muscle. I remain stationary, watching my mobile counterpart. My thoughts still rambling down dark hallways. No peace achieved from nighttime conversations in diners or car rides. Methamphetamine and uncertainty engulf me. Moonlit words reverberate within. Adding gasoline to my fire.
Peter claims I’m experiencing ennui. That I’m suffering from a common malady all people suffer and all thinkers intimately understand. But it feels more intense than that. As if I’m on the threshold of something tragic and life-altering. An oncoming catastrophe. The end of the world.
My mind is held captive by this unknowable sensation. A state of alert unhappiness. Discontent. An emptiness with all things. Constant boredom. Nothing is able to entertain and nothing is entertaining. A place of hopeless existence. A place where everything is terrible. Not only are you trapped in this state, but you’re aware you’re trapped. You know you’re thinking these things, feeling these things, but nothing changes. Nothing ever will change. Every day is the same as the one before it, just as the next day will be. And you know this. And you are bitter because of it. Stronger than depression. Emptier than existential crisis. Unable to do anything other than wait on the edge of confused apathy.
The Beast leans forward and grabs something off the reflected table. My eyes shake themselves into focus. He leans back and begins to fidget with the hidden item. My table is covered with dozens of filthy objects. Food wrappers and empty baggies and cigarettes and electronic cigarette batteries and ashtrays and lighters and a remote control and cigar box full of needles and travel-size condiment packets and dust. Mountains of dust. Nothing on the table looks out-of-place or missing. No hint exists of what the Beast whisked away into his alternate reality.
He holds the something tightly in his two scale-covered hands. Cupping it. Keeping it hidden from me. Protecting it from my comprehension. The reflected Beast shifts in his seat, pushing his tail comfortably to the side. An action I myself have repeated hundreds of times.
“Who’re ya?” the Beast asks. Unpleasant voice identical to mine.
It’s always a strange sensation to hear your own voice. Stranger still when being spoken by your reflection on a flat-screen television.
“I’m nobody.”
“Nobody?” he scoffs.
He fiddles with his obscured treasure. His precious secret. Mirrored fingers dance with enigmatic object. Keeping it concealed, despite movement. He shifts his focus entirely on it. Speaking to me without looking in my direction. Making an afterthought of me. An annoyance.
“Yeah, nobody,” I reply.
The Beast laughs. I don’t. I haven’t laughed in such a long time, I hardly recognise the sound of my own voice committing such an alien act. As a bystander, my laughter sounds bizarre. Joyful exclamations that are at the same time foreign and vaguely familiar.
“Who th’fuck’re ya?” I snap back.
The Beast continues to manipulate the object with both black-taloned fingernail hands. They move with a magician’s precision. The thing he holds shines and shimmers, but in motion remains unseeable. Unknowable.
“If yer nobody, then I’m everybody.”
“Gimme ah break,” I scowl.
“Aw, dun get yer panties all twisted in ah bunch,” he quips. “If yer gunna gimme smartass answers, I’m gunna give em right back t’ya.”
“Wut d’ya want?”
“Th’same’s ya, buddy.”
“And wut’s that exactly?” I suspiciously ask.
The Beast grins and leans forward, “Answers.”
I grab a pack of cigarettes from the table. Empty. It crashes to the carpet flooring as another pack is selected. Full. I should be vaping, but times like these require drastic responses. I light one cigarette and my lungs become a dreary misty afternoon. The apartment fills with smoke. A forest fire in its early stages.
“And I take it ya’ve all th’answers?” I ask the Beast with great malice in my voice.
“Oh no. Not me. I’m jus ah reflection.”
His answer amuses himself into laughter again. It ricochets off shabby apartment walls.
RING!
My cellphone. It screams out, halting the distorted conversation dead in its tracks. I ignore the ringing and watch the television and my twisted doppelgänger within. Mesmerising hand movements that seem to fold into themselves.
“Ya gunna get that?” I ask with a smirk.
RING!
More laughter from the Beast. He briefly pauses his endeavour and glimpses a look back at me. Reflected meeting reflector.
“It’sn’t fer me,” he smugly states. “It’s fer ya.”
RING!
The phone is in the jacket on the chair oceans away from me. I mull the decision to retrieve the blaring annoyance. I weigh the pros and cons. I glance in its direction as if doing so was action enough. The ringing discontinues.
I reclaim verticality and shamble over to my jacket. Disinterested fingers fumble inside jacket pocket and fish for the phone. Once the electronic distraction is in hand, I return to the groove in my couch.
Cigarette fills me with courage as I tap the button on the side and see a missed call and a voicemail awaiting me. My eyes fall on the caller’s number and a drain opens within my body. My insides funnel out. My soul evaporates.
More smoke-powered courage and voicemail is dialled into.
“Hello,” A mechanised recording of a voice. A woman’s voice. An older woman. Her German accent thick. “It’s your mother. I don’t like asking this on voicemail, but I’m in a bit of a bind again. I need you to loan me some cash if you can, just until I get back on my feet. I’m in Memphis right now with Matthew and, well…”
She trails off. My interest trails off. The cigarette has become an oxygen tank and I’m a drowning victim desperately sucking out as much air as I can. Each one of her words drives another passionate puff. Every syllable demanding smokey lung satisfaction.
The Beast still moves independently of me and my actions. He continues to play with his object. His toy. His paper toy.
“I don’t need much, just a little to pay off some people and some bills.”
The cigar box in the middle of my table calls to me. My absentee mother’s desire for cash births desire in me for the needle. And its promise.
“A couple grand maybe,” her voice earnest and desperate. The only voice I’ve known from her.
The Beast is folding his object. A paper object. Origami.
“I’ll try calling you later. Happy Thanksgiving.”
The message goes dead. My heart goes dead. It needs refilling. The needles in the cigar box are up to task. The more I stare at it, the more certain I am it will cure all that ails. I can’t be expected to deal with this woman’s greed on top of whatever lostness I’m feeling.
My mother and father divorced before I could form memories.
I have an infantile impression of having a mother, instead of growing up with an actual maternal figure. She had the sense to leave my father when he embraced violence as a means of communication. She did not leave empty-handed, though. Her exit was armed with bags full of his money.
This left him with a crushing debt that fuelled his crushing rage. A rage he merrily took out on me as hard and as often as he could. The rage of a single, bankrupt parent who didn’t want a brat of a child in the first place. An unloved burden. An unwelcomed reminder.
She made a new life for herself with no room for me in it. Instilling in me a self-worthlessness that can only rise from being abandoned by a parent at a tender young age. I grew up feeling unloved because of my violent father and unworthy of love because of an absent mother.
My mother made herself a new family and secretly embezzled somewhere north of a million dollars from the mega-corporation that employed her for several years. Eventually, her thievery caught up with her. A twenty-year prison sentence was rendered, but she too managed to escape that with a few mere years served. Now, she’s shacked up with a nonagenarian thirty years her senior. Sucking dollars out of his pension, his social security, his Medicaid, until the day he expires and she can bathe in inheritance unabated.
When my first book, “An Unsung Desert,” came out she started appearing in my life. Once I became a quasi-celebrity, she suddenly had the urge to make contact with her firstborn. In reality, she didn’t want to connect. She didn’t care about me when I was sick. She didn’t care that my father had died. She didn’t even care about my level of fame. The one thing I now possessed that made me worthy of her attention. Her true love. Her personal God. Money.
She spends what she has access to with wild abandon, crawling to me when all other wells have run dry. Her partner’s money isn’t enough. My money isn’t enough. No amount will ever be enough. There’s an unsatisfied hunger within her. We each have an emptiness like that, a deficit we’re constantly trying to fill. Hers is filled with money and money alone. That’s why I get these sorts of calls, especially around the holidays.
Hers is a thirst that can never be quenched. The leech. The parasite. The vampire.
A half-empty cup of mysterious green fluid welcomes my cigarette, extinguishing it in a brief hiss. It fizzles in defeat. The smoke lingers in the air, swarming around. Thickening. Plotting.
“D’ya figure she’s actually in trouble this time?” the Beast so snidely asks.
“I dun care.”
“Wut kind of son’s that make ya?”
“I dun care.”
“I suppose th’needle in there cares?”
“Nope,” I jeer. “This’s jus ah temporary solution.”
The Beast pauses, looking at me once more.
“Ah fix,” he echoes in whisper.
Black sleeve gets rolled up. A stained rubber tube appears out of nowhere and wraps itself around exposed bicep. The Beast places his folded-up object on the table, then sits back and watches me diligently. I pause my endeavour. The origami is both a reflection on a screen and now a tangible item on the coffee table in front of me. It solidly exists in both living rooms.
I grab the paper handiwork. Shaped like a rose. The paper is dirty and crusty, but in its newfound shape, it achieves a beauty beyond its condition. There’s some writing on parts of it. I carefully unfold it, revealing more words. Unfolded completely, in perfectly exquisite and eloquent handwriting, it reads:
Jerry has the answers you seek.
“Who th’fuck’s Jerry?” I demand, crumpling the paper and looking back up to the television.
My reflection doesn’t meet me. The Beast is gone. Instead, it’s Sobriety. My first friend. My last demon. A dark phantom. A shadow. Ghostly purple body within dirty grey German uniform. A faceless face that manages to smile menacingly at me. Cradling something blood-soaked and twitching with one hand. Crimson fur and dripping flap of skin. It meows softly.
Sobriety’s other hand has a large, ensanguined hunting knife. He slides it down the still-living feline’s side. The vile apparition howls in laughter as the knife separates the skin from muscle. Unable to escape his iron grip, the feline howls in pain as a gory slice of skin falls away. Fuzzy skin severed from the body and dangling from the back end of the suffering creature.
“Fuck ya,” I mutter, slamming my hand on the table. It hits the remote, causing Sobriety to vanish and the television to erupt with colour. The revolting scene replaced by a preacher dressed in white robes, proudly blathering on about some religious gobbledegook in a thick, Australian accent. A placid Jesus crucified behind him.
Needle strikes arm, embedding deep into it. A rush of joy knocks me off the sofa. I strike floor, embedding deep into it.
My essence becomes full again. I close my eyelids. I drift slowly as day overtakes night, falling somewhere between dream and memory.
6. Nation of Hypocrites
The city is at its most beautiful when it’s wet. It shines. It beams. For a few dazzling moments, the grime and dirt and sin are washed away, leaving only glistening neon pleasures to delight the senses. It’s like seeing it for the first time again, every time it rains. A temporary slice of implied Heaven that we residents are treated to so seldom. All-too-brief occasions where moisture revitalises the usually dry air. Desert air that otherwise has no content. No context.
Tourists live for the neon with every awe-stricken moment they spend on the Strip. When you live here, when you sleep here, eat here, breathe here, you become oblivious to the city and its detailed facades. They all become commonplace. Another distraction. But those rare times when it rains in Vegas, the city becomes refreshed. Clean. Inviting. Magical. A living, breathing, metal playground. Somehow there’s hope present that’s lost when it’s otherwise dry.
I didn’t notice it had rained. I didn’t even notice clouds in the sky. When I entered the diner, I did so under a clear night sky with a bright clean moon beaming down onto all the after-hours creatures lurking about. I exited to a moisture wonderland. The storm swept in quickly. Quietly unleashing an entirely new Las Vegas down on the unsuspecting masses while I was filled with coffee, conversation, and crystal meth.
“You want Strip, yes?” my driver inquires in his fragmented English. His voice a fascinating mixture of Spanish and Middle Eastern accents.
I’ve already forgotten his name. I don’t care enough to open the app and check. Usually, my sole concern is the destination. Tonight though, I care only for the route we take. One I’ve intentionally manipulated so that we drive the majority of the Las Vegas Strip. In all its technicolour glory. Brightly coloured. Glowing. Vibrant and alive.
“Yeah, I jus wanna see th’casino lights.”
He nods, only recognising my first word and politely ignoring his confusion over the remainder of my sentence with a coy smile. It’s the smile borne from the inability to understand. A cordial confirmation that “Yes, I’ve heard you say words” without a fundamental grasp of what exactly what they mean.
Rarely do I get a driver who speaks English. I prefer it that way. I’d rather have someone take me where I need to go without regurgitating words at me in the vain hope doing so will extort from me a tip. Begging for chump change. I don’t want to be friends with my driver. I don’t care how their day is going and I know they don’t truly care how mine is. I want to get where I need to go without being annoyed. Foreigners understand this. Whether by choice or by circumstance, they keep things simple. Necessary details only.
“Hello.”
“Hello.”
“We’re going to *destination*?”
“Yeah.”
And that’s it until I’m dropped off. Simplicity at it’s finest. A breath of silent air.
From the moment he picked me up, I could tell the driver was tweaking. Like me. Brothers in intoxication. United by stimulation. Where my body lacks any visible signs of twitchiness and jitteriness, he makes up for it in abundance. He’s a motion blur. An out-of-focus photograph. Smeared paint.
I’m reclined back here as far as comfort and manners will allow. Leaning on my side and on the door. This is the only way I can truly find comfort when riding in the back of a car. Having a long, thick, scaly tail often makes trips like this uncomfortable without this sort of necessary adjustment.
The car is spacious and clean. An odour of wild cherry floats around. His Uber sticker hangs precariously on the inside of the windshield, ready to fall at the first sudden stop. The flag of a country I don’t recognise hangs from the rearview mirror, accompanied by a large, pewter cross. A morose Christ hanging from it.
Cheer up, Jesus. It’s almost yer birthday.
The driver has music playing softly. A kind of upbeat ethnic dance music. Energetic and fun. Bouncy and romantic. He taps his blur of a hand on the wheel along with the beat. The fuzzy area where his mouth should be moves along with the words in the song. Lip-syncing with ill-defined lips.
Watching the driver hurts my eyes. He can’t hold still long enough for me to get a clear picture of what he looks like. Of who he is. All I know is he is not like me physically. Yet we are united by circumstance and methamphetamine. We are none. We are one.
My gaze falls instead to the lights streaming by the window I’m pressed against. Faint droplets of rain streaming by the window. Each amplifying the other. Each echoing the other. Streams blurred by constant motion. Same as the driver.
“You hear of that?”
I focus on the unfocusable chauffeur again. He’s pointing to the Mandalay Bay with cloudy hand. A giant black banner at the top of the hotel with “#vegasstrong” written on it hangs solemnly. A memorial across the street from where the massacre took place. The site of the tragedy just out of sight. An event the media proudly declared the “Biggest Mass Shooting in America.”
The media loves to proclaim events like that with inflammatory, eye-catching titles. To successfully anoint a tragic event with a unique moniker like that makes executives jizz their designer slacks. Capitalising on an unfortunately commonplace event to help garner ratings. To fatten their paychecks. Their ravenous excitement over headlines makes them almost as guilty as the man who pulls the trigger. They report tirelessly and in insidious detail every facet of the shooting and the shooter. Elevating the perpetrator to infamy. Making them inspiration to fellow psychopaths. Training others to follow suit.
“Th’shootin?” I ask.
He nods again. He doesn’t understand again.
“Yeah, kinda hard not t'hear bout it.”
The wound is still fresh. The blood is still wet. The senselessness occurred not even two full months ago. Thousands gathered to enjoy live country music at the Route Ninety-One Harvest music festival. Joined as one to dance and be free. Then this maniac shoots over a thousand rounds into the crowd. Fifty-eight people killed. Hundreds injured by bullets and panic.
I knew none of the departed, but you can’t go far in Las Vegas before you run into someone who was either present that night or personally affected by the deplorable and mindless violence that took place there. It shook this isolated town. Stripped us of our naive veneer of glamour. United us in terror. Unified us in tragedy.
The motive still unknown. The offender had no manifesto. Made no proclamation. Didn’t live long enough to offer an explanation or clarification. He simply loaded dozens of weapons into his hotel room for several days with no other purpose than to kill and injure innocent people.
His motive is inconsequential, even if the authorities uncover it. He could have been an ardent Trump supporter. He could have been a member of Antifa. A religious fanatic of any denomination. A poor schmuck who lost too much at the tables. The motivation is meaningless. The true issue here is guns. The untouchable “tool” of American society. The things that “aren’t designed to kill” but do little else. 
“Too much guns,” he adds as if putting a period to my thoughts.
I laugh. Not at the shooting. Not at the deaths. Death is never a laughing matter. This sad, small, cracked world is all we have. There’s nothing after this. No afterlife. No God. No Devil. No reincarnation. Doesn’t matter if you’re good or bad, you’ll still be nothing in the end. Every forsaken moment and every painful realisation is precious because it’s all we have. And for all its beautiful misery, it’s far too brief.
I laugh at the driver. My geeked-out brother. In his simplicity of language, he completely encapsulates the heart of the problem better than any honest American ever could. Better than the dishonest politicians who suck NRA dicks for cash. Better than gun manufacturers who engrave dollar signs onto headstones.
T’much guns.
“Guns founded this country. Zealots armed with nothin but their guns and their religion came here t’exterminate five-hundred nations of people who’re different than they’re. Millions dead and new homes built on their graves. It’s dun with smiles on their self-righteous, Puritan faces. This land’s theirs fer th’takin, damn whoever got in their way.”
His blurry head nods in agreement. Or he nods to acknowledge I’ve spoken. I don’t know which and it doesn’t matter at this point.
“Now ya got idiots carryin guns wherever they go ‘fer protection.’ Armed t’th’teeth like they’re gunna get mugged buyin milk at th’grocery store. They’re encouraged by snake oil salesmen on television who speak in sound bytes. Every gun they scare some poor sap int’buyin gets em another cha-chin on th’cash register. And people eat that fear up. Every tiny morsel. Lap it up like dogs. They dun realise they’re b’in played, cause th’guns make em feel powerful. Safe. In control. That’s wut it’s all really bout: control.”
The driver’s moving so much I can’t tell if he’s nodding anymore. He barely exists in any sort of definable shape in the driver’s seat. An echo of a person.
“That’s why ya see Nazis comin back. Why we got ourselves ah racist, ignorant President. So much change happened in such ah short time that yer average white male American imploded. Recoilin inwards, desperate t’understand wut went wrong. And th’ones responsible fer makin this mess got their sorry asses stapled t’ah goddamn desk. Manipulatin people t’run round like chickens with their heads cut off, makin em desperate fer answers t’all their problems.”
We all want answers.
“And th’answer’s always ‘someone else.’ These people felt like they lost control of their country - th’country they stole - cause t’much’s changin t’quickly and someone’s t’blame fer it. Muslims, Mexicans, blacks, gays. Everythin bad’s th’fault of th’other. It’s much easier t’blame than it’s t’adapt. So they carry their guns. Their safety blankets. And they’re emboldened by ah mad orange ape-clown in th’White House.”
There’s no driver anymore. The car is still behaving as if it were being driven by a living, tangible being, but the seat is empty. This motor vehicle sails without a motorist. He’s shaken himself out of existence. Faded to nothingness.
“They’re scared children with an angry father goadin them along th’way. President of th’Unhinged States of America. Tellin them bedtime stories fer comfort. Tellin them he can make it all great again if they trust only in him. And no elected puppets’ll d’anythin bout it. Those in Congress only care bout wut they’re paid t’care bout. They can’t risk hurtin their reelection chances or pissin off donors by havin morals or carin bout th’people they supposedly represent. Money’s all that matters. That’s th’fuel of their motivations.”
The driverless car stops at a red light. The New York New York roller coaster sits empty outside the droplet-kissed window. If not for the wetness, it would be roaring magnificently. Riders would shout and holler as the rickety thing barreled down its twists and turns. Terrified and thrilled. Trapped and free. Moving and still.
“We’re ah nation of hypocrites. Founded by immigrants who murdered th’indigenous people native t’this land. Now they fear other immigrants’ll d’th’same thin t’em. Scared t’lose wut’s stolen. And fer all th’Christian values they pride themselves on, there’s sure ah ton of non-Christian acts b’in dun by people in positions of power. Gunnin down unarmed black men in th’streets, sexually harassin women, rapin children, persecutin Muslims, passin bathroom laws against th’transgendered. Fear’s th’currency of this divided nation. Trump’s th’bank.”
We’re driving again. I’m in the car alone. I can’t stop talking, despite not having anyone to hear my words. My lecture. I’m on fire. On autopilot. The meth is doing all the work. I’m simply along for the ride. A passenger in a driverless body.
“Th’only escape left’s drugs. That’s how we got an opiate crisis. That’s how we got legal weed. People want escape. They try t’tell themselves religion’s ah comfort, that God’ll take care of them. F’they really b’lieved that they’d give all their money away, never lock their doors at night, never wear seatbelts, never carry guns, never drink, never do drugs. But in their heart of hearts, they know there’s nothin more t’life than life itself. Every new day’s more hopeless and disappointin than th’last. There’s no real sense of control. Guns feign that sense. Drugs feign it. Both make ya feel powerful… Shootin people, shootin up… One hurts others, one hurts yerself…”
“I like drugs,” the driver gleams. His interrupted words break my stream-of-consciousness rambling. My circuitous speech. I lose my point. Forget my words.
He’s returned from obscurity. No more empty driver’s seat. No more ghost of a chauffeur. No longer blurring and shifting. He is whole. A skinny guy with short hair and a dark complexion and a soccer jersey a size or two too large. His smile full of whimsy and confidence.
The young driver nods at me one more time. This nod is one of cognisance. My entire message, my entire incomprehensible tirade boiled down to a singular, understated understanding. His eyes reflected in the rearview eagerly seek my validation of his “I like drugs” proclamation.
I nod back at him. He smiles. We’re finally connected by more than our shared intoxicant. We share now an innate comprehension of the nature of consuming drugs. Knowingly or unknowingly, we are linked. We understand one another.
Verbal stillness returns to me. Shaking and phasing in and out of reality returns to him. Outside my moving soapbox, drunken tourists cheer and dance along to effervescent music pumping out from casino walkways. One group is already wearing Santa hats as they merrily parade down the Strip in their Hawaiian shirts. Cartoonishly large margaritas in hand.
Thanksgivin’sn’t even over, yet.
“Do you Christmas?” the blurred-out driver offers, having seen what I’ve seen.
My instinct is to return to my podium and wax poetic about all the problems with holidays, Christmas in particular. How there’s little evidence that Jesus ever existed and if so, he would’ve been born in August, not December. How Christmas was originally a raucous, drunken celebration more akin to Mardi Gras than the solemn holy day it’s purported to be now. How the day had little to do with Christianity in its inception and was later co-opted to help spread “the good word.” How the word “Holiday” is derived from “Holy Day,” so saying “Happy Holidays” in place of “Merry Christmas” isn’t dismissing Christianity whatsoever.
I want to dispel every bit of nostalgic joy my driver might have about the holiday and bring him down to my level. Here in the dirt and grime. In the gutter. Where the unloved and the unfamilied spend every single day, holiday or otherwise.
The words would be lost, though. The meth would ensure I’d lose my point. As it has before. As it always does. Words spoken during a methamphetamine trip live extraordinarily brief lives. They barely exist as a thought, lose strength the moment they’re said, and dissipate quickly into nothingness. Making it near impossible to string together coherency for too long.
“No. I dun Christmas.”
Instead of going down the verbal road, I stare out the window and take in the Strip in all its washed-out magnificence as we continue our journey to nowhere in particular.
7. Optimism
Dark tube comes from the back of the truck. A small group of filth-covered migrant workers yank forcefully, uncoiling it onto the pavement. A snake on the prowl. They drag it to a nearby hole freshly dug with below-standard tools. The end of the tube slips in. Cock into cunt. One worker begins shouting orders in Spanish to the driver. Somewhere a lever is pulled. The truck bangs loudly and violently then slips into a dull hum. The tube gyrates and an alien liquid flows from the truck into the hole. Insemination.
I stare unflinchingly at this clandestine event through the tavern window. It seems somehow covert. Mysterious commandments sent down from who-knows-where and followed strictly to the letter by the underpaid. The purpose remains hidden, specifically by those who follow those orders.
The Kid has been telling a story I’m not fully paying attention to. The tail-end of it concluded with something about people being sold into sex slavery. He’s all over the place and has already changed the subject to a Republican tax bill. Bouncing from subject to subject. Hoping one will be interesting enough to ensnare my interest.
I slide a cigarette to my lips. Sweet, succulent smoke fills my mouth. I gasp it into my lungs. An instant of paradise. A moment of peace. I know each drag slowly kills me. It is the price of happiness. Things that feel good are seldom good for you.
The Kid in all his purity and innocence sorrowfully watches me betray his advice on top of being nonresponsive to his storytelling. The electronic cigarette he bought for me to use instead of analogue cigarettes is here. It stands proud and isolated on the table. An unused condiment. A dust-gatherer. When you have a cigarette, you always have a friend with you. When you have a vape, you have a reminder that it’s not a cigarette.
I look down at my cup of coffee. Constant companions, cigarettes and coffee. Each complementing the other to the fullest. Each bringing out the best qualities of the other. 
It’s a symbiosis that can never be properly shared with an electronic cigarette. That would be unnatural. Unholy. “Fruit Basket Bonanza” and a cup of hot, black, divinity. Some things aren’t meant to be mixed.
“Do you think this tax plan is as bad as they say?”
“I dunno anythin bout it,” I exhale. “T’busy t’care bout wut th’mad orange ape-clown or his horde of yes-men’re d’in.”
“Oh yeah?” the Kid cheers, excited. “What’ve you been up to?”
The last month’s a blur. A half-remembered dream. Wandering around Las Vegas, searching for some kind of answer, some kind of meaning, in any dark crevasse that would have me. And coming up empty.
“It’s hard t’explain.”
“Oh,” he admits defeat.
He’s desperate for conversation. Desperate to communicate. He wants an exchange of words in lieu of an exchange of presents. I want nothing more than to spend this Christmas day in a peaceful silent paradise with the Kid. His wordless company is enough. Speech can only pollute the calm.
The Kid is so beautiful and so lost. A rare purity in a grime-covered city. Flawless skin that somehow has never succumb to the harsh dryness of Las Vegas air. Hair always kept short and trim. Always wearing a button-up shirt. As if he’s ready for a casual business meeting to erupt at any moment. It’s almost hard to believe he’s a drug dealer.
A temperament that never betrays the calm. His very essence is soft and decent. Being around him makes me feel soft and decent. Our friendship gives me a freedom rarely experienced otherwise. In him, there’s a light that never goes out. But a disappointment creeps up his miraculous face. The light diminishes slightly. I can’t be responsible for that, not on Christmas.
“Wut…” I admit defeat, “wut’s th’tax plan?”
He perks up, “It’s, um… basically, big tax cuts for corporations and adds something like a trillion dollars to the debt.”
I scoff and inhale another breath of tobacco.
“Money. It’s all those fools care bout. Th’root of all evil, fillin their small, petty souls. Stuffin their coffers, while we in th’trenches’re fightin th’real war.”
“War?” he asks.
“There’s ah danger growin nobody wants t’recognise. It grows like ah tumour. Nobody addresses it, not in any real sense, cause they’re t’busy b’in spoon-fed distractions and meaninlessness. We’re fightin th’last World War. With words’s our sole weaponry.”
The Kid nods and sips his coffee, holding it up close to himself with both hands. A toddler frightened of dropping his cup.
“Th’forces we’re fightin’re makin themselves immune t’words. They’ve disabled attacks by labellin everythin fake news. Nothin we say, no evidence we muster’ll ever b’accepted by th’masses, cause it’s easily dismissed’s fake news. Th’ape-clown’s b’lievers worship him and f’he says somethin’s ah lie, then it’s ah lie. They b’lieve his every saintly word. It’s like tellin ah junky he’s got ah drug problem or ah Christian there’s no God. Nobody wants t’hear words that dun reinforce their long-standin preconceptions. Nobody wants t’admit they’re wrong. Both sides’re equally guilty of it. Liberals and conservatives.”
“Which are you?”
The question enrages me. I destroy the last of my cigarette and drop its corpse into my cup of coffee. I grab the vape and press the button that grants permission to fill my lungs with a confectionary substitute. It doesn’t mix well with my coffee. Or my attitude.
“Neither. They’re both th’same.”
“No way. Conservatives are the bad guys. Liberals are the good guys.”
I’m amused by the simplicity. At the audacity. How delightful it must be to live in a world of clear-cut answers. Of such affordable clarity. That’s part of the Kid’s endearing charm. His earnest perception that all things are either black or white.
“Say yer stranded somewhere and need ah ride. Ya got ah conservative with ah car and ah liberal with ah car. Both’re smokers and yer not. Th’liberal’ll ask ya f’ya mind f’he smokes and when ya say ya d’mind, he’ll wait t’smoke till yer dropped off. Th’conservative’ll smoke all he wants and f’ya say ya mind, he’ll roll his window down but he’ll keep on smokin. That’s th’difference b’tween em. Jus cause one inconveniences himself ah lil more than th’other dun make him th’good guy. Both’ll get ya home.”
The Kid withdraws to silence to ponder my words. To consider the strength of my weapons.
The tavern is uniquely quaint. The walls have dusty pastel flowers, all consisting of different shades of brown. The pattern is more akin to the wallpaper of a low-income dentist’s office than a drinkery. There are plastic plants around every corner. Light bulbs simulate tragically artificial daylight. The glasses, the menus, the tables, even the bartender’s uniform all hark back to a slower and simpler time. It’s one of the only places open on Christmas that’s not catered to any specific clientele. It exists without a single celebratory, holiday-themed decoration.
“How about Libertarians?”
I scoff again.
“Libertarians’ll ridicule ya fer not havin yer own car and leave ya stranded, standin in dirt.”
“This guy I’ve been seeing is Libertarian…”
I pick up the cup of coffee and drink from it, soggy cigarette and all. The cup thumps back onto the table. The Kid sees this action and is forced into quiet submission. Shocked. I continue to watch the workers outside.
They yell at each other and wave their arms wildly. The driver pops out from the front of the truck. He meets the others.
After more yelling, they all scuttle aimlessly around both truck and tube. Moths around a flame.
“We’re gunna b’like em soon,” I dryly suggest. “Worker ants plowin away fer an invisible queen. No real end goal in sight. No middle class. Jus th’workers and th’rich. Modern-day slavery.”
The group of workers abruptly cease all movement. They stand staring directly at me. Statues. Sculptures. They know I’m watching them. Scrutinising their actions. A dozen foreign eyes meet a pair of jaded, yellow eyes and battle for supremacy. They know what I’m thinking. They know what I’m saying.
“It’s by design. They keep wages low t’keep people poor. They strip away health care t’keep people sick and weak. Make drugs th’easiest escape. Then keep drugs illegal and increase th’penalties fer gettin caught usin. Fill th’jails with mostly black bodies. Keep th’dark-skinned folks they hate s’much out of th’public eye.”
The Kid continues to hold his cup of coffee up. Almost like he’s hiding behind it. Being sheltered by it. Protection.
“They continuously move th’money from th’poor t’th’rich, generation by generation, like reverse Robin Hoods. Keep people poor and strugglin. Somebody’s gotta keep th’machines runnin. And f’folks want ah better job, they gotta have ah college degree and all th’delicious debt that engenders. But it’sn’t enough control. S’they grab hold of religion tightly and use it t’try and stop abortions and prevent sex education. Trick people int’havin more babies. Feed em good old Christian sentiment that life b’gins at conception and it’s their godly duty t’procreate. Gotta keep th’worker population stocked. Gotta create more slaves. Why worry bout yer debt when ya can jus fuck th’pain away?”
He’s silently watching me. Intimidated or invested, I can’t tell which.
“They realised th’easiest way t’own people’s through their wallets. Make everyday life require credit cards and encourage debt. Offer meaninless trinkets like eighty-inch televisions and thousand dollar iPhones. It all leads back t’money. We work t’get enough t’survive, while they manipulate t’get enough t’buy mansions. We’re slaves t’sardonic masters.”
He doesn’t know how to respond. I don’t know how to comfort.
“This’s th’last World War. It’sn’t over territory or religion. It’s over control of th’populous of th’entire planet, not jus America. Th’more power and control they’ve over us, th’bigger th’chance we’ll remain their slaves forever. There’re no wars after this that matter. After this’s th’end of th’world. That’s why words’re th’only weapons we got left. Guns never solved any real issues, jus created more. Protests dun work f’yer only allowed t’protest in preapproved ‘protest zones.’ Look how toothless Occupy Wall Street got b’in locked int’their tiny campsites. We’ve words. Powerful. Earth-changin words. That’s why th’ape-clown and his faithful flock fight th’media s’much. They wanna disarm us. And they’re d’in ah pretty good job of it s’far.”
“That’s not a very optimistic outlook,” the Kid solemnly declares.
“Optimism’s fer th’ignorant.”
My migrant worker audience continues watching me with fulminating eyes. They understand my points better than most. They see the faults in our society from the only perspective that grants such perspective. They know the trenches. They know the struggle. They know.
“Then what’s the point of it all?”
His words snap my attention to a new focus. A slate wiped clean.
“That’s wut I’m tryin t’figure out,” I calmly reply. Indignation drips from my words. As does regret. “Th’world’s fallin apart. It’s ah pile of shit and we’re jus flies circlin it. Things’ren’t supposed t’be this way. They jus’ren’t.”
I look back out the window. The workers, truck, and tube are all disappeared. As if they were never there. As if they were a dream. Or a memory. All that remains is the freshly dug hole.
The Kid sighs a contemptuous and frustrated sigh.
Goddamnit. It’s Christmas…
“Sorry,” I begrudgingly mutter, “I can’t control muhself sometimes. Th’holidays must b’gettin t’me. It jus feels like I’m watchin th’end of th’world. Watchin everyone drown with ignorant smiles on their faces and there ain’t ah goddamn thin I can d’bout it, cept go down with th’ship. And I dun wanna get wet.”
“When’s the last time you wrote anything?”
“I’ven’t written ah word in months. Writin used t’mean somethin, used t’ve power, but with everythin eventually b’comin fake news, wut’s th’point? People want lies. Lies go viral, truth’s ah virus. Let everyone else fight th’last World War. I dun got any ammunition of muh own left. Muh muse’s dried-up, waitin fer th’next rain.”
“I can be your muse,” he softly adds with an affectionate half-smile.
“Kiddo, listen. Really listen…”
I interrupt myself. I can’t quite grasp what this young idea of a man would want with such an exhausted, worn-out Beast of a man.
“What ya sell me’s muse enough.”
“Is that all I mean to you?”
There is no right way to reply to that kind of question. Not now. Not ever.
“Yer ah sweet kid. Dun make me answer that.”
A crushing defeat washes over the young dealer. He slumps further into his already slumped position. Failure fills his heart. I see the neglected outrage building within my companion. I uncharacteristically extend my hand out across the table and gently touch the back of the Kid’s hand. An automatic response. Atypical of my normal conduct. The young one’s pain sparks a small fragment of emotion within me.
Wut m’I d’in?
I jolt back, realising this strange uncontrolled behaviour. This sudden, automated display of emotion puts me beside myself. Amazed. Wounded even.
The Kid responds to the brief show of kindness with an innocent smile. An innocent smile that shakes me further. Reminds me of a happier memory I can’t quite make out.
“You know, I have this friend I think you should meet.”
“Yeah?” I manage. “And why’s that?”
“Well, you just seem really down and Jerry’s helped me a lot when I was down.”
Amazement turns to terror. Bats fly out from the darkness. Rodents crawl out of holes. Termites emerge from wood.
“What’d ya say?” I ask in haunted tones.
“You should meet…”
“What the fuck did you just say?” I roar out. Each word a pronouncement.
For the first time in my torturous life, reality and fantasy collide. Violently. The two were always safely independent of one another. One was a retreat from the other. A holiday. My entire understanding of the world and of myself are turned inside-out by his one sentence. By that one simple name.
Hand scrambles into my coat pocket.
Where th’fuck’s that paper?
I’m fumbling with urgent terror. In fear. True panic envelopes me in a way I’ve never experienced before. I can’t breathe.
The room is shrinking. I’m trembling. It’s both thrilling and confusing all at once. All other thoughts and concerns blasted away. All because of the utterance of that name. Somewhere Sobriety is laughing.
Hand finds paper. Paper slams onto table. Crumpled up words read:
Jerry has the answers you seek.
“I don’t understand,” the Kid stumbles, reading the ghostly scribbling. “Where did you get that?”
Now strongly uncomfortable in my seat, I snap back, “My fuckin reflection gave it t’me!”
Silence. Confusion. Seconds become hours in this quaint old tavern. The entire world around the two of us is on pause. No one moves. No one blinks. No one breathes. Neither knows what is going on for sure. Neither knows what to say next.
I explode from my seat and dart for the exit, leaving the Kid in a puff of retrospection.
8. The Interview
Colour pours into the windows of the nearby diner. Washing everything in luminous red. Making the customers within its confines bloodstained. Dead bodies eating their food. Drinking their sodas. Recalling their woes. Without the knowledge that they are surely dead.
Peter and his male companion sit in the parking lot on the mildly-dented hood of Peter’s sedan. Normally white with large chunks of paint chipped away, tonight burning neon beaming down from the slowly twirling diner sign paints it a lurid light red.
“I am at my most earnest when I’m fucking juiced,” Peter languidly says. “In this glorious elevation, I am fucking free and full of emotions I cannot feel when sober.”
Peter wipes his nose with his knuckle. His hand then scratches the base of the back of his neck where the tip of a tattoo peeks out from under his clean, red tank top. An intricate tattoo on his back of the “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign with the word “Lost” replacing “Las.” A smiling electrified eel wrapped around the base, looking upward and outward. All unseen except for what few bits peek out from beyond the tank.
“Bound to reality, I’m a fucking shell. Trapped in sobriety’s tyrannical grip. Soulless. Fucking emotionless.”
Peter’s speech is less of a conversation and more akin to a lecture. Reciting his memoirs. His audience is of but one soul aptly referred to as “Weasel.” His skin yellowed due to lack of sunlight and lack of hygiene. It’s shiny and greasy from the crystal methamphetamine constantly pulsating through his veins. Skin so shiny one can almost see their own reflection in it. His tiny, beady eyes buried deep into his skull. Ears flattened out to the side of his head. A pointed nose that always leads him to trouble. A devious, hidden smile. He is a terribly uneven and unshaven person. The perfect snake for the snake charmer.
Weasel’s reddened clothes are a mess, both in cleanliness and in style. Dirty. Mismatched. His oily, flat hair resembles a dead animal more than an actual hairstyle. The fetid odour emanating from his person thoroughly matches his appearance.
“I don’t give a fuck about shit when I’m in that sombre state,” continues Peter. He speaks with dramatic detachment. “I only care about feeling free again. Simple is the life of a drug addict. He doesn’t fucking worry about food, bills, sex, housing, friends. None of that shit matters. Just the next glorious fucking hit. It’s freedom away from the world’s overbearing Capitalism. Its materialism. Its disingenuous concern.”
Peter tosses a small baggy of crystals to Weasel. He stumbles at the air. A desperate attempt to catch the prize before it lands on the pavement. He barely succeeds, trapping the thing between bone fingers. The bag is immediately buried deep inside his jeans pocket. A squirrel hiding a nut.
“Case in point,” he quips to himself.
He knowingly smirks at Weasel. He plants his intense snake charmer’s gaze into the young Weasel’s. It penetrates deep into sunken-in eyes. Into Weasel’s very essence. Peter reads him with great ease and even greater comfort.
Peter sees addiction. A thirst for dope much more juvenile and primitive than his own. An unsophisticated thirst. A selfish thirst. A thirst for attention and acceptance that only drugs can bring. Weasel will do and say anything for a fix. He will lie, cheat, pretend. All for the faintest promise of a high. Moreso if he can get it for free. He is the kind of person who only feels complete and at ease when he is spaced out. Part of the in-crowd. Peer pressured by his own lack of self-worth. By his own insecurities. The higher he is, the more he belongs. Palpable desperation.
Peter enjoys Weasel’s company, nonetheless. His pathetic and wholly uncivilised hunger is crystal clear to Peter. It holds no surprises. As long as he has a high to give Weasel, he has someone by his side. Peter will never be alone. A perfect symbiosis. A relationship that exists in complete opposite of the one he has with the Beast. That relationship is based on mutual admiration and experience. This one is of two people using each other. And doing so openly.
“And you’re throwing that all away if you go to the interview. There’s no fucking going back. Gone are the simple days of fucking off on drugs. If Black Widow likes you, you’re at the next fucking level. If she doesn’t like you, she’ll fucking kill you because she’s a crazy fucking tweaker who does way too much fucking meth. And if she wants to kill you, I’m afraid I can’t help it. I’m afraid I can’t…”
“I got it,” Weasel rushes an interruption. “I’m good.”
He pulls a cigarette seemingly out of thin air. Peter pulls another baggy seemingly out of thin air. He swipes into it with his pinky fingernail, which he keeps the longest of all his fingernails for exactly this purpose. Crystallised bits of nirvana nestle deep into his brain. Burrowing. Weasel scrapes match onto matchbox. Flame gives birth to smoke. Flame is brought to cigarette. Smoke extinguishes flame.
The snake charmer smiles and wipes his nose with his knuckle again.
“You better fucking be. This is the most important fucking meeting you’re ever gonna have in your miserable fucking life. You don’t need to impress her, but you need to make damn fucking sure you don’t piss her off. Don’t even fucking blink in a way that might annoy her.”
Peter’s tone is assertive. In control. A father offering stern advice. Grave guidance.
“I said I got this.”
“Let’s fucking get to it, then,” the snake charmer scoffs. Eyes rolling from side to side.
Weasel coughs and slides off the hood. His dark sagging jeans slide off and down to his knees. He clumsily grabs at his leather belt and pulls them up slightly. They sag back down to the bottom of his bottom, showing his plaid red boxers.
Peter dismounts with much more grace and care.
They make their way inside the vehicle. Peter in the driver’s seat, red drained away from his white tank top. The interior is plain and brown. A haven away from the red bath. Various spill stains from food and beverages and drugs and sex. The floor of the backseat is home to various bags and papers and husks of dozens of dead tarnec beetles. The smell of vanilla permeates within the automobile.
The car starts with ease. It purrs loudly, then slips into a comfortable, dull hum. Weasel locks his seatbelt into place in the passenger’s seat and scopes himself in the mirror. He briefly picks at one of the numerous scabbed-over pimples speckling his jawline.
Car meets road, breaking from the encompassing red neon and joining a plethora of vehicles. They are monstrous ogres. Ichor black oil blood. Metal organs. Plastic and rubber skins. Howling out at every opportunity. There is no God in this paved ocean wasteland. Just Atheistic mechanical lizards, ready to devour one-another at the drop of a hat. When the world ends, they will be the lone survivors rising from the rubble. Roaming the blackened Earth.
Peter rolls down his window and snorts hard at the air again. Weasel goes for the stereo.
“Don’t fucking touch my fucking radio.”
“I want some tunes,” Weasel whines.
“Tough fucking shit. Listen to the music of the city. It’s more real than any shit you’ll hear on there.”
Weasel slumps in his seat. Annoyed and bored. His body vibrating at a level that requires musical accompaniment in order to balance itself. Without this distraction, he’s alone with his thoughts and the continuously jumbled mess they degrade to with every passing meth-fueled minute.
“Roll your fucking window down and listen.”
Weasel follows instructions but fails to garner the same pleasure as Peter from the blank, ambient sounds of Las Vegas at seven o’clock at night in mid-September. Where Peter hears the city’s sweet soliloquy, Weasel hears noise. And is annoyed by it.
“Let me tell you a tale, my dearest Weasel.”
Peter begins to calmly tell a story about a man named Isaiah. An average man by all means. He drives an average car. Lives in an average home. Has all the average joys and complaints every other average person has. He is indistinguishable from every other average person on the planet, with one exception: his child. A bastardisation of a child.
Barely one year of age, she towers her father by twenty or so feet. She is gigantic. Almost cartoonish in size. Her immense girth had brought about several deformities throughout her grotesque body. Rolls of fat make strange creases alongside the massive stretch marks that cover most of her skin. A roadmap of abnormality. She is a giant blob of a person.
Isaiah has been struggling as the sole caretaker ever since his wife passed in childbirth. He loves his daughter with all his heart, despite her being such an incredible burden. He doesn’t mind having to sew together queen-sized bedsheets so she can have some semblance of clothing. He doesn’t mind having to stand on the roof of his house with a garden hose simply to wash her hair. He doesn’t mind filling his truck up with hundreds of dollars worth of groceries every few days to fill her insatiable appetite.
No. His complaint is her faeces. Piles of it. A never-ending bowel movement. The stench alone could strike down even the toughest and strongest man. Her smallest stool stacks up to be the same height as Isaiah. Six-foot-tall turds are commonplace. The sheer size of the larger ones makes a dwarf of him.
His house stinks. He stinks. She stinks. Every time he manages to clean up after her, every time he gets things smelling even remotely pleasant, every time he starts thinking he can handle his sweet, innocent baby girl, she shits again. He has become a broken man, trapped by his child. Held prisoner by his love. All she does in return is produce more shit.
He knows she will only get bigger. She will grow. She will spread. She will want more. Need more. More food. More space. And there will be more shit as a byproduct of her existence. Soon she will supply her father with more shit than he will be able to properly dispose of. He has to pay movers to package her excrement and dispose of it at the city dump. They come three times a day.
His social life is nonexistent. His one reprieve used to be his job, but that quickly became a thing of the past just a few months after his dear, sweet baby was born. There was no feasible way to stay employed and take care of his child at the same time. No nanny would dare work for him. No matter how much he offered to pay them. His savings and his late wife’s insurance covers most of his costs. When that dries up, he’ll take out a loan or a second mortgage on his house. After that, he’ll start selling everything he owns.
Isaiah became a husk of a man. Without time to tend to himself and his own needs, his hygiene fell to oblivion ages ago. Blackened bits of mush line the insides of his mouth where pearly whites once rested. Thick bloody brown sores have supplanted the fingernails he nervously chewed off in the early days of his daughter’s existence. Clumps of hair fall without warning and without fail. His cock now a festering gangrenous mess from lack of use, for fear he might accidentally create another child of this magnitude.
And then, every rare once in a while, Isaiah gets a moment’s peace. His baby sleeps. She rests. He is granted asylum for just a few hours and he spends those few, precious moments of relief and freedom weeping. Uncontrollably. Unashamedly. Weeping.
“We’re here,” Peter says, stopping the story cold in its tracks.
Weasel blinks in confused disbelief.
“What?” his words flounder out of him.
“We’re here. Take the dick out of your ears and saddle up.”
“Is,” Weasel continues to stumble, “..is that story for real?”
Peter laughs, “You really fucking think there’s a twenty-foot tall infant out there?”
The car is parked and turned off. Destination reached.
“Don’t be fucking dense.”
Peter snorts more crystallised bits of freedom. Intoxicating courage for the meeting ahead.
“Okay. Do you remember the only four fucking answers you can give to any fucking question Widow asks?”
“Yeah,” Weasel says, fishing out a new cigarette. The previous one long-expired halfway through Peter’s story.
“What are they?”
Cigarette graces Weasel’s lips and lights up in a flash. Tobacco courage for the meeting ahead.
“Yes, okay, thank you, and…”
He struggles. His mind inching towards a finish line where an answer awaits. The other runners pass him up. He misses a step. The finish line creeps away from him faster than he can reach it. He relents and drops his head.
“Fuck,” Weasel gripes.
“Jesus,” Peter offers. “Jesus is the fucking answer.”
“Right, right. I got it.”
“You’d fucking better. I don’t feel like helping Widow’s fat ass dump a fucking body behind a dumpster tonight.”
Peter exits the vehicle and slams the door shut. Weasel takes a moment to process and to focus, then follows suit.
The vehicle is parked next to an active dumpster. A thin, wispy homeless man with good intentions for teeth shifts through the rubbish, searching for treasures to make his desolation tolerable, if only for a moment. He gleams at the duo. Unashamed. Unwavering. Uninhibited.
Once departed from car comfort, they traverse the unassuming apartment complex parking lot. The greenery is wilted yellowery. Bits of trash that never found a home in trashcans litter the cracked pathways. The siding is fractured and peeling. The pool is filled with fallen palm tree leaves and a beautiful collection of trash and dead plants. Nosey, suspicious neighbours whisper and glare from their patios.
The aroma of uncollected dog shit wafts alongside Peter and Weasel as they approach Palms apartment number thirty-eight. The downstairs door is cracked. Dented. Many heavy, angry fists have tried their damnedest to break through during many drug-enraged episodes. All unsuccessfully. Each mark tells the tale of emotion at its height.
Peter knocks carefully and rhythmically on the door. Weasel lifts his jeans back up, only to have them retreat back to their precarious position.
*CLICK*
*CLICK*
*SLIDE*
*CLICK*
The fortified door inches open. Halogen leaks out from the small slit of space between door and frame. A suspicious eye slips into place. A bloodshot eye that hasn’t slept in many days inspects the two figures. Judging. Solving the riddle of their intrusion.
“What?” the eye’s owner mumbles.
“Hey, Brian,” Peter welcomes.
“Who is it?!” a loud, female voice bellows from the shadows.
“I dunno yet!” Brian shouts back into the depths of the apartment.
“Is that Peter?!” the female voice demands.
“You Peter?”
“I am. We’ve met before.”
“If we’ve met, you know I don’t remember faces,” Brian snaps. “Definitely don’t remember his.”
“He’s new. He’s here to meet Widow,” Peter calmly nudges.
“Goddamn, if that’s my Peter Rabbit come to see me let him in already!” the female voice shrieks.
Door is slammed open. Brian moves aside.
“Hurry up,” he mumbles.
Peter and Weasel enter and the gateway to their escape is quickly closed. Sealed by a great number of locks and bolts. Trapping them until permission is granted for release.
Brian is wearing white ceremonial robes and a bright red “Make America Great Again” baseball cap and nothing else. His bare feet are dry and crusty and covered in filth. Toenails are either yellowed and long or browned and ingrown. Sleep is a long-lost stranger to Brian and it shows on every inch of his pale, ragged, drooping face. He is quick and alert in ways only the forgotten can truly appreciate.
The apartment is a hoarder’s paradise. Every single thing that was ever owned by the inhabitants still remains within the apartment. Nothing has ever been thrown away. Ever. Furniture, old and new electronics, cardboard boxes, expired food, mail, magazines, comic books, clothing, ammunition, cigarettes, baggies, silverware, gaudy thrift store knickknacks, dead and living cockroaches. All piled on top of each other nearly kissing the ceiling. A junkyard. A nightmare of memories too precious to toss aside.
The source of light cannot be seen. No lamp. No candles. Yet illumination creates demonic shadows that wrap around every nook and cranny in this wicked landscape. They reach out to Weasel, urgently trying to drag him down to the deepest bowels of Hell.
Brian leads the pair through a narrow pathway carved through the massive collection of nothing that leads from the door to the living room. There is a large sixty-inch television affixed to the wall. A shotgun mounted above that. American flags and posters championing the sacredness of the Second Amendment adorn the remainder of visible wall space. Loudly yelling and profusely sweating on the television is a Fox News pundit. A Caucasian, soulless jackal of a man. His outfit matches Brian’s exactly.
“Friends,” the faux newsman proclaims, “the fake news, mainstream, liberal media is at it once again. Spreading lies while intentionally trying to downplay everything Dear Leader has done for this great nation! Let us pray and help give him the strength to fight this never-ending onslaught of slanderous, treasonous, derision.”
Brian rushes to the television. He falls to his knees, crushing an assortment of empty TV dinner boxes and empty cigarette packs. He raises his hands in the air. Reaching toward Heaven. Trying to touch God.
The reporter chants with great fire and fury, “Build the wall! Drain the swamp! Maga! Maga! Lock her up!”
Brian passionately joins in. Loudly. Proudly.
“Build the wall! Drain the swamp! Maga! Maga! Lock her up!”
They chant in unison. They pray in unison. They become one.
“Build the wall! Drain the swamp! Maga! Maga! Lock her up!”
Weasel’s eyes widen in horror. They look to Peter for comfort. For solace. Peter merely smiles and pushes Weasel down another pathway carved-out through the garbage. They retreat wordlessly to the master bedroom.
Black Widow lays on her bed in all her nearly seven-hundred pound glory. Lopsided and malformed. Her long hair thin and greasy. Her face heavily dimpled from years of methamphetamine usage. Her skin oranged from grime and darkness. A pumpkin head on a festeringly immobile body. She too wears ceremonial white robes and matching “Make America Great Again” hat. Bright red, white, and blue bedazzled socks stretched to the brink over her gargantuan feet. She is the grotesque purveyor of crystal meth, America’s lifeblood.
The master bedroom is in worse condition than the rest of the apartment. Huge piles of disgusting clothes as carpet. Pizza boxes as wallpaper. A hopelessly ineffective mobility scooter with months of dust painted on it beside her bed.
Her eyes remain glued to her wall-mounted sixty-inch television as Peter leads Weasel into the room. They squeeze through the narrow path between mountains of garbage. She laughs at the sight of gorillas fighting on the screen.
Two large male gorillas, set against a majestic jungle backdrop, posture and circle each other on their hind legs. One shouts at the other. Bits of spit and anger flee from his fangs. The other shouts back. More spit. More anger. One leaps at the other, pounding away at his head. Beating him into submission. Forcing compliance for whatever slight initiated the brawl in the first place.
“Stupid monkeys!” she guffaws, throwing a mouldy sock at the screen. It lands on a pile that’s existed as a degenerating mess for such an extended period of time it’s no longer able to be described as anything other than “stuff.”
Somewhere behind these huge collections of hoarded goods are crosses and depictions of Jesus. Somewhere on the walls are photographs of friends and family long gone. Somewhere beneath everything is a scent that isn’t a burning tyre stuffed with old shoes filled with rotten eggs.
“Peter Rabbit!” the Widow proclaims, still amusing herself with the view of primates fighting. “Peter Rabbit!”
“You look as great as ever,” he lies. “Have you lost weight?”
“Ooh! This is why I love you, Peter Rabbit!”
The snake charmer smiles. Another victory. Another one charmed.
“Widow, this is Weasel. He’s the one I told you about. He’d like to start selling for you.”
She looks at her guests for the first time and suspiciously asks, “A name like ‘Weasel’ makes me think he’s shady. You trust him?”
“Implicitly.”
Black Widow considers the offering in front of her. She carefully probes the young Weasel. Combs every inch of him. His level of discomfort is at its maximum. In all his years of being a drug-abusing leech, he’s never encountered an environment such as this. He has the dire urge to call the entire affair off and leave as fast as his amped-up legs can propel him. Uncertainty and doubt trample each other. Danger lurks in every horrid corner. He tries his best to hide nervousness, but the Black Widow sees all.
“I’m the Black Widow. I weight six-hundred and sixty-six pounds. Do I scare you?”
“Yes,” Weasel responds after a brief moment of considering his list of responses.
“You spun right now?”
“Yes,” he answers, with slightly more confidence than before.
“You known Peter Rabbit a long time?”
“Yes,” even more confidence. Almost cocky.
“You a thief?”
Weasel’s mind comes to a standstill. His knee-jerk reaction is to emphatically deny any implication of thievery, but a “No” isn’t one of the preapproved answers his counsel recommended. The list scolded into him. Berated into memory. Beads of sweat form at Weasel’s hairline. Panic accelerates his already fast-paced mindset. He races himself in circles, trying to play out the possible repercussions of giving the wrong response. Trying to figure out what answer is both one of the allowed replies and correct.
Her muted impatience is on full exhibit as she produces a handgun from under a pile of yellowed, sweat-stained pillows. The tiny thing is gunmetal black with a red hourglass on the white handle. She looks at her weapon of choice affectionately as she inquires, “Hmm?”
Weasel’s already racing heart pumps faster. He wants to run. He wants to recoil. Return to safety. He’s at a loss for words and a loss of action. Paralysed by lack of choice. Optionless. He wants to look at Peter, who’s remained cool and collected and unshakeable the entire time, but Weasel knows deep down he stands alone before this overweight judge, jury, and executioner.
The sound of gorillas pummelling each other grows louder with every wordless moment. They yell. They hoot. They screech. Every animalistic utterance reverberates on top of the previous one, filling the room with deafening jungle carnage. Echoing. Louder. Growing to an almost unbearable volume.
“Jesus?” he manages.
The answer puzzles Black Widow into looking away from her handgun and at the young man on the verge of nervous implosion.
“Jesus,” Weasel fusses anxiously, “said ‘thou shalt not steal’.”
She meticulously lifts her weapon and aims it at Weasel. He’s completely frozen in place, fearing he’s made the wrong gamble. He thinks that keeping still will prevent the trigger from sending death his way.
Thoughts of a life barely lived shoot through his mind. The first time he got high under the bleachers in middle school. The first time he stole a car at the ripe age of fourteen. The first time he injected crystal into his veins. The time he fucked a severely disinterested and unimpressed prostitute who couldn’t care less about taking his virginity. Hours and hours of video games. Hours and hours of getting high alone. The look on his parents’ faces when they were forced to kick him out of the house for stealing from them. How disappointed they were. How disappointed they’ll be when they learn he’s been killed by a meth dealer in a shithole apartment. Disappointed, but not surprised. Not in the least.
Black Widow’s eyes squint.
His eyes widen.
She takes a deep breath.
He holds his.
“Amen,” she wholeheartedly agrees.
Gun flees into obscurity as quickly as it appeared. Relief visits Weasel but is unable to truly wash over him. That won’t come until retreat is possible. Until he’s as far away from here as he can get.
Black Widow reaches to the side of the bed and buries her hand inside a pile of empty bottles of hand sanitiser, lotion, and cans of diet soda. It emerges with a large brick of crystalline pleasures. She presents it to Weasel, who remains one twitchy move away from shitting himself.
“Start with this. You get more when you pay it off.”
She gestures the package repeatedly until Weasel’s uneasy hand relieves her from the burden of holding it.
“Thank you,” he timidly replies.
“Take a teener for yourself. If you’re short more than that, we’ll end you.”
The words chill his very core, but he’s distracted by his prize. All his worries of a life wasted are wiped clean by the promise in his hands. Lessons learned at the perimeter of death forgotten and dismissed. A momentary lapse. He’s returned to form. A child holding the first present on Christmas morning. Ready to unwrap. Ready to play. The Weasel is awake again.
