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Un-Made is a
novel that I worked on in my youth, at age 25. I'm proud of the story, and
can't wait for you to check it out. It was born out my frustration with the
wimpifying of modern vampires. It's a cynical piece that is brutally honest, as
was the man that I was some years ago. It's a dark piece of fiction, which some
will find too dark, but the truths contained within are a rarity.


At the very
least, it's a novel unlike any vampire novel I've personally seen. It's also a
risk-taking novel that is written the way that my past-self felt like books
should be written, unflinching and with a certain amount of risk involved.
There are moments in the book that may leave you scratching your head, and
moments that may blow your mind. Either way, the experimental nature of the
writing should keep you reading.


The book is
part of a larger series kicking around in my mind, and like the past-self that
wrote this book, it agrees that many will be surprised by the shape of subsequent
entries. Hell... the protagonist might even get a name!
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Moving in was
the worst. The sun was still up and burning and it was only 5 in the afternoon.
He hated the sun, cursing it silently as it beat down on his heavily tanned
arms. Sweat dripped into his eyes from his soggy eyebrows as he trudged back to
the U-Haul for another load of stuff. He scanned the back of the truck to see
if anything was missing since his last trip up to his new apartment. Everything
looked like it was there, but he felt uncomfortable as he picked up another box
marked “DISHES.”You never knew who was walking around with sticky fingers in
the city.


He would give
anything to just stop for a second and get a drink of water, but he wanted to
get the job done before the sun went down. He got a good grip on his “DISHES”
and began the three story climb up the stairs. He was almost to the second
landing when he tripped and crashed, face first, on top of his dishes. One side
of the box caved in and he heard the crash of broken glass. The large pebbled
texture of the steps ripped through the knee of his jeans and he immediately
felt the drip of blood down his shin. To make matters worse his nose was
pouring blood from where his face had smashed into the box. Maybe it wasn’t the
sound of dishes breaking, but his nose instead.


He
repositioned his load and carried the box into his apartment. The King’s
Castle, as he thought of it, had one room, a kitchen, and a bathroom. The main room
was filled with boxes and had a great view of the building across the way.
Someone across the way was lying on their back and lifting weights. He wondered
how anyone could lift weights in this kind of heat. It was stifling in his
apartment and his pants stuck to the sweat of his crotch just as the leg of his
jeans stuck to the sticky blood on his knee and shin. He felt dirty.


He moved to
the kitchen sink and began cleaning up his blood. He had heard somewhere that
blood wasn’t a liquid, but actually a tissue, like muscle. Where had he heard
that? Probably in some class that didn’t matter, in some place that didn’t
matter. What the hell would he ever need to know about blood anyway? All he
needed to know now was where his fucking towels were. He peered through the
little opening between his kitchen and his throne room and tried to find the
box marked “KITCHEN STUFF.”


He couldn’t
find it so he walked over to his things and began opening boxes looking for
anything he could use to hold on his nose. He could hear drops of blood thud to
a halt on top of his boxes as he tore through them. He finally found something
he could use in a box marked “OLD SHIT.” He pulled out an old Dio T-shirt and
put it up to his nose. He plopped down in the only piece of furniture that he
had moved so far, a threadbare old recliner that leaned to the left when you
sat in it. He stared out the window as he waited for his nose to stop bleeding.


The man across
the way had stopped lifting weights and had begun a new exercise. His pants were
around his ankles and he was now jacking off. Lovely. He moved to the window
and closed the blinds. What kind of guy jacks off with the window open? What a
scumbag.


After about
five minutes the blood finally slowed to a drip, and he went to the bathroom to
look at the damage. His jeans were plastered to his knee where a red gash
peeked through and his nose had swollen. He could already see the bruises
forming around his eyes and the bridge of his nose. His wifebeater had drips of
blood down the front of it; he looked like he had been drinking blood.


He finally
began the long trudge down the three flights of stairs. He still had all of the
big stuff to move. It was going to be a pain in the ass to haul his bed up
three flights of stairs by himself. Maybe he could black mail Mister Jackoff
across the way into helping him carry his stuff. Nah, it wasn’t worth getting
some guys cocky hand germs all over his shit.


As he skipped
off of the last step, he saw someone clearly trying to lift something out of
the back of the U-Haul.


“What the fuck
are you doing?”


The man in the
back of the truck stopped and froze like a deer in headlights; slowly he turned
his head and he got a better look at him. He had eyes like a weasel or a cat,
something feral, and copper-red hair peeked out from under a confederate flag
bandana. The man grinned back at him, until he noticed all the blood and then
he stammered as he said, “I was just getting a look at the goods. I need a new
lamp for my place and I was seeing if you had anything I might want to buy.
What happened to you?”


“Something to
buy, huh? It looks like you were planning to steal my shit.”


The man seemed
to get uncomfortable and he could see the wheels turning in his head ‘Should he
run or try to play it out?’ Decisions apparently weren’t his greatest strength.


“Hey, you
gonna move all this shit by yourself? I could help you, if you have some cash.”


He thought
about it for a second and decided he might as well pay the guy to help him
move. It was better to have the guy helping him and in his sight than to have
him hanging around down here while he was dragging a mattress up three flights
of stairs.


“I tell you
what, you help me and I’ll give you ten bucks.”


“Sounds like a
deal.”


The man held
out his hand and they shook on it. The man had a nasty habit of scratching his
arms. Any time his hands weren’t occupied his clawed fingers would find their
way to his vein corded forearms and begin scratching. He noticed the scabs that
ran up and down his arms. The man was skinny, but not in a good way. He was
Iggy Pop skinny, the type of skinny that is almost uncomfortable to look at. He
looked like a starving sailor, Old Captain Skin and Bones.


With the
Captain helping him out, they made short work of the rest of his things. There
really wasn’t that much and if the Captain had helped him from the beginning it
probably would have taken a couple of hours. As it was his back was covered in
sweat and his nose was throbbing. He could feel his heartbeat through his face.
He just wanted to pay the Captain and go to bed.


“Alright, let
me get your cash.”


He walked
towards the kitchen counter to grab his wallet and suddenly the only light in
the kitchen went out.


Cap’n Skin
& Bones had grabbed a lamp and cracked him on the back of the head as soon
as he turned his back. The Cap’n watched silently as the body slumped to the
floor like a bag full of jelly. For a second, he just stood there scratching
his arms and looking at the man on the floor. Somewhere in the back of his head
he felt bad; in the part of him that still had feelings he knew that the guy
was just a kid with nothing to his name, but that was more than he had right
now. He moved to take the guy’s money and all he found was ten bucks.
Dejectedly, he grabbed the slightly damaged lamp and closed the door as he
left.


“Good night,
hillbilly.”
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He woke up in
a puddle of blood. It wasn’t a huge puddle but there had definitely been some
seepage from his nose and from the back of his head. Despite the fact that he
had been knocked unconscious, he had gotten some good sleep. There was a slight
throb in his head and a little dizziness when he stood up, but other than that
he felt fine. Then he touched his nose and tears sprang to his eyes.


He looked
around for a clock and then realized that they were all packed up. It was
definitely dark outside, but he didn’t know if it was the darkness of 10 at
night or 3 in the morning. He stumbled his way to the wall next to the door and
searched for the light switch. He flicked it on and the dirty light bulbs lit
up and spread their sickly orange glow over the apartment. Where he had been
laying there was a puddle of blood like spilt wine. That was definitely not
coming out of the carpet. There goes his security deposit, on the very first day
too.


He walked to
the bathroom and threw his bloody clothes into a pile, all the while wondering
if they were salvageable or garbage material. He climbed into the shower and
gasped as he turned on the water and its cold kiss assaulted him. The water warmed
up and he gasped again as he ducked his head into the warm spray only to feel
the sting of water on the small gash on the back of his head. He finished his
shower and emerged into the steamy bathroom. There was no ceiling fan to
alleviate the oppressive steaminess from the shower so he opened the door and
felt the stale, but considerably cooler, air from the rest of his apartment
rush in. He used his hand to wipe down the bathroom mirror and look at himself.


He looked like
he had been smacked in the face by Charles Bronson and his famous “sock full o’
quarters.” Maybe he should go to the hospital and get one of those little
pieces of tape that he always saw on people that had broken noses. He wondered
what good a piece of tape did for a broken nose. Maybe it was just there so
that people knew to be careful around your nose. Maybe if you had a piece of
tape people would be extra careful to not throw footballs at you. Maybe they
wouldn’t play that one joke where someone tells you that if your hand is bigger
than your face then you’re not stupid. Then, after you put your hand in front
of your face, they hit your hand, causing it to smack you in the face. Then you
know you’re stupid.


He decided
that it didn’t matter because he didn’t have any health insurance anyway and he
wouldn’t be able to afford to pay the fucking hospital bills. He was pretty
sure a piece of nose tape from the hospital would cost at least two hundred
bucks. He finished with the mirror and realized that he had already done as
much as he could, which was pretty much nothing. His only comfort was that he
had always healed fast.


He wandered
into his living room and plopped down into his throne. He stared at the closed
blinds and wondered if the guy across the way was done rubbin’ one out. Why couldn’t
a hot chick live across the way, like in the movies? Maybe he should get one of
those telescopes so he could get up close and personal with whoever lived in
the building behind his. With his luck someone would call the cops on him for
being a Peeping Tom.


Oh yeah, the
cops. Maybe he ought to call the cops. After all someone did crack him in the
skull with something. He looked around and tried to figure out what that skinny
guy had taken. Nothing seemed to be missing, then he saw his wallet in the corner
where Cap’n Skin & Bones had thrown it. He walked over and bent over to
pick it up. Immediately, he wished he hadn’t. Blood rushed to his head and a
little began to trickle out of his nose. He snatched the wallet up in one swift
movement and then stood up straight. He leaned against the wall to avoid
falling over as his head began to swim. Slowly he flipped through his wallet.
The only thing missing was the ten dollars that he had promised the guy in the
first place. He had gotten robbed for something he was going to give the guy
for free. He walked over to his recliner and sat down. He decided not to call
the cops, the guy didn’t take anything important, not that he noticed anyways.
Fuck the cops. He leaned his head back and went to sleep. Maybe tomorrow would
be better.
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He woke up
with the sun cooking him through the blinds. They didn’t offer much protection
against the rising sun and the heat was making him sweat. He felt a little
better, not great, but better. He certainly didn’t feel like setting up his
apartment, unpacking his meager belongings and putting them in their final
resting places to collect dust. Shit, he didn’t even feel like putting on any
clothes. He sat there thinking about the life he had left behind in Scappoose.
That took all of two seconds, and then he decided to stand up.


Clothes…
that’s what he needed, a nice set of clean clothes. Too bad he hadn’t done
laundry before he had left his last apartment. He ripped open some more boxes
and tried to find something that was kind of clean. He went through the
familiar manly ritual of holding clothes up to his nose and smelling them to
see if they were too rank to wear. He found an old George Thorogood t-shirt
that only faintly reeked of gasoline and bar atmosphere, some jeans that were
fairly clean, and some only-worn-once socks. Not bad.


He took the
rest of the day to set up his apartment. The sun baked his apartment in the
morning, so he had to open up the windows. There was a nice breeze coming from
the river and he noticed the weightlifting masturbator was nowhere to be seen.
He moved things back and forth, up and down, until he got it right. When he was
all done, he laid down on his mattress like a whore waiting for the John to do
his business and leave. The place was already cluttered. He almost wished Cap’n
Skin & Bones had taken some of his stuff so he would have a little more
room. That’s when he noticed that his lamp was missing. It should be right there
on his night stand next to his bed, but he looked and it wasn’t there. It
couldn’t be lost in the clutter. There was a lot of stuff, but everything he
had was visible. Oh well, the fucking thing didn’t work right anyway. He had
gotten drunk one night and threw it across the room after a bad day at the gas
station. It wouldn’t be missed. It was almost a relief to not have that
spontaneously flickering lamp around anymore. Besides, he could get by with the
sickening, peach-hued radiance from the overhead light.


He laid back
on his bed and dreamed of the future. The city hadn’t been kind to him, but it
couldn’t get any worse. He wondered if he would even be able to find a job with
the way he looked. It didn’t really matter, he wasn’t qualified for anything other
than a minimum wage job, and the people that owned those places didn’t
generally give a fuck as long as you showed up on time, were capable of getting
your turds in the toilet, and didn’t steal their shit. He’d be fine. Maybe he’d
get a job waiting tables at some high class restaurant, and one of those rich
business ladies would fall in love with him and become his sugar mama. Yeah,
that’d be sweet.


He dreamed of
ladies with their hair in buns and briefcases in their hands walking back and
forth, throwing dollar bills at his naked body.
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He woke up
starving. His stomach growled so loud that he was jerked out of his sleep. He
hadn’t eaten for two days… ever since he had gone through that drive-thru in
the U-Haul. Fuck! The U-Haul he ran downstairs in the morning light and saw
that the U-Haul was still sitting where he had left it. The back door was open
and there was a lumpen shape huddled in sleep on the bed of the U-Haul. At
least the truck was still there. He ran upstairs and searched through his
bloody pants lying on the bathroom floor and found the keys to the U-Haul.


He ran back
downstairs to get rid of the vagrant in the back of his truck. He hopped into
the back of the truck and approached the lump cautiously. His nose registered
the stale stench of cheap wine and body odor. He kicked the figure in the ribs,
not softly, but not hard enough to do any damage.


“Get the fuck
out of my truck.”


“Lemme sleep.”


It was a
woman’s voice. He hadn’t been expecting that. He felt bad about kicking her,
but he had to get this thing back before it cost him any more money. He was
already a hundred bucks in the hole because he had forgotten. Christ, how could
he have forgotten? Maybe he could play it off with the guy in the office and
claim that he had gotten jumped and was in the hospital for two days. Yeah,
that could work. He certainly looked like he had been worked over.


“Get the fuck
out! I gotta get this thing back before I have to pay more money. You got fifty
bucks you wanna throw in on this?”


“If I had
fifty bucks, I wouldn’t be sleeping here asshole.”


“Then get out,
before I call the cops.”


“C’mon, lemme
stay. I’ll give you a blowji.”


The wretched
shape sat up abruptly and smiled at him with a gummy grin devoid of teeth. Her
eyes were red-rimmed and her hair looked like the tangles you might find on
Bigfoot’s ass. He gagged.


“I don’t think
so.”


“Well, if you
want me out of here, you’re going to have to drag me out.”


“Don’t make
this difficult, just get out.”


She didn’t
even respond, she just laid back down and rolled over turning her back to him.
He lost it. He grabbed her by the Bigfoot tangles and dragged her out of the
back of the truck. He lifted her up onto his shoulder in a fireman’s carry and
let her down on the sidewalk. The smell of her rancid body clung to his shirt.
He’d have to remember to look for a laundromat on the way to the U-Haul place.


“Ooooh, big
strong man, pickin’ on the lil’ drunk lady. Bet you’re proud of yourself. You
don’t know who you’re fuckin’ with.”


“You’re a bum.
That’s all I need to know.”


“You just
fucked up real bad. You coulda had yourself a blowji and maybe some more…
butchyoo gotta be an asshole. I’m leavin,’ but I’ll see ya real soon. You can
count on that.”


He grabbed a
dollar out of his pocket and tossed it at the lady. “Go get a fuckin’ Whopper
and stop your whining. You think I’m gonna let you live in my U-Haul for the
rest of your life?”


She picked up
the dollar and wandered off muttering something to the effect of “Fuck your
Whopper” or “Fuck you” or some combination of the two. He hoped the U-Haul
people didn’t step into the back of the truck or they would smell the baglady’s
stale nastiness. It was as if it had sunk into the molecules of the walls. He
wondered what a toothless blowjob was like; maybe he should call her back. As
he was debating the pros and cons of a toothless blowjob, he saw a puddle of
urine in the corner of the vehicle and decided against it. He wondered if there
were any hot chicks out in the world that didn’t have any teeth. He doubted it,
but he crossed his fingers at the same time. He bought a newspaper from the
newspaper box on the corner for 35¢ and sopped up the bag lady’s urine. It was
a dirty job, but if he wanted to save some cash, he was going to have to do it.
He hopped in the truck and drove it to the U-Haul place with the back door open
in the hopes that the swirling wind might dispel the bum stench a little.
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Convincing the
U-Haul guy that he had been in the hospital for a couple of days wasn’t too
difficult; he did look the part. The guy even gave him a twenty dollar discount
on the price. Now he had to find his way home.


Portland was a new city to him. He had been there a couple of times to see Blazer games,
but other than that, it was unfamiliar territory. He knew he was about four or
five miles from his apartment and that he had crossed the river on the way in.
He also knew that he didn’t want to stick around in the neighborhood that he
was in right now. The place consisted of strip clubs and mini marts all
populated by dirty looking people that seemed to have nothing better to do on a
Thursday morning than sit around and look forlorn. It seemed that the whole
city was filled with these dregs, these filth. The only normal looking people
were the ones driving through the town making their way to work. They cruised
by with blind eyes to the rot that was happening all around them. People like
Old Cap’n Skin & Bones seemed to be as common to Portland as rednecks were
to Scappoose. Everyone had that hungry look and the itch of addiction on their
faces.


He started
walking down the street. He knew that in a place like this it wouldn’t look
good to gawk like a tourist. Bad things happened to tourists or people that
didn’t seem to know what was going on. He felt like a tourist, and he
definitely didn’t have his thumb on the heartbeat of the city, but he had
already seen what had happened to those that didn’t at least pretend. He walked
with purpose, observing the world out of the corner of his eyes.


He walked down
  Sandy Boulevard until it joined with Burnside at one of the most fucked up
intersections he had ever seen. The sun beat down on his brown hair until he
felt that his brain was boiling in blood. He was surprised that steam didn’t
escape from the small gash on the back of his head. He had to get out of the
sun. It did not agree with him and his eyebrows were waterlogged with sweat. A
little bead of sweat spilled over and dropped into his eye, stinging him and
forcing him to squint.


He waited at
the intersection for the walk signal, trying to think of what he should do. He
was definitely hungry. He decided to keep walking until he found a place to
procure a little sustenance. His feet cooked in his shoes as he crossed the
street. The gutters were littered with old coffee cups, crushed cans of Pabst
Blue Ribbon, and cigarette butts. He felt the danger of the stopped cars
thrumming engines as he walked past their lifeless eyes. The engines revved and
changed pitch as the air conditioners kicked in, making his way from one side
of the street to the other. It sounded like they were threatening him, letting
him know that if they weren’t enslaved by their owners, they would grind his
body into spaghetti sauce and sausage. Cars were like that, all beautiful when
you were sitting inside them, all mayhem when you had to walk in front of them.
He finally crossed the street feeling like he had just run the gauntlet, when
he saw a promising place a couple of blocks up the street. He ambled past a
couple of bums in an alley who apparently hated the sun just as much as he did.
He had become accustomed to the bums by now as they had lined pretty much every
street he had been on in Portland. He didn’t even feel bad that he didn’t look
at them or care about them. He didn’t even care that he had stopped assigning
them genders. They weren’t “that homeless guy” or “that homeless girl.” They
were just bums.


He finally
made it to the refuge of a coffee shop. People were situated out front,
drinking coffee and eating little biscuits or muffins. These people definitely
weren’t bums. They all looked like beatniks from the seventies. The ladies and
the guys wore dark black glasses, the kind that soldiers wear in Vietnam movies. The clothing they wore consisted almost completely of earth tones, very
boring. One of the girls had a knit cap on that made her look like an out of
place snowboarder. The beatniks stank; they didn’t stink like bums, but they
definitely seemed to have their own odor that wasn’t entirely pleasant. They
smelled like high end cigarettes and cat food, which was odd because one of
them had a big shaggy dog that was curled around his master’s feet, which were
encased in socks and sandals. The beatniks were apparently enjoying the sun. 


It wasn’t a
hamburger joint or a taco stand like he had hoped for, but he doubted he would
make it that far if he didn’t sit down and get something to eat. He stepped
inside the glass doors, past the Stanks out front, and into the cool damp of an
old building painted in gaudy colors and filled with trendy furniture and
black-haired people that made the furniture bow in deference at their coolness.
Eyes looked up, gave him a cursory glance, and dismissed him as an oddity or a
bore.


He walked up
to the counter and looked at the food in a glass case as the coffee-making
woman with the holes in her ears eyed him with disdain. Her attitude billowed
off her like waves of fog pouring in from the coast. She didn’t like him, or
she didn’t like people, or she didn’t like men, or one of those things that
makes people instantly dislike someone else.


“Are you gonna
want any coffee?”


“Yeah, sure.”


“What kind?”


“Uhhh, I don’t
know… coffee.”


“Just coffee?
We don’t do ‘just coffee.’”


He was getting
annoyed with the girl with holes in her ears. He noticed she had a little
moustache growing. He wondered if she did that on purpose or just didn’t know.


“What do you
recommend?”


“How about I
just make you something?”


He guessed she
disliked him so much that she didn’t even want to recommend anything. That was
fine. He didn’t much feel like talking to her either. Besides, if she was busy making
something, he could take a little time and interpret the strange food that was
contained within the glass case.


“Make me
something.”


She whirred
into life, temporarily dropping the chip on her shoulder, and started to pour,
grind, fill, and steam something. He redirected his eyes back to the glass case.
Little pastry things gleamed in rows as grease stains spread imperceptibly on
the paper that surrounded them. Biscotti, scones, and little cakes all peered
up at him. He picked out a little cake with some type of jelly on it and asked
the lady with the holes in her ears to grab one for him when she got the
chance. Three minutes later she had finished preparing whatever she had
concocted and retrieved his fatcake and proudly announced that his total was
$7.50.


He handed over
the cash and took his high priced snack over to the window to watch the Stanks
live their lives from behind the nasal protection of the glass. He devoured the
cake in no time at all. It wasn’t bad. It wasn’t two dollars and fifty cents
good, but it was ok. He still would have rather had a whopper or two.


The Stanks
outside sat in their chairs with ease and sipped their coffee every now and
then. They seemed in no hurry to get to their lives. He wondered if the coffee
shop owner paid them to sit there, because they all looked bored. Their eyes
searched the streets for something that they never seemed to find and they
didn’t even seem to be conscious that they were looking for anything. Some of
them read books or magazines, while others engaged each other in the sort of
conversation that was free of laughter. He watched as one girl reached down to
scratch her leg; he clearly saw the shine of blonde hair all over her legs.
This was definitely not the place for him to be.


The inside of
the café was quiet, except for the occasional blast of steam. He wanted to
leave as soon as possible, so he pulled the lid off of his drink and took a
sip. It was like swallowing liquid earwax. He felt stuck. There was no way that
he was going to throw away five dollars worth of coffee, but he definitely didn’t
want to drink it. He felt the eyes of the other customers focus on him in his
front row seat. What were they thinking? Were they wondering why he was still
here? Were they silently waiting until he had left before they began talking
about him? He wanted to go. He wanted to throw his five dollar cup of earwax on
the floor and run down the street and go to sleep with the bums. At least bums
didn’t expect anything from you. They didn’t care if you didn’t belong. Shit,
they were the lowest of the low. What did they care about style? What did they
care if you let a swear word slip every now and then? What did they care if you
liked to laugh a little? Society said they were nothing and so they had nothing
to say… not anything that mattered, at least.


He took another
drink.


The lady with
holes in her ears began straightening up the café. She carried a wet towel with
her and gave each empty table a cursory circular swipe that left water streaks
in the dampened brightness of the sun. She gathered together sections of the
day’s newspaper and put them back in the rack next to the front doors. He
watched as she flitted across the room and wondered why she had holes in her
ears.


You could put
your fingers through her earlobes. He took another drink.


Shit, the
right man could put his cock through her earlobes. He wondered if she liked
cocks and if her moustache would feel pleasant on his balls. He took another
drink.


He wondered
what she would do if someone got their dick stuck in her earlobe. Would they
have to rip her earlobe to get their dick back out? Or would they simply pull
out that piece of pipe she had stuck in her ear?


The lady with
the holes in her ears wiped down the last empty table and stepped outside for a
quick cigarette. He took another drink.


He wondered if
she took out those pipes in her ears, would her earlobes go back to normal.
Would they close up like a butthole after a rectum-tearing dump? The lady took
a drag off of her cigarette and smoke billowed around her head like attitude
pouring off of a waitress. He took another drink.
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            He
finished his coffee and his wondering and decided to find a real place to eat.
The coffee was tearing at his insides and sitting painfully in his stomach. He
left the cup on the table so the lady with the holes in her ears would have
something to clean. He strolled past the hairy-legged lady and the man with the
dog and the sandals. He was sure that if he came back in four or five hours,
they would still be there.


            He
continued his journey down Burnside. The morning sun had been replaced by the noon sun and his skin quickly resumed cooking again. He wondered if bruises burned like
regular skin. His nose throbbed but he couldn’t tell if it was burned; it was
usually the first thing to burn.


            In
the distance, he could see the beginnings of the bridge that he had crossed
earlier in the day, when he was driving the U-Haul. The street sloped down
towards the bridge at an almost imperceptible angle. Heat waves danced in front
of his eyes and even the bums had disappeared. He walked past cheap hotels,
used car dealerships, and a used condom glittering in the sunlight.


            He
saw some bus stops along the way, but he didn’t know where they went or if they
would take him to the right place. Plus, the people sitting at the stops didn’t
look like the type of people you would want to sit next to. Hell, at the
moment, he didn’t look like the type of person you would want to sit next to.
He would rather just keep walking rather than deal with the awkwardness of
scaring people.


            There
were no food places on the east side of the bridge. There wasn’t even a burger
place. The people changed as he approached the bridge. There were still a few Stanks
and bums, but now there were people on bikes and people on skateboards. There
were even a few ragged punks walking dogs and carrying the things they owned on
their back. He liked the ruggedness of the punks. They didn’t seem to have
given up on life yet. They seemed to have some sort of purpose.