“Okay.”
Black Widow opens her arms wide. A new stench fills the room that wasn’t present previously. The smell of death. The smell of ruination.
“Give us a hug, Peter Rabbit!”
Peter doesn’t hesitate to embrace the large drug dealer. Her arms envelop the snake charmer. Excess weight flapping against his back. His arms barely reach hers.
“I got a good feeling about this one,” she whispers.
“He’ll do you proud, Widow.”
They release each other. Peter shows no sign of disgust or regret at the act he’s just committed or what he’s seen. Nerves of steel. The snake charmer never trembles.
Weasel clutches desperately onto his newfound possession. A life preserver in an unstable ocean. A security blanket. Fear returns as quickly as it disappeared. He worries he’ll have to endure a similar close-contact fate. He attempts to muster the courage to do as Peter’s done. If asked. If demanded.
“Y’all get outta here, now. Love you!” she proclaims.
Weasel breathes for what feels like the first time. Peter ushers him away from the vile drug dealer. She returns to the merriment of her television programming. The apes still fight their bloody fight. She still squeals with pleasure at the sight of their violent contest.
The two traverse the pathway back to the living room. Brian is standing, still chanting along with the white nationalist anchor man on the screen. Brian mimics his actions. Breathes his vitriolic words.
Together they both contort their arms in front of their torsos. Arms bent. Wrists bent the opposite direction. The same manoeuvre Donald Trump performed when he was accused of mocking a disabled reporter at a rally. The faux journalist and Brian both say, “Make.”
In twisted unison, they both outstretch their arms like Jesus on the cross, tilt their heads to the side, and say, “America.”
The pundit clasps his hands together in prayer and Brian mimics. They both say, “Great.”
The television personality and his devoted follower both cover their eyes with open palms and proclaim as one, “Again.”
*CLICK*
*CLICK*
*SLIDE*
*CLICK*
Peter and Weasel exit the drug den. Freedom. The air is the sweetest thing Weasel has experienced in a long time. A fish returned to water. A prisoner freed, time served.
The return trip to Peter’s car is silent. Weasel, with one hand hiding his package under shirt and the other holding pants up, moves more briskly than the languishing Peter. While this might be the worst environment Weasel’s ever been subjected to, for Peter it’s another day’s work.
Weasel arrives at the vehicle first and fights to enter. It’s locked. He fidgets. He sweats. The final leg of his liberation a car drive away.
“What’s the fucking rush?” Peter asks keys in hand. Composure in hand.
He doesn’t answer the snake charmer. Talking could hasten their escape. Peter flashes his cool charm as he allows for vehicular entrance.
Once inside, Weasel stashes the precious goods under his seat and fastens his seatbelt. His stillness has given way to uncontrollable shaking. Quivering. An earthquake.
“Congratulations, you’re a fucking dealer now. No more running for you. No more days of wine and roses.”
Still no reply. Words are beyond the young druggie. The experience in all its brevity has scarred him deeply and fiercely. He is unable to speak. He is unable to comprehend. All he wants is to get away and get high.
“That story,” Weasel hesitates, “was it about… Black Widow? Like, a metaphor or something?”
“The baby story?”
Weasel’s solemn nod is met by Peter’s laughter.
“Naw, man. That’s just some fucked-up dream I had one time.”
The car roars to life and recedes into the night. Peter’s laughter roars and recedes into the night.
9. Pure Uncut Panic
My earliest memory is from when I was two or three-years-old. I woke from a nightmare. The sort of terror-inducing visions a toddler manifests with ease. Frightened by nocturnal images. I ventured to my parents’ bedroom for solace. I found nothing. No comfort. No parents. Only lost shadows and a bed forgotten. My little feet trekked throughout the house and I uncovered more nothing. I was alone. Abandoned. I took root on the couch and wept, as only a toddler could, until relief came. It never did. It still hasn’t.
I don’t remember the first time my father beat me within an inch of my life. I do quite vividly instead remember the deep-seated fear I endured having to grow up under his roof. Under his fist. Any wrong move, any slight imagined or otherwise, would incur a wrath of the ages. Physical abuse is something you get used to. Wounds heal. Scars form. It’s the mental abuse that lasts. Sticks and stones break bones, but words devastate. They destroy.
Whatever walls were built up in defence of physical abuse were easily torn down under the constant onslaught of belittling comments and denigrating discourse. Words of support and encouragement were television lullabies. Sung to the tune of actors and studio lights. Accompanied by laugh tracks. I was more terrified of the always-lingering verbal abuse than I was of his fists. Self-worth is easily held prisoner by a look or a grunt. Any love I had for him was a result of Stockholm Syndrome. You come to love your captor, even years after you’re freed.
The first time I came down off drugs was Hell. Emptiness. Pain. A black-and-white existence where there was beforehand a kaleidoscope paradise. Sweating and crying. Tossing and turning. Every single second in every single minute was an agonising eternity. Clammy and cold. Hungry and nauseous. Uncomfortable. Aching. Dying without the release of death. A ghost unable to reach the light at the end of the tunnel.
I remember being woken up by fellow users and abusers in the crackhouse I lived in on the morning of September 
Eleventh. Shouts of “We’re under attack” and “Terrorists bombed New York” and “We’ve got to get out of here” ripped me from slumber peace, attained only after coming down from a week of being amped on crystal. The uncertainty. The anxiety. Fight or flight enhanced by every reporter’s pregnant pause on the television. The images of the falling towers. The reports of missing planes still in the air. Explosions. Bodies falling from the sky. The moment America was changed forever and for the worse.
None of those moments come even remotely close to what I’ve been feeling ever since the Kid referenced Jerry. This is pure uncut panic. My mind is polluted with the impossible. Beyond consternation. Previous notions of reality and fantasy collide into each other in beautifully brutal fractal explosions. Panic, mixed with intensity, seasoned with confusion. This is stronger than a toddler learning about divorce in the most painful way possible. Stronger than any paternal fist slamming into one’s face. Worse than any comedown. More terrifying than any terrorist attack on American soil.
The roof of the bus speaks. A faux angelic voice calling out from above. It calls out warnings and destinations and general bus safety tips. The words are always spoken in the same soft, alluring female monotone. And they always go unheeded.
The bus is painfully bright. Lit from every possible angle. From above. From windows. No corner is left in darkness. This is a place with no shadows. No depth.
I’m sitting alone in body, but the spirit is troubled with confusion. Fear. Isolation. The general uneasiness that only a low, constant terror can properly cultivate. I don’t remember getting on the bus. I don’t care where I’m going. As long as I’m moving. Being moved. Being ushered to any place that might prove to be even the slightest respite.
I had to leave. I was overwhelmingly trapped in my disgraceful apartment. Surrounded. Suffocated. I had to run. To flee. To do something other than wait for the walls to dredge closer and forever seal me in. Entombing me. Preserving my panic for future generations to study and dissect.
The disembodied stoic female voice solemnly calls out from a speaker in the roof. More street names. More destinations. More narration.
My heart races. My stomach churns. Sweat escapes from creases between my scales. Something terrible is going to happen. The bus is too slow. Something is after me. The bus is too fast. We’re going to crash into something.
The bus stops. I search out the window for a calming distraction. I follow cars zooming by. Pedestrians walking about. Pavement. Traffic lights. The mundane minutia of everyday city life. Not one unexpected thing happening. Not a single item out of place.
Then I see him. A large, elephant-man walks onto the street. Four arms. Larger than any normal man. Dancing in the middle of lunch hour traffic. He twirls and dances around, narrowly avoiding collisions with every elegant step. He skips and laughs with a booming voice. Tapping the roofs of cars zipping past him with his four arms. Like drums. A spiritual meditation on a city median.
Two long, carved, ivory tusks. Bejewelled hoof-feet. A large snake of a trunk, slithering weightlessly in the air. Silver piercings throughout his large ears and face and trunk. And his hardened skin a light pink hue and covered with many ornate black tribal tattoos. His golden pants baggy and loose, flowing like silk in the wind. On his shoulder, a tiny brown mouse maintaining an amazing level of balance. Remaining on the shoulders despite the raucous movement beneath it.
His delicate exercise is calming. The Ganesha is lighter than air. Four or five hundred pounds flying effortlessly. In a blissful trance, dancing and beating cars with rhythmic accuracy to a song only he hears.
One spin…
WAM!
..smacks a green sedan.
Another spin…
WAM!
..smacks a white VW bug.
Another spin…
Wut th’fuck?
I must’ve gasped loudly. A pair of eyes belonging to a forlorn elderly woman focus all their attention on me. Demanding to know why I interrupted her silence. Waiting impatiently for an answer.
I can’t answer. My heart leaps up to my throat. I’m unable to speak. Barely able to breathe. A tattoo on the Ganesha’s exposed back in thick, bold tribal lettering spells its ominous message out clearly:
Jerry is the way.
The bus starts back up again. Panic starts back up again. The Ganesha cheerfully waves goodbye as I depart. His smile is somehow innocent and mischievous at the same time. Taunting and promising.
The seat is not comfortable. Shifting in it does no good. This bus is not comfortable. Escape. Escape is the only option. My eyes dart around seeking an exit. The elderly woman continues her visual inquisition through derogatory eyes.
I lift myself from my seat and press button on the pole, requesting a stop. Demanding a stop. Demanding liberation. She continues her staring contest.
“Th’fuck ya starin at ya old cunt?” my eyes shout in reply.
She is unphased. Unmoved. Undeterred from her current disposition. She’s won the contest. I acquiesce.
The bus comes to a stop. I’m immediately on the sidewalk. Cigarette immediately finds home in my lips. Fire. Puff. Smoke.
Panic knocks me down. I collapse onto the bus stop bench. Its metal frame has been chilling in the winter cold for hours. A lesser person would be startled away from the frozen temperature. I feel nothing.
The bus vanishes in a plume of smog. My eyes fixate on a blank spot in space. My mind paces so rapidly, so frantically, my eyes stop functioning as they’re intended. I see only my own thoughts. Racing and smashing into each other. Ideas shatter and reform. Memories topple and implode into themselves. The name “Jerry” at the centre of it all.
I recoil inside myself, leaving the cigarette untouched. It hangs from lips unable to do anything more than breathe out trembling waves of doubt.
Something catches my attention across the street. It has the head of a zebra, the arms and torso of a zebra-striped man, large clawed hands, and bottom half entirely zebra. Rear end, genitals, and hind legs. It walks upright. Proud. In command. A rare gem. King of its domain. It walks without direction. Without aim.
Without notice, it violently grabs the closet passerby. An average-looking police officer. The young officer’s freshly-pressed tan uniform is ripped away from his body with great accuracy and great ease by the Man-Zebra. As if the uniform wasn’t even made of cloth. Paper. Tissue.
Shreds of uniform take residence in a pile on the sidewalk. The officer is shaken. Unable to do anything but shiver in fear and horror as the thing strips him completely bare of the remainder of his clothing. Nothing withstands the monster’s grip. Not chain. Not leather. Not flesh. The officer is made a dwarf by the sheer stature and height of the Man-Zebra.
A child’s terror envelopes the young officer. A quick and fierce grab to the back of the officer’s neck forces him bent over. Claws dig deep into the officer’s tender skin. His nude body perspires in the blistering cold. His buttocks exposed.
The Man-Zebra’s other hand clenches into a fist. The monstrosity appears to smile. It shakes its head back and forth in excitement. Neighing loudly. Tears meet sweat on the officer’s face. Spit meets the Man-Zebra’s knuckles.
Fist rams into the fragile officer’s exposed asshole. He shrieks aloud. His attempts at escape force the claws to nest deeper into his neck muscles. No pedestrians pause or even notice.
Blood splatters onto the pavement. With a few short thrusts of the arm, white and black stripes become pink and black. A Cheshire Man-Zebra.
The officer’s screams are earsplitting. The Man-Zebra snorts in delight. It neighs passionately. Its tail whips back and forth. The fist goes back and forth. To and fro. In and out. Each movement makes the young lawman shout and cry. He blasphemes. He curses the Heavens. The fist-fucking continues, unabated. Splotches of blood and sweat discharge onto the pavement. The pile of tan uniform turns dark under the weight of the blood.
After a time, his protests diminish. He’s almost silent. Hope lost. There’s no way to win a fight with such a creature, no way to stop such an act with what small amount of force he can muster. He simply moans and grunts as more and more of the Man-Zebra’s arm disappears into the demolished anus.
The officer is nearly blacked out from the pain. He relaxes. Goes numb. His bowels release. The sidewalk blackens from the crude mix of blood and shit. The Man-Zebra neighs again. Clouds of cold breath surrounding its snout. It leans forward to the officer’s head. A black, tumid tongue creeps out of its mouth and begins caressing the officer’s ear. Zebra tail swings uncontrollably. Ecstatically.
Despite virtual unconsciousness, the officer begins to groan. His genitals warm. The pressure from his shredded asshole builds and moves towards his member. More moaning. More neighing. The claws dig deeper into the officer’s neck. Blood trickles down sweaty ballsack. The swell-up of warmth and pressure in the young cop’s genitals build and build and…
Jesus fuckin Christ. Wut th’hell’s wrong with me? Why m’I seein shit like this?
The horrendous vision is gone. The officer, the Man-Zebra, all vanish. Twisted thoughts breeze out of my mind as smoothly as they entered.
I’m losin muh fuckin mind.
The cigarette dangling from my lips becomes ash. I move and ash falls to the concrete beneath my feet. I toss the butt onto the pothole-riddled street.
A septuagenarian man approaches. Confined to a decrepit wheelchair. His short white hair gives way to uneven baldness. Scraggly whiskers hang on to the sagging flesh on his chin. His is a face that has not smiled or shown any positive emotion in decades. Cold. Blank. His clothing is filthy and falling apart. Holes. Tears. Stains. He pulls up next to me. The wheelchair manages to creak loudly every time he moves.
Without uttering a word, he turns to reach a big, black bag attached to the back of his chair. His back pops. Grunts of pain. He retrieves a large, rusted hacksaw from the bag and turns to face me. His ancient eyes meet my yellow eyes. Both pairs plainly show confusion.
“Why’re you doing this?” the old man asks in a raspy and terrified manner.
My meek response of “Wut?” is met with him landing the rusty thing onto his left leg, just above the knee.
“Please stop,” he begs. “Don’t do this to me.”
I don’t know how to respond. I don’t know if this is real or not. I blink repeatedly as if doing so supplies a satisfactory response to his pleas.
The old man begins sawing his leg with great force. He’s mustered an unknown strength for a man of his age. His movements quick. Violent. Beige pantleg grows red at the sawing point. Then black. He screams in pain, but doesn’t stop or even slow down. He continues sawing. Back and forth. To and fro. In and out. Blood erupts. A red fountain. Face painted in his own blood. Eyes reddened out. He coughs. He spits. He cries. He squeals.
He stops sawing and rests the saw on his lap. His body shakes. Quivers. Steam rises from the fresh wound. He reaches again into his black bag, this time producing a hammer and a chisel. He returns to his leg. The fountain is still spewing out black-red water. He drives the chisel into the heart of the fountain, scraping the bone deep in his leg.
“Why? Why would you do this? I loved you!”
BAM!
Hammer strikes chisel with great force. He shrieks louder than ever before. More blood. More hysterical screaming and crying.
BAM!
Another powerful blow. This one produces a crunch sound from within the leg. The howling fountain of a man exclaims even louder. These are the calls of true pain.
BAM!
Dead weight drops from the man’s body. It splashes as it makes contact with the pool of blood beneath him. His previously emotionless face is filled with shock and awe. Surprise and terror. Confusion and fear.
“Please, no more,” he softly begs. “I can’t handle no more.”
Bloody, rusty metal meets the other leg, also above the knee. The cutting motion is instantaneous. Almost mechanical. Robotic. Automatic. Another glorious red fountain.
I fall up to my feet. The vision gone. Old man, chair, blood. Every trace of insanity erased.
I am panic. I am terror. The air is too thin to inhale. I’m dizzy. I’m unable to move. Unable to comprehend. Maddening thoughts percolate throughout my mind. I don’t know where to go. I have nowhere to go. No place to retreat to. No one to turn to.
I can’t turn to Peter. His remedy to my situation would be further, continued intoxication. The temptation would exacerbate my predicament. The only family left alive is my mother and her love of money supersedes any possible maternal support. The closest thing I have is…
Th’Kid!
A new bus arrives as quickly as my idea. My revelation.
He can help me!
Door opens and I enter in a rush, invigorated. Hopeful for the first time since I heard Jerry’s name.
The driver is a human-sized cockroach. Hunched over the large steering wheel. Dripping without being wet. Grease-stained uniform stretched over its curved carapace. The stench of death hovering around the tiny flies and gnats that hover above it. Soulless, hallow eyes reflecting my desperation back to me.
Dollar bills leave pocket but are interrupted by one of the cockroach driver’s many spindly limbs. It waves in front of me. Spikes piercing the air.
“Your money’s no good ’ere,” it says in a warm, English accent.
Money returns to pocket. I escape further into the bus, unencumbered. It’s empty. Untouched. Pristine. The cleanest it’s probably ever been. The enormous cockroach behind the wheel and myself are the sole inhabitants. I plant myself in the very back, where the lost and forgotten are most comfortable.
I close my eyes. Not to sleep. Not to rest. But to do my damnedest to prevent any further macabre manifestations from overtaking my world. Make certain my eyes are locked away in towers. I need to remain as calm as I can until I get to the Kid’s apartment.
I know he can help me. I feel it in my bones. He has to. There’s no one else.
10. Strange Company You Keep
“Are you still with me?”
The question is asked with concern. He’s been treating me like we’re bosom buddies from the moment I was brought in. A worried old friend. Introduced himself as Detective Stone. Face hardened and chiselled by sights and horrors more depraved than any hallucination my mind could possibly manifest. Every line, every wrinkle, tells the tale of a lengthy and tortured life serving in the Las Vegas police force. And been broken by it.
His clothes are functional, not stylish. Same with his hair. Same with his attitude. Plain American accent doesn’t give any hint to his origins. Probably from the east coast. Or the South. Somewhere where bullshit doesn’t fly but plain-speaking does. Were the circumstances different we might’ve been something resembling friends. Not today, though. Today we’re polar opposites. The moon and the sun. Shadow and light. Fire and water.
Stone placates with fake smiles and faux concern. A tactic you don’t see in the movies. There is no Good Cop, Bad Cop routine here. Just Detective Stone alone with me, doing his damnedest to convince me he is my friend. To coax a confession out of me. To lull me into a place where I’d feel comfortable enough to admit to committing the heinous act that’s brought me to this place. I’m not under arrest, but I’m not free to leave. Between freedom and imprisonment. Heaven and Hell. Limbo.
“I know you’re in shock,” he says, warm hugs and pats on the back in his eyes.
“Sorry,” I feign.
“You sure you don’t want anything? Coffee? Water?”
“Ah smoke’d b’nice.”
Anticipated disappointment as he shakes his head and admits, “Smoking’s not allowed in here, I’m afraid.”
“I spose vapin’s outta th’question?”
He ponders. Eyes zoom over to the large mirror behind me, meeting the eyes of supervisor unseen. Watching the entire time from the safety and security the other side of the mirror provides. Private eyes scavenging my every movement. Studying my every word. Analysing my every hesitation.
“I might be able to do something there if you can answer a few more questions for me.”
It’s been the same handful of questions, over and over again, since the beginning. Running over the same old ground. Much to his disappointment, my answers have been as unchanged as his questions every time the merry-go-round spins around. Competitive children on a broken playground. Unwavering innocence. Unwavering examination. Each hoping the other will relent. Or at least slip.
“How do you know him?” he asks for the fourth time.
“He’s ah friend of mine,” I answer for the fourth time.
“Just friends? Nothing more?”
“Nope,” I lie for the fourth time.
“You weren’t ‘friends with benefits’ or anything like that?”
“Nope.”
“You didn't used to be lovers?”
“Nope.”
“Are you gay?”
“I dun use labels.”
“Did you guys ever have a fight? Verbally or physically?”
“No. He’s ah sweet…”
I trail off. A vision flashes before my eyes. The Kid’s apartment empty. A large pool of blood in the living room. His left hand, severed and resting in the pool. A fleshy island in a sea of dark red.
“Why were you going over to his apartment?”
“I wanted t’see him. T’spend time with him.”
“What do the two of you do when you’d hang out?”
“Talk, mostly.”
“About what?”
“Whatever’s on our minds. Everythin and nothin.”
“You two spend a lot of time together?”
“Not enough,” I relent.
“Must be something going on with you two, neither one of you spending the holidays with your partners or families.”
“He’s muh fam…” my sentence fails to be completed.
Detective Stone offers more disingenuous concern through his gruff disposition. The type of man who’s normal facial expression lacks any true, heartfelt emotion. Smiles and furrowed eyebrows offered are uncomfortable for him. An ill-fitting suit. A lesser person would be swept up in his supposed warmth. They would cry and shake and regurgitate pleas of innocence. But I see through it for the act that it is. And remain unimpressed.
“You ever buy any drugs from him?”
The word falls out of his mouth with disdain. He’s clearly someone who’s never touched the sky. Never tasted bliss. Doesn’t understand what it is to truly hunger. To feel sobering bitterness. To know how to reach the escape that resides at the tip of a needle.
“I dunno anythin bout that,” I avoid.
“You can’t honestly expect me to believe that. We know he sold drugs and you’re telling me you don’t know about your friend, who spends Christmas with you, selling drugs?”
“Even f’I knew, it’s irrelevant. I didn’t d’that t’him. I dunno who did that t’him. I dunno where he’s. I wouldn’t’ve called ya f’I’s responsible. I’m not ah scorned, gay lover. I’m not ah violent drug addict. I jus wanted t’see muh friend durin th’holidays.”
The response does little to placate. He’s as tired of my proclamations of innocence as I am of his pointless stream of inquiry. He wants his confession. An easy answer that will solve his horrendous mystery. Instead, an open-and-shut cased pried open by unknown hands and unknowable motivations plague him.
I’m the perfect target. A monstrous Beast covered in scales. I doubt he’s seen anyone more guilty in all his life. And I am guilty. Guilty of crimes and acts he’ll never comprehend or ever get wind of. But nothing this grave. Not now. Not ever.
When I got to the Kid’s apartment, the door was slightly open. My foot nudged a wider opening. Several meagre steps brought me to the sight. Too much blood. It’s difficult to imagine he survived after shedding that copious amount. I know it. Stone knows it.
After I found the Kid’s hand and blood, I dosed. Hard. I had to be completely stripped from sobriety before I could even entertain the idea of calling the authorities. I needed to quell my panic and resume my duties as an agent of numbness. And numb I am. Detached. Dazed and indifferent to the world. Rid of any emotions that could tip my hand. Buried deep to be retrieved later, when I’m ready to properly process this horror. Away from the police station. Away from the world and it’s meaningless reassurances.
I can’t imagine the mess I’d be if I could feel anything at this very moment. I am stoic. Unmoved. I am stone. Same as my interrogator. If he was worth anything as a detective, he’d immediately know how heavily juiced I am. How far I am from being in any state of shock.
“You mentioned before that you know Peter Henderson. What’s your relationship with him?” he asks, reading the name from the thin collection of paperwork in front of him. His playbook. His map.
“I guess ya’d call us friends. We share ah meal once ah week.”
“Sounds like a friend to me,” he pauses, faux victory in hand. “That’s some strange company you keep, drug dealers.”
“Judge not,” I wryly mumble, “lest ye b’judged.”
Stone tries not to scoff. Stonewalled by quasi-religious intimation. The issue begs to be pressed. He’s focusing on the “guilt” part of “guilt by association.” I won’t let him go that route.
I can play this game.
“How about Margaret Jordan?”
I shrug. Stone sifts through his papers. A small collection of half-truths and eventual evidence. Answers without questions. Words without strength.
“Also known as ‘Large Marge’ or ‘Black Widow’,” he reads.
Another shrug. He’s grasping at straws. Mental gymnastics to desperately connect disparate dots. Solving a pictureless puzzle.
Despite the blood, the Kid is nowhere to be found, save for his hand. Without my nine-one-one call, there’s no missing person case. If I’m not the culprit, then Stone has nothing. We both know it.
A piece of me wishes I was guilty. Confusion and uncertainty would be validated if I were a murderer, presuming the Kid is indeed dead. They could say I did it in a drug-fueled rage. A fugue state. That I’d lost my mind. Commit me to a lovely mental institute and pump me so full of chemical restraints that maybe I’d finally find something resembling peace.
Wut… Wut f’I’d d’somethin t’him… and I jus dun remember?
My thoughts try to forge their own independent path. Taking me on the wrong journey. Chasing the wrong rainbow. I need to collect myself. Now is no time for doubt. There isn’t a chance in Hell I would’ve harmed a single hair on the Kid’s head. He means the world to me in all his wide-eyed innocence and optimism. More than I ever allowed myself to realise.
I wish I would’ve told him. I wish I wasn’t so temperamental around him. Maybe if I would’ve gotten to his apartment earlier I could’ve stopped this from happening. I should’ve called him. I shouldn’t have allowed my maggot brain to control my actions. To let me mistreat him even one solitary time. He’d still be all right if I did something… anything… different.
I need t’fuckin smoke.
The door behind me opens. I don’t turn to look. I don’t care to see.
The unknown visitor elicits quite the reaction from Detective Stone. He deflates. Willpower fades away. Cadre of paperwork is collected and he stands. Silently called away by authority or circumstance. A frustrated exit. Door closed as he wordlessly departs.
The interrogation room is sleek. Small in actuality but deceptively large in appearance. Clean and welcoming. Well-lit. Oddly calming. The sterility of the space. Peaceful silence. Serene. I feel on trial and protected at the same time. No terrible visions dare interrupt my brief reprieve.
It’s the perfect environment for lulling people into a sense of security. Ideal breeding ground for inviting admissions of guilt. A confession booth. Police detectives preaching the good word. Offering penance. Offering judgment. Absolution. Where the law is God.
“We have important information for you.”
This new voice is gravelly and acidic. A voice so old and undefined it goes beyond gender. A soothing, yet monstrous voice. And slightly muffled.
I remain still. Refusing to acknowledge this new person visually. To willingly invite anything else into my line of sight.
“And who’re ya?” I bite.
He walks to the front of the table, usurping the chair that was previously occupied by Detective Stone. He’s a striking, attractive man in his late forties. Dark hair coiffed upwards and starting to grey on the sides. A white button-up shirt with a silver-tipped collar. A festive green tie decorated as if it were a cartoon Christmas tree, complete with presents at the bottom. A gaudy bright red jacket and matching slacks. An ambulance chaser’s suit. Cheap and loud. A large, moist bandage over his left ear.
The mysterious man smiles and stretches comfortably. In his element. Confident. Cocksure. An ambitious smile lacks any trace of humility.
“We’d like to offer counsel,” he speaks without his lips moving, “if you’ll allow us.”
Fuck me, ah lawyer…
“Last I’s told, I’s jus here fer questionin.”
“For now,” he continues his ventriloquist act, “but these officers are dead set on finding anything they can, no matter how insignificant, to charge you with. With any luck, your alibi will check out and you’ll be released.”
“How’d ya even hear bout me?”
An arrogant smile. An insightful smile.
“We’re not at liberty to divulge that information.”
“We?” I quietly ask.
“Oh, goodness.” The man’s eyes widen, having retrieved a far-off memory. “How forgetful of us!”
Wet bandage is removed. A slanted, distended mouth where his left ear should be. A toothed cunt. It constantly drools, so much so that it’s stained the collar of the shirt underneath. Yellowed from constant saliva drippage that I hadn’t noticed before. It slaps its tongue against its lips, accompanied by noxious slurping noises.
“We get so caught up in the moment,” the Earmouth says, “that we forgot to reveal ourselves! Apologies!”
A crescent moon smile on the side of his head. His facial expressions consistently match whatever words come out of his talking ear. He’s expressive on behalf of the Earmouth. Eyebrows raised alongside certain inflexions. Smiles for certain words. Hand movements for certain emphasis.
“And forgive us again, but you are the man who wrote ‘An Unsung Desert’, yes?”
Fuck me, ah fan…
“Ah lifetime ago,” I mutter. “I’s ah different person then.”
“Weren’t we all!” The Earmouth laughs and licks its lips again. “That is one of our absolute favourite books! You should consider penning a follow-up.”
“That’sn’t in th’cards.”
“A shame, truly. It's quite the work of fiction… Allow us to introduce ourselves. This body is Llewellyn. We, however, have no name.”
“No name?” I quip, staring quizzically at the Earmouth in its wretched glory. Its earnest horror.
The Earmouth laughs heartily and loudly.
“My good man! Of course! Honestly, who would name an ear?”
It laughs more. For the first time its host, the body Llewellyn, opens his mouth and joins in the raucous affair. A morbid cacophony.
I lean in. “Are ya real?” I ask with great uncertainty.
“We’re here to help,” it replies. “That’s what matters.”
Llewellyn reaches inside his red jacket, lined with black velvet, and produces an ivory business card case. Carved in intricate detail that I can’t fully make out. Case flings open and card spills out. It lands in front of me on the table. I read the sole two sentences on the face:
Reality Management
Everything You’ll Ever Need
“We work for Reality Management,” the Earmouth proudly declares while returning the case where it originated. “And we’re here because you’ve quite accidentally stumbled upon an item that is of great value and importance to our employer. We are prepared to give you, in fair exchange for our missing property, answers to any questions you may have.”
“Th’fuck?” I ask, still staring at the vaginal Earmouth.
“You have, in your possession…”
“I heard ya,” I interrupt with my words and hand lifted. “I thought yer here cause of th’Kid.”
“While the sudden disappearance of your colleague is most unfortunate, our primary reason for being here today is that which we’ve already outlined.”
“Which’s givin me answers,” I state through my confused agitation.
“Wouldn’t you like to know if there truly is a God or not?” the Earmouth says with lip-smacking precision. “Or if there is indeed an afterlife? Perhaps the meaning of life? Do extraterrestrials exist? When World World III begins? When does the world end? Any answer you desire to any question you possess, we shall happily provide, and with considerable accuracy.”
I lean forward. Get in real close to Llewellyn’s face. His breath smells like a rose garden. He smiles. The Earmouth smiles.
“How bout th’Kid? Tell me wut happened t’him. S’he okay?”
Llewellyn raises his arms as the Earmouth happily says, “We’re afraid we cannot answer any questions whatsoever until the property is returned.”
I whisper, “Wut th’fuck’s it I got of yers?”
It licks its twisted lips contemptuously.
“Unfortunately,” the Earmouth commands, “our hands are tied until…” Llewellyn shrugs his shoulders and cocks his head.
Llewellyn’s eyes scoot over to the left, glancing in the Earmouth’s direction.
“I dun’ve whatever yer lookin fer,” I dismiss.
Llewellyn smugly sits upright. “Consider our offer. It will not be on the table forever.”
“And f’I dun give ya wut ya want? Wut happens then?’
A silent grin from Llewellyn. Strident lip-licking from the Earmouth. Wordless threats from the macabre attourney.
“Oh!” the Earmouth exclaims with ample relish as Llewellyn looks towards the door. “Here comes good news!”
The bandage is quickly replaced as the door behind me flings open.
“Looks like your alibi checks out,” a disappointed Detective Stone grumbles. “RTC footage confirms your bus ride at the time of the assault. You’re free to go.”
Without a breath of hesitation, I rise and glide for the exit, ignoring the business card on the table. Detective Stone stops me. Prevents release. A gargoyle perched in the doorway.
“Make sure not to leave town,” he says with disappointment barely covering a brewing rage, “in case we have any more questions for you.”
In the corner of my eye, I get a glimpse of my reflection. The Beast smiling back at me. Sobriety leaning over his shoulder, whispering madness unheard into his ear. They look at each other, then laugh with each other. Partners in mockery. Sharing a private joke.
Stone reluctantly moves aside. I make my way as quickly as possible, leaving the detective with all his aggravation and unanswered motives. I leave with aggravation and unanswered questions. Moving from one uncertainty to the next.
11. That Angelic Horror
The apartment complex pathways were burning under the hot August sun. One measly degree prevented them from becoming rivers of fire. Concrete lava. Torching all who would dare trespass.
Apartment thirty-eight’s gate of a door opened. Peter and the Kid spilt out from the contentment of centralised air conditioning and into the middle of the blazing Las Vegas day. Cockroaches, undeterred from the heat, swarmed and scattered with every hastily made step towards the parking lot. Nothing could ever stop cockroaches. Rotten kings of rotten domains.
By all accounts, The Kid’s interview with Black Widow went well. She liked him. He responded well to her questions. She never felt the need to pull her gun. He never felt afraid. She gave him a package of luxurious crystalline to redistribute. But the encounter left him bothered. Angered to his very foundation. An earthquake of fury. Knocking over the buildings of serenity he once had.
“Hurry up,” the Kid threw back at Peter, who travelled several paces slower than the young upstart.
“What’s your fucking rush?”
The question was ignored. Answers would come once distance was achieved. Respite. Confidence was required before the Kid would be willing to provide reply.
He kept the package in his hand. Out in the open. So bothered was he by his meeting that all caution was thrown to the wind. The heat. The fiery air that instantly made foreheads become water rapids. Nothing mattered except for separation from Black Widow’s apartment. The dark den of dark deeds. A disaster he risked falling into if he didn’t move fast enough.
The Kid passed a smiling neighbour. Sat on a broken lawn chair. With a broken face. One eye missing. One dozen teeth lost to decades of neglect and abuse. Thin and gaunt. Wearing gym shorts, a pool of sweat, and little else. The kind of person whose stink you could see from fifty feet away.
Normally paranoia would have chased the Kid. Would have poked and prodded him. The broken neighbour could clearly see the package in hand. He knew its origins and knew where it was headed. He knew its flavour. The Kid barely glanced back at his would-be jury of one, but it was enough to cause the man to discharge an array of laughter. Deliberate, aggressive laughter. The kind meant to cause pain. To draw attention. To fuel paranoia.
But there was no time for paranoid thoughts. No room for their growth. No seeds of doubt could be planted. The laughter was brushed off easily and dismissed. Further confirmation why leaving in a hurry was necessary. Demanded.
The Kid reached the security his parked car provided. He unlocked it and entered it long before Peter managed to cross the same finish line. Mild relief touched the Kid. He plopped the package onto the passenger’s seat and started the vehicle. Hot air blasted out from the vents. An inferno that made his environment more oven than car. He took deep breaths. Lungs scorched and purified by every inhale.
Peter finally opened the door as the Kid muted the radio. Silencing the machine before its blathering nonsense could poison ears. Peter picked up the package from the seat and planted himself in its place.
“You should be more careful with this shit,” he quipped, hiding the brown parcel under his seat.
“I don’t care,” the Kid rushed his words.
“Don’t care?” Peter added with a laugh, “This is priiiiiiimo shit.”
“Doesn’t matter, I don’t even use,” the Kid muttered while the car was put in reverse and pulled onto the road. “And I’m not gonna sell for her.”
Disappointment and confusion bubbled and brewed within Peter.
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“I am not gonna sell for her.”
The air finally began to cool. The cooler it got, the more the Kid’s attitude became enflamed.
“Why the fuck did I waste my fucking time bringing you to meet Widow if after all that fucking hassle you’re just gonna arbitrarily declare you’re not gonna fucking sell for her?”
The persuasive influence of the snake charmer fell to the wayside. Evaporated. Made irrelevant by the Kid’s betrayal. Power subdued. Violently transformed into disgust.
“Dude, that lady’s racist. I’m not gonna deal for a racist.”
“You wanna deal in Vegas, you gotta go through her. Just fucking ignore the racist shit.”
“She kept going off about President Obama, calling him the n-word. I don’t wanna have anything to do with her.”
“First off, don’t fucking sugarcoat it: she didn’t say ‘the n-word,’ she said ni…”
“Don’t you fucking say that word,” he viciously interrupted, more serious and sternly than Peter had ever seen from the young man before. “Not around me, not ever.”
“Relax. I’m not the one who fucking called him a…”
Fury and rage were in the Kid’s every heartbeat. A powder keg ready to erupt on Peter. It was recognised immediately. His snake charmer instincts kicked back in. He needed to control a situation that was about to dangerously unravel into something he didn’t want to participate in.
“Look,” Peter timidly offered, “there’s a difference between calling someone… that word and simply repeating it without any emotional context.”
“You don’t have the right to say it in any context.”
“Because I’m white? Fuck you,” Peter preached. “Language is an ever-evolving, remarkable thing. It should never be restricted or infringed. Limiting words limits their fucking evolution. What was once offensive becomes commonplace. You know how the fuck that happens? By repeating words. You ever sit and say a word over and over again until it loses its meaning? Same thing here. By saying the ‘n-word’ as a placeholder, you’re forcing someone else to create that fucking word in their head and you’re giving it power as some sort of forbidden fucking fruit. You force someone else to poison their fucking mind. But if you just say the word, you bypass any internalised sensitivity that word engenders and force an honest fucking reaction. Say it often enough, that reaction gets subdued over time. Turn on the TV during prime time and you’ll hear people saying asshole, bitch, shit, and even the occasional, oh-so-glorious fuck. This was unthinkable ten, twenty years ago. But it started by someone somewhere thinking it was okay to say it one time, then a second time, then a third… until it wasn’t an issue any-fucking-more.”
The Kid wasn’t swayed by the snake charmer’s speech. He had immunity. The offence was made. The apology nonexistent.
“It’s not the same,” the Kid asserted. “There’s history in that word, how it was used, why it was used.”
“And by not saying it, that fucking history is suddenly erased? Forgotten? I don’t fucking think so. I wasn’t going to call Obama that. I don’t ever refer to anyone with that word or any racial epithets. In this specific instance, however, I was merely going to accurately repeat what someone else had said. There is a clear fucking distinction between how I might’ve used that word and how Black Widow actually did use it. She used it as a vile, derogatory condemnation of someone based on the fucking pigment of their skin. I was just going to describe what she said without blinders. Everything in life is about context.”
The snake charmer awaited a reply that never came. Silent was the driver as the vehicle headed to its next destination. Peter scoffed and penetrated a small baggy of crystals with his long pinky nail. They flew up his nose and reinvigorated his disposition.
“What if I said faggot?” Peter courageously asked. “Is that as bad? Should I instead say the f-word?”
Hands gripped steering wheel tightly. Tighter than previously possible. Squeezing it as if it were Peter’s neck. White-knuckled anger. A rage was borne of verbal infraction.
“You watch yourself,” the Kid menaced.
Peter laughed and produced a handgun. It laid in his lap, pointed at the Kid. It did not go unnoticed. The Kid’s anger didn’t allow for panic. It was nearly do-or-die time. And he was in control of the wheel. Of their safety. Of their mutual destinies. The air became thin, frightened. Waiting to see who would make the next move in what was going to be an ugly, vicious confrontation. Outside the travelling vehicle was the burning summer, but true fire was growing within the automobile.
“Kid, you don’t know with whom you are fucking. I’ve taken you under my goddamn wing and all you’ve done to show gratitude is piss me the fuck off at every possible turn. Ignorant motherfucker, get your game up if you’re coming to me.”
Without hesitation or anxiety or a hint of trepidation, the Kid said with soft confidence, “I’m gay.”
“What?”
Surprise, not shock. Clarity, not confusion.
“Shit,” Peter lamented. His weapon disappeared as quickly as it appeared, “I didn’t, I mean… that’s fucking cool…”
Before Peter could stutter more, the Kid added, “And if you really need to know, my parents are black.”
“Shut the fuck up. You’re as white as Christmas fucking snow,” he quickly responded as the promise of additional confusion grew.
“My white parents gave me up. They didn’t want me. A black couple adopted me and became my real parents. So, while those words might not have any meaning to you, they’re hurtful and disparaging to me and my family.”
The dots connected. The picture put into focus. An understanding granted that had been missing this entire time.
“Well, fuck me running. No wonder you’re so touchy. I’m making you meet Black Widow and philosophising about language and you’re… Shit, son. Had I been previously informed of your heritage, there’s no fucking way in hell I would’ve had you meet her. She’s a crazy, garbage, racist, fucking tweaking piece of shit. I sincerely and wholeheartedly apologise for causing you any distress whatsoever.”
For the first time, the Kid relaxed. Nerves untied. Apologetic words washed away some of the discord caused by offensive ones.
“Fucking A. She’s the most racist racist I fucking know. Obviously, you’re not gonna sell for that cunt.”
“I appreciate that,” the Kid earnestly replied.
“I still stand by what I said about the word nigger, though.”
The Kid’s jaw dropped. A barrage of shock. Waves of unease. Uncomfortable. Irritation and offence returned swiftly, just as they were barely beginning to fade. Mocked by Peter’s flippant attitude. Trivialised.
“You and me,” he laughed and patted the Kid on the shoulder jubilantly, “we’re gonna be good fucking friends, kid! You didn’t even fucking flinch at my goddamn gun! You’ve got balls! I like that.”
More crystals fly up an exuberant Peter’s nostril.
“A piece of fucking advice: when you choose to be offended by something, you let it control you,” he preached further. “All you gotta do is not be offended. It’s that fucking easy. Recognise things for what they are and not react, or overreact, emotionally. That’s how you stand up to those that seek to destroy you with their words and actions. And believe me, there’s gonna be a fuck-ton of them. But you have to be better, be bigger. Don’t allow a fucking combination of consonants and vowels to hurt you. Being a white gay dude from a black family, you’re definitely gonna run into some shitty fucking people. Just ignore them, like you would a child throwing a tantrum in the middle of the goddamn grocery store. That’s how you take a real stand. Getting angry just proves people right. Empowers them. Sometimes the best way to win a battle is to not fight.”
Peter’s words somehow took root. Something was planted in the Kid’s brain. He was still too agitated and too blinded with anger to notice it at that time, but it was there. Waiting to be watered. Waiting to bloom into something that would reshape him. Carve out his future in ways he’d never planned. For the better or worse.
“We’re here,” the Kid stoically offered.
“The fuck,” Peter perplexed. “Time fucking flies when you’re having fun, huh?”
The car slowed and pulled into a dive bar’s parking lot. A nondescript place, nestled comfortably in a strip mall. A nail salon on the left. A furniture store on the right. Consumerism surrounding an escape from consumerism.
“Well, since you won’t be selling for the big Black Widow,” Peter wryly said as he grabbed the package from under his seat, “stay in the car. I’ll do this deal.”
Peter exited the vehicle, package in hand. The Kid fumed. He kept replaying Peter’s audacity and arrogance over and over again in his head. The nonchalant behaviour. He contemplated driving off right then and there. Wash his hands of Peter and Black Widow and abandon his aspirations to be a drug dealer. It wasn’t worth the risk, he thought. Wasn’t worth the degradation. Perhaps it was time to question the validity of the life choices he’d made.
Something caught his attention. Standing next to Peter, right outside the car. Six feet tall. Covered in green scales. Long, thick tail swaying in the blistering heat. A pair of horns adorning his forehead, peeking out from under large-brimmed hat. Dark sunglasses slid down to the tip of his pudgy nose, that revealed bright, yellow eyes. Black shirt and black jeans, both soaked with a healthy amount of summer moisture.
The sight of the Beast thrilled and excited the Kid. Every negative thought, every uncertainty, blown away by the most hauntingly alluring creature he had ever seen. He had to meet that creature. That angelic horror. That beautiful tragedy.
It was love at first sight in the purest sense. The first sunset ever seen. The first song ever sung. The first dessert ever tasted. The first flower ever smelled.
Peter said something that caused the Beast to look towards the car. Eyes met. The Kid melted. He became more of a person. Destroyed and rebuilt in an instant. Everything that has happened in his life was predestined to bring him to that precise moment. To bring him to the Beast. The Kid was born for the first time upon seeing him and reborn when their eyes touched.
The Beast nodded, said some words, and stood back. Peter re-entered the vehicle. He began talking to the Kid, but words faded away. Unheard. Unregistered. Every sense was aimed firmly on watching the immobile Beast.
“Who’s that?” the Kid meekly asked.
“That’s your first regular customer.”
“But I’m not gonna sell.”
“Weren’t you paying attention to a goddamn word I just said?” Peter inquired, annoyed to have to repeat himself. “As an act of contrition for you having to endure Black Widow’s racist diatribe, I’m going to set you up with her supplier, a fine gentleman by the name of Rontay, directly. That means you’ll sling much more than crystal and that you're circumventing Black Widow. You won’t have to fucking answer to anyone but yourself.”
Peter handed the reluctant Kid a wad of cash. He was empowered, touching the money. The Kid felt the Beast’s essence in every single dollar bill in his hand. He smelled the Beast. He touched the Beast. Everything was finally as it should be.
“That’s some startup money. The rest I’ll take to Widow. I’ll make up some bullshit about how it didn’t work out with you. I’ll make sure she leaves you the fuck alone. If she finds out you’re going over her fucking head and dealing on your own, she will lose her shit. Last fucking thing you want is that crazy tweaker bitch mad at you.”
The Kid remained still. The green pieces of Heaven gracing his palms distracted. A blessing. An affirmation. The beginning of something holy and righteous and stunning. Right there, he finally saw the purpose of his life: to be with that Beast.
12. The Woman in the Bathtub
One hundred eighty-four.
One hundred eighty-five.
A sparse forest of coarse, black hairs aligns my furfuraceous jaw. They pierce through the scales on cheeks and chin. Obstructively. Mould growing wild on expired fruit.
One hundred eighty-six.
One hundred eighty-seven.
The urge to complete the near-impossible task of counting every thick strand of hair on my face made perfect sense at the time of its inception. It brings peace. My meditation. If I wasn’t counting hairs, I’d be pulling them. Worrying about the Kid. Starving for substances to percolate in my veins. Fearful of feeling again. Anxious about this toothache on the right side of my mouth. Wondering who this Jerry guy is.
This is the only activity that steers my mind away from the confusing lunacy of recent times. I focus on the numbers and the numbers comfort me. I don’t even know the reason why it works but I’m thankful it does. Each digit provides a moment of clarity. The end goal an eternity away. Time well spent. A bold act of defiance against Sobriety’s taunts.
One hundred eighty-eight.
Sobriety sits in the groove on my sofa, watching television. The fiendish apparition has a large tub of popcorn in his lap. It overflows with thick, black tar. He scoops it up with one wispy hand and shovels the muck into his gaping hole of a mouth. Slurping and belching with each vile serving. His dark delicacy.
One hundred eighty-nine.
I’m in the serene safety of my bathroom, staring at myself in the mirror. Counting. Endlessly counting. I’ve run out of intoxicants. The Kid is missing. Peter isn’t answering his phone. Short of rampaging through the streets accosting every lowlife I meet in hopes of finding a half-decent poison for sale, it’s just me and Sobriety. A partnership in Hell. A promise fulfilled.
The degenerate phantom is watching a news broadcast. It’s New Year’s Day and the well-dressed idiot on the idiot box spews meaninglessness about the nonsense to look forward to at the beginning of this new year of our Lord, twenty-eighteen. New movies coming out that are the same as the ones that came out before. Which celebrities are dating, marrying, and fucking each other. Shiny, new disposable technology that will become obsolete within weeks. Meaningless, hypocritical laws going into effect. Fashion trends. And the weather. Empty fluff for an empty audience.
“Wie fühlen Sie sich?”
The ghost voice of Sobriety is all too familiar. His tone brimming with dialectic care.
“Piss off,” I scowl.
One hundred ninety.
The air inside the apartment is clear. Breathable. Mere traces of smoke exist where clouds once dominated. Mountains of garbage are now sealed in large black bags next to the front door. The stained carpet is all-the-more terrible when highlighted in glorious detail by sunlight shining through rarely opened blinds. Each stain telling a story I don’t want to hear. The faintest hint of potpourri lingering in the air.
Before I engaged in this exercise, I cleaned. Like a mad tweaker, fresh off his first high. Energetic. Thorough. Meticulous. Scrubbing every corner to sterile perfection. Eradicating any hint of dirt and dust and debris. The place is as clean and new as the day I moved in. I’ve purified it. Made it holy.
One hundred ninety-one.
“Die Zählen helfen, ja?”
“Go fuck yerself.”
Sobriety laughs his detached laugh, spitting dark slime as he guffaws. It sprinkles onto my coffee table. Tiny, black snowflakes on polished wood.
“Sei nicht unverschämt!” he loudly proclaims. “Ich bin dein Freund. Ich bin hier, um dir zu helfen!”
One hundred ninety-one.
“Und wir werden für eine sehr lange Zeit zusammen sein.”
One hundred ninety…
Sobriety cackles. I’m derailed. I break from the mirror. Rage in my eyes. Nothing in Sobriety’s.
“Leave me th’fuck alone!”
“Ich kann das nicht tun. Wir sind zusammen dabei.”
Sobriety’s laugh progressively attains weight. It shell shocks me. A concussion of laughter hits. I focus my gaze directly onto Sobriety. Attempting to channel some unknown supernatural power to destroy my translucent foe. Just one devastating look is all I need.
Nothing happens. No magical power is realised. Sobriety continues laughing, unabated.
I slam bathroom door shut with great force. Anything not nailed down rattles viciously. It echoes off the newly-cleaned walls. It echoes within my newly-annoyed disposition.
His laughter ends. The volume on the television is turned up. The perky male newscaster says something about an incoming missile warning notifying the people of Hawaii. The people are under attack, likely by North Korea. I’m under attack by this macabre poltergeist.
I look at myself in the bathroom mirror again. I’m especially ugly now. My monstrosity is grandiose. Epic. Failure, anguish, and hopeless uncertainty smeared across every crack of my face. The deeper I stare, the more I see. A visage that reflects my own defeat.
My mask is cracked. I scratch at a scale and it drops to the sink. Another scratch. Another piece of face falls to the wayside. I pull at one of my possibly-counted hairs and easily remove it, along with the portion of scaly flesh. No blood. Just disintegrating dust. Additional bits of my appearance crumble away, slowly revealing a clean, clear face underneath that is not mine.
I continue picking. The more of me that breaks away, the less of me is standing there. When I pull off the final scale and it disintegrates to dust in my hand, what remains isn’t any version of my face. It’s Peter’s, staring back at me. Smile full of misplaced arrogance.
Breathing becomes panicked. Hyper-ventilated. I blink repeatedly. Each blink slowly makes me whole again. I concentrate on each breath. Slowing it down. Normality returns to my reflection and my breathing. All traces of deterioration vanish. Peter vanishes. I’m back to my scaly self.
“Get ah grip,” I tell myself. “This’ll pass.”
My hands clutch both sides of the sink. It too is clean. Clumps of toothpaste and hair and dead scales that usually line the rim of the drain are wiped-away memories. The edge of the sink has all the standard bathroom accessories. Toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, razor. All in dire need of replacement. And for once the faucet isn’t incessantly dripping.
I feel the internal build-up of urine and shift over to the toilet. Mysterious, unscrapable black marks still crest the waterline of the porcelain bowl. I unzip and aim my scaled cock towards the clear water. I tingle all over. A rush overtakes me. Distilled green fluid streams out and splashes into the bowl. Waterfall into the lake. The pressure inside lightens. The balloon deflates. A temporary calmness comes over me. Relief.
“Chapter nineteen sure was a rough one,” she says.
The sudden appearance of a female voice doesn’t startle me. I’ve seen and heard far too many outlandish and bizarre visions to be shaken by the unusual or the sudden. No, it’s her tone that startles me. Her accent has the traits of being Russian, British, and Indian all at once. It is powerful and soothing. Husky, yet light. Regal. Rooted in strength. That calm strength is what stuns me the most.
She’s made a home in the bathtub to my immediate left. It’s not filled to the brim with water, but milk. She’s laying back comfortably in dairy liquid. A striking, slender woman. Her skin a deep, dark midnight blue. Her long hair a dark, shimmery purple. Almost black. Slicked back, staying clear of her face. Her left eye is a lush shade of green whilst the other is a rich golden hazel. She holds a loofah in her hand and is gently rubbing her skin with it. Milk squeezes out with each pass over silken legs.
She has a radiant pink gem affixed to her forehead in between her delicately curved purple eyebrows. Her nose is pierced with a similar stone on the left nostril. Her lips curve into a delicate smile. An innocent smile. A devious smile. A woman’s smile.
Penis retreats into pants. I flush and turn my attention to the bathtub occupant.
“What’d ya say?” I ask directly and impatiently.
A coyness transforms her face. Playful.
“I simply mentioned chapter nineteen. It’s a bit too on the nose if you ask me,” she says, returning my direct and impatient tone of voice. Mocking me.
The exclusively uncommon dialect she uses carries strictly unique inflexions. She inserts pauses into her sentences in places no one else would ever think to pause.
“Wut th’fuck’re ya talkin bout?”
She turns away from me and watches herself bathe. Guiding the loofah down one exposed leg. Then back up. Then back down. Her perfect, nubile blueberry breasts manage to remain completely unseen, submerged in milk.
“I’m just trying to break the ice. You look troubled.”
“Yeah, I’m troubled, lady.”
“Mhmm,” she sing-songs.
“Troubled by visions I dun understand. Seein shit I shouldn’t b’seein.”
“I see how that could be stressful,” she says, still diligently admiring her bathing handiwork.
“I’m worried bout th’Kid. I’m worried bout muh sanity. I dunno wut’s real or not anymore.”
I stop talking and watch her ignore me. The loud male broadcaster from the living room reports about the government shutting down.
“Are ya..?” I start to ask if she’s real. I start to give my preposterous hallucinations validity.
I return to the mirror and drill myself, “Why d’I keep talkin t’thins that’ren’t real?”
“Who says I’m not real?” she asks, seductively.
“Fer one thing lady, ya got blue skin. That only happens in comic books and sci-fi movies.”
“This coming from a beast..?”
The handle rattles and twists but doesn’t give way to opening. A voice barks from beyond the door. Sobriety commands in unknown German.
“Mit wer sprechen Ihnen? Wer ist sonst in dort?”
The mysterious blue woman shouts out, “Verschwinden Sie! Ihre Anwesenheit ist nicht notwendig!”
The knob ceases to convulse. Sobriety falls silent. A hush falls upon us bathroom people. I face her again.
“Ya speak German?”
“Jawohl,” she playfully replies.
I stare at the woman in the bathtub. Mesmerised by her concentrated beauty. A foreign, unfamiliar idea strikes me. I envision her beckoning me. I plunge into the bathtub on top of her. Milk overflowing and splashing all over the bathroom floor. My forked tongue sliding against the black moles hidden in the blue flesh of her neck. Then savouring the taste of her sweet tongue. Her delicate hands sliding over my scales, healing me with every pass. A claw slipping ever-so-gently into the succulent slit between her legs. My tail thrashing against the shower walls. Her legs kicking, breaking tiles and knocking over bottles of shampoo and soap. Her moans. My grunts. Fluid spilling. Milk inside milk.
She smiles, bringing me back from the brink. Her blue cheeks redden a little, almost as if she knew the details of my sordid daydream. Almost as if she intentionally caused those thoughts.
“S’now wut?” I brazenly ask.
“Now hand me a towel… and no peaking. I expect gentlemanly behaviour.”
I turn from her and grab a dirty, distressed towel from the shelving inside the wall. In my manic cleaning session, I forgot to do laundry. I’m ashamed of this towel. Ashamed to hand something so dirty to someone to clean. I’m ashamed of myself. Being so dirty around someone so clean. I exhale my shame, open the towel, and present the towel to no one.
Gone. Vanished. Disappeared to the same ether all my visions eventually go to. Fist is clenched. Claws tear a hole in the towel. I release in frustration. Towel falls to the bathroom floor. I follow suit and fall to the bathroom floor.
Emotions seize me. Wrap around me warmly. Caressing my mind, bringing about lost opportunities long forgotten. Reminding me of all my many regrets. Happier days flash before me. Better days. Transience. When I was younger. Sure of myself. I had energy in abundance. Things didn’t hurt so intensely. Things weren’t so fragile. I could do no wrong.
Heartbreaking nostalgia smacks me across the face. Friends long gone. Hopes long dead. The Kid missing and presumed dead. Good times and carefree notions that exist no more. I used to be confident in life, so sure of myself. Uncertainty is the only certainty now as I march towards the end of my calendar.
I should jus end it all.
It is not the first time suicide has crept into my mind. It is a permanent fixture deep within. This thought is usually a fleeting one. One easily dismissed by injected solutions. Not this time. Dreams and circumstance have pushed me onto a sober path. A path I never wanted. A path for fools who don’t hunger for anything greater.
I imagine the bliss of letting go of this barely-living world. The meaningless struggle. The constant stream of disappointments. The gruelling fact that nothing will ever get any better, no matter what I do or say. 
Democracy across the globe is faltering as each new populist tyrant is installed. Climate change is devastating the planet and time to reverse the effects is soon running out. Anti-vaxxers are causing nearly-extinct viruses to once again ravage populations. And people continue to let this happen. Happy frogs watching contently as the water boils around them.
I don’t want to fight anymore. I’m don’t have much in common with this world anymore. Not sure I ever did. I’m tired in every sense of the word. Beautiful nothingness and I have understood each other on an intimate level. I have always been close to it. Witnessed others succumb to it. And knocked on its front door many times myself. That door never opened though. Now I want to obliterate that fucking door.
“Wann kommen Sie von dort heraus?”
Sobriety. The cold voice calls out from beyond bathroom door. The television newsman behind him rants about the “Biggest Dow Jones drop in history.” More bad signs of bad times.
“Warum lachen Sie? Was ist lustig?”
I laugh. I leap to my feet with great fury. Before I leave this world, I’m going to make damn sure to put Sobriety in his place, once and for all. I fling open the door with such weight it crashes into the other side of the wall.
My voice booms out with even greater force, “I dun speak fuckin German!”
Standing in front of me is the blue-skinned woman. An unintended recipient of my brutal shouting.
“I hardly think that’s something worth throwing a temper tantrum about,” she jokes.
Her unyielding tone stuns me once again. I am subdued. I am calmed.
She is dry and clothed. Wearing a white shirt with puffy sleeves and tight, brown trousers. Something evocative of a Shakespearian play. Her hair hangs elegantly down to the tip of her shoulders.
“Here,” she says, taking my monstrous hand with her sainted one. It’s soft and exquisite to touch. Exactly as I imagined it to be.