            He
walked by all of the new-to-him denizens of the city and set out across the Burnside Bridge. The bridge began to rise from the city floor and soon he was walking past
the tops of buildings and then over some train tracks, until he was finally
able to peer over the side of the bridge at the water below. The water was
fascinating. What made certain sections of the river calmer and darker than
other sections? Tiny boats moved across the surface of the river headed for
nowhere in particular.
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            The
food wasn’t great but it was certainly better than the crap he had consumed at
the coffeshop full of Stanks; he sat in a shitty McDonald’s downtown on Sixth Avenue with a beautiful shaded view of the bus mall. A never-ending stream of busses
filed past the pristine McDonald’s window as business people strolled past the
bums that peered into garbage cans looking for magic beans. All they ever found
were half-eaten sandwiches and empty bottles and cans. No beans, no hope of
grabbing the golden goose, just more of the same.


            The
sun couldn’t penetrate the valley between the tall office buildings so it was
cool inside. He was glad of this, because the warmth emanating from his nose
told him that he had already gotten his fill of sun for the day.


            Greasy
meat and potatoes filed past his teeth and down the back of his throat in an
orderly, but nonchalant, manner.


            The
plan – a guy had to have a plan. There was no use moving from this spot if he
didn’t have a plan. He felt a little overwhelmed at the possibilities. Nothing
could move a man to indecision like an overabundance of choice, and he had
never been good at making decisions. Even if he only had two things to choose from,
he could waste four or five hours weighing the consequences of each choice
until he finally jumped in and dealt with the consequences. He thought back and
realized that this was his problem; this was why he was here, in a new city, trying to build a new life and bury the old. Maybe he wasn’t trying to build
anything. Maybe he was just trying to bury the past and forget about the
present. It was always harder to get rid of what had already happened than to
deal with what was going on.


            Unfortunately,
he didn’t have anything going on at the moment. He just was. For all intents
and purposes there was no present; there was no now. He was here in the window
of a McDonald’s watching bums dig in the garbage; the only thing keeping him
from being one of them was the shower that he had taken a few days ago. Give
him some time and some expenses and he could just as easily be digging for
magic beans like the guy in the sailor cap and the beaten up white loafers who
had just found a barely edible chicken nugget at the bottom of the garbage can.
It wasn’t a magic bean, but you couldn't eat a magic bean anyway.


            He
laughed to himself, looking dangerous to those around him. He wondered what
would have happened to old Jack if he had come home and soaked the magic beans
for a couple of hours, eaten them when they were soft, and then gone to bed. He
wouldn’t have had to worry about his shitty little life anymore, because that
goddamned beanstalk would have erupted right out of his stomach and climbed the
clouds to the sky. He would simply be a pile of fertilizer under the great
roots of a beanstalk that fostered false dreams of redemption and security in
the minds of simpletons. Isn’t that what they all were anyway?


            The
brief glimpse of a smile disappeared from his face, as he contemplated what he
would do with some magic beans. He thought it might be better to just down the
fuckin’ things and go to sleep. Have a magic night of sleep and a magic night
of death; none of it really mattered anyway. Magic beans didn’t exist and he
still didn’t have a plan.


“I guess if
you want to forget about the past, you have to have a present.”


He finished up
his burger and walked out of the McDonald’s, filled with grease and
ambivalence. He filed past a newspaper box that held some counterculture rag
that purported to be the alternative to the daily newspaper. It was free, so he
snagged a copy. On the cover was a drag queen, complete with bad make-up and conspicuous
Adam’s apple. He walked home in the comforting valley of the office buildings.
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            He
got back to his apartment and slowly climbed the two flights of stairs that led
up to his apartment. His muscles, legs and brains throbbed from the trials of
the last two days. He leaned over the wrought iron railing of the first landing
stairwell and looked down at the street. Rather than climb the last flight of
stairs, he just sat there and watched the street below him. There was no Cap’n
Skin & Bones and no toothless bums; just the sun baking the street and the
swaying of the hanging willow branches. The hum of the city had died down for a
second, one brief second, and he almost felt that everything was alright.


            He
watched the street for a few minutes more and then clomped his way up the last
flight of stairs to his apartment. The key rattled in the lock and he stepped
inside his apartment. It was still warm but not as warm as it was in the
morning. It was dark inside because the sun had moved to the other side of the
building. He walked inside and plopped down on his mattress. He leaned back
with his arms behind his head and tried to go to sleep.


            Thoughts
ran through his head like a mob of angry children picking on an outcast,
lashing out with sticks, spinning away, and laughing before they could be
comprehended or stopped. Then came thoughts about her; her and the baby. Well,
she hadn’t been a baby exactly, but that was how he thought of her. She hadn’t
had time to grow up and become a child.


            He
sat up abruptly, not liking the sting or the direction of his thoughts. He
grabbed his “independent” newspaper off of the recliner and began thumbing
through it. The articles were your typical liberal articles. Joe-so-and-so has
been misappropriating funds… blah, blah, blah. Residents are upset that a
Wal-Mart will be coming to Southeast Portland. The Stanks are going to love
that. Maybe Wal-Mart will bulldoze that shitty coffee shop and the creeps that
sit out front stinking and being. There was a mind-blowing exposé on the
intensifying violence of Portland’s youth. Apparently, a group of twenty kids
had pulled a Stank off his bicycle and beat him to death. Maybe if they didn’t
dress like nerds that wouldn’t be a problem. There’s a fine line between
wearing unique clothing and putting on a "beat-me-up" costume.


            The
paper was littered with ads for everything; that was the curse of being
“independent.” You had to sell your ass to every lowlife and scumbag company in
the city. In the back of the paper, there were ads for “escorts,” High-priced
hookers who would never say they were going to fuck you and charged an arm and
a leg whether they did or not. One of his co-workers at the gas station in
Scappoose, a guy named Clint, had ordered an escort once. He said she had come
to the door in 30 minutes, just like a pizza; hot pussy pie.


He smiled
thinking about the way Clint had said “hot pussy pie.” He had rocked up on his
toes and arched his back, looking as if he was trying to push his dick as far
away from himself as possible. Clint had said that the chick was average-looking
at best and, in the end, all he got was what amounted to a hundred-dollar hand job.


He looked at
the pictures for a while and decided that’s exactly what he needed; a piece of
“hot pussy pie.” He wasn’t going to pay for it though. He could give himself a
hundred-dollar hand job for free. It’s not like he had the money to throw
around anyways. He had enough money for a couple of months rent and living, but
living didn’t include paying some skank a hundred bucks to massage his junk.


He flipped
through the paper looking at all the ads and remembering what it was like to
chase after something that wasn’t within your power to just take. “Hot pussy
pie” had to be given if it was going to be any good. He was mulling over all
the techniques, all the little tricks and ploys he knew about for attaining a
piece of pie when an ad jumped out at him. “Fetish Night at Beelzebub’s,” it
said. It had a picture of a little devil poking a woman in the ass with a
pitchfork. It was as good a place to start as any. He doubted that any of the
women there would mind if he totally butchered his approach. That could be his
fetish; trying to pick up women with bad pick up lines and gimmicks. He wasn’t
confident of his skills. It had been a long time since he had tried to hook up
with anyone, but at the very least, he might have some fun.
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            The
time had come. He had showered and cleaned himself up as well as he could.
There wasn’t much he could do for the bruising on his face, but he still
decided he looked better than most people. He didn’t know what to expect or
even why he was doing what he was doing. He didn’t really care. It would be
good to do something and forget about the problems, the things that hung over
his head.


            He
stepped out of his lovely abode and sauntered down the street ready to face the
rest of the night and the unknown. Just from looking at all of the events
listed on the club’s ad, the place he was heading to was a real freakshow type
of place. Beelzebub’s it was called and it seemed to cater to the darker side
of the public, hence the name. It was on the west side of town, two blocks over
from the Burnside Bridge. It was definitely in the right part of town if you
wanted to see freaky people.


            He
had walked down Burnside on his way home from the rental office. In between the
coffee shop and the McDonald’s he had somehow walked past the place without
marking it. He probably hadn’t noticed it because of all the bums and lowlifes
that had populated the street. It wasn’t the worst part of town, but it was
close.  It was the type of place that would make a person notice the lump that
they called a wallet in their back pocket. Only he didn’t carry a wallet and
had nothing to lose.


            The
summer heat had abated for the evening and the coolness on his skin was a great
relief to the stifling air of his apartment. He walked down the street,
enjoying the crisp night air and the splash of streetlight fluorescence. It was
 10 o’clock on a Monday night and there was no sun, no traffic, and no bums in
sight. This was how he had imagined it, his move to the city. He set off down
the street enjoying the silence of his gait as it moved him down the evenly divided
squares of concrete that made up the sidewalk. The trees hung over the sidewalk
and abutted the buildings, making a kind of tunnel of darkness. He could see
the streetlights splashing the pavement at the next intersection. He was
reminded of all those life-after-death stories.


            ‘Go
into the light,’ he thought to himself and laughed. He must look mad, a beat up
face in jeans and a T-shirt laughing his way down the block. He stopped to
admire the splotches of unintelligible graffiti emblazoned on the wall. It was
green and he couldn’t quite make out the meaning of it. He liked the way it
looked, especially the runs of paint that had dried in mid-drip, but he
couldn’t figure out why anyone would take time to spray paint something that no
one else could figure out. Maybe there was a secret society of taggers or gang
members that could read taganese. He certainly wasn’t one of them.


            He
moved on, down and across the street, noticing the various splashes of black,
green, and red that had been left on the city. Maybe they weren’t made by
people at all. Maybe they were made by aliens as signposts. It made sense. An
alien might travel thousands of light-years or whatever distance they used
these days, find himself in a city, and wind up hopelessly, completely lost.
That’s probably why he couldn’t read the damn things. Aliens had made them. It
all made perfect sense.


            His
thoughts cascaded through the waterfall of his mind as the blocks passed away
under his feet and the alien tags passed by his eyes. Soon, he found himself on
Burnside. Even if someone had dropped him here on the street wearing a blindfold,
he would probably still have been able to tell that it was Burnside. The shops
here were decidedly skuzzy and all closed by 6:00, except for the ones that catered to the myriad of street people that populated the streets. These people
weren’t punks or gangsters, they were 100% genuine street people. They weren’t
there because they loved the streets, you could tell that by looking at them.
They were there because they had no place else to go or they didn’t have the
mind to make sense of what they were supposed to do. Some of them pushed around
shopping carts full of possessions and others simply sat and stared at the
ground, looking up occasionally, as if the world had suddenly changed on them. The
ones pushing carts didn’t actually push them as much as they stood there
looking confused, waiting for someone to take them home, maybe a lost lover or
a family member that has been looking for them since they went missing. They
were more than homeless, these people; they were people-less. He wasn’t afraid
of them. He didn’t even feel sorry for them. He felt like an alien walking
through an open air zoo full of humans that had been reduced to exhaustion and
loneliness. For a second, he wished that he could teach these people to read
the graffiti and maybe find a better place, a home. Regrettably, he didn’t know
how to read the signs and he realized he wasn’t too far from being one of these
creatures himself.


            He
put some purpose in his step and covered the last two blocks to Beelzebub’s in
no time at all. It was all well and good to walk along pondering the
mundanities of the world, but sooner or later you had to get living. He stood
in front of Beelzebub’s in his power-stance eyeing the maw of the place.
Painted flames ran up the side of the building and a burly bouncer stood with
his arms folded, eyeing him from the corner of his eye. He was big, but he
didn’t look like he could bounce much more than an empty beer mug off a dive
bar’s table. He stood there wondering whether he wanted to go in, when a couple
of leather-clad women strolled by and into Beelzebub’s without a look at the
bouncer. His groin filled with desire and for a second he thought it had moved
simply at the sight of the pasty skinned duo strolling arm-in-arm.


            ‘I
guess the party’s already started,’ he thought as he steeled himself for a
night full of fetish and probable embarrassment.


            As
he attempted to walk in, the bouncer put his hand in the middle of his chest,
stopping him in his tracks. He looked into the man’s green-flecked brown eyes,
waiting for an explanation. The bouncer looked at his face with green-flecked
calculation before he spoke.


            “Looks
like you’ve been in some scrapes, fella. We don’t want no trouble in here. Are
you going to be trouble?”


            He
looked the bouncer straight in the eye, hesitating and sending dark thoughts
through the man’s hand on his chest, up his arm and into his brain. When the
thoughts hit the man’s brain, he could feel an almost imperceptible recoil in
the man’s hand.


            “I’m
not going to be any trouble, guy.” He went to move past the bouncer but he
quickly stepped in front and gave him another shove to the chest; this one was
much softer and had a tinge of respect behind it.


            “I’m
glad to hear it,” the bouncer stammered, “but, I want to make sure we’re clear.
Just cuz’ those ladies dress like sluts, doesn’t mean you can go in there and
treat them like sluts. I’ve seen your type before. They show up at the door
expecting loose women and even looser rules. That ain’t the way it is, pal.
Don’t do anything in there that is gonna make me have to talk to you again,
cuz’ you ain’t gonna like the way I talk.”


            The
bouncer released his hold on him and he took a half a step forward before he
wheeled around. His blood seethed and boiled inside his veins. He could feel it
pulsing through the walls of his mouth. He felt like his body was filled with
sharp clawed bugs that were trying to escape from his skin.


            “You
don’t have anything to worry about. That ain’t my style, so if I have to ‘talk’
to you again, it’s because you have a problem with me. And if I have to ‘talk’
to you, you’re going to earn the title of bouncer… because that’s exactly what
will happen when your lifeless body hits the sidewalk.”


            The
bouncer was apparently stunned at his candor because he had no problem walking
into Beelzebub’s. Soon he was inside the door and away from the bouncer’s
green-flecked calculations.


            He
didn’t see as the bouncer called over one of his compatriots and pointed out
the man in the T-shirt, blue jeans, and the bruised face.
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            He
shoved his way through the crowd, the majority of which seemed to be hanging out
by the entrance, creating the illusion that the place was more packed than it
actually was. The inside of Beelzebub’s was not what he had expected. He was
expecting a more dungeon-like atmosphere with lots of open space and
rubber-girls performing scandalous skills while reclining in medieval torture
devices. That’s not what it was at all.


            The
inside of the club was dingy and dark. There were only two sources of
illumination; a string of red Christmas lights that ran all the way around the
club and overhead blacklights that lit up the middle of the room. A bar ran
along one side of the club and the rest of the place was open space, except for
a stage at the end of the bar. Hot cigarette smoke and exhaled breath hovered
in the air making it unbearably hot.


As he stood,
surveying the landscape, people milled around. The majority of the people stood
against the bar or near the entrance. The people were also unexpected. There
were quite a few people dressed like he had imagined, leather outfits, whips,
chains, and all the fixin’s; however, there were also quite a few people who
seemed to be out of place, people like himself. The majority of the latter
seemed to be composed of college students and quite a few Stanks. The Stanks'
thick, black plastic eyeglasses glinted underneath the blacklights of Beelzebub’s.
He wondered how many of them were here just to get a piece of “hot pussy pie.”


As he
contemplated this, the two women who had entered just before he did walked by.
The first girl was leading the other girl by a leash attached to a studded leather
collar that hung loosely around the second girl’s neck. He eyed the second
girl’s apple bottom as she walked by.


The “leader”
was wearing a black vinyl dress that clung to her like a second skin and came
down to the muscular part of her thigh. The dress zipped up in the front, or at
least, it would have had she not had the zipper lowered to an almost scandalous
level. He didn’t mind admiring the area between the hills of her breasts. The
skin there glittered and would have glowed even if the blacklights hadn’t been
there. She had copper red hair culled into an all-business ponytail, which
bounced a little with each high-heeled step.


The first girl
was stunning to look at but it was the second girl that he couldn’t take his
eyes off of. She had black hair that looked almost purplish. Her face was made
up to look pale, but on her abundance of exposed flesh he saw that she had a
bit of natural color. She was wearing a more conservative outfit than the
copper-haired girl, but that still wasn’t saying much. She wore a pair of vinyl
pants that came up to her lower back and left a tiny portion of butt exposed.
Even were that not exposed, he could still basically see what was going on
underneath her clothes. Skin-tight vinyl pants had a way of doing that for a
girl’s figure. She wore a purple and black leather corset that smashed her
boobs together and showed off her figure to perfection. Her high cheekbones and
cut jawline gave her serious no nonsense look.


The
copper-haired girl led the second girl through the crowd as if she was showing
off her prize possession. She walked like a woman who was used to getting what she
wanted, her hips sauntering back and forth with each step. The girl on the
leash followed almost adoringly, the shiny rubber of her pants reflected the
blacklights off the curve of her ass. They marched up on stage and the music
began.


It was some
sort of industrial shit. It reminded him of an old Nine Inch Nails song because
there was a sound that kept repeating in the music of someone squeezing the
trigger of something that had compressed air, a kind of air-hiss every few
seconds. He remembered a line from the song but not the actual name. He
believed it said, “I want to fuck you like an animal.”


‘Yeah… that
sounds about right,’ he thought to himself as he admired the two girls on
stage. Apparently they were going to put on some type of show. The music
thumped through the enclosed space like the inside of a factory. He supposed
that’s why they called it industrial music.


The girls
mounted the stage and the blacklights turned off as the stage lights clicked
on. Purplish lights flooded the stage making the girls’ faces look even paler.
He imagined that he could see the veins standing out in their faces. They began
dancing and gyrating to the music. Their bodies moved in time to the impossible
beat. He didn’t think that anyone could ever dance to this music, but here was
living breathing proof that it was possible.


The
copper-haired girl fixed her gaze on the crowd and tugged on the leash. The
second girl fell on her knees in a manner that had been practiced so often it
almost looked real. The girl on the leash crawled to the copper-haired girl and
looked up at her adoringly. The copper-haired girl unzipped her dress so that
everything was bare, even the part of her body where there should have been
hair. Instead of hair, there was a tattoo of a bat dripping blood from its
wings.


The tattoo
would have been hard to see for most people, but somehow his body had migrated
unconsciously to the front of the stage. His mind hadn’t registered the shoving
or the indignant stares of the Stanks and leather-people as he made his way
through the crowd. The only thing he could see were the two dark angels putting
on their show in the flare of purple light.


The copper-haired
girl slapped the girl on the leash and then wrapped the leash around her fist
bringing her closer. He could plainly see the pink handprint that grew on the
leashed girl’s face. The copper-haired girl had wound most of the leash around
her hand until it had become a leash covered fist that floated inches from the
leashed girl’s face. The thumping beat of the music stopped. The crowd held its
breath as they eyeballed the strange little tableau on the stage.


In a shocking
burst the copper-haired girl’s fingers snapped open as the music kicked in
again. Her open hand reached behind the leashed girls head in a violent
movement and shoved the leashed one’s head between her own spread legs. The
purplish lights flashed in patterns as the music built and built to a furious
passion. He felt like he was in an automated automobile manufacturing plant
where all the machines had been injected with speed instead of oil. The leashed
girl’s head moved in between the copper-haired girls legs in wild time with the
music. People were doing one of two things: screaming at the top of their lungs
or standing there rapt, as he was. He didn’t really notice these things as much
as he felt them. The music drowned out any sound and he only had eyes for the
girls on stage.


The lights
flashed so fast that the leashed girl’s head seemed to be glowing. The
intermittent splotches of purplish light that lit upon her hair reflected back
so that it looked like any second her head was going to explode.


The music
stopped and the lights changed from purple to a blaring white. The change was
so sudden that the “woo’ers” in the crowd stopped making their catcalls. The
copper-haired girl yanked on the leash and pulled the second girl from between
her legs. His mouth dropped open at what he saw.


The
copper-haired girl stood there with her legs spread just like before, except
now there were smears of red all over her privates and smeared along her inner
thighs. He quickly tore his face away from the revolting sight and focused on
the face of the so-black-it’s-purple-haired girl. She had blood coming out of
her mouth as well as smeared all over her cut jawline and chin. It was then
that the copper-haired girl spoke.


“How do I
taste, my dear?”


The girl on
the leash crawled on all fours to the front of the stage as the copper-haired
girl let the leash go slack. She looked him right in the eye, because somehow
he had gotten to the very front of the stage. He would give anything to be
standing at the back of the room with some of the Stanks right now.


Her body
convulsed and shook as if she was having a seizure. His skin crawled because
she never took her eyes off of him. Then suddenly she threw up onto the shiny
black floor of Beelzebub’s. Crimson liquid splashed from the girl’s mouth onto
the floor in a thick puddle of stickiness. The silence in the crowd seemed to
fill the room worse than the hundred or so people that had been smoking in
here. There was dead silence and then the leashed girl smiled at him. Her teeth
were covered in blood and he clearly saw that the two canine teeth were
pointed.


Just as he
felt he had to say something the lights turned off. The crowd, which had been
silent until now, roared with applause. The “woo’ers” came out of the woodwork
and the place rang with stomping feet.


“Alright!
Let’s hear it for The Fabulous Vamp Twins. C’mon, give ‘em a hand and pick your
jaws up off the floor.”


The crowd
applauded even louder at the announcer’s words. They felt assured that it was
ok to applaud because the announcer told them it was so.


“One more time
for Morosia and Bleak, The Fabulous Vamp Twins.”


The crowd
applauded again and then the house light came on. People moved to the bar in a
flood of humanity, either to celebrate what they just saw or a get a beer that
would make them forget it. All of the sudden, he needed a beer too.


The crowd
milled around waiting for the next act. The Stanks huddled in a crowd and
talked in little groups. The fetish people strolled around in their provocative
outfits. Somehow they seemed to have lost their exotic charm for him. The only
thing he was interested in now was knocking down a few and hoping that the next
performance wasn’t as disturbing. He felt nauseous every time he thought about
the girl’s sick, blood-stained grimace inches from his face. He looked down and
saw that the tips of his shoes were covered in a red substance. Then he looked
inside of his bottle and found a little comfort.


He had downed
six bottles of comfort when it happened. The acts had been coming on stage
regularly for the last fifteen minutes, none of them were as morbid or stomach
churning as The Fabulous Vamp Twins, but they certainly weren’t the type of
thing that put him in the mood for trapping a piece of elusive “hot pussy pie.”
There was a couple in leather outfits that took turns spanking each other and
pouring hot wax on sensitive spots. One woman covered herself in quick-drying
liquid latex so that she looked like a naked green alien. One man came up and
dangled from a rig that was hung from the ceiling and attached to hooks that
pierced his flesh. The crowd applauded for each of these acts and stomped their
feet and clapped for more. He just drank.


He had just
finished his sixth bottle of beer and was heading to the bar when he bumped
into a woman covered in piercings and leather, nothing original there. Her
drink spilled onto the pierced man that she had been talking to or offering
herself to or whatever the hell she was doing. The man’s eyes lit up, filled
with the look of a man who is about to prove how badass he is to a woman. The
look in his eyes, the size of the man, and the upside-down nose piercing that
the man sported gave the man a bull-like appearance.  His head was shaved and
the veins stood out on his sweat-bead spotted head.


“Watch where
the fuck you’re going!”


He gave the
man a curt “I’m sorry” before moving along, hoping that he had defused the
situation. Just as he thought it was over the man grasped his shoulder from
behind and spun him around.


“I didn’t ask
if you were sorry, boy! I told you to watch where the fuck you’re going.”


He stared the
man in the face and saw that “I’m-gonna-prove-myself look” and decided there
wasn’t going to be a way out of this. He reached up and grabbed the man’s
nose-ring and paused for a half-second as the man’s eyes crossed to look down
at his nose. He laughed at the sight at the same time he wrenched the piercing
free from its fleshy encasing. With his free hand he brought his empty beer
bottle crashing down on the back of the doubled-over man’s head.


The whole
scene took less than a half a second, but it seemed like minutes. He watched in
fascination at his own actions. He saw it all as if time had slowed just for
him: the ripping of the man’s flesh as he tore the horseshoe shaped piercing
from the man’s face, the look of pain and surprise as the
“I’m-gonna-prove-myself look” disappeared from his eyes, the brown glass of his
bottle spreading open to embrace the man’s skull, the brief half-second where
everything seems ok and then the blood starts flowing.


He dropped the
remains of the bottle onto the floor as the bull-man’s head started sprouting
rivers of blood. He was bracing himself for a knee to the man’s face when he
was tackled from behind. Apparently, the bouncers here were quick. As he was lying
on the floor struggling to get free, he locked eyes with one of The Fabulous
Vamp Twins. Was it Morosia or Bleak? He didn’t really have time to find out as
he was ushered out the back door of Beelzebub’s.
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He was dragged
into one of those places you see in movies, the dark alley behind the seedy
joint. He was tossed between two dumpsters as the bouncers discussed what to do
with him.


“C’mon, Earl.
Let’s just call the cops and let them deal with this.” A skinny bouncer in
fingerless leather gloves talked to the bouncer that he had met earlier that
evening.


“I don’t think
so. It’s a matter of principal, Mike. I told this man that I didn’t want any
trouble and he goes and does it anyway.” The bouncer looked down at him with a
sad look in his eye. “I told you if there was gonna be any trouble, we were
gonna have a little talk.” He paused as if to ascertain if what he was saying was
sinking in. The green flecks in his eyes sparkled on the beer bottle-hued plane
of his irises. “I ain’t no hard guy. Since we’re gonna talk, I’ll give you the
first word.” 


The bouncer
stood up straight, folded his arms and looked down at him like there wasn’t
anything that he could say that would make a difference. He was going to get a
stern talking to, one way or the other… so he said what was on his mind.


“Do you know
where I can get a piece of hot pussy pie?”


The other
bouncer, Mike, let a laugh escape from the back of his throat, a big meaty
laugh that was soon quelled when Mike gave him a green-flecked look that would
shut Rush Limbaugh up… and that bastard never quit talking. Earl looked down at
him. The look he had in his eyes was not unlike the look that a father who
loves his son would give if he found out that same son had just raped his own sister.
Then Earl let loose with a steel-toed boot into his midsection.


It hurt. Oh
yeah, everything that Earl did to him hurt… but he’d felt pain before, and this
was nothing compared to that. The boots kept flying and he didn’t care. His
self-preservation instinct kicked in and he took every blow in the most
comfortable fashion that he could. His mind retreated into the back of his head
as the waffle prints rained down upon him.


The last time
he had felt pain like this his whole world had been pulled out from underneath
him.
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He could hear
them inside as he cleaned off the windshield. Two summer months worth of bugs
clung to the front of his car. Old green splotches with the occasional wing
fluttering in the slight southerly breeze. It was the southern breezes that
brought the warm air and the sun with it. It was a good day to have off. He
couldn’t remember the last time he had a day off where the sun actually shone.