She leads me to the living room. Sobriety is nowhere to be seen. I’m eased onto the couch. Into my comfortable groove. She sits beside me. Her hand caresses mine. Gentle and warm. My heart skips a beat. Her touch induces tranquillity throughout my spirit. In that moment of contact, all negativity is dissipated. Suicidal thoughts are absent. A smile grows within and struggles its way to my mouth.
“Things aren’t so bad. Look…”
She gestures to the television. The perky male broadcaster is all smiles. Wearing his blue suit and a pink tie with hearts on it. His welcoming eyes. His friendly smile.
“Happy Valentine’s Day,” she says to me, softly kissing the back of my hand.
Tranquillity spreads out from the point of contact and races up my arm. My cold blood warms. The body stops hungering. Tooth stops aching. Mind stops racing. The noise and chaos that plagues my every waking moment take a backseat. Anticipation, anxiety, worry, all locked away from me. Unreachable. There is only this moment right here, right now. Sitting on the sofa with a beautiful person under the fluorescent glow of a television screen. What normal, happy people must feel like.
“Valentine’s? But it’s New Year’s…”
She smiles affectionately and whispers, “Time flies, whether you’re having fun or not.”
The blue-skinned woman stares deep into the windows of my soul. She’s giving me something that has no words. We share a heavenly slice of silence.
“I’ve got a great playlist you should listen to. I think it’ll help you out.”
Her hand withdraws. She rises from the couch and slowly vanishes into thin air, before my eyes. Faded out of existence. Evaporated.
I sit in solitude, anticipating Sobriety’s reappearance. My expectation of his triumphant return isn’t fulfilled. It’s not like him to be gone this long, not when I’m alone. My eyes canvas the sparkling, clean living room. I am alone, for the first time in a long time. Alone and at peace.
I watch the newsman on the screen grow solemn.
“This, uh… just in,” he stresses. “We’re getting reports of an active shooter at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. We don’t have the full details yet, but there are already reports of casulti…”
Remote control finds itself in my hand. Talon fingernail finds itself on the power button. Silence embraces my living room.
A cold unease begins to replace my feelings of harmonious contentment.
My Thanksgiving Day Uber driver’s voice appears out of nowhere, softly reminding me, “Too much guns.” Softly bringing me back down from whatever cloud of enlightenment I might’ve almost reached. Back into the dark, damp trenches. Where I belong. Where I’ve always belonged.
I rise and return to the sanctity of my bathroom. My reflection greets me. It winks, knowingly.
One.
Two.
Three.
Four…
13. Green
Here they are. My people. My brothers and sisters. My true family. The dirty. The sick. The hungry. The ignored. The forsaken. We bound by the truest of experiences. All us remarkable disasters come together to take communion in a dispensary.
Legal cannabis. I never thought I’d live to see the day. After years of misinformation. Trite explanations. The echoes of William Randolph Hearst, Richard Nixon, and Harry Anslinger. Bullshit like “Reefer Madness” and gaslit slogans stating “marijuana is a gateway drug.” All finally rendered irrelevant. The voice of the people finally heard.
To be fair, they were right about it being a gateway drug. After lying and exaggerating for decades the so-called dire consequences of consuming marijuana they unintentionally made it a gateway drug. Their DARE classes and anti-drug commercials lamented the destruction to your life if you took even one single solitary puff. They’d earnestly equate a herb less harmful than alcohol to heroin and PCP.
Then you get a contact high from someone smoking pot nearby or you try it yourself from a smiling friend who looks nothing like the lost souls from those warnings. Then you get high. You smile. You laugh. You get hungry. You fall asleep. None of the promised ills come to pass. That’s where the flimsy storytelling unravels. That’s where you realise you were lied to. And if they lied to you about marijuana, then they must’ve lied about all the other drugs, too. The gateway opened and eventually walked through.
Cannabis is still not legal nationally, but right here in fabulous Las Vegas, we’ve legalised weed. Ganja. Grass. Pot. Herb. Marijuana. Green. The Devil’s lettuce. First, it was legal only for the sick and dying, now it’s legal for the rest of us who’re sick and dying a little more slowly. We’ve joined the ranks of Washington, Colorado, Oregon, California. The hazy West Coast.
A variety of people wearing green in celebration of St. Patrick’s Day pack the store, scouring over samples. 
Sardines slipping around each other. Smelling the sweet aroma of what was once illicit. What was once feared. They look over cookies, beverages, lozenges, popcorn, wax, gummies, chocolate bars, oil, and of course, leafy buds of cannabis. Gleeful children in a candy store.
There are medical patients who need medicine. Burnt-out hippies who need memories reawakened. Gangbangers who need escape. College kids who need experience. Giddy tourists who need to “sin.” Junkies who need a fix. And drunks who need a replacement. All united by a hunger that aches from within.
And there’s me, a Beast who needs to feel nothing. I require numbness. My usual anaesthetic is unobtainable with both the Kid and Peter missing in action. Cannabis is the next best thing. Two months of stone-cold sobriety are too much for one man to handle. Too demanding.
The dispensary has signs on the walls:
One Free Joint of Green Crack With Every Fifty Dollar Purchase!
This is how they capitalise on the Irish holiday. They know, as well as I, a good number of today’s patrons are alcoholics fighting to stave off the bottle. Watching common men drink themselves to oblivion whilst being unable to touch a drop themselves. Looking for a substitute intoxicant. Same as me.
I won’t drink, though. I refuse to become a drunk. Drunks are the worst kinds of people. Unwarranted confidence. Unfiltered disposition. Unnecessarily loud. Unpleasant at every stage of consumption. But cannabis, safer for the body and mind than any alcoholic beverage, is at the buffet for all to enjoy.
Two round gentlemen in loud, green striped t-shirts vacate a large counter ahead of me. Tweedledee and Tweedledum. They hobble off to another display, allowing me to drift into the vacated opening before someone else can. Littering the top of the fake wooden counters are dozens of small, transparent jars. Secured to the counter to prevent theft. Removable lids for sampling the sweet smell of the nuggets contained within. Each with clever brand names like Girl Scout Cookies, Smurf Balls, and Kushed to Death.
I’m asked “Do you have any questions about our selection?” by some young man. A beanpole of a person. Slender and tall. Towering almost a foot above me. Green polo shirt loosely draped over his thin frame. Jeans so tight they hide no secrets. Tattooed sleeves of red roses and scantily clad women. Eyes humourously red.
“No,” I grumble. “I’m ah professional.”
“If you decide you need anything, just grab any one of us. Okay?”
He tosses me a timid smile and wanders off, leaving me to my own devices. He and his coworkers all look exactly like what you’d imagine dispensary workers to look like: young Millennials, facial piercings, funky hair colours and styles, tattooed, and of course lightly stoned.
Some wander around, assisting customers. Some are locked behind thick, bulletproof glass. Bank tellers. Protecting a vault full of green. All wearing bright green polos. I can’t discern whether the attire is for the holiday or if it’s their regular, required uniform.
Music playing overhead sounds like a poor man’s mash-up of the Doors and Bob Marley. Modern-day musical interpretations of the good ol’ days. Back to days of free love that weren’t really that free. Days where getting caught with a single joint was a life sentence. Days when weed was much less potent than what’s in this store today. Romanticised ideology that gets sweeter and more distorted the older we get.
Marijuana infuses the air with its strong aroma. With its assurances. It soothes. It refreshes. The instant you walk in and that smell hits you, you’re embraced. Gone is the forbidden skunk smell of dark bedrooms and back alleys. This is a licensed smell. No more secret parking lot liaisons. No more looking over your shoulder. Order from the menu and take home what you need. Fast food.
My toothache brings itself to the next level. It goes from a mild irritant to an earthquake. It rattles. It vibrates. It sends out throbbing reminders of years of insufficient dental hygiene. Rampant, stone-cold sobriety only intensifies my anguish.
I nearly fall over. I nearly curse the Heavens. Icepick stabs deep into my jaw. Tears well up in my eyes. Mouth falls open and drool nearly escapes. I’m braced on the side of the counter. The rotund Alice in Wonderland pair return.
“Hey pal, you okay?” the shorter, moustached one asks.
Pointed cannabis leaves are intricately carved into each tile of the tile flooring. Each pointed end stabs my mouth. Jabs it repeatedly. Mercilessly.
Deep breaths pump me back to my feet. I use my tail to keep balance as jackhammers continue penetrating my cancerous tooth. Destroying concrete. Digging for oil.
“I’m fine,” I fabricate.
“You don’t look so hot,” the older, slightly taller, slightly less round one states.
“Jus lost muh balance’s all.”
Placated, the round twins depart. More deep breaths turn my body back to the display. Both hands on the counter. Head drooped. Vicious pounding inside my mouth. The kind of pounding that can only be felt while sober. Tooth has come to life and is trying desperately to relieve itself from the confines of my jaw.
I hear a faint, reptilian sound underneath the music. Hissing. Slithering. Some cadre of unwanted creatures howling and crawling out from the deep. From the lowest level of Hell. Creeping towards me with a parishioner’s zeal.
“Sir?” the Bean Pole returns, likely alerted of my discomforted situation by Tweedledee and Tweedledum. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” I blurt out, eyes locked on marijuana samples instead of acknowledging the faux concern in Bean Pole’s eyes. “I…”
One marijuana strain on the counter catches my eye. Lush and rich in colour. Vibrantly green, with hints of blue and purple. The placard under it reads:
Jerry’s Special Blend
Pain vanishes. Mind focuses. Claw points.
“Wut’s th’story with this one?”
“Ahh, we just got that in,” he warmly smiles. “I haven’t tried it yet, but I hear it’s life-changing.”
“Life-changin…” I hesitate. “Who’s Jerry?”
A shrug.
“Who’s Jerry?” I insist.
“I dunno, man,” he laughs nervously. “I don’t name them, I just work here.”
The morsel mocks. The nugget taunts. Small and unassuming, its name gives its motive away. The name that’s been plaguing me for months. The destination all roads seem to be leading to.
The Ganesh’s tattoo. The reflection’s origami note. The Kid’s advice. All come to a head in this moment of lucidity.
Jerry.
“I’ll take some of this one.”
“Okay, cool! Are you a medical patient?”
“No.”
The Bean Pole guides me to the longer of two lines. He roams off, leaving me behind someone obscured under a green hoodie. The shorter line to the right is for medical marijuana cardholders. Faster service and cheaper taxes await them. Mine moves at a snail’s pace. Carved stone effigies in a single-file line.
My tooth reawakens from its all-too-brief nap. Makes itself known. Gentle waves of pain hitting the beach. The tide coming in. Each wave larger than the one preceding it. Each accompanied by a faint hissing sound.
Throbbing tooth shakes my head. My vision goes blurry. My thoughts go blurry. I’m dizzy. Nauseous. Frozen pain crawls up the right side of my face. Time stands still. The slithering things are just beyond the corner.
“Hey, don’t I know you?” a voice breaks through.
Not ah fan, not now…
“You know Peter, right? You’re Peter’s friend. Peter Henderson?”
A vague familiarity with this voice. I defeat my vision. Strain hard as hell to see properly. Green hood in front of me slowly comes into focus. It’s facing me. Skin greasy and shiny.
“Shit, man. I thought they got you, too!”
“Who… who’re ya?” I barely manage.
“Man, you know me.” He says a name that rings no bells. “You know me as Weasel.”
The wretch. The leech. The sort of opportunistic person I loathe to loathe. Blatant degenerate. Drifting from scheme to scheme. His love of drugs comes from a place I know nothing about or care to know anything about. His desire to be high trumps all notions of etiquette. Derelict in every possible sense of the word.
Pain subdues as blurriness decreases. Sure as shit, it’s Weasel in front of me. Rotted, scabby face shrouded by a celebratory green hood. Skin picked at so much and so often that scabs look like scales. Almost matching mine.
“Oh,” I don’t bother hiding my displeasure in running into him. “Wut happened t’Peter?”
“I was about to ask you that! After that kid got killed, the cops went after Peter.”
“Th’Kid might not b’dead,” pain makes talking a tortured exercise. “We dunno if…”
“Aw, shit. That’s right! You’re the one who found his hand, huh? What was that like? Seeing that shit?”
The Kid’s pale severed hand in a bloody pool flashes before my eyes. The smell of old copper flashes before my nose. His sweet face in anguish flashes before my heart.
I hadn’t thought about the Kid in a while. Sobriety has been usurping my time. Withdrawals have commandeered my movements. Not actual withdrawals. Not what you see in made-for-TV movies enhanced for dramatic effect. I don’t shake. I don’t dump truckloads of tears onto my pillow. I don’t get “dope sick.” I simply start feeling again. Pain. Temperature. Something resembling emotions. With the veneer of numbness flicked away, all that remains is feeling. Horrible, unnecessary feeling.
“Ya said th’cops got Peter?”
“Yeah, man. They took him in for questioning or ssome bullshit. Haven’t seen or heard from him sssince. I think they killed him.”
Hissing gets louder. Overpowering the amalgamation of weed-inspired musical genres.
“Wut?”
Weasel picks at his face more. His skin tone is greener than I remember. Disgusting. Ophidian.
“Trump,” he whispers cautiously, “sssaid he’sss gonna ssstart killing drug dealerssss.”
“That’sn’t…” I struggle. “He can’t d’anythin like…”
His nose is flattened to nonexistence. Ears gone. No sloppy hair peeking out from under the hood. Face almost completely fractured. Shattered. He continues picking at it. The more he picks, the more it changes. Turning more green. Slimier. Scalier.
“I heard it on the newssss, yo! SSSSomething about being insssspired by what they do in Portugral or Philippinessss or ssssssome country with a P. And I sssssstill got ssssssome ssssssshit I gotta ssssssssell. I’m ssssssscared ssssssshitlesssssssss.”
Weasel continues spewing words. Hissing them with a long, thin tongue. His teeth tiny and pointed. His words join the sound of encroaching monstrosities seething forth from regions unknown.
Tooth in my mouth is on the verge of detonating. Exploding. Firecrackers of pain growing alongside the oppressive aural displeasures surrounding me.
“Ssssssssssssssssssss…”
His head is completely serpentine. Gone is any trace of his humanity. A deep, dark green. Mouth extremely wide and smiling so hard it bleeds. Eyes black and without merit. Without meaning. Without hope.
He’s not alone. Every single body in the dispensary is now snake-like. Customers, employees. Normal, human bodies topped with man-sized snake heads. They all hiss and buzz at one another in conversation. Viper hands scaled and green and clawed like mine. They truly have become my people. Even the music has become herpetological.
My tooth finally explodes. I’m on knees. Knocked down by a semi-truck. The battle is lost. I have no other choice but to howl out in pain. A blood-curdling scream met not with questions of concern, but with a ceaseless stream of hissing. They are satisfied by my pain. I am in the snake pit, unable to decide if I am their meal or their king.
A blinding white light overwhelms the area. Silencing the serpent beasts. Making mutes of them all. The source standing in the opened doorway, bathed in even more white light. Beams of Heaven. Nirvanic glows.
It is an older Caucasian man with a white beard that ends slightly above his waist. Face gaunt, yet friendly. Green robes with gold trim. Matching bishop’s hat. A long, gold staff in his right hand that reaches from the floor up to his face. Curved at the top into a spiral.
He glides towards me, this St. Patrick. Floating. Hovering past terrified vipers and dragons. Lighter than air. They recoil from him in unison. The Red Sea parting.
The Apostle of Ireland is mute. Silent and holy. Venerable as he closes in. His hand touches my shoulder. Weasel and his snake companions flee as I’m lifted to my feet. Tooth still damning me to nihility. Rendering me unable to do anything other than feel pain. To be pain, personified.
St. Patrick produces a glowing, green clover from under his robe and places it on my cheek. It dissolves into me. The leaf and I become one and the pain withers. Shrivels. It becomes a horrific memory.
He pounds his staff loudly. Violently. The sound produced smashes into the litany of snake people, knocking them down. They writhe on the floor, unable to use their limbs. Fallen dominoes.
A second pound of the staff rocks the entire establishment. Shaking the products, the walls, the things slithering around on their bellies. An earthquake of religious proportions.
St. Patrick bangs his staff a third and final time. This one causes the blinding white light to be truly blinding. I can see nothing but white. Pure nothingness. Untainted nonexistence. Limbo. An immiserating vacuum, devoid of the solidity darkness provides. Colourless.
A blast of cold, March air blasts me in the face. The impeccable whiteness dissipates as suddenly as it appeared. Dark swabs of grey cotton line the sky. The promise of rain overhead. I’m outside the dispensary away from homespun nightmares. An alien in foreign lands again.
My only companion in this parking lot is an “authentic Mexican experience” food truck. Happily ready to serve tacos to every pot-induced growling stomach that passes. No snakes. No St. Peter. No pain.
I fumble at the large, white Ziploc sort of envelope in my hand. Hurriedly, I open the envelope. Stuffed inside is an ounce of cannabis. A white label on the side of the package in the package warmly reads “Jerry’s Special Blend.”
Envelope is zipped and secured in my trench coat. It’s time to see what answers “Jerry’s Special Blend” has. The anvils at the ends of my legs lurch me forward. Away from the dispensary filled with slithering nightmares and towards home. Making sure to constantly break my mother’s back with every decisive step on the pavement.
14. Nothing Amazes
He beats his hands on the table. Rhythmically. To music unheard. His own drummer. Palmed percussion bangs out from the steel table and bounces off the walls of the interrogation room. Where boredom lurks in corners. Where intimidation lingers in the air. Peter’s having none of it.
His military-style buzzcut is prickled with beads of sweat. Meth-fueled movements coupled with an intimidating lack of air conditioning bring his body temperature up. But the hotter he gets, the calmer he becomes. A little sweat never bothered him. Peter throws his whole body into his drumming. His concert for an audience of none. He’s on the main stage. Playing the hits. Top of his game.
Peter thrashes. He bangs. Eyes closed performing a drum solo for the ages. Time itself stands still to watch his magnificence. He’s in the zone. The idea of pacing around the room, of picking his teeth in the large mirror behind him, of taking take a nap, of overthinking himself into a panic about why exactly he was brought in in the first place, all eradicated by his rapturous musicality. This drumming is all that matters.
So into his flowing percussive expression, he didn’t notice Detective Stone enter. Sitting across from Peter. Amused and annoyed. Intrigued and ready for the concert to end. Face clean-shaven. Clothes freshly ironed. Gun secured in belt holster. A man prepared for a long day. Made longer by every beat.
Stone clears his throat after a minute. An eye opens and sees the detective, only to close again and rejoin the performance. A momentary witnessing. Audience of one has finally arrived.
The beleaguered detective tries again. A forceful clearing of the throat. A signal to stop. A demand to stop. It’s lost amongst the palm-smacking and knuckle-beating.
Stone acquiesces. Leans back in the metal chair. Begins shifting through his file folder brimming with typed-up possibilities and photographic remnants.
Peter’s breathing becomes intense. More than before. Panting. He leans forward. This is the moment. This is the crescendo. All his might and all his fury hammered relentlessly onto the instrument before him. Rapid-fire. Machine gun notes. He is twinkling. He is blurry. Two hands in unison bang down on the table three times.
THUD!
THUD!
THUD!
And he’s done. The concert is finished. The song is over. There will be no encore. Two triumphant hands shoot up in the air. Two dilated pupils shoot out at the unimpressed detective.
“And the audience goes fucking wild!” Peter exuberantly shouts.
Peter falls back to relaxation, catching his breath. Recovering from his achievement. He pinches the front of his one-size-too-large t-shirt and fans himself with it. The aloof detective Stone clears his throat a third time. Getting the last word.
“You done?”
“Yeah, I’m done.” Peter wipes sweaty success from his forehead. “You didn’t like it?”
“Seen a lot of things in this room, never anyone doing that.”
Peter inspects his hands. They glow with soreness. Pain well earned.
“Well, fuck man. I had to do something since you had me waiting for so fucking long.”
“I apologise for that,” Stone lies. “I had a few other matters to attend to.”
“Oh, I’m sure you did.”
“Sorry?” he feigns.
The musician goes to sleep. The snake charmer awakens. His eyes canvas the ceiling and the lights embedded within.
“I know the fucking routine, man. Keep them waiting so they can get nervous. Turn the fucking AC off to get them uncomfortable. Make them wanna get the fuck out of this room as quickly as fucking possible that they’ll admit to anything.”
Stone is unphased at the uncovering of his strategy.
“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t use that kind of language,” he avoids.
“Oh, shit! I’m so fucking sorry. I figured a man of your…” Peter pretends to struggle, using his hand in circular motions in the air to somehow generate the next word, “..experience would be accustomed to a little salty language. I’ll do my best to curb any further colourful metaphors, Detective..?”
“Stone,” he begrudgingly confesses.
“Stone,” Peter grins. The master manipulator is in full control of the situation. As he intended. He allows his eyes to meet Stone’s. First contact. “A pleasure to meet you. I’m Peter, but you already know that. Probably have a neat, little file all about me. Am I right? Is that it there? Can I see it?”
Detective Stone does his best to regain his position of authority. He sits up. Adjusts his posture. Appearing larger than he is. Peter recognises every action before Stone is even aware he’s made it. A rehearsed act.
“I gotta ask, are you on drugs right now? Cause you’re pretty talka…”
Peter interrupts urgently, “Oh! I almost forgot: lawyer.”
Stone leans back.
“What do you need a lawyer for? We’re just having a nice chat.”
“Great,” confident and sure of himself Peter adds, “My lawyer loves nice chats.”
“How well do you know…”
Another interruption. This one sung loudly and out-of-key.
“Laaaawyeeeer!”
“Can you at least tell me where you were on the night of December twenty-seventh, between seven and ten?”
Peter thinks.
“Oh, in that case,” eyes roll back to the top of his head, “Three days ago? I think I was… lawyer.”
Corners of the snake charmer’s mouth curl upward. He knows every trick. Every tactic. Crystalline confidence pulsates through his veins. Empowering his every action. Nurturing his every word.
“Are you guilty of something you’d need a lawyer for?”
Peter is offended. The audacity of Detective Stone. The gall.
“Come on, Detective. Don’t use your common man B.S. on me. ‘Only guilty people need lawyers’,” he mocks. “Don’t insult my intelligence or yours. I know the game. I know how you guys operate.”
“You do?” Stone sees an opening. “I find that surprising. You don’t have a record. Not so much as a parking ticket, but why would you? A smart guy like you would never get caught slinging that meth, right?”
Stone’s words delight Peter. Replenish his soul. Cast offence out the window. Lighten his burden. Strengthen his resolve.
“That’s better,” Peter relishes. “A compliment. Some facts. An accusation of a crime. I can tell by the end of this we’re going to be very close.”
“Why wait?” Stone shrugs.
“Good things come to those who wait,” Peter coyly says. The trap is set.
Stone reclines in his seat. “No, let’s get to know each other. Tell me about yourself.”
“If you just look around you,” Peter quips a nonanswer, “you’re gonna see what I say.”
The aggravated detective defiantly crosses his arms. His head cocks to the side. His eyebrows raise. His face demands Peter speak.
The bait has been taken. Quickly. Earnestly. The snake charmer smirks. Peter lets his arms rest on the back of his chair, open and inviting.
“Let me tell you about yourself,” Peter quietly urges. “Stop me if I get any of his wrong, okay? You’ve lived a long, difficult life. You’re in your mid-forties, closer to fifty than forty. Unmarried. There’s no Mrs Stone at home to greet you after a long and arduous day solving crimes. You’re one of the very few of your peers who’s not a white supremacist, but you hide that fact in your day-to-day interactions. You politely smile as they spew racial epithets with ease. And you love the law. The law’s been there for you. It makes sense to you. It provides structure and meaning to an otherwise droll and unfulfilled life. I hate to break it to you, and I’m glad you’re sitting down for this, but the law is a house of cards.”
“Is that so?”
“Well, I do have a more appropriate way of describing it…”
“I’m sure you do,” Stone smugly adds, talking over Peter.
“..but polite conversation dictates a more poetic description.”
Peter serves the appetiser. The warm-up act. He sees Stone unknowingly eating it up. Subconsciously infiltrated.
“Of course someone like you would say that about the law,” Stone confronts.
Detective Stone straightens in his seat. Feeling empowered. He thinks he knows Peter now. Stone’s got his number. The smugness on his face is chemically-induced. The confidence manufactured. Before him is a smarmy drug dealer and addict who’s luck so far in never being apprehended has empowered him. Goaded him into faux certainty.
“Someone like me?” asks Peter. “Someone aware of the world and how it functions? ‘Woke’ as the kids say?”
Stone leans in. “A druggie degenerate.” Malice and wrath dripping from the words.
“Drugs… Drugs are the pulse of the world unseen. You cops do drugs. It’s no secret that cocaine and steroids run rampant in police departments like this one. Confiscated pleasures that never find their way to the evidence locker. You’re not a man who dabbles in the uninventoried, but I guarantee you you know exactly which of your cohorts do. It’s the hypocrisy of your job. Some cops don’t use turn signals and run red lights. Others happily consume the very thing they’ve ruined someone else’s life over. And laugh about it.”
The rug hasn’t quite been pulled out from under the detective, but he feels it shift. His years of serving in the police force have indeed made him witness all that Peter’s mentioned. On many occasions. Instead of fighting the power, Stone’s remained silent. Complicit.
“Guilt eats away at you. I see it. You’re likely a man who smoked his fair share of pot back in the day, then arrested a good number of people for committing the same ‘crime.’ Now it’s legal. You didn’t think that would happen. I bet you secretly sighed a huge sigh of relief the day legalisation came into effect, whilst your cohorts raged that they could no longer make easy arrests over the harmless act of possessing a plant.”
Rug shifts more. The snake charmer. The cult leader. Scintillating words. Unvarnished truth pouring out his mouth. A fountain. Revelations. Stone is lulled into silently listening. Peter has him right where he wants him.
“That is why the law is a house of cards. Stacked high by those in power who never have to see the consequences of their actions. Generals of a war started by wallets bigger than you or I will ever know. Money creates laws. Laws that oppress and dispossess the poorest amongst us, moreso anyone of a darker skin pigment. Marijuana was illegalised because of a hatred of Mexicans. Cocaine because of blacks. Opium because of Asians. And here you are, a man of the law, who follows orders due to some misplaced sense of duty. All you’re doing is fattening the fat cats who don’t care about you. Who will never even know your name when you’re gone.”
The main course. Peter’s head twitches. A wrinkle appears on his forehead just under his hairline. It becomes a line that wraps all the way around, connecting in a full circle. His forehead opens up. The lid of a cookie jar. Something festers within. Dozens of somethings.
“You know I’m right. You feel it in your bones every single day. Yet you carry on. That, my friend, is the failure of the law. A poison of helpless awareness. You know that the second amendment was written hundreds of years ago to help control the slave population and yet you probably proudly display a ‘#vegasstrong’ bumper sticker on your run-down car. You know the limits of freedom of speech and use it to your advantage every chance you get. Freedom to assemble? Sure, only in permitted  assembly areas. The Constitution is rife with the same hypocrisy you bear silent witness to every day.”
The swarming things inside Peter’s mind begin to ripple out. Tarnec beetles. Clear bodies already brimming full of Peter’s imagination. Of his ideas. Of his thoughts. His blood. His essence. The brainstorm crawls out. Dozens become hundreds. An army of infections. They cover his face as they prepare to traverse his body.
The rug under Detective Stone no longer exists. Not pulled out from under him. Eradicated completely.
“The Bible’s another one,” his voice rings out through facial infestation. “Rules and laws made up by sheepherders and kings and politicians and liars and child molesters, all in an effort to control the thoughts and actions of the feeble-minded and people too scared of life to live it. The hypocrisy of that thing! ‘Thou shalt not kill’ championed by those who eat meat. ‘Thou shalt not covet’ by those who purchase goods they don’t need. Eating lobster and wearing polyester while admonishing gay people. And the beauty of that book is that it’s up for interpretation, so any fool can read it and carve his own belief structure into it, not from it.”
A throng of tarnecs continue to emerge from Peter’s head. Drenching him completely. Covering him with the things. But not for long. They travel down his body, using it as a bridge to get to their intended target: a silent, immobile Detective Stone. Tarnecs stretch across the table and begin making their way up the statuesque constable. Up his feet. Up his legs. Up his torso. They empty from Peter’s mind and mobilise all over Stone’s body.
“But what can one man do? Fight City Hall? No, you bury yourself in your meaningless work. Hoping each new case that finds its way to your desk will stave off this bitterness. But it doesn’t, does it? You’ve reached the age where nothing amazes anymore. Nothing wows. You’ve seen it all. Done it all. If you do happen to encounter something new, previous experience teaches you to regard it with contempt, because it’ll just go bad, like everything else. There is no silver lining to every cloud. There is just the cloud. Dark, stormy, grey. I’m sure you have some trifling thing outside the law that gives you peace but you know that too will one day sour.”
The main course is fully served. The tarnecs now completely cover Detective Stone, leaving Peter back to his pure, uncovered form. His lid closes, completing his return to normality. The snake charmer bends forward. Smile bigger and brighter than the sun in the sky.
Several of the beetles jam their chainsaw jaws into the soft, pink, inviting flesh of Stone’s body. Every open bit of skin has tarnec flags planted deep within. Once inserted, they pump sweet cargo out from their bodies and into his. Insemination. Impregnation.
“Life truly is pointless, isn’t it, Detective Stone? You grow older, you grow more isolated. Your home is an empty home. Your job a meaningless exercise in futility. Everything in between is vapid and fruitless. There’s nothing but disappointment to look forward to. Any belief in God was ruled out long ago after seeing so many horrendous, ungodly acts committed by man against his fellow man. Why do you continue to fight? Why hold on to the law so dearly? It, too, will abandon you, like so many other things before it.”
Those tarnecs who’ve completely emptied their sacs into the accepting detective wither and dry up. Their carcasses fall to the ground and disintegrate into puffs of dust. Ashes. More and more fall by the wayside, having finished their task. Eventually, the stationary detective is whole again. Uncovered, in every way a person can be. Mentally naked. Vulnerable.
Stone’s eyes roll back. Fluttering. He’s being changed from within. Awakened and put to sleep at the same time. It’s time for dessert. The crescendo.
“I don’t feel empty and alone as you do. I am unburdened by the concerns and worries that plague your daily life and your foolish adherence to the law. I awake every morning with a smile on my face. Every day is an opportunity to achieve glory and believe me, I achieve that glory. I feel emotions in their purest form. See things in their purest light while your eyes are only filled with guilt! I hear music in pure silence, while you only hear shame! I am as whole and free and contented as a child who’s never known pain or death or a single whisper of suffering.”
Peter, the cult leader, the snake charmer, the master manipulator, stands proudly. Lording over his prey. Taking the higher ground. He towers over Stone physically and psychologically.
Every unarmed black man that’s ever been ruthlessly gunned down. Every person wasting their lives in prison for possessing the tiniest baggy of escapism. Every woman locked up for selling her body as she chooses to. They all fuel Peter’s fire. Pure rage hurls downward at his victim. Revenge for all the wrong-doings by all men of the law. He shouts. He spits. This is the final movement of his grand symphony. His masterstroke.
“You asked me if I’m on drugs. I am drugs! I am the heartbeat of this city! The back alley fever. The intoxicating redeemer. I am the crack in the pavement. The exception to the rule. The holiest of unholies. I am Jesus! I am Buddha! I am Muhammed! I am Vishnu! I am the wolf in wolf’s clothing. I am the hand that topples your house of cards! Your life will never come close to the awe and magnificence that mine experiences every single day of my life. You know I’m right. You feel it. I am the freedom you dream of when you desperately clutch your cold blanket at night. I am everything you despise and everything you envy. Your life is empty in comparison! Meaningless! The only way you’ll ever find relief is in death. That’s how you can finally attain peace. You take that gun, put it in your mouth, and pull the fucking trigger!”
Detective Stone, guilt-ridden eyes full of tears desperate for escape, whispers in a haunted tone, “Oh, Jerry.”
Without further hesitation, Stone’s quivering, earthquake hand goes to gun. Gun goes to mouth.
BANG!
Brains go to wall.
Stone’s body falls to the laminated flooring. Peter, bemused, falls back to his chair. Pyrrhic victory in hand.
“Oh shit,” he whispers to himself in disbelief, “he actually did it.”
The door behind him busts open. Half a dozen men in uniform storm in. Two, weapons drawn, slam Peter up against the wall. The remaining officers investigate Stone’s lifeless body.
“He fucking did it!” Peter laughs. Triumphantly. Maniacally.
15. A Magnificent Rotting Tree
This trek through desert paradise has lasted a grievous eternity. Behind me a long trail of footprints and tailprints leading back to oblivion. Dots and dashes in crisp sand. Morse code. A message from the past. The future ahead unblemished.
The unfamiliar and curious environment has a sobering effect on me. Tall mountains rim the area. No matter how far I’ve wandered, they constantly remain out of reach. Static and unmoving. Silent rocky giants. An omnipresent sierra.
The temperature is hot, but not excruciating. Sweet, glorious heat that keeps any semblance of that cold I loathe far away from me. Windy, but not dusty. Thinly painted clouds over a grey-blue sky that drift lazily overhead. Despite amble sunlight, my presence casts no shadow. No trace of my existence, save the prints left in sand.
There’s nary a sign or sound of animal life. I am the only living thing in this arid landscape that’s more Sahara than Nevada. No rocks. No shrubs. Only sand, mountains, and sky. And the sound of a low-frequency hum buzzing down from the sky. Synthetic. Electronic. A seven-forty-seven readying for takeoff.
Without any sort of external dictation to guide my way, I simply press forward. Slightly-stoned motions fuelled by habit more than curiosity. Walking in a dream. Walking in a land beyond time.
Something gleams momentarily ahead. Glitters. So brief and so fleeting, I’m unable to discern what it is. What it was. What it could have been.
It sparkles again. On the surface of something. An outline of a structure implies itself. Each step forward brings it closer to clarity. The outline of a large two-story house. Its finer details unseeable. Translucent.
I advance forward. A little more spring in my step. Charged now by a thirst for information. To chase this mirage. To catch this rainbow.
The outline enhances, unlike the surrounding mountains. Like me, it exists as a shadowless singularity. I’m shrinking the distance between outline and myself. But no matter how close I get, the specifics don’t fill in. Don’t come into focus. The lines making a roof, windows, a front door are precise and clear, but contains only more desert within.
The sun flickers on what should be one of the walls. The outlined house is within jogging distance if I chose. Even though a lumbering thing like me doesn’t run, my pace does quicken further. Feet become a hair lighter. The pace of a younger man. An inquisitive man.
A small, dark dot appears on one of the would-be walls. It gains size as I gain proximity. Parallel to me. Moving exactly as I move.
Wait ah second…
I stop. It stops enlarging. My arm waves in the air at it and it mimics my actions in perfect sync. It reflects. Both arms wave now with confused energy and are copied instantaneously. Two sets of arms fall after a moment. Making room for discovery.
Sure enough, as I restart my journey, I’m able to understand that every inch of the house’s surface is covered with mirrors. I wasn’t seeing through the thing, I was seeing the surrounding environment reflected on it. A solitary illusion standing proud. Hidden in plain sight. An architectural deception.
I move ever closer. No longer as high as before but nowhere near sober. Not tired but not energetic. Not hungry but not content. My reflected me continues to grow with every impending inch towards the large, mirrored front door.
A few more steps and I’m within reach. Mirror me is the same size, reflecting my every subtle imperfection. An aura of cold emanates from the house. An ice cube in the desert.
My distorted face looks up from mirrored doorknob. Bent and curved by its circular shape. Hand covers reflection and attempts to turn. No dice. No movement. Locked and secured tightly.
I knock as gently as I can. Taking great care not to crack or break the fragile covering. The sound created is twinkling beauty. Icicles singing. Crystal clear and flawlessly sharp. Resonating in exquisite harmony with the foreboding synthetic tones from overhead.
Mirrored door slowly swings inward. Dark, nonreflective surfaces gush outward. The lack of light. The lack of warmth. It’s completely open and the doorway completely vacant. Nobody’s home.
I enter the drab abode. Dimly lit hallway ahead of me. Cheap floral wallpaper yellowed by time. Aged by neglect. No decorations. No furniture. Occupied only by empty space. And cobwebs. And dust. And myself.
“Hello?” I ask the nothingness with uncertainty. Voice unable to reverberate in such a soulless dwelling.
“Greetings,” announces a set of voices behind me. In unison. One gravely and male. One higher and female. One monotone and robotic. A choir of three. “I’ve been expecting you.”
Group of voices is housed in one body, standing in a doorway to my right, just beyond the front door. A bald man in mustard yellow robes that drag on the dark tan carpeting. Pleasantly overweight. Plump and pudgy in all the right places. Delicate hands folded in front of him. A stoic smile. Blood red eyes that sear deep into all they canvass. No ears to be found.
He closes the front door and as he turns, the source of the other voices is revealed. Two more faces on his head, each taking precisely one-third of the available space. All three identical in every way, save for the eyes. The back-right face has ocean blue eyes that bring comfort. The back-left face has emerald green eyes that invite envy. A prism of guiding organs.
Red Eyes faces me. Hands refold at waist level. Long robe sleeves drape down, covering hands. Their ends nearly scrape the floor.
“I hope your journey was a meaningful one,” the three voices chime out. Harmonically balanced with each other.
Transcendentally blended. “You may ask three questions answered before we begin.”
“Who’re ya?” I ask reflexively.
I wince upon realising one question was wasted so carelessly. So effortlessly. I should know better than to be so stupid. To speak without thinking. I could blame the weed, but its effects are fading fast. Barely a hint of pain. Barely a hint of being intoxicated. As painlessly clear-minded as one could hope to be.
“My name is Trio,” three voices respond as one. Each word delivered with calm precision. “I am the caretaker of this home.”
I scan for suggestions of what to ask. The large room behind Trio is as barren as the hallway. Without decoration. Without furniture. Without personality. Vacated long ago, left to the ravages of time. Uninviting and unlived-in.
“Whose home’s this?”
“This is Jerry’s house,” the symbiotic monk voices reply without haste. “In it are many dwelling places.”
One last question. My mind sifts through endless possibilities. Trying to select the proper one. The right one.
Who’s Jerry?
Wut happened t’th’Kid?
Did Peter actually make ah cop kill himself?
Why am I seein s’much crazy shit?
How does all this end?
How d’I die?
When d’I die?
Wut’s th’meanin of life?
I settle proudly on the only question that matters. The one thing that drives at the heart of every person who ever lived. In a haunted whisper, I ask, “Why m’I here?”
Trio nods. His hand rises from sleeved luxury, aimed towards the dreary hallway.
“To witness,” he says, red eyes blazing into me. Purifying me. “Let us begin.”
He leads me down the dusty corridor. Green Eyes and Blue Eyes each getting their view of me with the help of Trio’s natural head-bobbing movement. Edges of mustard fabric kissing carpet underfoot. A few short steps and he stops beside a large, wooden door. Red Eyes meeting mine.
Trio’s hand once again makes an appearance. It points to closed door. It urges me to enter. Softly and suggestively. Having led a horse to water. Unable to force me to drink.
It’s cracked open slightly. Small, bronze doorknob reeks of a familiarity I cannot quite place.
The three voices begin humming. Chanting loudly. Where my voice has no reverberative weight, Trio’s unified trio of tones bounce and echo throughout. Giving the belly of this mirrored residence a sense of life. Of character.
I enter dark room. Nighttime. Trio’s humming continues. Tonal vibrations I can feel. That I can almost taste. Vibrating my mind and my body.
In the darkness, I make out a couch. An old-style television. This is a living room. Small and cramped. Eyes adjust further, disclosing more details. An old stereo and record player. Records. Bright and colourful baby toys on the floor. The decor is from the eighties and eerily familiar.
This is a place I know. Unsure how exactly, but sure that I have been here before. Ages ago.
A figure enters from a far-off room. A tiny person, stumbling over to the couch. A young man, no more than three-years-old. Happy-go-lucky cartoon Smurfs covering his bright pyjamas. Short hair. Weeping.
Holy shit. That’s me.
“Mommy!” toddler me shouts from sofa mountaintop, scared and afraid. Cold and alone. Abandoned.
This’s… muh first memory.
There I am, right in front of me. Pink, unblemished skin. Not a single scale to be seen. Not a single scar. In the German home of my formative years. Nearly forty years ago.
Pure, unbridled terror in my tear-soaked eyes. This is the memory that haunts me the most out of a long life of disappointments and regrets. This moment is where I learned what being alone meant. And that I was alone. That I was unwanted. Cast aside by the two people who are supposed to love me unconditionally, no matter what.
“Mama!” my tiny doppelgänger wails with no response in sight. Neither parent to be found.
I learned later that this was the eve of the divorce. Mother took off in the dead of night while my father was at the military base. Instead of watching me when there was no one else to do so, she performed her Houdini act. Never to be seen again. This was the night she chose to take care of only herself. A habit she continues to this day.
Tritonal vocalisations that have been percolating throughout this relived memory cease to be. Only the panicked crying of my infant self occupy the room. There’s no sound more destructive to the soul than that of a child crying out in pain, physical or emotional. And unable to attain relief. Unable to be consoled.
This was the first seed in the garden of my ruination. Watered many times over the years. Spouting into a magnificent rotting tree. Branches reaching deep into every facet of my being. My every thought. My every decision. The scales and scars that would eventually cover my body began right here
Memory made real dissolves in a flash and I’m returned to the hallway. My tri-faced companion, nodding sympathetically.
“Th’fuck’s that bout?” I demand, tone smoulderingly indignant.
“You must see.”
“I see that shit every fuckin time I close my eyes! I dun need t’see it again!”
“You must see,” Trio asserts, hand indicating another door a few feet down hallway tunnel.
He solemnly moves to it. Though bland, nondescript, and grey, I recognise it instantly.
“Kansas?” I ask the triplicated monk. “Ya want me t’see muh father beat th’shit outta me? I already know wut that looks like. I dun need t’see it again.”
Trio restarts his throaty tonal humming. Delicate monk hand regestures to Kansasian door. Unflinching. Unyielding. Wordless demands for me to reexperience horrors of my past.
I oblige. Furiously thrashing door open and entering.
Daylight fills the living room. Large older television set. Larger stereo and speakers. American bald eagle statues. Asian-inspired decorations, including masks, swords, and pictures of dragons. Decor collected over a life spent serving in the military.
It’s the early nineties. There’s my father, pot-bellied and sprawled out in his favourite chair. Hideous Hawaiian shirt. Greying beard. Thinning hair. Fourth or fifth beer in hand. Watching television as if his life depended on it. Fixated solely on fictional characters weaving tales for the uninspired. The unmotivated.
In I walk, younger. Before puberty set in. I’m not a day over twelve. Full of exuberance and glee. Still scale-free. Still pure. Oversized baggy nineties clothing. Brandishing pages ripped from my notebook. A short story I’d just completed. Its contents I cannot remember.
I watch myself bring it to my disengaged father. And brace for impact.
“What?” he grumbles, pages invading his personal bubble.
“I wrote a story.”
“So?”
“Don’t… don’t you wanna read it?”
His instincts to scream wind up. To unload his hate and disappointment into every available pore of my body as punishment for the heinous and wholly unforgivable act of bothering him.
“I wanna watch my goddamn show.”
On the screen his eyes are so heavily glued to, is Captain Picard. A portrayal of a man who is stern, yet understanding. Supportive and fatherly. Strong and not afraid to be sensitive. Picard’s exact opposite takes a swig of his beer.
“Give it here,” he whines.
He snatches hand-written expressions out of plucky, inexperienced fingers. Ripped out of my grasp as violently as possible. Without looking at a single, carefully-selected word. Without caring for a single thought conveyed. He crumbles it and allows it to drop to the carpeted flooring.
“I don’t want to read whatever faggy shit you’re wasting your time on,” he says in a tone that’s both uninterested and furious at the same time. “You know you can’t do anything right, so why do you even bother?”
My younger self’s eyes brim with crushing defeat. The words “You can’t do anything right” carried the worst kind of weight. A phrase that was gifted to me long before this and repeated ad nauseam afterwards. They showered that rotting tree with tonnes of nourishment. It grew several far-reaching branches that day. Those words still weigh me down. They still haunt my every thought and action.
Trio’s humming stops in time for my young self to begin snivelling and crying. Crushed before he could begin. Tarnished by someone else’s defeat. Someone else’s lack of ambition.
“Don’t you start fucking crying, Goddamnit! Stop being a little fucking faggot and man up.”
A fist full of clenched fury raises in the air. Preteen me flinches instinctively. A sadly natural reaction curated over many years of physical and mental abuse.
Before my father can strike, the vision dissolves. Once more, I’m in the hallway. Once more, Trio nods in my direction.
“Wut’s with th’fuckin Ghost of Christmas past shit?”
“You must understand.”
“Understand wut? That muh father was ah fucked-up drunk that never should've’d ah kid? That his only joy in life’s t’rob me of mine?”
Trio’s unsympathetic hand suggests a third door. His synced, tripled words in earnest, “You must understand.”
“I understand all I need’t. I’m ah fuckin mess cause I’d bad fuckin parents who loved themselves more than they loved me. I’ve got scars that can’t b’seen. S’wut? I cope. I deal with it. I’ve moved on.”
Bright red eyes flare up. They shine. The beam out in disagreement. Wordlessly, Trio plants himself by the third door. Humming a third time.
I remain vigilant and motionless. Trio’s mind game is one I don’t wish to participate in any further. His humming intensifies in response to my immobility. Three tones swirl around me, almost making me dizzy. Reshaping my apprehensive. My anger. Making my disposition more malleable to what he wants me to do.
My feet in sharp disagreement with my wants, drag me to the third door. Not door. Curtain. Hospital curtain.
“No,” I panic. “I dun need this one.”
Humming intensifies even more. Shaking my body. An earthquake of persuasion.
“Please…” I beg the indifferent monk.
All three sets of eyes closed. Concentrated on his humming. His swan song. His audio funeral procession.
I swallow down what little resistance remains and enter.
Artificially-lit hospital room. Exactly what I expected. What I feared. Laying on his deathbed, frail and gaunt from losing his battle with cancer, is my father. Connected to machines that keep him alive. Food and medicine pumping out from tubes and into what small fraction of life remains.
Near his bed is his tiny, thin mail-order bride from the Philippines. Long, black hair. Conservative dress. Catholic cross in her mourning grip. A woman he purchased a few short years before the lung cancer diagnosis. The rewards for decades of nonstop cigarette smoking.
There I am on the other side. In my early thirties. Good amount of scales covering most of my body. Bits of pink flesh poking out from swampy reptilian flakes. Mould on spoiled fruit. Tail a foot long. Clawed fingernails. Protrusions that would become horns. This is me in my pupa stage. Before the final transformation. Before I was completed.
Trio’s humming rhythmically balances with clockwork beeping from the machines attached to my father. A mechanical song of life and death.
A nurse walks in from behind me. Clipboard in hand. Heartache in hand. Pastel-coloured flowers on her scrubs. Bright and cheery appearance against a dreary scene.
Clipboard goes into my shakey, young hand. A Do Not Resuscitate order. I sign without reading. Without thought. Without regret. Without joy.
Signature claimed, nurse departs. The mail-order bride cries. Her delicate sensibilities rendered her unable to do so. Leaving the responsibility to me. The burden on my shoulders.
I signed the death warrant. I killed my father. I granted him the mercy he never could grant me. I got the revenge I could never vocalise. I was Heaven and Hell in one fell swoop. Judge, jury, and executioner. Deciding he will never hurt anyone ever again. Deciding he will never have the chance to forgive anyone ever again. Even himself. Leaving everything undone and unsaid.
Trio’s humming stops. Beeping machinery remains. Cold and atonal. Once again, the nightmare memory dissolves. Returning me to hallway anxiety. Returning me to Trio’s concern.
“You must accept,” the three of voices calmly advise.
Tears in my eyes. I’m fighting the flood. The flood of memory. The flood of regret. The flood of admission.
“No more,” I snivel. “Please, I beg ya. I dun wanna see any more.”
Red Eyes smiles affectionately.
“You must accept.”
He retreats a few feet down the hallway. Hand elegantly grabbing something on the wall and pulling it downward. Opening the wall. Trio stands aside and motions to the opening.
“Use this lesson wisely,” the three voices implore. “We shall meet twice more, you and I.”
He bows and gently departs. Disappearing down the hallway into areas of home unseen.
I edge myself to wall opening. Sides rimmed with zipper teeth. Inside the opening awaits my apartment. In modern-day. Almost exactly as I left it.
I hesitate no further and rejoin the waking world. Leaving this experience as promptly as possible.
16. Reincarnation For Conversation
Peter is pacing around frantically in my small home. Maniacally. A rat trapped in a cage. Dangerously frenzied. Nearly rabid.
“Where th’hell’ve ya b’n?”
“Man, oh fucking man,” he exclaims critically. “I have been through some shit!”
His movements are purposely without purpose. This is not the cult leader I know. This is not the person I respected. That I emulated. That I feared.
“I made a cop fucking kill himself.”
“Wut?”
Peter is twitchy. Shaken. Sweating from unease, not from heat. Something inside him is powering his body. His motivations. Something he’s unfamiliar with. Pulling his every string. Making him dance in ways he’s never moved before.
“That is beside the fucking point right now. Tell me you’re holding. I haven’t been high in months. What do you got?”
Envelope reemerges from pocket. Displayed meekly to the ravenous animal in front of me.
“I got weed,” I softly present.
“Weed? Are you fucking kidding me!?”
Peter lands on the sofa and urgently dives into the cushions searching for answers I cannot provide. Investigating every crevice for whatever intoxicating crumbs may have escaped my cleaning frenzy. He’ll turn up empty-handed. My hygienic enterprise was meticulous and complete
“You got else nothing? Anywhere? What’ve you been using these last… what, three months?” he urgently demands. “Shit, what day is it?”
“St. Patty’s,” I offer.
“Fuck!”
He rises to his feet. Begins scouring my apartment. Searching every nook and cranny. Every possible crack. Sniffing the air. A bloodhound on the hunt. A pig in search of truffles.
His desperation disgusts me. Gone is the sophisticated philosopher I’ve known for many drug-fueled years. He’s become something ugly. Nearly delirious. Worse than Weasel. This is not Peter, the snake charmer. This is Peter, the junky.
“So, you’ve just been what, smoking fucking weed this whole time?”
I ease down into sofa groove while Peter continues his mapless treasure hunt. Settle into my cushioned comfort. The reflection on the television is not mine, but Sobriety. Smiling back at me. Exaggerating my every other action. Watching Peter’s fanaticism with morbid glee.
“I’ve b’n sober since th’Kid.”
Sobriety blows me a kiss.
Peter peers behind my television, “The fucking Kid. Dude’s been a pain in my fucking ass in life and more so now that he’s missing or dead or whatever the fuck happened to him.”
I watch in total revulsion of what Peter’s degraded to. He sifts through my books. Pulling one out, checking the space on the shelf, fanning through pages, repeating the process. Thoroughly duplicating his actions for every edition in my possession.
“Ya gunna start combin th’carpet next?” I complain.
Peter experiences a flash of clarity. A piece of him awakens to his actions. For a split second, he shares my distaste of his disgraceful behaviour.
“Let’s smoke what you got, then. I gotta calm down. Figure out a fucking game plan.”
Envelope is plopped fruitlessly on dustless table in front of me. Defeated before it lands.
“I dun got anythin t’smoke outta.”
Peter turns with a smirk and grabs one very specific item from my library. He joins me on the couch, sitting proud. Book is dropped jubilantly on the uncluttered table, next to a cell phone that’s definitely not mine plugged into my charger.
“Use that.”
Dark tan. Leather bound. Gold letters stating “Holy Bible.” I pick up the foreign object suspiciously.
“Where’d this come from?”
“The fuck should I know? It was on your goddamn shelf. Probably some fucking Gideons snuck in here while you were sleeping and left it, hoping you’d see the fucking light. Who cares?”
I open the thing at random and rip out a gold-rimmed page. The glorious sacrilege. The delicious sin. I lay the thin paper out as my feening companion opens the envelope. He breaks down Jerry’s Special Blends it down to smaller, smokeable bits. I rip the page into a smaller, smokeable piece.
The Devil’s Weed is sprinkled on top of the words “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” Clawed fingernail delivers more scoops of marijuana until all words are obscured. Covered and forgotten. As all words eventually are.
A couple of licks. A couple of rolls. A lighter from the table. A couple of puffs. Paradise attained.
The smoked leaf works its magic quickly and expertly. My mind becomes overcast. Thoughts become free. Unburdened. Untethered. I relax in a way I haven’t experienced in quite some time.
Peter’s impetuous mannerisms deflate. The rigidity of sobriety retires from his person. He is relaxed. He has newfound distance from his problems. We float together. Scratching at the gates of Heaven.
My reflection becomes mine again. It sits next to Peter’s reflection. Brothers in arms. Reunited after a long deployment.
“Man, this is good shit.” He grabs the packaging and reads while maintaining possession of our holy communion, “Jerry’s Special Blend? Who the fuck is Jerry?”
“I’ve b’n tryin t’figure that out fer months.”
He puffs more. Taking giant, aggravated hits. Hoping he’ll get high enough to replicate the effects of something stronger. Something with weight. Something the weed is pathetically unable to supplant.
“That’s funny. Right before that cop blew his fucking brains out, he said something that, I suppose in retrospect, sounded just like ‘Jerry.’ And now here you are with Jerry’s Special fucking Blend like it was meant to be.”
“Why’d he say Jerry?”
“How the fuck should I know? He was trying to ask me about the Kid and I laid into him, man. Gave him the entire ’I am the heartbeat of the city’ speech. You should’ve fucking seen it. Dude obviously had some fucking issues and I hit all the right buttons. Triggered the fuck out of that snowflake. I figured he was just gonna eventually just give up and let me go, but he ate his gun and decorated the wall with his goddamn brains. The other cops went fucking nuts. Completely lost their shit.”
He continues sucking out as much THC as he can. My high is clean and strangely fulfilling. I haven’t smoked the stuff in ages. I’m usually only satisfied with harder nectar. But today I’m appeased. My hunger is quieted, while Peter remains disappointed.
“I was geeked out of my mind, man. And I was angry. Angry for every innocent locked up person. Angry for every guilty person who has their life ruined for being locked up. Angry over a system of control designed to crush and to denigrate, not heal and rehabilitate. Prisons only exist to enact some misplaced sense of revenge. And I wanted to get revenge for those who fucking couldn’t.”
The joint has met its end. Peter buries it into glass ashtray. My high increases. My spirit ascends above me. Separated from my body. Separated from the drilling tooth pain still gaining momentum. My essence joins the lingering pot smoke hovering above our heads. Homecoming.
“How altruistic of ya,” I mumble.
“I’m a people person!”
He amuses himself into a fit of rambunctious laughter. Head falls back to sofa. I see him repeating his comment over again to himself. Laughter falls to giggles. Giggles to sighing.
“These fucking cops and their fucking laws, man. They’re hypocrites. Arresting people for selling meth while fucking doctors write prescriptions for Adderall and Ritalin. Those’re the real drug dealers you gotta fucking worry about. Peddling the same shit, but the fucking system decides it’s okay because those drug dealers have degrees.”
The snake charmer is regaining his footing. Regaining speed. Finding himself again.
“The arrogance of them. Deciding to ruin someone’s life over twenty dollars worth of shit just because someone’s got pain. Emptiness, regret, sorrow, or actual fucking body aches. Why is it legitimate to get relief in a tiny plastic bottle instead of a tiny plastic bag? Makes no fucking sense and it’s not right.”
He leans forward. Another page is torn from the Word of God and made into a meal. Stuffed with more Special Blend. Prepared for more elevation. Where I’ve reached a sublime stoned plateau, he hungers for more. A starved child.
“And don’t even get me fucking started on all the cops who use. Dipping in the evidence locker for treats to quell their own personal pains. The entire thing’s disgusting. I wanted this cop to see it. I wanted him to question everything he believed in. I figured the outcome would be he’d rethink his life, not fucking end it. I tell people to kill themselves all the fucking time, no one’s ever actually done it.”
A part of me wants to chastise Peter. Life is precious and short, no matter who or what you are. It’s not something to be trifled with or taken away by someone else’s actions or words. If someone chooses to end their own life, that’s their choice alone and shouldn’t be encouraged by anyone. But arguing with Peter is a battle that can never be won. He’s always right, especially when he’s wrong.
“Cops held me for months, grilling me about…”
He pauses to think.
“What the fuck was that cop’s name?
He pauses to moisten the next joint.
“Stone! Detective fucking Stone. Cops trying to say I got his gun from him and that I fucking shot him. Couldn’t find my prints on him or his fucking gun and couldn’t find gunpowder on me, but they still kept me. Trying to say I killed the Kid after it was clear I didn’t lay a fucking finger on Stone.”
Joint is lit. Peter inhales like there’s no tomorrow. A brand new vacuum cleaning. Exhaled smoke continues to make my apartment blurry and cloudy. Filling the air with static.
He’s chasing an imagined high. Completely undignified. A junky in the truest sense. Not high enough. Never high enough. Here I am, content and at peace, soul lifting skyward. He’s there on the ground floor chasing the uncatchable.
“Any-fucking-way, eventually they let me out, cause they didn’t have a motherfucking thing to hold me on. Some dude in a tacky red suit and a limousine offered to give me a ride to your place. I wasn’t in the mood to question it, but before I could do anything, some fucker knocked me out cold. Woke up in that dark shithole you saw me in.”
Peter’s smoking this new joint faster and with more fury than the one that preceded it. Blowing out so much contact high that I’m lifted even further. The walls of my apartment are covered in hazy blurs. Out-of-focus. The barriers protecting us from the outside world become a wall of smog.
“Enough about me, how’ve you been?” he asks without a trace of actual investment in the answer. “Did you even find the salvation you were looking for? Are you still lost?”
He continues smoking. A fog machine. A tornado leaving his lips every couple of seconds.
I drift back to my body. Just enough reincarnation for conversation.
“Things’re weird,” I manage. “I’m seein shit. Hearin shit. Weight of th’world’s on muh shoulders. Then I found th’Kid’s hand and blood.”