Their voices
ricocheted off the pine trees as he struggled to remove the especially crusty
remains of a bee from the windshield; a black and yellow ring of thorax clung
stubbornly despite his best efforts. It might be time to use the all purpose
tool of the human body, the fingernail.


They were
inside closing the windows that had been opened to let the south wind air out
their tiny house. Three months worth of gloom and claustrophobia had seemed to
vanish with the warm fragrant tongue of air from the south. If it was nice here;
it would be even nicer at the beach.


He didn’t much
care for the beach, but that’s the way he was. He didn’t care about places; he
cared about people. He could be sitting in a hot tub in hell and it wouldn’t
even matter as long as his little girl and his wife were there with him. It was
his wife that loved the beach. He could never quite understand it. The place
was dirty, the water was cold, and who knew what kind of diseases and germs all
those animals in the tide pools were carrying. You could bet your next breath
that in a couple of hours, there they’d both be ankle deep in freezing germy
water, poking slimy sea life and giggling like morons. But, hey, the beach was
no hot tub in hell and he’d finally be able to relax with his wife and daughter
the whole weekend. This is why he worked non-stop, right?


He finished
cleaning off the windshield and looked up to see his wife chasing his daughter
through the house. All he could see of his daughter was the top of her blonde
head as it raced through one window, disappeared, and then reappeared in the
next window. He heard the unintentional/intentional laughter of a child being
tickled into submission and he knew who had won this battle.


He sat back to
admire his handiwork and let the southerly breeze ruffle through his hair. Soon
his wife and daughter came out of the house carrying more stuff than anyone
would need for a month, let alone a week.


“We’re only
going away for a night,” he exclaimed in mock surprise. To tell the truth, he
had expected more baggage than that.


“It’s only a
few things… just in case Cassie gets bored.” His wife smiled at him as his
daughter ran full tilt into his legs. She would have fallen flat on her rump if
he hadn’t bent down to scoop her up in time.


“How can she
get bored? All those squirmy things in the water will keep her company.” He
tickled her until she made a high pitched squeal that only parents could love.


Cassie tilted
her round face up at his and pointed a finger at him. “Stop it, Daddy, or
Mommy’s going to spank you.”


“Well I
wouldn’t want that, now would I?” He walked over to his wife with Cassie still
in his arms. The sun beat down on their eyelashes as he gave her a kiss and
felt the softness of her lips. He opened the car door with his free hand and
put Cassie in her safety seat. He let his wife do the dirty work of buckling
all the snaps and making sure everything was safe. When she was done, she
stepped back and he closed the door and then he gave her a kiss that daddies
only give mommies when their children aren’t looking.


“You ready?”


“I’ve been
ready since winter started,” she replied and gave him one last kiss.


“Then let’s
get going.”


They piled
into the car, him after putting away the bags and her after checking to make
sure the doors were locked and pausing to see if they had forgotten anything.
She was good at the little details like that. He probably would have fallen
apart long ago if it hadn’t been for her.


He turned the
key and started the engine. There was a faint chirping, but nothing to worry
about. It was probably one of the belts, but he could get that checked on after
they came back from the beach. That was one of the perks of working at a
service station six days a week; they cut you some slack on the price of labor
when you had to get your piece of shit car worked on.


He backed out
of his driveway to the soothing music of The Slackers, a swing ska band. Ska
was exactly the type of music for a long road trip; it kept the nerves loose
and prevented any sort of road rage, something he had been known for in his
younger days. His wife didn’t like that side of him, so he listened to the
soothing horns and the smooth vocal stylings of Vic Ruggiero.


He made his
way to Highway 30 and headed west. Highway 30 was the straightest road to get
to the beach from Scappoose and he was glad as the town fell away from sight.
He was even gladder when, the smell from the St. Helens mill was past.


They meandered
their way into the safety corridor, a twisted, snake-like road lined with trees.
On the south side of the road, fern-covered mountains rose to the sky. On the
north side the land dropped away to the Columbia River, or so he assumed. The
trees obscured the view, trees with bases that couldn’t be seen. He tapped his
thumbs on the steering wheel as his wife and his daughter discussed the beach.


“So what do
you want to do at the beach, Cassie?”


“I want
starfish,” she squealed with genuine delight.


“What are you
going to do with a starfish?” his wife asked.


“I’m going to
take it home and fill up the bathtub and feed it salad so it stays healthy and
then it will make baby starfish and then I’m going to…”


His daughter
continued detailing her dream of creating a starfish farm as he rounded the
corners of the highway. The up and down motion of the road might do his stomach
in if it went on much longer. It was funny how sometimes a road you had driven
countless times before would hit you in a different way every now and then.


“Don’t you
think the starfish would be happier living in the ocean,” his wife asked
reasonably.


“No,” Cassie
spat back.


“Well, why
not?”


“Because I’ll
love them.”


He listened
with amusement and affection as the car rounded a corner and exploded. Another
car, a red blur, blasted into the front left fender of their car driving it off
the road and into the steep drop off of the north side. For a brief instant, he
imagined that they would fall all the way into the Columbia River. They had no
such luck as their car slammed into the 200-hundred-year thick trunk of a pine
tree. The already battered car wrapped around the tree on the passenger side
and he saw a shock of blonde hair pass before his eyes before everything went
dark.






[bookmark: _Toc327811528]Chapter 13: No Names Necessary


 


The screech of
Beelzebub’s back door and the crunch of a rib brought him back from memory lane
and placed him back down in the pile of slimy slop that existed between the
dumpsters. Earl’s face was covered with beads of sweat. He probably would have
stopped beating the man sooner if the guy had made some sort of noise. Instead,
the man with the bruised nose had just laid there, moving just enough to avoid
any permanent bodily damage. Earl felt slightly dirty, as if he had been up on
the stage of Beelzebub’s doing one of those sick performances that all the
trendy fuckers from the southeast side of the city loved so much. The only
reason he stopped was that he felt the give in the man’s side as one of his
ribs was broken. He stood back, waiting for a noise, a groan, anything that
would let him know that the man with the bruised face was still alive.


Mike had left
a few kicks ago and when the back door opened again Earl thought it was him
that was standing on the single step that led down into the putrescence of the
alley.


“This guy’s
unreal. I ain’t never seen no one take a beatin’ like that.”


“Wow, that’s
great. You must feel like a real badass.”


Earl’s head
snapped up from his examination of the nearly unconscious man at hearing the
sound of a woman’s voice instead of the squeaky-deep voice of Mike.


“What the hell
are you doin’ back here? Don’t you got some freaks to hang out with?”


The woman
approached Earl and he could finally see who was talking, the girl from the
stage show, the one with the purple-black hair. She looked down at him with
pity.


“I think this
guy’s had enough. You should go back inside, someone might be beating the shit
out of a defenseless man.”


Earl leered at
the woman, “We wouldn’t want that, now would we?”


“Just go back
inside.”


“Alright, I’m
goin’.” Earl looked down at him with his green-flecked brown eyes. “You be nice
to my sister… I’d hate to have to talk to you again.” He laughed and wiped the
tops of his boots on the underside of the bloody man’s sprawled legs.


The girl with
the purple-black hair shoved Earl and told him to fuck off, and he headed
inside without another word. The girl with the purple-black hair squatted down
in front of him and peered at him with the same green-flecked, brown eyes of
the man that had literally left him in the gutter. He didn’t feel like saying
much, so he stared back at her wondering what exactly he looked like to her.
The image in his mind may have looked abysmal, but it wasn’t all that different
from reality.


The girl sat
there in a squat, not saying anything. The hem of the coat that she now wore
trailed on the slightly slimy ground of the alley. The orange shine of the one
glaring electric light reflected off of her vinyl pants. The leash that the
copper-haired girl had wrapped around her fist now dangled from her neck and
pendulumed between her legs. She reached into her coat pocket and produced a
pack of cigarettes, Camel Turkish Jades. He could tell by the design of the
package without seeing the words. You don’t work at a gas station for a couple
of years without being able to identify your average domestic cigarette package
designs on sight.


She sat there,
squatting like a gargoyle on top of some medieval cathedral, as she produced a
cigarette from the pack and lit it with a plain ordinary Bic lighter. ‘That’s
wrong,’ he thought. ‘It should be a Zippo, like in the movies.’ His head swam
with the imagined clinks of opening and closing Zippo lighters and the
thousands of faces he had seen using them. The end of her cigarette flared for
a brief instant lighting up her eyes and highlighting the green flecks. He
could definitely see the resemblance to Earl. He wasn’t surprised he hadn’t
noticed before. It’s hard to notice such things when you’re looking at an ass.
Asses just don’t carry the same familial resemblances.


She took a
deep drag off of her now lit cigarette and blew the smoke in his face. He felt
the smoke slide by his face and imagined that the particles of her that had
been in her lungs clung slightly to his own face. She stared at him with the
intensity of a child watching a sunset for the first time. She took another
drag and then spoke.


“It’s
beautiful, you know.”


He didn’t know
if she expected an answer or not, but he tried to speak anyway.


“What?” His
voice rasped, clogged with pain and weariness.


“Your face…
it’s beautiful. If I look close enough… I can see the blood pooling where your blood
vessels have been broken. It’s like watching an apple rot in time lapse
photography.”


He laughed.
How long had it been since he’d laughed? He didn’t know, didn’t really care,
but damn it felt good. It felt like home. It felt like Saturday morning cartoons
and meatloaf with a side of mashed potatoes. And just like that it was gone and
he knew he couldn’t have laughed again if he wanted to.


She took
another puff off of her cigarette and watched him as he tilted his head like a
dog hearing some far off noise. His face had become even more bruised, as if
purple Kool-Aid were running through his veins.


“Since your
getting a free show, are you gonna tell me your name?”


She took
another puff off of her cigarette and regarded him with those odd eyes.


“I could tell
you my name… but what’s the point? It would be just one of many. A shield to
hide behind, a glimmering mirror to aim at the medusa we call identity.”


He had no idea
what she was talking about, but it sounded very deep. He focused on the word
identity and it spun around his head bouncing off the past and careening into
the present like a red car with a drunk driver at the helm.


“What about
you? Do you want to be called something? Do you want me to say your name? Guys
like that you know, when I call them by their names. It makes them feel
special. It makes them feel like they are something… something in this world of
nothing.”


He thought
about it for a second, when in truth he could have thought about it all night
long. A name… so much power in a name; like when Mama used to call him by his
name. Three names meant trouble. Two names meant she was proud. One name meant
that everything was alright. How many names should you have if you didn’t want
to be?


“No… I don’t
need a name either.”


“Interesting…
I’ve never fucked a man with no name before. I mean, I’ve fucked men with no
lives, men with no personalities, men with no inhibitions… but a man with no
name? Never.”


“Who says
you’re going to fuck me?” His head spun around the jungle gym of pain that
blared in his cranium asking itself what exactly he thought he was doing.


“What are you,
kidding me? You’re certainly in no shape to do the fucking.”


He leaned
forward, ignoring the flare of pain in his ribs and the wheeze of his own
breath. He grabbed her by the leash and wrapped it around his fist.


“You’d be
surprised by what kind of things I’m in the shape to do.”
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            The
door to his apartment squeaked open and for a second he thought about how
horrid his apartment would look to someone that wasn’t him. Then he realized
that looks only mattered when you were planning on giving it a go. They only
mattered when you wanted someone to stay. But there was only ever one person
that he had ever wanted to stay, and this woman wasn’t her, and the one that
was her hadn’t stayed… not for long anyway.


            He
shoved open the door with a business-like air and strode into the apartment.
She followed, leash dangling down the front of her corset. His only lamp had
been stolen, so he turned on the light in the bathroom. It provided a modicum
of dingy light that was slightly more romantic than the blazing glare of the
overhead light in the main room of his apartment. It didn’t really matter
because you didn’t need to see to feel. Who was he kiddin’? You didn’t need to
see to fuck. That’s what this was all about, a fuck, a piece of hot pussy pie.


            He
didn’t talk. She didn’t talk. They just went through the ritual: clothes off,
hands on. He attempted to mount her from behind but after two thrusts and two
stabs in the side from his broken ribs, he realized he wasn’t going to get
anywhere with that position. She sensed his pain and got up. She grabbed his
cock and steered him onto his back.


            The
left side of her body glowed a pale orange from the dirty bathroom light. She crawled
on top of him gingerly, being careful of his ribs, which were purple by this
time. Her warmth slid on top of him as he reached down to play with her clit.
She was on top of him, squatting like she did in the alley, controlled
movements, pumping leg muscles, and slippery wetness. She rode him like this
for a half an hour, running her fingernails up and down his upper chest,
drawing blood and pain.


            His
chest felt like it had been stripped of skin when he came. For a second, he
worried about the condom he should have been wearing, and then he realized he
wouldn’t be around long enough to see the results of the union they had
tonight. His head was thrust back in a spasm of ecstasy when she pounced on his
neck. Her teeth bit into his neck, two sharp points that he could feel but
hadn’t seen. A new kind of warmth spread through his body. Was it the warm
afterglow of sex or the life being drained from his body? He didn’t know, and
he didn’t especially care. His eyes closed and he floated into a blackness filled
with the sounds of a lithe throat swallowing. How many muscles did it take to
swallow? This was his last thought as he floated away.
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            When
he woke up she was gone. It was night and he felt drained. His stomach grumbled
and his ribs felt like fire burning in his abdomen. He laid there wondering
abut the woman that he had slept with the night before. He didn’t feel
particularly sated. As a matter of fact, he felt like throwing up. That would
be bad for his destroyed ribs. 


When did she
leave? When did he pass out? Had he simply lost consciousness when his memories
ended or had he continued like a mindless zombie. Despite the conversation from
the night before, he wondered what her name was. Hell, he couldn’t even
remember if she was a good fuck. It was Monday morning. Was she walking around
her work this morning talking about how she fucked a man into unconsciousness?
He would have wagered his soul that she worked at a record store or some place
that sold ladies’ lingerie; not the kind of lingerie rich matrons buy, but the
slutty kind, the kind prostitutes and strippers buy.


            He
felt salty, as if he had been sweating in his sleep but had slept so long that
the sweat had dried. He wondered what type of moon made its way across the sky
tonight. Was it a full moon or a new moon? Was it gibbous or waning? His head
rolled to the side in an attempt to shake his mind loose from its current line
of thinking. He gasped as the skin on his neck stretched.


            He
reached with his hand to try and immediately diagnose the problem. With the
pads of his fingertips, he felt a scaly lump on his neck; he remembered a quick
flash of what had caused the aberration on his throat. He got up to look at
himself in the bathroom mirror. Walking across the tiny space of his apartment
was only slightly less painful than the act of getting himself up off the bed.
Each step seemed a mile, and his battered body cried for him to lay back down
on his bed and sleep for another day.


            He
paused at the threshold of the bathroom, struggling to find the light switch.
He wondered if he had turned off the lights or is she had before she left. The
lights poured on with the intensity of the sun, stinging his eyes. He hid his
face in the crook of his arm, looking down at his feet from the shadowy
protection his arm gave him. When his eyes were well-adjusted he peeked out at
his reflection in the mirror. What he saw was a masterpiece of brutality; a
face so pale that the blue spidery veins of his face were plainly visible underneath
the tautness of his skin. His eyes were sunk into his skull and surrounded by
two rings of purplish black. He stumbled forward into the radiance of the
bathroom and leaned his weight on the sink as he studied the transformation of
his face. After he was finished being horrified at his new face, he tilted his
head to the side to get a peek at the wound that had brought him into the
bathroom in the first place.


            A
brick-brown blotch of scaly scab hung on the side of his neck. He gasped as he
noticed the pattern of the wound; the scabs had welled up and solidified around
two holes in the side of his neck. He could still see the purplish imprint of
the woman’s regular teeth in two semicircles that were only broken by the two
puncture wounds on his neck. He began to laugh.
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            It
didn’t take him long to figure out he was a vampire. The rumblings in his
stomach reached an almost feverish pitch. He caught himself looking down at his
stomach a couple of times to make sure it was still even there. He had no food
in his meager kitchen and it felt like it was two in the morning. There
wouldn’t be any grocery shopping tonight. He decided to walk up to the
McDonald’s he had eaten at on the way back from the car rental place.


            It
was a long walk and he didn’t feel especially up to the task of walking, but he
managed to wrangle his shoes onto his feet. Tying them was a different matter
altogether. The fire in his ribs prevented him from bending over and tying his
shoes. Instead, he had to lean to the side, laying one lace over the other and
pulling them tight with one hand. If this kind of crap was going to keep
happening, then he would have to make it a point to get some Velcro shoes.


            After
he was finished with his shoes, he managed to slide into a pair of pants
without too much difficulty. He looked around for his keys and set out into the
cool night air. Walking became a whole lot easier once he managed to get down
the stairs. He shuffled down the street like an old man, underneath the glow of
the neon lamps. His steps were small and measured to ensure no unnecessary
jostling of broken body parts.


            The
dry, gum-spotted pavement moved underneath his feet like a conveyor belt, a
slow-moving conveyor belt. All he had to do was make it up the hill and across
the highway overpass and then it was all downhill to the McDonald’s... until he
had to come back. Maybe he would feel better after he got something to eat. He
was beginning to sweat from the strain of prolonged controlled movement. The
cool night air rushed over his now steaming head as streetlights splashed his
face causing him to bring his arm up like Bela Lugosi shielding his eyes from a
crucifix.


            As
he crested the top of the hill and set foot onto the bridge, he stumbled and
fell to his knees. He wondered what people would think of him if they saw him.
Would they think he was simply a drunk stumbling down the street? He supposed
it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered now was getting some food and
getting back to his apartment to rest. He wished he had a book or something to
keep him occupied while he rested at his apartment. Then he remembered that
some bum had jacked his lamp from him. He didn’t much care for sitting on the
bathroom toilet and reading a book. The most comfortable position for his body
right now was flat on his back. All of the sudden he wished Portland was like New York in the movies. Movie New York was filled with all sorts of restaurants that would
deliver food to your apartment; Chinese food, Thai food, Italian food, even
some delis.


            Portland wasn’t like that though; none of Oregon was like that. After 10 o’clock, if you wanted food in Portland, you had to get up off your lazy ass and go find a fast
food place. They were the only places open besides bars and as good as a beer
sounded right now, he was pretty sure that getting drunk and stumbling around could
only worsen his condition.


            He
finally composed himself enough to attempt standing up. He sucked in a deep
breath and shifted the weight of his body so that he could slip off of the curb
and onto his knees. For a second, he imagined that he looked like a Muslim who
was about to begin praying, except for the fact that he was facing north.


            Once
he was on his knees, he put one leg bent out in front of him so that he was
only resting on one knee. He then contracted his muscles and raised himself
from the ground. It was a painstaking process full of constant sharp pain, but
he had done it. He took his time as he attempted to finish the short walk
across the freeway overpass. He paused to lean against the fence that kept the
crazies from splattering themselves all over the freeway. He had to catch his
breath; this whole adventure was really more tiring than he had thought it
would be. He watched as the red tail lights of cars hurtled into the distance
and around a corner to disappear. Even at this hour the highway had a steady
flow of traffic and the roar of the highway was a constant in his ears. He
leaned his face against the wire mesh trying to push his way through. He
wondered if he had it in him to climb over the fence. It was a hell of a way to
go, all smashed up and spread out over a freeway. He put the thought out of his
head for the time being. If he was going to kill himself it was going to be
with a full stomach. Even those bastards on death row got to die with a full
stomach.


            He
continued on his way to the downtown McDonald’s leaving the prospect of
permanent rest behind. He cruised among the skeletal remnants of empty office
buildings and parking garages. Even though they were empty, many of them still
blazed with fluorescent lights just as if they were filled with diligent
employees slaving away for broad multinational corporations that had the type
of money to waste on keeping an office building’s lights blazing 24 hours and
seven days a week.


            He
passed the huddled mass of a bum who was curled up inside a sleeping bag. You
had to admire the man that could go to sleep on the sidewalk without the fear
of some crazy bastard coming along and stomping his brains in. He wondered if
the man inside the sleeping bag was really fearless or if he had just passed
out drunk. He guessed it didn’t matter.


            He
had once tried to sleep on the sidewalk in a sleeping bag. It had been at the
gas station in Scappoose. The owner had paid someone to come in and strip the
floors of the mini-mart portion of the gas station. The store itself was
closed. He couldn’t even go inside while the two men that were cleaning the
floor were doing their business. The only reason he had been there was to keep
people from going inside while the doors were open and to make sure the floor
guys didn’t take anything.


            He
had curled up on the sidewalk in a sleeping bag, because it had been fall
outside and since it was the graveyard shift, he didn’t really have that much
to do. He hung up a “CLOSED” sign on the open front doors and curled up
underneath the overhang of the storefront. He never actually went to sleep that
night, but did learn an interesting fact: concrete is frequently referred to as
cold for a reason. Not even the thick insulation of his sleeping bag could keep
the creeping chill from his bones.


            He
gave one last glance of admiration to the huddled bum and shuffled down the
street to the accompaniment of a street sweeper that was doing its business a
couple of blocks over.


            The
streets were empty, except for the occasional car crossing intersections in the
distance. He finally rounded a corner to be greeted by the welcoming golden
glow of the McDonald’s. It was open and there were even a few people inside.
Not the type of people you’d want in your house, but people nonetheless. He
moved to the counter, fully realizing that he didn’t quite look like the type
of person anyone would want in their house.


            The
person running the counter approached cautiously.


            “May
I help you?” she asked with an air of suspicion. She looked like she was ready
to bolt at any second. He supposed Portland wasn’t as nice at night as it was
during the day. Most places weren’t.


            He
cleared his throat and placed his order: a double quarter-pounder with cheese
meal, super-sized, of course. He stood off to the side and tried to look
non-threatening while the Hispanic man in the background cooked everything up.
The lady that took his order went about prepping the place for the morning
rush. She never completely let him out of her sight, but he didn’t care. All he
could think about right now was getting something in his stomach.


            After
the quick microwave of a hamburger and the quick dip of potatoes in grease, his
food was finally ready. The lady behind the counter slid the food at him like a
jailor slides a tray of food to a prisoner. None of that bothered him. He
grabbed his tray and parked himself in front of the big glass window that
looked out onto Sixth Street. He tottered on the circular seat of a stool with
his feet touching the ground, not the most comfortable position but it was
better than sitting bent at the waist.


            He
sat for a second admiring the emptiness of Sixth Street. The people around him
disappeared and he watched as the grease from his hamburger created a circle of
transparency on the wrapper. Time to eat.


            He
started with the fries. They were hotter than he liked, but at least he knew
they were fresh. You could never be too careful with a fast food restaurant. He
certainly didn’t want to end up with a wicked case of the shits on top of his
current physical state. He had enough trouble tying his shoes; he was pretty
sure wiping his ass nonstop for an hour and a half would be just as torturous,
if not more.


            He
continued scooping fries into his mouth, wishing that he had grabbed a couple
of salt packets before he had perched himself on his precarious stool. They
were hot and they were food, but they didn’t have much in the way of flavor. It
was too much of a hassle to get off of his stool, so he put the salt idea out
of his mind and shoveled the fries into his mouth, two and three at a time. The
street sweeper trudged by without a care in the world as he devoured the last
lonely French fry.


            He
reached toward the now grease-drenched wrapper of his double quarter pounder
with cheese. He undid the wrapper and laid eyes on the mammoth burger that had
been hiding inside. A little river of brownish grease floated along a crinkle
of the wrapper at the base of the burger. Then he noticed that he didn’t have
any napkins. This was going to be a messy job and he would rather have the
napkins now than later, so he resigned himself to getting off of his almost
cozy perch and walking over to the napkin dispenser.


            He
slid his butt off of the stool without bending or twisting too much and found
his way towards the front of the store. The lady behind the counter eyed him as
he scooped out three or four napkins. She was probably expecting him to take a
handful of unneeded napkins. If he was feeling better he might have given her the
finger, but you never knew what people were going to do when you fucked with
them, and he certainly wasn’t up to any trouble at the moment. He looked at the
salt with a wistful glance before he headed back to his seat. As he turned
around, he gave the lady behind the counter a sneer just for kicks.


            He
looked at his pile of meat, cheese, and grease and all of the sudden, he wasn’t
hungry. He hadn’t eaten for a while so he decided to force it down anyway. He
picked the hamburger up feeling his fingers sink into the spongy bottom of the
grease-soaked bun. He deliberately opened his mouth and forced his mind
elsewhere. The meat squished and sloshed in his mouth as grease exploded from
every bit of tooth-crunched beef. He eyed the empty street as he chewed and
chewed, untasting and automatic. The burger disappeared from beneath his
fingertips with one last forced bite.


            He
sat there, feeling the fullness in his stomach and realizing it wasn’t the
pleasant fullness that usually comes with stuffing yourself to the gills. It
was that horrible, dizzy type of fullness that one gets after a long night of
drinking. The type of fullness you feel right before you find yourself emptying
out your insides on all fours. He felt it rise into the back of his throat, and
he knew there wouldn’t be any making it to the bathroom.


            The
sudden gush of greasy vomit covered the counter in front of the window. The
smell was all the more revolting because it didn’t so much smell like vomit as
it smelled like McDonald’s. He dry-heaved several times, grabbing onto the counter
to keep from doubling over as he did so. The splash of his insides must have
alerted the lady behind the counter because a few seconds later she was
standing by his side swearing at him.


            Drops
of vomit stained the front of his shirt and he attempted to stumble out the
front door with the lady from behind the counter smacking him in the head. As
soon as he stepped outside, she left him alone. He stood in the cool night air
and felt even hungrier than when he had come to the McDonald’s. He watched as
the lady from behind the counter pulled a mop bucket up to his mess and began
ascertaining how to best clean up the spew. All of the sudden he felt ten times
better, still hungry as hell, but ten times better. He sauntered past the
window smiling at the lady from behind the counter. He pressed his middle
finger up against the window and smiled at her. She only glared at him as she
struggled to clean off the countertop using the mop. Eventually, she realized
that using the mop just wasn’t going to work and that she was going to have to
use a rag. He stood there as she scooped his filth into a plastic bag and dry
heaved.