Peter tackles the completion of the second joint with annoyance. He deposits the remains in glass ashtray next to its sibling. Extinguished brothers. Conjoined ashes.
“Did they suspect you?”
“Yeah,” I cough out. “Stone’s th’one questionin me, in fact.”
Peter giggles upon the revealing of Stone’s name. He relives his encounter to much amusement.
“I keep hearin th’name Jerry. Everythin seems t’point t’him.”
“Jerry, huh?” Peter timidly asks. Hand clumsily grabs his phone from the table, disconnecting it from its regenerative umbilical cord.
“I gotta figure out who he’s.”
“What about the Kid?” he half-inquires, attention focused more on his screen than whatever answer I might provide.
“Wut bout th’Kid?” I parrot.
“Well, you and him were super fucking close, right? I figured you’d be on a one-man crusade to find out what the fuck happened to him.”
His response gives me pause. The pool of the Kid’s blood. The scent of copper.
“Wut can I’d? I dun even know where t’start.”
Peter rubs his legs and stands. He is uneasy on his feet. Marijuana has finally bewitched him to mild satisfaction. Gratifyingly clumsy as he stumbles away.
“I don’t know,” he wryly smiles as he speaks, “but if I see anyone named Jerry in your fucking bathroom, I’ll be sure to let you know.”
Off he goes, amused by his sarcasm. Snickering to himself, “I’m as giddy as a Gideon…”
I’m left to my own devices. Alone with my air-lifted thoughts and weighed-down body. Pleasantly restrained by my one hit of leafy green bud.
I stare off at my apartment. Visually caressed for a moment, then shunned for the next wall-mounted item.
There’s the first outline for my first book, “An Unsung Desert.” On college ruled paper. Chicken-scratch handwriting. Nearly incomprehensible scribbles. A story about small-town life in the late nineties. Small-town dreams by small-town people. The unrelenting boredom and comfort that comes from everyone knowing everyone else.
There’s a street art-inspired painting of a crucified Statue of Liberty by local artist Recycled Propaganda. Bleeding palms nailed to cross. Crown of Liberty bleeding. Unable to welcome the tired, the poor, the huddled masses yearning to breathe free. Instead punished by those who’d rather torment than accept.
Th’fuck’s that?
Between my bookshelf and my television, all by its lonesome, is a chrome zipper on the wall. I rise for closer inspection. Uneasy. Scatterbrained yet focused. Clawed finger flicks the thing in disbelief. It catches daylight and reflects intrigue. There are no teeth for it to follow. Just the slider.
My curiosity pulls the thing down. Slowly. Cautiously. Wall opens underneath as I drag it down to the carpet. The opening reveals an inviting desert landscape on a warm day. A gentle breeze escapes, bringing summertime memories.
I descend into unzipped world. Numb and eager.
17. Thorns Without Roses
I’ve been staring at this limousine for an hour-long minute. Stretched and black. Tinted windows perfectly concealing all contents except for the window closest to me. Rolled down, allowing the man Llewellyn to leer at me from luxury the back of the limo provides. Still adorned in his loud red suit. Still ventriloquising for an unseen Earmouth.
“Come now,” the Earmouth says with a molester’s passion, “it’s far too cold to journey home on foot.”
“I’ll manage.”
The limousine pulled alongside me not too long ago. Parked on the shoulder to harass me. To seduce me. To bring my journey to a grinding halt. To whisk me away to regions unknown.
“Surely a respite for your feet would be most welcomed,” the unseen Earmouth entices. “Yes?”
Whatever cure the St. Patrick applied is beginning to wear off. Tingling shivers surround the tooth in question. Instruments of pain warming up. Being tuned. Fate wants their symphony of suffering to be in the right key. The right mood. It doesn’t want a single note missed for its grand performance of agony.
Walking against a blockade of winter wind hasn’t helped my situation. Cars whizzing by at full speed add to the current of wretched cold air encircling me. Enveloping me. Vibrations from walking and being windblown have invited tooth pain back to the party. Soon to be in attendance.
Llewellyn turns to face the back of the limousine so that the curved, curled smile of the Earmouth faces me. Licking its lips with vim and vigour. Passionately. Viciously.
“Come in!” it insists. “Come in!”
I briefly entertain the notion of continuing on foot. Of telling Llewellyn and his twisted cunt-ear to go fuck themselves. Of embracing the cold journey and all the pain it will engender.
My eyes fall to the concrete below. Scribbled in some kind of permanent marker are the words in terrible handwriting:
Rejoice! This is the Lord’s street!
The kind of message a forlorn junky would scrawl out in a fit of unsober joy. Meaningless rapture.
Electronic cigarette jams into my lips. Thick vapour floods the space around my head and whisps away as quickly as it appeared. Disappeared by wind.
Clawed hand opens limousine door. I slide in. Position my tail to allow me to sit with some level of comfort. Leaning on my side on leather seat. The window rolls up on its own as door closes.
The limousine’s interior is nowhere as garish as I expected the Earmouth and its host to ride in. It’s surprisingly typical. Brown leather. Well-stocked minibar. Spacious. Clean.
The driver is another giant cockroach. A stained, ill-fitting suit with many sleeves for its many spiny arms. A driver’s hat precariously captured between antennae. Flies hovering around him and secured to the front of the limousine behind clear glass.
“Dun I know ya?” I wryly ask the insectoid chauffeur through the transparent barricade.
“Fraid not, mate,” its English accent identical to the bus driving cockroach’s I encountered previously. Its hollow eyes the same. Its stench the same. Powerful enough to seep through the sealed glass.
“Ya dun drive ah bus?”
“Right. That’s me brutha, Nigel. Name’s Raymond. People confuse us all the time.
Under my breath, I add, “I can’t imagine why…”
Llewellyn faces me as the Earmouth placates, “We’re so pleased to see you again. How’ve you been?”
I shrug. Disinterested in anything it has to say to me.
Tucked under Llewellyn’s jacket is a tie embellished with smiling four-leaf clovers. Cartoon characters. Smiling and having a goofy time. Without a single care in the world.
In his left hand is a wine glass filled with dark, red wine. Seated next to him is a small wicker handbasket. An opened bottle of red wine its sole content. Primed for a lovely picnic.
In his right hand, cradled attentively, is a severed man’s head. Bloodless. Neckless. Severed above the Adam’s apple. A doll head ripped clean from its plastic body. Dry skin pale and tight. Not quite decomposing but nowhere near living vibrancy. Hair short and knotted by dirt and time. Cloudy eyes moving on their own, occasionally rolling upward at Llewellyn.
“Wut d’ya want?”
He raises his glass and wags a solitary finger while the Earmouth confesses, “We cannot provide answers until we get that which we seek.”
I hit my vapour-making machine and defiantly begin filling the area with mist. A foggy enclosure. A fantasy land. Llewellyn sips his drink with his normal mouth.
“Ya can’t even tell me ah lil thin like that?”
My words push more vapour towards Llewellyn. He’s unfased by my rudeness. My contempt for him, his talking ear, and any words he vomits forth. The severed head appears mesmerised by the smokey area above him. Eyes wide, as if trying to understand what he’s witnessing.
“Rules are rules,” the Earmouth slurps. “Once you return the item in question, all shall be revealed! Have you at least considered our offer?”
“I still dun’ve it. And I dun’ve any idea wut it’s, either.”
“It’s much closer than you think,” it delights. “We suspect you’re in possession of it as we speak.”
“I dun've…”
I stop myself.
Does he mean th’weed?
Envelope emerges from inside pocket. Jerry’s Special Blend. I sheepishly present it to Llewellyn. He winces in disappointment before I can vocalise any sort of offer or suggestion.
“No, no,” the Earmouth is offended. “Thank you. We never touch the stuff.”
Envelope reenters pocket seclusion.
“I dun got anythin else.”
More vapour is created. More fog rolls in. More wine. Every time I hit my electronic cigarette he takes a drink. Mimicking me. Mocking me.
“Ah, but you do,” the Earmouth says while the man Llewellyn swallows his nourishment. The highlight of the ventriloquist act. Drinking while the puppet speaks. “You simply are either unwilling or unable to recognise it.”
“Ya might like playin these games, but I dun. Jus tell me wut th’hell yer lookin fer.”
Llewellyn leans forward. Leans into me. Into my space. My aura. Stern and focused. Almost angry. Both our heads floating above an ocean of thin clouds. Bobbing in the water. Two cruise ships lost at sea.
“This is no game to us,” the Earmouth hushes. “This is of the utmost importance.”
I mimic him. I lean in. Severed head watches helplessly from below.
“If it’s s’fuckin important, then ya’d tell me wut ya want already.”
“That,” it speaks slowly and deliberately emphasises each word, “isn’t how this works.”
My arms throw up in frustration. My shoulders shrug. My tail whips in the air twice.
Llewellyn smiles.
“Merriam-Webster defines ‘middle’ as ‘being among or in the midst of something.’ That’s you at this very moment. You’re in the middle of something… tremendous.”
“I’ve no idea wut th’fuck yer talkin bout.”
The clouds of vapour are thick and settled in nicely. We can barely see each other. Two boats about to collide. No lighthouse. No hope.
I barely make out him turning to his right. The drooling, viscous Earmouth smiles. It slices through the murkiness. Its devilish pledge. Its foul warmth.
“How enchanting it must be for you to experience time in such a linear fashion. To have a definitive beginning and end surrounding you. Tell us something, have you learned the fate of your beloved Kid yet?”
I’ve tried to keep him out of my mind. His absence in the world allows an absence in my mind. A hollow memory. A ghost of a ghost. When I try to think of him, I’m both scared and conflicted. The less I think of him, the less of him there is to miss. To mourn.
“No.”
“A shame.”
“Why d’ya ask..?”
Llewellyn reclines, retreating to vapour mist. A smile full of confident menace.
“Questions without answers are thorns without roses. This world it might be ending and you’re completely unprepared.”
“Is that some kinda threat?”
“My goodness,” the twisted thing flabbergasts, “another question! Oh, how we do wish we could unburden your inquisitive nature with a flurry of answers. Alas…”
Llewellyn gently places severed head onto the leather seat beside him. It is alarmed by this change of position. The macabre thing’s eyes widen and scour limousine interior. Asking its own unanswered questions.
Newly-freed right hand extends. Palm up. An empty plate, filled only with clouds. It waits for food. For sustenance. He looks down at it with eyebrows raised.
“You must give us what we want,” it equivocates.
Hand turns to fist. Then to index finger. It points at me. It rocks in the air several times, breaking the fog. Lighting in the storm.
“We do, however, have a gift for you. An offering, if you will. A show of good faith!”
“If it’s anythin like this ride t’nowhere, ya can keep it.”
Llewellyn faces me again as he scoops his bodyless companion back into a loving embrace. Relief in the severed head’s eyes. Confusion flickering in Llewellyn’s eyes. A far-off candle at the end of a far-off hall.
“Ride to nowhere?” Earmouth asks. “Whatever do you mean?”
“Ya said ya’d gimme ah ride home and yer bug driver’sn’t even started th’engine yet.”
“The term ‘bug’ is offensive,” the bug quips from the front seat. “And we’re already here, mate.”
Window is rolled down. Windy air vacuums up mountains of vapour. Shroud lifts. Vision focuses. The mind clears.
The street we were parked on, the sidewalk I was walking down, replaced by the outside of my apartment complex. Gone are religious scribblings of unseen ministers and concrete nothingness. Familiar shrubbery and dirt plots full of unplanted flowers welcome me home. We never moved a single inch. Never drove. And yet here we are. Destination reached. Goal achieved.
“Raymond here will present your gift,” a nonchalant Earmouth says in afterthought. “Please use it wisely before it expires.”
Insect driver departs the vehicle. Llewellyn rolls his window down and faces it. Breathes in the air. The freshness of it. Invites it into his lungs and exhales venom.
He faces me and smiles. Lifting the glass to his disgusting talking ear. The Earmouth opens wide and a foul, black tongue slithers out. Lapping up wine like a thirsty dog. Jealousy in the severed head’s morbid gaze.
“What a lovely day for a revelation,” Earmouth whines, wine dripping from the bottom corner of its mouth.
Door beside me is opened. I give Llewellyn one more instant of my time. Watching him consume more oxygen. An athlete having crossed the finish line in first place. Having destroyed his competitors. Completely. Proudly. Awaiting his medal.
Back onto the street. The concrete is where I’m most comfortable. Where things are true and clear.
My frugal apartment complex is decrepit, crawling with sordid types. I can afford much more extravagant accommodations, but I’ve always felt more comfortable in the dirt. In the grim. There’s truthfulness in your interactions with those who have less than you.
Raymond’s stench smacks me across the face. A smell of rotting flesh sprayed with insect repellent. Its bug feet concealed within expensive black shoes as he holds the open door. Flies trapped in his aura. Moons in orbit of a foul planet.
Door is closed and it guides me to the back. To the trunk. It’s unlocked quickly. A secret revealed. A present opened. The look on my face must’ve been that of a child on Christmas morning after unveiling an unexpected gift because when I see the cargo, the bug giggles like a mischievous parent.
Peter. Dripping with sweat and confusion. With darkness and fear. He’s shaken and unusually silent as he crawls out of the coffin unaided. A spirit bringing itself back from the dead.
Peter’s return to the land of the living isn’t met with appreciation or joy. His hand begs in front of me, accompanied by a grumbled, slovenly, “Keys.” I relieve his empty palm. He immediately darts to my apartment. A place he’s previously been many times.
Trunk is closed by spiny cockroach leg. It tips its hat and merrily says, “Cheers,” before returning to the driver’s seat.
Limousine drives away. The last remnants of steam blasting out of windows. A train burning coal. A bumper sticker on the left: #vegasstrong. A bumper sticker on the right: Make America Great Again. And sandwiched between them a Nevada license plate that reads: ANSWERS.
18. Normal
I once knew a man by the name of Paul. He was a hard-working thirty-something. I never knew what exactly he did to pay his bills, but he was good enough at it to ensure his bills were always paid. And then some. I believe it was something to do with finance. Working with other people’s money, but completely above board. Paul didn’t dabble in those sorts of illegalities. He wasn’t rich by any means, but his employment kept him comfortably in the upper-middle class. In the ideal middle ground. Not wealthy, but nowhere near impoverished.
Paul always had a warm smile to offer every person he encountered, new or old. He never displayed a single negative emotion and he didn’t seem the sort to bottle up negativity. Friendly and personable. The master of small talk or in-depth conversation, and ever more masterfully knowing which situation called for which. And there was always a slightly naive twinkle in his eye. A mild ignorance. Childlike curiosity.
He worked out three times a week. Balanced, healthy meals were always on his plate. Never fast food. Never the cheap stuff. His body was in perfect, ideal shape. Not overweight, not underweight, not overly muscular. Lean and trim.
Paul voted in every election, local and national. His political affiliations where fiscally conservative and socially liberal. His ballot was cast for any party whose candidate made the most sense at the time. He believed in freedom as every good American should.
His college education was paid for by parentage his white privilege afforded him. He only had a peripheral understanding of what it was like to be without money. Paul came from an affluent white family. Successful, married parents with a white picket fence around their two-point-five kids. Paul was cognisant of his privilege and would donate time and money to worthy causes for the downtrodden. Never a braggart, never connivingly opportunistic, never a single downward glance at anyone less fortunate than himself.
Paul was, by all accounts and purposes, a normal, functioning, productive member of society. When “they” talk about the average White American male, Paul is whom they are referring to. Specifically.
We weren’t what you’d necessarily call friends, but we were very well acquainted. Acquainted through our mutual hunger. He didn’t hunger as I hungered, though. His was a normal, functioning, productive hunger. A secret kept close to his chest, whereas mine was open and free for all to bear witness to.
He had the same vacancy within himself, the same pain we all endure, and filled it with every possible drug he could get his perfectly-manicured hands on. Ecstasy, LSD, mushrooms, DMT, cocaine, ketamine, he had no preference. If it could fuck him up, he accepted it. He didn’t need drugs. He was in love with drugs.
Paul limited his drug consumption to the weekends only. Monday through Friday was all business, but as soon as five o’clock Friday night came around, all bets were off. It was party time. Time to drop out of the veneer of normalcy he’d carefully crafted over a carefully-constructed lifetime. Time for that wanderlust twinkle in his eye to explore the darkest of recesses. To sin and sin big.
He’s dead now. Too much white candy pleasure zipping up his brain on one particularly fatal Saturday night. No foul play. No dirty drugs. He simply consumed more cocaine than his body could handle. His hunger was at a starvation level that could never be satisfied until his heart could beat no more. Now he’s at peace. Now he’s content. Now he’s empty no longer. No more ideals to live up to. No more of other people’s expectations to meet.
My thoughts drift to Paul for the first time in years after the long search throughout my apartment has successfully revealed that Peter is gone. With him, a small number of my possessions. My television, Blu-Ray player, some movies, some awards that used to hang on my walls. Lightly despoiled.
If Paul was the ideal of a normal, moderately-successful American man, Peter is the exact opposite. Free and unrestricted in all his words and actions, against Paul’s much more reserved demeanour. Private pleasure-seeking against Peter’s public indignation. Paul could easily fund his private addictions. Peter had to resort to less savoury methods from time-to-time.
I knew a musician named Allison. She was an amazing talent, expatriated from the U.K. When I met her, she was in her late forties and had already mastered the drums, trumpet, saxophone, piano, guitar, and had the voice of a heavenly English angel.
Hers was an interesting life lived on the streets. Homelessness made easier by performing for chump change. Entertain instead of beg. Make ’em smile, instead of making ’em turn away in disgust. She’d find an instrument in the trash and spend all the time in the world mastering it. Understanding every inch of what it is and what it could be. It’s said that it takes ten thousand hours to become proficient at a skill. She had hours in spades.
Eventually, she made enough money to get herself cleaned up. And clean up she did. Under that grime of vagrancy, was a striking, beautiful woman. A woman with perfect looks and perfect pitch. A woman of strong disposition, she never sold herself for sex. It wasn’t that she was against the prospect or was morally objected to it, Allison simply didn’t want to go the easy route. She wanted her musicality to bring her out of the dumps, not her ability to fuck.
Allison never worked a real, professional job in her life. Her entire life, her existence, was wrapped in music. Without the burdens of responsibility, she engaged in heavy drug use at every stage of her life. While she didn’t have a preference in intoxicant, and options were understandably limited when you call the gutters home, it was heroin that she usually found herself lost in. The sweet inspiration behind most musicians. The period at the end of every lyric.
What she lacked in being a responsible, working woman, she made up for by being a responsible drug user. Never succumbed to lying or stealing. Whenever things ran dry and she hungered, she played music. And it was in her music that she expressed her pain. Every note a tale of suffering. Every word an anecdote of pain.
As her seemingly limitless talent grew and homelessness dwindled, she began playing clubs. Improvised jazz, open mics, playing drums alongside DJs. She could sing a song, play guitar, make it snappy. Each gig brought her further away from the streets and closer to civilised society. She developed a freedom and a philosophy that could only be cultivated from nights of concrete dreams. Allison was the most authentic undereducated philosopher one could hope to stumble across.
Circumstances I never learned of brought her to Las Vegas. Here is where she truly flourished. Always dressed in black and always a loose cigarette desperately clinging to her lips, when I met her she was already retired from drug use. Playing improvised jazz in smokey bars. Still drumming along to house music. She was the normal, ideal musician. She reached a level of success that didn’t bring her fame or hoards of fans but kept her from confining herself to a droll nine-to-five.
Although clean from anything illegal or illicit, she drank. Alcohol ran through her veins instead of drugs. And the drunker she became, the better her music. And the more she longed for the old days. Intoxication brings reminiscings of shooting horse and snorting coke. She hated that she stopped doing drugs. It wasn’t altruism or rehab or self-preservation that brought about her sobriety. No. Allison stopped simply because she got too old. Her body couldn’t handle the harder stuff anymore. Alcohol didn’t hurt the way the good stuff did. As every new day was crossed off the calendar and she saw fewer days ahead of her than behind, she’d take another shot of whatever the bartender handed her and lost herself in the tune.
She’s still around, drinking herself into talented furies. Our paths no longer cross. While alcoholic refrains fill her empty void, mine requires darker fulfilment. Our pangs of hunger have diverted. Our separate quests for satisfaction have driven our journeys far away from one another.
My thoughts drift to her as I grab a vinyl record and play it on the stereo Peter managed to leave behind. The Veils, “Total Depravity.” Allison introduced me to them one drunken night filled with deep dives into memories. Their lyrics profound, but not pretentious. Their instruments played with a hopeful melancholy. Audio heroin. Addictive and intoxicating, without a comedown. Music can help put the world in order if you just shut up and listen.
Allison and I share freedom away from traditional burdens of employment. Our respective talents fuel our days and keep bill collectors at bay. Unrestricted and free from wailing alarm clocks. Free from business meetings and customer service. Free to act how we choose, when we choose, wherever we choose.
I also knew a man named Mark. He was another successful professional, like Paul. And like Paul, had secret appetites. He didn’t come from the same privilege as Paul. To the contrary, Mark had a childhood surrounded by poverty, like so many of his generation. His parents worked several jobs to keep the family afloat. And were barely successful at that.
His family clung onto their Catholic beliefs with the most fervent of grips. Every Sunday was spent at church. Every good moment was given to them by a benevolent God. Every bad moment was cause for prayer. Science and fact-based thinking didn’t belong in their home. There was no room for both God and scientific evidence. Faith was all they required on hungry nights with empty plates.
This meant higher education for Mark wasn’t a realistic option. After barely graduating high school, it was straight to work at a customer support call centre. The kind of low-paying, high-expectation job that fills the pockets of the people at the top, while the people at the bottom do all the hard labour. The only time an increase in pay was afforded to an employee was a small pittance whenever they threatened to quit. Just enough to string them along. Just enough to keep them from achieving any actual success or feelings of self-worth.
He was determined to make something of himself and not be stuck in a go-nowhere job for the remainder of his life. Mark wanted to be a child psychologist. To earnestly help children. His childhood wasn’t the best and he had the urge to do what he could to help other children have better childhoods. The bare minimum of a loan and a little luck got him enrolled in community college.
Mark would leave work and go straight to school. The schedule and workload quickly bore down on him. After a few long, nearly sleepless months, he needed something to help drive his engine. The answer was simple. Adderall. The study aid of college kids everywhere. He gained the concentrated energy and chemical momentum needed to push him towards success.
Succeed he did. He graduated not at the top of his class, but close enough where he was able to finally quit the insipid, soul-draining office job and work with the county, counselling children in crisis. He also graduated from consuming legal speed. After a clumsy, bone-breaking incident one late night, he was introduced to Hillbilly Heroin by a nonchalant urgent care doctor. OxyContin.
When Mark opened his own practice, he was regarded by all that knew him as a normal, healthy young man who came from nothing and made something out of himself. A true inspiration. The embodiment of the American Dream. But under that inspired visage was a bloodstream constantly pumping prescription pills to every crevice of his body. Uppers, downers, it didn’t matter. His hunger was borne of necessity.
I met him years ago through Peter. Mark never advanced to the harder stuff, but there are only so many doctors in Las Vegas that will write so many prescriptions. Peter was the answer when legal avenues went dry. Peter could get his hands on anything, at any time. A street pharmacist with the right treatment for whatever ails you.
We were never friendly enough to want to spend time together, but on numerous occasions, we were forced into temporary camaraderie. Waiting in Peter’s apartment while Peter worked his invisible magic, Mark and I would talk. In actuality, he’d be the sole speaker. Spilling the contents of his life story at me simply because I was an ear in his vicinity. A sponge with a desperate leak.
My thoughts turn to Mark as I wait for the OxyContin to take effect. When I returned to my apartment, my tooth returned to its former battleground glory. Destroying every possible nerve ending it could reach. Jerry’s Special Blend was disappeared along with Peter and my possessions.
I scavenged the apartment for relief. I hunted. I eventually landed at my bathroom and behind the mirror was the forgotten treasure. A prescription written for me ages ago for an injury I don’t remember. They sat, forgotten and gathering dust in my medicine cabinet. Pills were for children. An adult like myself desires adult candy. But right now, after swallowing down three of them, I’m grateful I abandoned them long ago.
Their curative effects are slow but already are at the preliminary steps of removing my pain. A flower slowly blooming. All I can do is sit and wait. All I can do is sit and think. I’m avoiding the thoughts I should be thinking. And on purpose.
I’d rather think of these three examples of nice, normal, beautifully functional tragedies. Each one an example of those quiet moments where hunger makes itself heard. Their pains aren’t judged as harshly as my own. You can do drugs, but you can’t do drugs as openly as I do.
If you take something to fight the painful hole inside, you’re an addict. You have a disease. It’s not your fault. You’re the victim of circumstance. The cure for you is either rehabilitation or jail time, depending on your complexion.
But if you take drugs openly and honestly, you’re labelled a junky. There’s no hope for you. You’re not a helpless victim, you’re just helpless. If your drug use is a private, hidden affair, then you’re showing shame. You’re not broadcasting your illegal ventures because deep down, you know you’re doing something wrong. Something bad. You’re showing a version of good, wholesome, Christian guilt. But when you baulk in the face of convention, stand on the street corner, and proclaim your drug usage with honesty and integrity, you’re a lost cause. Best fit for whatever overdose awaits you.
It’s the same if you’re depressed or suicidal. It’s a cardinal sin if you want to kill yourself. Some regions make the exception that if you’re in uncurable physical pain, then that’s fine. You’re going to die anyway, so you’re permitted to do with your life what you want and end it on your own terms. But if you have uncurable mental pain? If your sickness is in mind alone, then you need help instead of release. And what could be more helpful for someone who’s mentally sick and ready to die than to shove meaningless platitudes about the sanctity of life down their throats?
If life was so precious, healthcare would be free. We wouldn’t allow homelessness. There wouldn’t be a single, starving child anywhere. If we truly cherished life as much as we pretended to, government money would go towards education, not war. We’d erase all borders everywhere and treat everyone as equals.
But that doesn’t happen. That will never happen. Capitalism says money and fame are precious, not life. It champions a system with greased-up gears that fuck us all into submission. If you want to escape that system, through either drug use or suicide, you need help. You’re a problem.
The remedy is drugs. Not the unregulated goodies found in back alleys and street corners. The system had its own brand of delights to prescribe you. Drugs that they make money on. Painkillers, alcohol, cigarettes, television. These things are a-okay for you, as long as the system can continue to earn its blood money off them. As the laws of capitalism dictate.
I should be thinking about the Kid. I should go after Peter for robbing me. I should figure out who Jerry is. I should find whatever this thing Llewellyn and his talking ear want from me. I should try to understand the meaning behind this barrage of horrible visions.
Instead, against the backdrop of slowly subduing tooth pain, my mind rants and raves to an audience of none. Not even the spectre Sobriety is in attendance. It’s the rare occasion that he’s nowhere to be found. I’m alone in a hollow apartment, hollowed out by someone else’s desire. My mind on its soapbox, lamenting the ills of the world to itself.
The sound of keys unsuccessfully trying to unlock my door. A microscopic voice muttering delicately.
knock
knock
knock
knock
A faint and repeated urgency at my front door. A tiny woodpecker losing energy. The Veils still playing the background as I dare to see what lies on the other side of the door.
Peephole reveals the cause of quiet commotion. A normal, infirmed elderly woman. Distressed. A missized t-shirt hanging off her bony shoulders. A glass of water in one hand. Keys in the other. Desperation on her face.
Door is opened and her indigent eyes instantly look to mine. The smell of baby powder lingers around her.
“Yeah?” I murmur.
“Oh dear,” she gravels, voice stretched over the hallows of time, “this isn’t my apartment.”
“It’sn’t,” I calmly confirm.
Her desperation continues. A roadmap of veins on every available inch of her freshly-fallen snow skin. A patchwork forest of white hairs swaying in the air. Loose skin doing its damnedest to stay attached to her slender frame.
“The maintenance man said he’d come by,” she snivels. “But this isn’t my apartment. Where is my apartment?”
This elderly person begins softly weeping. This lost bird. This frightened child of a woman. Some level of senility has befallen her ages ago. Stripped her of her memories. Of her ability to function.
“Wut’s yer apartment number?”
“This one,” she manages, “one sixty-one.”
“This’s one ninety-one.”
She quints through her tears at the gold-plated number above my doorframe.
“One ninety-one?” she repeats.
Some realisation unseen strikes her knees. She’s off-balance. A tree a moment from collapse.
“Here,” I take her arm and guide her into my apartment. “Why dun ya sit fer ah minute.”
I deposit her into couch crevice. Her puny body is exaggerated by the space carved out of my sofa. I’m easily twice her size. My groove, three times. Her glass of water kisses her lips and finds rest on my coffee table.
“I don’t feel so good. This doesn’t look like my apartment.”
The OxyContin has done its job. My tooth pain has receded to nothingness. In its place, genuine concern for this old woman who looks to be nearing eighty years of age. If I live to be anywhere near her age, I doubt my mental facilities will be half as good as hers. My brain’s been far too conditioned to function under the influence of succulent pleasures. With age comes disintegration. With drug use comes disintegration. Combine the two for twice the effect.
“Wut’s yer name?”
“Margerie,” she says, nervous eyes seeking out familiarity along my walls.
“D’ya’ve someone we can call? Live with anybody?”
“Oh, it’s just me.”
Her wispy hand goes to her stomach. Pale nausea climbs up her body. Clawing up her insides. Resting on her face. Something terrible wants out. We both recognise it.
As I hand her her water, she lets out a heavy belch. The embarrassing kind that causes children to giggle. A harbinger of worse to come. Bits of orange saliva at the corners of her mouth.
“Oh dear,” she whispers, “not again.”
Those hazy, milky eyes roll back into her head. Her head cocks back. Mouth open wide and with a few horrendous cracks, it opens wider than humanly possible.
I move back as a slow-moving ooze of orange flows out of her mouth, methodically and deliberately. The burnt orange vomit is filled with disgusting chunks of unrecognisable bits of partially digested foods. Red bits that look like pieces of internal organs. Parts of dead animals. Chewed up plastic. A trash heap of puke streams down her body, filling the spaces in my couch groove her body could not.
Baby powder smell is replaced with boiling garbage as the vomit begins to dissolve Margerie’s frail body. Acid. Destroying the source of the leak. Until all that remains is a pool of the worst kind of repulsive goop, taken the shape of the groove in my couch. A human-shaped, orange, sludge of vomit.
The thing bubbles and gyrates. Moving around within itself. Festering. A small piece of shit moves to make one eye. A green bit of fuzz makes the other. A small crevasse opens making a mouth. The edges become crusty and cracked.
“I am the last,” the vomit’s voice sounds like it’s underwater. It gurgles its every affable word. “Things are not in order.”
Sweet, lost, frail Margerie is completely gone, dissolved by her talking, putrid, festering vomit. It remains confined inside couch groove. My outline in vomit. It doesn’t stain or leak out onto any surrounding area.
The Veils record finishes its final song and the needle spins around the empty centre of the vinyl. Faintly popping every time it comes around again. A ticking timebomb.
“Their answers are half-truths,” it’s words frothed out with grave urgency. “Give the item to Jerry.”
My silence doesn’t satisfy it. My rapid blinking doesn’t impress it.
“The Kid will lead you to Jerry,” it gargles.
“The Kid’s gone,” are the only words my mouth is able to endure. It ignores me.
“Avoid the dinner party if you can. There is a traitor among the guests,” its cryptic burbling speech becomes pained. “Trust none of them. Not even me.”
Its makeshift body bubbles more. Shrinking into itself. Baby shit orange begins to lighten. Chunks of godforsaken waste narrow into nothingness. The shape of Margerie’s body begins to retake its form. Vomitous voice becomes the old woman’s.
“None of this is real… Jerry will explain everything… Do not listen… to the ear…”
Margerie is returned. Her jaw back to normal. She lifts her head. Awakened from a nap. Every trace of her orange manifestation has completely dissipated. Those hapless eyes caress her unfamiliar surroundings.
“This isn’t my apartment…”
19. God Bless America
Gathered parishioners rise to their feet. Hands folded in front, some empty, some clutching tightly unto their weapons. Eyes to the back of the church. A priest in his garish white and gold robes between the aisles. Two altar boys who’ve yet to reach their teenage years right behind, dressed similarly.
The blond-haired, blue-eyed youth closest to the priest holds a large pole with a glittering green dollar sign atop. Jesus, in all his bleeding and sacrificial glory, crucified to it wearing nothing but a simple cloth. The other youth, similar in appearance but with brown eyes, carries a pole with a wooden cross atop. Donald Trump, in all his spray-tanned and hypocritical glory, crucified to it wearing nothing but a simple twenty-thousand dollar suit.
Every member of the faithful and attentive flock wears their Sunday best. Some in simple shirts and ties. Some in flowing, ankle-length dresses. Some fully suited. Some in white robes. Some in their bright red, China-made “Make America Great Again” hats. Some in “QAnon” hats. Some with swastika armbands. Some with pointed white hoods. Some with handguns in their palms. Some with rifles by their sides. Some with assault rifles hanging from their shoulders. Nearly every one of them Caucasian. A pasty sea of pale white.
The resplendent Holy Bible clutched tightly in the priest’s hands. Covered entirely in gold. Pages rimmed with gold. A prideful, ostentatious thing. Without a trace of humility. It shines and shimmers from multicoloured lights pouring down from the stained glass windows above.
“Oh, say can you see,” the priest bellows out. He doesn’t sing the words to the tune every American knows in their heart. It’s sung as an atonal processional hymn. His flock join in and he solemnly begins down the aisle. One tiny step at a time.
“By the dawn’s early light,” they all intone together, without familiar cadences and inflexions. This time the Star-Spangled Banner is sung by the mourners. By the fearful.
“What so proudly we hailed,” in dark, monotone unison. The priest inches towards the front. Altar boys in tow.
The church is wide and sparkling clean. White walls as pure as freshly fallen snow. Ceiling plated with stained glass murals of Jesus, the Virgin Mary, Ronald Reagan, and Donald Trump. In dazzling variegation. A prismatic marriage of church and state.
“At the twilight’s last gleaming?” all in attendance lament together.
There isn’t a glowing smile in the procession. The priest, grim and serious. His hair darkened by product to hide the grey. Thinly rimmed glasses. Aged wrinkles gathered at corners on his face. All devoid of any trace of comfort or joy.
His alter boys likewise are smileless. Their unblemished faces tremble with dutiful fear. Soldiers obeying orders in fear of reprisal. For fear of what happens behind closed church doors. Acts worthy of confession.
Not one smile in the crowd, either. These faces are expressionless. Blank slates, all. Yearning for deliverance. To have meaning inserted in their lives. Full of self-imposed shame and self-gratifying ignorance.
“Whose broad stripes and bright stars,” the priest carefully moves passed an arm floating in the aisle, holding up a cell phone. Brian, proudly wearing his “Make America Great Again” boldly emblazoned red baseball cap. The cell phone showing a feed of Margaret Jordan. Large Marge. The Black Widow. All six-hundred pounds of her, comfortably confined to the security of her apartment. Able to watch and participate virtually, since size and circumstance prevent her from participating physically.
“Through the perilous fight,” she chimes along from the phone. Fresh, clean, white robes. Wearing her own “Make America Great Again” hat. Pounds of makeup slathered onto her greasy, bulbous face. Chalky colours that drip down due to her diligent sweating, despite ample air conditioning keeping the one-hundred degree July weather at bay.
“Over the ramparts we watched,” her partner Brian monotones with his fellow followers. His robes freshly laundered and clean, the same as Black Widow’s. His MAGA hat as unblemished as the day he bought it, same as Black Widow’s.
To Brian’s right is the young fiend, Weasel. Wearing a plaid button-up and black slacks. His oily, pimpled skin like a wax sculpture. His hair securely glued to immobility with more hair gel than necessary.
“Were so gallantly streaming?” the priest sings as he reaches the foot of the altar. A few short steps and he’s standing proud. Centre stage. Centre of attention. Bible rests on podium in front of him. A confederate flag hanging vertically from the front of that. He faces his throng of believers. Hands raised in the air. Conducting the spirit unseen.
“And the rockets’ red glare!” he bellows out. His voice louder than the gathered hundreds.
“The bombs bursting in air!” believers bark in return, outshining the priest’s voice. The altar boys place their respective poles into holes in the stage, just behind priest and podium. A twenty-foot tall painting of Donald Trump with a crown of thorns on his forehead taking up the majority of available wall space. Droplets of blood edging onto the orange wasteland that is his face.
“Gave proof through the night!” the priest returns, again louder than the united voices of his flock.
“That our flag was still there!” they howl in return. With more volume, less emotion. A shouting match.
He lowers his arms, “Oh say, does that star-spangled banner yet wave?” spills out with considerably less intensity than before. Atonally morose. Apathetic.
“Over the land of the free and the home of the brave?” all gathered finish together on a down note. The audience remains standing and silent as hymn ends. Several parishioners wipe tears of pride from their eyes. The exalting of their souls has finished. Their hubris completed.
“The Lord be with you,” the priest proclaims with far more passion and warmth than the National Anthem was afforded.
“And also with you,” parrots back the parishioners.
“Glory to Donald Trump in the highest,” the priest devotedly exhorts. “And in America peace to Republicans of goodwill. We praise you. We bless you. We adore you. We glorify you. We give you thanks for your great glory, Lord Trump, heavenly king, oh God, almighty father!”
“Amen!”
Two priestly fingers raise in the air, “Donald Trump be with you,” and make a cross motion in the air aimed at the crowd.
“And also with you,” they reply in succulent unity.
“Please, be seated,” he says while tossing a look at the altar boys standing fearfully behind him. He briefly licks his lips at one of them. Salivates at the sight of the beleaguered preteen. The priest beckons one with a curled index finger. The blue-eyed boy doesn’t risk disobeying and he approaches, grabbing a large golden chalice along the way. Panicked shivers accompany him. Escorting him.
His flock follow instructions. They do as they’re told. As they’re commanded. Seated and facing forward, eager to consume every word presented to them. Eager to have their hungry minds filled with holy proclamations. To be saved.
Young altar boy is guided by priestly motivations to his knees, behind the podium. Hidden from the congregation. Under the priest’s robe. Actions unseen. The remaining altar boy sheds a single tear for his companion. A knowing tear. A sigh of relief.
“I believe in one God, the father almighty, maker of Heaven and Earth, of all things visible and invisible,” he trumpets loudly. “I believe in one Lord Donald Trump, the second begotten son of God, born of the Father before all ages. God from God, light from light, true God from true God. For us men and for our salvation, he gave up his life of luxury to make America great again. He suffers persecution from the fake news media, the enemy of the people. He endures the treasonous witchhunt of the Demoncrats who seek to undermine him. With divine intercession, conservative pretenders were eliminated in the primaries. With the grace and glory of God, Hillary Clinton, evil incarnate, murdering whore of Babylon, Antichrist, was defeated and Trump ascended into the White House.”
The audience is more than receptive to every vowel and consonant shovelled their way. Resonating on a profound level. Confirming every preconceived notion they could ever hope to have. Every slight they’ve imagined, every dissonant opinion they’ve heard, emboldens these ideas. Strengthens them. Makes them fact in the absence of evidence.
Priest hides smiles of pleasure that fight to break through his visage. He’s being made to feel very good by someone very unwilling. Silently serviced. Still unseen. Still uncared for by the swarm of complicit believers who see with their ears, not with their eyes. Out of sight, out of mind.
“The days of our beloved country being degraded are coming to an end. Political correctness will be cast out and religious liberty will return. The government will no longer force you to betray God and serve homosexuals! The government will no longer allow men to pretend to be women just to pervert your little girls in public bathrooms! The government will no longer force people to say ‘Happy Holidays’ instead of ‘Merry Christmas’! Prayer will return to schools!”
Black Widow’s live-streamed face nods in agreement, along with dozens of her fellow faithful. Crystal methamphetamine burning through her veins. Pumping buckets of sweat through every pore that can be found. Drizzling down her face. Her makeup dripping. A melting oil painting
“And once Donald Trump appoints a new Supreme Court justice, and it will be someone of conviction, of faith, of God, the crimes of abortion and gay marriage that have plagued our glorious nation will finally come to an end! Justice will soon return to the Supreme Court! The remaining activist judges will be powerless to stop the Lord’s work from being done.”
Several shouts of “Amen” pepper the priest’s sermon from the pews. Fiery passion rages in the hearts of the attendees. Their souls are being ignited. Their biases confirmed.
The priest uses one hand to brace himself against the podium. Knees weak and quivering. The unholy act nearing climax.
“Donald Trump is not only the smartest amongst us, but he also has the conviction of character to openly care about this country and its blessings. He stands in opposition to the hateful Demoncrats that reject God with their secular agenda. They seek to divide the country they hate, to destroy the loving-kindness of Americans, to make room for illegal immigrants that infest our beautiful country, the country that God made for us! Liberals and Antifas whine about children in cages, but those aren’t our children! They’re dangerous gang members and illegals who desire to harm our children!”
More praise in the form of several proud proclamations of “Amen” ripple through the fawning crowd. Still reserved in their exclamations, but more animated in movement. Shifting in their seats. Fires raging within.
“We would never treat our kids like that! Not good, wholesome American children!”
The young altar boy emerges from under the priest’s robes, golden chalice in hand. No longer empty, the cup nearly runneth over with creamy, warm semen. Holy water. It’s handed to the priest and set next to the Holy Bible on podium. Young altar boy head full of shame and fear, hands trembling, returns to his previous spot against the wall. Under the watchful eyes of Donald Trump’s portrait. Before priestly summoning. Before priestly degradation.
“This Wednesday is America’s two-hundredth-and-forty-second birthday. While you celebrate the birth of our great nation, I want you to take a moment to praise Donald Trump and all the greatness that he’s already achieved, and the greatness he will continue to achieve. He’s healed our economy, stamped out ISIS, brought North Korea to its knees, unburdened us from Obamacare, and much more than any President before him has ever dared to achieve. Pray allegiance to him, and to God! Thank him and thank God for bringing Trump to us, for bringing integrity back to America. Be thankful we no longer suffer the criminal, socialist empires of Hillary Clinton and Barack Hussein Obama. Be thankful we no longer have leaders in pacts with Satan!”
He holds the cup in the air. High above his head. To the Heavens. Its viscous contents sticky enough not to slosh around due to movement.
“And he took bread, and gave thanks, and brake it, and gave unto them, saying, ‘This is my body which is given for you: this do in remembrance of me.’ Likewise, also the cup after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new testament in my blood, which is shed for you.’”
The priest walks to the front of the podium. Brown-eyed altar boy joins with a golden bowl filled with crispy, fresh communion wafers. A dollar sign stamped onto each holy treat. The blue-eyed altar boy brings a small cloth. A replica of the American flag. They flank the holy man.
Dozens of attending faithful rise quickly from their uncushioned seats and head to the altar. Towards redemption. With tombstones in their eyes.
Black Widow’s party joins the queue. Weasel behind Brian, Brian haughtily holding his cell up to face the front. The first and only smile in the entire building growing proudly on his face. Anticipation for what’s to come.
The remainder takes their time exiting the pews, but all eventually follow suit. Sheep to the shepherd. Every last one of them. Falling into line.
The first is an elderly man in a freshly-ironed brown button-up shirt, neatly tucked into his tighty-whities underneath his pair of brown slacks. He removes his MAGA hat and eases onto his rickety knees. Bald head trickled with droplets of anticipation.
Priestly fingers reach into the bowl, whispers “Body of Trump,” and place the wafer onto the enthusiastic tongue of the elderly man.  Then the chalice is guided to his aged lips. “Blood of Trump” is hushed as the elderly man takes some of the lukewarm semen into his mouth. Its tacky texture helps the stale confection dissolve in a fury of blind adoration.
He guzzles it down completely. Divine righteousness fills his stomach. Holy light fills his soul.
“God bless America,” he cheers, as priest wipes the cup clean with his red, white, and blue cloth.
The old man rises to his feet, crosses himself in front of the giant depiction of Donald Trump, then makes room for the next enthusiastic mouth.
20. The Big Win
The pain in my mouth pulsates to its own ghoulish rhythm. OxyContin swishes around in a pool of cheap raspberry-flavoured vodka deep within my belly. They barely have begun to dissolve properly, but already the numbing glow is slowly radiating from my midsection.
At least, that’s what I tell myself. Relief doesn’t come fast enough. It languishes while a jackhammer pounds my gums, directly under the right cheekbone. Years of bodily abuse and insufficient dental hygiene throb with every shuttered breath. Unrelenting, stone-cold sobriety intensifies anguish that would’ve otherwise been silent.
I cautiously stroll to the nearby restroom. My every movement is guarded. It has to be. It’s been so long since I’ve submitted myself to this kind of environment soberly, I’ve forgotten how to properly interact with it. I want no missteps. No deviations from the norm. Incognito. A shadow. I need to be neither seen nor noticed. Easy in, easy out.
Usually, a Beast like me is the first and only thing noticed. In any sort of typical environment, I stand out. Loud and obtrusive. A giant lizard of a person, I am almost always the focus of everyone’s unwanted attention. But not in a casino. Here people fixate more on their greeds and their hungers than what surrounds them. Here I am blended perfectly into the environment. Another blur in an unimportant background.
I breeze past the portly attendant. His shapely body more closely resembles that of a toddler’s than that of a grown man. A shoddy-looking man. Wearing a cheap tuxedo and even cheaper smile. The sweat on his bald head glistens gently under fluorescent bulbs.
He nods at me. Jowls jiggling and sweat dripping. I ignore his wordless begging. His professional panhandling.
I slide into the nearest stall. A handicapped stall. Lock broken. A temporary replacement lock attached to the topmost part of the door, where no wheelchair-bound person could ever hope to reach.
It’s locked tight and I sit. I don’t depant. Trousers remain on. Tail remains lifted. Out of sight. I’m only here to think. No other business to take care of.
The stabbing pains of rotted tooth pierce my head. Throbbing in defiance of what medication that has yet to combat its growing intensity. I toss two more green tablets to the back of my throat. No drink in proximity. Mouth is dry. Arm drops between my legs and into the toilet below. A cold handful of water is scooped up. This kind of agony negates the need for tact or etiquette. I swallow down water and pills in one gulp.
I’m running out of OxyContin. Barely a dozen tablets of relief remain. Peter’s disappeared again. There’s still no trace of the Kid. This batch of Hillbilly Heroin, legal weed, and cheap spirits are all that have been keeping me on my feet these last few months as spring overtook winter.
My bathroom stall neighbour to the right is blathering on in a distinctively drunken manner. Slurred gripes and pathetic mumbles. He whines to friend unseen about losing all his money and hotel room keycard. Claims of a prostitute swindling him. Of bouncers bullying him.
If ya can’t win here, dun play.
Frenzied grunts belch out from beyond the stall to my left. The sound of great force meeting great blockage. The increasing stench is strong. It doesn’t quite reach the intense smell of death I’ve known intimately, but it’s awful and wretched, nonetheless.
A blockade on both sides of me, preventing the quiet moment I had hoped this restroom would provide. My momentary respite unrealised.
I erupt from my seat and exit the stall. Wet hand is waved under the faucet and it magically activates, pouring tepid water. I drown my hands in soap and purge them under the stream. Water shuts off. Hands thrash to-and-fro, splashing drops along the matching tile floor and walls.
The attendant fetches a small towel. He holds it up to me. Eagerly. I stop flicking water and stare at him. Unflinchingly. I know this man’s pain. Spending all day in a room filled with shit and piss to help people who do not want his help. Who do not want him around. Who do not need him.
I exit the bathroom, leaving the attendant standing there with towel in hand. Frustration in hand. Meaninglessness in hand.
A blast of cigarette smoke hits me the instant I emerge from the restroom. The smoke gets thicker as I trek deeper into the casino. So pungent, so imposing, my own need to smoke is abated. I simply breathe deep and exhale secondhand utopia.
I’m inside one of the last, old casinos. Not one of the glossy, classy enterprises that have usurped real estate over the last decade. Transforming Las Vegas into a respectable party destination that’s “City of Sin” in name only. Sweeping the dirt under brand-new, postmodern, art deco rugs. Mega clubs that attempt to invoke the heydays of Studio Fifty-Four, high-end stores with designer clothing, celebrity chef restaurants. What’s considered the best parts of Los Angeles and New York by some, repackaged and slapped and slathered onto this tiny neon oasis in the desert.
But the dirt remains. We forgotten ones run this transient city. We feel its heartbeat. We hear its song. We’re the ones who see the true grime of Las Vegas through the thin veneer of class. We derive nourishment from the soiled cracks that tourists avoid. We thrive in the obscene ambitions of the night.
Vegas is a clean, brand new, top of the line sports car with a rotted, torn up interior. No matter they do to “clean up” this tiny city, we’ll always be here as a true reminder of what it costs to chase the big win.
I’m in a field of video slot machines. Luminous candy colours that bounce and reflect off of cigar and cigarette and vapour fog. They flash and gyrate with epileptic regularity. Arcade noises sound out from all directions in random succession. Bleeps. Pops. Cachings. Fwoops. Childhood video game noises to infantilise grown men and women.
I continue uneasily through this maze of oppressive, statuesque appliances. People sit affixed in front of the gaming machines. Transfixed. Hypnotised. Connected to their respective contraptions via brightly-coloured elastic chords. A club card, from belt to machine. Umbilical cords. Twisted children attached to their sardonic mothers. Suckling on her tits for hollow nourishment. Trying to suck out the big win.
I make sure to steer clear of the tables and their inhuman dealers. Theirs is a game far more sinister than the cold purity machines provide. Every table is managed by a large scorpion. Some black emperor scorpions. Some tan Arizona bark scorpions. Some gently radiating under the slight tinge of blacklight overhead. Each wearing button-ups and suit jackets and nametags.
Large claws dealing cards to paralysed victims. Giant elongated arachnid arms reaching deep into the hearts and wallets of the unsuspecting. Tails hovering menacingly high above, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. Taunting. Teasing. Promising. Blackjack, poker, roulette, craps. All used to ensnare hapless tourists into a nest of promises. Promises of the big win.
Someone in the distance exclaims loudly in excitement over a big win. Never the big win. No one ever wins that. Not in this casino. Not in life. Everyone chases it. Every lost one of us. We strive for the big win. The moment that makes every struggle, every heartache, every misstep finally worth it. The finish line. The final victory.
For some, it’s a million dollars. For some, it’s hearing a parental figure say “I’m proud of you.” For some, it’s getting married to their “soulmate.” For some, it’s the birth of a child. And even if and when these moments are attained, the emptiness remains. The sense of accomplishment after achieving each big win dwindles and they discover there’s another bigger win ahead of them. That one is the big win that will cure their emptiness. The goalposts move further away. Day by day. Struggle by struggle. The big win always ahead. Never obtained. Never realised.
An unassuming video poker machine becomes my home. Dollar bill slides into the slot. Without thinking, I press various buttons. No attention paid to what shows on the screen. I’m not playing to win. This is strictly for show. To fit in. I don’t want anyone to think me out of the ordinary. My attempt is to blend in as seamlessly as possible in the one environment where I’m sure to go unrecognised. The terrible things they would do to me if they discovered I wasn’t one of them. If they knew I was judging them. Disgusted by them and their greed and their complacency. Unimaginable.
There are the regular Hawaiian-shirted tourists. Elderly people briefly freed from their retirement prisons. Locals who have yet to learn better. And with the Stanley Cup game happening this week, everywhere you turn you see logos of the newfound Las Vegas hockey team, the Golden Knights.
Vegas received its own major sports team recently and they instantly were adored by the resident masses. Suddenly, and without prior warning, tens of thousands of people were avid hockey fans, despite never having mentioned the frozen sport in this hot, harsh desert. Having a sports team was a hole Vegas didn’t know it needed filling, but once it was, they ate it up as hard and as diligently as they could.
The Golden Knights represented something I’ll never understand. A sort of blind unity after the Route Ninety-One tragedy that gave people something to root for instead of against. It’s the very antithesis of the Vegas I intimately knew. Vegas before the mass shooting was very transitory and self-serving. That attack that killed fifty-eight people legitimised Las Vegas in a way no corporation ever could. Turned us from a fantasy land you could escape to into another, regular American city. The addition of a national sports team only solidified that.
“Our” team making it to the Stanley Cup gives Vegas something to be proud of in the wake of such a shameful act. After the city’s pride was stripped away. Gives the people another big win to chase. Victory or loss, Vegas is changed in ways I can’t say are for the better. How much worse will this unwarranted adoration be when we become home to the Las Vegas Raiders?
Eyes continue to dart from one corner of the casino to another. Fingers tap away at the screen. Dollar quickly becomes a memory as the game ends. The machine sits stagnant, waiting for another deposit. Hungry. My eyes return to it. Hand delves into pocket and produces another dollar bill. It’s slipped inside machine mouth but is met with a loud beep. It spits my deposit back at me: an off-white business card. I snatch it and inspect.
Reality Management
Everything You’ll Ever Need
I crumble the damn thing and let gravity bring it down to the garish carpet. I refuse to give a single ounce of brainpower into understanding how that card got in my pocket. A real dollar is retrieved and pledged to mechanical distraction. Buttons are pressed without commitment.
Music plays faintly from above. Some pop tune from childhood, audible enough to be familiar, soft enough to not be recognised. A song from better days. Of innocent times. Before the knowledge of death tainted every new experience. Before every new experience became a repeated, stale banality. Back when every new day was a big win.
My tooth reminds me it exists. Aggressively. Whatever imagined relief has yet to manifest itself. Yet to bring tranquillity to my mouth. I contemplate eating more pills and, as if an answer to the unasked question of where I’d get something to drink, a large brown scorpion in a black cocktail dress walks up to me. Upright. Claws gripping a tiny serving tray.
The thing blinks its solid black eyes as it asks, “Wanna drink?” through the twitching claws that reside inside its mouth. Its voice crushed and feminine.
“Screwdriver,” I blurt out, sliding yet another dollar into my mechanical distraction. Vocal chord vibrations irritating a not-quieting-fast-enough tooth pain.
The scorpion departs. Leaving me alone with thoughts I can’t focus. Not through this misery. Not through the wall of searing anguish writhing in my mouth. Growing and taking me over. Soon I will be nothing but pain.
The machine howls at me for attention. Lights flash on the crusty, fingerprint-greased screen. I’m playing Triple Triple Double Bonus Bonus Poker. And I have four matching Jacks. The tiny number in the corner grows tremendously in value alongside a cascading video game noise.
“Well, look at that,” a familiar female voice comments affectionately, “I’d cash out now if I were you.”
Sitting beside me is the blue-skinned woman from my bathroom. Still dressed as if she’s set to appear in a Shakespearean performance with a big, puffy shirt and a long, silky, white dress. Purple hair held up in ornate braids. Face bejewelled like stars in the night sky. Twinkling. Timeless.
“That’s where people go wrong,” she says, voice still attuned by several different accents. “They chase that dragon. Drugs. Money…” She leans into me and winks, “Sex.”
Her delicate fingers playfully press buttons on the machine in front of her. Inch-long fingernails painted half white and half black and each pierced with a small, golden bell. They jingle ever-so-slightly with her every movement. Machine before her doesn’t respond. There’s been no money inserted. No permission granted to play. She taps away at the plastic buttons along with the vague music simply to occupy her hands.
“They never know when to quit when they’re ahead.”
I press the “Cash Out” button. The machine beeps in disappointment. In defeatist realisation that I wish to stop playing. To stop it from consuming any more of my time. No chance to steal back my winnings. A white ticket spits out.
“Haven’t see ya in ah while,” I mutter.
“I am a busy figment,” she giggles.
The blue woman spots the crumbled up business card. Her muted skin tone looks somehow warmer under this harsh lighting.
“You should take care of that,” she encourages.
“Someone else’s gunna come and clean it up. Born and raised fer th’job, someone always does.”
She laughs, “I mean give them what they want.”
“Llewellyn and th’Earmouth? I dunno wut they want.”
A self-satisfactory smile crawls up her face and she taps under her left cheekbone. The location matching where my mouth tormentor is if she were a mirror reflection. She then points to my cheek and nods.
“Muh tooth? Ya sayin they want muh tooth?”
“Llewellyn and his talking ear are definitely a strange pair. I wouldn’t put it past either to want a tooth… or two.”
Confusion and clarity smash into each other. The source of my suffering begins to make complicated sense.
“Why?”
The blueberry-skinned one next to me laughs loudly, “I mean, have you met them? Him? I’m still unclear what pronoun I should use, even after all these years.”
“How d’ya know it’s muh tooth they’re after?”
She cocks her head to the side, towards her shoulder. Her expression becomes a wry smile. Comforting. Sincere and heartbroken.
“Sweetie, you have to stop asking so many questions. You’ll never get answers that way.”
Her hand caresses by dry, scaley cheek. Soft bells reassuringly ring as her softness slides down my harshness. Tooth pain eradicated at the instant of physical contact.
“I wish I could stay,” she regretfully admits, “but I’ve got a dinner party to attend and I need to get ready. You should, too.”
“I dun understand.”
“I know. I could tell you it’ll all make sense by the end, but…”
She rises. Stands on her graceful, bare feet. Toenail decorations matching fingernails, sans bells.  Her ringing hand snatches the cashout paper from my machine. Her eyes painstakingly inspect every printed detail.
“Don’t cash this,” she says, handing it over. “It’s worth much more than money.”
I look at the thing. The amount is for two-hundred-eighty-six dollars and seventy-five cents. Large barcode with numbers underneath. Today’s date. Voucher number. Nothing about it appears out of order. Nothing isn’t ordinary.
Before I look back to her, I know she’s already gone. Disappeared. I confirm this and place folded voucher in my pocket.
“Here ya go,” scorpion waitress welcomes behind me. Tray full of drinks in her claws. Scorpion tail dips down. Curved stinger lifts my orange beverage and hands it to me. Delivering venom.
I lay a single dollar on her tray and sip my drink. She thanks me without a hint of gratitude in her crunchy voice and departs into the heart of the casino. Bringing other hopeless gamblers their respective bribes. Magic potions to ensure continued gambling. An offering to numb the senses enough to wipe out bank accounts for those desperately chasing the big win.