            He
left just before she finished, just in case she wanted to hit him some more. He
shuffled his way back towards his shabby apartment. The blocks swam past him as
his mind was occupied with the expression of the lady from behind the counter.
He would have smiled if it wasn’t for the constant burning in his ribs.
Vomiting was not the cure for busted up ribs apparently.


            He
found himself standing on the freeway overpass watching the cars go by with a
wistful expression.


            “It
looks like there’s not going to be any sleep tonight,” he mused.


            The
rush of the traffic was siren-like in its call, but he just didn’t have it in
him. Besides, his insides would look ever so much more interesting with a meal
inside of him. Unfortunately, he was too tired to attempt another foray into
the fast food department, and he still felt a little greasy on the inside from
his previous attempt.


            He
watched the cars as they ventured off into the night… he would be back.
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            That
night he slept the sleep of the dead, haunted by nightmares and the pale
visages of demons with penetrating canine teeth. The morning was the same way,
as was the afternoon. He didn’t wake up until the sun had gone down and the
apartment became musty and cool with the reek of un-showered man.


            His
eyelids peeled open, almost sticking to his eyeballs. The pain was still there,
waiting to greet him. If only it could make some eggs and bacon, he would have
welcomed it with open arms. He laid there, wondering, ‘What now?’ 


            The
darkness of his apartment wasn’t conducive to simply laying about. The hunger
pains in his stomach had dwindled to almost nothing. Nature was wonderful like
that. Don’t eat for a couple of hours and you felt like you were starving.
Don’t eat for a couple of days and you felt just fine. He supposed he would
have to eat sometime but tonight was not the time. He fell back asleep, vowing
to get some food the moment he woke up.






[bookmark: _Toc327811533]Chapter 18: A Wiggly Burrito Slug and an Old
Soldier


 


            He
awoke with a start from the depths of some already fading nightmare. His breath
came in ragged gasps as he struggled to realize that he was no longer
suffocating. He didn’t know what he had been doing but he did know that
wherever he was in Dreamland, there hadn’t been any air. He remembered an old
myth that he had heard somewhere in his life. 


            The
myth said that if you died in your dreams, then you would die in the real world.
He always laughed at that one. It wasn’t that it wouldn’t be a relief to fade
away silently in the night. It was that he had been dying in his dreams ever
since he was a little boy. Except when he died in his dreams, he was still
alive. He always became the walking dead. He supposed it didn’t matter; he was
still there, still alive and lying on his bed.


            He
performed a routine self-check and realized that despite the fact that he was
starving, he was actually coming along rather nicely. The soreness in his face
was actually fading away. His ribs ached, but only when he twisted his torso or
attempted to bend over. If he stood straight and didn’t move too quickly, he
almost felt like he was ok.


He wandered
over to the cupboards and pulled out a dusty phone book. He scanned the is of
restaurants and quickly located one within walking distance, as he had no
desire to return to the McDonald's. The mere thought of a greasy burger made
him want to dry-heave some more.


            Food…
that’s what he needed. He put his clothes on, which was a little easier this
time, and headed for the nearest fast food restaurant that he could find in the
phone book, a Taco Bell off of 21st and Burnside. He had seen it
during his aimless wanderings.


            He
stumbled down the apartment stairs and set his feet upon the street. He could
walk a little easier and the streets were beautiful again. Pain was like that.
Fill your nerves up with pain and everything was ugly. Get hit in the nose and
even your mom’s face would be hideous.


            The
gutters were still filled with trash. The city still reeked of hard concrete.
But,  for a second, just a single second, it was like walking through the Lego
set of some gigantic sentient being. Sure, everything was uniform and looked
the same, but it didn’t really matter. The only thing that gave the city
personality was the trash, the bums.


            He
enjoyed his walk through the city's evening, and eventually, found himself in
front the fabled 21st and Burnside Taco Bell. His mouth watered with
the thought of refried beans and seasoned semi-meat. He walked inside,
mistaking “pull” for “push” on the way in. He was too hungry to be embarrassed.
The dining room was still full even though it was 10:30 at night. He wouldn’t necessarily call the denizens of the dining room people, more like a
collection of down on their luck husks oozing weariness. They eyed him with the
suspiciousness of a people that had been crushed daily for the better part of
their recent existence. Their eyes seemed to almost bug out of their heads, accusing
him of … something. He didn’t quite know what problem they could have with him,
and he put it out of his mind for the time being.


            He
walked through the empty poles and straps that would contain a line if there
had been enough customers. He always felt stupid walking through them when no
one was there, but that’s the way it’s done. He stood back a little bit
admiring the pretty pictures of food on the lit-up menu that hangs in every
fast food joint. He made up his mind and stepped forward to order his food.


            The
boy behind the counter was obviously tired after a long day of standing and
helping people like him. He wore a headset and a shirt that had more food on it
than was probably sanitary.


            “Good
afternoon. How may I help you?” droned out of his mouth in robotic habit.


            “Yeah…
lemme get a Mexican pizza and a grilled stuffed chicken burrito… oh, and a
large drink.”


            The
tired robot read his order back to him in a monotonous fashion and declared the
price. Money was given. Change was handed back along with the number of his
order, even though he was the only one here and it wasn’t likely that anyone
would roll up and claim his food as their own. He walked to the soda fountain
and filled his cup with a bubbly brown liquid. Then he stood off to the side
awaiting his food and admiring the rainbow quality of the lit-up menu.


            “234.”


            The
robotic teen put his food on the counter and turned away to get started on the
mundane tasks of a fast food worker.


            He
snatched his food in one hand and walked outside to eat. He couldn’t stand the
thought of trying to power down his food with all of those bug-eyed Taco Bell
patrons watching his every move. He hustled out the glass door, getting the
push/pull directions right this time, and surveyed the Taco Bell parking lot.
There was no place to sit and he didn’t feel like walking all the way home
before eating.


            He
strutted down the street, feeling alive for the first time in quite a while. He
found an alley between a car wash and some apartments and sat down on what looked
to be a brick planter. Although you couldn’t really call it a planter, unless
the owners of the apartment complex were trying to grow old bark dust.


            He
sat in the alley, unwrapping his food in the dark. He went for the burrito
first. The flavors exploded in his mouth. He had a feeling that this wasn’t the
best burrito in the world, but at that moment that’s exactly what it was to
him, the best damn burrito in the world. God himself couldn’t make a better
burrito than this bad boy.


            He
chewed rhythmically, almost mechanically, mashing the chicken into the rice,
the rice into the cheese, and the cheese into the tortilla. The flavors mingled
together like the people at a particularly interesting party moving from one
group to the next until it all blended together into an almost religious
experience. When all of the elements had been mixed into one he swallowed. He
could feel the ball of mashed-up goodness travel from his mouth, down the back
of his throat, and into the hollow pit that his stomach had become.


            He
sat there eating in the dark of the city between a run down car wash and an old
apartment complex. The burrito disappeared, bite by bite, until he was balling
up the wrapper that had kept burrito juice from dripping onto his hands and his
clothes. He tossed the wrapper into the planter of bark dust and wondered
wistfully if a burrito tree would grow. No... that’s impossible. Everyone knows
burritos grow on bushes. He actually smiled as he reached for the Mexican pizza
that had been sitting there, quietly awaiting its execution at the hands of
thirty enamel covered executioners.


            The
feeling began as a sound, a low grumble in that area that had previously been
empty. The feeling quickly became an action as his long-abused ribs contracted,
propelling a mishmash of cheese, chicken, tortilla, and rice into the back of
his throat.


 There was
almost no liquid in his vomit, so the contents of his stomach came out as more
of a brick than anything else. It was like taking an exceptionally long deuce,
he pushed and pushed, involuntarily of course, and when he couldn’t push
anymore, there it was hanging from his mouth, a wiggly burrito slug. He
couldn’t breathe as his body readied itself for another bout of involuntary
Olympics. To anyone that was walking by he must have looked like some sort of
retarded Play-Doh spaghetti factory.


His wiggly
slug finally escaped his throat and landed on top of the box that contained his
Mexican pizza. He gasped for air, because, as anyone that has ever had a thick
puke knows, he hadn’t been able to breathe for the last few agonizing seconds.
He longingly regarded his new creation. It still looked good enough to eat.
Much of the rice was still recognizable as rice and he could even see a shred
or two of melted cheese. Tears sprang to his eyes as he contemplated eating his
food a second time.


He curled his
fingers into a shaky claw and took a scoop of once eaten burrito with his middle
and index fingers and placed it into his mouth. It still tasted like burrito
but it had some sort of sour coating on it, the faintest traces of long dormant
stomach acid. He chewed twice before he started retching. Eventually, a tiny
squirt of stomach acid made its way up from the back of his throat and into his
nasal passage. He gagged at the burn, as his eyes watered and snot dripped from
his mouth and nose.


When he was
done gagging he rolled over onto his side, covering himself in bark dust. He
clutched at his ribs, and tears, vomit-induced or maybe not, rolled from the
corners of his eyes. He looked like nothing more than a poor wino lamenting a
lost bottle. The hunger was even more intense now than it had been before.
Somehow he knew that the Mexican pizza hiding under his newly invented burrito
log wouldn’t do him any good.


He laid there
listening to the sounds of the city. Cars rushed by on Burnside, which was just
around the corner. It was probably eleven o’clock by now, but it didn’t really
matter. The city would never be completely quiet. The howls of street people
could be heard in the distance, unintelligible but plaintive nonetheless. The
hum of the street light burned in his ears, threatening to lull him back to
sleep.


And then, just
underneath the buzzing of the streetlights and the rushing of cars, there came
another sound, a sort of scrabbling. He sat up and through the salty remnants
of tears he saw something move. At first, he thought it was a cat, but this
dark shadow didn’t move like a cat. Then he realized exactly what it was. It
was a rat. Not your garden variety lab rat, but the kind of rat that might
stand a fairly good chance against a miniature poodle. He watched as the rat
moved systematically across the street, examining every piece of garbage thoroughly,
looking for what little sustenance a rat might need to survive for another
week.


The rat, much
to his surprise, made its way over to where he was sitting. Once it reached the
bottom of the planter it planted it front paws on the side of the planter and
stood up on its back legs, making barely audible sniffing noises. He reached
down to pick up the rat, which was seemingly oblivious to his presence. The rat
curled around his palm and bit the back of his hand. He ignored the pain and
placed the rat next to what had previously been his dinner.


He watched in
amazement as the rat began to nibble what he couldn’t manage to keep in his
stomach. The rat went for the bits of shredded chicken and cheese ignoring the
bits of tortilla and rice.


He wondered what
the rat thought of him, this giant pitiful presence that sat next to him
watching resentfully as the rat did so easily what he hadn’t been able to do
for the last several nights. He wondered if the rat thought he was some sort of
benevolent god that was sent here to provide. Or was the rat sitting there with
one eye on him, ready to dart off into the city night if he made one wrong
move.


He caught a
glimpse of red out of the corner of his eye and realized that the rat’s bite
had managed to draw a little blood. Without thinking he raised his hand to his
lips and sucked on the tiny pool of red that had formed on his hands. The tip
of his tongue exploded in ecstasy. He didn’t know if his recent bout of
starvation had heightened the sensitivity of his taste buds or if he was simply
delirious from everything that had happened to him in the last week, but that
one tiny droplet of blood seem to contain all of the flavors of the world
within it. The onslaught of flavor contained in that one tiny drop of red sent
his mind reeling into places that he had never dreamed of… and then it was
gone… just like that.


He was left
sitting on the planter, wondering if he had just dreamed the whole thing. He
looked down to his right, where he had left the rat nibbling his waste; it was
still there, eating more than could possibly be contained by its diminutive
stomach. It was definitely watching him with one eye as it perused the remains
of one chicken burrito for another shred of chicken or cheese.


His hand
snaked out and grabbed the rat, squeezing it. It's ribs crackled under the
pressure, breaking and forcing the rat’s recent meal to complete the digestion
process a little faster than was natural. The light in the rat’s eyes faded
away as it graced him with one last glance that simply said, “I knew this was
too good to be true.”


He brought the
warm lump of flesh up to his mouth and sunk his teeth into the mangy fur of the
deceased rat. It was definitely not like biting into an apple. Warm blood did
not squirt into his mouth. All he managed to do by biting the poor thing was
squish its insides a little more. He began to saw at the throat of the rat with
his canine teeth, attempting to tear open the flesh and release the liquid that
had ceased to pulse inside. He could feel the fleas and lice that lived in the
rat’s fur dancing underneath his nose like the fizzy bubbles of a freshly
poured soft drink. He sawed and sawed, attempting not to gag at the smell of
ragged rat fur and the sensation of parasites dancing on his tongue. A tear
finally formed, and he was rewarded with his first few droplets of blood.


The sensation
wasn’t near as intense as it had been when he had tasted his own blood. This
blood did not contain the rush of flavors that existed in his own. Instead he
was greeted with the taste of a thousand meals composed of garbage and decaying
food. He felt like he had just licked the sludge that lives at the bottom of a
recently emptied dumpster. It was not a pleasant taste, but the feeling was the
same. He felt invigorated. He felt energy. He felt life.


The feeling
lasted briefly. The few drops of blood that he managed to slurp from the rip in
the rat’s flesh faded quickly and were replaced by the grumbling of his now
active stomach. He had been expecting a tiny fountain of blood that would run
out when there was no more to be had, but the rat’s heart had stopped beating.
The pressure that had forced the rat’s blood through its circulatory system had
ceased beating a minute or two ago, locking its liquid in its muscles and organs.
He squeezed the rat like a tube of stubborn toothpaste that was unwilling to
give up its contents.


The rat’s body
bulged like a water balloon filled to bursting, a tiny stream of red poured out
of the rat’s gash and he tilted his head back to catch the syrupy stream on his
tongue. The gash opened wider and the rat’s blood gushed forth, mixed with
excrement and organs, onto his face. He gagged at the combination. He swished
the mixture around in his mouth, sucking the liquids from the organs while
trying to swallow as little of the excrement as possible. When he had gotten as
much as he could from the mouthful of filth he spit it out on the sidewalk,
making a filthy red-hued blob.


He was still
hungry, and even though it tasted like shit, literally, he picked up the rat
corpse, which was little more than just skin with a head that flopped from side
to side. He turned the rat skin inside out and began to lick up the remnants of
the rat’s blood.


“That’s some
sick shit!”


He was
interrupted from his reverie by the disgust-tinged voice of a street person
that had stumbled upon his feast. He stopped licking the skin, not removing it
from his lips, and realized just how depraved he must look. His nose and mouth
were completely covered in blood and his shirt had a couple drops of bloody
excrement and organs on it.


He froze not
knowing what to do.


The street
person wore a skullcap and an old military jacket. He reached into his pocket
and pulled out a hand-rolled cigarette and lit it.


“Oh, well. You
gotta do what you gotta do.” The street person moved to sit next to him, much
to his surprise. “Don’t mind me. You keep doin’ whatchyou were doin’. It don’t
bother me none.”


The street
person said all this as he blew a long, wine-stained breath of cigarette smoke
into his face.


He finished
licking the insides of the rat and sat back content, like a suburban father
after Thanksgiving dinner. The street person continued to ramble as he
attempted to pull the fur from in between his canine and front teeth.


“Yep, I seen
worse than that. I was in ‘Nam you know. I saw a helluva lot worse than that.”
The street person took a drag from his cigarette before taking up his rambling.


 “You know, I
once saw a little girl running down the street with her skin hanging off of her
back. We had some pretty nasty weapons. The type of shit you see in a bad
science fiction movie.”


Another pause,
another drag.


“I ate a rat
once. I didn’t eat it raw like that, but I ate one. It wasn’t too bad. I
wouldn’t want to live off the damn things, but it’ll do in a pinch. Hell, it
was better than the shit ole Uncle Sam tried to call food.”


The street
person seemed to get lost in his memories for a second before he came back. He
noticed the pile of uneaten and eaten food that sat on his right side.


“Say whatchyou
got over there?”


He cleared his
throat before he answered; the rat’s blood had created a sticky coating of
phlegm in the back of his throat. “That’s just some shit I was trying to eat
earlier. That thing on top is a burrito that I ate and the thing on bottom is a
Mexican pizza.”


The street
person nudged him in the ribs and pointed at the food, “You don’t mind, do ya?”


“No. Go for
it.” He reached over and grabbed the Mexican pizza by its cardboard box,
lifting it at an angle so that the rat-nibbled, once-a-burrito slid off of it.
He then handed it to the street person.


The street
person opened the lid of the Mexican pizza. He looked like a jewel thief
opening a suitcase full of diamonds. He didn’t seem to mind the sludge that was
resting on top of the cardboard box. He reached inside and grabbed a slice.


He watched the
street person in mild amusement as he took his first bite. His eyes rolled into
the back of his head and he kicked his feet like he was a boy with an ice cream
cone on a late summer’s afternoon.


“Mmmmmmmmmm,
mmmmmmm, that is delicious. Damn boy, what the hell are you munchin’ on vermin
for, if you got a slice of heaven like this sittin’ next to you?”


He thought for
a second. He didn’t know how to answer the person without seeming crazy. He
supposed it didn’t really matter. If the old man didn’t think he was nuts for
eating a raw rat in the first place, he doubted he could say much to change his
mind on the matter.


“I keep
getting sick every time I try to eat something. I've tried and tried, but I
just keep throwing up. At least until tonight, you know.” He gestured at the
shredded rat corpse with his hand.


The street
person finished chewing, grabbed another slice and popped it into his mouth.
“That is a mystery, my boy. That is a mystery.”


“The weird
thing is I didn’t even eat the rat. I just wanted its blood.”


The street person
kept chewing his food and thinking and then a laugh bubbled up from inside him,
the type of laugh that starts out low and builds to a cackle.


“What? What’s
so funny?” He had to wait for the old man’s laughter to die away before he
could get an answer, and even then he seemed ready to burst out into another
fit at any moment.


“Did you ever
think that…,” he paused to choke back a laugh and then found enough composure
to finish his sentence. “Did you ever think that maybe you’re a vampire?”


The street
person burst into another violent fit of laughter. He held onto his sides and
rocked back and forth as if in pain or as if he was trying to keep his insides
from bursting out of his skin.


He cocked his
head to the side enjoying the sound of the man’s laughter in his ears and
mulling over his last statement. The bite, the blood, it all made perfect
sense… if you were crazy.


“C’mon man,
there’s no such thing as vampires.”


The street person’s
laughter died down and the joviality seemed to evaporate from his face. He
seemed to think for a second and then decided something in his head.


“There’s lots
of things you don’t know boy, lots of things.”


“Vampires? If
vampires were real, I think we’d know about it.”


“Maybe you
don’t know, and maybe I do.” The old man wiped his mouth as if to clear it for
speaking. There was a particularly persistent peace of refried beans clinging
to the stubble at the corner of his mouth. “I’m going to tell you a story, and
you can simply take it for a story, or you can make whatever you want out of
it. Hell, you can shove it up your ass for all I care.”


The old man
had his attention, even if he was slightly skeptical.


“I told you
how I was in the ‘Nam, right?”


“Uh-huh, go
on.”


“Don’t fuckin’
rush me, ya bastard. Just cuz you gave me some of your food don’t mean you can
treat me like some worthless bum. I may be a worthless bum, but that don’t mean
you can treat me like one.”


“I’m sorry… I
wasn’t…”


“Just shut the
hell up, will ya? Let me tell it. You listen, I speak. That’s how it works.”
The agitated old man pulled a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it. He took a
long drag and blew it out, and with that puff he found the courage to tell his
story.
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            “We
were a hardcore group. Most of us came in together and we stayed together.
Maybe we were lucky or unlucky, who’s to say? We’d seen it all, like I was
tellin’ you before. We seen heads get blowed up. We seen babies get their heads
smashed in. We’d seen soldiers strung up like they were deer, their guts
sitting in a little pile at their fingertips. But there was one thing none of
us had ever seen before, the creepiest shit I ever seen in my life.”


            “We
were out doing some recon. Your typical army bullshit. ‘We don’t know where
they are, so you guys cover this area. Shoot anything that looks suspicious.’ We
were out walking, looking, seein’ what ole Charlie’s up to, when we come upon
this little village.”


            “It
wasn’t nothin’ special, just a lil’ Podunk village. The villagers grew rice,
they lived in huts, they fucked and made babies. That’s it. Anyways, we walk
into this village in the middle of the damn day. We must have done this shit
100 times before, but this time it was different.”


“You see,
normally, when you walk into one of these villages, there’s a lot of hustle and
bustle. In a small village like the one we were in, if you ain’t workin’ then
you’re gonna be starvin’. Usually, when you walk into a village, you’ll see
some motherfuckers out in a rice paddie. They got some oxen, they’re drivin ‘em
around and they don’t stop for shit. You got some women walkin’ around with
baskets full of shit on their heads and you got some old people sittin’ in the
middle of the village watchin’ all the babies. They don’t give a fuck what you
do as long as you ain’t comin’ in and shootin’ their ass. Which we didn’t. My
outfit was a good outfit, a smart outfit. No use makin’ enemies when you got
plenty hidin’ in the bushes, ya know what I mean?”


“Anyways, like
I said, this village was different. We come walkin’ in, in the middle of the
day, and there ain’t shit goin’ on. There ain’t even smoke from old fires.
Everything looks tip top, except there ain’t no fuckin’ people. So we spread
out; do a search of the village.”


“We weren’t
freaked out, not just yet anyway. We seen dead villages before, villages where
everyone had been wiped out, but this one wasn’t like those. There was no
damage. There weren’t any bullet holes in anything. There wasn’t no smell of rot
so you knew that whatever had gone down had gone down recently soon. There
weren’t any signs of scuffle except for some overturned baskets and shit.”


“We start
searching and pokin’ around and still nothing. No bodies, no corpses, no
freshly dug graves. Everything was left like they just disappeared and were plannin’
on comin’ back later. Me and the crew started to get antsy. They start gettin’
tense. Everyone’s got this feelin’ like somethin’ ain’t right. We’re all ready
to move on when one of the boys finds a path and some tracks.”


“These aren’t
your normal footprints. For sure there’s some footprints but most of the tracks
are drag marks. Someone that ain’t been in the shit might mistake the path for
a bike trail, lots of ruts and shit. But I seen enough to know that something
was dragged and the only thing that makes drag marks like that are human
bodies.”


“People start
pissing and groaning. By now pretty much everyone’s spooked and we don’t even
want to go up that trail. But Sarge, man, he’s all like, ‘Hey, people. We’re
not here for a fuckin’ vacation. We here to protect these people and kill
anything that wants to kill them.’ Sarge was a real asshole. Had red hair too.
I hate red hair."


“None of us
are buyin’ his shit, but, like I said, we’d been lucky and he ain’t never
steered us in no bad direction. So we strap our shit down, make sure we’re
locked and loaded and we make our way up the trail, quiet like fuckin’ death
himself, and that’s good too, cuz the jungle was even quieter. Let me tell you
boy, there ain’t no sign in the world that tells you you’re in the wrong
fuckin’ place like a jungle that’s dead quiet.”


“So there we
are creep, creep, creepin’ and I’m ready to just fuckin’ turn around and go
wait in the village when we come upon a clearing. That’s where we found all of
the villagers. They’re all strung up from the trees over this hole that’s been
dug in the ground. For a second I relax. You wouldn’t think that the sight of a
forty or fifty dead villagers would make a man relax, but I did. Then I see
some movement, in the hole, just the tops of a couple of heads and some
splashing.”


“By now we had
pretty much surrounded the clearing. We all close on the hole, silently,
creeping. The people in the hole don’t notice us and I’m the first one there,
and there they are, the only two living people we seen besides ourselves and
they’re fucking. A guy and a girl sitting in a pool of villagers' blood, just
fucking their brains out. I almost threw up right there. Some motherfuckers did,
but not me. I know better than to take my eyes off the type of people that
would fuck in a pool of people’s blood.”


“The two
fuckers look right up at me and smile. That’s it man. The two sick fucks just
look up, in mid-fuck and smile. By now, we got the whole place surrounded.
Sarge makes the Mormon boy jump in the hole and pull the fuckers apart. I’m
sittin’ there watchin’ the boy struggle with these two savages in the hole and
I swear I seen them maniacs both start gulping up mouthfuls of blood. The
Mormon boy wasn’t the strongest boy, and he was having some trouble, so Sarge
tells me to get in and help him out."


"So I
climb in and we still can’t drag the fuckers out of that pit. It takes two more
of us to pull the bastards out of the hole and the whole time the guy and the
girl are trying to scoop handfuls of blood into their mouths. We all figure
they’re crazy so Sarge has us bring ‘em back into the village because everyone
has had enough of that clearing. So we march the two bastards, naked and
covered in blood, back into the village, right into the middle of it. We throw
them down in the dirt and Sarge tells the interpreter to ask them what
happened."


"The
whole time the girl is smiling at me, licking blood off of her face and her
fingers. The interpreters trying to get information out of the two but they’re
not even paying attention. They’re just smiling and licking. Finally, the boy
looks at the interpreter and says something. You know what that bastard said?”


He pauses for
a minute thinking that it was a rhetorical question, and then he sees that the
old man is waiting for an answer. It’s as if the old man would end his story
right there if he didn’t give him an answer. For a second, he’s not even sure
if he wants to know the answer to the question. He’s not sure whether the old
Vietnam veteran sitting next to him isn’t just another crazy street bum whose
brains have been stirred a little too much.


He finds
himself asking, “What did he say?” He commits himself to the veteran’s story,
whether it’s sane or insane.


“Well, the
interpreter pauses for a bit, and then makes sure he understood what the guy
was saying. He looks at me, behind those army-issued eyeglasses, and then he
turns to the Sarge. He licks his lips before he says anything and then he says,
‘Delicious.’”


“Delicious?”
he found himself parroting in disbelief.


“Yeah,
delicious. Can you believe that shit?” The old veteran takes another cigarette
from his magic, never-ending pocket of hand-rolled cigarettes and lights it
before he continues.


“Sarge pulls
me aside to talk to me. He wants to know what we should do. I tell him, ‘There
ain’t nothin’ to do Sarge.’ He looks me in the eye and says, ‘You’re right
about that.’ We both knew how it was going to go down. There wasn’t no use
saying it. Saying the words out loud made it bad. Saying the words out loud
made it real.”


“Me and Sarge
walk back to the clearing where those two bastards are smiling up at us. We un-sling
our rifles, and we put two rounds through their smiling faces.”


The old man
holds his fingers out like an imaginary gun. “Blam! Blam!” After the second
blam he holds his fingers up to his lips and blows away imaginary smoke. “It
wasn’t a happy time. We didn’t feel good about it. There was a whole village of
bloodless dead people hanging from trees, but that still didn’t make us feel
any better. The sick shit was that those two people still had smiles on their
faces when they were dead. The back of their skulls were sprayed all over the
dirt of that village and they were smiling up at us like they were simply a
young couple posing for a photo.”


The old man
paused as if his story was over. He flicked his cigarette halfway across the
street and stared off into the darkness.


“That doesn’t
mean they were vampires. Shit, there’s lots of sick fucks out there, but that
doesn’t make them vampires.”


The old man
gave him a look, the type of look that wise old men find themselves giving to
young men who think they got it all figured out. “I ain’t done yet. Did I say I
was done?”


“No.”


“Then keep
your trap shut. I got to organize my thoughts. Did you ever try tellin’ a story
that’s thirty-five years old?” He shook his head. Hell, he wasn’t even thirty
yet. “Well, alright then. You just remember that the next time you feel like
you’re gonna tell me something I already know.”


“Where the
hell was I? Oh yeah, dead bodies, brains, and me. Anyhow, we phone in the
coordinates and the situation so no one thinks that we were the twisted
assholes that slaughtered a village. We kick some dirt over the bodies and we
take off. It wasn’t our mess in the first place and we had plenty of jungle to
cover. We figured it would be just as well that someone else took care of the
mess since we took care of the problem.”


“We get about
two clicks away from the village before night starts to fall and we decide to
make camp. The whole camp is quiet. No one feels like talking. There’s no
chatter about the life back home or what type of pussy we’re going to get when
we hit the world. We all close our eyes and nod off, except for the couple of
guys keepin’ watch, Deuce from New York and John from Utah. It’s funny, but
after a while all you remember about those people was their first names and
where they were from. I can’t even remember their faces anymore, Just Deuce
from New York and John from Utah. John was the Mormon guy I mentioned earlier.
Deuce was a big dumb bastard with a New York accent. He was a car guy, always
talkin’ about cars. I never knew nothin’ about cars really, so almost
everything that came out of his mouth sounded like gibberish to me.”


“These two
guys are on watch, and we go to sleep. I thought I’d have to struggle to go to
sleep, but if there’s one thing that marchin’ around a jungle is good for, it’s
fallin’ asleep. I dream about smiles and blood, and then it seems like no time
has passed at all, and I’m waking up to the sound of Sarge’s voice. He’s in the
middle of our camp and he’s talking louder than a person ought to talk when you’re
in a warzone. I’m confused because I was supposed to be woken up by Deuce for
my watch, but it never happened. I slept like a rock and he never came to get
me.”


“Sarge is
almost hysterical and all the guys are looking around like they’re expecting the
trees to come alive and get them. It turns out that, while we were sleeping,
someone snuck into camp and abducted five people from our unit. Deuce and John
are gone and three other motherfuckers. Sarge has us looking around the jungle
for these five missing soldiers. We don’t know if they all went of into the
jungle to have a circle jerk or if they cut loose and ran, so we have to look.”


“Less than
fifty yards away, we find ‘em. Strung up like those poor villagers. They’re
naked, they’re junk is cut off and all they’re gear has been thrown into a hole
filled with their own blood. We start lookin’ around to see if we can find a
trail. You know what we find?”


“What?”


“Two sets of
bloody footprints in the dirt. Not no NVA issue boots, not no wild animal prints,
just two sets of human footprints. We follow them for a few feet and then they
fade into the jungle like they never even existed.”


There's a long
pause as the Old Soldier lets his last words sink in. He takes a puff off of
his cigarette and stares off into the distance.


“Sarge flips
out. He’s screaming and yelling and everyone’s startin’ to lose their cool. We
decide we had better get back to base as soon as possible. We pack our shit and
start humpin’ it out of the bush. We all know what’s goin’ on but we don’t talk
about it. Everyone’s jumping at their own shadows. We move and move and we
don’t stop moving until we get back to base.”


“We started
with fifteen people and we came back with seven. We don’t know where the other
three went. When we set off walking there was ten of us. By the time we made it
back to base the other three had disappeared. I remember walkin’ and Sarge is
ten feet to my right. Next thing I know, I look over and he’s gone. I pause for
a few minutes and look around and I don’t see nothing… except for just a second
I swear I saw a face out in the woods, a female face, it was streaked with
blood and it was smiling at me.”


“Was it…” he
was unable to finish his question before the old man cut in.


“You’re
goddamn right it was her. I’m sure her fuckbuddy was out there too. She wanted
to be seen. It was like she was teasing me. I had blown her goddamn brains out
and there she was, a day and a half later, smiling her smile… and then it was
gone.”






[bookmark: _Toc327811535]Chapter 20: A Vampire... Ha!


 


            He
didn’t know what exactly to do when the old man had finished his story. Was it
rude to ask questions? Was it alright to press the man on things that he might
not even remember? How do you respond to a man that has just bared his soul and
the secret that he hadn’t shared with anyone for thirty-five years? He decided
to risk one question. “What did you do when you got back to the base?”


            “What
the fuck do you think we did? We lied our asses off. We told them that we had
been ambushed in the jungle and had to leave everyone behind. The higher-ups
didn’t quite believe us, but they didn’t have any proof either way, and we had
all gotten our stories straight so there wasn’t nothing they could do.”


            “The
fucked up shit is I got promoted to Sergeant. They wanted me to lead a squad of
men back into the jungle. As you can probably guess, I had myself an ‘accident’
soon after we got back to base and they were done asking all their questions. I
think most of the squad had ‘accidents.’”


            “There
wasn’t no way in hell I was going back into that jungle. I could feel them both
out there… waiting. At night, I saw eyes glinting back at me from the
perimeter. I tried to keep to the middle of the camp, to try and keep all those
eyes off of me.”


            “So
boy, when I say maybe you’re a vampire… I’m only half kiddin’… and the other
half of me is shit-scared.”


            He
took a final drag off of his cigarette and flicked it across the street to join
the others. A thin curl of smoke floated off into the streetlamp-lit sky,
marking its passage. The Old Soldier became lost in thought once again.


“The only
things I ever seen crave blood the way you were goin’ after it tonight is
leeches and vampires… and you don’t look like no leech.” He stood up and
straightened his back with a few audible pops. “Thanks for the food.” The old
man patted him on the knee and tottered off around the corner.


He sat there,
alone, pondering the old man’s parting words. A vampire… ha! That’s
ridiculous. Still, he went home to his dark apartment and fell asleep just
as the sun came up.






[bookmark: _Toc327811536]Chapter 21: Like a Sock with a Hole in It


 


            He
awoke just as the sun made its exit over the horizon, burning inside his guts
and in his brain. The hunger was still there, as strong as ever. It had gone
away a little bit last night, but it was back in full force this evening. His
brain screamed to ignore it, just lie on the bed and let the hunger turn into
complacence. Let complacence turn into sleep, and let sleep turn into death.


            The
world had not been kind to him. Of that much he was sure. The path away from
his apartment was nothing more than a road that led to suffering and pain,
something that he had had enough of in recent days. His stomach grumbled
plaintively, like a newborn baby bird waiting for mama bird to spit a chewed up
worm down its throat.


            Thoughts
swarmed his mind roiling rhythmically to the sounds emitting from his stomach.
He was a man. He could count on that. He was a man that had done everything
right. He had worked hard, he had played hard. He had fallen in love and threw
away the party part of himself like it was nothing more than a sock with a hole
in it. He started a family and worked as hard as he could to support that
family. He had done everything right… so why the hell was he sitting here like
a rotting piece of flesh left on a bed, in a studio apartment with no one to
talk to, let alone love.


            Maybe
it wasn’t meant to be. Maybe he had never been meant to be, and if that was the
case, then he should probably do something about it.


            He
put his feet on the floor feeling the invisible pulse of direction on the soles
of his feet. The path was set and all he had to do was walk the bastard. That’s
exactly what he did. He didn’t bother to shower, to fix his hair, or to make
sure his underwear was nice and clean. He simply popped on his shoes, and in
the clothes he had been wearing the night before he set out. His stomach
stopped rumbling as if it knew its cries would go unheard. It settled into a
dull ache that failed to even dent the shell of the man’s thoughts as he
slammed the door to his apartment shut behind him.


            The
walk was invisible, not that no one saw the dazed man walking, or that he
didn’t see anything. He simply didn’t remember moving from one place to
another. He pondered it for a second and wondered… if something happens and it
isn’t remembered… did it ever really happen? He supposed it didn’t. He supposed
that in a few minutes he would never have happened either. No busted up body,
no dead wife and child, no decapitated heads floating in front of pools of
blackness, no toothless bums pandering fellatio, but most of all no pain. Soon
it would all be gone, all his memories, all his happenings would disappear
after a little fall, a little weightlessness, a few thuds, and then quiet.


            He
now stood looking at the road below him. The traffic was pretty heavy, it was
still ten at night and the taillights sped into the distance like the
perforated tail of a terrestrial comet waiting to carry him into the distance.
All that stood between him and non-existence was a fence of welded steel bars
painted in a deep forest green that was flaked off in a few spots revealing the
mussel shell colored steel beneath.


            He
grasped the steel of the fence, enjoying its enduring coolness on the palms of
his hands. With a few sharp flexes of his arms and legs he found himself
straddling the fence. Headlights splashed his face and a horn blared as a car
drove by half-heartedly telling him not to do it. He supposed if they really
meant it they would have stopped and tried to pull him off the fence, not that
anyone could get close enough to stop him now.


            He
smiled as he threw his second leg over the fence. He sat on top of the fence,
ready to throw himself over the side and make the world disappear. Should he go
head first or feet first? He looked out over the city that had ground him down
in the matter of a few days. He admired the streetlights and the skyscrapers
one last time. Head first it is.


            He
let go of the fence and for a brief second he hung, suspended, parallel with
the angle of the road. He wondered if perhaps he was going to be denied his
death at the hands of God himself… and then gravity kicked in and his stomach
lurched to the back of his throat. He fell… smiling as the tears streamed from
his eyes.






[bookmark: _Toc327811537]Chapter 22: Stuff We Can't Do Shit About


 


            He
landed with an audible clang; skull tended to do that when it bounced off of
the cheap American sheet metal that was used in today’s cars. If he had fallen
on top of an old Impala his head would have shattered and his neck would have
broken. But this was not good old American steel, this was today’s new American
composite steel and it bent quicker than a politician.


            The
car he landed on swerved and the driver screamed a shrill disaster cry. He laid
unconscious, seemingly glued to the roof of the car as his feet trailed down
the back windshield of the screaming lady’s car. The swerving car bounced off
of a curb jolting its cheap metal frame and sending its unexpected passenger
bouncing into the field of ivy that separated the freeway from the freeway
wall.


            The
lady sped off, borne nonstop on the mystical comet tail of the freeway, not
even bothering to check the rearview mirror. When she got home, she would
explain the dent to her husband, who would then call the police and tell them
that there were some jokers tossing garbage off of the freeway overpass ramp.
The desk sergeant would take the complaint and put it in a file with similar
complaints, a file marked “Stuff We Can’t Do Shit About” and everyone would go
to bed without a worry in their little heads.






[bookmark: _Toc327811538]Chapter 23: Going for a Dip


 


            The
world opened up as it darkened, and the pain that racked his body spread like a
wave bursting upon the rocks of a faraway ocean. Red bolts of lightning
crackled and whirled, filling up the void and coalescing into the shape of tall
trees. Light filtered down through the treetops reflecting off of his body and
splashing up at him from the pond that he now stood in.


            He
struggled to pull himself up from the pond and onto the bank that stood at chin
height. His hands covered in slimy pond water slipped from the muddy rim of the
pond’s banks. He reached again for a better handhold on the banks of the pond
and attempted to pull himself up once more. He had almost made it when a hand
pulled him back into the murky depths of the pool.


            The
pond water filled his mouth and his lungs. The hand that had pulled him from
the precipice of the pond now applied gentle but firm pressure to the back of
his head. His lungs burned and his mouth opened and closed like a fish that has
been dragged onto a river bank by a famished brown bear. His mouth filled with
the algae filled water of the pond and then all of the sudden it changed. The
watery liquid thickened in his mouth and the bits of spongy algae that clung to
his throat and tongue disappeared. He opened his previously closed eyes to see
the faint light that filtered through the tree tops had turned red… no, the
water had turned red.


            He
opened his mouth once again and instead of trying to breathe, he swallowed
feeling the invigorating rush of flavor and life that he had felt once before
when he had tasted his own blood. The hand that had held him under released its
pressure, allowing him to stand up if he so chose, but he didn’t. Instead, he
clung to the bottom of the pond grasping for purchase as he gulped as much of
the liquid, the blood, as he could. The flavors rushed through his mouth and
into his stomach screaming of life and loss on the way into his cell walls.


            The
unknown hand pulled him from his bottom feeding existence and into the light of
the world. He burst through the top layer of blood in the once-a-pond. Cold
liquid dropped from the skies to cling to his sticky face and run down it in tiny
rivulets. His eyes opened once again. Tear-clouded though they were, he could
still see the source of the cold rain; a thousand bodies strung up with their
throats cut in the impossibly tall treetops rained down upon him, giving to the
taker. He opened his mouth to catch the rain and swish its saltiness around his
mouth, almost taken off of his feet by the flavors that exploded in his mind.


            Two
hands cradled his upturned face as he was transported away from the forest
clearing and into the realm of far-off spices and flavors, almost tasting the
people that had grown them. He managed to break his mind away from his reveries
with some difficulty and lowered his gaze from the morbid piñatas overhead to
the eyes of the person that cradled his face with hands that were like ice. He
met the familiar gaze of the girl with the green-flecked eyes, and for a brief
second, he was disappointed at the lack of surprise in his heart.


            The
disappointment was soon replaced by a flare of lust as the blood that he had so
recently ingested flooded from his stomach and into his groin and for the first
time he noticed he was naked as he watched the miracle of his rapidly growing
penis. His eyes moved from the wonder of himself and onto the dark angel that
now stood but six inches from him. He watched with wonder as she scooped
handfuls of the sticky red liquid onto herself as if she were merely rinsing
off after lathering herself up with something as mundane as soap.


            She
regarded him with a frivolous gaze and a mischievous smile inviting him into
her without saying a word. He closed the distance with unrivaled speed and
buried himself inside of her warmth. His eyes closed and his jaw clenched as
the business at hand seemed to take control of every muscle in his body. He
thrust urgently, as if his life depended on it.


            She
gently pushed him away from her and circled behind him. She grasped his hair
and pulled it forcing his gaze up to the macabre piñatas that hovered overhead,
still raining down their treats upon their naked bodies. He felt her cold grip
as it slipped over the head of his manhood, back and forth. The bodies seemed
to sway with the same rhythm as his dark angel’s hand, and then she stopped.
The coldness on his privates didn’t stop as her hands snaked their way from
behind him to scratch fresh furrows in his blood drenched skin, ten fingernails
etching their own personal mark onto his body as if to say, “You’re mine.”


            He
looked down to find out what could possibly be hugging him in its chilly
embrace. He screamed as he recognized the shock of blonde hair, the upturned
nose, and the thin lips of which he had heard a thousand giggles pass. The lust
that he had so irresponsibly let consume him dissipated and he shriveled,
slipping from the decapitated head of his wife, which plummeted into the murky
depths of the crimson pool that he still stood in. In those murky depths, he
saw their headless bodies floating among invisible currents, their severed
heads bobbing like bubbles in a lava lamp.


            He
spun in a circle, ready to do as much violence as possible, only to find that
the dark angel had fled, had disappeared without so much as a ripple in the
blood or a track in the mud. The blood, that had so recently filled his stomach
and then his penis, now surged to the backs of his eyeballs creating a crimson
haze through which he tried to filter reality. He splashed through the dark
contents of the pool looking for the person responsible for his humiliation,
his rape. He found only bits of people, arms, legs, things unrecognizable and
the sorrow of still being alive.


            He
let loose a scream that echoed back at him from the hanging bodies, mocking him
in their death, people that had probably fought tooth and nail to not receive
what he had longed for. Then the man with the gun appeared over the rise of the
edge of the pond, the pool of blood that he now waded through searching for
dark angels, decapitated heads and the end of a cursed life.


            The
soldier approached the edge of the pond with caution, his weapon at the ready.
The look on the soldier’s face was one of sorrow rather than disgust.


            Before
he opened fire, he uttered one sentence, “Goddamn vampires.” The barrel of the
soldier’s rifle burst into a fiery flare as unseen punches assaulted his body.
He felt rather than saw the top of his head get ripped off. He heard the
sickening plop as it landed without sinking on the steadily crusting surface of
the pool of blood. The next bullet ripped through the two fingers on his right
hand shooting them off into the air where they danced like acrobats glad to be
free of the horrible body that they had previously been attached to. The next
two bullets whizzed through him, puncturing his left lung and shattering his
shoulder sending fire through his body. His own blood now poured into the pool
as he gasped for breath.


            The
soldier spouted tears as the next burst of fire from his assault rifle ripped
through the monster’s face and sent him down to the bottom of the blood covered
pool, and yet, his mind still functioned. The pain of his destroyed body
infused every single one of his thoughts, but there was, to his frustrated
surprise, still thought. Even now he could feel the gentle tugging of the flesh
on his scalp as it tried to mend itself together. He faded into the light as
his nightmare finally ended.






[bookmark: _Toc327811539]Chapter 24: Ratula


 


            His
body had flown a good twenty feet into a bed of ivy filled with vermin. Mice
and rats crawled over his hands and his unconscious face, tickling his nose
with their matted fur and taking fresh nibbles from the already open wound on
his scalp. It was the roar of a passing semi-truck and the tiny flare of nibble
pain that finally awoke him from his beautiful death dream.


            He
struggled to move in the approaching dawn. His arms jerked like the automatons
you would find in a cheap sideshow funhouse. His groans rang off the high
concrete block walls that surrounded the freeway; they were occasionally
drowned out by a semi-truck that was trying to find its way through the city’s
arteries. There was no strength left in his body and he was content to just lay
there and let the rats nibble his body away into nothingness.


            His
groans continued despite his resolution to let his vermin friends dispose of
his still living remains. Eventually, he attracted the attention of somebody.
He didn’t see the person as he approached, his footsteps crushing the dried
highway ivy with each step. As the footsteps came closer, he heard a click and
then a faint glow of light reached his functioning eyeballs through his tightly
pursed eyelids.


            “Well
holy shit! If it ain’t my good friend Ratula,” a familiar voice intoned in a painfully
cheery greeting. “Couldn’t get enough of them rats, huh? Or maybe, from the
looks of it, they came looking for you.”


            The
Old Solider stepped gingerly through the remaining stretch of ivy that
separated the two. “I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon.” The old man
stooped and lifted the bloody wound from the ground shouldering most of his
weight.


            He
fought the veteran, making it as difficult as possible for him to remove him
from his attempted death-by-rat suicide. He didn’t make much progress and he
soon blacked out from the effort. The last thing he remembered was a lone rat,
dangling with a death grip from the peeled back skin of his scalp. He
appreciated the effort.






[bookmark: _Toc327811540]Chapter 25: You Think You're a God, Boy?


 


            He
opened his eyes slowly, afraid to see what was on the other side of his
eyelids. The glare of daylight assaulted his eyes from the edge of his vision.
Slowly his eyes adjusted and he realized that he was resting underneath the
shade of the overpass that was supposed to have been his salvation. Pigeons
fluttered back and forth from one support to another dropping their feces
frequently. Their coos were barely audible above the roar of midday traffic from the highway.


            He
heard scrabbling next to him, the faint rustle of fingertips through fabric and
paper. He turned his head slightly, feeling the ache of his swollen neck and
the swoosh of blood through his battered brain. The old veteran sat with his
legs crossed on the incline of the concrete that supported the overpass. He
wondered how the veteran didn’t simply slide into the traffic like a child on a
sled who slides down a hill on a snow day. The old veteran’s fingers moved
lithely, pinching tobacco from a little yellow drum and filling up the rolling
paper he held cradled between his nicotine stained fingers. He moved the paper
back and forth, rolling the tobacco into a complex stick of cancer-dealing
goodness. With a final lick and kiss, he finished rolling the cigarette and
placed it in the pocket of his old military jacket. It looked like the kind
that Robert DeNiro had worn in Taxi Driver.


            He
tried to imagine the old veteran’s grizzled face wearing a mohawk and for a
second, he almost laughed. “Hey, old man. Say, ‘You talkin’ to me?’”


            The
old veteran ignored him and kept rolling the cigarette he was working on. When
he finished he placed it in his jacket pocket and spoke. “You ought to keep it
down, you know. The man that makes jokes is the man that lives the longest. You
ever heard that? From the shape you’re in, you don’t much look like you want to
be that man.”


            He
leaned his head back and listened as the old soldier’s fingers rifled through
his can of C grade tobacco, finding the perfect pinch to place in the next
paper.


            “Well,
I took the liberty of fixing you up, just in case you change your mind. I mean
you can always kill yourself later, but it’s a hell of a lot harder to come
back from the dead. Or so I’ve heard. Never been dead m’self. Not sure that I
ever want to be. As you can see, I got a pretty sweet spread goin’ on here.
It’s like I got my own piece of river front property. I got the sound of the
river without all the bother of fish, sunlight, and clean air. Who could ask
for anything more?”


            The
old man finished rolling his cigarette and placed it in his jacket pocket.
Industriously he scrabbled in his tobacco can for another perfect pinch. “So
what’s it going to be boy? You got a death wish or do you want to live? Are you
a Charles Bronson or a Ponce De Leon?”


            “I’m
not sure.” He thought about it for a little bit and decided to risk his sanity
on the old veteran.


            “You’re
not sure? Then you got a death wish for sure. People that want to live know it;
everyone else is just foolin’ themselves.”


            “No,
you’re not understanding me yet. I want death. Shit, you already know that.
People don’t just accidentally fall over fences and onto highways. I’m just not
sure that I can actually die.”


            The
old veteran stopped rolling his smokes and looked over at him, curiosity and
madness dancing in his eyes. “You think you’re a god, boy? You looked pretty
close to dead when I found you. I ain’t never seen the body of a god before,
but I’m pretty sure a god body wouldn’t look as pitiful as you did, layin’
there bleedin, all chewed up by rats. Nope, you were at the doorstep. All you
had to do was reach out and turn the knob.”


            He
turned his head, neurons firing in the negative, and looked at the face of the
old soldier. The skin around his eyes was saggy, giving him a squint-eyed look,
like Clint Eastwood in the desert. His cheeks were hollow on his “hadn’t shaved
in a few days” face. His unmarked skullcap clung to his head like a second
skull made of black knit wool.


            “Maybe
you don’t get it. I fell twenty five feet from that bridge, headfirst onto the
top of a car moving at 50 miles an hour, and I’m still here. I’m a little sore,
but I should be dead. My neck should have snapped in half, but there’s nothing
except for some bruises and some cuts and one hell of a headache.”


            The
old veteran looked at him, paused a moment and then dismissively said, “Some
people are just lucky, that’s all.”


            He
laughed at the old veteran’s nonchalance, even though it pained him to do so,
and with each exhaled laugh he felt as if his brains were going to burst out
the front of his skull. “Lucky?! Mister, if there’s one thing I ain’t, it’s
lucky. I’ve had my ass kicked all around this town and I haven’t been around
here for more than a week. I’m always fucking starving, I can’t eat normal food
without throwing up, and the only thing that I can seem to keep down is blood.
I tried killing myself, and that didn’t even go right. Does that sound like a
lucky man to you?”


            The
old veteran looked at him quizzically. “When did all this ‘bad luck’ start?”


            He
leaned back and rested his head on the hard slab of the highway overpass
support and tried to remember the past. His life of the last few days had
blended together; the days had all disappeared and all that was left was night
in his mind. Then it came to him… those green-flecked eyes, that pale skin, the
prick of teeth into his neck flesh. “It all happened about a week ago. I met
this girl at the bar. Well, I didn’t actually meet her. She stopped some
meathead from beating me to death. I took her back to my place and we had a
good time, and after that is when all this garbage started to happen.”


            The
old veteran lit up one of his pre-rolled cigarettes and then decided to cut
through all the bullshit. “When you say good time, what the hell do you mean?
Did she play dominoes with you? Did she give you a rimjob? Did you eat boogers
together? What the hell does ‘good time’ mean, boy?”


            “Well,
w-we made love…” he was interrupted by the old man’s coughing laughter as smoke
blew out his nose and mouth.


            “Love,”
he laughed some more even stopping to slap his knee. “Just cuz you stick your
dick in a watermelon, that don’t make it love.” He laughed some more and took
another drag off of his cigarette and spoke as he exhaled, “Why don’t you start
speakin’ straight, boy. I can’t help you if you’re not honest with me. Hell,
I’m not even sure I can help you if you are honest with me.”


            “Fine.
I took her home. I fucked her; actually, it’s more like she fucked me. I was
pretty busted up. Then she bit me on the neck and I passed out.”


            The
old man took off his skullcap and ran his fingers through his medium length
silver hair. “She bit you, huh? And now all you can eat is blood? And a swan
dive off of a highway overpass onto the top of a car just leaves you a little
bruised and bloody. Ain’t you never seen any movies? You’re a goddamn vampire.”
The old soldier started laughing again, then his face became serious once more,
“You’re not gonna eat me, are ya?” He burst into another fit of laughter.


            “You’re
the last person I’d eat, you dirty old bastard. You’d probably taste like
leather.”


            “That’s
no reason to be rude.”


            “I
thought you were trying to help me.”


            The
old veteran became serious once again, his mood changing quicksilver fast. “I
am trying to help you. Look at me. I’m an old bum, an old soldier with no more
fight in me. If I didn’t have my sense of humor, I wouldn’t have shit. Just cuz
I’m laughing, doesn’t mean I’m not serious. Alright?”