Drink is nursed as I continue my odyssey through the casino landscape. With my suffering abated, at least for now, I’m finally able to do what I came to this casino to do in the first place. Sometimes you can think the most clearly when in am unfamiliar setting. Out of your comfort zone. No domestic distractions and temptations to prevent your mind from reaching new levels of understanding. Of comprehension.
A voice rudely interrupts my introspection. A man’s voice. Impatient and forceful. He addresses me by my full name. The sound of it offends every fibre of my being.
“I need you to come with me,” his voice in control of the situation.
He is clothed in Las Vegas Metro Police’s finest uniform. Hand hovering over the gun in his holster. His hand betrays his confidence. His self-assuredness. It aches to draw its weapon. To grab the thing that grants him the power to do whatever he wants, whenever he wants. His control over life and death at the tip of his fingers.
I take a small sip of my drink. I quickly toss the thing, glass and all, in his face. It distracts and confuses enough to allow me to sprint off. Vodka, orange juice, ice, and glass splash as he scrambles to wield his life-ender.
Columns of slot machines and video poker blend into streams of light as I tear down rows and rows of the monstrosities. Bobbing and weaving through aisles and around patrons with the zest and energy of a younger man. Their confusion freezes them in place. Preventing them from becoming moving obstacles.
Gunshots bang out behind me. The young officer sends bullets to catch me since his feet cannot. Patrons scream and dive out of both my path and the path of bullets zooming around. I spryly avoid both. Expertly using my tail to aid my zig-zagging through the labyrinthian casino floor plan. It grabs onto a large “Wheel of Fortune” slot machine and helps me make a sharp left turn towards the exit.
“Stop!” he shouts out with words and bullets from far, far behind me.
I break through the doors, nearly knocking over a young Hawaiian shirt trying to enter through the opposite direction. The heat of June’s warm nighttime air welcomes me as I continue my mad sprint all the way to my apartment.
F'only…
In actuality, I didn’t run. The officer, with caution on his face, pleaded, “Please, don’t make a scene.” He didn’t want me to run any more than I wanted to. I entertained the idea simply because it was screaming from his eyes. Pouring out from every targeted glance he made.
I downed the remainder of my drink, sat down emptied glass on the stool next to me, and calmly left with the officer.
21. Beautiful Nightmares
On the east side. The dirtier side of Vegas. Out of bounds to anybody who don’t live around here. There’s a restaurant slash bar. A blink-and-you’ll-miss-it establishment surrounded by cheap Chinese restaurants and thrift stores. A small joint that could barely fit one hundred people inside if it was pushed to its limits. No windows. Dim lighting at every time of day.
I’m sitting alone in a large, round booth. Red wine pleather deftly cushioning me and my tail with precise comfort. A dirty martini sitting untouched on the table. Accompanied by the usual fare. Napkins, silverware, a glass of water, fliers for upcoming events, a “no smoking at tables” sign that my lit cigarette is gloriously ignoring.
Smoke swarms around my head. Hovering around my booth. Purifying my area, inside and out. I deposit ash into the glass of water. A small orange goldfish swimming within nibbles at the ash. Consuming my leftovers.
There are five other booths, same as this. All containing patrons unseen. Their presences made known only by their occasional vocalisations and likewise blatant disregard for the no smoking policy. Chimneys lined up in a row pumping out smoke. The bursting exhaust drifts into the remainder of the restaurant. Filling the air. A slow-moving flood. Delicately smouldering all in its path.
Behind the bar, a tall, handsome lumberjack of a man juggles bottles and cups with ease. Expert flair bartending for an audience of empty stools. A silver cup tosses in the air. Muscles flex under tight black t-shirt. A bottle of vodka leaps into action. A proud, piercing smile beams out from well-trimmed beard. A youthful, energetic hand catches a silver cup. Actions that have become an unfortunate staple to nearly every bar in Las Vegas. Something the Hawaiian shirts lap up, but locals are immune to.
Opposite of the bar is a small elevated area that’s been converted to a makeshift stage. Currently housing a handful of ghastly jazz musicians. Genderless skeletons covered in just enough bits of muscle and tendons to keep them from being useless piles of bones on the floor. One’s playing an electric keyboard. One an upright bass. One a trumpet. One a full drum kit.
The carpet under the jazzy corpse musicians is darkened by the dripping ichor of what remains of their exposed blood vessels. Bone fingers colouring their otherwise pristine instruments the same deep, dark crimson. Elegant bone digits dancing on top of instruments.
The keyboardist still has remnants of eyelids that strain closed when he’s feeling the music. Obscuring dried, greyed-out eyes. None of the other players have eyelids or even the hint of skin. The drummer doesn’t even have eyes. Dark voids where windows once resided.
Despite their hollowed, deteriorated bodies, their ability to create harmonious tunes isn’t hindered one bit. They are lively, rhythmic, and never miss a note. They create the most stunning jazz music. Haunting. Melancholic. Energetic. Dark. Experimental. The sound of soft butter being shaved away one millimetre at a time. Smooth and dazzling.
In the middle of everything are half a dozen tables. All are clean and set with empty plates and glasses. Only one is occupied. A lonesome man in a meticulously ironed white shirt and a plaid necktie. Black slacks and polished black patent shoes. Short, clean-cut hairstyle. A good-looking, professional man in his thirties.
He sits, hands clasped in front of him in silent prayer. Eyes closed. Giving thanks for the meal he’s about to consume. A steaming steak plated in front of him. Thick blood trickling the edges, revealing how little cooking it was exposed to. Mashed potatoes with brown gravy. A small assortment of corn, carrots, peas.
Prayer is quickly completed. Napkin covers lap. Knife and fork are gently pushed aside. Rejected. He picks up the fat steak with bare hands and lifts it to his clean-shaven face. The ecstatic scent of cooked flesh enters his nose and sends shivers down his spine. It dribbles pink liquid down his fingers and back onto the plate.
A gentle kiss lovingly placed on the slab. A tender show of affection to the untenderised. He kisses again, this time with more compassion. A third kiss, more enthusiasm, and lingering tongue. The lone diner continues molesting the meat with his mouth to the point of fully making-out with it. A nonreciprocating lover.
The chunk of meat is pressed deeply into his face with one hand. He slobbers and moans. Bloody juices dribble down his face. Dying his white shirt a muted pink.
His other hand lowers to the plate. Dips into the mashed potatoes. Cautiously at first. Slowly swirling around the gravy. Lubricating his fingers. With each swirl around the gravied rim, his fingers ease into the potatoes. Sliding in. Eventually plunging deep inside them. He pulls his fingers in-and-out of mashed potato cunt, causing brown gravy to splatter off the plate.
I silently watch as this plate of food is virtually raped before my eyes.
The diner stops as if having noticed my voyeurism. Steak is lowered and he turns to me. Face covered with cow’s blood and spices and tiny bits of steak and a look of sheer disgust.
“Get your own meal, pervert,” he grumbles.
Steak flops back onto the plate. Crashing and spilling tiny vegetables and more juices onto the table. He rises, takes his plate, and vanishes to the bar while scoffing and mumbling to himself.
He’s greeted by juggling antics. The hungry man picks up where he left off with his dinner seduction. The bartender juggles unabated.
One of the fliers on the table catches my eye. It glimmers a faint blue. I finish the cigarette and gift its carcass to glass goldfish. It gobbles at the butt with its tiny, helpless mouth. I grab the flier.
Sunday Night Jazz: This week - The World-Renowned Jerry!
Nothing else on the thing. No date. No time. No other words or images at all. Just the one sentence in white letters centred on a black background.
“You should go,” says the voice. The voice is Nirvana. The voice is comfort. The voice is home.
The Kid is sitting in the booth. Opposite me. I never saw him join. Never heard him enter. I was once the sole occupant of booth enclave, now suddenly not.
He is healthy and cheerful. Both hands intact as he takes the flier from mine and inspects it himself. Not a single hint of injury. Not a trace of physical or mental suffering. Skin as pure as a newborn’s.
“You’ll have a great time,” he beams.
“What happened t’ya?” my voice tainted with heartfelt concern. “I’ve b’n worried.”
His expression betrays his normal visage. His earnest beauty and cheerfulness wiped clean by disappointment.
“You’ve barely thought about me,” he quickly fires back.
“Yer all I think bout.”
“Don’t lie,” his words penetrating. “All you care about is drugs.”
Someone squeals loudly in the adjacent booth. A man spills out onto the unkempt grey carpet. Wrapped tightly in a stained, off-white straitjacket. A floppy, bright pink, latex pig mask on his head. He writhes on the floor, kicking his dirty bare feet violently in the air. Shrieking and giggling.
He rolls over to our table and shifts up to his knees. Straitjacketed elbows brace on the end of the table, giving him leverage to lean into the booth. To invade our space. To desecrate our privacy. Dead-eyed mask showing no hint of the wearer’s actual eyes. Pig snout crusted with cocaine. Malevolent, cartoonish smile frozen in time.
“I want to drink all your beautiful nightmares,” muffled voice grunts out. “And feed your hopes and dreams to the lions.”
Pig-masked man flails back onto the floor. He returns to his concoction of high-pitched noises and roars of loud merriment. Rolling more and kicking his legs in every possible skyward direction.
“After everything…” the Kid continues as if the disruption never occurred. His voice lugubrious, “I thought I meant something to you.”
“I dun… of course ya mean somethin t’me. Th’police’re investigatin. There’s nothin I can d’cept wait fer’em t’find somethin. I’d jus get in their way otherwise.”
“FEED THEM ALL TO THE LIONS!” pig-mask interrupts at high volume as he waddles back into his booth. White powder bits remain where mask grazed carpet.
The Kid, enthusiasm dashed, slumps in his seat. I, guilt-ridden and weary of my excuses, slump in my seat. Here we are, two unhappy accidents sitting across from one another.
Goldfish in drinking water continues its battle to consume a cigarette butt nearly half its size. The bartender continues juggling and smiling. Steak meal continues being violated. The ghoulish band continues creating elegant melodies. Booths continue pumping out smoke.
“I’ve b’n goin through th’craziest shit. I’m startin t’lose muh grip on wut’s real and wut’sn’t.”
“I told you Jerry would help you with all that,” the Kids words offered nonchalantly as he taps the flier on the table.
“I dunno how t’find him. I dunno who he’s.”
“You haven’t even tried. You haven’t done anything except indulge in this craziness.”
His words strike me. They’re forthright and mature. Stern and commanding. Completely out of character from the Kid that I know and have affection for.
My gaze caresses the bar, searching out an answer that doesn’t exist within these walls.
“S’this ah dream or ah memory?”
“What’s the difference?” chimes in the Kid with apathetic tones.
I don’t have an answer to that question. When life is plagued by hallucinatory realisations, the difference between dream and memory becomes virtually nonexistent. An unproveable hypothesis. A useless notion.
“I d’miss ya,” I mutter downward, towards the table. Away from whatever shame this admission will engender within me. “Much more than I wanna admit t’myself.”
Somehow I slump further into my already slumped position. Pleather squeaking as I sink. As I retreat.
“I’m worried that f’I think bout ya, then yer not still out there in th’world, alive and well. I dun wanna contemplate that yer dead. I dunno f’I can handle that.”
“I’m still alive,” he hushes. “You need to find me before it’s too late.”
The words, while seemingly reassuring, ring hollow when they hit my ears. Still, I find the sound of them to be slightly reassuring.
“To do that, you need to sober up,” he urgently resumes. “And you need to wake up.”
He slams both hands onto the table with full force. Knocking over both martini and glass of water. Olives and goldfish smack into each other. Flopping onto tabletop. The commotion silences the morbid band. It causes flair juggling to end. It brings every other patron into wordlessness and inaction. Startles everyone into silence. Startles me into waking up.
22. Apocalypse Anonymous
I tried to warn her. She didn’t want to listen. Now the gathered vulnerable stew in a helplessness only previously implied. Dozens of quiet, horrified faces. Children who’ve just watched the family pet be strangled right in front of their eyes. Silent. Still. The punishment for receiving unwanted words. Victims of sentences.
Their stage. My soapbox. I’d given everyone everything they weren’t ready to hear. Everything they needed, but nothing they wanted. I answered unasked questions instead of reinforcing disingenuous phrases forced into their mouths by twelve-step liars.
I didn’t want to. Honestly, I would’ve been more than happy to sit in the back in the field of rusted, folding chairs far out of everyone’s way. Quietly nursing my growing toothache. I was to be one of the nameless here at Narcotics Anonymous. Another worn-out face grumbling through monotonous speeches and clever slogans. Sitting quietly, trying not to make the flimsy, metal thing I was sitting on squeak out and bring unwanted attention my way. Stuffing my face with instant coffee and stale, week-old doughnuts.
I’d come here in place of counting hairs or talking to figments. This was a way to be around people that were both like me and unlike me at the same time. To be alone and together. All and nothing.
Silence was my charge for this visit and the one that preceded it. I was wordless persistence. A mute. Making no sudden movements or noises that would alert anyone to my presence. I didn’t want to be recognised. I didn’t want to share my story. Others come here and happily become hooked to the attention these meetings bring as much as they were the drugs. Something else to fill the hole. To stave off the pain.
Not me. I’m satisfied burying things deep within. Where no one could hope to find them if there was anyone brave enough or foolish enough to try. Cement for the wall.
Their stories are always the same. Some proudly spout off proclamations of newfound sobriety like a kid declaring his first love. A high school romance. Others meekly apologise and offer excuses for failing to abstain from drugs. A high school romance soured. Tearful admittances of being unable to live up to expectations.
Off to the right was a tall, thin, pale man with long brown hair and a matching long, thin beard. Wearing a tightly-fitting Golden Girls t-shirt and sitting with his legs tightly crossed. Gently filing his nails with a bright pink nail file. A slight scraping sound filling every pregnant pause. Before I spoke, this Gay Jesus was cautiously vibrant and focused on every emotional word every other speaker gave. Empathic with annoying sincerity. After having endured the marathon that was my speech, he’s fallen to solemnity.
Across from him is an older man. Heavy, stubbled face. Trucker cap with “QAnon” in big bold letters on it. A t-shirt insisting on Earth’s flatness. Arms disapprovingly crossed in front of him over the image of the flattened planet. Judgmentally leering at all the witnesses. He’s the sort who’s here by court order, not by choice. He’s been in attendance both times I’ve been and he’d never before reacted or engaged with anything happening around him in any sort of positive manner. The Conspiracy Theorist now sits, smugly smiling as if I’ve confirmed everything riddling his most fervent conspiratorial imaginations.
There’s a twitching couple. Young man and young woman. Dressed in whatever shabby articles they gathered off the floor in whatever disgustingly unkempt home they reside in. Equally skinny and covered in scabs. Clutching onto each other while vibrating and jerking around in their seats. Conjoined twins connected at the hands. Clear as day they’re still using, despite protests otherwise. For the first time in a long time, they are frozen. Immobilised by my meandering rant.
Of course, the vile spectre Sobriety is here. Standing alongside me. Clapping with great energy and laughing with great zeal. He’s delighted by my every proclamation. My own twisted sermon on the mound. And he, for once, my proud disciple.
“Wunderbar! Wunderbar! Du bist toll!” he jubilantly exclaims at top volume.
The thin waif of a woman who runs these meetings begged me to take the stage. Forced my hand. She’s tall and decimated by decades of drug abuse. Her body tells old tales of drugs taken in copious amounts every which way a drug can be. Snorted, ingested, injected, smoked. Dry, ashy arms scarred by the artefacts of years of self-harm. She hides them best she can with long-sleeved shirts, but this closet of a room gets too hot due to overzealous heater usage. She forgets herself and rolls them up. Her shame, her mistakes, revealed to all.
She was going on about “Feeling helpless in the face of your addiction.” Telling some long-winded story of how she went to a house party a few months after she’d quit doing meth and she heard people getting spun in the next room. The offence. The temptation. She said she knew all she’d have to do was ask and they’d gladly kick her back off the wagon.
Her addiction gnawing at her, pushing her towards that room and the treats within. She was no longer in control of her own body, she claimed. Her feet possessed and hungry, leading her into the open arms of whatever form of crystal methamphetamine awaited her in that room. She was seduced. She was stripped of all willpower. She was helpless. Usurped by a relapse that lasted for three days and nights.
And I laughed.
That was the crime I’d committed that drew her ire. She’d asked if I had something I wanted to say. Desperate to reclaim my anonymity, I dove back into silence. But it was too late. I was squarely in her sights. On her radar. My utterance had placed the two of us on a collision course. Past the point of no return.
I was invited to the stage by a voice laced with stern politeness. I apologised as politely and delicately as I could. Promises to keep quiet and listen attentively were offered. She was having none of that. Dozens of curious eyes were having none of that. I had offended her and everyone here with my intrusiveness. My stage time was punishment. Forced repentance.
I rose from my seat and made for the stage. Sobriety following suit. My travelling companion. My twisted comrade. The path toward the stage was surrounded by posters with inspirational quotes. “The best preparation for tomorrow is doing your best today” and “With each new day comes new strength and new thoughts” hanging on the walls. Pandering messages to the miserable gathered. Simplistic nonsense for simplistic minds. Inspiration for the uninspired.
My lumbering frame stood next to her. Towered her. Sobriety took root behind her, not as tall but just as intense. Intimidatingly rubbed his ethereal hands together and sniffed her hair with what would be a nose had he a distinguishable face. His smile appeared.
Tail drifted slowly in the air as I leaned in, whispered to her ear, “I dun think this’s ah good idea.”
Her response was to move out of the way. A well-manicured hand suggesting I stand in the spot she had vacated. I unwillingly filled her vacancy and sighed.
I looked out at an audience as disinterested in hearing me as I was in speaking to them. The harsh, fluorescent lighting made their pale, impatient faces ghastly. An audience of ghosts. Haunting and haunted. Their eyes puzzled and uncertain. Curious, but not fully committed to that curiosity.
I should’ve simply left. I had no obligation to stay. No real reason to come to this meeting in the first place. I’d been sober for months. I didn’t need anything this place had to offer. Didn’t want anything this place could offer.
Some part of me wanted to rail against the system. The contrarian in me wanted to dispel the bullshit these kinds of meetings engender. Sobriety’s unusually peaceful accompaniment somehow gave me courage. Filled me with someone else’s motivations. So, I stood there, shattered glass in my shadow, ready to bring everyone down to my level.
“I dunno wut ya want me t’say,” I shrugged.
Answer loaded in the chamber, she quickly fired off, “Why don’t you tell us why you laughed during my story. Do you think there’s something funny about addiction?”
“I dun think addiction’s real.”
It was her turn to laugh. My opening line stood in stark contrast to everything N.A. stood for. Everything she’d been preaching for who knows how long. The path to sober enlightenment she’d happily guided so many through.
“Of course addiction is real,” she meticulously articulated. “It’s a disease.”
“It’s ah choice,” I responded.
“The entire medical community agrees it’s a disease,” she fought back. “It’s indisputable.”
I easily shrugged off her nonsense with, “D’in drugs’s ah choice. All ya gotta d’t’stop d’in drugs’s jus not d’drugs. Simple. Easy.”
She scoffed and moved uncomfortably. Sobriety kept close. Became her echo.
I interrupted her, preventing her pushback.
“Most people never even’ve issues d’in drugs. This whole idea that yer helpless and powerless against drugs’s complete bullshit. Ya wanna stay sober? Dun use. Ya wanna get high, get high. Nothin wrong with ah lil escape. Ya dun tell ah hungry person not t’eat or ah tired person not t’sleep. Ya dun make people feel ashamed fer wantin t’fill that hole within themselves, ya jus tell em t’b’smart bout it.”
“I’m sorry, but if you feel this way, why are you even here?” she asked, arms folded awkwardly. Her scars rubbed against each other. “This is for people who have trouble quitting and are trying to put their lives back in order.”
“Then dun fuckin tell these fine people they’re powerless. Dun fill their heads with nonsense bout not havin any control over their desires. Ya want people t’help themselves, dun tell em they’re victims of helplessness. Tell em it’s okay t’get high sometimes. Have ah drink on occasion, jus dun get drunk all th’time. Take some acid and watch some cartoons, but dun d’it every day. Shit, they jus legalised pot, go smoke some weed. Ya can’t get addicted t’that.”
She laughed again.
“You most certainly can get addicted to marijuana. You can get addicted to anything. Every drug, even marijuana, causes chemical changes in the brain. Over time, you need to do more and more of to feel the same high until eventually, you’re doing a lot just to feel normal again!”
“Bah,” I dismissed. “Everythin in moderation. Can’t’ve t’much of ah good thin, whether it’s food or drugs or sex.”
“Again,” she argued, more fury built up than before, “these meetings are for people who can’t moderate themselves. People who come here are helpless against their addictions. I’m sorry if you can’t understand that.”
Sobriety, who up until had only followed her in order to allow the scene to unfold at its own pace, moved in on the woman with decisiveness. Directly behind her, arms slightly raised. Preparing to do something.
“Ya keep usin that word ‘helpless’ like it’s ah badge of honour. People got enough in their lives t’feel helpless bout, they dun need ya shovin more down their throats. Jus look at th’state th’fuckin world’s in. Ya got ah mad orange ape-clown in th’White House dismantlin th’country from within and his complicit jackals in th’House and Senate. Ya got climate change destroyin th’entire planet and people t’hypnotised by television shows and ah tabloid presidency t’care bout it. Ya got all th’money goin t’those who’ve already got plenty, while th’rest of us earn less and less. That’s th’real fuckin helplessness. How fuckin dare ya tell em that it’s wrong fer em t’find ah momentary escape from all that.”
“I think you should,” was all she was able to make out before Sobriety grabbed her. It wasn’t violent. It wasn’t sexual. It was done with strong immediacy. He clutched onto her arms with his arms. Compressing her. One arm twisted to allow a free hand to cover her mouth, prevented her from completing her sentence with a firm “leave now.”
“Th’world’s shit, lady. There’sn’t anythin worth fightin fer anymore. There’sn’t anyone worth lookin up t’anymore. There’s no one left t’trust. All th’parents’re liars and all th’kids’re neglected. All th’poets’re speechless and all th’heroes’re dead. America’s th’new Rome, primed t’fall. We got nothin t’look forward t’cept gettin ah lil high. And ya know wut? F’someone wants t’fuck up and d’nuthin but drugs, then s’b’it. F’they’ren’t hurtin anyone but themselves, then I say more power t’em.”
She struggled against Sobriety. Tried to fight it. Purple-hued hands in full control. Subdued her dissent down to grunts and vicious eye-blinks.
“Th’end of th’world’s jus round th’corner, folks. Might’s well live it up in th’meantime, cause we’re way past th’point of b’in able t’d’anythin bout it and it’s way t’late t’care. S’live it up! Time’s ah runnin thin!”
This was the point their expressions began to transform. When they began to see things as I saw them. As they truly are. Hopelessness for what it really is.
“Yer not used t’hearin this, huh?” I said directly to no audience member in particular. “Places like this preach bout optimism and strength and God. ’Give yerself up t’ah higher power’ bullshit. I’m here t’tell ya there’s no God. Things’ren’t gunna get any better when ya die. Ya’ll jus b’dead. There’s only this life, this planet, and we together fucked it up good. It’s th’last World War and we’re losin. We’ven’t lost yet. Oh no, those days’re comin. When th’entire West Coast runs out of drinkin water, ya’ll know we lost. When people run outta food cause of economic collapse, ya’ll know we lost. When corporations finally fully replace government leaders and start runnin entire countries out in th’open, ya’ll know we lost.”
My attention returned to the hostess. The guide. The woman made helpless by Sobriety. All she could do was listen.
“That’s th’real helplessness ya should b’tellin people bout. Ya should b’helpin people get drugs, cause nothin else yer d’in’s gunna make th’world ah better place. We’re all t’complacent fer that. Ya wanna make people’s lives better? Change th’name of this meetin from Narcotics Anonymous t’Apocalypse Anonymous and tell people th’end’s much nearer than anyone’s willin t’admit. Maybe that’ll open their fuckin eyes. Maybe f’enough people realise that we might actually b’able t’save th’planet. Cause wut yer d’in now’s no different than masturbatin jus t’make yerself feel better. It’sn’t helpin ya. It’sn’t helpin them. Ya’ll might’s well try t’fill up wut’s hollow inside and get nice and fucked up . At least’ve ah good time while th’world’s on it’s way out.”
That’s where Sobriety released his victim and began applauding. Cheering in German. Singing my praises. The woman a stunned statue. My words. My weapons. Decimated everything she stood for. Everything she held dear. Her congregation newly-baptised. My words. My holy water. The onlookers transformed. Painful enlightenment.
“That’s why I laughed at yer bullshit lil story,” I say to her, earnest and tired. “Now, f’ya’ll excuse me, I think I’m gunna go buy some weed.”
She has no response. There is no response to be had. The only sounds present are that of an energetic Sobriety, lauding my discourse. Showering me with praise. My dark accomplice. Loudly displaying his approval. Everyone else is stifled. Afraid to make any sudden movements or noises that would risk alerting me to their presence.
I make my way for the exit. Sobriety in my shadow. I leave the group with my venom. Disarmed and rearmed with a true understanding of helplessness.
23. Last Song
“So, I didn’t see anyone named ‘Jerry,’ but there’s a fucking dude named ‘Jacob’ standing in your hallway,” Peter laughs out.
He exits the bathroom, depositing cell phone in his back jean pocket. Peter lackadaisically returns to the empty living room.
Sofa relaxation is attained before Peter’s clouded mind realises he’s alone in the Beast’s apartment. He tilts himself to the table. Another page of the Good Book is torn away. Another sprinkling of leafy pleasures is performed. Another joint prepared and ignited.
Peter slides onto his back and inhales. His instinct to pass the smokey confection to his partner hits, but he finally realises his host has disappeared.
Head stretches to the top of couch and eyes bounce off the walls.
“Where’d you go?” he gasps, doing his best to prevent the smoke from escaping lungs. “I got another one fired up.”
The only response is silence. Confirmation of solitude. His lungs expel the burnt cannabis. Coughs echo throughout the vacant domicile.
Peter slips back down to contorted comfort. Slumping deep into a pile of uselessness. He inhales more peace and quiet. He holds it in as long as he can. Allowing every particle of THC to invade his essence. To purify his body. To ease his soul.
Eventually, his bodily demands for fresh oxygen give way to another coughing fit. It replaces the quiet. Murdering it violently.
“Shit,” he squeaks out, hand nudging itself towards ashtray.
The joint is extinguished. Sloppily. Haphazardly. Incompletely. A small stream of smoke rises. Peter accepts a more vertical position on the sofa.
“I texted Weasel,” he calls out, expecting the Beast to be in another room, “He’s gonna bring us some harder shit.”
He glances at the television. The television glares at him. The false comfort it offers. The soothing lies. Peter is in the only state where watching television becomes even slightly appealing. The only state where the nonsense spewing out would be remotely palatable. His inebriation tempts him to turn the thing on.
“Man, where the fuck did you go?” he calls out, weakly. Sleep calls out for him. Luring him. A siren song off the coast.
A straight white line rises from the ashtray. A smokey arrow pointing up to Heaven. Peter wobbles his hand in the air, generating enough force to make the line oscillate. A soundwave.
He waves his hand a second time. The rising smoke dances for him a second time. A lazy conductor barely manipulating and even lazier symphony. More than sufficient entertainment instead of turning on the idiot box.
The action is repeated, each time with less enthusiasm. Peter’s energy level dips considerably as sleep tightens its grip on him.
“Where… er you..?” he mumbles.
Hand barely moves. The line barely wavers. Peter fights to keep his eyes open. Attempts to stave off the dark sublimity of unconsciousness. Of subconscious wonders.
He finally submits. Stoned sleepiness takes full control of Peter’s body. Hand falls. Limp. Dispossessed of any ability to move.
Peter drifts to the edge of the unknown. That place between living and death. Between memory and imagination. Between time and space. Where everything and nothing are inseparable possibilities. Time zips by. His mind gets closer to dream state. He’s near the breach. His eyes, closed and rapid.
*BANG*
*BANG*
*BANG*
*BANG*
*BANG*
Eyes burst open. The urgent, violent thrashing at the door shatters his peace. Rips him from the grandeur of being unconscious.
He staggers to his feet and trips to the front door. Half-awake hand fumbles at the lock. Door opens. Peter fully awakens at the sight of an awaiting handgun pointed directly at him. Wielded shakily by Brian, adorned in the familiar piercing red of his “Make America Great Again” hat. Beside him, a twitchy and earnest Weasel.
“Back,” Brian bites, forcing himself inside the apartment.
“What the fuck is this?” Peter’s hand raised slightly by confusion, not fear.
Brian and Weasel push their way in. Weasel quickly closes and locks the door.
“You Peter?” Brian asks, gun gesturing with his every spoken syllable.
“Yeah. We’ve fucking met. Dozens of times.”
“I don’t remember faces!” Brian erupts.
Peter’s hands now understand the severity of the situation and raise accordingly.
“All right, all right. Calm down,” the snake charmer reassures. “Weasel, care to tell me what the fuck is going on here?”
“You talk to me!” Brian interjects. “I have the gun!”
“Yes, you do. I apologise. I’m a bit stoned and don’t entirely understand what’s happening.”
“Where’s the other guy?” Brian demands. Hand trembling with adrenaline. No trace of fear. No trace of hesitation. This is a juiced-up, impatient man in front of Peter. Angry and determined. Someone who is in every way the complete opposite of Peter at this very moment.
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know!?” the gun demands.
“He was here, we smoked some herb, I went to the bathroom and texted Weasel, came back out and I was alone.”
The snake charmer utilises a calm tone, despite the precarious situation he’s awoken to. It does little to sway the mood of his interrogator.
“Check it out,” Brian mutters to Weasel.
Weasel departs, scouring the clean apartment for its primary tenant. Peter attempts to make eye contact with the young drug addict, but he’s having none of it. His sole focus is ensuring the other occupant is found or confirming he is in fact gone.
“Does Widow know you’ve got a gun in my face?” the snake charmer fishes for information.
“Shut up!”
Peter’s charms have no effect. He backs down, contemplating a different approach. His palms open and facing Brian. Unusually saturated with sweat.
“It’s clear,” Weasel announces, returning to Brian’s side.
They both wearing ill-fitting clothes. Swimming in fabric. Clothes and skin and hair desperately and completely unwashed. One can practically see the stink rising from them. Sleep hasn’t visited either one in days. Nights spent tweaking and planning, instead of resting.
Weasel and Peter make eye contact for the first time. Peter becomes alarmed when he sees someone he doesn’t recognise. The spark of true, unadulterated fear is fired within. Cracks appear in his calm veneer.
“You’re coming with us,” Brian says through the gun.
“Yeah, cool,” Peter attempts to placate. Words beginning to tremble. “Whatever you want.”
“Grab that TV,” Brian urges to Weasel. Without hesitation, the young druggie goes to the television and begins disconnecting. “And the Blu-Ray.”
Brian violates Peter’s personal space. He forcefully whispers, “You’re gonna carry the TV. You do anything stupid, I’ll fucking shoot you in the back of the head. You got me?”
“Completely,” Peter says as flat-screen is handed to him. Its size big enough to fully occupy his grip but light enough to not be a strain.
Weasel grabs a couple of Blu-Ray movies from a tower and places them on top of the player in his hands.
Brian unlocks the door, keeping the gun at Peter. It opens and the gun suggests Peter walk out first. He does, slowly and carefully.
Weasel grabs some miscellaneous awards on the walls, “Jerry’s Special Blend” from the table, and follows close behind Peter. Brian hides the gun in his belt, in the back, under his shirt. Door is closed.
The walk to Brian’s car is short in actuality, but every anxious step weighs heavily on Peter. Normally, he’d try to talk himself out of this situation. Normally, he’d rely on Weasel to help achieve safety. Normally, he’d simply use the television to bludgeon the gun out of Brian’s hand.
Those ideas remain as thoughts under the growing haze of uneasiness. Never come close to becoming actions. He knows this unpredictable situation could very well end badly for him. There are too many uncertainties. Too many unknown variables and motivations. The snake-charming power and confidence methamphetamine grants him are missing. Replaced by an intoxicant that is the complete opposite. Calm instead of amped. Quiet instead of loud. Easygoing instead of controlling. He’s going with the flow, instead of swimming upstream.
Each of Peter’s steps is filled with looming dread. A dead man walking.
They arrive at the car. Weasel opens the back seat. Peter sets the television down. The idea of running desperately in any direction floats into his imagination.
“Get in,” Brian says as if responding to Peter’s thought.
Peter pushes the television aside and enters. Weasel follows, ensuring the back seat is congested nicely. Sardines packed tightly. Peter in the middle, unable to access either door.
Weasel grabs a zip-tie from the car flooring and stoically says “Hands” to Peter. They’re offered slowly.
“No, behind.”
Brian enters the front and starts the engine up.
“Now, wait a sec…” Peter pushes back slightly.
“Behind. Now,” Weasel doesn’t waver one bit. Forceful and in charge in a way Peter’s never previously experienced from the young lech.
Peter turns his body and puts both hands behind his back. Weasel quickly tightens the zip-tie around the wrists, leaving no wiggle room. Bound tightly, pressing hard into the skin. Peter turns his body to face Weasel. Another zip-tie is quickly fastened around Peter’s ankles. Rendering him unable to use any appendages. Limbless. Helpless. A snake.
The car exits apartment parking lot and tears off, joining all the other vehicles cruising down the concrete river.
“Now?” Weasel asks.
“Yeah,” Brian replies, attention split between driving and staring at Peter through the rearview mirror.
Weasel produces his iPhone and dials.
Peter contemplates the speed they’re travelling, the likelihood of the backdoor not being child-locked, the probability of him being able to break the zip-ties, the possibility of not being run over by other cars, and if he’d be too injured to run off after making a pavement landing if his legs were freed.
“Is that Peter Rabbit?” the voice of Black Widow beams through Weasel’s phone in Machiavellian tones.
A cautious relief runs over Peter. The kind of respite only a vocal familiarity can grant.
Weasel holds it up to Peter. Black Widow’s bloated face appearing on the screen. Greasy, thin hair pulled back. Bits of scabs adorning the corners of her mouth. Behind her the dishevelled walls of a hoarder’s paradise.
“Widow,” Peter sighs, “What’s going on?”
“Aww, Peter Rabbit, Peter Rabbit. Why did you rat me out?” Widow asks, voice pained.
“What the fu… rat you out? I’d never… I didn’t!”
“I’ve had pigs all up in my business,” she replies. Her tone disappointed and conflicted. “They came to my house, Peter Rabbit! In January, asking me about some kid and his missing hand. They stood in my bedroom and said I murdered him. Then they starting asking about my business, saying I supply drugs to him and to you and to others. Why do the cops think that? What did you tell them?”
“I swear to you on my fucking life,” Peter stresses in the most serious manner he’s ever used, “I didn’t rat you out to anybody.”
“Then how’d they get my name? How’d they get my name?”
Panic seers into Peter. Nearly takes him over. Any semblance of snake charming ability he once possessed is completely out of his reach. He has to think quick, but the massive amount of THC permeating his mind prevents much clarity.
“And where’ve you been, my dear Peter Rabbit? We’ve been looking for you for months. Were you in protective custody after ratting me out? Hmm? Police keeping you safe after you gave those pigs my name?”
“Widow… Marge, they questioned me, too. Months ago. And the fucking cop questioning me blew his fucking brains out while he was interrogating me! They had me locked up this whole time!”
“Bullshit,” Black Widow dismisses. “I can’t believe you’d do this to me. After everything we’ve been through. After everything I’ve done for you. Luckily I’m S-M-A-R-T, Peter Rabbit. I’m three steps ahead of everyone at all times. Yes, yes.”
The car barrels down its path to nowhere. Brian glares from the rearview. Weasel smugs from behind the phone, picking at a blackhead on his cheek with his free hand. Peter’s breathing consternates. Sweat escapes by the truckload.
“Remember when you introduced me to that kid, then you told me he couldn’t sell for me because he changed his mind or some bullshit. Then you took him to my supplier? To Rontay? You went behind my back and lied to me and you thought I wouldn’t find out?”
“Okay, that… that I can explain,” Peter attempts to appease.
“It’s too late, Peter Rabbit. It’s way too late.”
Peter can’t feel himself breathing anymore. Every second is stretched to infinity. He knows that it’s do-or-die time at a time when the weapons he’s relied on his entire life have become powerless. He thinks the unthinkable for the sake of self-preservation: call the police. The very thing he’s accused of doing could very well save his precarious life.
“Marge, hold up. Let’s talk about this,” he panics. His hand fumbles at the cell phone still in his back pocket. Unseen by his captors.
“I just wanna know when you started working for the cops? I can’t figure the timeline out.”
“I’m not… I would never…”
Black Widow interrupts with, “Cause our new friend here’s worked out great. Turns out he’s got a lot in common with us. A true American.”
“Thanks, Widow,” Weasel adds, smiling happily and still picking at his face with a free hand.
“But you brought me him after you brought that kid over, so I can’t figure out when you betrayed me…”
Peter’s phone is free from his pocket. Without giving it attention from his eyes, he tries to unlock it with his fingerprint. He is not successful. There’s too much sweat for the sensor to pick up his print. There’s too much hand trembling. There’s too much car shaking.
Words fail to emerge from Peter’s mouth. The endgame is already in sight. He can’t fathom what vocabulary would come to his rescue. Can’t comprehend what correct combination of consonants and vowels could be used to stop the oncoming finality.
“You have nothing to say?” she laments. “No sins to confess?”
“I didn’t,” Peter’s voice weakens, “I didn’t do anything.”
“It breaks my heart to have to do this, Peter Rabbit,” she laments. “It really does.”
The car swerves. Sweat and nervousness and gravity remove the phone from Peter’s possession and deposits it onto the floor of the vehicle.
“I can’t offer you a last meal, but…”
With eyes already mourning, he begs, “What’re you gonna do?”
Black Widow, disregarding the question, continues, “..what’s your favourite song?”
“What’re you gonna do?” Peter repeats. Louder. Forcefully. Undignified tears streaming down his terrified face. It’s as if the calm, cool, collected snake charmer never existed. A dream forgotten after being awake for too long.
“I’m gonna play you whatever you want on Spotify. It’s the least I can do, given our history.”
“Please… please don’t,” he whimpers. All traces of decorum gone from his person. “Don’t do this.”
“I can’t have a rat in my house. Tell me what song you want to listen to while you die,” genuine sadness caked onto her every word. “What is Peter Rabbit’s last song?”
The hopelessness of his position truly sets in. His psyche is in shambles. The last bit of Peter’s facade melts away. The tough-guy persona that was meticulously curated over a lifetime stripped away. The confident, cocky Peter he had to invent is no more.  He becomes himself for the first time in ages. There’s nothing Peter can do to fight what’s coming. He feels it. He knows it in his bones. The end is here.
His mind returns to happier days. Before his father died in that car accident when he was eight-years-old. Before his mother drank herself to death less than a year after that. Before various foster homes molested the purity out of him. Before nightmares overtook his youth. When there was still a twinkle in his eye and hope in the future. When everything hadn’t yet been tainted by shame and disappointment. When drugs weren’t the only way he could find peace and happiness. When he didn’t see ugliness in the world and its inhabitants and in himself. When he didn’t need to create the strong guy persona that ruled his adult life.
Days of playing Nintendo games with friends. Playing with the family beagle whose name has since been long forgotten. Playing catch in the backyard with his father. Playing just for the sake of playing. Helping his mother in the kitchen. Days lost long ago to tragedy after tragedy. Disappointment after disappointment. Destruction after destruction.
One memory, in particular, stands out. Young Peter had just arrived home after school. He opened the front door to find the most unusual sight. His mother, a merrily unemployed housewife, was smiling and laughing along with his father, who had gotten off of work early. Her head on his shoulder. His grin stretched from ear-to-ear. Laughing and whispering to each other. Thoroughly enjoying each other’s company.
They were slow dancing to an eighties pop song. A song that merrily reminds Peter of the happiest moments of his life, before he understood suffering and pain. Every note brings him back to that moment. Makes him feel today what he felt then. Their joy. Their love. It’s the last memory he has of his two parents together. The last remnants of a childhood worth remembering. The last day he was Peter Henderson, the person, before he manufactured Peter Henderson, the character.
Peter snivels. Snot dribbling from the nose he’s unable to wipe clean. All he’s able to do, voice trembling with despair, is mutter, “Africa… by Toto.”
Black Widow closes her eyes and nods. Hers likewise riddled with tears. Hers from regret, his from intense fear. Her bulbous visage vanishes from the screen. The first few notes of “Africa” begin playing through the iPhone. Black Widow reappears.
Peter balls with abandon. A newborn baby weeping uncontrollably after being ripped away from womb serenity.
“Goodbye, Peter Rabbit.”
She cries softly and turns away. The music gets louder.
Weasel rests the phone on his lap and grabs Peter’s left arm. With hands and feet bound as they are, there’s not much physical fight Peter can give. He begs. He pleads. He promises. He screams. He curses. He demands. The only reply he’s afforded is the increasing volume from the iPhone.
Brian’s hand comes up over the front seat, brandishing a syringe filled with a dirty brown liquid. Weasel takes it with his free hand.
“Weasel,” Peter stammers uncontrollably, “please.”
Peter cries out more. He appeals to his and Weasel’s shared history. He recalls good times spent doing drugs and driving around. Weasel wordlessly and expertly jabs the needle into Peter’s vein. The full contents flood into Peter.
“My name’s not fucking Weasel. I hate being called ‘Weasel’.” he angrily confides. “It’s James.”
The protests end almost instantly. The syringe is removed. The red in Peter’s lips is sucked away. Turning quickly blue. His head falls back. Eyes flutter to darkness. He disappears inside himself. Disappears into the music as the fatal fentanyl overdose courses through his veins.
Peter’s fear is replaced with glorious drums. Beautiful harmonies take him back to a peaceful quiet where he can’t hear himself gurgling as he struggles to breathe. Where he can’t feel his body stiffen and seize up, twitching and tightening. The natural ending to the story he chose to tell. The song a distant reminder of happier possibilities that never came to pass.
The soothing and majestic vocals transport him to the undiscovered country he’s been at the brink of so many times. The last exploration. The sleep eternal. The answer to the ultimate question finally revealed to him.
He is at peace at last. His mind quiet. His memories faded. The highest of highs. Beyond consciousness. Beyond freedom. A place he’s always wanted to find. Relief. Release.
The last thing Peter ever hears are the sung words, “Frightened of this thing that I’ve become.”
24. Back to Reality
He’s sitting behind a desk across from me. A man of similar age existing with the same type of lumbering body I possess. An older body. Overnourished and underexercised. Thinning hair combed and styled in a manner that attempts to cover the shame of slowly going bald. Pale skin that’s seen more fluorescent light than sunlight.
Wearing a white doctor’s coat over a plain shirt and tie, he stares at me. Intrigue and odd determination on his face. An expression that’s hanging on my every unspoken word. His tie a hideous solid salmon colour. A disgusting shade that’s neither pink nor orange but somehow both.
Our shared space is cramped and meagre. His desk with few embellishments, his chair, my chair, and the large painting hanging on the wall behind him are the only items. A large, serene image of a red farmhouse in a lush, green field affixed to the wall. The sort of place parents tell their children dogs go to instead of teaching them the truth about death. A calming image in stark contrast to the sterility of this hospitalesque office.
I am unclear how I got here or why I’m restrained to this chair.
“Do you recall my name?” he asks, voice loaded with care and caution.
“I don’t…” I pause. My own voice, unfamiliar. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”
His reaction to my answer is to scribble notes down on paper on the desk in front of him. Once completed, he again silently stares. Summarising me. Judging me. Infringing me.
I amuse myself with, “I don’t suppose your name’s Jerry?”
More ink to page. Lines and squiggles. A contemptuous pen carving out my belittlement.
I’m wearing grey sweatpants and a brown hoodie with the drawstring missing over my thinner body. Laceless, slippers on my normal-sized feet, exposing pale, pink skin. Gone are the lifetime’s worth of scales built and strengthened over many long, drugged-filled days and nights. My hands similarly unblemished. Normal, trimmed fingernails where long, black talons used to reside. Fingerprints instead of twisted lines of poetry. Not a trace of the reptilian sheath that has been my covering for so long.
I want to feel my face. The anticipation of smooth complexion awaits. I want to know if my appearance has rejoined society. If I’m indeed an average person again. How reclaimed has my face become? A forehead devoid of horns? Ears round, instead of pointed?
These large, tan leather restraints locked onto my wrists and wrapped around chair arms prevent any tactile realisation. Matching ones locked onto my ankles. Keeping my limbs glued to chair limbs.
My no-longer-forked tongue confirms what my hands cannot. Lips no longer charred and constantly split. Not a single sharp fang to be found residing in my mouth. I spit my tongue out and see a foreign round and pink muscle under the tip of my natural, protruding nose.
“Do you remember your name?”
His question mystifies me. I tell him my name and he again scrawls out a written response to my verbal one. His hurried penmanship betrays any stoicism his face attempts.
“Are you gonna tell me what’s going on?” my voice still not my own. Younger. Ordinary. Undamaged. “And why I’m tied to this chair?”
“The restraints are for your own protection and well as my own.”
“That makes it sound like I’m violent… or crazy.”
More wordless note-writing. Each line and circle inked onto page penetrates the silence. Echoing my confusion. Reverberating my uncertainty.
None of this makes sense. The last thing I remember are vague remnants of a dream. I was in a car, but not driving. In the backseat. I couldn’t use my arms or legs. A giant snake. The pieces fade to oblivion the harder I concentrate on them. Salt poured into water. Fragmenting into tinier recollections with each passing second.
“Where am I?” I ask.
The pen is set gently onto paper. His posture corrects itself. A man about to give a dissertation.
“Well,” a brief moment of hesitation as his voice adopts the calmness of a college professor with tenure. “You’re in Mountain View Psychiatric. You’ve been here for nearly six months after a seventy-two-hour evaluation deemed it necessary that you be involuntarily committed.”
“This can’t be… I was just in a car… or some kind of meeting. I was giving a speech, I think…”
The memories continue to dissolve faster than I can catch them.
“No…” I attempt to recollect. “I was in a bar, talking to someone… a young guy…”
I should be panicking. I should be writhing and twisting myself out of this bondage, demanding to know what’s really going on. Confusion trumps those actions. A foreign serenity keeps me rooted in place.
“Maybe it was a casino?”
My proclaimed denials do little to sway this doctor’s demeanour. He inspects my every action and reaction with great care and curiosity.
“My name is Dr Alastor,” he offers, attempting to get the train back on the tracks. “You’ve been in my care since June.”
I recall none of that. Not one iota. The more I try to make sense of this situation, of my surroundings, the more it feels like my head will explode. My eyes jet over to the tranquil farmhouse and search out relief within. Half expecting Sobriety to pop out of the barndoor, laughing and pointing. Or the blue-skinned woman. Or my reflection.
No twisted visions plague me. No dark hallucinations assuage me. Only the solitary red building in its field of grass. Fenced in and secluded away from the rest of the world. Protected. Quarantined.
“What… why am I in here?”
“Police were called when you were seen talking to yourself inside a casino. Then in police custody, you had an episode of sorts that resulted in you traumatising a young man by removing one of your own teeth with your bare hands. You were remanded into…”
His words dissolve as my hand attempts to race to my mouth by instinct. Restrained. My tongue again does what incapacitated hand cannot. Feeling every incisor, every canine, every molar, in all their normalcy. And the blank spot, where a tooth once claimed as its home. Proudly. Painfully.
Gums are healed. There exists not even the slightest hint of pain. The wound is completely healed and has been for some time.
“What’s the date?” I hurriedly demand, interrupting a dialogue I wasn’t paying attention to.
“November eighteen.”
“What year?” I ask so quickly I almost cut him off again.
“What year do you think it is?” he smugly fires back.
“Twenty-eighteen.”
Dr Alastor’s pen rejoins his hand and jots down more unseen commentary.
“What are you writing down?” anger begins to load behind my words. “Why am I… Why can’t I remember anything?”
“We have you on a strong cycle of medications including Thorazine. Occasionally, the medications wear off and you experience short-term amnesia. I believe your history of drug use is the cause. You and I have had this same conversation, or a version of this same conversation, many times before.”
My breathing is fast and deep. On the edge of panic. Angrier and more lucid. If it wasn’t for being bound to this chair, I’d be completely out-of-control.
“Do you remember who you are?” his calmness agitates me further.
“Why do you keep asking me that!?”
“There’s no reason to raise your voice. I understand you’re confused.”
“Man, you don’t understand shit. I don’t know what game you’re playing or what’s really going on here, but you better start giving me some real fucking answers,” I holler. “And get me out of these fucking things!”
I struggle fruitlessly against my bonds. The chair is large and heavy enough that I don’t even wiggle it a millimetre. I am truly trapped and helpless. My thoughts a poisoned landscape, fermenting in every single silent millisecond.
“There’s no need for threats. I’m doing my best to bring you back to reality, Peter.”
Peter?
The world stops spinning. I stop breathing. The air is frozen. Nothing moves. Not my body. Not Dr Alastor. Not anyone or anything outside this room. All of existence is on pause.
“I’m… Why did you call… I’m not Peter,” I whisper.
“You are, indeed, Peter Henderson.”
“That’s not… possible,” I struggle with words, trying to desperately put together a puzzle with missing pieces while blindfolded. “I’m not Peter. I’m…”
No answer comes to the rescue. My name, my identity, my sense of self are all evaporated. Gone with the scales that previously adorned every inch of my being. The meticulously crafted walls torn down by the realisation that I don’t know who I was. Or who I am.
I attempt to relive memories to scrape them for morsels of information. The slightest shred of evidence to disprove this quack’s claim. Fragments of a diner. Me sitting with Peter. Me sitting by myself. A police station interrogation room. I watch Detective Stone shoot himself. I see a hoarder’s apartment. I’m in my living room, smoking marijuana by myself. None add up to a complete picture. None bring desperately-needed clarity.
A vision of the “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign flashes behind my eyes. A smiling eel.
My back…
“What’s on my back?” I meekly ask.
“What do you think is on your back?” his tone parroting mine.
“No, I don’t want to f… Do I have a tattoo on my fucking back?”
“Yes. It’s the ‘Welcome to Vegas’ sign with ‘Lost’ replacing ‘Las’,” he earnestly admits. “There is a snake wrapped around the base.”
“An eel,” I softly confess, head drooping. “It’s an eel…”
“An eel, yes.”
The tormentor ahead of me again writes. Each mark slicing into me. Tearing me to shreds. Unseen manifesto detailing my damaged psyche. My confusion.
“What is the last thing you do remember?”
An old dream flashes in my mind. A pool of blood. Severed left hand floating in the centre. The saintly piercing of needle into scales. Waves of joy cresting over fear and terror.
“What happened to the Kid?” I sheepishly inquire.
“The Kid…” his tone uncertain for the first time. Perfectly manicured fingers sift through papers. “Ahh,” he discovers an answer, “the young man you’ve been writing about in your book!”
Somehow I’ve gained more confusion. Disoriented layers upon layers. My soul upheaved. The oppressive sterility of the room offers no satisfaction. Provides no deliverance.
“What?” is the only utterance I can manage.
“The book you’ve…” he changes course. “Since you’re a writer, you’ve been undergoing art therapy in which you’ve been writing a book. You only manage to complete a new chapter every two weeks or so, but it’s been fascinating thus far.”
“I haven’t written in months. A year maybe. Nothing since ‘Unsung Desert’.”
“To the contrary,” his hands vanish behind his desk only to return with a pile of pages. A hundred or so. They thud on his desk. The cover page is just out of sight. The title obscured from me. “You’ve been quite prolific and I must say it’s been most therapeutic.”
“I don’t remember…”
My spirit is swimming in the Caribbean. Desperately trying to swim to shore. Being dragged down to the very bottom of the ocean. Soon to drown amongst the most colourful of aquatic onlookers.
“It’s primarily first person,” he interrupts, “told from the perspective of a version of yourself you call ‘the Beast.’ You’ve written yourself, Peter Henderson, as a supporting character independent of your main Beast. And you’ve also written about this Kid, whom you killed him off in chapter ten.”
“You’re…” my brain hurts. “I’m not Peter…” I feel dizzy, sick. “I didn’t write…”
“Allow me to read you a passage. Perhaps it will refresh your memory.”
I can’t feel if I’m breathing or not. My heart bangs against my ribcage, trying to break free. My eyes ache. My normal tongue caresses the tooth vacancy in my mouth. My mouth is dry. I can’t swallow.
After fishing through some pages and resting reading glasses on the tip of his nose, Dr Alastor recites, “I trail off. A new vision flashes. The Kid’s apartment empty. A large pool of blood in the living room. His left hand, severed and resting in the pool. A fleshy island in a sea of dark red.”
I can’t breathe.
Pages down. Glasses off.
“Are you in love this young man? Is that why you killed him off so unceremoniously?”
I can’t breathe.
“It’s easy to love someone when they’re dead, is it not? There’s nothing they can do to change how you feel.”
“I can’t breathe,” I croak out, just as everything goes dark.
25. Normals Uncomfortable
This is precisely why I don’t drink. I become someone else. An ornery annoyance. A violent version of myself. Nasty. Rude. Impatient. Booze transforms my personality. Converts my normally calm demeanour. Makes me a Beast inside, when I’m otherwise exclusively a Beast on the outside.
Cheap vodka has poisoned the calm spell marijuana and OxyContin had me under. Turned what should’ve been a quiet trip in the clouds into an out-of-body temper tantrum. Bubbling and festering all my good will. Bringing all my hate and contempt to the surface.
I am violence. I am contempt. I am rage. And my tooth still fucking hurts. All that varied medication, mixed and mashed in hopes to alleviate this pain, wasted completely. Brought not only the absence of relief but thrust me inside this drunk tank.
There’s dark filth on every available inch of the floor and walls. Brightly lit from above brighter than the middle of the day. Not one inch of darkness to hide in. Not one shadow to follow. A couple of long, dirty metal benches. No windows. One door.
Closer inspection of the floor would reveal dried up vomit and faeces and piss if I so chose to investigate. The remains of the downtrodden. The true salt of the Earth.
My only companion is a thin guy wearing an “Animals are People Too” shirt. The sort of person who doesn’t think PETA isn’t a terrorist organisation. Said his name is Wyatt. He’s already confessed to me in his own drunken stupor that he’s a vegan. Likely tells every single person within the first minute of meeting them that he’s vegan. Bragging obnoxiously. Grandiose proclamations of how much better he is than the rest of us because he doesn’t eat animals and all the sweet deliciousness they contain.
People like Wyatt brag because of their own insecurities because they secretly seek approval. Permission. At some level, they’re ashamed of their dietary choice and tell anyone within earshot about how and what they eat, desperately hoping someone condones it. Same with anyone who brags, no matter what they’re bragging about.
Happy, content people don’t brag about their accomplishments or their good deeds. Gloating is reserved exclusively for the unsure and the uptight. The anxiously uncertain. They boast in hopes of acceptance. When opposed, they fight tooth and nail to defend their position. To confront. To convert. To make one more person think like they do and lessen that insecure longing.
Eat wutever th’fuck ya wanna, Wyatt. Jus stop whinin t’me bout it.
These clammy, off-white walls became my new residence after several individuals complained about my individuality at the casino. My odd behaviour. Inside the Circus Circus of all places. The last old-school casino in Vegas, filled with the last vestiges of old-school gamblers. Every inch of the place dripping with cheaply lavish Vegas spectacle. The only thing on the Strip that looks the same today as it did when it opened ages ago.
Same with the patrons. They, of all people, should be used to the likes of me. But no, Vegas continues its reinvention, distancing itself from the once-proud moniker of “City of Sin.” I don’t even know what to call it today, but I don’t like it. There used to be a time where we forgotten ones, the true backbone of this city, were heralded with honour and respect. We’d behave any way we wanted. Be under the influence of whatever we wanted. Whatever we needed. The unspoken understanding we all shared was either “I’ve been there, too” or “I’ll be there soon.” Now I’m thrown in the drunk tank because I made the normals uncomfortable. Finally swept under those art-deco rugs those gentrifiers love so fucking much. Finally out-of-sight, out-of-mind. Too real for reality.
Anger makes my tooth ricochet pain harder, throughout more areas of my head than I thought possible. Each new inhuman vibration amplifying the one before it. Wave after wave of drunken anguish.
I’m leaning against the wall while sitting on a bench. Arched in such a way that my tail has plenty of space to curl up underneath. In an oddly comfortable position. Or simply too drunk to feel uncomfortable. Or in too much pain to suffer elsewhere.
Wyatt across from me sways back and forth on the bench. Head wobbling in his own concoction of inebriation. Swimming in his own river of escapism.
I imagine he found himself here due to similar circumstances. Inebriated in the wrong place. Surrounded by the wrong people. Too drunk in a town proudly flowing with alcohol. Struck a chord with complainers and criticisers. People whose lives are so mundane and so boring they have nothing better to do than to pick-apart those who are obviously experiencing something better. Something they judge. Something they envy.
“Wut th’fuck did ya d’t’get in here, anyway?” I grumble and slur in his general vicinity.
“Man, I was, like, outside of Trump tower protesting,” his meek voice tinged with a Californian accent. An actor’s voice. A surfer’s. “He’s coming to town in a few weeks.”
I take delight in his response.
“Did ya’ve ah lil sign’s well? Maybe ah picture of th’mad orange ape-clown decked out like Hitler?”
“The mad what who’s it?” he confuses.
“Trump. He’s ah mad orange ape-clown. Crazy, coloured-up like ah cartoon Scooby-Doo villain, childish and crude, and completely fuckin ridiculous.”
“Heh,” he smiles, “I like that. ‘Mad orange ape-clown.’ I’m gonna try to remember that.”
“Sure. Make ah cute sign fer it fer yer next ineffective protest.”
“Hey, man, at least I’m doing something. I’m part of the resistance.”
I laugh at him. Not with him.
“Resistance? Wut ah waste of fuckin time. Wut’re ya resistin’ fer? Wut’s th’ultimate goal here?”
“To, like,” he staggers, “wake people up, man. Get people to vote. The blue wave is coming this November. We gotta get that ape-clown out of office!”
His naiveté. His innocent ignorance. Normally, I’d find such childish optimism endearing, however slightly. Precious, even. Tonight though, every misinformed pronouncement infuriates my already uneven temper. Every illogical word causes more devastation to pour out from my tooth.
“Th’mad orange ape-clown’s in it fer eight full years, get used t’it. There’s gunna b’no blue wave. There’s gunna b’no impeachment. We’re gettin him fer th’long haul.”
“Man, thinking like that’s what got him elected in the first place,” Wyatt tepidly pushes back.
“Ya wanna know wut really got him elected in th’first place, kiddo?”
I load my weapons. I belittle. His typical liberal disposition is in my sight. It incenses me. I take aim.
“Th’fuckin system. Th’system loves Trump and every fuckin lil thin he does. All those sycophant Republicans love him, cause he’ll sign any fuckin thin they put in front of him. Th’media loves him, cause he’ll always d’some stupid fuckin crazy thin they can repeat on air fer ah ratins bonanza. Feckless Democrats secretly love him cause it gives em all somethin t’pretend t’rally against. Makes em look like they’re actually d’in somethin b’sides whinin in th’dark.”
I’m ranting. I’m spiraling. I’m outside of my body, watching the scene from above. Running on an autopilot that’s becoming unhinged with every new sentence. Angrier with each revelation.
My body stands up and begins pacing and waving its arms as I continue my diatribe.
“Ya honestly think th’system’d let th’ape-clown get impeached? Land of th’free, home of th’brave? More like land of th’expensive, home of th’greedy. Th’ape-clown’s helpin make em all rich. Th’Democrats’re gettin richer jus th’same’s th’Republicans. Oh, it’s easy t’say yer against somethin instead of fightin fer somethin. It’s all ah magic show. It’s all smoke and mirrors meant t’entertain th’droolin, television-worshippin masses. Makin ya’ll watch one hand while th’other’s orchestratin th’end times.”
Wyatt is unable to utter a word. I barely pause to breathe. My ramblings are becoming louder and more intense. They have to be. Moving and speaking heighten tooth pain. The louder and more animated my body becomes, the more I both suffer and alleviate said suffering.
“Yer ah vegan, right? Dun eat animals cause ya wanna help save th’Earth? I got bad news fer ya, Wyatt. It’s t’fuckin late. Th’Earth’s fucked. We th’people’re fucked. Th’mad orange ape-clown’sn’t th’problem, he’s ah symptom. He’s th’fuckin embodiment of all th’bullshit we’ve b’n blindly fillin ourselves with. Distracted by tabloid nonsense while th’world burns! Ya think impeachin him’s gunna really d’anythin? Pence’s th’same’s him, jus without th’five in th’mornin tweets!”
He’s frightened. I’m yelling. Hollering at this timid young man. I’m in his face. Any semblance of self-control is an erstwhile notion. I’m loud enough to force my pain onto him. Into him.
“There’s always gunna b’nother Trump! Somebody who embodies th’worst of th’worst. And instead of attackin th’root of th’problem, yer goin after th’symptom! Ya need t’fight hatred! Ya need t’fight ignorance! Misogyny! Nationalism! Ya dun go after th’mad orange one, ya go after wut put him in th’fuckin White House in th’first fuckin place! Ya dun topple ah house by destroyin th’attic, ya gotta get th’foundation!”
I’m furious. I want to rip his goddamn eyes out of his skull because he doesn’t know how to see. I want to rip his ears off because he doesn’t know to listen. Maybe he’s too intoxicated to understand me. Maybe I’m too toxic to make sense.
The alcohol. If I were merely languishing in a field of Hillbilly Heroin or floating in a sea of THC, my speech would be calm and instructive. Forceful, yet informative. That’s alcohol’s trick. Its curse. It gives the illusion of confidence. Of structure.
It prevents me from repressing my fury. Gives me a common man’s bravado. Makes me function more like Peter than myself. If he were here, he’d be giving the same denunciation, but without the aid of alcohol. And there would be a lot more vulgarity.
“But there’s no use fightin anymore. Th’end’s near! Th’end’s here! We allowed ourselves t’b’sedated by meaninlessness and we allowed th’system t’destroy th’planet. Both done in th’name of money, th’true god of capitalism! American ceptionalism in action! We’re number one in showin th’world how t’go down with th’ship, gun’s ah’blazin! Th’rest of the world’s simply followin our example!”
I’ve completely and wholly lost the ability to handle myself. The pernicious mixture of Oxy, weed, and vodka combined with throbbing, unrelenting tremors of pain emanating from my tooth have together given me unrivalled intensity. I am becoming the end times. Bringing revelation to a terrified cellmate.
“S’go ahead! Protest! Sign petitions! Vote fer whichever fake bastard or useless cunt lies t’ya th’best! Binge watch yer fuckin TV shows! Buy yer new iPhone! Resist! Pay no attention t’th’man b’hind th’curtain! Th’world’s still burnin! Might’s well make yerself feel all warm and fuckin cuddly by pretendin yer d’in somethin productive! B’bout’s productive’s ah man cleanin up after ah twenty-foot-tall infant who spends her every wakin hour shittin monstrous turds!”
There has to be a conclusion to this. There has to be a solution. We’re both being torturing because of my mouth. My body still operates on its own. It still does what it wants. When it wants. However it wants.
Alcohol holds me prisoner. Forces me to watch myself behaving in this unsophisticated way. Mistreating and terrifying this young man. Dispelling any hope he had left in humanity or in the future. Maybe for the better.
If I had a single iota of control, I’d dig my talons deep inside my own mouth and rip out the offensive adversary within. Carve out the cavity and leave a cavity in its place.
As if hearing my wish, my right arm does just that. While face-deep in Wyatt’s face, hand raises to mouth. Talons excavate and land on the offender. They clasp around it. Pinching it.
Pure, unabated agony.
I howl. Blood spatters on Wyatt’s anxiety. My unpredictability instils in him a dread he’s never quite previously experienced. Never even been able to imagine. My action scars him completely and thoroughly.
Sharpened fingernails clamp down, digging into my gums. Just below the tooth. Attacking the foundation.
YANK!
I see myself successful after the first try. Stumbling backwards, back onto my bench. Opposite my fellow captive. Freeing Wyatt from the tyranny of my presence. The intensity of grip and the rot of tooth made extraction simplistic and easy to accomplish.
The immediate relief of pain rips me back to my body. An orchestra of respite fills the senses. I look down at the source of our mutual pain. Bloody, decayed tooth in the palm of my right hand.
The thing is so tiny. So inoffensive. So inconspicuous. All this misery from a puny piece of enamel-covered calcium.
Blood pours out from my mouth. I’m drooling red as I calmly look to Wyatt. He’s frozen. His delicate comfort nullified. His normality eradicated. Face speckled with the same liquid water falling from my face and pooling in my lap. Collecting and soaking my pants.
“We’re doomed,” I grunt, “Fuckin doomed…”
The blood loss is too much. The shock is too great. I fade to black.
26. This is a Sign
I need t’start carryin headphones with me f’I’m gunna walk round this much. Music’d b’nice. Th’Veils or Bowie or somethin. Somethin with soul. Music today dun’ve any soul. Mass-produced, carbon copy garbage.
Wut’s that shit that’s out now? Mumble rap? Idiots gruntin and ramblin like they’ve suffered ah stroke. How’s that even considered music?
When’s th’last time I walked home? Walked anywhere? T’much fire in muh blood t’take an Uber. T‘much fury in muh feet. Some situations can only b’worked out on foot. Ah long journey t’tire out yer body and mind.
Weather’s nice. Light, gentle breeze. Gunna b’ah hot summer. Glad th’cold’s finally departin. Heat’s better fer sober days. Sweat out all yer troubles and pains. Th’cold preserves, th’heat releases.
I should move outta Vegas. Change of scenery might b’in order. Might b’jus th’thin I need. Chicago’d b’nice. Only b’n there once fer that book signin. Didn’t get t’explore t’much. Seems like ah big enough city t’get properly lost in. Still enough t’d’t’prevent boredom, in case I dun wanna get completely lost.
Drivers’re better there in th’Windy City. Brief lil honks t’say “Get outta muh way.” Here drivers dunno how t’drive wuts'ever. Four-way stops seem t’b’th’most confoundin thin t’em. Vegas drivers practically fall asleep on their horns, then glare, then curse and scream. Entitled, impatient fuckers. Most of em’re drunk or distracted by their phones.
Red light.
I’m ah lil outta breath. How fast m’I walkin? I need t’slow down. Jus wanna get home. Get unsober quickly. I must’ve somethin hidin away somewhere in some deep, dark crevasse. When’s th’last time I looked under th’sofa? Under muh bathroom sink? Did I stash anythin in muh safe and forget bout it? Ah few savoury drops left b’hind in ah syringe?
Been t’sober fer t’long. Weed and pills dun count. Dreams’re b’comin indistinguishable from memory. Indecipherable. Visions gettin outta control. This business bout Peter…
“Hey!”
Watch yerself! Dun run me over. I’ve th’right of way, motherfucker. That’s right, ya wait. Ya wait and ya glare. I can glare harder. I’ve seen thins ya couldn’t even fathom, ya impetuous piece of shit. Keep gawkin, I’ll cross th’street even slower. Hit me. I dare ya. I fuckin dare ya. There’s ah reason ya got that dent on th’side.
Yeah, Chicago. Better people all round. New York’s t’big and t’full of itself. Arrogant. L.A.’s wut ya get f’ya take all th’charm outta New York. Lots of liars and thieves in friendly-lookin disguises in L.A. At least th’trash folk of Vegas’re honest bout b’in trash. F’fer some reason they’re not, ya can easily see through their trickery. Las Vegans can’t hide their every stripe, no matter how hard they try.
Th’weather in Chicago’s nice. Misty. Humid. Foggy. Sometimes it gets warmer at night. Complete opposite of wut we’d consider weather here. It’s always t’hot here. Hot and dry. Even when it’s cold, th’cold’s t’hot.
Lots of racism in Chicago, though. Dunno how they’d react t’ah beast like me roamin their streets. Encroachin their territory. Vegas doesn’t blink an eye at th’sight of muh monstrosity. At least it didn’t use’t. Ah real city filled with real people would prolly run me outta town th’moment I touched down, torches and pitchforks in tow. Violently repel th’likes of me fer offendin em with muh presence.
D’I even know anyone in Chicago? No. No, I dun think I’d.
Isn’t th’Kid from Chicago?
Thick smell of copper. Every fuckin time I think bout him. Pool of blood dun bother me and th’hand dun upset me… but that smell. Never smelled blood b’fore. Can’t unsmell ah thin like that. Tryin hard not t’think bout him, jus t’avoid rememberin that smell.
Goddamn, I miss that boy. I shouldn’t’ve pushed him away. Spurned him. Wasn’t ready fer wut he wanted. He’s s’sweet. S’innocent and s’honest. S’beautiful. I still wanted t’b’round him, jus didn’t wanna hurt him. He prolly thought I’s leadin him on. He’s prolly dead now. Prolly muh fault.
How th’hell’s this homeless guy’ve that much stuff? Sure, he’s got all day d’in nothin but collectin wutever trinkets he finds on th’streets, but some of wut he’s gathered looks nice. High-quality dumpster-divin. And’re those headphones? S’he listenin t’music? Or jus’ve em in t’not b’bothered by other people? F’he’s listenin t’music, where’s th’music comin from? He find himself ah cell phone? Got an old CD-Man? How’d he get batteries?
Can’t make eye contact. Keep peerin forward like ya dun see him. Or his cart overflowin with prized garbage. His entire life in ah metal shoppin cart. No eye contact. Dun acknowledge him. He’ll ask fer money. He’ll ask fer ah cigarette. Or go on some fuckin crazy rant. I got enough crazy in muh life right now. Dun need his.
B’easier f’I’d headphones’s well. Soothin music t’block out th’world. Keep muh thoughts from ramblin on. Maybe he’s got em in t’avoid talkin t’me or anyone that crosses his path. Maybe they’re there s’he can incoherently mumble t’himself and people’ll think he’sn’t crazy. Maybe he’s listenin t’mumble rap.
It’s ah shock Sorbiety’sn’t with me. Goosesteppin right by muh side. Tauntin me with some German nonsense. He’s usually infestin these quiet moments of mine. Hard t’escape him. Ya’d think that after all these years of sufferin that German phantom I’d’ve picked up some of th’language. Ah phrase or’t. Ah word at least. Nope. I can only understand when he says somethin in German that sounds th’same’s it does in English. Everythin else’s ah mystery.
How’s muh hallucination speak ah language I dun? I dunno German. Not ah lick of it. S’it cause of muh mother? Maybe I absorbed th’language subconsciously while I’s in th’womb. S’that even ah possibility?
Seven. Seven plastic bags of… No, eight. Eight bags tied and filled with soda cans and tin cans. Jus sittin there. Neglected. Wut homeless person’d abandon their treasure like that? They obviously spent ah lot of time collectin. R’there really that many people eatin tuna round here?
Red light. Every red light and I’m on foot. Figures.
Nother homeless. What’s his sign say? C’mon, face this way. Turn round. None of them’re gunna give ya any money. This’s Vegas, pal. Where people only know how t’look out fer number one. Yer bout ten, twenty years t’late t’b’beggin fer change. Residents wield their cash with iron fists. Ya need t’hit up some Hawaiian shirts. Those hapless tourists’re more than willin t’throw their money away.
How’s every homeless person know t’stand at street corners, bless themselves with th'sign of th’cross, then wander int’stopped traffic with their lil signs? Why d'they all walk with ah limp? S’there ah class? Ah How t’B’Homeless class? D’they, b’fore they b’come homeless, see other homeless people performin th’same act and jus repeat it when they themselves enter homelessness? Did Allison d’that kinda thin when she’s livin on th’streets? I can’t imagine it. She’sn’t th’type t’beg. She’d use her talent. Her voice’s her sign.
There ya go.
This is a sign.
Th’fuck? Not askin fer money? No sob story? Jus “This’s ah sign?” Ah sign of wut? Th'times? Th'end?
No need t’stare, buddy. Jus readin yer sign.
Shouldn’t’ve made eye contact. Ya jus gunna stand there in traffic starin at me? Yer gunna get yer ass run th’fuck over. See? They’re aggressive honkers here. I’m crossin. Ya keep on starin at me. Crazy homeless fuck. M’I sure he’s even real? Maybe I’m seein shit again. Let me…
He’s still starin. Holdin that cardboard up at me. Wieldin it tightly, like ah security blanket. Like ah cry fer help. Can’t b’real. He’d’ve b’n run over by now. They’re honkin, though. Yellin. Swervin. Maybe th’cars’ren’t real, either.
Should I d’somethin? Yell out at him? F’he’s real, I’d b’savin his crazy life. F’he isn’t, then I’m th’crazy one. Yelling at nothin in th’street. Maybe he’s once me? Maybe that’s muh future? F’I grew out ah beard, didn’t bathe fer ah few months…  F’I somehow lost all muh money and th’royalties stopped comin in… Standin in traffic, holdin ah cardboard sign that only says “This’s ah sign.” B’somethin I’d see muhself d’in.
It’d b’easy t’fall s’hard s’quickly. Success’s ah fragile, fickle mistress. I barely got ah hold of her muhself. Did he at one time catch success then lose it? Stand near success, at least? Breathe it in? He couldn’t’ve always b’n homeless, that’s fer…
RING!
Fuckin hell. Who’s callin? Lemme get…
RING!
Yeah. Yeah. Prolly more cops wantin…
RING!
Hold th’fuck on. F’this’s ah telemarketer…
“Yeah?”
“Why, hello there.”
God-fuckin-damnit. I know better than t’answer unknown numbers. Her voice grates on muh ears. Th’thought of her voice grates on muh ears. Jus muh luck. F’I’m not gunna b’tormented by one German phantom, might’s well b’tormented by th’other.
“I’m surprised you answered. Haven’t heard your voice in a while.”
“Yeah, I’ve b’n goin through some… interestin times lately.”
He’s gone. Sign and all. No commotion, s’he prolly didn’t get mowed down. He either evaporated t’wherever all muh hallucinations disappear off t’or found nother street corner t’haunt. Seekin out greener pastures. Seekin out green.
“Nothing bad, I hope?”
“D’ya even really care? Honestly?”
“I’m your mother, of course, I care.”
Dun laugh. Dun laugh.
“Don’t laugh at me.”
I should apologise. No, fuck her. I owe her nothin. Less than nothin. Let alone an apology. And she’s gunna ask fer money any minute now. That’s her sole modus operandi fer contactin me. I should time it. Where’s th’timer on here?
“S’wut’s goin on? R’ya still in Memphis?”
“That was months ago. We’re back in Mississippi now.”
Here it comes.
“How’s that workin out?”
“Funny you should ask.”
Here it comes.
“We’ve exhausted our savings and the car broke down, so we’re stuck. I was hoping you could loan us some money so we could fix it and pay off some people we owe.”
How long’s that? Thirty seconds?
“Are these th’same people ya owed money t’back in November?”
“Oh, you do listen to your messages.”
Dun use that indignant tone with me. Ya only love money and only started talkin t’me once I started makin ah lot of it. Come outta th’woodwork t’suck up every tiny morsel ya’d get yer grubby lil hands on. I’d’ve given muh father cash b’fore I’d give ya ah single dime and he beat th’shit outta me almost every goddamn day of muh life.
“Wut happened t’all his money?”
“Stock market troubles.”
I should hang up on her. Or tell her off. Finally tell her off.
“How much d’ya want?”
Wut th’fuck’s wrong with me? “How much?” She’sn’t gettin any money. More curious than anythin. Last time it’s ah coupla grand. She’s prolly hungry fer more this time since I ignored her last plea.
“Five grand should do it.”
Dun laugh. Dun laugh.
“I don’t know why you find my financial hardships so hilarious.”
“Ya got nothin but financial hardships, dun ya? Since th’day I met ya. Hardship after hardship. And why’d we finally meet round muh eighteenth birthday? D’ya remember?”
No response. She remembers.
“Cause muh father sued ya fer back child support. And ya settled with money ya embezzled. Ya didn’t reach out t’me outta some sense of love or regret fer not b’in round. There’s no emotional reason fer ya t’finally talk t’yer only child.”
“We’ve talked about this. Your father was a violent man who…”
“Who never should’ve b’n raisin me by himself! I’s th’sole recipient of all his anger and hate! Every fuckin day! Through fists and kicks and belts and th’most vicious words he’d muster! I’s th’only thin on th’receivin end of his seethin rage and endless disappointment!”
“It’s not my fault he…”
“No, of course not. Nothin’s ever yer fault.”
She’s gotten under muh skin. I’ve lost muh cool. Yellin int’muh phone while walkin down ah city sidewalk in th’middle of th’day. Prolly look like some homeless guy pretendin t’b’talkin t’someone, jus s’I can get away with b’in crazy on th’street.
“Yer blameless! Ya dun d’thins! Thins jus happen t’ya! And now ya need money cause somethin else’s jus happened t’ya, right?”
“It’s not like you don’t have more than enough to share.”
“Listen here and listen good. I’ve bled fer muh writin. I’ve poured muh soul int’muh work. Fought fer every word, agonised over every syllable. I’m entitled t’every cent that book’s made. I earned that fuckin money.”
“By writing a book about me.”
Th’audacity of this bitch.
“A book bout ya? Yer barely in three of th’thirty-odd chapters!”
I’m honestly surprised she read muh book.
“I think I deserve some kind of compensation.”
Laugh. Laugh loudly. Laugh and hang up. No, laugh, tell her t’go fuck herself, then hang up and b’dun with it.
“Ya know wut? I deserved ah decent childhood with t’lovin parents. Not one parent who nearly killed me and one who’s absent cause she’s busy stealin other people’s money. Looks like neither of us got wut we deserved, huh?”
No respo…
“Does this mean you’re not going to loan me the money, then?”
That’s it.
“Ya know wut?”
D’it. Fuckin d’it. It’s long overdue.
“Everythin terrible bout muh life's cause of ya. Every iota of self-hatred, every quiet unloved reflex, all cause of ya. Sure, muh father cultivated th'negativity in muh soul, but yer th'seed. Ya've b'in nuthin in muh life but ah source of pain and sorrow, even b'fore yer actually in muh life. But I'm through. I dun wanna've anythin t'd'with ya anymore. I deserve t'b'free of yer selfishness. Free from th’burden of havin t'pretend t'care enough bout ya t'talk t'ya. Yer nuthing t'me. Dun ever call me again. I'm never gunna answer again.”
I’ve waited t’many years fer that. I dunno why I waited s’long. Yeah, I’d. I kept holdin out this far-off hope that we’d someday reconcile. Make up fer lost time. That maybe there’s ah good woman under all that greed and self-centredness. She’d send me th’occasional text on th’occasional holiday. Sendin well-wishes. But it never felt genuine. Never felt authentic. Never from ah place of love.
I’m dun. I’s jus blindin muhself. Grievin fer ah dream that’d never come. Armed with forgiveness I’d never grant.
Guess it worked. She’sn’t called back.
I feel… Guilty. Why d’I feel guilty? She’s never b’n in muh life in any meaninful way. She’s ah piggy bank with vacuum lips. That lawsuit brought her outta hidin. She’s mother in name alone and somehow managed t’fail at that.
I should b’exuberant. Skippin down th’sidewalk. Filled with childlike glee. I’m almost home, it’d b’ah short skippin spree. How ridiculous I’d look. Big creature like me, skippin and prancin down th’street. Hilarious.
Shit, I’m almost home. She’sn’t called. Did I hang up properly? Yeah. Nothin. I d’feel ah lil better. Lighter. Footsteps dun feel’s heavy’s they usually’d.
That stoplight’s quick.
Th’air feels really good. Temperature’s perfect. Jus perfect. Sun feels good on muh scales. Gently massagin em with warmth.
Hello there, young lady. Why yes, I did jus finally tell muh ill-begotten mother t’fuck off. And good day t’ya’s well.
M’I smilin? I must b’smilin fer her t’smile and nod at me.
I feel like I’ve got muh strength and it dun make sense. It’s th’first time in months I actually feel alright. Fuck, this’s th’best I’ve felt in… Jesus, it’s June? Best since b’fore Christmas. B’fore all this madness invaded muh life.
How’d all this start, anyway? When I found th’Kid’s hand… no… Jerry. Muh reflection gave me that paper. “Jerry’s th’answers” or somethin. B’fore that, th’world made sense. F’I ever find this Jerry guy, I should tell him off fer puttin me through all this. Tell him off jus like I did t’th’woman who gave birth t’me.
I feel amazin. I never got t’tell muh father off b’fore he died, s’this catharsis’s twice’s upliftin. I almost feel like I’m high. Must b’th’adrenaline. S’this wut people who work out feel? I might’ve t’start workin out f’I can feel this way without drugs. This th’natural high they talk bout? I didn’t even feel this good after knockin that NA lady down ah peg. Or that vegan. Or anyone that needed t’ve their eyes ripped opened.
I feel like I can take on th’entire world. Let me at em! I can take em all on! Wutever th’world’s gunna throw at me next, I’m confident I can handle it. I might not even search fer drugs when I get home. Ride this natural high shit fer ah hot minute.
There it’s. Finally. Home at last. Can’t wait t’take muh shoes off and relax. Run muh chubby toes through th’carpet. Nice, clean carpet’d feel nice. Cleanish, anyway.
Hello, kitty. What’re ya d’in, wanderin round out here? Ya look like Garfield. Whatever happened t’Garfield? D’they still run those? When’s th’last time I read th’funny pages? Does anyone still call em funny pages anymore? Fuck, I’m old.
Wut’s this?
Are You Searching for the Truth?
I sure’m, religious pamphlet on muh door, but I’m not gunna get that from ya. Nothin good ever came outta any religion. Not ah one. Atheists should start goin door-to-door, leavin pamphlets jus like this. Even use th’same phrasin.
“Are Ya Searchin fer th’Truth? Great! Pick Up ah Science Book!”
Christians would b’furious. Atheists usin th’same recruitment tactics. Promotin intellectualism instead of fables. Oh, th’persecution! “How dare th’Atheists promote their b’liefs! Only we’re allowed t’promote our b’liefs and f’anyone says anythin t’th’contrary, they’re oppressin us!” Fuckin babies. Fuckin hypocrites.
No, kitty. Ya can’t come int’muh apartment. Get outta here. Go on. Maybe I should brin her somethin t’eat. Why d’I assume all cats’re female? And all dogs’re male? D’I’ve tuna? Okay, cat. Ya win. Stay here and I’ll brin ya out somethin. I’m feelin generous.
It’s good t’b’home. Let’s get these shoes o…
Wut th’fuck’re all these people d’in in muh apartment?
27. Coincidences
Groggy eyes open to familiar surroundings. A tiny, wide room. Glistening with silent judgment. Cleansed with searing light. The same interrogation room I met Detective Stone in, days after Christmas. Days after discovering what remained of the Kid. The formative days of my recent turmoil.
Steel table supports my heavy arms and heavier head. Heartbeat pounding the sides of my skull. Pressure trying to break imprisonment. This is the morning after, filled with immediate regret. Failures realised. Decisions questioned. Every sound, every movement, the violent source of additional pains and regrets. This is hangover country in which I am the reluctant Mayor.
Bottle of water slides toward me.
“Drink,” she says, voice layered by a sacrosanct understanding of my current state.
There is no hesitation. Cap flies off. Bounces off the table and onto floor. I swallow nourishment in huge gulps. Cool liquid blasts the fresh wound in my mouth, lifting up a wad of clotted blood and pushing it down my throat. Gooey ball of dead cells swims down into my depths.
A small stream of water drains out the sides of my mouth. Drizzles the top of my shirt. Anointing it. Purifying it. Absolving it and me of yesterday’s sins.
“Christ,” she amazes. “How much did you have to drink last night?”
“Enough t’d’this t’me,” I relinquish, gasping for air after attempting to drown the bottom half of my face.
Bottle lands back onto tabletop. Eyes finally accept new information and discover the woman sitting across from me. As gruff and “no-nonsense” as Detective Stone. Dressed in an all-black suit. No makeup to cover the dissatisfied and forceful expression on her face. No makeup to conceal her aged visage.
This is not a woman who pretties herself up to gain the affections and attentions of men. Ruler of her domain. A distinct woman who’s rightfully earned everything she’s achieved entirely on her own. Fighting uphill battles. Running against the wind. What some would consider an unkempt appearance is merely her lackadaisical attitude towards the beauty rituals forced onto her by patriarchal dispositions.
“You sure there wasn’t something else?” she adds, knowingly. Professionally. “You’re pretty wiped out for a simple alcohol binge.”
“Ah lil weed,” I misrepresent. “Nothin else.”
Her solid black loafers kick up to the table. Ankles crossed. Relaxed. She leans back in her chair. In full control of this domain with a cool ease Detective Stone dared not approach.
“You’ve gotta watch out for some of that weed. Stuff’s much stronger now than it was ten, twenty years ago. They cross-breed different strains to get higher levels of THC than they ever did decades ago. Luckily, as long as you’re buying from a dispensary, it’ll have the strength listed on the label.”
“I’ll b’more careful next time I smoke.”
The forked end of my tongue ravages the empty space in my mouth where a painful annoyance of a tooth once existed. Plucked treasure sits in my pocket. My molar. My former torturer. Rendered powerless by removal. Coated in dried blood and saliva and whatever lint resides in my black jeans.
The wound still fresh. The pain still muted. Tongue massages the area repeatedly. Exploring all its newfound newness.
“So,” no hesitation in her tone, “you wanna tell me what happened to you in the drunk tank?”
“Wut d’ya mean?”
“You’re all bloodied up and,” the briefest of self-amused laughs, “I find it hard to believe that the tiny hipster you were housed with managed to fuck you up this bad. In fact, when my officers went in there this morning and found you passed out cold, he was too scared to tell us what happened. Care to fill me in?”
“I’s drunk,” I continue to weave fabrications. “I dun remember.”
She accepts my lie for what it is with a perceptive nod of the head.
“Okay. What do you remember about yesterday? You remember why you’re here?”
“Somethin bout makin people ‘uncomfortable’ in th’Circus Circus, of all places.”
“That casino is something else… But you were acting suspicious enough to warrant security calling us. And much to the surprise of the officer on the scene, you were just the person we’ve been looking for, but you were too drunk to be useful.”
More water washes down dry throat as I attempt to piece together her intentions. Each drop lifts the burden of my hangover. Each gradually clearing my mind. Returning me to where I should be. Unhindered. Whole.
“Why’re ya lookin fer me?”
Her feet withdraw from table. Sits upright in her chair. Hers is not the demeanour of a person trying to befriend me. No games to be played here. No manipulations of information for information. Her motive is clear and to the point. There are big fish to fry in her eyes.
A Manila folder flops onto the table in front of her. It remains overbearingly closed. Ominous. Threatening.
“A friend of yours, Peter Henderson, was found dead of a fentanyl overdose behind a dumpster on Maryland.”
“Peter?” I pause. “I’d ah dream bout him…”
Peter…
The first time I met Peter was during my first trek to Las Vegas as an adult. I was visiting friends who’d liberated themselves from our mutual hometown years before I dared to follow suit.
I was a shy, timid young man. Unsure and beaten down by bad parenting and inexperience. Long before my reptilian appearance took hold. When my eyes were nothing but twinkles.
I was instantly attracted to him in every way you can be attracted to a person. His confidence. His laissez-faire attitude. His intelligence. His independence. His appearance. He was everything I wished I was and wished I could have around me.
My youth, my purity, my inexperience were plain as day to all who could see. None more than Peter. He took advantage of my unmistakable hunger and gladly fed me. I wasn’t the first snake to come under his spell nor would I be the last, but during his reprogramming of me, mutual respect and adoration began to blossom. After some time he said I was his friend, which took me by surprise. What began for him as a lark to corrupt my very nature became a mutual understanding and appreciation of one another.
I saw in him the twisted ideal of everything I desired. He saw in me a chance for a do-over. Someone to mould and guide in ways he was never afforded. A stern, but affectionate kinship he never received in his youth. A more experienced younger brother taking care of an elder sibling.
Through him, I received my first tastes of real life. He expanded my mind via crystal meth, marijuana, acid, ecstasy, and some drugs so new they didn’t have clever names at the time of our ingestion. He destroyed the world I lived in and showed me the world underneath it all. Taught me the song of the city. He constructed in me a clone of himself that I eventually grew beyond. I wouldn’t be the person I am today if it wasn’t for his influence and friendship. For better and for worse.
Despite his importance in the history of my reformative years, news of his death has no adverse effect on me. I always suspected Peter would leave this plane of existence before I went. He’d be gunned down in a drug deal gone wrong. A drunk driver ploughing into his car at five in the morning. But an overdose for a seasoned drug user like him feels cheap and unreal.
“An overdose?” disbelief tainting my voice. “That can’t b’right.”
“Toxicology doesn’t lie.”
“If that’s ah fact, then why d’ya gotta talk t’me bout it?”
“Well, here’s the thing about all that,” her hand tickles the Manila folder. Teasing it. “Peter had deep marks on his wrists and ankles that indicate he was bound with what was likely zip ties. They’re struggle marks. Now, I suppose they could be unrelated to his death, maybe some kinky sex game before he OD’d, but I don’t think so.”
“Yer sayin Peter’s murdered?”
Her body language answers my question firmly. Succinctly.
“When’s the last time you saw Mr Henderson?”
“Saint Patty’s. In muh apartment. We’re smokin marijuana. I… left fer ah few minutes, came back and he’s gone, along with muh television and some other items lifted on his way out.”
“Where’d you go?”
The truth of my answer would be lost on her. The truth of my answer is nearly lost on me.
I deflect, “Am I ah suspect?”
“You should be. You really should be. Death follows you like a moth chasing a firefly.”
I know exactly what she’s referring to. I feign ignorance anyway. I pretend her words are as foreign to me as snow in Death Valley. As life on the sun.
“First you find a young man’s severed hand in a pool of blood, then you’re interviewed by Detective Stone in this very room who then commits suicide while he’s interviewing your buddy, who then himself is found dead of a suspicious overdose. I don’t believe in coincidences and all that’s a whole lot of them surrounding you.”
“Sometimes thins jus happen,” my tone noncommittal and unintimidated.
“You know, there are some officers here who actually think Peter talked Stone into killing himself. A decorated detective with nearly twenty years on the force convinced to eat his gun by some common druggie loser.”
Her transparent words do not elicit the reaction from me she hopes for. I am not one who is easily goaded. I am not the emotional wreck she needs, nor the guilty party she’s counting on.
I spin my own series of transparent words and throw them back at her.
“Yeah, he told me ya’ll kept him here fer months. Violatin his Constitutional right t’d'process. Accusin him of killin Stone and th’Kid. I suggested he call up th’ACLU and make sure they know all bout him b’in held without access t’an attourney. Maybe whoever killed Peter’s right here in yer department. Some sort of revenge plot.”
Her smile confirms her respect for me. We’re evenly matched. Playing the same game with the same moves. A game that ends in stalemate every time. She nods to herself as if to confirm her smile’s assumption. Affirmation. The attempts at manipulated discourse have proven futile. A change of direction is swift.
“What do know about Margaret Jordan?”
I shrug. Tongue renews its exploration of the excavation site. Picking and prodding the foreign area. Discovering and rediscovering the inside of my mouth.
“Calls herself ‘Black Widow.’ Big lady. And I mean big. Claims to weigh six hundred sixty-six pounds.”
I never met the feared druglord Black Widow. My awareness of her exists primarily from two sources. Peter’s brief mentions of working for and a story the Kid told me about the only time he met her. Neither instance am I willing to divulge to my unidentified inquisitor.
My shrugging continues.
“Come on,” her patience wearing thin. “I know Peter dealt for her. I’ve read your book. I know you do more than just alcohol and weed. Peter brought you the drugs she provided. Just confirm that for me. Give me something.”
“I dunno anythin bout any of that.”
She scoffs so loud it could peel paint from the walls.
“Wut d’ya want from me?” I’m rude and indignant.
My female interrogator is gone. Replaced by the man Llewellyn. Standing and leering forward. Towering over me. His bright red suit illuminated by fluorescent above burns my eyes. A novelty tie with big, bold, slanted letters reading “World’s Greatest Dad.”
The Earmouth dripping with salacious intent. Silent as, for the first time, Llewellyn himself speaks. Voice booming down at me with all the fury and demanding rage he can muster. Each word an earthquake. Each syllable a hurricane. Spit and sweat launch in my direction.
“I WANT THE TOOTH!”
Both hands slam mercilessly on the table. The turbulence startles me into blinking repeatedly and shaking my head.
She’s returned. No trace of Llewellyn or his insidious Earmouth to be found. Gone in an instant. As quickly as they appeared. Flickered in and out of existence.
“I want the truth!” the female detective trumpets angrily.
I forgo any pretence. “Th’truth’s I dunno wut happened t’th’Kid. I dunno why Stone offed himself. I dunno who Black Widow’s. I didn’t know Peter’s dead till ya told me jus now and I dunno who would’ve killed him, f’anyone. I dun’ve any better answers fer ya.”
“I’m going to need something better than that. Anything. A man of your celebrity being connected to so much illegal activity and so many dead people. Doesn’t add up.”
I laugh at her notion of my being a celebrity. I laugh at her dismissal of my ignorance of these deaths. Neither assumption hits the mark. Neither holds water.
I drink again, fully emptying the bottle into my stomach.
“M’I under arrest?”
“For Peter’s death? No. But I could get you for disturbing the peace and disorderly conduct if I wanted.”
With hangover at bay, I defiantly raise my scaley wrists together towards my unnamed questioner. My possible jailer. The potential stealer of my freedom. A blockade. I relinquish any decision-making and rely entirely on her assessment. I will not fight her decree. I will acquiesce. I will submit.
She contemplates opinions unseen. Jilted fingers move restlessly over manilla folder. Its contents desperate for exposure. To be made known. Her ace in the hole. Her upper hand.
Her tongue clicks a couple of times in her mouth. A clock ticking. A countdown.
“Alright,” she yields. “You’re free to go.”
Heavy arms clamp down on the table and thrust me to my feet. My movements unceremonious. Deliberate. I aim for the door.
“Lemme ask you something,” she slyly adds. “Did Peter have a phone? We can’t seem to find a record of him having one.”
I pause. Hand on door handle.
“Course he’d one.”
“You got the number?”
“In muh phone.”
“You can give it to the officer when you get yours back,” she commands.
“Sure,” I abide. Door handle finally pushed down. Pushing towards my escape.
“You know, it’s funny,” she shiftily adds, pausing me once more. “I tell you your friend died and you barely bat an eye. Why is that?”
“Th’difference b’tween b’in alive and b’in dead’sn’t much more than th’difference b’tween ah memory and ah dream.”
I depart, having again emptied my weapons. Leaving her to cradle her unused Manila weapons. My feet follow a familiar path out of the police station and back to the street. The patina of the city. Where I truly and desperately attain refuge. Where I belong.
28. Home Sweet Home
I don’t know where this treat originally came from. I know better than to question its origins. Tonight is not a night for inquisitive inspections. No proactivity here. This is a night of reflection, reaction, and revelation. A voyeur preparing a voyeur’s potion.
It’s been ages since I’ve been properly blessed. Echoes of Peter’s dead body hinder any desire for a large meal. This will be but a tiny taste. A morsel. Dipping my toe back into the pool. To check the temperature. To check the temperament.
Lighter strikes an unsullied spoon and sullies it. Bubbles boil. Mouths pop. Tongues salivate. Needle drinks up its soup. Fingers tickle syringe. Scales open and part, making room. Opening their mouths. The needle enters and I return home.
Home, sweet home.
I deposit my work tools back onto the table and melt back into myself. Truth and purity flood my system. The Hillbilly Heroin I consumed in substitution for so many months doesn’t come close to the feeling this old friend grants me. A warm embrace. A gentle comfort. I am complete again. I am secure. A proper homecoming.
The man of the hour is displayed on the television in front of me. More than six feet tall. Clearly over two-hundred-fifty pounds. Besuited in an expensive navy blue blazer that somehow looks cheap. A red necktie dragging down to the floor. Thin, burnt orange hair on top of and along the sides of his head and knuckles. Pasty, white clown makeup covering the remainder of his face. A round red nose. A mad, orange ape-clown. Everything that happens tonight is either because of or in spite of him.
Blundering and huffing and puffing over a podium. Both ape hands rigidly clutched onto each side. Giving him the leverage needed to leer from side-to-side with ease. He spits. He cackles. He reaches behind the podium, behind his hairy self and all his pantsless glory, and digs deep for a handful of something. Cackles again triumphantly and flings a handful of his own faeces towards the camera. It narrowly avoids splatting on the lens. He gleams with satisfaction over his accomplishment.
A male reporter appears on screen to admonish the behaviour of the Reality Star in Chief. He wears a suit decorated with the happy, palatable logos of various corporations. The familiar icons representing automobile, insurance, telephone, media, gas, clothing, pharmaceutical industries, and more adorn every available inch of the journalist’s attire. Proudly displaying who pays for his words. Who owns what remains of his soul.
He exudes calm acrimony when describing the act Trump just committed. The journalist scoops up Presidential excrement with his bare hands. Cradling it and cramming it into the pockets of his well-groomed suit. Never breaking eye contact with the camera. Never pausing his rhetoric.
The reporter packs most of the shit good and tight into his corporate-sponsored pants. One handful of the President’s leavings is kept in his palm. He pauses his speech, casts aside his faux outrage, lifts recently acquired treasure to his face, inhales deep and true, and fills his senses with the foul stench of the foul defecation from the foul President. He gleams with satisfaction over his accomplishment.
It’s a symbiotic relationship the two parties have shared for years. The media loves Trump. Trump loves the media. Each side bluffs and blusters to the contrary at great volume to much fanfare. Each feeds off the other. Each grows in the shadow of the other. Each gains the nourishment they so desperately require from one another. Each gets richer as they dance this dance. Each empowers the other’s next moves and motivations.
My serenity is different than before. Perhaps I’ve spent too much sober time away. Perhaps it wasn’t enough of a taste. Whatever the reason, I feel off. Warm and cold at the same time. Verisimilitude instead of satisfaction.
Television view cuts to a different reporter interviewing a young man. The reporter is uniformed similarly to his contemporary. Company logos camouflaging his tidy business suit. The interviewee is a Caucasian male wearing a dirty “I Drink Conservative Tears for Breakfast” t-shirt. Black bandana pulling back dirty, brown knotted-up dreadlocks. Indecipherable tattoos along his neck and face. Piercings throughout his mouth, ears, nose, and cheeks.
A label appears at the bottom of the screen. Under the young man. It declares his name and title in cartoon lettering: “Karma - Millennial/Member of Antifa.”
The dark-haired reporter seductively hushes the word “Collusion” into the microphone. Karma shudders. “Collusion” is said again with the same alluring intensity. Karma shudders more. Arousal striking the very fabric of his being. The reporter offers the flirtatious word once more and once more Karma trembles.
“Collusion.”
His quivering hand lifts up his dirty t-shirt. Metal bars piercing each nipple.
“Collusion.”
Karma moans as his pink-painted fingernails dig deep into each nipple. Twisting and flicking. Blood trickling out from where they’ve deeply punctured pasty pale flesh.
“Collusion.”
His other hand disappears into his jeans. Under his underwear. It gyrates as his pelvis rocks back and forth in the air. Nipples are twisted more. Nipples bleed more. The reporter continues repeating the illicit word with heated vigour.
“Th’fuck’re ya watchin?” I say to myself.
“CNN,” I groggily respond. Eyes drooping down, but refusing to close. Refusing to shut the world out completely.
There to my right sits me. I am on the couch beside myself. My reflection. My doppelgänger. The Beast made flesh.
He grabs the remote and mutes the foreplay wordplay on the news. Silence is resurrected within the walls of my apartment. Reporter and reportee carry on with their lascivious interview on the screen sans audio.
The two continue their debaucherous acts aphonically. Reporter mouthing the magic word that enflames Karma’s passions. Karma’s arousal poking outward with each tug. The heavy breathing of both as the milky stream of jizzum erupts from Karma’s grasp. Both are showered in a stream of creamy consciousness.
The reporter grabs Karma’s sticky hand and begins licking it clean. Slurping up every gooey bit he can find. Relishing every delicious gummy drizzle. They both gleam with satisfaction over their accomplishment.
The Beast leans forward and places the remote on the table. His talon fingernails pick up the baggie that houses my completion. He lifts it up. Surveying its contents.
“Where’d ya get this?” his voice harsh and in control of itself.
“I dunno,” my voice soft and incomplete.
“Ya figure someone from th’dinner party left it b’hind?”
“Dunno.”
“Dunno,” he parrots nonchalantly, replacing baggie onto table. “And ya did some anyway.”
“Not outta hunger, though. Jus curiosity.”
“Yeah? And’re ya content now?”
“Not really,” I muse. “I feel like I’m in someone else’s house.”
The television shows a map of the United States. Each state delicately outlined and separated from other states. The land of the out-of-touch coastal elites coloured a vibrant royal blue. The land of the uneducated rednecks coloured a vivid apple red.
Another corporate-sponsored journalist walks in front of the map. Waves his perfectly-manicured hands like a magician completing a spell. Distracting with one hand from what the other hand is doing. With each wave, the colours shift and swirl various shades of blue and red. Pulsating. Oscillating.
“S’how’s th’election?”
“Republicans kept th’Senate,” I mildly offer.
“Did ya vote?”
“Ya already know th’answer t’that.”
The Beast smiles, closes his eyes, and leans his head back. His eyes open to admire the ceiling.
“Indeed, I’d.”
The television cuts to a group of reporters sitting behind a large, glass table. Each wearing the candy logos of their corporate masters. The pullers of their strings. They pant and drool, fighting for the camera’s attention with words of uselessness. Falling over themselves. Tripping over their own overly-invested words. Every naked empty breath is forced into the next “important” announcement. No news is bad news, so they manufacture excitement, inflate the facts, and add meaning to the empty meaninglessness. The allure of nonnews.
His head cocks over to me. Side-eyed curiosity.
“Peter would’ve voted blue straight down th’fuckin line jus t’fuck th’system,” he says to me, words enriched with sympathy. “Th’shit show that’ll take place f’th’Democrats get th’House and th’Senate’d b’ah spectacular affair. More f’they only get th’House. Fightin Trump tooth and nail, gettin absolutely nothin dun, cept fer shit-talkin on th’news.”
“Yeah,” I laugh to myself and my other-self. “He’d’ve loved that.”
“D’ya think th’Kid’d’ve voted blue f’he’re alive?”
I meet my counterpart’s gaze. The reflection of myself. My crime scene eyes deep into the eyes of the scene of the crime.
I’m unable to provide myself with an answer. Peter’s death is far easier to accept than the Kid’s. Peter was always already dead, every time I saw him. His essence was that of a person chasing dispassionate ghosts. Never really present. Never really genuine. Putting a show on for the world as a version of himself few could see through. A convincing portrayal of an actual person.
But the Kid… the precious young man who I’m afraid to think about too deeply. I cannot accept he is dead, despite the facts of it shouting at me every day since I discovered his remaining hand. Since I discovered what fear truly smelled like.
“Ya should’ve voted,” says doppelgänger to original, “fer him, at least.”
“Dun with all that. Dun votin fer whichever liar lies best. Th’world’s gunna churn on whether I participate in it or not. I choose not t’play th’game anymore. I’ve earned th’right not t’vote.”
“Then ya dun get t’complain. That’s wut they say, yeah?”
“Freedom of speech’sn’t limited t’whether ya vote or not. I get t’say wutever I wanna say bout th’system, regardless of my participation level.”
The Beast turns away from me. He is lethargic. He is weak. The intensity of his harassment is more muted than usual. Faint and naggy, where he usually is unwavering and domineering.
“I dun much like th’whole ‘get out and vote’ movement. There’s ah silent sentence after ‘get out and vote’ and it’s always ‘fer th’candidate I want ya t’vote fer.’ Rarely d’people actually want others t’vote, specially on their own terms. They seem t’think they’d’ve won th’previous election f’only more people’d’ve voted. That somehow th’unvotin masses’re of th’same political persuasion that they’re. Looks like more people’re votin tonight than last time, but it’s more votes fer both sides. Th’blue wave progressives’re s’sure’s gunna happen looks more purple than blue. Ah deep, red shade of purple. More support fer th’ape-clown and less that oppose him.”
No pushback. No venomous disagreement. His silence stems not from his agreement with me. His lack of debate is forced upon him by my subconscious. I’ve taken control of my final hallucination. Peter’s final gift, realised.
The Beast turns to me again. His eyes focus on the obscenity that is my newfound control over him.
“I’ll never see ya again, will I?”
“Nope.” I respond. “This’s th’last time we’ll ever meet. I’m castin ya out, jus like th’others.”
“Wut f’I promise t’b’nice? Say nice thins?”
“Decorate me in simple platitudes? No. This’s it, muh only friend. Th’end.”
My response offends my reflection. He sneers and shuffles in his seat. He is defeated. His resolve, resolved.
The Beast again wields the baggie full of delights. He wiggles it as he meekly suggests, “One more, fer th’road?”
“Naw,” I champion. “I’m good.”
Baggie falls to the couch where my reflection once sat. It lands with all the fervour of a feather. I am returned to joyful solemnity. The final poltergeist exorcised. I gleam with satisfaction over my accomplishment.
I return the plastic packet of goodies onto the table. My talon taps the mute button on the remote. The squawking of talking heads refills my apartment.
Two reporters, one of each opposing gender, face-to-face, drooling and breathing hard on each other’s mouths. Noses nearly pressed. Sweat forcing showbusiness makeup and showbusiness motivations to drip off their faces.
“It looks hard,” female reporter titillates. “They’re making it harder and harder as the night goes on.”
“It’s a tight one, for sure,” he reciprocates while hurriedly loosening his AT&T necktie.
“Absolutely,” she teases, dropping her General Electric jacket. “It’s so tight right now. He’s going to have trouble pulling it out.”
“He needs to pull it out if he’s going to get his blue wave all over.”
“Oh,” she moans. “That blue wave is going to gush all over the country.”
She topples on top of him on the desk. Stripping his subsidised jacket and pants from his body. She dominates him. He rips her shirt off, exposing a Microsoft brassiere.
They growl and gnash at each other. Animalistic fucking. No hint or trance or romance. Their faces melt into each other with every thrust. Their eight limbs become four. Then two. Their entire bodies fuse. Two become one. Uninhibited featureless blobs fused as one erotic mound of bubbling, moaning flesh.
The map of the United States of America shifts through the spectrum of colours between blue and red behind them. Pumping as they pump. Throbbing as they throb.
Cheesy pornographic music swells and a glossy, multicoloured graphic appears on the screen. Boldly declaring “Projection.”
Another reporter appears. Shirtless, wielding tightly a knife as he slowly scrapes it across his chest, above his left nipple. There is no mark as he lowers the blade from view. Slowly but surely, a thin purplish line appears after the fact. A lacerated path. A bloody route. Eyes roll back in ecstasy as warm, blue ichor drips down his chest. His free hand rubs the colourful life-juice across his torso. Sloppily covering as much of his exposed torso as he can.
“We’re now able to project that the Democrats will have control of the House,” he placates.
Sharp edge returns to chest and finds a clean spot to draw another line on. The blade moves across. The line appears slowly after. He repeats this action while moaning and smearing the spilt juice all over himself.
Fingernail pricks the remote’s power button. Television is quieted.
This has been a day of insurmountable obstacles and profound realisations. Not quite a day. An unmeasurable period. A months-long day. Time flying high. I deserve a reward for my triumphs. I deserve a release.
I proudly ignore the baggie. I hunger, but not as before. My appetites are not for delicious poison. Not for intoxicating escapism. I hunger for lascivious activities.
29. The Rainbow Dinner Party
My meagre dining room has been completely overtaken. Everything that once occupied the space is shattered and in tatters. My dining room table, my chairs, my artwork, all destroyed and accumulated in small mountains. Pushed aside into heaps of destruction. Piles of disorder. All my possessions displaced to make room for something else entirely.
Noxious odour lingers in the air. Hot fumes scorch every part of the nose. They waft in and out of my soul. Spicy and rotten and burnt and repulsive. The stench of death and dying.
There is a long table with a clean white tablecloth covering every inch of its top. Long, dark wooden legs, intricately carved. Sandalwood or likewise expensive wood. Matching ornate chairs. Each hosting one of my demons. Sitting at elegiac attention. My hallucinations. My ghosts.
To my immediate right is the blue-skinned woman. Virgin white negligee that is more wedding dress than seductive evening wear. Purple hair braided and wrapped on top of her head. A pyramid of hair. She sends me sacred warmth through her smile. Welcoming and full of coy admiration.
To her right is the mongrel Sobriety. Beaming in his cold uniform. Translucent shades of purple. My constant companion. My constant reminder. My personal demon. My personal salvation. The source of pain and evil.
To his right is the large, four-armed Ganesha. Edges of tribal tattoos trickle towards the front of his shirtless, pink torso. A tiny, brown mouse hanging at the tip of his tusk. Rubbing its hands together. Devising a plan. Plotting. Ganesha whispers to his mouse and they both giggle silently as one. United in their joyful conspiracy.
To my immediate left, across from the blue-skinned woman is St. Patrick. Green and gold robes glimmering in a lack of shining light. Beard braided and decorated with green and gold trinkets. His spiral-topped staff buried deep into the carpet behind him. Half in, half out. The area above the submerged half has sprouted stems and branches that likewise burrow into carpet. Taken root. The beginnings of a young sapling.
To his left sits the three-face monk, Trio. Hands folded under the yellow sleeves of his robe. Red Eyes purifying me. A slow, solemn nod of acknowledgement. The subtlest of comforting smiles. The other face I can see has its eyes closed. Reticent meditation.
To his left is a rippling, gestating mound of orange vomit in the shape of a man. Chunks and fragments of food, shit, garbage, pieces of dead animals, mould, bone, and off-colour bits that are altogether unidentifiable cycle through its makeshift skin. Constantly churning into itself. Crusty, cracked edges for a mouth. A large grey button and a small coffee cup lid for eyes. A festering collection of drippings pooling under its chair. This is the source of the foul smell.
Seated at the head of the table, opposite of where I’m standing, in all his candy-coloured, red-suited glory is the man Llewellyn. A bold tie in cartoon lettering, reading “World’s Greatest Dad.” Hair styled in a type of pompadour. Head turned as far right as possible. Uncomfortably. Almost to the point of snapping. His left ear uncovered, facing me. The Earmouth’s scabrous mouth dripping with salacious glee.
There they sit. All eyes on me. Patiently quiet. Every colour on the spectrum. Blue, purple, pink, red, orange, yellow, green. A rainbow dinner party. A parodic celebration. A kaleidoscopic Last Supper filled with Judases. Gathered and waiting. An empty chair, presumably for me.
The Earmouth jovially demands, “Where have you been..? It’s alright. We know where you’ve been.”
The assemblage of colours laugh. A private joke at my expense. Different shades of laughter. Different shades of emotion.
“Er war in einer Nervenklinik,” Sobriety cackles. “Er ist immer noch!”
They continue to laugh. The blue-skinned woman being the sole exception. She gently nudges the empty chair with her bare foot. Towards me. Winsomely.
“Come on, sit,” she invites. Her voice as haunting and varied by multiple accents as ever.
I oblige. I keep my guard. I’m in the most dangerous place now. Blistering uncertainty quickly replacing feelings of attained perfection. My runner’s high worn completely off.
In front of each of the seated guests are plates and silverware made of sparkling clear glass. Every fork, spoon, and knife are as clear as crystal. Empty, awaiting fulfilment. Each also has a wine glass containing various levels of blood-red liquid, save for Ganesha whose glass is filled with what I presume to be water. The large swath in the centre of the table remains open. Space reserved for an unknown course. Empty, awaiting fulfilment.
“Wut’s goin on here?” I aim my question at no one in particular.
“Was für ein schöner Tag für eine Offenbarung,” the foul thing says with a makeshift smile on its faceless face. “Würdest du nicht zustimmen?”
“Sobriety, please,” the Earmouth briefly scolds as it turns its attention to me. “We shouldn’t answer but we are exuberant! Jubilant! Euphoric! Oh, we’re so overjoyed we just want to run through every synonym! This is a celebration in your honour! Kudos to you! Glasses, everyone!”
Gathered figments each grabs their respective glasses. All except Trio. Tri-faced meditator remains still. His full glass remains untouched. Eyes closed. Concentrating on darkness. Chasing enlightenment.
“Hip hip!” the Earmouth cheers, glass proudly lifted in the air.
“Hooray!” its colourful chorus responds, glasses to Heaven.
“Hip hip!” it repeats.
“Hooray!” they repeat.
“Hip hi..!”
“Stop this!” I interrupt at deep volume.
Dinner guests pause. Some horrified. Some amused. All motionless. Glasses hanging in the air, awaiting further instruction.
“You’re absolutely correct,” the Earmouth confesses. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Apologies. Excitement has gotten the better of us. You don’t even have a drink!”
Llewellyn’s listless head limps around as he claps his hands twice. The Earmouth calls out, “Serveur! Un verre pour notre invité estimé!”
The guests resume movement and most place glasses back onto the table. Only the blue-skinned woman and the vomit heap continue to drink. She sips hers. Gaze planted firmly in my direction. That knowing smile. That reassuring eyebrow raise.
The orange pile of vomit uses a dripping, tendril of an arm to lift glass to mouth opening, pours the entirety of its contents into a crusted gap, and closes. As wine glass returns to tabletop, blood-red colouring shifts throughout its bulbous form. Tainting it. Its hues fluctuate briefly before the red fades, leaving only grisly orange.
“The dream is almost over,” words spoken with burbling unease by anthropomorphic puke.
“Ahh, life is but a dream,” Earmouth adds in sing-song inflexions. Mockingly.
A six-foot-tall cockroach emerges from my kitchen. Baggy waiter’s uniform stained with dirt and grease. Several loud flies buzzing around its head. A delicate decanter of red wine in its spiny clutches.
It approaches the Earmouth’s host and refills his glass. Llewellyn’s lopsided head tilts back to his right. Chin pressed deeply onto shoulder. The Earmouth smiles. Sparkles in the corners of its mouth. Corruption in the corners of its mouth.
Cockroach circles table, filling Sobriety’s glass next.
The blue-skinned woman whispers to me, “You look uncomfortable. More than usual.”
“It’s b’n ah hell of ah day b’fore I came home t’all this, wutever all this’s,” I mildly confess. “And I obviously haven’t’d ah chance t’use mouthwash yet. I did intend’t, though.”
My words confound her. Uncertainty in shoulders that shrug. Confusion in her eyes, as if I recited made-up words. As if I filled her ears with jumbled nonsense. Truly bewildered.
“Th’dream,” I push, adamant. “Yer ridin ah dragon and ya told me t’make sure t’rinse with mouthwash.”
“Oh,” an understanding strikes her. “Yeah, that hasn’t happened yet.”
It’s my turn to suffer bewilderment. To be nonplussed. To not understand words flung in my direction.
Cockroach invades our space before I can formulate a response. Before I can digest a moment. The familiar insectile stench of rotten death. Stench strong enough to knock me off my train of thought and onto a more jovial one.
“Which one’re ya?” I smartass at cockroach server. “Nigel or Raymond?”
While topping off the glass of the woman with blue skin, the cockroach-server responds in a feminine French accent, “My name is Yvette, monsieur.”
I chuckle to myself, “All ya bugs look th’same t’me.”
Ganesha giggles and claps his many hands. Two pairs of palms slapping in jovial applause. He is humoured. He is entertained. Mouse companion does a merry little dance on the very tip of Ganesha’s tusk. Expressing its merriment best it can. Gracefully leaping from the edge of one tusk to the other.
Sobriety shares in amusement and laughs out loud. He has never been one to hide his ability to take joy in the abusing of others. Siphoning joy from joyless moments. His laughter is abrasive and intrusive.
The cockroach is offended.