            “Fine.
Just keep the guffaws to a minimum. You’re like one of those little girls
that’s always giggling with her friends in the school cafeteria.”


            “There
you go! There’s your sense of humor. You’re kind of a dick about it, but you’re
getting the picture. So let’s see, where were we? Oh, yeah… you are a vampire.”


            He
thought about the old man’s statement and all the things that had happened to
him, and all of the things that he had been feeling… and it all sort of made
sense. “OK, I’m a vampire.” He felt like he had entered the Twilight Zone. He
kept waiting to see Rod Serling standing off to the side giving some pithy
synopsis of tonight’s episode about an average man who finds himself in
extraordinary circumstances.


            “OK,
so are you a good vampire or a bad vampire?”


            “Can
there be a good vampire?”


            “I
don’t know; you tell me.”


            “I
guess I’m good. The only person I’ve tried to kill is myself.”


            “Alright,
a good vampire. I’d hate to have to try and kill you. Cuz if you were bad,
that’s exactly what I’d do. Now what do you want to do Mr. Vampire?”


            His
head ached and he felt like he was still in the middle of a bad nightmare. He
wasn’t too excited about being a vampire and his motivations hadn’t changed
with his grudging acceptance of the circumstances. “I want to die.”


            “Well
we’ve already seen how that’s worked out. What’s number two on the list?


            He
thought a little more, and there it was in the back of his brain, a reason, a
motivation.


            “If
I can’t die, then someone is going to have to.
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            The
day passed underneath the bridge. He laid on his back hatching his devious
plans with the old crazy soldier. He covered his eyes with his arm, avoiding
the burning light at the edge of the overpass. It felt good to accept the
insanity that he had been swept up in. It felt good to have a purpose and it
felt good to have someone to talk to.


            The
sun made its arc through the sky, trying to find a way to get at the young
vampire underneath the freeway overpass. The old man rolled his cigarettes and
their plan came together. Pacts were made as night came. The old veteran picked
him up and planted the young vampire on his shoulder. His hand rolled cigarette
smoke billowed over him covering him in its stink like a secret cape that hid
his new nature. He plodded along with the young vampire attempting to ease the
burden, clumsily putting one foot in front of the other. His body seemed to be
malfunctioning, things didn’t work as easily as they used to, and it required
an extreme amount of effort to travel the six blocks to his apartment, a
lifetime away from the overpass.


            When
they found their way inside his apartment he was exhausted. The old veteran
promised to be back tomorrow night with some goodies and left him on his bed.
He closed his eyes and slept for the rest of night and the rest of the next
day. He awoke to the jingling of keys in the doorknob and the slow creak of the
door. His eyes opened as the last orange of sunset disappeared over the horizon
and the rustle of goodies in bags were plopped on the end of his bed. It had
begun.
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            The
old soldier tottered in, loaded with paper bags. Some wood sat out on the
stairwell landing. He had no idea what that was for, but he had an idea. One of
the bags looked suspiciously wiggly. He didn’t like to think what was in the
bag or what would happen to the contents of the aforementioned bag.


            “Greetings,
Ratula. How was your nap?”


            “Good,
I slept like a baby. No dreams, nothing except darkness.”


            “Sounds
like the type of sleep that a man has after getting a monkey off of his back.
Good for you. I got the stuff that we need, plus a few extra things.”


            The
old soldier started emptying the contents of his bags, upending them and
dumping them out on the bed. There were books about vampires, a shitload of
nails and a bottle of whiskey. The old veteran grabbed the fifth of whiskey, a
bargain brand called Broker’s that came in a plastic bottle. “That one’s for
me. I got yours right here.” He held up the wiggly bag of something and tossed
it in his direction. He peeked inside and saw exactly what he thought he’d see:
four medium-sized rats fighting to get out of the paper bag. He was surprised
that they hadn’t chewed their way out, but that’s what happened when you
crammed too many creatures in a small space… they spent all of their time
fighting each other instead of working together to get out.


            “Now
I know that rats aren’t no gourmet meal, but they’re a lot easier to get up
here than an unconscious person. You need your strength, so don’t complain.” He
opened his bottle of whiskey and took a swig that made him gag just looking at
it. “Go eat. We got a lot of work to do and the nights are short at this time
of year.”


            He
grabbed his bag o’ rats and walked into the kitchen, where he found a nice serrated
steak knife that only had a little rust on its edge. He then began to wash the
rats, one by one in the sink. After he had washed all of the rats off, he
picked up the plumpest one; it must have weighed two pounds, and cut its throat
with the knife. He held it upside down so that the blood would drip into his
mouth aided by the still beating heart of the rat and gravity. It was all a lot
neater and nicer than his last attempt had been. The taste was the same
however; old gutter refuse and shit flavor. It still invigorated him. 


He looked over
at the old veteran sitting on the end of his bed, reading a book about vampires
and pausing every now and then to steal a draught from his bottle. He wondered
what he would taste like. Hell, he’d probably taste like old cigarettes and
whiskey. Who knows, maybe there would be even more flavors inside the old man
than he thought. He had been to faraway, exotic places. There could yet be some
surprises in the old man. He banished the line of thinking from his thoughts as
he opened up another bottle of rat and drained its lifeblood down.


“So what do
you say there, chief? What’s the plan?”


“Well, besides
you suckin’ down that rat brew, the first order of business is to build your
vampire ass a coffin.” He took another swig from his bottle and smacked his
lips. “You any good at carpentering?”


“Carpentering?
Is that even a word?”


“I don’t know.
Do I look like a dictionary to you?”


“No… you look
like an old bum who is getting drunk and reading a book about vampires on the end
of my bed.”


“Ha ha ha…
well at least we know your eyes are working properly,” he took another swig
from his bottle and produced one of his handmade beauties from his jacket
pocket. He lit it and continued reading the vampiric tome.


“Why do I need
a coffin? I’ve been sleeping in this room since I was bit and I haven’t been
burnt up yet?”


The old
soldier took another drag from his ever-present cigarette and looked him in the
eyes. “You don’t know what’s going to happen. What if one day, you’re sleeping
and all of the sudden you start sleepwalking. You’re in a dream and you want to
look out the window so you walk over to the window and lift the shade. Next
thing you know, no more you. It could happen. I’ve seen people do some weird
shit in their sleep. Did I ever tell you the story of my friend that could channel
the devil in his sleep? He was this old bum that would go to sleep and…”


“No, please,
not another story.”


“I suppose
you’re right. We do have some work to do.”


“I still don’t
see why I need a coffin. I’ve never sleepwalked in my life, and I don’t see how
being a vampire would change that.”


“Fine, fine,
you don’t sleepwalk, but it says here in this book… let me find the page.” The
old soldier riffled through the pages of the red-bound book that had the title
McGinley’s Vampiric Encyclopedia emblazoned in gold letters across the front
cover. He finally found the page and said, “Ah, here it is. ‘A vampire must
rest in a receptacle for the dead, or coffin, every night in order to obtain
the true potential of their vampiric powers. If a vampire does not rest in a
corpse receptacle, then their powers shall diminish to that of the weakest
humans.’”


“So you’re
saying that if I want to be a strong vampire, I have to sleep in a coffin.”


“Exactly.”


“I can’t believe
this shit.” He began to pull the wood from the landing into the tiny space of
his apartment. There were a handful of two by four’s and three large planks of
plywood that took up as much space as the base of his bed. He had to lean the
large planks on the bed to have enough space to move around. “Where did you get
all of this stuff?”


“Well, I
scrounged around some of the more notorious bridges in town and found the wood.
Most bums don’t like to sleep on plain old dirt or concrete. It makes them feel
like animals, and if it rains, a piece of wood is usually enough to keep the
wetness from reaching you. The rats were easy enough to find underneath my own
bridge. The nails and this hammer,” he pulled a shiny silver hammer from the
other bag that he had carried in, “had to be borrowed.” He laughed a little
bit, took a swig and a smoke and then said, “By borrowed, I mean stolen.”


“You stole all
that stuff?”


“Sure, kid. I
got the jacket. I got that old grizzled look that people can’t look at for too
long, and I got the smell that most people won’t even stand next to for longer
than two minutes. It’s not that hard to steal anything when people don’t want
to look at or be around you. I would almost be insulted if it didn’t work out
to my advantage so often. Besides, it’s not like I’m stealing TV’s or anything.
I’m just taking a little here and there, the type of shit that no one’s going
to miss. The only thing I regret is that I couldn’t find a construction site to
rip the wood from. I know a couple of hard drinkin’ winos that are gonna be
more than a little pissed when they get home from panhandling, but hey, if I
could find some wood, then they can find some wood.”


“Alright,
let’s get to work.”
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            The
work started out good. They put his bed up against the wall, like a cheap
imitation of a Murphy bed, so that they would have more room to work. The old
soldier produced a saw from the bag that the hammer had come from and they
began measuring out and marking the pieces of wood. He laid down on one of the
large piece of plywood as the old soldier marked out his general dimensions on
the wood with a black Magnum marker that they had found in one of his as of yet
unpacked boxes. It was a bizarre experience to be measured for a coffin while
he could still walk and talk.


            Once
they had measured out his dimensions on the plywood, they began to cut the wood
to size. The two-by-fours were easy to cut. They were dry wood and the powder
that they left on the never-been-clean carpet piled up quickly. The plywood was
a different story. Each stroke of the saw simply tore away little chunks of the
plywood creating a ragged edge.


            They
had a little meeting of the minds which was quickly becoming the meeting of the
mind as the old soldier sank deeper and deeper into his bottle. His usefulness
was quickly becoming suspect. In the end, they decided to leave two of the
plywood sheets intact which would make for a bed-sized coffin.


            They
stood the plywood on its side and placed a cut piece of two-by-four up against
it. He hammered the nail home as the old soldier wobbled to and fro with the
plywood in his hands. After each two by four was attached at the corners of the
plywood the laid it down and tested out the supporting piece of two by four.
Now came the hard part. They had to cut one of the sheets of plywood into the four
pieces that would make up the sides of the coffin.


            When
they were finished, they had four rough rectangles that stood approximately two
feet high when they were attached to the coffin. They had to top off the two by
four pieces of wood that made the frame of the coffin when they were finished.
Neither of them were very good at math and they had miscalculated how tall the
coffin would actually be.


            In
the middle of the carpentering, one of his previously unseen neighbors appeared
from downstairs, pounding at his door. They ignored him and tried to continue
with their work, but the pounding only became more intense and insistent until
they thought the door would fly off the hinges.


            He
lost his temper and flung open the door to be greeted by the shocked but
furious face of a man with dark rings under his eyes. He stood there waiting
for the man to speak, to explain why he had been pounding on his door. He was
afraid to speak first lest he start a brawl on the stairwell.


            The
man in the stairwell looked at the two seemingly crazy men that had been
creating the noise that had kept him up for most of the night. The heat of the
apartment assaulted his face as did the reek of whiskey and cigarette smoke. The
neighbor decided to be a little more diplomatic in his criticism of the two
men’s actions once he spied the silver clawed hammer, the sparkling teeth of
the saw, and the crude wooden object that lay in the middle of the apartment.


            He
spoke in a deliberate manner, trying to keep the edge that he still felt from
infiltrating his voice, “I was wondering if you two gentleman could keep it
down. I’m trying to get some sleep, and I live downstairs and all I’ve heard
for the last two hours is sawing and hammering. Some of us do have to work in
the morning, and I would much appreciate it.”


            Before
he could say anything in reply to the man on the landing, the Old Soldier
blurted something out, “We would appreciate it if you would keep your goddamn
mouth shut.” The Old Soldier got up our of his chair waving his two-thirds
empty whiskey bottle around like it was the mace of a medieval knight. He moved
to intercept the Old Soldier before he could brain the tired man on the
landing.


            “Get
your fucking hands off of me! That son of a bitch comes up here banging on the
door like the goddamn Big Bad Wolf, and he’s going to get what’s coming to him!
We ain’t no little pigs, you fucker! I’m a Vietnam vet. I’ve killed better men
than you’ll ever be! You want some quiet? Then bring your ass in here and make
us be quiet!”


            The
man on the landing looked at the old man with fear in his eyes. He had been
expecting a confrontation, but not a confrontation with two apparently drunk
carpenters out of their minds. “I’m just going to leave now…” He turned to go
before the old veteran could get his whiskey bottle within swinging distance.


            The
old man fought his way back to the landing with his vampire friend in between
him and the sleepy man that was now making his way down the stairs to the
assumed security of his own apartment. “You better get the fuck out of here. If
you got the balls to complain, then you should have the balls to fight, but you’re
just a chickenshit nancy boy. Run home to momma, little girl!”


            The
old man lobbed the whiskey bottle down the stairs. All the parties involved
watched as it flew in a straight line and smashed against the railing, bouncing
off and spilling its rage inducing contents in a pitiful puddle on the landing
below theirs. The old veteran shouted one last thing as the man from downstairs
ducked inside his apartment, “Don’t call the fucking cops, boy. Or it’ll be the
last thing you ever do! Me and my boy Ratula here, we got ourselves a mighty
mean streak, and it’ll be the last thing you ever do!”


            As
the man disappeared into his apartment all the strength disappeared from the
old man’s legs and he collapsed, spent, into his friend’s arms. He walked
inside and laid the old man on the floor, still spouting his tirades, weak
pitiful arguments and threats rained down upon his dirty carpet missing their
target by an apartment or two. He faded off into darkness muttering about being
a veteran and kicking ass. He was deaf to the sounds of sawing and hammering
that continued on into the night.
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            His
first day in the coffin was anything but comfortable. The particle board that
he was attempting to sleep on had an annoying habit of getting slivers of wood
in his skin. He got up in the middle of the day and pushed the Old Soldier off
of his blanket so that he could spread it over the splintery inside of his
coffin. The Old Soldier mumbled something unintelligible and rolled on his back
spouting whiskey-sodden breath like an invisible geyser.


            Luckily
the shades of the apartment were closed so that no morning sunlight could get
into his apartment. It wouldn’t have mattered; his apartment window faced north
and no direct sunlight could reach the dank humidor that his apartment had
become. A box of Cuban cigars would have no problem retaining moisture in his
apartment. The presence of two bodies, smoke and alcohol had all combined to
create a twisted greenhouse effect in his humble little abode.


            It
wasn’t any better inside of his box. The blanket had taken care of the splinter
problem, but trying to sleep inside of the box was like trying to catch a few
Z’s while reclining on the hot, summer blacktop in the middle of the day. Each
breath he took seemed to billow and hang above his face until he was sweating
like Shaquille O’Neal during the fourth quarter of a basketball game.


            To
make matters worse, his coffin was almost completely useless. The faded light
of day was blocked by the shade of his window; however, it did have a
lightening effect on the darkness inside his apartment. He could see the
lightening effect through the corners of his coffin. Even though the coffin
felt airtight, it was clear that him and the Old Soldier would have to do a
little more work if they were going to protect him from daylight.


            There
was one thing that he knew for sure, sleeping in this little box certainly
didn’t seem to be making him any stronger. It was more of a sweatbox than
anything else.


            Despite
the uncomfortability of his new bed, he soon found himself drifting off into a
sweat-soaked sleep, punctuated by the farts and snores of the Old Soldier who
lay passed out on his floor separated only by cheap, poorly cut plywood.
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            When
he awoke, the Old Soldier had disappeared. Sitting on the floor next to his
coffin was another bag like the one from the night before. There was a ragged
hole in the side of the bag and when he looked inside, all he saw was the
intricately folded bottom of the wrinkled paper sack.


            There
had definitely been rats here. He could see droppings and rat sized disturbances
in the shabby carpet of the apartment. He could still hear the scrabbling of
the rats somewhere in the apartment, the sound of their little rat claws
searching for purchase on the linoleum of the little walk in kitchen.


            He
grabbed a piece of wood left over from the coffin building fiasco, a piece that
was about as wide as the space between the oven side of the kitchen and the
side with the sink and the cupboards. As he laid the piece of wood on the
floor, making it as wide as possible, three rats scurried out of the crack
between the refrigerator and the counter and onto the linoleum. He slowly
pushed it towards the wall of his apartment trapping the rats between his piece
of wood and the wall. He scooped the rats into the sink with his hand, tossing
them by their tails. He decided to let the rat mess go for the time being as he
was starving. He tossed the rats in the fridge.


            He
followed what was fast becoming his dinner time ritual. One by one,  he washed
the rats and cut their throats, slurping their blood from the precise cuts like
they were little more than juiceboxes, and he nothing more than a thirsty
elementary school kid come home from running outside all afternoon. He drank
and drank until he felt almost sick. Apparently, three rat-flavored juiceboxes
was his limit.


            He
sat back to look at the mess that the rats had made. He had no idea how long
the rats had been loose, but they had managed to make quite a mess of the
place. He grabbed a sponge and a washrag from underneath the sink and began
cleaning their mess. He scooped up their turd nuggets and deposited them in the
garbage can underneath the sink along with the remains of the desiccated rats.


            As
he scrubbed the stains from the carpet and the linoleum in the kitchen he
wondered about the Old Soldier. Where had he gone? He figured he should be here
by now; it was night after all.


            He
imagined the Old Soldier cutting through the night streets, not unlike a rat,
hunkered over with pilfered goods in his arms. Maybe he was finding some better
wood with which they could fix up his pitiful attempt at a coffin. Maybe he
needed another bottle of whiskey, and he was casing the liquor stores right now
looking for some way to slip a bottle into his oversized military jacket. Maybe
he was jerking off on the corner for money. Who knew?


            He
put the Old Soldier out of his mind and began to think about the path that lay
ahead of him. There was so much to do and so much time to do it in. For the
meantime he just wanted to get his coffin in order so that, if for some reason,
sunlight poured into his apartment, he wouldn't be cooked to a crisp. The
vampire books the Old Soldier had stolen disagreed on a substantial amount of
vampire lore, but the one thing that they all had in common was that if a
vampire got caught in the sun, they were dead. Some said that the vampire would
burst into flames and burn to death. Others claimed that a sun-caught vampire
would simply turn to ash and blow away on the wind. It all amounted to the same
thing: death.


            But
wasn’t that what he wanted?


            Just
as he was about to embark on his current line of thought, the Old Soldier burst
into the apartment carrying a couple more bags of goodies. He seemed to be
giddy with his latest haul.


            “Where
have you been,” he asked the Old Soldier.


            “I’ve
been out getting stuff… stuff we’re going to need.” The Old Soldier emptied his
bags onto the top of the closed coffin. The crash of heavy metal objects on
wood was startling in the silent apartment.


            The
Old Soldier went through his spiel like a used car salesman, holding up objects
and describing their usefulness and how he had obtained each item. There was,
of course, a bottle of grape flavored Mad Dog 20/20 that the old man had nicked
from the Plaid Pantry up the street, scraps of wood and a tube of caulk taken
from a construction site, and metal hinges, screws, a hand powered drill and a
red-handled screwdriver taken from a hardware store.


The prize of
the bunch, however, was a bowie knife that the old man had slipped into his
pocket while he was in an army surplus store. This was not your typical
Rambo-style knife. This knife had been made to kill people, not survive in the
jungle. The blade appeared to be razor sharp and the handle had a brass knuckle
shaped guard that could be used to protect your fingers or to bash open
someone’s face. The Old Soldier giggled and turned the knife in his hands as if
he were David Bowie in Labyrinth, playing with a crystal ball.


He told the
Old Soldier about the coffin’s flaws, and together they decided that the first
order of business was to vampire-proof the coffin. There was no point in even
having a coffin if even a pinprick of sunlight could get through.


They took
turns resting in the coffin and turning the lights off so that their eyes could
get adjusted to complete darkness. He could hear his own ragged breaths inside
the box and the thirsty gulps of the Old Soldier as he made his way through the
bottle of cheap wine. When the lights came on outside of the coffin, he clearly
identified four or five places where light was entering the coffin.


They used the
caulk to patch up the holes in the coffin’s defense and because they didn’t
have a caulk gun, they had to cut open the tube of caulk and spread it around
with their fingers. The bitter smell of the caulk and the turpentine-like aroma
of the wine combined to create a pleasant aroma in the moist heat of the
apartment. With caulk covering their fingers, they were like two bakers
frosting a large but inedible cake. He supposed that when he was inside the
coffin, he would feel like a stripper ready to burst out on her cue.


They spread
and covered, stood back and admired their work. Then one of them would get
inside of the box while the other turned off the lights. Then they started the
process all over again. When they were done, they took the hand drill and made
holes for the hinges so that the lid of the coffin wasn’t just resting on top
of the box. They worked in almost silence, as if they were building a cathedral
or digging a grave. The lid fit perfectly and opened and closed without any
noise.


When they were
finished, they both sat on the floor and let the heat of the apartment wash
over their sweating faces. The Old Soldier drank from his bottle as he smoked.
He reached the spittle-filled contents at the bottom of the bottle and he
retched for just a second before killing it and taking another drag off of one
of his beauties.


He leaned his
head back against the wall as the Old Soldier across from him began to speak.


“Do you think
we got them all?”


He took a big
drag of the musty air before he replied, “Yeah, we got ‘em.”


“That’s good.”
He took another puff, “Then today you can test it out, see if the coffin really
works.”


“What do you
mean, ‘test it out?’ You’re crazy.”


“If it doesn’t
work, you’ll know it. I’ll be here, so don’t worry. If you start to feel
anything, just start bangin’ and hollerin’ and I’ll close the blind.”


“You make it
sound so simple; like I’m just dipping my toes into a swimming pool to see how
cold it is.”


The Old
Soldier looked him in the eyes and in an uncharacteristically mirthless voice
said, “You sure whine an awful lot for a person that wanted to kill themselves
just a couple of nights ago.”


He didn’t have
an argument that could compete with the Old Soldier’s logic so he just let it
be. With the few dull kitchen knives that he had, they started carving the
scraps of wood into stakes. This was also one of the few things that all of the
vampire books had agreed on: if you wanted to kill a vampire at night, you had
to drive a wooden stake through their heart. One of the books said that silver
would work too, but they didn’t figure that it was worth a chance, plus neither
of them was a blacksmith and stealing silver was a lot harder than procuring
wood from a construction sight.


They carved
out wooden stakes, which was a lot harder than it had seemed in the movies. It
turns out that dry, construction quality wood is not the type of wood that
makes a good stake, plus when they were finished they were kind of hard to grip
because of the fact that the handles were square.


As the night
began to lighten through the protective film of the window shade, he made
preparations to spend the day in his coffin. They put the knives away and
stacked their pitiful pile of wooden stakes in the corner. He arranged his
blanket so that it provided the most protection from the wooden splinters of
the plywood. The old man’s face disappeared with a final assurance that nothing
would happen as he closed the lid.


He felt like
he was forgetting something. It didn’t dawn on him until much later in the day.
He heard the rattling of the window shade being raised and a quick inspection
assured him that his stifling coffin was indeed light free. He closed his eyes
and went to sleep.
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            He
awoke some time in the middle of the day. He had an urge. An urge to lift the
coffin lid and see exactly what would happen if he let the sunlight hit him. He
wondered if it had to be direct sunlight, in order to harm him. He wondered if
the reflected sunlight from the building across the way would be enough to
start him on fire or turn him to ash or make him transform into a swarm of
butterflies.


            He
stared into the darkness almost daring himself to open the lid. All he had to
do was open the lid and it would all be over. His hand reached up caressing the
splintery feel of the coffin lid. The snores of the old man could be heard
through the thin plywood walls of his coffin.


            Then
he felt a different urge. For the first time in a long time, he had to go the
bathroom. He clenched his buttcheeks together to prevent his brown bounty from
escaping.


            He
wondered what time it was. How long did he have until the sun went down? How
long did he have to hold his action until he could release it? The urge went
away and the turtle’s head retreated long enough for him to fall back asleep.
He didn’t hear the shuffling movements of the Old Soldier as he gathered his
things and left the apartment. Sometime during the night he had run out of his
beauties and despite his promise to the man inside of the coffin, he set out to
find a drum of cheap tobacco to slip inside of his coat.
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            He
awoke again, half an hour later, even though he didn’t know exactly how long it
had been. The air in his coffin reeked. He must have been passing gas in his
sleep, a problem he had had since he had been a young boy. He had cut a loud
fart in Ms. Moore’s math class one time in middle school and been ridiculed for
most of what was left of that school year, about five months. Everywhere he
walked students made fart noises at him. He couldn’t bend over without someone
in class making machine gun like fart sounds at him, which would cause the rest
of the class to burst into raucous and rude laughter. He remembered the faces
that girls would make as they pointed or wrinkled their noses in disgust. Since
that time he had always held in his gaseous action in an attempt to save his
own insecurities from further attacks by whoever might be in his presence when
he let one slip.


            It
didn’t matter who was around, he just had a problem cutting loose with one of
life’s basic functions. He knew that everyone had gas at one time or another,
but that didn’t matter; they weren’t the one’s that had been made fun of.


He remembered
how his wife, after they had known each other for a sufficient length of time,
had become comfortable enough to pass gas in front of him. She would let one
rip and laugh. He would laugh too, because, yes, it was funny, even if it
smelled like rot and the sounds were sickeningly ass-rattling. No matter how
many times she did it, he was never able to overcome his embarrassment and join
in the fun.


            Consequently,
whenever he was around people, he held it all in. Occasionally, he would sneak
into a bathroom and sit on the toilet and let it all out, like some twisted
ass-musician playing the butt tuba, but most of the time he held it in until
his stomach and intestines filled with the offending gas and started rumbling.
After a while, the rumble of shifting gas in his intestines would end up being
as loud as farts, but thankfully, most people could tell the difference between
an ass eruption and intestinal rumblings.


            He
listened for any noise from the Old Soldier. He didn’t think that any smell
that he let loose in the coffin would reach the Old Soldier, but he just
couldn’t stand the thought of the dirty old veteran laughing and making fart
noises at him. It made no difference that he was a crusty old drunk with a
penchant for pilfering; it would still be embarrassing to him, so he listened.
He didn’t hear any noise, no snoring, no shifting, and no deep breathing.