“You racist connard!” she shouts from mandibles twitching in anger. Twitching in annoyance.
“Now, now,” Earmouth interrupts loudly. Commanding voice de-escalating the bug server. Preventing a bomb from exploding. Attempting to put the genie back in the bottle. “Let’s be civil. This is a party. There’s no need for needless confrontation.”
Solid, black compound eyes narrow at me. Rage burning under antennae. Offended cockroach moves to replenish St. Patrick’s glass. St. Patrick shows his appreciation via whimsical smile and nod.
“I think you forgot something, dear.” The Earmouth’s voice assertive and calm. A stepfather exercising authority over his new child.
Yvette’s cockroach head briefly twitches. She returns to me. Soulless, charcoal eyes murdering me with every passing second. She pours blood-red nectar into my glass. Thick wine brims near the edge. Swishing and rippling gently. The tide coming in.
She departs my company. Loud silence aimed at me. Frustrated and unable to do or say anything about her frustration as she moves onto the beverage of the bubbling disgorged man-shape.
“Perfection,” Earmouth lauds, “Glasses, please! Let’s toast properly.”
The vivid spectrum of guests raise their refreshed drinks as one. Trio remains the sole outlier.
Blue-skinned elbow prods me. I take my glass. Smiling Earmouth smiles more. A rubber band unhealthily stretched. About to break. About to snap.
“To our esteemed guest,” devious words from duplicitous cunt of a mouth. “Back where he belongs with that which belongs to us! Hip hip!”
“Hooray!” unified voices exalt.
“Hip hip!” vim and vigour in Earmouth’s repetition.
The build-up is sudden. I heave the spirit-filled glass. It finds a new home smashed against dining room wall, interrupting the salute. Wine speckles and splotches white stucco wall. Shards of crystal trickle down wall and carpet.
I’m standing. Panting. Anger raised me to my feet. Confusion fuels my tantrum. Impatience guides my hand.
“Enough of this shit,” I seethe. “I’m sick and fuckin tired of this insanity, of ya’ll plaguin me all th’fuckin time!”
“Es ist nicht unsere Schuld, dass du verrückt bist,” Sobriety quips.
I aim squarely at Sobriety. We are comrades by circumstance, Sobriety and I. Accidental acquaintances. I am the house this poltergeist haunts. Years withstanding his incessant taunts should have hardened me to his ploys. Rage building in my every breath. “If yer gunna torment me, at least d’it in fuckin English!”
“Was für ein Spaß wäre das?” the mongrel responds in a whimsical tone. A response I anticipated. The one cold comfort of Sobriety is his consistency. His unwavering predictability.
“Sobriety, please,” Earmouth mediates. “Genug ist genug.”
Female cockroach returns, rag in hand. She scuttles over to the disarray I created. The mess I gifted. She falls to a more familiar cockroach position and begins cleaning. She collects broken glass and loose liquid quickly, then returns to my kitchen. Only a pinkish stain remains on the wall. One that is intimately familiar. A face, but I know not whose.
“And while you are indeed our guest,” slanted words from slanted Earmouth attempt to placate, “that sort of behaviour is wholly uncalled for.”
“This’s muh fuckin apartment,” Peter’s love of vulgarity booming out from my mouth. “I’ll d’wutever th’fuck I want.”
St. Patrick shakes his head in disapproval. My choice words compel him to cross himself. Offensive language poisoning saintly ears. Filling his imagination with forbidden fruit. He prays to himself. Asking forgiveness for experiencing. Pleading to an invisible force for invisible absolution.
“I’m tired of these games. Tell me wut th’fuck’s goin on.”
“Everything in good time,” Earmouth reassures.
The man Llewellyn’s hands clap powerfully twice. Urgent and demanding. The female cockroach server, along with another human-sized cockroach in similar servant attire, emerge from my kitchen. Both carrying the front end of a giant, silver tray. The tray is several feet long and carried at the rear by two man-sized scorpions, dressed in the same type of server’s uniform. All tarnished by grime and foreign drippings. All clutching the edges of the tray with spindly bug appendages.
Llewellyn moves aside and the insectoid wait staff load the six-foot-long tray onto the table. It fills the wanting space. The main course finally served. The two cockroaches retire to my kitchen, while scorpions remain. Standing at attention on the sidelines. Pincher arms tucked behind their backs. Awaiting further instruction.
The man Llewellyn retakes his position at the head of the table. At the head of this madness. My delusions each reflected on the smooth, clean silver surface of the two-handled lid. Distorted. A funhouse mirror. Further perverting already perverted visions.
“Dinner is served,” Earmouth commands.
Two scorpion tales dip down from above, wrapping stingers around each handle, and lift the lid high in the air. Hot steam rises from the cooked meal. Hints of rosemary, sage, and mint rise. The main smell that of a delicious pot roast. Scents tickle and tease the noses of all gathered. Oohs and ahhs all around.
The seated figures smile and salivate at the uncovered entrée: Peter’s fully cooked, naked corpse. Body bloated and cracking. Skin blackened and crispy. Slices of pineapple placed in various places on top including one over each hollowed-out eye. Hands and feet curled into nubs from roasting in the oven. Protrusions like the nose, ears, penis, all charred to unrecognisable nothingness.
His broiled corpse lays on a bed of whole baby potatoes, onion bulbs, and the roasted husks of dozens of tarnec beetles. All simmering in a thin pool of murky, brown sauce. An oily gravy. A death liquid.
“Please, please,” the evil mouth beckons the rainbow dinner party with friendly warmth. “Unless you eat the body of the son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in yourselves.”
Several guests take their crystalline forks and knives and dive in. Cutting and slicing off chunks of flesh and depositing them onto their glass plates. Sobriety gleefully removing the largest slabs of cooked meat from the side of the stomach. Trio, alert for the first time since I entered, taking small, modest pieces off an arm. Orange vomit tendrils directly scooping into the neck and head. St. Patrick removing a couple of slices off the right leg. Ganesha’s trunk collecting several pineapple slices and choosing to eat only those, sharing tiny bites with his mouse.
Each cut into Peter reveals innards that are cooked and stuffed with onion bulbs, carrot slices, celery pieces, garlic cloves, rose petals, bread crumbs, and various spices. A cornucopia of culinary flavour.
I watch in horror as the woman with blueberry skin slices off her piece of Peter’s leg and flops it onto her clear plate. Juices splattering on the sides. She cuts a small piece off and eats it. Nibbling carefully. Savouring every chew. Relishing the flavour.
Trio’s head spins around. Contorts. A merry-go-round neck. The Green Eyes takes centre stage and consumes the small amount of prepared flesh. It is also the face that chooses to consume the blood-red wine. Envious eyes glaring at me with every disgusting bite.
“You should eat,” the Earmouth persuades, unencumbered. “Tomorrow’s Election Day, you’ll need your strength to get out there and vote as a contributing member of society!”
“It’s…” my mind disgusted, my words on autopilot, “it’s June.”
“Time flies, whether you’re having fun or not,” the Earmouth parrots another’s words. “It’s November as long as we say it’s November.”
The unnamed woman of blue to my right nods. Proud to have been quoted so ceremoniously. So accurately.
“Turn on the television if you don’t believe us,” the Earmouth adds, unable to identify my shocked state. “Watch the news. They’ll get you caught up on all the deliciousness that’s transpired in your absence.”
“His TV was stolen,” blue-coloured lips add, washing down mouthfuls of Peter with the aid of wine. “By, ahh…” Her midnight blue finger gestures to what remains of Peter’s thoroughly cooked and seasoned remains. Aureate rings on every finger. A bell gently ringing from every fingernail.
“Oh, that.” Llewellyn waves one hand in the air with abandon. “Consider it a gift. One of many to come, we’re sure.”
Audio abruptly calls out from my living room. A new television in place of the old one. Trained voices of newsmen and newswomen. Announcing breaking news with intense earnestness and muted excitement.
“Canada becomes the first major country to legalise cannabis for recreational use that will…” says one televised voice.
“Twelve boys and their football coach have gone missing after hiking in a cave in Thailand shortly…” says another.
“Another mass shooting, this time at a video game tournament in Jacksonville…” says the third.
The voice changes with every new headline. A summary of days, weeks, and months passed. Informing and condemning. Reporting and recalling.
“India has decriminalised homosexuality…”
“Hurricane Michael is the biggest hurricane to hit the mainland since…”
“Packages sent to primarily Democratic critics of President Trump, including Hilary Clinton…”
“Another mass shooting, this time at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh…”
“Far-right candidate Jair Bolsonaro will be the next President of Brazil…”
“Another mass shooting…”
“Another mass shooting…”
Llewellyn waves his free hand again. The movement hushes the unseen television voices. Ending the broadcast. Another hand wave and his novelty Father’s Day tie is replaced with a Thanksgiving one. “World’s Greatest Dad” becomes the image of a cartoon, cooked turkey. Not prepared and presented as a traditional Thanksgiving turkey. Prepared and presented the same as Peter.
Llewellyn serves himself a large portion of Peter’s head. A translucent spoon scoops up some nebulous sauce and remarinates the cuisine. Soft and tender, he cuts into it with glassware and stuffs lumps of Peter’s skull and brains into his true mouth.
“Why Peter?” I manage.
“You know the price for answers,” putrid tongue licks ear-lips between words. “Give us what we want.”
Llewellyn stuffs more morsels of bite-sized Peter into his mouth. But his eyes remain fixated on me. Hungry to discover my next action. Starved for my response.
The item in question rests in my pocket. I reach in, liberating it from its confines. Held up in front of me between index finger and thumb. Lint and dried blood in spots, polluting the already off-white enamel.
“Es ist schön,” Sobriety whispers to himself, mouth stuffed full of Peter.
The eyes of the man Llewellyn widen. Treasure in sight. He stumbles to his feet. Llewellyn’s mouth swallows then shares the same lip-smacking arousal as his talking ear.
“Yes,” Earmouth’s twisted voice quivers in prurient timbres. Shaky and stimulated. “That’s it, finally.” Its breath heavy. “Give it to us.” Its words quick.
Llewellyn drops the glassware and one hand raises. Palm open and inviting. Shaking in tandem with eager, moistened lips.
“Trust Jerry,” the regurgitated orange mass urges. Its voice drowning in its own subaqueousness.
“Be silent and eat,” says Earmouth to vomit in a condescending tone. “No one enjoys your indecipherable double-speak.”
“Ya want this tooth?” I attempt to dominate. “Tell me why.”
“Give it to us and we’ll gladly provide all the answers you wish.”
“Jerry has the answers you seek,” the pile of barf’s hushed words cautiously bubble.
“Shut up!” the Earmouth quickly lashes out. “You’re not helping!”
Tooth retreats to my pocket. For safe-keeping. For privacy. My bargaining chip protected while I seek out information. Only displayed for leverage. For proof of power.
“Not quite yet,” my words exuding calm confidence. “I’m not givin this up without knowin why first.”
“You blistering fool,” bitterness brewing deep within the Earmouth. “This isn’t a game. You will give us what we request or you get nothing. There is no negotiation.”
I look to blue-skinned lady. One green eye and one hazel eye look back at me. Wordlessly offering me comfort where I only offer her disappointment in return. Her eyes apologise and offer explanation unheard. I expected her, out of all of these visions, to be the one I could trust. To not consume what’s left of the person I once called friend. To not be as duplicitous as my other visions. To not be as indecent.
Her essence deflates as if hearing my thoughts of disappointment. She returns crystal silverware to her crystal plate and pushes it all away from herself. Her mismatched eyes apologise once more. Begging for forgiveness.
But something in beaming windows to her soul grants me the confidence to fight. Something reminds me of words hurled at my mother. Pushing me to wrest control over the situation and the Earmouth. To make bold moves.
“Then I guess I get nothin,” I relinquish.
Tooth returns to my grasp from pocket solitude. It is lowered onto carpet.
“What on Earth do you think you are you doing?” Earmouth fears.
“I’m gunna destroy th’thin.”
Extracted molar is nudged under tilted chair leg. Heavy, wooden weapon aimed. An arrow pointed at a target. A gun at a victim. The audience of colours holds their collective breath in anticipation of the next move.
“DON’T!” the man Llewellyn shouts. His voice a raging forest fire of authority.
The Earmouth takes over, “Let’s not be rash here. We’ve accidentally found ourselves in quite a tense predicament. Perhaps it would be best to turn over possession of the tooth to an impartial third party. Someone at this very table who doesn’t have the same vested interest in owning that tooth as either of us.”
The memory of burbled words penetrates my mind. Cryptic, coded words, mused by a gurgling orange vomitous pile: “Trust none of them. Not even me.”
I ease the chair down, allowing a leg to gently kiss the top of the tooth.
“You goddamn fool!” Earmouth’s voice abrasive. Full of ill-contained rage. “You don’t realise what’s at stake!”
“Feel free t’tell me,” I allow my voice to be the exact opposite of the Earmouth’s. Level-headed and reassuring. A cool and confident manner of speaking that enrages the Earmouth further.
“Tu es einfach,” Sobriety goads. “Zerstöre den Zahn!”
Sobriety cackles loudly.
Llewellyn reaches passed Ganesha and whacks Sobriety. The back of his hand slapping the translucent purple cheek of the ethereal harasser. Chewed up bits of Peter fly out from Sobriety’s mouth-like opening. Spattering onto tablecloth.
The unprovoked act shocks the gathered collection of phantoms. Some gasp, some giggle nervously.
“Sag kein weiteres Wort oder wir schicken dich zurück!” Earmouth shouts down at Sobriety. I don’t know precisely what was said, but everyone can recognise a threat, no matter the language.
The fearless spectre remains quiet. Besieged by fear. Intimidated to submission. It’s a side of Sobriety I’ve never seen. It’s a side of Sobriety I never knew existed.
Wait… he’s b’n like this b’fore…
Another memory seeps into my mind. The blue-skinned woman yelling at Sobriety through closed bathroom door. Also in German. Also resulting in silent compliance.
S’that all I’d t’d’all these years? Jus… yell at him?
Simplicity at its finest. The thing we tell children when they’re plagued by playground bullies. Schoolyard intimidation. Stand up to them and they cower. Their strength gained from your submission. Their house of cards disposition ready to crumble when faced with opposition.
If that’ll work on Sobriety, then…
Llewellyn collects himself and returns to the head of the table.
“We apologise for that unseemly outburst,” says the Earmouth with manipulated regret. “Please do not allow it to…”
I slam the chair leg down onto tooth. It crunches loudly, interrupting the vile sycophant. Unmistakeably rendering it into shards and small pieces of its former self.
“What… did you..?” worries the Earmouth. Voice trembling from shock and horror. A bystander helplessly watching a car crash.
“Yer not real. None of this’s real. I’m dun indulgin in this lunacy. I’m takin control.”
Ganesha’s four hands clap in boisterous applause.
Trio’s head spins around to present Red Eyes again. The smallest, slightest hint of a smile curls the corners of his lips.
St. Patrick clasps his hands together in prayer and nods approvingly.
Sobriety smirks and chuckles to himself.
The blue-skinned woman crosses her arms and shrugs at the man Llewellyn.
The orange, man-shaped repugnance gargles out, “The end is near.”
“Stop,” I stress with calm authenticity. Hand lifted.
Each of them freezes in place. Paused. Immobilised by my control. All finally actualised for what they are. Figments. Tormentors. Fragments of myself. Unreal and unnecessary. My newfound awareness making statues of them all.
After all this time, the solution was finally in my hands. Perhaps it always was and I was simply too self-indulgent or too self-obsessed to notice. Blindly accepting every maddening thing that happened to me as it was happening. A voyeur's sentimentality. American sentimentality. Complacency in the worst sort of way.
I return to sitting. The added weight of my body ensures the tooth is fully compressed and mashed. Completely annihilated. Useless to anyone and everyone.
The silence is appreciated. The stillness. I embrace it with open arms. My eyes fall to darkness. I breathe deep and contently. Runner’s high returned. I’m high again.
30. Black and White
“Do you honestly believe things are that simple?” the Earmouth challenges, forcing my eyes to fling themselves back open.
Both of Llewellyn’s hands perform a double-flourish. A magician’s flare. The statues dissolve to nothingness. Gathered dinner guests gathered no longer. No trace of Trio, Sobriety, St. Patrick, Ganesha and his mouse, the blue-skinned woman, or the man-shaped vomit. Their glass plates and glassware and glass glasses left behind. Peter’s cooked, sliced, and served body still the centrepiece. The Earmouth and I are the only remaining living things. Sat at opposite ends of the table. Just the two of us. Three if you include Llewellyn.
“I dun understand,” I baffle. “Yer not real.”
“Oh, we are quite beyond all that, now,” the Earmouth charges loudly and viciously. Its tone irritable where previously it was alluringly patient. Willing to endure virtually anything with ease. Now the Earmouth is indignant. Nearly manic.
Llewellyn bursts from the chair and stampedes towards me. War drum heartbeat fueling every movement. Faster than I can react. He’s at my side. One hand on chair, the other on my torso. Chair’s tilted. I’m pushed over. Tipped over. I fall up to my feet.
The carpet is meticulously inspected. Ground-up tooth nothing more than white powdery shards. Carpet seasoning. A junky combing for a tiny shard of pleasure.
“Goddamn you,” Earmouth ires.
He drops to his hands and knees. Twists his head to his right shoulder. Rancid, foul tongue drips out of the Earmouth’s cavity and caresses the lifted chair leg. The weapon that destroyed its precious treasure. Its unobtained dream. Slurping and sucking every tiny morsel of tooth it can find.
The uncivil, animalistic behaviour elicits a reaction of disapproval from me. I don’t know exactly how I reacted, but it was enough to annoy the man Llewellyn into dropping the chair and marching back upright.
Contorted head rams the Earmouth into my face. Its hot, oily breath poisoning my ability to think. My ability to breathe. My ability to do anything to protect myself from the odour.
Cockeyed vaginal mouth macabre and vile as it lambastes, “You think you’re so exceedingly clever, don’t you? In reality, you’re more mixed-up than you’ve ever been. With your feet in the air and your head on the ground. What do you think destroying that tooth actually accomplishes?”
“Oh,” a small victory takes shape in my smile. Peter’s facetious nature flowing through me, “now ya want answers from me?”
Furious grinding of Earmouth teeth. Of lips snarling. Of soft growling.
“I’m afraid answers’rn’t free. Ya gotta gimme wut I want, first.”
The thing laughs. In anger. In frustration. In amusement. A laugh that recognises how turned the tables have become. How power was taken from one hand and put inside the other.
Both of Llewellyn’s hands grab each side of my open jacket. Pulls me even closer to the venomous talking ear. Holds me in place with deceptive strength.
“We are on the brink, you and us,” it hushes acrid words at me. “We can either work together and survive or perish namelessly amongst the masses. You’ve destroyed the one thing we required and now you think you…”
Llewellyn’s nose sniffs repeatedly, interrupting the Earmouth. The man’s face turns towards me. Shutting out the Earmouth. Pushing it to the side. The nose smells something it likes. Something on my person. The sniffing gets louder. More intense.
Eyes meet mine for the briefest of moments. They interrogate me before sliding down my body. Following a trail the nose has picked up.
“What do you have?” the Earmouth queries.
Wut d’I’ve? Muh vape, muh wallet, muh phone, ah receipt… Nothin th’ear’d want.
My jacket is opened. Inside pocket exposed. The source of curiosity exposed.
I attempt to break free of Llewellyn but his iron grip is too strong. I struggle more. Pointlessly pull against his clutches. My tail thrashes against his back. Whipping it. I want to inspect my pocket before he can, but all my efforts to do so are fruitless. His inhuman strength holds me in place.
“You couldn’t possibly be in possession…” the Earmouth interrupts its own inquisitiveness, ignoring my physical strife.
My sharp, black talon fingernails dig deep and hard into Llewellyn’s arms. Stabbing easily through his bright red jacket. Both he and his Earmouth squeal in unified pain.
I’m released. I’m free. I withdraw to behind the wooden table. Keeping the monstrous thing and the abominable meal served atop between us. For protection. For safety.
Thick, black ichor coats my fingernails. The juice that counts as blood for the putrid man and his talking ear. The same fluid causing several dark stains to grown on Llewellyn’s arms. Right where I stabbed him.
His sleeves are pushed up. Exposing glorious lacerations on Llewellyn’s hairy arms. Those arms lift to Earmouth. Both at once. Crossing in front of Llewellyn’s handsome face. Tainted tongue emerges once more from a taint of a mouth. Wounds are licked. One arm, then the other. Back and forth. A grotesque tennis match.
Fingernails are wiped clean onto my pants, staining them with three definitive greasy lines. Hand goes to pocket. Paper is found. A single sheet.
Wut’s this?
I remove a ticket from my pocket. The paper promise of nearly three-hundred dollars in casino winnings. The voucher the woman with blue skin told me I should keep. Still in immaculate shape. Still ready to award a jackpot to whoever is bold enough to collect it.
“Ya want muh money?”
“Don’t be vulgar,” the Earmouth lashes out between licks.
“Then wut..?”
Arms fall. Frustration rises.
“Give us that ticket and we’ll answer your infernal questions,” it demands while sleeves are returned. Covering injuries. Stains still proudly displaying damage’s origins.
“First ya want muh tooth, now muh ticket,” I stall for time. Attempting to find a way to goad answers out without asking. To trick it into doing precisely what I want. “I think I’d rather rip this int’shreds.”
My hands take their rightful shredding positions.
Llewellyn himself screams out, “DON’T!” Voice booming with hellish ferocity.
“We need that!” Earmouth urgently adds.
Peter’s prepared and seasoned corpse inspires me. His essence becomes my own. I act as he would act.
“Yeah…” I bluff, “I dun fuckin care.”
A tiny rip begins on the top of the voucher. A half an inch. Perfectly positioned directly in the middle. Ready to make one paper become two even halves. Losing the amount promised on this ticket is nothing to me. Something about this ticket is everything to them.
Llewellyn rushes to my side of the table. As fast as before, but this time I’m prepared. I move when he moves. My hunched frame of a lizard-body keeping pace with the quick movements of Llewelyn. The opposite direction. Keeping a healthy distance between us.
The rip grows to an inch. I make sure the vulgar Earmouth and its host see my actions. Witness helplessly the further destruction of yet another coveted prize. Helpless to stay the execution of the desired treasure.
“Jerry!” Earmouth desperately shouts. “We’ll tell you how to find Jerry!”
I pause ripping. Lower the voucher and listen to what the ear has to say. I begin an inconspicuous trade-off. A substitution. I assume neither man nor ear can read my mind. If I’m careful enough, if I keep my movements to a minimum, neither can see my attempt to substitute this voucher for a receipt in my front pocket.
“Jerry has been the very root of your situation! The key to all your answers! We shall deliver to you Jerry and more! Wouldn't you like to know the exact time and place of your death? What is the true nature of reality? Is there a God? When will the world end? We’ll put your curiosity to rest and explain all things in simple black and white!”
The Earmouth is impassioned. Ardently making a final attempt to sway my actions. To force my hand by way of temptation. It gains energy as I feign interest in what it has to offer.
“Yes, yes,” noxious tongue licks slanted lips. “We see you still hunger. You still crave answers. We can satisfy you, once and for all. All we need do is make a simple trade. That voucher for answers. There is no limit to our knowledge or our willingness to share that knowledge with you, once we’ve exchanged goods. Why it’s capitalism at its finest!”
I allow a look of intrigue to flash across my face while my pudgy fingers fumble at my pocket. One hand simultaneously attempting to place paper inside pocket while removing other paper. All while I remain as motionless as possible. All while purporting investment in the Earmouth’s promises.
“Capitalism is the greatest thing our employer ever created. Capitalism is the true immorality, not socialism, not communism. The love and pursuit of money! In this case, it’s an exchange of information for goods in lieu of money. It’s all quite the same. Slaves to the same master. Great and glorious, capitalism!”
The Earmouth is cheering now. Invigorated by its own rabidity. Delighted by its own ideology. Loudly jubilant as it tells me what it thinks I want to hear. Dithyrambic. Delivering his blazing tangent with blustering bravado. Celebratory and pontificating. A madman on a soapbox, shouting at every passerby. Carrying on relentlessly, regardless if anyone’s willing to listen or believe.
“All hail capitalism! Praise capitalism! Glory to those who have! Woe to those who have not! The meek shall burden the Earth. The rich shall purchase it! And their divine wealth shall trickle down to the masses like holy rain! Hallelujah, money! Hallelujah, greed!”
Still pushed towards his right shoulder, Llewellyn smiles. He’s delighted by his Earmouth’s speech. Proud of every word. Their shared manifesto laid bare. Zealous ramblings performed at full volume in a last-ditch effort to persuade me. Attempting to hit a not-so-hidden note in the song of my soul.
“And we’ll put you on top of it all. With answers come power. With power comes money. You’re an intelligent, astute man. You recognise what a miraculous opportunity this is. Simply give us that voucher and finally receive that which you have so desperately been searching for: answers. That’s what this entire thing’s been about, hasn’t it?”
“If I give ya th’voucher, ya gimme answers,” I restate without asking. “Th’thin with that’s…”
I pull out my replacement. The original stored safely out of sight. My fingers resume their previous shredding position.
“..I’m not sure I care anymore.”
One piece of paper becomes two. Earmouth wails out in monumental pain.
“Stop!” Earmouth squeals loudly. “That voucher can repair the tooth, you bumbling idiot!”
Llewellyn’s eyes widen in surprise. A cat escapes the bag.
Pandora’s box opens itself. A smirk conquers my face and I render the faux voucher to confetti.
Red-suited knees buckle. Llewellyn downs onto the carpeting. Weeping while Earmouth curses in a foreign language. Yelling in tongues. Made-up words of the possessed and the dispossessed.
Counterfeit confetti is tossed apathetically onto table. The last bits of proof of a forgotten purchase sprinkling onto glassware and entrée. A gentle snowstorm. The true voucher safe and sound in my pocket.
“Hypocrite,” the whining Earmouth laments. “You preach your end times philosophy to every willing and unwilling participant without championing a solution, yet before you is the very solution you seek and you throw it all away.”
Cocksure and overly confident, I take a seat at the table. Leaning back and relaxing. Making sure my body language fully dominates the situation. Allowing my silence to speak on my behalf. The Earmouth cannot tempt me with answers any longer. My posture screams this at the repulsive figment. Confirms it with wordless bravado. Silent fervour.
“The end is coming. Don’t you want to understand the meaning of it all before it arrives?”
My eyes roam the room. My defiant silence gloriously resplendent. I give attention to everything and anything that is not Llewellyn and his accursed talking ear. The pink wine stain I created catches my eye.  Hanging on the wall over a heap of what looks like several demolished books and chairs. What remains of my original dining room decor.
“Remain silent all you wish, but your desperation is plain to us. Your guise is transparent. You pretend now not to be concerned, but the weight of an answerless existence plagues you.”
The stain reeks of familiarity. A shapeless face. A faceless shape. Contorted and dark and eerily comforting. It's definitely the visage of someone I know.
“That’s it, then?” Earmouth laughs as Llewellyn finally stands. “You’d rather adopt an ‘ignorance is bliss’ doctrine and go down with the sinking ship? Powerless? Answerless?”
It’s not my face, scaled or otherwise. It’s not Peter’s face, cooked or otherwise. It isn’t the expression of any of my usual phantoms. The face is on the tip of my tongue.
“ANSWER ME!” Llewellyn shouts on his own. A child throwing a fit. A temper tantrum. Weaker than his previous eruptions, but still powerful enough to shake the ill-prepared. To persuade the malleable. To terrify the terrified.
I am none of those things.
“Ya dun?” I sigh, annoyance shining through my voice. “Yer borin me.”
“Who do you think you are to speak to us in that manner?” the Earmouth demands with milquetoast authority. “We’re not some hapless figment of your deranged imagination that you can dismiss so easily.”
Its speech grows weaker and timider the more it speaks. The inability to elicit the reaction it wants from me is having an overall effect on its well-being. Diminishing its energy. Undermining its strength.
“We’ve toppled empires with a whisper,” it speaks while Llewellyn buries his eyes into me. Attempting to intimidate the disinterested. “Devoured civilisations with a kiss. When the fire comes, you’ll regret today’s actions. Make our words.”
I luck out and yawn. It’s a genuine yawn that appears with expert timing. I exaggerate the experience. Arms stretch outward and upward. My tail, too. I prolong my exhalation, ensuring a loud and overstated sigh at the end. For additional punctuation, I blink and squint while smacking my lips. The tired actions of a bored individual.
“Ya’ve already told me everythin I need t’know. F'there's anythin else I’ll figure out on muh own, in muh own time. And f’I dun, then that’s fine. Ya’ve nothin more ya can offer me and I’ve nothin t’give ya. We’re dun.”
Llewellyn braces himself against the table. Knocked off his feet by simple resistance. The one thing I never thought to try previously. His head turns to his shoulder to push the Earmouth towards me. It quivers weakly. Lips chapped. Mouth dry.
“Jerry,” the Earmouth hushes. The last words of a dying man. “Why have you forsaken us?”
The twisted dinner host is no more. Dissolved to nothingness, just as his guests before him. I am all that remains of the dinner party.
My dining room is still destroyed. Its makeshift replacement still occupies the space. Peter’s roasted carcass still the centrepiece of a lavish and monstrous wooden table. The familiar face of a stain still taunts on the wall.
The real voucher is fished out of my pocket as I stand. A tiny tear. A few creases. A crumpled edge or two. Overall in better shape than its stand-in.
Ya say this’ll fix th’tooth?
I move to the tooth destruction site. White powder marks the spot. Cashout ticket is pinched between my fingers and I do my best to scoop up what fragments of tooth I can find. Scooping proves ineffective, but my fingers glow warmly with every attempt.
Voucher is smeared around the carpet instead. Improvising circular motions. Something small and hard accumulates in the centre. Collecting snow for a snowball. Growing larger with every clockwise movement. Bits of white dissipate. Regular carpet colour returns. Round and round. A tooth shape forms under the paper.
Warmth leaves my fingers as quickly as it appeared. I pick up and inspect my work.
There it is. Molar completely reformed. The off-white mystery. As if it was never crushed. Carpet likewise shows no signs of tooth demolition. Carpet no longer looks like cocaine had been spilt on it.
Tooth and ticket are stuffed inside pocket. I resume an upright position and realise I’m right next to the wine-stained face.
Th’Kid…
Familiarity is clarified. The entire time, it’s been the visage of the Kid. Staring at me with sad eyes. Pleading eyes. Eyes demanding attention I’ve neglected to offer. The true ghost haunting me all this time.
I turn my back on him once again and retire to the living room.
31. The End
“Where were you just now?”
I don’t have an answer. Everything before this moment is foggy. Impressionistic. I was here, but not. A version of now coloured vibrantly by yesterday.
Two memories fight for supremacy. Two opposing forces looking to occupy newly discovered land. The first of the hazy recollections has me sat at a dining room table alongside grotesque horrors. The second vague memoir has me restrained to a chair sitting across the same man who now towers over me from behind.
“Peter?” sagely patience loaded in Dr Alastor’s voice. Genial warmth in his hand on my shoulder. “You drifted away for a moment.”
His balding head glistens gently from under a poor excuse for a combover. Uninspired shirt and tie under his clean, white coat. A clipboard holding papers unseen and that infamously judgemental pen of his used to chisel out cacographic musings.
“Yes, sorry,” I apologise by reflex. The involuntary action shares a singular quality with my voice. Both belong to someone else. “Can you skip me this round?”
I’m sitting in a chair unrestrained this time. Arranged with other people also sitting in chairs. All facing inward so we can see one another. All wearing a variation of the same attire. Grey sweatpants. Brown-hooded sweatshirts. Mixed and matched to allow small displays of individuality.
“Sure,” fatherly approval peppered my way. “That’s fine. Try to think of a good one, though.”
Our room is sterile and without us in our chairs, would be completely empty. Not the right environment for furniture or decorations. Pale, off-white walls and ceiling. Off-tan tiled flooring beneath us. Calm, pleasing colours that invite no emotional response. Rows and rows of painful fluorescents above.
“Cindy?” he asks the woman to my right.
He positions himself behind her. Striking in her beauty. Her eyes whimsical and hidden, focusing on no one thing in particular. Bare feet with lavish tattoos of vibrant, blue flowers. Roses. Brown sleeves pushed up to her elbows, allowing for display the totality of several rows of blue rose tattoos. Delicately twisting and curling up and down her delicate arms. An armful of garden.
“Um,” she fidgets her fingernails in her mouth and body in her seat. “The bees dying off?”
There’s an air of foreign familiarity to her. Her words uncertain. Her manner of speaking a strange mix of accents. Vaguely European.
“That’s a good one,” Dr Alastor adds, smile scribbling across his face.
He moves to the person seated to Cindy’s right. A lanky, skeletal-faced elderly man. Gaunt and haunted. Thin layer of wrinkled skin hanging from thin bones. Hair flecked with enough grey to make it appear almost purple.
“Heinrich?” he asks.
The aged Heinrich’s clothes are loose and baggy on his slim frame. Swimming in fabric. He squints his sunken-in eyes, thinking hard and deep.
“Immigrants?” Heinrich’s German-accented words apologetic. Nervous to speak. Afraid of offering the wrong suggestion. Afraid of offending.
Dr Alastor’s head, disliking what it hears, shakes in sincere disapproval. He leans down to the German man. Pulls himself down to Heinrich’s level.
“Not quite,” he solemnly says. “Do you mean to say, climate refugees?”
The beleaguered Heinrich’s eyes dwindle further. Recoiling to the back of his head. Deep in his skull where a better answer lies. He searches for it. Fiercely and without a map to guide him.
“Um…” uncertain placeholder verbalised. Stalling for time. “Rising sea levels?”
A congratulatory hand pats Heinrich on the shoulder. Dr Alastor returns to his feet and jots down a note.
“That’s better,” the good doctor compliments. “And how about you?”
His question is directed to the attractive young man sitting directly across from me. Young and beautiful. Short hair, chiselled features. Not a single blemish or feature out-of-place. Innocent eyes setting my soul aflame. He’s devastatingly familiar to me, but I can’t quite remember.
“A dream is a memory that hasn’t happened yet,” the unnamed young man says. His voice more alien than my own. Nirvana. Comfort.
Dr Alastor walks behind the tender beauty and onto the next in the circle. Writing instead of commenting. Moving instead of acknowledging. The next seat is occupied by a handsome man with red hair. Healthy and brown-grey uniform fitting his body perfectly. A noticeable amount of red freckles sprinkled across the sides of his pale face. A large, white bandage over his left ear.
“Sam?” the doctor asks of him.
“The extinction of animals,” Sam quickly responds. Voice unwaveringly proud of the delivered answer.
“Mmm,” Dr Alastor considers, “That’s in the same vein as Cindy’s answer. Can you think of perhaps a stronger choice?”
Without a single moment’s hesitation, Sam boasts, “the appearance of new viruses.”
“Yes, very good!” the physician proclaims happily. “Very good, indeed!”
Dr Alastor beams with pride. A man on the verge of applauding. A standing ovation in his smile. He settles for a hearty pat on the shoulder. Then a few steps return the doctor to my shadow. Completing his counter-clockwise route. A gargoyle posted behind me. Ever-watching. Ever-chasing evil spirits.
“Peter? Are you still with me?”
The question is asked with concern. An earnest consideration for my level of participation. I glance at the gathered roundtable of people around me. All preoccupied with their own individual quirks. All except this young kid across from me. Midnight on the clock. Unflinching promise observing my next move.
“Capitalism,” I acquiesce softly. A suggestion gifted to me from an ill-remembered dream.
“Yes!” he explodes. “I knew you had it in you, Peter!”
The name “Peter” feels like it doesn’t belong to me. Being continually addressed as such is a suit one size too big. Untailored. Someone else’s outfit.
“Capitalism, consumerism, materialism, institutionalism, nationalism, racism, sexism, classism, ableism, sectarianism,” Dr Alastor chimes off. “All the ‘Isms’ are at the very root of the issue. With these ideals stuck firmly in place, there’s no energy of willpower leftover to fight the real fight. All we can do is watch the end come. Like helpless, parentless children.”
The kid of the group’s eyes have never left my person. There’s a reunion in his gaze. A connection to a part of me I can’t grasp. Unobtainable from within. Held tight from outside. He hushes at me, “Listen to the colour of your dreams.” It goes ignored by the hyperexcited Dr Alastor who now stands behind him.
“The end of the world,” he says, motioning his free hand in a circular motion in the air. “A wondrous event a lifetime in the making. The seas will rise. The Earth will shake. Revelation promised. Salvation delivered. We’re altogether doomed. We’re altogether blessed.”
The lively physician becomes more animated. Clipboard is discarded to the floor with a great flourish as his hands conduct his words. An end-times symphony. Skillfully orchestrated by impassioned mannerisms. He continues counter-clockwise around we seated audience of patients.
“Volcanoes, hurricanes, floods, droughts, wildfires, acidic oceans, all are signs of a planet in distress,” Dr Alastor is giving his own twisted sermon on the mound. “And all the ‘Isms’ bewilder people into ignoring what’s happening. Distracting them. Placating them. Granting them complacency. Pushing them towards ignorantism.”
“What about optimism?” I offer. Another recommendation from another faint dream.
“Optimism’s for the ignorant,” the doctor coldly responds. “It’s but another ‘Ism’.”
Cindy chews more on her fingernails. Picking off tiny, unpainted bits and grinding them to paste. Heinrich has begun to lightly rock in place. Softly jittery. Nervous and rickety. Sam pats the bandaged ear. Not hard enough to scratch whatever lies underneath. Not soft enough to not irritate the wound. The kid continues his reticent staring contest.
None but me are paying any attention to the mad doctor. Still swirling around us against the clock. A predator circling its prey. A shark. A vulture. A rapacious maniac, sounding alarm bells.
“Optimism is for the man who doesn’t see the mushroom cloud looming high in the distance. It’s there. Growing larger and larger. But because the soundwave hasn’t yet hit, he looks upon this omnicidal billowing in the sky with curiosity,” Dr Alastor’s intensity grows. His speed circling us increasing with every word. “He’d rather hate his brother because of a difference of skin colour! Chastise and attack his brethren because of their gender! Optimism is simply fear for those who are indifferent!”
Cindy is devouring entire fingers. Blood trickling down the side of her hand. Gnawing and chewing vigorously. Heinrich rocks violently. Hysterical movements nearly lifting the chair up and smashing it back down. Sam has scratched the now bloody bandage off. It sits in his lap as his left hand carves into the side of his head where an ear should be. Fingers gouge deep into the wound, scooping out handfuls of muscle and flesh that spill into his lap. Dr Alastor’s spinning has transformed him into a motion blur. An out-of-focus photograph.
The only individual that has not degraded is this young man. In his early twenties. Whose eyes take me home.
“I thought I meant something to you,” the hazily familiar young man whispers to me. A comment that goes neglected by the madness in earshot. A comment meant only for me. Its truth lost in a haze of unrecognition.
“Guns! Bombs! Viruses! Droughts! Starvation! Homelessness!” the blurry physician shouts words in surround sound. “Money! Sex! Drugs! Entertainment! Social Media! Sharing! Oversharing! Distractions that grow larger as people become more sophisticated!”
Cindy has consumed her entire hand. Stub drenched in dark red liquid. Turning blue roses purple. Her vampire mouth gleaming with pride. Heinrich shakes so much that pieces of his body fall to the wayside. A bloodless doll losing limbs. Sam’s hand scoops out chunks of skull and brain. A sizeable pile collected in his lap of skin and bone and blood and every other piece he can fish out. A stream of drool connecting from Sam’s mouth to the accumulation in his lap. Dr Alastor is a torrent of smeared paint, lingering in the air. Like unmoving smoke.
At the centre, calm and cool, fixating his attention solely at me, is this kid. His focus shields me from the surrounding horrors. Protects me from the destructive mania. A loving warmth. A homecoming. I want to be closer to him. In every imaginable way.
He smiles. I tremble. I shake. I melt. My body becomes liquid. I gurgle within puddles of myself. Oozing out of my clothes and chair and onto the tile below. I dribble out. A cracked egg. Spilt milk. My aqueous remains seep through the cracks. Creamy, pink pools of me seeping down through every crevice and nook and cranny between the tiles it can find.
I’m pulled down. Away from the room and its insanity. Away from the tournament of nightmares. Away from abhorrent manifestations.
The goop of me flows down onto a Kafkaesque series of rusty pipes. Mountains of dust and dead insects. A tapestry of spider webs and more dead insects. My liquid essence pours over the dirt and grime, collecting every bit that it touches. Transfiguring the colour from pink to darker shades. Dirtier hues. Each dripping. Each collected harbinger of muck taints and defiles my original colouring. Pink bits sour. I turn. Tainted by every nasty thing I absorb.
I eventually pass through labyrinthian plumbing and fall beneath the flooring. Beneath the pipes and ducts. Beneath the filth and crud. Into a nothingness that lurks beneath it all.
The first drippings of me fall onto a dark floor in a dark, cold area. Black and unfeeling. My dissolved bits are a muted green. Every drop an ophidian scale. Each falls in place, collecting, and forming two bare feet. Scaley versions of human feet. Black bits fall at the top, becoming black, talon-like toenails. Any trace of normal pigment, of unsullied skin, is a memory.
I watch myself from outside myself. Reforming. Reclaiming shape.
More of me pours down from above. Thick, scaled legs materialise. A three-foot-long, lizard tail. A scabbed-over penis. A pudgy overflow of a stomach. The torso forms. My hunched back. My arms. Black talon fingernails to match my feet. My head. My demonically-pointed ears. My curved, black horns.
My body is complete. It is whole. Every naked scaled inch as it should be.
“I’m not Peter,” I confirm for the emptiness in my natural, raspy, world-weary voice. My voice has no echo. Carries no weight. Shouted into obscurity. No response in sight. “I’m not Peter!” I shout, unable to wrap my mind around any other subject.
“I hardly think that’s something worth throwing a temper tantrum about,” she jokes. The voice of the blue-skinned woman in the distance behind me.
I turn to what I expect to be her. She is indeed in the dark void with me but perched upon a monstrous dragon. The height of a building and a width that fades into darkness. Bright reddish-orange scales covering its every inch. Tall horns and spikes across its face, back, and hands and legs. Its face an odd mix of anger and serenity. A wide mouth filled with razor-sharp, yellow fangs. A thin veil of smoke seeping out from its snout and lifting to the nothingness above.
“I feel like I’ve said that before,” she muses to herself.
The woman with blue skin sits squarely in the centre of the dragon’s back. Perfectly between two massive, fleshy batwings that span far out into the unseeable. She’s wearing a skin-tight grey jumpsuit with white stripes on the sides. Unzipped in the front down to her waist. Keeping her breasts concealed, but allowing a brilliant gem embedded in her belly button to dazzle and gleam from a nonexistent light source.
She slides off the back of the basilisk of a thing. Landing lightly and gracefully. Soft ringing of fingernail bells as she does. The dragon lets out a low, bellowing grunt. Bare blue feet stride toward me. Jumpsuit-covered arms swing at her sides. Beaming happily and free. Purple hair slicked back and tight on her head. Almost like a thin helmet. Her mismatched eyes focused on my privates as she approaches.
The normal instinct would be to cover oneself. Courtesy asks we cover our shame. Manners dictate we hide our naturalness from the eyes of others. Unabashed nudity is frowned upon in modern, polite society. To be naked is to be lewd. Obscene. Dangerous.
“So much turmoil over such a small area,” she slyly adds, as if responding to my thoughts. Playful menace in her tone.
“I’m not Peter,” is all I manage. Attempting to convince her. Attempting to convince myself.
“Of this, I am aware.” Her words continue to revel in mischievousness. “It’s probably best for you to wake up now. This has been a pretty intense dream.”
“Dream…” I repeat. Still shellshocked. Still mentally fatigued. The body might have been restored, but the mind remains fragmented. In terrible pieces.
“Yes, this is a dream. You’re right now, at this very moment, passed out on the nastiest floor of a holding cell. Blood loss and alcohol did you in after you pulled that tooth of yours right out of your own mouth, like an idiot. You know that shit can get infected easily, right?”
The wholesome concern of a maternal figure I never had. A motherly strength only before witnessed on television screens. My amazement at her being invested in my well-being prevents me from speaking further.
“At least rinse with mouthwash or something when you wake up. Don’t be gross. And don’t lose that tooth. You’re almost at the end, now. Keep going. You’re doing great.”
“Th’end..?” I muster.
“Yeah,” regret covering her words this time. Sincere and sorrowful. “I wish I could explain, but…”
Delicate blue hands with numerous silver rings adorning several fingers them take both my hands. Supple and sweet. Soft and silky. Sublime ringing from fingertip bells. She raises them to her mouth and gently kisses mine. The warmth of her lips frees me of my anxiety. Fills the gaps in my mind. Brings me back to myself. Back to centre. Full circle.
“The end comes for us all. Ever hungry. Ever deliberate. Patient enough to take its time. Vicious enough to never fail. We all one day succumb to nothingness. That’s its cruel promise.”
“Then wut’s th’point of anythin? F’everythin’s bound t’end, why bother with anythin?”
Her green eye and her hazel eye bounce between mine. As if sending me the answer to my question via the windows of the soul. As if wordlessly answering the greatest question of all.
The darkness surrounding us lightens. The dragon looks upward at the incoming illumination. It howls at the growing light. The dream is dissipating. The real world calls to me.
“I’ll miss you when you wake up,” she mourns.
32. Jerry
Tonight’s Uber driver is the kind of driver I like the least. A bland, average, middle-aged man. The sort of person who adheres to the “fiscally conservative, but socially liberal” mindset and still voted the mad orange ape-clown into office, despite lambasting Trump’s behaviour. The hypocrisy of it. The idiocy.
There isn’t one single remarkable thing about my driver. Everything from his Wal-Mart clothes to his dumpy hairstyle to his slightly overweight weight to his complexion is altogether unexceptional. Even his name inspires a lack of imagination. Reginald or Gerald. I can’t be bothered to check the app to confirm or deny either. I don’t care enough.
I’m wedged sideways in the back of his surprisingly clean sedan. Contorted so my large frame doesn’t crush my tail. I fill the entirety of the backseat. A necessary discomfort to reach my destination. A destination my driver doesn’t recognise by the address but inquires about through his unending need for conversation.
“Isn’t that there where that one Thai food place used to be?” his accent hinting at Bible Belt origins.
“I wouldn’t know,” I grumble.
He chuckles like a cartoon character, “I know the area, but darn it if I don’t remember what for!”
I allow my annoyed silence to respond. Car air is stale. Clean, but unscented. Music playing is banal pop music. Radio-friendly unit shifters. Tunes for the masses who expect simplistic music. Who are heartened to hear saccharine lyrics feigning about love and loss. Sweet confits that gloss over true emotional depth. Disingenuous musings psychologists and producers concoct in labs and studies, instead of with hearts and experience.
“I’m sure I been there before,” he continues, oblivious to my lack of interest in this conversational topic. Or any topic he might muster.
I would be astonished if he has ever been even remotely close to where I’m headed. The seediest part of town. The dirtiest corner of Vegas. The number of legitimate businesses that function in the dark legacy I’m en route to is few. The large portion of operations there provide illicit, carnal pleasures. Drugs, sex, violence. The true sins of Sin City. The sort of divine gratification tourists overlook in favour of neon nights on the Las Vegas Strip.
Whatever you can afford is whatever can be provided. Under banquet hall rooftops are fight clubs and cockfights. In the back of pool halls are drug labs. At the end of your massage is the happiest of endings. That’s in the vein of what I seek out tonight. What I deserve after the tumultuous events I’ve recently endured.
“Any plans for the holiday?” the working-class American of a driver intrudes.
“Holiday?” I betray my irritation and engage in an impulse of a reaction. “Wut holiday?”
“Why,” more cartoon chortles, “it’s Thanksgiving soon, buddy!”
“Already?” I accidentally muse to myself loud enough for him to hear and assume I’m talking to him. “I guess time really does fly…”
“Fugit inreparabile tempus,” he confidently adds.
“Wut?”
“Fugit inreparabile tempus. It’s Latin for ‘it escapes, irretrievable time’.”
Bewilderment and amusement fight one another. Bewilderment at an intelligence I’d vastly underestimated. Amusement at his ability to remember a novel slogan he heard one time and surely regurgitates it every chance he gets to make himself appear intelligent. I can’t decide which is the truth, but I’m entertained enough to dig deeper.
“That’s quite ah phrase, Reggie,” I intentionally mangle my misremembering of his name.
“Thank you very much,” he beams. “I took Latin in college. Doesn’t always come in handy, but when it does, it does. And my name’s actually Gerard, but everyone calls me Jerry.”
Jerry…
A quiet shock.
“Jerry?”
“Yessir.”
The skill of speech abandons me. This moment renders me powerless. This is prophecy fulfilled. The eyes of God.
“Yer Jerry?” forked tongue stumbles over teeth.
“Yup. It’s still me.”
At a time when I didn’t think I could suffer any more shocks, one more comes to jolt my very existence. Shakes my world. Earthquakes ravage the outside of our moving vehicle. Buildings crumble and fall. Cracks open in the ground and swallow people whole. Volcanoes erupt. Explosive fireballs light up the night.
We sail unobstructed. Stable and safe through volatile landscape. Piloted by the one entity that’s both plagued and eluded me for the better part of a year.
“Jerry…”
The ability to communicate beyond that name confounds me. Time stands still. Every breath feels like it could be the last breath ever stolen.
“If you keep saying it, it’ll lose its meaning,” he quips.
“I think,” words struggle to get from mind to mouth, “I think yer th’person I’ve b’n lookin fer…”
“Oh yeah? Is that a fact?” his tone delighted by the suggestion. “We met before or something?”
His unexceptional dark eyes skew and probe my scaled face.
“You don’t look familiar. Maybe we got some mutual friends or something?”
“I think… I think…” I’m repeating myself. Nervous. A child wearing his father’s clothes, pretending to be an adult. “I’ve jus heard bout ya.”
“Well, how do you like that? My reputation precedes me!”
Our vehicle barrels down smokey avenues. Ash is all that remains. In the air. On the pavement. Ashen nothingness resides outside of this moment. Nothing is more important than the remainder of this conversation I originally fought tooth and nail to avoid. It’s all that matters, now. How wrong I was to fight it. How foolish of me to challenge destiny.
“I hope it’s all good,” his upbeat manner of speaking slowly soothes me syllable by syllable.
My trance breaks briefly, “Ya hope wut’s good?”
“Whatever you heard about me! I reckon if people are talking about little old me, why I hope they’re saying good things!”
“I heard… yer ah man with answers.”
More laughter that is a caricature of itself.
“Answers? I’ll tell you what, everybody’s got answers, buddy. Answers are easy to come by. The trick’s getting the question right. I can give you all sorts of answers, but if you got yourself the wrong question…”
Jerry holds up his right hand. Thumb rubs against the index and middle fingers. The gentle sound of skin caressing skin overpowers shitty radio tunes. Butterfly wings kissing each other.
His fingers separate after a few long seconds and his hand opens wide, palm as empty as can be. He adds the word, “Meaningless,” to punctuate his action. Active hand returns to the steering wheel. Returns to guiding us safely through apocalyptic wasteland.
I remain mute. A child being lectured. A student taking notes.
Jerry guffaws to himself again. The laugh of an amused yokel.
“I’ll do my best, though. Just don't hurt my rating if I get them wrong,” another chuckle. “What sorts of questions you got?”
I don’t know how to answer that question. I don’t know how to provide a question for that answer. The antithesis to Llewellyn and his sardonic talking ear sits before me. Eagerly willing to satisfy my curiosity. To help relinquish my anguish. To provide long sought-after answers. And I persist in silence. Questionless and answerless.
Jerry takes notice of my inability to respond. He assuages my speechless temperament with an affable, “You all right? You seem kinda spaced out.”
“I think,” I repeat myself again. “I’m ah lil spaced out, yeah.”
“Is it drugs?” he asks, cautious and careful. “I don’t mean to offend you and if I’m out of line at all, I wholly apolo…”
I interrupt him with a solid confirmation, “It’s okay. Yer right. I’ve taken ah lil bit of somethin earlier.”
There’s no point in lying, not to the one-and-only Jerry. Not if I’m beseeching him for answers. All my cards will be on the table. I will offer truth in the hopes of getting truth in return.
Jerry shakes his head. Knowingly. Disapprovingly. My admission fuels each solitary nod. Every movement brings about pangs of guilt I’ve never allowed myself to previously feel about my using. The final vestiges of intoxicant still lingering in my veins weigh me down.
I was never permitted the pleasures of childhood. The pure innocence and freedom that goes hand-in-hand with being young. Those days were robbed from me by defective and absent parenting. Drugs in adulthood became a substitution for the lack of youthful merriment. Shame never accompanied my usage. Guilt never visited me. I was unapologetically making up for lost time. Experiencing wistful freedom not afforded me otherwise.
As an adult, drugs gave me all the joys of childhood and for the longest time, I refused to apologise for it. I deserved to finally feel some semblance of happiness, chemically-induced or otherwise. There was a specific level of pride that came with my reasoning that I wore as a badge of honour. It was my permission slip. My excuse. Before Jerry’s wordless condemnation there was an earnest nobility in my drug-taking habits. But his contempt has wrought about a feeling of disgrace I’ve never before known.
The remorse must be showing on my face because the warm comforting reassurances of Jerry reach out to me, “Hey, buddy. We’ve all been there.”
“I’ve never… felt bad bout it b’fore.”
“Well, you don’t got to feel bad about it. You just gotta realise it ain’t healthy. Why drugs are just a new name for slavery. They hold you prisoner and hold on tight. But when you’re sober up, you’re free.”
Sobriety and I have never been friends. Mortal enemies, to the very end. I’ve finally and fully cast him out. The mongrel. The torturer. The enemy of my reality. And here Jerry proclaims a return to that which I’ve freed myself from as if Sobriety wasn’t the would-be dictator I’ve suffered.
“I used to do me some drugs,” Jerry confesses with heartfelt compassion. “A little skag, a little crank, I didn’t discriminate. I had some really high highs and some really low lows. But the bad times started outweighing the good times real fast.”
A speech of this sort would usually slide off my Teflon indifference. My weaponised apathy. I’d easily dismiss the words before they had the opportunity to strike ear. The level of genuine concern in Jerry’s voice rattles me into considering his opinion. Of allowing words I’d had thrown at me dozens of times in the past to finally take root. Of permitting his weapons to affect me. They pierce my armour.
“I asked if it was drugs because friend, if I can be honest with you, you look like someone who’s on drugs.”
“I look that bad, d’I?”
Jerry’s mirror-reflected eyes say “Yes” as his mouth continues with, “And you look like you’ve seen your fair share of bad times there.”
Wild hallucinations. Friends going missing. Friends getting murdered. Dreams and memory indistinguishable from one another. Losing my own identity. Events out-of-sequence. Time rushing by at breakneck speed. Inexorably bad times all.
“Most people don’t like hearing this and I understand why, but I found salvation through my personal relationship with Jesus. Now, before you get that look in your eye that lots of folks get when I bring up the Lord, let me explain that I’m not preaching. What worked for me doesn’t necessarily mean it’ll work for you.”
I must have made a disconcerting face. Jerry shuffles in his seat. His eyes shift in the rearview.
“Now listen, I ain’t pushing religion on nobody. My relationship with the Lord is mine and mine alone. For me, submitting to a higher power brought me out of the darkness and helped me turn my life around. If you wanna quit drugs, you got to find something that works for you to turn to. Ain’t got to be religion by no means, but should be something that can help show you a better way. Some substitution that’s healthy for you that makes you feel as good or better than drugs do.”
“Wut f’I dun wanna quit?” I regret every word as it leaves my cracked lips.
“Then just be smart about it, I guess. Everything in moderation they say. But if I could give you one tiny piece of advice there… A suggestion, really. If that you maybe weren’t on drugs, you might not be asking someone you just met for answers to questions you’re unable to ask. That sort of thing’s usually best for a parent or a pastor or a good friend.”
“Wut f’I dun’ve anybody?” I mourn every word as it leaves my cracked lips.
“I doubt that’s true, but if it is it’s a crying shame. I bet there’s someone out there who cares about you and if you sobered up, you’d be able to recognise them more easily.”
The vehicle stops. Our ferry across the river Styx comes to its conclusion. The journey from light to dark is complete. From the safety and serenity of bright and shiny Las Vegas to its dark underbelly. From the land of the living to the underworld.
My phone notifies me the ride is over. The real world has returned. All remnants of Armageddon have dissipated. No more flames. No more ash. No more destruction. Catastrophe forgotten. Annihilation dismissed.
Jerry turns to me. A smile promising friendship and acceptance. A smile that warms my cold, old blood.
“Maybe you got someone in there,” he proposes, motioning to the closest decrepit building outside of car.
An unease rises from within. From deep in the pit of my stomach. I’m on the verge of exposing myself as I have never done before.
“Ya could b’someone…” I muffle my words.
Immature. Childish. Stupid. Something the Kid would say. Jerry reacts more warmly than I would have had I been presented with this same sort of blatant and desperate neediness. I would have been offended. To be looked up to in any way. To be needed. But Jerry is not me.
“I’m not that person for you, buddy,” he cordially smiles. “I’m really sorry. It’s not the answer you’re looking for, but hey, I bet if you keep your chin up, you’ll find whatever it is you are looking for. Alright?”
Authentic sincerity radiates out from Jerry’s every pore. Instilling in me the courage to tear away from him, albeit unsatisfied. Door opens. Foot lands on pavement. I turn one last time to gaze onto the long-sought-after guide.
No further words are spoken between us. I offer none to Jerry. Jerry offers none to me. I simply take him in one final time. Committing him to memory. Absorbing his essence. That friendly smile. That heartfelt probity.
I fill up what I need and close the door. Jerry’s vehicle returns to the mystery it originated from. Receding from view. And he with it. Leaving me standing alone on the sidewalk. Gone as if he was never there. As if we’d never met or spoken. The words “Jerry has the answers you seek” stay afloat in my mind.