            The
gas in his stomach had been building ever since he had woken up. He decided it
might be ok to let one go. It already reeked like ass in the coffin. One more
blast wouldn’t make that much of a difference. Besides, it was his own brand.
There was nothing like being trapped in a coffin to help you get over your
phobias. At least he wasn’t claustrophobic.


            He
relaxed his muscles and he felt the bubble make its way down his intestines and
to the fleshy valve of his sphincter, where it halted. He made an extra push
and out it came. The smell was immediate and the feeling was anything but
satisfying. Besides the gas that now filled his little box a decidedly mushy
substance had come out as well. It’s warmth clung to his buttocks as he froze,
attempting not to mash the warm substance against his own skin. He had shit
himself.


            Gas
was one thing, but he didn’t know many people that could stand the feel of
their own shit. He began pounding on the sides of his coffin as he
simultaneously gagged.


            “Get
me out of her! Close the fucking blind!”


            There
was no response from outside of the coffin. He banged harder trying to get the
Old Soldier’s attention.


            “Wake
the fuck up, you old drunk! I shit myself! Close the goddamn blind.” The more
he yelled and banged the more the smell invaded his noise and throat until it
felt like he was swallowing his own shit. Even worse, his efforts to bang on
the side of the coffin had him moving enough to smear the hot paste of his own
crap all over his backside, and as it smeared the smell became even more potent,
as if he was breaking open a fresh loaf of bread. The retching muscles of his
esophagus finally managed to fulfill their reflexive duties, and fresh stomach
acid billowed out from between his open jaws and onto his face.


            For
a second, he was too shocked to register what had just happened. The dark of
the coffin certainly didn’t help any. As he breathed in, some of the vomit that
now covered his face managed to work its way up his nasal cavity, and he began
to cough and thrash. He banged on the sides of the coffin desperately hoping
that anyone would come up and close the blind on the window so that he could
step from his cradle of filth and cleanse himself. He continued to gag and
dry-heave and then he stopped.


            He
had to pee.
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            The
Old Soldier found his way home a half an hour later. The sounds from inside the
coffin had ceased by then, and except for a peculiar odor, he didn’t notice
anything. He sat on the floor and began to roll his handmade beauties, slipping
them into his jacket pocket when he was finished with each one.


            As
he rolled his beauties, he looked around the apartment for the source of the
smell. He checked his jacket; it smelled awful, like stale wine and butt-musk,
but it wasn’t anywhere near as complex an aroma as what permeated the
apartment. He checked the floor to see if he had vomited in the night. It was
rare with a tolerance like his, but he had been known to wake up in a puddle of
his own making, and the smell that filled the apartment definitely had a tinge
of puke in it. He walked around checking the corners of the apartment, behind
boxes, and even in the bathroom on the odd chance that he had actually made it
to the bathroom, puked, and forgotten to flush.


            His
next place to check was the kitchen. From his many years of experience, he knew
that if there was a smell in a place and you couldn’t quite figure out what it
was, chances were that whatever was making the smell was residing in some dark
corner of the kitchen.


            He
began sniffing and smelling like a bloodhound, his old nose wrinkling and
twitching as it led him to a new offensive odor, an odor more subtle than the
one that had been assaulting him. The new smell was coming form underneath the
sink and quite possibly in the sink. He opened up the cupboard and was
immediately greeted with a swarm of freshly hatched flies. They buzzed around
his eyes and ears, up his nose, and around his tightly clenched lips. Even
though he had no proof that he had thrown up the night before, he was certainly
seconds away from making it happen now.


            He
ran from the pile of garbage that sat rotting underneath the sink. Flies
streamed out from the decaying remains of his friend’s dinners. They weren’t
giant flies, but tiny little flies that looked like diseases with wings
hovering in the air, looking for a comfy place to land and trample sickness
with their legs. He sat back for a second and contemplated what effects closing
the cupboard would have. On the positive side, he wouldn’t have to clean up the
mess, which meant he wouldn’t have to smell the rotting corpses of rats and see
the things that crawled through their rotten flesh. On the other hand, he knew
that the fly miasma would not disappear on its own. The rats had only been
rotting underneath the sink for a few days; this was just the beginning. In a
few days, flies would be crawling on everything, leaving their filth throughout
the apartment, congregating around the toilet bowl, having tea, and talking
about how rough life was. There was no choice in the matter, he couldn’t stand
flies. Even the sight of them made him feel uncomfortable and nauseous. He had
seen death in Vietnam, and that had bothered him, but it had always been fresh
death. Even the people that had been strung up in the clearing next to the dead
village had only been dead for a little while. They hadn’t had time to putrefy,
to rot, and to sprout forth new life in the shape of flies and maggots. He had
to get rid of the flies before they became a buzzing hoard of disease that would
choke his mouth and cover him in their excrement and bile.


            He
looked around for anything to cover his mouth and nose with. The thought of any
of those rotten-rat fed mites with wings flying up his nose was more terrifying
to him than anything he had seen in the world: the vampires, the death, his
friend in the box. The only thing he could find to put over his face was a
towel that had been hanging on the handle of the refrigerator. He decided that
it had been too close to the kitchen and the swarm of flies that he had
unleashed upon the apartment. The only other thing that he could think of was
to use one of his socks as a mask. He immediately threw that idea out of the
window; he hadn’t washed his socks in ages and the smell from those might
actually be worse than the smell coming from the garbage can or the mystery
smell that filled the apartment. He decided he was going to have to go in
unprotected, no cover fire, no backup. 


            He
took a deep breath before he ran into the kitchen, then he pursed his lips and
tried to make his nostrils as small as possible as he ran to the garbage can
that sat underneath the sink. He attempted to grab the liner of the garbage
can. His fingers slipped at the first attempt. He almost panicked and opened
his mouth to utter a swear word or two; instead, he kept his mouth closed and
made another attempt for the garbage liner, this time meeting with successful
results.


            He
lifted up on the bag and felt the sickening shifting of the contents as the bag
sagged with the liquefied insides of rat remains. The moving of the bag
disturbed the flies feasting and a new cloud of flies buzzed around his face.
He stopped breathing and prayed that none of the buzzing specks would find his
nostrils or ears interesting enough to explore. The flimsy white plastic of the
garbage bag began to sag with the weight of its contents.


            He
ran out of the apartment with the bag at arm’s length, wondering at the
mystical nature of garbage bags. They always seemed to want to break whenever
you were carrying something that you didn’t want to splatter your shoes.
Perhaps that was because the heaviest things in life were most often the most
disgusting things.


            He
pounded down the stairs almost leaping down the landings. He tried to hold the
bag as still as possible and still move quickly. He could see the white plastic
at the bottom of the bag stretching and becoming clear enough for him to
distinguish colors through the bag’s surface. The bag now hung like a comet
full of filth pointed directly at the earth’s surface. He reached the bottom of
the stairs and burst around the corner, like some child in a spoon and egg race
during field day. Maybe he would get a ribbon.


            As
he rounded the corner, he brought the bag up in an arc, using its own
centrifugal force to toss it into the dumpster that waited with an open lid. As
the bag reached the highest point of the arc, the plastic gave way and the
contents of the bag splattered all over the side of the open dumpster. A few
drops of the putrid mix landed in his hair, and the Old Soldier added his own special
mixture to the side of the dumpster. He stepped back and surveyed the mess that
he had created. He decided to leave it for someone else to clean up and then he
turned and went back into the apartment.


            As
he was going up the stairs, an angry face peeked out of one of the apartments.
The face looked like he was about to say something, maybe complain about the
Old Soldier’s mad dash down the stairs, but then he changed his mind.


            The
Old Soldier paused to let the man say what he was going to say, but the man
said nothing so he moved on. As he passed the man he got a good glimpse at his
face, and for a moment, he felt a spark of recognition. He turned to the man
and said, “Don’t I know you?”


            The
man’s face lit up at the question and he said, “I don’t think so. I was just
expecting someone and I thought you might be him.”


            “Oh.”
The Old Soldier climbed back up the stairs trying to shake the feeling of
familiarity out of his brainpan. He heard the door close behind him. Maybe it
was just some sort of weird déjà vu. He reached the door to his friend’s
apartment and strolled on in. He left the door open in the hopes that the flies
that were in the apartment would feel the warm breeze from outside and fly out.


            He
cleaned up the sink area, making sure that the flies had no food source to
multiply in, and then he put a new garbage bag in the trash can and replaced it
under the sink. Once he had finished with his tidying up, he sat down again to
roll some more cigarettes.


            He
finished rolling the first of his beauties, wet the seam with his tongue, and
placed it in his jacket pocket to dry, before he noticed that the original
smell that had precipitated his cleansing effort was still lingering in the
apartment. He couldn’t find the source of the smell so he opened up the windows
of the apartment. The fresh air, as fresh as it can get in the city, was
pleasing and helped with the smell. The open apartment door helped create a
nice crossbreeze that swooped out flies and stench. The flies went but the
stench still remained, albeit in a less pungent state. He suffered through the
reek of the apartment, and the tainted sense of ghost flies on his skin. Is
this what it feels like to be dead, things crawling on your skin, rot filling
your nostrils, and nothing to be done about it? He rolled his beauties until
the sun went down.
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            He
awoke again in his stultifying, lightless environment. He was splattered all
around the waist with shit and piss. Vomit caked his face and chest. If he
could have seen the blanket underneath him, he would have thought it had been
used in some sort of scat film. He couldn’t stand his mess anymore. He reached
up and shoved the cover of his coffin open on its hinges, sunlight be damned. To
his surprise, it was the evening and the Old Soldier sat, smoking one of his
beauties. He stood there, trying not to step on any off the filth that he had
filled his coffin with.


            The
old man choked on his most recent puff of cigarette smoke, startled by the
appearance of a man that looked like he had just come crawling out of a sewer.


            “Where
the hell were you!?”


            The
Old Soldier looked up at him in surprise and said, “What are you talking about?
I’ve been here the whole time, sleepin’ and rollin’ smokes.”


            He
had no time for the old man’s antics and protests of ignorance. He ran into the
bathroom, trying not to drip any filth onto the carpet. He jumped into the
shower, scrubbing the waste out of every crevice, not waiting for the water to
even heat up or to take off his clothes. Once he was in the teeth chattering
chill of the shower, he stripped off his soiled clothing and dropped it to the
floor of the shower next to the flower-shaped adhesive bath grips. He had to
pick chunks of crusted vomit out of his chest hair. He had to scrub bits of
filth from in between his ass cheeks. He yanked on the hairs that grew out of
his ass, making sure that no shit clung to them. Even when all visible signs of
waste were gone from his body, he still thought he could feel it clinging to
his skin, in his hair, on his hands, in his nose. He scrubbed his hands until
his skin began to wrinkle and prune, and then he scrubbed some more until all
the dead skin was gone from his hands and all that was left was the fresh pink
under-layer.


            When
the water stopped running hot and began to get lukewarm he stepped out of the
shower, slipping on the carpetless linoleum. He toweled himself dry and walked
into the main room of his apartment naked, not even caring about the Old
Soldier’s questioning eyes. He found an old Social Distortion t-shirt and slid
it onto his pink skin. He found one of his many old pairs of jeans and slid
into it, enjoying its relative cleanliness on his skin.


            A
fine layer of sweat had accumulated on his upper lip from the heat of the
shower. He licked the sweat from his upper lip before he spoke to the Old
Soldier. “Where the hell were you? I needed you to close the window shade so I
could go to the bathroom.”


            The
Old Soldier looked at him, trying to hide his guilt in the back of his mind and
play it off like he really didn’t know what he was talking about.


            “I
don’t know what you’re talking about. I swear that I was here the whole time.”


            His
mouth dropped open as he stared down at the rough old man that sat cross-legged
on the floor. “You mean to tell me that you didn’t hear me pounding and
screaming inside that box? You’re going to sit there and tell me that somehow,
underneath a bridge somewhere, you found a bum’s bed that was made from
soundproof wood?”


            “That’s
not what I’m trying to say at all. All I’m saying is I was here the whole time
and I didn’t hear a single sound come from that box. Maybe you dreamed you were
makin’ all that noise, because I didn’t hear a thing.”


            “You
were here the whole time?” A grain of doubt had now crept into his voice. Maybe
the old man was telling the truth.


            “Well
I did take out your garbage, but I couldn’t have been gone for maybe a second.”


            “And
you were here the whole time, except for that?”


            “Yes…
you didn’t make a noise.”


            He
sat down relieved to believe the Old Soldier and his adamant replies. He didn’t
want to have to be furious with the old man, but he couldn’t help it. He had
been on edge ever since they had decided he was a vampire.


            The
Old Soldier stood up and surveyed the state of the coffin’s interior. The
inside of the box was covered in a stew of bodily fluids. The heat had ripened
it quickly, and he could almost see waves of stench coming from inside like
looking down a long street in the middle of the summer. At least he finally
knew where the smell had been coming from. He had almost taken a shower earlier
in the day, because he thought that he might be the source of the smell.


            As
the Old Soldier surveyed the inside of the coffin, his friend moved to scoop up
the blanket, trying to avoid touching any of the contents himself and at the
same time avoid spillage. He managed to scoop the blanket up without making a
mess and he ran down the stairs in a manner not all that different from the way
the Old Soldier had run down the stairs earlier in the day. He held the
blanket, folded in half, with the waste sagging in the middle of the folded blanket.
He ran as fast as he could down the stairs, leaping from one landing to the
next, causing the iron railings of the stairwell to ring and vibrate in a
deafening tone.


            He
reached the bottom in no time at all and skidded to a halt. He only stood for a
second, long enough to assess the picture that lay sprawled before him. On the
ground, rat carcasses lay in a pile as flies buzzed nonstop in tiny gliding
circles. A maggot looped, like a giant sea serpent, swimming through the
openings in the rat's jellified eye.


            His
second was up; he tossed the blanket in the garbage, successfully avoiding
making any more of a mess on the dumpster’s already soiled façade. He turned
and ran back up the stairs, trying to put the sights and smells of the recent
past out of his mind. When he got upstairs, he saw the old man liberally
scrubbing the inside of the coffin with a washrag. The smell was already
starting to dissipate as a nightwind was making its way through the apartment.
He watched the tendons ripple underneath the Old Soldier’s skin. He may not be
the strongest looking man, but there was no denying that there was some sort of
untapped strength underneath the old man’s homeless veneer.


            He
stood in front of the window, enjoying the cleansing gust of the night, and
admiring the simple lives of the people in the apartments across the way. His
old friend had just finished another set of lifting weights, and had decided to
treat himself with another five knuckle shuffle. By the time he realized that
he had been staring at a man jerking off, the Old Soldier was standing at his
side.


            “C’mon,
you pervert. We got a lot of work to do. Maybe we can find your ass some rubber
sheets, until you can keep from wettin’ the bed.”


            He
punched the Old Soldier in the shoulder as hard as he could and that made him
feel better. The pain in the Old Soldier’s eyes was satisfying. He wanted to
see more of that look.


            The
Old Soldier rubbed his arm as they gathered their things and discussed the plan
for the evening.
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            He
walked up to the front of Beelzebub’s with the assumed air that he had been
using for years just to get by, the air of the old veteran with a chip on his
shoulder, the air of a man whose country had forgotten about him, the air of  a
man that had nothing to lose and everything to gain. But most of all, he had
the air of man that was looking for trouble. As he walked up to the front of
Beelzebub’s, he spread his attitude thick, wondering if anything he was going
to do tonight would make a difference? Would anything he did tonight make him
feel better? Or honor the memory of the men that had disappeared at his side?


            He
sized up the man that guarded the front entrance of the bar or club or whatever
it is they called the things these days. He wasn’t much more than a pile of
shit, some 300 pounds of it, stacked into a 6-foot 4-inch frame. He stood with
a serious face, glowering out at the world and making sure that whoever cared
to look would know he meant business. He noticed the deep laugh lines that had
started to form around the edges of his mouth and that whatever impression he
was trying to give off was completely ruined by the softness of his face. He
wore Doc Martens, steel-toed probably, the trademark of many a worthless
bouncer, some faded blue jeans and a leather vest over a white t-shirt that
clung to his healthy beer gut. As he moved closer he saw what he needed to see,
green-flecked brown eyes.


            He
moved to go into the bar and the bouncer let him stroll by. Once inside, he
looked around, trying to find the best, quickest way to get the bouncers
attention without getting the cops involved. Bouncers were a tricky thing. On
one hand, they were simply another part of the whole fucked up capitalist
system, underpaid workers with remedial talents who were expected to do more
than their meager wages should rightfully entail. In certain situations, a
bouncer would simply tackle you to the ground and boot your ass out the front
door. A lot of times they would simply call the cops, and hand you over to
them. It was a lot simpler than handling the problem on their own, and it gave
them more time to stand around and look tough. However, if you wanted the extra
special, back alley treatment, you had to press the right buttons. You had to
dishonor the bouncer. You had to give the bouncer a reason to make a special
occasion out of your face. Bouncers were trickier than they had a right to be.


            The
attitude outside had only been for the bouncer’s sake. He simply wanted to be
noticed, and if there was one thing in the world that could make a person get
noticed it was the lean of a man with a chip on his shoulder. To some the lean
signified danger, to others it signified a challenge, but they always
remembered the face, no matter what.


            He
shambled over to the bar, trying to make himself look as wretched as possible.
If you wanted to make yourself some trouble you had to deflate yourself, make
yourself look like a target. You had to become like the kid in school that
always got picked on; assume a slouch, turn your confidence knob to zero, and
be as meek as a choir boy. You had to put a look on your face that said, “Look
at how worthless I am; doesn’t my face need a punch? Wouldn’t I look a little
less pitiful with a swollen lip, a bloody nose, and maybe a black eye or two?”
You had to become Johnny Punchingbag, and then you had to give them an excuse.


            He
moved to the bar for a likely mark, someone to give him a little tit for his
tat. There wasn’t much potential in the bar tonight. It was not fetish night,
and the bar was anything but packed. The bar was situated on the east wall and
was packed with customers that sat with the ease of regulars. Others customers
lined booths that sat around the remaining perimeter of the establishment. The
stage and the big floor in the middle of the room were empty, except for the
occasional customer making their way across the bar. The place was smoky and
filled with industrial music that was just loud enough to drown out the
conversation of the person that was sitting two seats down. Apparently,
Tuesdays weren’t the best nights to try and get a bar brawl going. He was going
to have to change his strategy. That was just fine with him. He could switch
personas the way Mr. Rogers switched shoes.


            His
new plan was more fun anyway and it had the added bonus of allowing him to down
a few before all the fun. It was no good trying to fight regulars; that would
not earn him the blue ribbon beating he was looking for. When a regular gets
into a fight, the bouncer’s reaction is to throw the offending party out as
quickly as possible. Management doesn’t want one off their customers getting
hassled; they know where their bread is buttered, and regular customers
translates into a steady stream of cash in the language of business. Quite
often, the bouncer will call the cops to ease the herd and let the regulars
know that they are important; they’re not just another customer in the
establishment. They are a part of the family, the drunken uncle that loves to
spend his or her hard-earned cash on things that make the pain go away. It was
no good picking a fight with the people in the booths either. The people in the
booths were there for privacy. People in booths are there to be left alone,
ignored, and forgotten. To pick a fight with a person that is minding their own
business is to tell the bouncer, “Hey, I’m a crazy dangerous fuck that wants to
start some shit.” These are the type of offenders that bouncers dread. These
are the offenders that you will see dragged out of clubs through thick crowds
of people, there arms twisted behind their backs and their faces twisted with
rage. These offenders could go either way. The bouncer might simply throw them
out and tell them not to come back out of fear of reprisal, or they could just
as easily call the cops and have them put away for the evening. The second
option is usually taken when the bouncer is afraid that the person may go home
and get a knife, gun, or maybe some friends and come back later.


            That
only left one other option, the bartender, and wouldn’t you know it? The
bartender was a lady tonight. It looked like there was some luck to be had
tonight after all. The bartender, you see, is the lifeblood of the bar. Without
the bartender, the drinks don’t get poured, the money doesn’t get made. Without
the bartender, there are no regulars, no steady stream of cash. The owners of
the bar know this. The bouncers of the bar know this. A male bartender is
treated like royalty if they’re good. A female bartender is treated like a
goddess no matter what.


            He
ordered a beer, a Pabst Blue Ribbon, or PBR in normal speak. The bartender
delivered it with a smile and he smiled back as he handed over the little
amount of money that his friend had given him for their ruse. She was
definitely likeable, which worked to his advantage. She bantered back and forth
with the customers as if they really were her friends and not just some people
she was trying to weasel tips from. She was good all right, and she was loved.
He suspected that quite a few of the regulars came here just to be in her
presence. He surveyed the regulars and noticed that quite a few of them
caressed her with their greedy eyes when she wasn’t looking, quickly averting
them when she was looking. He wondered if any of those people sitting down the
line of the bar were vampires like his friend.


            He
doubted he would ever be able to find out. Hell, he wouldn’t even know that his
friend was a vampire if it wasn’t for those two happenstance evenings, the one
with the rat and the one where he had tried to commit suicide. He had no marks,
no teeth. He was unusually pale, but he hadn’t been in the sun for a little
while and he got the feeling that his friend had never really been a fan of the
sun in the first place. He didn’t look physically intimidating. There were
times when he looked at the wasted shell of his friend and felt, that if it
came down to it, he could probably take him in a fight. He hoped his friend
could tell who the vampires were, because everyone here looked just as pathetic
and worthless as he did on most days.


            He
produced one of his beauties and lit it with a match, wreathing his head in a
haze of sulfur and smoke. He imagined that the way he was at the moment might
be how Beelzebub would look if he was standing right in front of him, all
smoke, stink and mystery. He drained the remainder of the PBR that he had been
working on and waited for the bartender to make her way down the line and get
him another.


            He
sat thinking as she poured liquor into shiny bar equipment, mixing and shaking
without measuring. She appeared to pour some very strong drinks for her
customers, and none of them looked like they were leaving anytime soon. She
whirled, still mixing up a drink and placed a pitcher underneath the tap,
strained the drink she had been working on into a glass full of ice and placed
it before her customer just as the pitcher filled to the brim with semi-sudsy
brew. She topped it off and slid it to one of the booth customers that was
waiting at the end of the bar. He wandered off contentedly upon receiving his
prize and left a considerable tip for a pitcher of beer. The bartender made her
way down to him.


            “You
ready for another?”


            He
made a big show of downing his nasty lasties and slid the empty can towards
her. “You bet.”


            She
took the empty can and tossed it in a bin. She walked halfway down the bar
swung open the refrigerator door, grabbed a beer and swung the door closed all
in one fluid, well-practiced motion. She popped the top with one hand and
placed it on the bar in front of him. He already had his money and tip in his
hand ready to pay her, a couple of bills and some change. She grabbed the cash
from his hand delicately and held her hand palm up for him to deposit the
change. He placed the change in her hand, calculatingly leaving his fingers on
her wrist just long enough to feel uncomfortable.


            “Thank
you, beautiful.”


            She
gave him an uncomfortable smile and turned to walk down the bar towards the
cash register. She walked a step quicker than usual. She placed the cash in the
cash register and his soiled tip in the tip jar and then went about her
business as usual looking as calm as she had been before, as effortless and
carefree as when he had come in. But her face showed it. Her face showed the
seed that he had planted. He smiled into his next sip of beer and asked himself
the question, “Why does it feel so good to be scummy?”


            The
patron next to him thought the question had been for him. He gave the Old
Soldier a look and decided that the old bastard was probably already three
sheets to the wind and talking to himself. The patron wasn’t surprised when the
crusty Old Soldier next to him blew gas out both ends at the same time and
laughed. The patron looked down the bar for an empty seat, but there was none
to be found.


            The
Old Soldier noted the man’s reactions and laughed on the inside at his
spinelessness. The first beer had lightened his mood a little bit and he was
beginning to enjoy himself. He figured it would be better to go through tonight
with a little buzz than sober and doubtful.


            Everything
was going like he had planned. It did no good to just go up to a bartender and
fuck with them. They were used to it. In a place where your job is to get
people drunk, a little belligerence never bothered anyone. You would be asked
to leave or thrown out, but that was about it. If you wanted to shock a
bartender, you had to creep them out. You had to get them out of their comfort
zone, shock them into action. Belligerence was comfort, belligerence was normal
and it could be handled. You had to make them feel that something was wrong,
something was sinister and out of place, and often, it had to be done in
stages. The tension had to be ratcheted up, until the nerves break and the
reaction explodes from someplace unseen.


            He
had already started the game. A simple touch, an out of place word, these were
little things, and if he quit the game early they would be forgotten in half an
hour. He had no intention of quitting. He wanted to see her break.


            He
lit another of his beauties and thought that maybe tonight he was
Beelzebub, covered in smoke and stink. The sweating can of beer in his hand
beckoned, and he downed as much as he could in between drags of his cigarette.
The smoke burned thick and he laughed on the inside as he watched his
neighbor’s head look down the bar periodically for an empty chair.


            He
plunked his empty sixteen ounce can on the counter and tried to catch the
attention of the bartender, which was a lot more difficult than it had been the
first time. She took care of the other customers at the bar, until they had all
been satisfied and when she had no more excuses, she made her way down to his
end of the bar.


            “Can
I get you another?”


            “Why
the hell not? I got no place else to be.”


            She
took his empty can and tossed it towards the bin where it bounced off of the
rim and onto the floor. She hissed between her teeth and moved to pick it up.
He wasn’t the only one to stare at her shapely bottom as she bent over to pick
up the discarded can, but he was the one that she saw. She popped the fridge
open again and brought him the beer, not even bothering to open it for him this
time. He had his money ready to go, all bills this time.


            She
reached to take the money from him and turned to leave at the same time. It was
not unlike a child snatching candy from a stranger. He did not let go of the
money, and she turned to question his reticence.


            “Before
I give you this money, I’d like to know the name of the lovely lady I’m giving
it to.” He smiled his most charming smile.


            “My
name is Lucinda.” She tugged on the money expecting him to let go as soon as
she gifted him with her name, but he didn’t.


            “Mmmm,
Luuuucciiindddaaa.” He enunciated the name in a sort of sexual tone, wiggling
his shoulders like a snake crawling through sand. “I like the way that feels on
my tongue. But you know what Lucinda? I think I’d like the way you’d feel on my
tongue a whole lot more.”