Meeting Jerry wasn’t quite the epiphany I was hoping for. It was more proselytisation than revelation. Not what I expected in the slightest. I’m unsure what exactly I was expecting. Something more momentous. Something Earth-shattering. Something that would have instantly opened my eyes and healed my wounds. Not the faux-answers of religion. The ever-oppressive fantasy lurking in every corner of America with its empty promises and meaningless prose.
I remain as lost as ever. Nowhere near the edge of panic I’ve felt many times previously but still in its neighbourhood. Still well within its purview. And yet, Jerry’s advice lingers. His words, his weapons, lasting. Impression made but not fully understood.
Maybe it’s time t’make ah change…
My feet guide me toward my next anticipated discovery. Passed the row of taxis and their judgmental glances. Towards an ominous building labelled “MASSAGE” in muted neon red. Earthly pleasures of the physical variety tucked away inside. Perhaps that will provide the true satisfaction I desire. Perhaps this will provide the substitute Jerry spoke of.
33. And Justice For All
Black Widow sits on her California King bed. Back propped up against the wall by a mountain of grimy, soiled pillows. The unwashed condition of the duvet matching that of the pillows perfectly. Oily. Filthy. The only clean fabrics on bedding wasteland are those worn by the enormous drug dealer. Her Sunday best. Her virgin white robes. Her red delicious “Make America Great Again” hat.
A thick layer of colourful makeup sliding down her distorted face. A morose painting dripping in extreme heat. Melted by mounds of crystal methamphetamine-fueled heat pumping through her waxy skin. Causing a muted rainbow of grease to stain her inflated neck.
She holds up her cell. Smiling happily into it. Beaming with joy as she slides dishevelled hair away from her face and tucking it under hat. The face on her phone is her partner in every sense of the word, Brian. Matching hat. Matching sweating.
“He’s talking to someone now,” he says, voice grumbling with amped-up impatience.
On the television screen on the opposite wall of Black Widow is another Fox News personality. Vitriol trickling out his every pour. He is angry. He is enflamed. Profusely shouting down at his eager audience of believers. Indoctrinating them further to the Fox News agenda with every single breath. Washing their brains thoroughly at high volume. Dressed in a red, white, and blue three-piece suit.
“..and just last week the so-called newspaper had ’We are effed’ - nice use of language - on the cover after Justice Kennedy announced he was retiring,” newsman howls, voice bellowing loudly, lightly crackling television speakers. “Did you hear anything like that when Obama was president? No, of course not. The mainstream, liberal media sees it as open season on conservatives. They have no issue putting Dear Leader, President Trump on their Independence Day issue, mocked up in clown makeup! It destroys any trace of legitimacy they might have had as journalists and it’s disgrace on this entire great nation. On America’s birthday…”
“Okay,” Brian interrupts from cell phone speaker. “He’s ready.”
Her free chubby fingers fumble at the remote control sitting on the bed to her side. Dirty, cracked fingernail drops the volume until the white nationalist on screen fumes silently.
More hair is hidden away as Brian’s face disappears from phone screen. A benevolently-smiling priest appears. Glasses with thin rims. White and gold robes. Short, dark hair.
“Hello, Margaret,” he warmly greets. “Did you enjoy services?”
“Oh, yes,” she prides, rocking as best she can due to extra excitement. “It was one of your best yet, Father!”
“You’re too kind,” another smile. This one self-congratulatory. “I’m merely spreading the word. Were you able to hear and see everything clearly?”
“Most of it, Father. Yes.”
The stream of the priest shifts and rocks in unsteady hands. Firmly and shakily held by Brian.
“Well, I hope to one day see you in these pews in person.”
“Hopefully, soon! I’m on this new diet,” the lie satisfies as it leaves her lips. “I’m already starting to see a difference!”
“That is excellent news. As God’s divine grace ordains it, you will lose the weight,” the priest cheers. “Praise God! Praise Trump!”
“Yes,” disingenuous dignity welling up inside her. “Praise God! Praise Trump!” She parrots.
A third and final smile, accompanied by the priest making a cross over the screen for the Black Widow. She closes her eyes in acceptance of the blessing. A deep breath as the gesture permeates her existence.
Her eyes reopen to see Brian returned to the screen.
“Okay,” he rushes. “We’re gonna get some fireworks and then we’ll be ba…”
“Wait,” she loudly interrupts. “Did you clean out the car?”
“What?”
“Did you and James clean out that car like I asked?”
“Why’re you asking me that right now?” Brian’s words jumpy. His face indignant. “What does it matter?”
“I just wanna know if you fucking did like I asked or not!”
“Don’t fucking yell at me!” he yells from the other side of the phone.
“Don’t curse inside a fucking church!” she yells in return.
“You just did!”
“I’m in the apartment, not the church!”
“I’m not dealing with thi…” Brian’s voice fades as his face vanishes.
Black Widow is enraged. Angry for the sake of being angry. Temperament heightened by the finest speed this side of Las Vegas has to offer. Only the purest, cleanest of crystals. She treasures being able to offer a quality product and that quality product makes her unhingeable at the drop of a hat.
James, formally and aptly nicknamed “Weasel,” appears on the screen. Skin glimmering with methamphetamine sweat.
“I cleaned out the car before we left,” he assuages.
“Did you throw anything away? Cause I…”
“I didn’t throw anything away,” he confidently interrupts. “Everything from the car is piled in the living room. I even charged the phone that I found in there for you.”
“You’re the best, Jimmy James,” Black Widow replies, merrily subdued. “Bye-bye!”
The video call ends with Margaret dropping the phone on the bed beside her. Next to the remote. Next to a burnt pipe. Next to a butane torch. Next to several baggies filled with various amounts of crystal pleasures.
Hand to remote. Sound returns to ranting punditry.
“..what he has done with North Korea,” he blathers on. “In over eight months there has not been a single rocket or nuclear weapon test! Obama’s method of appeasing the country’s dictator pushed us closer and closer to war. It took a man like our beloved President Donald J. Trump to stand up to the lunatic dictator of that country…”
Black Widow grabs the dirty Pyrex incense burner by her side. A long, thin tube with a big, round ball at the end. Caked with burn marks on the outside and white dust on the inside.
She brings the glass dick to her mouth and fires up the black and silver butane torch. A tiny, focused, intense blue flame bursts at the end. The tip of it kisses and caresses the big, burnt bowel. Glass shards within become a smoking brown liquid. She slurps out all the off-white smoke she can and buries it into her lungs.
Torch is off. Pipe goes down. Mouth housing decaying teeth opens. Smoke blasts out. Curling and twisting around Black Widow’s face. Thick and foreboding. A forest fire. A foggy afternoon.
Phone returns to her hand. A candy-coloured game with candy-coloured pieces fills the ends of her fingertips. They tap and swipe, causing a cascade of jingle sounds and flashing hues of light.
“..fake news media, working with the opposition party, get away with spreading such blatant lies?” the toxic correspondent continues to bloviate. “They throw the word ’Treason’ around when it’s them who are betraying our country. Coastal, Hollywood elites in the Democrat Party…”
*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*
A knock at the door. An eruption at the door. This isn’t the knock of a friendly visitor. It’s not of a solicitor or a missionary. The source of a knock like that can come from one and only one source: the police. Police on a mission, no less. Not a couple of wary officers with trivial questions in hopes of finding leads. These are police officers with a task to accomplish. Armed with evidence and heavy trigger fingers.
The words accompanying the burst of noise from the other side of the door of apartment thirty-eight are muffled under the weight of the faux newsman's discourse. Quivering hand silences the televisioned punditry.
Black Widow’s already racing mind races harder. Faster. Rummaging through her imagination for every possible explanation for the police presence.
She’d minimised her exposure by only having a couple of people distribute for her. Brian and James-formerly-Weasel are the only living people who she directly conducts business with. It’s up to those two to further distribute narcotic delights to hungry customers. Peter used to be the third person she’d dealt with, but she’s already dealt with him.
Perhaps officers are pounding at her door because of Peter’s death. “But how?” she thinks. Brian and James made it appear as if an overdose robbed Peter of his trivial life and his sorted history of flagrant drug use. Death by fentanyl-instead-of-heroin should surprise absolutely no one. The body was dumped in a well-known addict neighbourhood, left lovingly behind a dumpster.
The areas of town they where they picked Peter up and dropped him off aren’t home to the type of people who would call anything into the police. Strung-out losers and junkies who mind their own illicit business. Keep their noses to themselves. They know better than to invite the authorities into their lives. To risk disrupting their recreations.
She wonders if they have some sort of evidence that Peter was murdered. That level of furious knocking isn’t from unfounded curiosity. It is deliberate. It is definitive. But there should have been nothing that could possibly lead back to her. The last time Peter stepped foot inside her hoarder’s paradise of a home was nearly a year ago when Peter introduced her to Weasel.
What, if anything, could they have? Peter was in Brian’s car. Nothing of his would be within the Black Widow’s lair. His clothing, his keys, his wallet, his phone all were with his body.
“His phone,” her thoughts interrupt herself. Panic strikes her already-strained heart. It pumps and gyrates harder than previously. Racing thoughts demand, “What did James say about charging a phone he found? What phone?”
In unfiltered desperation, Black Widow grips her only phone and holds it tightly against her chest. Her eyes dart from wall to wall. From towering garbage pile to towering garbage pile. Her heart pounds into the telecommunications device rapidly.
*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*
A voice muted behind a locked door and living room filled to the brink with junk calls out assertively, “Margaret Jordan! This is the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department! We have a warrant to search the premises!”
“Hold on!” she shouts at the top of her lungs.
She quickly swipes the pile of drugs and drug paraphernalia by her side off the bed. It crashes on top of the various collections of trash that cover the floor. A carpet of debris. A minefield of trash.
While this pile is immediately out of sight, a plethora of packed crystal methamphetamine exists out in the open throughout the apartment. Her entire operation strung all over the entirety of her pack rat residence. Pipes, baggies, lighters, scales, alongside drugs. Enough to put her in jail for the rest of her life several times over.
The Black Widow considers her options. They are few.
*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*
“Open up now or we will be forced to bust it down!”
“I weigh six-hundred-and-sixty-six fucking pounds you stupid piece of shit!” she hollers, barely shifting her position on the bed. “It’s gonna take a minute!”
*THUD!*
Her fight-or-flight response kicks into overdrive as her reinforced, multi-locked door is rattled on the other side by ram unseen. From beneath her assortment of cushiony pillows comes out her small pistol. Red hourglass on the handle.
*CRASH!*
The front door goes down and smashes into a heap in the living room, causing it too to collapse. Multitude of locks proving to be ineffective against the might of the law.
“We are armed and prepared to fire!” shouts a male voice with the slightest tinge of an accent. Something hinting at Italian or Spanish. “Come out with your hands up!”
“How do I know you’re really police?!” she shouts back, quickly producing and aiming her weapon at the narrow opening of her bedroom doorway.
“My name is Lieutenant Durango! We’re here to execute a search warrant! Come on out nice and slow and you can read it for yourself!”
In between moments of silence, she can faintly hear sounds. A different male voice commenting, “How’re we supposed to go through all this mess?” Footsteps slowly crunching their way inward. Heaps of random stuff falling and smashing onto stuff covering the floor.
Her heart pounds so loud she can barely hear the out-of-sight officer. Her insides vibrate to their own juiced-up frequency. Thoughts mash to a pulp. Vision blurring. Waterfalls of sweat soaking every inch of her body and all surrounding cloth. Clothing, bedding, drenched to miasmic oblivion.
“Margaret,” the serene voice of the Fox News manipulator ensorcels the Black Widow. “What are you doing?”
The pretend news cognoscente stares deep into her. Directly to her. His words easing. Calming. Reassuring.
“I don’t…” quivering words stammer hesitantly, “I don’t know what to do.”
“Don’t you?” he smiles.
Hoarded mountains topple in unseen parts of her apartment by unseen police officers. Groans and complaints, words of caution, go unheard by the methed-out matriarch. Her sole focus is on the television personality.
“You have vermin invading your home,” unadulterated hate beaming from the world. “’Durango?’ Doesn’t sound like a good, wholesome, American name, does it?”
“No. No, it doesn’t,” she earnestly replies.
“So, what do you do when there’s vermin in your house?” wry xenophobia between breaths.
“Why don’t you come on out, now?” living room police voice entices.
“Why don’t you go back to your own country!?” she chastises, loudly. Secure in her racism. Comforted by her nationalism.
More hoarded mountains topple. More crunching footsteps.
“You have a second amendment solution to your problem, Margaret,” the talking head connives. “Not words. These types don't listen to words.”
Red hourglass pistol shines in her hand, colluding with the television man's statement.
Another male voice from the living room says, “Lieutenant, I think I’ve got it.”
An animated American flag appears on the screen, waving proudly in patriotic winds behind the pundit.
“The only words you need to use are those proclaiming your love for this country that those vermin are trying to invade! Proudly say the pledge, Margaret Jordan! Show them what freedom tastes like!”
“Margaret Jordan,” Durango’s already stern and forceful tone adopts a much more grim demeanour. He commands, “You’re under arrest for the murder of Peter Henderson! Come out with your hands up!”
“Fuck you!” Black Widow shouts, visions of Peter’s cell phone blotting out her ability to think clearly. “Get out of my home! Get out of my country!”
She reasserts her aim at the open bedroom door. The newsman inaudibly cheers her on. Nodding and grinning with homeland self-satisfaction.
The feet of armed officers encroach closer to the bedroom.
“I pledge allegiance to the flag,” she spews with fire and brimstone, “of the United States of America!”
The agitator on the television smiles. The American flag backdrop continues to wave proudly. Radiant and glimmering. Receptive to the pledge she barks out at top volume.
*BANG!*BANG!*
Crystal methamphetamine and no sense of rationality squeeze the trigger. Bullets embed deeply inside years’ worth of accumulations near bedroom door opening. Burying into boxes, walls, ceiling, pictures on the walls. Agitated hand unable to aim anywhere in particular.
Several bullets fire back in her direction. All shot without being able to see the large target. All strike various collected objects that aren’t Black Widow.
“And to the Republic!” she screeches as loud as she can muster, firing between breaths.
*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*
“For which it stands!”
*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*
“One nation under GOD!”
*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*
“With liberty and justice for all!”
*click*click*click*
*BANG!*BANG!*BANG!*
She’s out of ammunition. No more bullets to fire from red hourglassed weapon. Successfully emptied with inexactitude. It falls onto blood-splattered bedding.
Waves of unusual sleepiness befall Black Widow. A tired unlike anything she’s ever felt before. Her eyes droop precariously low. Weakly. Strength evaporates from the beguiled drug lord. She slumps forward, marvelling at the curious crimson speckles on her bed.
So focused into her shouting and firing was she that she never felt the six bullets that pierced her grotesquely large body. Her eyes too heavy to react to the presence of two police officers in armoured SWAT gear in her bedroom doorway. Peeking between two tall towers of garbage. Their guns trained on the mortally wounded Black Widow.
“Don’t move!” one of them pointlessly shouts.
The two move with precision deeper into the room. Black armoured arms and legs unable to not knock various piles of rubbish over as they edge toward Black Widow. Their weapons glued tightly to the nearly departed woman.
Lieutenant Durango follows behind. Apprehension blended with satisfaction on his fair-skinned face. Latex gloved hand holding Peter’s cracked cell phone. Handgun in the other. The Fox News snake oil salesman wordlessly rants and screams on the other side of the television.
Black Widow slumps further forward. An arrangement of red butterflies rests on the wall behind her. The last of her life left dripping down the walls. There is no remorse. No regret. Only pure, red-blooded American pride as she slips forever away.
34. Carnal Victory
A petite Asian woman leads me down unlit hallway. Aged and regal. A tattered roadmap of a face. Hair dyed as black as night and wrapped on top of her head. All-seeing eyes that pass zero judgment on whatever they fall upon. The mysterious madam of a bordello of pleasures.
Her silken cheongsam dress is overgrown with elegant pink peonies. Robust, blooming flowers atop a shimmering ocean blue. Flowing down to her ankles. Tiny feet in tiny unassuming black slippers.
The hallway is foreboding to the uninitiated. We pass several closed doors in a wordless stride. Her leading, me following. No music playing overhead. No narration guiding me to her office.
We parade through wailing sounds escaping the various rooms and their various sexual debasements, their erotic excesses, their uninhibited lust. Orgasmic wails. Bloodthirsty begging. Throbbing machinery. Whips. Laughter. The darkest of sounds in the darkest of hallways.
It may say “Massage” on the marquee outside, but inside is a place of sensuous debauchery. I assume an occasional massage actually does take places within these walls. But the modus operandi here is almost always more extreme. This is the darkest of Vegas underbellies. Any decadent illegality you please, offered for the right price.
There’s a room where you can be bound with rope and fucked all night. Or you can do the tying and fucking. If you have a taste for bestiality, you can bring your beloved pet or use one provided by the establishment and explore them in ungodly ways. Paedophiles bring their young lovers and hole up in a room away from the prying eyes of the law. The tight-lipped owner sees nothing and allows all.
If one can imagine it and pay for it, she’ll give you a room to do it in. It is but one such establishment in our isolated desert village. Here is where Sin City truly earns its name. Here you can truly be free. Freer than death. The only thing not purchasable here is love. You can pay someone to fuck, but you can’t pay someone to care.
My desire tonight isn’t for anything craven, illegal, or immoral. I’m likely to be the tamest of her clientele, but my notoriety doesn’t allow me to even touch the rim of illegality on my own. I can’t phone up an escort to come to my home when I’m a quasi-celebrity. Without a vehicle I can’t cruise down Fremont, seeking out a male prostitute. Here I can list what I want and get what I want with the privacy and discretion I require.
A door on the right is open. Male moaning permeates our approaching footsteps. Women giggling loudly and mischievously as I get a brief glimpse of room contents. A man in a business suit, tightly duct-taped to a metal chair, depantsed. Two thin women, fully dressed up in vibrantly-coloured clown suits. Puffy, neon green hair holding his erect cock in place. Pink cotton candy hair stuffing a thin metal rod down his urethra. The sound of sounding assaulting my ears. Gushes of painful pleasure.
We finally arrive at her office. Bare and vacant of personality. She sits in a red velveteen chair, keeping her knees locked next to each other. A computer tablet plugged into the wall, sitting on the scratched-up wooden surface of a small, wooden table. A less-red, less-velvety chair invites me to sit. Its appearance tells sleazy tales of usage. Some unwanted crusted evidence remains on the side.
I point to my tail and say, “I think I’ll’ve t’stand.”
She nods and taps the tablet, leaving it on tabletop. Unlocked by quick dancing fingers. Soft gingerly tapping sounds from fingernails several inches long and pointed and painted red.
“What are you looking for tonight?” her words coloured by a Brooklyn upbringing. Not a trace of Asian stereotype to be heard.
“I wanna have sex with ah young man.”
“A boy?” she asks with no vested interested, no opinion. Asked as if she were engaged in small talk. Commenting on the weather.
“No, no one underage,” I quickly add. “In their early twenties.”
“Ethnicity?” she passively inquires further, taking notes on her tablet.
“Dun matter.”
“Size?”
“Thin or fit. Muscular’s fine.”
“Hair colour? Eye colour?”
“Dun matter.”
“Any other specifics I should note? Any preferences or fetishes?”
“No. Jus normal anal sex.”
The elder bawd’s fingers dazzle across tablet screen. She angles it upward for better focus, preventing me from seeing whatever images or words are in front of her. After a few moments, her features writhe with frustration.
“I have one available, but he is damaged,” she laments. “I do have another that meets most of your criteria, he is however in his mid-thirties. Slightly older, but otherwise perfect for your needs. Still very energetic.”
She dehumanises her workers with her indifference. Her prostitutes. Her whores. Referred to as objects, not people. Things without feelings. People without ambition. Callous regard for the those lost, desperate souls who enrich her.
I would be offended on their behalf if I was a better person. I’d berate her. Demand that she display a respectful attitude and appreciation. But I’m not here to judge. I’m here for carnal victory.
“Th’thirty-year-old’d b’fine,” I acquiesce.
“He’s currently with another client. I can have him available in an hour. You’re free to wait here or if you like, there are some rooms where voyeurism is permitted and invited.”
I’m itchingly impatient. I can’t remember how long it’s been since I’ve had sex. I can’t really recall how long it’s been since I even thought about having sex.
“Wut bout th’other one? S’he available now? Wut kinda damage’re we talkin bout?”
“You… you don’t want him. He’s not been satisfying to my other customers. I’m regularly having to give him drugs simply to get him going. Add the fact he’s missing a hand, and well…”
“Missin ah hand?”
“His left hand was severed before he was sold to me.”
There’s no way she’s talking about the Kid. The astronomical serendipity of it. The coincidence. The Kid can’t be alive. Not here. Not in this place.
His sweet face overtakes my memory. A vision of him crying, scared, alone. Dosed up on drugs he would never take of his own volition.
“Let me see him,” I demand with all the urgency and seriousness I can muster.
“He’s really only suitable if you want an experience with someone timid and submissive.”
I leave no room for argument. “Now.”
The madam acquiesces and returns to her tablet. Everything goes silent. I can’t hear anything else she says to me. My heartbeat is enraged. I’m furious. I’m nervous. I’m terrified.
Th’Kid…
She rises and leads me out of the office. The trip down hallway passage is quiet. The back of her head doesn’t reveal if she’s talking. I assume she’s talking price or giving warnings. I can’t hear a thing. Not the sounds of whatever congresses are happening in chambers unseen. Not the sounds of our footsteps. Not even my own breathing or the heartbeat that’s pounding to escape my chest. My heart physically hurts from anticipation and concern.
Keys revealed, door unlocked. She enters the tiny, lavatory of a room. A metal framed cot of a bed next to a toilet. Both caked and glazed with dirt and semen and dust and grime.
She approaches the young man curled up in a ball sitting on off-pink tiles. Thick, black mould laminating most of the ceramic. His jeans dirty and torn. His shirt missized and similarly dishevelled and ripped. A chain with one end locked to his bruised ankle the other to the metallic bed frame. Contusions on his arms and legs. Sores from being unwashed and beaten. His left hand gone, leaving a smoothed-over nub of a wrist.
The ancient pimp grabs him by the hair and lifts his face up. She slaps him across the face to get his attention. To dominate him. It’s done quickly before I’m able to recognise him. And I recognise him the very next moment after the violation. Gentle and innocent. Fractured and broken. A shell of the young man I know. It is undeniably the Kid. Alive, if you can call it that.
Enmity appears for her in an instant. I lose myself. I violate my pledge against violence and deliver a scaley fist into her her nose, knocking her unconscious. A hand grabs her keys and unlocks his restraint. I scoop him up in my arms. He’s light and malnourished. Weak and drugged. Listless and hopeless. Likely without an understanding or hint of what’s happening to and around him.
My eyes betray my heroism and weep uncontrollably. Joy. Fear. The entire gambit of human and inhuman emotions flood out from my tear ducts.
He manages to look up at me. An idea of a smile. A glimmer of hope.
“Take me,” the emptiness of his words devastate every fibre of me. “Take me home.”
“Yer place’s gone,” I stutter through my crying. “You’ve b’n missin fer ah year.”
He nestles his weary head deep into my chest. A puppy brought to their new home. A newborn meeting their mother. His action tenderises me. It perfects me.
I lock the female proprietor in the room before she has a chance to rouse. Before she can awaken and prevent our escape. Before she calls a hidden security force to put an end to our liberation.
35. Sanguine Expectations
Time slows down for wretched moments like these. I’m down on my knees at the edge of the scarlet basin. Breathing laboured. Unable to hold back the tears any longer. I break down, completely and wholly. Blubbering and whimpering. Grieving for the loss of the only thing that truly ever mattered in this miserable life. The only person I earnestly cared about. But I never told him. I never dared.
Get ahold of yerself.
Sleeve wipes away evidence of this unseemly display of emotion. I have to compose myself. Something terrible happened here and if I’m not careful, they’ll try their damnedest to pin it on me.
I can’t even be entirely sure any of this is really happening. That what I’m seeing is truly what I’m seeing. With the deleterious visions that have I’ve been plagued with, this could simply be another imagined horror. Another fabricated bedeviler.
Reality could be verified simply by touching the blood. Feeling the warm liquid on my fractured fingertips. Authenticating the truth.
I don’t dare violate it the scene. A sight police will surely scour with a fine-tooth comb must have no trace of my being here. I cannot contaminate evidence and condemn myself.
My urge is to leave. Immediately. Get out of here as fast as I can. But someone might see me leaving the scene and accuse me. Someone might have already seen me enter the apartment. I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. Walking on blade’s edge.
The Kid’s pure, smiling face whacks me across the face. A twinkle in his eye washes over me. It knocks the tears back out of my sockets. A waterfall pours down my scaley face. Moisturising my leathery visage.
I wail out his name. I shout it to the Heavens. It reverberates throughout the apartment. My lonely voice is the only living thing within this atrocity.
Sleeve returns to face. Wiping and purifying. There’s too much tear-filled hysteria to act or react clearly. I slipped fast and hard into an emotional state. I need the patience and level-headedness only chemical bliss can bring about. Nothing on my person to quell my unease. The Kid surely still keeps his stash in his bedroom closet. I can figure out my next move once my head isn’t so heavy.
My feet force themselves to cautiously trek down carpeted hallway leading to his bedroom. They tremble as they transport me. I am barely vertical. Unbalanced and careful the same time. Ready to topple at a moment’s notice.
The bedroom is the same as I remember it. Overly tidy. Clean to a fault. Everything in its right place.
My sleeve turns closet door handle, saving my fingerprints. The walk-in is equally meticulous in its cleanliness. Even if I didn’t know what I was looking for, the briefcase would be easy to find. Too easy. It rests next to the door, under a row of pressed, button-up, long sleeve shirts. The sweet boy’s uniform…
A tear flees eyelid prison. Sleeve catches it, preventing it from violating my face. The other sleeve grabs black briefcase. It’s opened in a flash. The Kid never locked it. He was so trusting and so wholesome…
Another tear plans a breakout. Plots its escape.
Focus, Goddamnit.
Within black briefcase is the prize I require. The reprieve I desperately seek. The nourishment for my hunger. Nothing but a handful of small baggies containing fingerfuls of bliss. Each no bigger than a quarter. Each powerful enough to bring me back to life.
My trusty sleeve aids me once again and scoops up all traces of illegality. They nestle inside my pocket and briefcase is returned to its previous position.
A talon of a fingernail unzips the top of one, scoops out the plastic baggie’s heart, and shovels it to my nose. There is no hesitation of making mincemeat of the glorious not-quite-white-not-quite-brown powder.
SNORT!
I am reunited with calm tranquillity. I am composed again. Balance returns to my unsteady feet. Balance returns to my mind. Rational thinking replaces a chaotic cacophony of emotion. I am stable once more. My eyes are properly dry. Tears are a memory. No trace of simplistic feeling remains.  Emotionless and pure. As I should be. As I always should be.
Closet door is closed without leaving fingerprints. I look around the Kid’s room with eyes fully opened. As if seeing it for the first time again. Movie posters for superhero movies, such as Spider-Man and Captain America. Action figures of the same sorts of characters, still pristine in their unopened packaging, hanging on the walls. A bookcase filled with comic books and boxes of LEGO. Stuffed toys of more childhood heroes strung throughout. A playground of a room.
I meander back to the scene of the crime with serene deliberation. Down a hallway whose walls are littered with comic books. Superheroics sealed behind glass frames. Epic stories of cartoon heroism to guide my path.
These feet of mine are back to their full strength. Their stoic finesse. Their apathetic grace. The feet of an agent of numbness. They do not walk. They do not run. They mosey comfortably to their destination.
His living room is similar to his bedroom. More reminders of childhood. Some opened. Some still secured in their spotless original packaging. Toys and images of toys adorning walls and shelving alike. In the centre of the Kid’s collection, his toy store, is a bloody pool of him. What remains of an abhorrently wicked act.
No longer as breathless and blinkless as when I first arrived. My panic subdued. Disbelief supplanted. My yellow eyes no longer brimming with tears. Desperate to escape down the sides of my face. To drip down my cheeks. To weep uninhibited.
The safety and serenity I originally sought out. The hope of relief that was vital to my sanity. Were all eradicated. Sanguine expectations replaced with sanguine realities.
I did not find the Kid inside his apartment, alive and well, a few short days after Christmas. I did not find a tranquil space away from horrific visions. I did not find any helpful answer to any trivial question.
Instead, I found the large lake of blood that currently resides at my feet. An ungodly amount of blood. An ocean of a person’s remains. Pooled and wet on the fake hardwood tiling of his living room. Contained by a subtle indentation in the floor. Preventing it from spilling out to carpeted hallway. Preventing it from drying. Preventing it from spreading.
His blood smells cold. Metallic. Thousands of old pennies piled together. It stabs the nostrils. It burns the nose hairs. Attempting to muddle my harmoniousness.
In the centre of the aberrancy in front of me is a severed left hand I presume to belong to the Kid. Small and unsullied. A hand whose warmth I’ve felt intimately. An island perched in the middle of ocean red. Drained of its normally vibrate flesh colour. Greying and contorted into a quasi-fist, palm up. An insect, belly-up. This is the only trace of the Kid I could find within his vacant apartment.
I stand at the shore. An upside-down Batman subtly reflected in the red puddle. Poetically still. Awaiting the tide’s arrival. I can almost hear approaching seagulls. It’s serene and undisturbed. His hand conducting a symphony of my quieted thoughts.
Batman shifts. Moves in nonexistent ripples. Changing. Transforming himself from a dark hero to something darker and more malevolent. The reflection of Batman becomes the reflection of me. Brimming with egocentric confidence.
“Wut’ve ya gotten yerself int’now?” it asks, full of arrogance and whimsy.
“Go away,” I chirp back.
“There’s no way th’Kid could’ve survived losin this much blood,” the Beast ignores my disinterest in engaging him. “Someone really’d it out fer him.”
“I got nothin t’say t’ya.”
“Did ya d’this? Did ya murder th’Kid?”
“Ya know I fuckin didn’t.”
“I dunno anythin bout wut ya d’when I’m not round,” my sarcosis of a reflection accuses. “All I know’s that f’yer innocent, ya’d call th’police.”
For once, my reflection is correct. I already took the precaution of touching nothing with my bare hands. Foot and sleeve protected my exploration. The scene hasn’t been tainted. I haven’t incriminated myself accidentally. My only guilt is the pocketful of pharmaceutical culpability.
“And ya need t’get rid of all that,” the Beast adds to my thoughts.
Collection of baggies finds itself in my palm, away from pocket secrecy. I prepare another dose inside fingernail claw. It zips its way up to my brain. Planting seeds that quickly sprout beautiful nothingness. Eradicating the weakness of any possible emotional response. Freeing me.
I venture to bathroom. Faithful and helpful sleeve continues to keep my presence private. Silently allowing me to go where I please, as I please. Toilet lid is already up. It’s cleaner than my own toilet could ever hope to be. The entire bathroom is as effortlessly spotless as the rest of the apartment. Fresh and sparkling.
Baggies deposit themselves into toilet. Foot flushes them down to obscurity. Holy water swirling all illegality from the Kid’s apartment. Removing intoxicating evidence far away from prying eyes and misunderstanding temperaments. The police will have enough on their hands, no reason for them to burden themselves with his drug-dealing enterprise.
Darkness returns to bathroom and I return myself to the inappropriately named living room. The Kid isn’t living. I am not living. We are both become oblivion. Nowhere and together in newfound territory. The death room.
Cell phone emerges. The nine-one-one operator’s voice is calm and bored. She asks what the emergency is. I tell her what I’ve found and where I found it. She tells me to wait for the police who are already en route. I thank her with my stoic voice. She thinks my lack of hysterics is due to shock. Drugs never come into the equation. The entire exchange takes less than two minutes. I’m ready to meet the emergency crews and detectives that are flying towards me.
I exit apartment and sit on the concrete step outside the Kid’s front door. My hand seeks out cigarette comfort only to find an empty pack. The hollow carcass of tobacco promises unmet. The other pocket yields satisfaction in the way of an electronic cigarette. A mechanical unit the Kid gave me as a gift. Given with wide-eyed hopes of weaning me off traditional cigarettes. A healthier alternative, he says. He said.
Sentimentality in the form of not-so-old memories tug at me as my eyes lay on candy-coloured vapouriser. The thing reeks of familiarity. The thing reeks of kindness. Of concern. Moisture collects in the cracked corners of my eyes once more. My heart attempts to betray my mind.
I can’t bring myself to use the thing. To do so seems to betray the Kid’s memory. This could be the last thing I have to remember him by.
Solitude soon comes to an end. I hear emergency sirens. The scream of the ambulance is sounding in my ears. I await them and all the chaos they will surely have in spades. I await with memories flooding my being. Memories of the Kid. Memories of when we first met. Sweet, terrible memories.
36. Answers
I flagged a waiting taxi. Told the driver the Kid was simply passed-out drunk. Made flippant assurances he wouldn’t vomit in the back. I promised the world if the ride was fast. We flew through Vegas twilight. Faster than dying light. Taxi driver was paid a fee in the hundreds. I would’ve paid more. No price was too high to get the Kid back to my place quickly and safely.
The elderly proprietor will never come after me. While my notoriety could potentially be a liability, her exposing me would only risk exposing herself. She has much more to lose than I do. Once freed from the clutches of her perverse bordello, the Kid is without fear of recapture.
I stripped him down. Rid him of rotten, tattered clothing. Laid him in the bathtub. Washed the filth and disgust off him by hand. The water brown and angry. The beautiful young man I cherish lingered under all that grime. Echoes of a blue-skinned woman in my bathtub.
I towel-dried him. Completed his resurrection. Brought him to my bedroom. He managed to drink some water. He managed to smile. I tucked him in. A kiss on the forehead to guide him to sleep. He’s finally safe. He’s finally home.
His clothes were completely wrecked. I was sure something in my closet would fit him when he wakes up. When he’s better. I was going to throw his clothes out. They’re wholly unsalvageable. I checked the pockets before I gave them to the trashcan. That’s when I found a zipper. In the small, front right pocket. The lighter pocket. A loose, chrome zipper. Identical to the one that led me into a desert world with a mirrored house as its sole standing structure.
The foreboding thing sits now in my palm. I’ve been contemplating it for ages. The tiny inoffensive thing is deceptively heavy. It drives my hand down. Pushing it with unseen strength.
Intrigue bats my hand. Tickles my fingertips. One more glance at the beauty sleeping soundly in my bed, then I venture to the living room.
Instinct places zipper near the top of an empty wall. It doesn’t drop to the floor when my fingers withdraw. It remains fixed in place. Glued into its new position. Ready to be pulled. Ready to pull me into fantasy once more.
Intuition keeps my clawed fingertips hovering above zipper. Silent inviter. Silent demander.
Wut th’fuck m’I d’in?
I’ve finally defeated my distorted visions. Finally stopped engaging in madness. Finally found the Kid, long-feared dead. There’s no reason to participate in any further dark machinations. No reason at all.
Curiosity makes the chrome sparkle. Dazzles the last recesses of my indecision. One deep breath in and zipper is slowly pulled down. The wall underneath peels apart along with it. Fabric split apart. Again a stark desert landscape is revealed. The mirror-covered house lays mere feet within the alternate place, where previously it stood miles away from the entry point. A couple of small steps would bring me to its reflective doorstep.
I exhale and take a step back. I take a moment to rethink. Back into bedroom solidity. The Kid still slumbers. Curled up into a ball on top of my duvet. An infant in the fetal position. Breathing deep and loudly. I burn this image into my mind as I return to living room and the unzipped wall within.
Summer air caresses my face as I tiptoe into the arid landscape. The unseasonable warmth is a respite during this cold, dry Vegas winter. I glance behind me to find more Sahara desert. My living room, the unzipped entrance I passed through, gone completely. I instantly regret my decision to follow this white rabbit and leave the Kid on his own. Abandoning him yet again.
The mirrored house before me is as radiant and spotless as ever. My reflection stands ahead of me. Behind it vast desert that extends outward for miles and miles. The sky above and sky reflected, as blue and clear as ever.
My reflection mimics my actions in full. Doesn’t fight me. Doesn’t become replaced with Sobriety. Doesn’t provide the usual pushback I’ve grown accustomed to. It merely reflects my Beastly visage as I take the few short steps required to get me to mirrored front door. My demons finally defeated.
Before I’m able to knock, the door is opened from within. Trio stands on the other side, inside the still-shabby residence. Red Eyes nods and bows at me, respectfully.
“Welcome back,” the harmonic tritonal voices warm, cold, and indifferent all at once.
“I thought I got rid of all of all muh hallucinations,” I say. Confusion wrapped with solid, annoyed anger.
“You did,” they say, unsatisfactorily. “Please come in. Jerry’s been expecting you.”
“I already met th’guy.”
“You did not.”
Trio motions for me to enter.
“No. I’m not d’in this anymore. I’m through. I dun need wutever’s in there. I made ah mistake goin int’th’zipper. Jus send me back home.”
The three-faced monk remains in place, adding humbly, “Jerry has the answers you seek.”
Fuck it.
I barrel past him. Fire and brimstone in every step. I march down yet another hallway. Ignoring every multifaceted door that line the dreary walls caked with dusty cobwebs. Avoiding every possible trip down memory lane.
“Where’s he at, then?” I shout at Trio, storming into emptiness ahead. “Let’s get this shit over with, once and fer all!”
“Stop,” Trio commands gently from afar.
I stop. Still brimming with ire. Still violently agitated. My body fuelled by indignant vibrations. I face the triple-faced monk. He remains at the very end of the hallway. Hands folded under mustard robe sleeves. Patient and serene.
“Wut?” I demand.
The sound of a door opening to my left. It curls inward, flooding the hallway with white light. Sublime purification blinding me momentarily. Preventing me from clearly seeing the figure stepping out. The light begins to dim as the door begins to dim. The figure goes from a shapeless person to a woman’s form. Door closes fully. The woman’s form becomes familiar as vision restabilises.
“Oh good,” her cheerful voice tinted with various foreign accents, “You made it.”
A soft, blue-skinned hand takes my rough one and pulls me into the light. Warm and comfort in my grasp as I’m guided out of hallway and into a luminous area.
Hand is released. My eyes take their time to adjust. Languishing about in sightlessness. I’m outdoors, now. The blinding light from the sun above. The barren mountain-rimmed desert still on the outskirts, but a lush, lavish garden immediately surrounds me. A secret garden in the fecund backyard of Jerry’s mirrored home. Exotic flowers of every size and colour carpet the ground. Rare anthuriums, lilies, orchids, gardenias, tulips, gingers, cactuses, and many more alien genera of flowers than I'm familiar with.
Her bare, blue-skinned toes wiggling happily in the moist soil. Toenail bells jingling softly with each playful squirm. A virgin white dress going from shoulders to ankles. Fabric thin enough to barely obscure her delicate and naked blue skin underneath. Blueberry colouring on her exposed arms. Fingernails likewise spiked with tiny bells that jingle subtly, emphasising her every movement. The blue-skinned woman, the most elegant of my tormentors.
She kneels down. Pristine hands carve out a small hole. Scooping up piles of fertile ground and placing it on either side of the hole. The pleasant ringing of tiny bells as her hand lifts towards me. Open palm asking to be gifted.
“Tooth, please.”
“Wut’s goin on here?” I say, confusion poured on top of my exasperation. “Where’s Jerry?”
“Tooth,” she urges more stringently.
“It’s crushed. I dun’ve…”
“We both know you repaired it,” she intrudes my words and my thoughts. “And it’s in your pocket.”
She’s right. It just so happens to still be in my pocket. I’d forgotten I slipped it in after it was repaired by the voucher. I never changed clothes when I went downtown. I didn’t change when I brought the Kid back to my apartment.
“Give it, already.”
The thing is still wrapped in crumbled cashout ticket as I reluctantly fish it out. The midnight blue-tinged woman takes it and places tooth, wrapping and all, inside the hole. Her muddy hands quickly bury it completely and thoroughly. Dirt is knocked away with several palm slaps as she returns to her feet.
“Well, why we wait on that, let’s get down to business,” she says as she glides over to two wooden chairs, painted white. “We don’t have a lot of time.”
“Why not?”
Bells ring as she invitingly pats the seat of the chair beside her, “The end is near, as they say.”
I comply and join her. She attempts to assuage me with her mismatched sympathetic eyes and a vigilant smile. Her legs cross and dirt trickles off the bottom of her feet. Debris softly snowing.
“Okay, so…” she’s uncharacteristically hesitant. Almost unsure.
The mirrored door leading back inside Jerry’s house opens.
Trio exits, holding an ornate marble vase. White lines stretch up over solid black. Smoke reaching towards dark heavens. He strolls to where Jerry entombed tooth into ground. A sepulchre for a molar. His robe collects brown Earth with every step.
“It’s a good thing you’re sitting down for this,” she continues.
Trio tips the vase. Shifting, kaleidoscopic water pours out. Consistently shifting through every colour of the rainbow as it falls. Gushing over planted tooth and soaking the soil. Transforming gravesite into a muddy landmark. A tiny brown seedling pokes out through the falling liquid. It shimmies itself out of the ground to sprout an even tinier speck of a bud.
“I’m Jerry,” she modestly admits.
“Wut?” I resent. Anger quickly removing confusion from the equation.
Trio bows to the young seedling then retreats into mirrored seclusion. Task completed. Peripheral confrontation avoided.
“Yer Jerry?”
“I am. The Uber driver with the same name… unfortunately-timed coincidence.”
“This whole time, yer Jerry?” I must be getting louder because she seems to be shrinking in her seat. Backing away from the growing volume of my voice. “Why didn’t ya fuckin tell me sooner!?”
“You wouldn’t have found the Kid if you knew I was me.”
“That’s bullshit! D’ya’ve any fuckin idea wut kinda hell I’ve gone through cause of ya!?”
“I do, actually.”
“Ya d’and ya’d nothin?! I’ve b’n tormented by figments fer ah year and ya’ve b’n jerkin me round!”
“I know you’re upset, but it was necessary. You needed to experience what you experienced without knowing who I really was. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be ready to hear what I have to tell you.”
“And wut th’fuck’s that?”
She seems surprised by my question as she says, “Answers.”
“I dunno f’I need answers anymore, specially yers,” I blurt out, without realising if the words are true or not. Rage is the fuel of my engine as I rant. “After everythin… Yer jus… Yer no different than that talkin mouth. Promisin ’answers’. Fuck ya.”
A fragrant petrichor slowly enters the gardened area, despite even the slightest hint of rainfall. I only barely notice it, just as I barely noticed that I’m standing. Pacing around, stomping my heavy feet onto arable soil. In no particular direction other than circular. Leaving footprints in moondust.
“I thought I finally got rid of all ya figments. But no, yer still hauntin me. Spoutin bullshit bout answers. Ya wanna gimme answers? Ya gunna tell me th’fuckin meanin of life, jus like Llewellyn kept promisin?”
“Llewellyn and his ear were liars,” she reassures with a tone that doesn’t reassure me in the slightest. “They were never going to give you answers. They simply wanted a piece of you in order to control you.”
I chuckle bitterly, “And wut th’fuck d’ya want?”
“I want to help you,” her tone mild and passive, “and if that means giving you answers, I’ll give you answers. ’The meaning of life?’ You already know that one.”
“Yeah, I d’know,” I fire back quickly. “Everythin’s meaninless!”
She taps the side of her nose three times. Next to the bejewelled nose ring. I would laugh at her jovial gesture if I weren’t so angry. Her knowing accommodation. Her facetiousness.
“How bout wut th’fuck happened t’th’Kid? Ya got that answer?”
Jerry’s face, despite the onslaught of verbal abuse, remains hesitantly confident. She adjusts herself in her seat, in preparation for the next wave of my roaring, as she says, “Detective Stone.”
I do not give her the reaction she expects. Coyness and relief remould her face.
“The Kid, as you call him, found love in Stone’s arms over a year ago. Their relationship flourished in secret for months, but Stone discovered the young man’s heart belonged to you and you alone. In a jealous fury, Stone severed his hand and entered him into sex trafficking to quote ’teach him a lesson’ about being faithful.”
The epiphany returns me to the wooden seat. The news keeps me silent and attentive.
“The goal was to frame you for the young man’s disappearance. Get you arrested and if that didn’t pan out, trick Margaret Jordan into putting a hit out on you. But Peter’s gift at verbal manipulation made Stone so overwrought with guilt that he chose to end his own life before he could follow through with his plans. This left the poor young man trapped until you rescued him.”
“Why couldn’t ya tell me this sooner? Why couldn’t ya d’somethin?”
“That’s… that’s not how I work,” she confesses.
Waves of emotion rattle me. Anger splashes against the coast. Confusion soaks the beach. Sadness washes the rocks. I have tears instead of words. Heavy breathing instead of speaking. My ability to process in shambles. I am at my nadir.
Jerry appears to be as emotional as I am. These goddamn emotions. They do no good. They serve no purpose other than to inflict suffering. I  want no part of them. Not now, not ever. This is why it pays to be an agent of numbness. Where nothing means a thing to me. Where nothing can hurt me.
“Do you remember what you were before any of this?” her question asked in offensively innocuous emphasis. “Years ago, before Peter changed you? Before you invited him to change you?”
“Wut?” is all I can manufacture in response.
Slumped shoulders are all she can manufacture in response.
“Let me tell you a story,” Jerry softly says, as if signalled to do so by my innermost thoughts. “It’s about a friend of mine named Robert. He grew up in terrible circumstances. His mother abandoned him when he was a toddler. His father raised him alone, and mercilessly ridiculed him and abused him, robbing him of any substantial childhood.”
The wet smell intensifies. A tall brown sapling has emerged from toothy burial site. A long, nearly straight stalk. Several bumps on the sides appear. I watch the thing speedily germinate as Jerry tells me about myself through her barely-veiled treatise. Firing her weapons into me. Every syllable hitting its target. Devastating it.
“He became an adult and finally got to experience the freedom and wonderment of childhood through drugs. Robert met a friend who reshaped his life in their image. He was so unhappy in his own life, he gladly emulated another’s. He went on to gain financial freedom after writing a popular book. It allowed him to continue to live without the responsibilities of adulthood. He also met a young man who would enflame his passions…”
The bumps become rich green leaves and thorns. A lofty bud of a head grows out from the top.
“But… he lost his way. Robert shut himself off from the world. Shut off his ability to love or be loved for fear of being hurt. His drug-addled mind did whatever it could to perpetuate a safe and comforting denial. Created fictions and visions to shield him. To shelter him. To prevent him from feeling. To help him try to deny gravity. You see, everyone wants to fly. Everyone wants to be free. But we’re all stuck on the ground, left to dream and hope to one day sprout wings.”
The stalk stops growing. It stands two or three feet tall. The thick, round bulb at the top ripples open. A dozen hypodermic syringes bloom. The needles pointing outward. Sunlight dazzles the tips of the silver shooters. Injection petals of a pharmaceutical flower. A poison perennial. A dope daisy.
“Accepting gravity is the hardest thing to do. The world is a frightening, vapid, maddening place. We all will one day die and we all will one day be forgotten. No one wants to admit that to themselves, so they manufacture any number of things to help them deny that gravity. They hope to make sense of the senseless, inventing things like religion and astrology and conspiracies. Anything to complicate the simplicity that is our inevitable end. My dear friend Robert has done the same thing but with drugs. They became the way for him to isolate himself, so he could bemoan the ills of the world instead of realising he’s just as scared and lost as everyone else is. Instead of allowing himself to see that every one of his wounds were self-inflicted. ”
“Then wut’s th’point?” I manage. The same question asked numerous times. The same question behind all motivations.
“That’s for you to decide,” her exotic accent calm and reassuring. “You can choose to give up if you want. But there’s something potentially wonderful waiting for you if you choose not to. If you open yourself up to the amazing possibility that awaits you.”
“Wut?”
“Why, the end of the world.”
A knowing smile. A bright, blinding light in the sky. Miles away. A lifetime away.
“Here it comes,” she stands. Supple blueberry hand reaching for mine. “Come watch it with me.”
I take her hand. Gracious warmth at the point of contact. A warmth that puts me at quiet ease. We rise and walk towards the edge of the garden.
Jerry holds me tightly by the arm with both hands. My arm gets warmer. The air gets warmer. My heart gets warmer. She rests her head on my shoulder. Odd contentment wraps me in tranquil stillness. The worries of the world at rest. The weight on my shoulders, lifted. The burden of Jerry’s revelation, temporarily benign.
A massive fireball in the distance. Forming and rising. A colossal blast of wind rushing towards us from the developing mushroom cloud, picking up dust and strength as it approaches.
I watch with fearless curiosity as the top of the mushroom cloud grows and rounds out. Facial features form in the rising grey ash. A familiar face. A face that’s haunted me on every step of this twisted journey.
The Kid’s face atop ashen destruction. Affectionate smile. Homesick gaze in his eyes. Salvation.
“It’s so beautiful,” she whispers.
37. History Defeating Itself
Awkwardness permeated the air-conditioned environment. Awkward from the position I had to cram myself into in order to fit in the front passenger seat. Tail crushed. Awkward from the silence the young driver exuded as he attempted to steal glances with his piercing blue eyes. Tiny oceans of joy that hoped to swim in mine.
He’d open his mouth for the beginning of a sentence only to close it immediately afterwards. His thoughts stammered. His nervousness was endearing. Action repeated over several long, silent minutes. It was cute, like a kid trying to drum up the courage to give a big speech. It swiftly endeared him to me
“Do you, um…” his words were soft. His voice, softer. “Want some music?”
“Dun matter,” I intoned. “Silence or music, it’s up t’ya.”
“I don’t like driving with music. I prefer silence… or talking,” he meekly backtracked, “unless you want some music.”
A smile would’ve appeared on my face if I weren’t so unnecessarily sober. I was in the grey area. My senses and my emotions were beginning to trickle back into my peripheral. Respite from feeling was in my pocket, delivered with friendly malice by Peter. I doubted I’d be able to merrily dose while riding in that young man’s vehicle. It was plain as day to see the young driver was green. Soaking wet behind both ears. I needed to wait until I was within the cold comfort of my cold apartment to elevate myself again.
I imagined the look of abutted outrage that would creep up his smooth face if I busted out a needle and prepared a taste while he was driving. An expression between disquieted disapproval and allured intrigue. That’s the thought that made me smile. That’s the smile he caught with a successfully stolen glance. He became more reassured than before. Some of his anxiety alleviated by the curled up corners of my mouth.
“Silence’s fine,” I murmured, eyes rolled over to city scenes that zipped by. Excess paint scraped from canvas. Forgotten colours wiped from history.
My answer troubled him. I saw it. He felt it. He was someone who wanted silence only for it to be filled. For worded comfort to replace muted air. He didn’t like silence. He liked what silence invited.
There was something about his innocence, the way he wore candour on his face. There was a beauty in his shyness. Despite the fact sobriety was gnawing at my ever-growing empty parts, I felt a tinge of warmth being near that young man. I obliged and instigated the conversation he longed for.
“Tell me something, kid,” his mood raised further by my syllables, “why d’ya wanna b’ah dealer?”
Pale uncertainty was fleeing him. He looked my way with more precision. More deliberately. He finally got that good look at me he was secretly craving. He was finally comfortable enough to soak me in with my knowledge. With my acknowledgement.
“It’s easy money,” he gently offered.
“Easy money, that’s it?”
“Yeah.”
“D’ya even use?”
“No,” he relented. “I don’t even like to drink, really.”
“Right, so why d’ya wanna get mixed up in all of this? Ya dun look like th’type t’get his hands dirty with this kinda work.”
“What exactly do I look like?” he returned, brazen and quick.
There was a potential minefield I had accidentally stepped into. A button I had accidentally pressed. My next movement needed to be correctly calculated. The risk of offence was lurking between sentences.
“Ya look like someone who’s never dun this sorta seedy business before,” I backtracked swiftly. “Yer more adorable than yer intimidatin.”
Why’d I say that?
Words fell out of me before I realised what they meant. Before I could comprehend their weight. An unintended confession that brought a reddish hue to his cheeks. A lovely blushing to a handsome face. That’s when I realised I was attracted to him. Danger followed that notion. He was clearly younger than me, potentially illegally so.
“How old’re ya?”
“Twenty-five.”
Safety in that number. Permission in that number.
“How old are you?” he returned.
“Thirty…” I paused to remember. To scrape the recesses of my memory. It’s easy to forget your own age when you’ve stopped noticing birthdays. Scratched-off days on a calendar reminding you that death is one year closer aren’t worth celebrating. “Thirty-seven.”
“You don’t look thirty-seven.”
“Th’drugs’ve ah preservative effect,” I quipped.
Few people understand when I’d make a joke. I would do it so seldom and so dryly that most think I was being a sarcastic asshole. I never bothered to correct their perception. Peter was one of the select few who would “get it.”
That young man understood the nonseriousness of my answer and chuckled a couple of times. A sweet, earnest expression of amusement that further solidified my attraction to him. He “got it,” too.
“Is it gonna be on the right or the left?”
“Th’right. And we’re almost there.”
I took him in. Thin, but not skinny. Slim-fitting t-shirt that showed off his toned muscles. Lightly tanned blemish-free skin that was gently kissed by the sun. No visible tattoos or piercings. He didn’t seem the type to sully his body in those ways. His level of excellence needed no such enhancements. Unblemished. I envied his youth. I envied his perfection.
“Thanks again fer th’ride,” I added. Eyes still stuck on him, absorbing all he was.
“It’s no trouble, really,” he looked to me and noticed my noticing him. Unsteadiness rejoined him and his speech stuttered because of it. “Peter said you were gonna take the bus… and I have a car… it’s better than the bus…”
Usually, when someone was skittish around me, the obvious cause was my appearance. Most fear a Beast like me after they’d catch a glimpse of my scales or my horns or my tail or my claws or my eyes. That twenty-five-year-old’s nervousness had an alternate cause. An attraction, plain as day. Same I felt for him.
It was rare for me to notice. I was the type to be completely oblivious when someone found me attractive. I’d grown so accustomed to people reacting to me with repulsion that I became thoroughly ignorant to any other reaction. I am not the type to exude attractancy. But every time his eyes chased and caught mine, I felt peace. Calm. Feelings almost exclusively experienced previously by the spike of Heaven in my veins.
Manners and politeness went out the window. Undeniable sobriety caused the brash, direct approach. I shot at him, point-blank, “Peter told me yer gay, s’that true?”
His eyebrows raised out of alarm. He looked as if he was in caught red-handed. A student caught playing hooky. A kid caught in a white lie.
“He… he just told you that?” he deflected.
I confirmed with a throaty, “That he did.”
It seemed the direct approach was the wrong path to take. I miscalculated and was back in the minefield. Each precarious step needed to be carefully monitored so that I could return to safety. I didn’t want to scare off that good-looking young man. I didn’t want to return to darkness, just as we were beginning to share sparks.
“It’s alright. I’m only askin in case ya wanna…”
I paused. He was sweating. I recalculated. He was waiting. I gambled.
“..come in when we get t’my place. F’ya wanna’ve ah drink of coffee or tea or somethin. We can get t’know each other better.”
It felt like the final blow. The last punch in a losing battle. I was about to be knocked out by his dismissal. I had been foolish. I was an idiot. I misinterpreted disgust for delight. Of course, he wasn’t attracted to me. That sober state polluted my thoughts. Made me believe in things that couldn’t be possible.
I had previously made mistakes like that numerous times. Read too deeply into things when there was nothing there. Come on too strongly. Hit on the wrong person. Peter likely lied about that young man being gay and there I was, displaying the world’s worst attempt at seduction. It was history repeating itself. It was history defeating itself.
My hunger returned with a vengeance. I needed to be high. The world and its constant disappointments continued to drive me away. To have me hunker down in solitude. Away from judgmental eyes. Away from mistaken intentions. To disappear was all I’ve ever wanted. And there’s no remedy in sobriety. There’s no good in feeling and no good in remembering.
Erstwhile confidence evaporated. I wanted to jump out of the vehicle at the first possible stop. A red light. A stop sign. A minor reduction in speed. It didn’t matter. I had to get out. I was completely embarrassed. My ugliness laid bare.
“Sure,” he shocked me. “I’d like that.”
I’d mistaken again. It was solid contemplation, not incoming rejection. His heartfelt smile completed me. His apprehensive eagerness thrilled me.
Images filled my mind. His lean, naked, sweaty body laying on my bed. Him rising seductively. Remarkable nudity approaching me. A smile and a look that answers unasked questions. Him pushing me and pinning me against a wall. Our chests pushing hard into each other. Our tongues dancing in each other’s mouths. His young skin grinding my scales away. His perfection purifying me. Bringing me back to some semblance of normality. Making me human again. Making me whole again.
Those thoughts betrayed my stoicism. Blood rushed to my limp reptilian cock. Attempted to excite. My pants grew tighter. I squirmed in my still uncomfortable position. More unbecoming behaviour. More alien thoughts. That was not how sober me interacts with the world. Not ever.
“Wut’s yer name, kid?” I asked in an attempt to collect myself.
“Robbie, Rob…” he stumbled and cleared his throat. “Robert.”
I snickered.
“That’s muh name,” my confession laced with amusement. “I’m Robert.”
Smiles exchanged. Commonality notated.
“Ya got ah nickname, at least?”
“Besides Robbie, not really. No.”
“I can’t b’addressin ya by muh name. I’d get confused, s’I’m gunna’ve t’call ya… Kid.”
“You can just call me Rob or Robbie,” his suggestion ripened by feigned annoyance.
“Nope. I’ve made up muh mind,” I cracked wise again. “Yer th’Kid now.”
“I don’t think I like it,” he played along.
“I’d. It’s ah cute nickname fer ah cute kid.”
He smiled again. He understood my levity again. There was a magic about him I couldn’t understand. It felt like I had discovered something special I didn’t know I was missing. His compassionate eyes answered questions not yet asked. His charitable smile filled with tomorrow’s potential.
I envisioned myself and this Kid whom I’d just met spending the rest of our lives together. A foolish fantasy that involved the two of us settling down together into a happy gay marriage. Two-point-five kids. Him being for me someone who could be the perfect drug. An overdose of saccharine bliss. A natural high for an achingly long amount of time. Until the end of time. Until the end of the world.
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