            She
jerked the money out of his hand and set her jaw. “You better cut the shit, or
you’ll find yourself kicked out of here.”


            He
raised his hands in mock apology and surprise. “I’m sorry, I was just tryin’ to
give you a compliment. I’m just a dirty old man; don’t mind me.”


            She
accepted his apology with silence and stalked to the cash register, slamming
the drawer shut after placing the money in it.


            The
man next to him regarded him with a look of disgust. It didn’t matter, he
wasn’t the type to do anything about anything. You could shit on his mom, and
all he would do is give you a dirty look and take another sip from his beer. He
opened his beer and took a gratifying sip. He lit another beauty and smoked it
slowly. When he was done he chugged his beer and crushed the can placing it on
the counter as loudly as possible to get the whole bar’s attention.


            “Lllllluuuuuuccccciiinnnnnnddddddaaaaaa,
I need another down here.”


            She
gave him a look, and then glanced across the bar at one of the bouncers. They
passed some sort of signal that he couldn’t see, and the bouncer disappeared
out of the front door, most likely to notify Earl that there was some sort of
problem. She walked to the refrigerator and opened it, snaking out another
beer. She moved slowly, stalling for time.


            He
felt the presence of someone behind him, a hot body radiating heat, and he knew
that he was now onstage. A few eyes had turned in his direction from down the
bar, and the man next to him must have found an empty seat because he grabbed
his drink and disappeared from his side.


            Lucinda
finally made her way to his end of the bar and she placed the beer in front of
him, unopened. “That’ll be two-fifty.”


            He
held the money in one hand close to his body, as he opened the beer with the
other. He put it up to his lips and drank from it. Lucinda reached for the
money, leaning across the counter. As her hand touched the money, he let go and
grabbed a handful of Lucinda’s left breast. He even managed to get a squeeze
off before he was wrestled off of the stool that he had been sitting on. He kept
chugging his beer as he was dragged stiff as a board out the back door.


            He
could hear Lucinda yelling, “Kick that old fucker’s ass, Earl!”
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            He
was tossed in between two dumpsters in a back alley, which had somehow managed
to keep a thin layer of slime in the summer heat. Earl loomed up above him, a
towering giant from his vantage point.


            “I’m
sorry to have to do this old-timer, but no one messes with Lucinda and gets
away with it.” Earl reared his foot back and the Old Soldier curled himself up
into a little ball, awaiting the force of the steel-toed kick that he knew was
coming.


            He
heard the sound of ginger footsteps on dry pavement, and when he opened his,
eyes he laughed. Both of Earl’s feet were now on the ground, there would be no
kick. A silver spike was sticking out of Earl’s neck. It had been placed
precisely where he had told his friend to put it, in the jugular vein.
Unfortunately, he had forgotten to tell his friend to not leave the knife
sitting in Earl’s throat. The knife blocked the flow of blood, and even though
Earl was most certainly a dead man, he would still have a few minutes to alert
people to his situation if they didn’t act fast.


            He
needn’t have worried. As soon as Earl realized that he was in pain and that the
pain was coming from his neck, he reached up and pulled the knife from his
neck. A tiny squirt of blood shot out of Earl’s neck, the blood had definitely
started to flow. Earl turned around, his body still filled with enough blood to
function. He saw the man behind him. He recognized the face, but it seemed to
be on a completely different body. The face that he saw shouldn’t be attached
to the stick of a man that now stood before him. Maybe this stick man was the
twin of the other man. He definitely didn’t have enough meat for it to be the
same guy.


            As
the stick man looked at Earl, waiting for him to react, he finally realized
that he was bleeding profusely from the neck and that he had the offending
weapon in his hand. He pulled his arm back to gather strength to plunge the
knife into the stick man, but before he could do so the Old Soldier had thrown
his legs between the larger legs of Earl, twisting and bringing him to his
knees.


            Blood
still pumped from Earl’s neck, as he looked from side to side, trying to figure
out exactly what was going on. The Old Soldier stood up and shoved the kneeling
Earl onto his face. The arm that held the knife flailed out to the side, and
his friend came along and stomped on the hand. The bones crunched underneath
his foot, and even though the knife was technically still held by Earl, there
was no real control. He leaned down and took the knife and tossed it into the
alley where it could do no more damage.


            The
Old Soldier became frustrated with the nonchalance of his friend. Earl still
had more than enough strength to toss him off of his back. They needed to end
this quickly and quietly. “Drink ‘em! Hurry up and drink ‘em!”


            His
friend dropped to his knees and placed his mouth over the slowing jet of blood
that issued forth from Earl’s severed jugular. He had to chase the open wound
around with his mouth as the Old Solider began to pound Earl’s head on the dirty
pavement.


The blood
covered his throat quickly and he swallowed as fast as he could. He was right,
the flavor of Earl was far superior to anything that he had ever tasted in his
life. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and the images and scenes of
food and flavor took over, transporting him from the slimy back alley and into
the memories of Earl. He tasted things that he had never tasted before, things
that were so delicious that he almost wished he could eat normal food again. He
drank and drank and still the blood came. He could hear the dull smack off
Earl’s face on pavement from somewhere very far off. He tasted everything that
Earl had ever tasted: the breast milk fresh from the tit of Earl's mom,
birthday cakes, hot dogs, sausages, the pussies of Earl’s former lovers, and
even one mouthful of cum. It all went down his throat and into his mind.


He didn’t know
how long he drank Earl’s blood and he never discussed it with the Old Soldier,
but he definitely thought that it wasn’t long enough. He wasn’t stopped by
anyone. The Old Soldier didn’t make him stop drinking. No one walked through
the back door to see what type of beating Earl was putting on the old pervert.
His body simply couldn’t take anymore.


The tastes and
images slowed to a crawl like the spinning reels of a slot machine, and then
they stopped altogether. His stomach rebelled, and he could feel Earl’s blood
sloshing around inside. He rolled to his side, filled like a tick. He felt as
if he was going to pop and then he stood. His stomach cramped and contracted
and a red flood flew up the back of his throat and out through his mouth and
nasal passage. The blood splashed upon the slimy pavement and he fell to his
knees.


            The
pain was gone. He felt good. The old man tore a chunk of Earl’s white T-shirt
off and tossed it to him.


“Wipe your
face, boy. We got to get gone.” The Old Soldier walked to the end of the alley
and picked up the bloody knife. He wiped it on the back of Earl’s vest that was
now stained at the top with blood. Blood still dribbled from the wound in
Earl’s neck and his eyes were open. His mouth opened like he was trying to say
something. It looked as if he was having a silent conversation with the alley
pavement.


The Old
Soldier reached into his jacket and pulled out one of his beauties, not the
kind that he smoked, but the kind that you used to kill vampires. He tossed the
square-handled stake, that until recently was just a piece of two-by-four, over
to his friend who was just now getting off of his knees. He caught it in midair
and looked down at Earl. The Old Soldier flipped Earl onto his back and his
friend with the stake in his hand gave him a good kick in the ribs.


“Go on. Stab
‘em. He might be a vampire. We don’t want to come back here next week and find
him standing at the door.”


“Where’s the
heart at?”


The Old
Soldier pointed at the middle of Earl’s chest. “It’s right here.”


“In the
middle? That doesn’t seem right.”


“Well it is.”


“But when they
do the national anthem we put our hands over our heart and that’s on the left
side… or is it the right.”


“That’s all
bullshit. You put your hand over your lung when they sing the national anthem.”


“Why?”


“How the hell
should I know? Just stab the fucker already.”


He dropped to
his knees to get better leverage, then he brought his hand down. He didn’t put
enough energy into his strike and the stake glanced off of Earl’s sternum. He
raised his hand to do it again.


“Put some
muscle behind it. Use that vampire strength.”


He brought his
arm down, putting all of his weight behind the strike and the stake cracked
Earl’s breastbone penetrating a little bit into the tough muscle of the heart.


“I think it’s
in there.”


The Old
Soldier thought for a second and then said, “You better do it again. Get it all
the way in this time.”


He raised his
arm for a third strike and just as he was about to pounce the Old Soldier
asked, “You got a good grip? You got to have a good grip”


“Yeah, I got a
good grip. Shut up.”


He raised his
arm again and paused just for a second to make sure that the Old Soldier didn’t
have any more helpful hints. The Old Soldier said nothing and he brought his
arm down. He felt the thick fibrous muscle of the heart split at the now dull
tip of the stake and sink in to the point where the stake ceased to be
sharpened and resumed the rectangular shape of a two by four. Earl had long
been dead and his body did not burst into flames, or explode or anything else.
He just laid there as the green flecks faded in his eyes.


They grabbed
their things and they left. The old man got drunk on some brew that he had
stolen along the way. He watched and waited at the window, and when the sky
started to lighten, he crawled into his coffin and slept the day away.
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            He
wondered how long he had been dead for. How long had he not been alive?
Technically his life had ended when he had slept with the dark angel from
Beelzebub’s, but he thought that his life had ended before that. His life had
ended when his wife and daughter had died, when the twisted metal of the car
had slammed into a tree after being run off the road by a drunk driver; that’s
when his life had ended.


            He
was dead. What did that mean? He was still walking, occasionally talking, and
now he was killing people or vampires or whatever the hell you wanted to call
them. Would he pay for these actions in the afterlife, or was a man free from
sin the moment they ceased being alive? If he was dead, did anything he did get
entered on the tally sheet of life, one slain bouncer, one negative mark? Could
he smoke, drink, and fuck all day and not have any negative repercussions? He
supposed he couldn’t drink, not alcohol anyway.


            He
felt like a man freed from all responsibility. He didn’t have to do a thing. He
could sit in his coffin and rot and it wouldn’t matter. He was already dead. He
could go out and burn down a forest and it wouldn’t matter. He could break into
a pre-school and slaughter everyone there, and it wouldn’t matter. He was dead.
He couldn’t really do anything. Maybe he didn’t even want to do anything.


            The
darkness of the coffin coalesced into a gray haze where his thoughts were
composed into a deadly list of justifications. Somewhere in the back of his
head, there was a doubt, a growing doubt, about the justness of his current
course of action, and his mind struggled to keep those thoughts in the back.


            He
was dead, a condition that he had sought for quite a while, and yet he felt
cheated. He felt wronged; wronged by the people that had taken his family,
wronged by the woman that had taken his life and left him an empty shell,
wronged by the world itself.


            He
smiled at the irony of finding purpose after dying. He marveled at the
absurdity of it all. A man who courts death, finds it and realizes that he
finally has a purpose. He was going to kill them, kill them all, so that they
couldn’t cheat anyone else of death, and if he died a second time… well, then
he won either way.


            His
mind made up and all objections shoved into the overstuffed closet of his mind,
he lifted the coffin door sensing the subtle change in temperature that marked
the shift from day to dusk. He stood up and breathed a deep breath of the
apartment’s atmosphere. It refreshed his nostrils wiping away the residual reek
of his coffin, which smelled like a car that had been vomited in and left in
the sun for a day. The air was good and he was ready for more.


The Old
Soldier still laid on the floor where he had left him, curled up in a pile of
beer cans and crushed out cigarette butts. He smelled like a human match. His
face was red, still blotchy with alcohol.  His hands were dark mitts of
wrinkles and dirt that ended in stubby little fingers, adorned with thin slivers
of dirty fingernails. A string of drool was currently slugging its way from his
babbling lips and to the increasingly dirty carpet. He muttered the name
Lucinda before reverting to his silent, but deep, breathing.


He let the Old
Soldier sleep a little longer before kicking him awake.






[bookmark: _Toc327811553]Chapter 37: Stakeout


 


            The
next few nights were for information gathering. The Old Soldier laid low in the
apartment as he went about becoming a regular at Beelzebub’s. He was slow to
fit in, especially because he couldn’t drink the alcohol without getting sick.
The smell alone was enough to make his throat contract and his insides bubble.
He would nurse the drink for a few minutes and then take it to the bathroom,
where he would discreetly dump it down the toilet.


            He
eyed the patrons of Beelzebub’s as inconspicuously as possible. The first
night, there had been a few cops wandering around talking about the incident
the night before. Most of the regulars, and he spotted them immediately, were
shaken up, but not shaken up enough to avoid their favorite watering hole for a
night. The cops gave him the once over, but after a few perfunctory questions,
they left him alone. He supposed he didn’t much look like the sixty-year-old
bum that the sketch artist had drawn. He would have to remember to tell the Old
Soldier to ditch the army jacket and get himself a shave.


            The
next night wasn’t any more exciting. There weren’t many bizarre characters in
the bar. The majority of the place’s population seemed to be composed of Stanks
and business people that liked to slum it a little bit. The Stanks huddled over
their pints of microbrew, peering into their futures, only looking up every now
and then to caress the bartender with their eyes. The business men stood around
like roosters at the hen house. They didn’t drink like normal people; they had
stances. One of the regular businessmen stood around with his right foot
balanced on the brass pole that ran down the bottom of the bar as he stood
perpendicular to it. His right hand steadied him in his precarious position as
his left tipped his glass into his throat. He would eye the inside of the bar
deliberately, searching but never finding what he was looking for. The other
businessmen seemed to have stances and poses just as ridiculous. They looked
like models that he had seen on TV, models who’s every glance and gesture
reeked of nonchalance, but still left behind a slimy trail of emptiness and
counterfeit leisure.


            The
bartender was just as the Old Soldier had described her. Even through the sadness
and pain of the first few nights, he could tell that she was trying to do her
best for her customers and that the Stanks and businessmen that clung to the
bar genuinely appreciated her. Her eyes were ringed by dark circles and filled
with red veins the first couple of nights, so he didn’t press too hard in
forcing himself into the fold as a regular.


            No
one really talked about what had happened to Earl the bouncer. Everyone knew.
There was no way you couldn’t notice skinny Mike standing watch at the front
door, looking out of place in the fond remembrance of Earl’s bulk.


            He
just laid low and listened to the banter of the regulars. There was nothing new
there. No tantalizing vampire info, just the typical glut of barroom complaints
and laments, people complaining about jobs, women, men, the toilet being
clogged, Mexicans, the President… basically anything that couldn’t be helped.


            Except
for the bartender, no one really approached him or said a word to him, which
was good. He didn’t want too many friends in a place like this, especially not
with what he was planning to do to some of the lucky frequenters of the
establishment.


            He
finally caught a break on the third night when a familiar face wandered into
the bar.






[bookmark: _Toc327811554]Chapter 38: Slip Your Feet Into Your Pimp Shoes


 


            She
was there, not the one with the green-flecked, brown eyes, but the one with the
copper hair. His dark angel’s friend from the stage show wandered in looking
just a little different than she had the one night he had seen her. She was no
longer dressed like a whore in a fetish porno. Now she was dressed like a
bohemian Skank with a dark streak. She wore a black skirt that came all the way
down to her shins, a black tank top, and a knit black shawl that hung over her
shoulders but still showed her pale skin through the openings in the material.
Her copper hair hung loose and stopped just above her shoulders.  Her face was
almost white, not the shiny healthy white, but the pale white of caked on
make-up. Her eyes were surrounded by black make-up that ran at the corner of
her eyes as if she had been crying for some time. She looked like she was going
to a funeral.


            He
could see a myriad of silver rings adorning her fingers as she tapped them on
the bar. Lucinda, the bartender made her way and they greeted each other with
familiar smiles and small talk that was designed to skirt around the open wound
of recent happenings.


            She
ordered something, he didn’t care what, but she sipped it slow and that was to
his liking. He needed some time to think about his priorities and his approach,
and the longer she nursed her drink, the more time he would have.


            He
didn’t want to just go up to her in the bar and start talking to her. He needed
more than just simple conversation. He needed information, an “in” to start the
game. He also needed to get her away from Beelzebub’s. It would do no good to
be seen leaving with her. He finally figured out what he needed to do, and he
made his move as she finished her first drink.


            He
moved to her side and stood in that awkward half pose that people adopt when
the bar is too crowded and you have to turn sideways just to keep your hand on
the bar and so that the bartender will notice you. He wanted to be close to
her. He needed to make everything seem like a chance encounter.


            He
stood next to her waiting for Lucinda to take notice of him and take his next
drink order. The drink he had ordered earlier now stood neglected and sweating
at the opposite end of the bar.


            He
spoke first, breaking the ice and hoping to not be shot down outright. This was
all still new to him. “Hi. What are you drinking?”


            She
glared at him with the red rims of the tired or sad. “What does it matter?”


            He
smiled as he felt his imaginary feet slip into his imaginary pimp shoes; he
felt the joy of the game wash over his body and mind. He was now engaged in the
tinkering, tottering game of barrier breaking; the practice of stripping down a
woman’s guards until they are ready to give you the keys to their car, or at
least their bedroom. While frequently, the game didn’t go as well as all of
that, you could usually get a phone number at least and this is what he was
after.


            “Well,
it matters because I saw you come in and I said to myself, ‘What a shame, such
a pretty girl with such sad eyes.’ And then I thought to myself, ‘You know
what? You haven’t done your good deed for the day.’ The night isn’t getting any
younger and I thought we could help each other. I do you a favor and you help
me out with my one good deed a day addiction. Does that seem fair?”


            She
looked at him, measuring him with the mental scale that existed in all girls’
heads, the flirtation scale. On one side of the scale was the girl’s patience
on the other side of the scale was his bullshit. In his mind, he hoped she had
one heaping helping of patience because he had just laid the bullshit on pretty
thick. She must have had the patience of a saint because, instead of telling
him to get lost, she replied, “I suppose that seems fair. You seem harmless
enough. I’m drinking Merlot.”


            Lucinda
made her way down the line dealing spirits like a blackjack dealer in Vegas.
She stopped by to see if he needed another hit, and he decided to double down,
a glass of Merlot for the lady and a Jack and Coke for him. Lucinda poured the
wine from a glass bottle that was left sitting on the counter un-chilled. He
had never been a wine drinker, so he didn’t know if that was normal or not.


            The
copper-haired girl took a sip from her Merlot and, as her lips receded from the
lip of her glass, he could see tiny stains of red on her upper lip. He watched
closely trying to figure out if she was actually drinking the wine or just
pretending. At the same time, he was trying to appear as normal as possible
himself. Luckily, his Jack and Coke had arrived with a straw, which he
constantly played with. Whenever the girl would turn away from him or stare off
into space, he would place his finger over the end of the straw, locking the
air pressure in place as well as a little bit of liquid. Quickly, he would hold
the end of the straw over the bar floor, remove his finger, let the liquid
slide out of the straw, and replace it back in his drink.


            Their
conversation dripped along like syrup out of a freshly tapped maple tree. She
genuinely appeared to be sad and pulling any information from her was like
pulling teeth. He decided to move onto the tried and true method of pretending
that everything the girl said was interesting and prodding with follow up
questions. For instance, if the girl said she worked at the mall, he might ask,
“Which mall.” The beauty of this method was that he kept her talking and giving
information, just as he remained a total mystery.


            She
said words, he said words. None of it really mattered. It was the simple sort
of talk that people engaged in when meeting each other for the first time. He
told some lies, and she probably told a couple herself. The barriers came down
and soon they were smiling and laughing at everything. They enjoyed each
other’s fake company, fake smiles, and fake mystery. At the end of the night,
when he asked for her number it was promptly given, and he had a feeling that
it was real. But you never knew, he would find out in a couple of nights.


            They
parted company and he left not knowing that he would never come back to
Beelzebub’s again. He cruised the freeway overpass’ underways and found some
rats to munch on, fighting the urge to go out and find himself something with a
little more flavor. As he lapped up the drippy lifeblood of a rat, a thought
occurred to him. She had drunk all of her wine. He started to have some doubts.
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             They
spent the next few nights sharpening stakes and talking. The Old Soldier rolled
his beauties and drank his cheap wine as he whittled the square-handled stakes
into round-handled stakes. The process was long and arduous. They did not use
their super knife for any of the carving; instead, they used his old collection
of well-worn kitchen knives that stuck out of a wooden block when they weren’t
being used.


            The
Old Soldier had acquired some new attire. They weren’t the most fashionable
clothes on the market. He looked like a throwback to the days of Miami Vice. He
wore a tangerine colored t-shirt underneath a gray blazer with sleeves that
came down to his elbows. The Old Soldier was furious at having to stow his army
jacket in the corner of the room. With one change of clothing he had gone from
dirty old bastard to out of fashion man. The only good thing about the change
of clothes was the fact that the old man no longer smelled like the sweaty
balls of a dog.


            After
a few nights had passed, he decided it was time to give the copper-haired girl
a call. He had forgotten her name already and he had to look at the napkin she
had written her name on to remember it. As soon as he stopped looking at it he
would forget her name again. He didn’t know if he was forgetting it on purpose
or if this was just one of his mind’s tricks for protecting him from the horror
he was planning. It would be good to not remember her name after it was all
said and done.


            He
stood shaking in a phone booth, staring at the name on the napkin as he dialed
her phone number with trembling fingers. The wooden stakes tucked into his belt
kept catching on the plastic shell that was supposed to protect the missing
phone book from damage. The night was nice and cool and everything was in
control. He was in control, and everything would work out just as he had
planned. He kept telling himself this, even though he couldn’t remember the
last time anything he had planned had gone off without a hitch. Hell, he didn’t
think that any of his plans had come off since before the accident.


            With
the number dialed, the phone began to ring and the copper-haired girl from the other
night answered chirpily into the receiver. He recognized her slightly sibilant
S’s immediately. They made plans to go and see a movie at a theater off of Broadway
on the SW side of town, nothing out of the ordinary. No strolls through the
graveyard, no tours of the mortuary, and for some reason he thought he would
have felt a lot more comfortable about the whole situation if they had planned
on doing one of those things.


            He
walked in a daze. The Old Soldier was at his side. They didn’t talk, and just
before they reached the front of the movie theater the Old Soldier dropped back
a little bit. The Old Soldier slowed his pace, pulled a beauty from the pocket
of his medium sleeved blazer, and lit it in a flare of orange light and sulfur.
No one paid attention to the man that was dressed like a two- bit vice cop from
an eighties TV show.


            He
kept strutting as he approached the front of the theater, confident in his
manipulative skills. The Old Soldier was simply there for support, just in case
anything went terribly wrong. The Old Soldier was his shadow, his backup plan.
One of the books they had been reading religiously said, “When going up against
a vampire be ready for anything,” and that’s exactly what they were.
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            He
strolled up to the front of the theater, underneath the gaudy marquee full of
electric lights and posters for movies that would most likely suck, sickeningly
sweet romantic comedies and elaborate, computer drawn kids’ movies that lacked
heart and soul. He held back because the copper-haired girl was nowhere to be
seen. He observed as regular people lined up in front of the ticket booth and
placed their orders for this movie or that one. They paid their money and went
inside to eat overpriced popcorn and turn off their minds for an hour and a
half. He was envious. He knew that tonight would be anything but normal. He
felt like a super-spy trying to infiltrate a cult that had its eyes on world
domination. 


            As
he stared up at the gaudy electric lights of the marquee, the copper-haired
girl startled him by tapping him on the shoulder from behind. She looked as
pale as ever. Her makeup gave her a ghostly appearance and her white face
hovered as if disembodied, thanks to the complete blackness of her attire.


            They
greeted each other coldly and efficiently and with just the right amount of
tooth baring to trick the casual onlooker into thinking they were smiling. He
let her pick the movie since he had no idea what any of them were about, even
though he figured the one called Zombie Softball Slaughter Party might be about
zombies that terrorized a softball team. She didn’t pick that movie though, she
went with something that had a more cerebral title than he would have cared
for. He bought both of their tickets for the movie that went under the name of
Syntax, it was the least that he could do.


            They
walked inside and thankfully they skipped right past the concession counter
after having their tickets torn. They wandered through the carnival-colored
carpeting of the theater, underneath the glow of light radiating from neon
signs shaped liked hot dogs and popcorn. They walked arm in arm like two lovers
from the fifties out for a midnight stroll in a park, back when it was still
safe to do so. They escaped from the garish lights of the main lobby and ducked
into the barren halls of the movie theater. It was a Sunday evening and the
majority of the theater going crowd was in bed steeling their nerves for
another week of mindless subservience disguised as fruitful life. They pretty
much had the theater to themselves.


            He
enjoyed the soft feel of the cottony material on his arm as they walked down
the hallway. He enjoyed her smell even more, gentle lilac after a rainstorm. He
had no idea what lilac smelled like after a rainstorm, but it sounded right and
that was ok with him. Maybe she smelled like a powdered jelly donut with
raspberry filling. It was hard to place smells, especially since he was dead if
the books had been right.


            The
books… he remembered the books… “Be prepared for anything.” He refocused his
mind, attempting to not get lost in her womanly arts. The makeup, the scent,
the clothes, the touch… these were all things meant to distract. How did he
even know that they were on an actual date? She could just be playing him for
the stuff that ran through his veins, stolen rat’s blood and the fruit of
Earl’s jugular blossom. This was most definitely not a date. This was not the
love of his life that held his arm as they stalked down the gaudy kitschy
corridors. This was a spawn of the devil. This was a blood sucking vampire… one
of the ones that had conspired to cheat him of his peace. The love of his life rotted
in a coffin with worms eating her mangled corpse. She would pay, they would all
pay.


            They
reached the theater where their movie was playing, a red sign overhead flashed
the name of the movie. She had told him it was some sort of romantic comedy,
not the best kind of movie, but certainly one that would relax her, and maybe
even him, for the job that he had to do later. At least it wasn’t a horror
movie; that would come later, further down the road.


            They
marched into the gloom of the theater and found their way to the back row.
There were already a few patrons seated and munching noisily on their
concessionary bounties. They sat at the end of the back row close to the aisle.
They chattered and bantered, just like it was a real date. As he told his jokes
and oozed the charm, he would search her eyes for any sort of malice, any sort
of sign that this was more than just a date for her. He looked into her brown eyes
trying to find any sort of sign that she was eyeing him as simply a talking
hamburger.


            Unfortunately,
there was nothing but smiles in those eyes, the joy of something new, a release
from the everyday, and for a second, he felt remorse. None of the books said
anything about remorse, especially not for something he hadn’t even done yet.
He was glad when the lights dimmed and the barrage of trailers began, coming
attractions that the girl at his side would never see.


            When
the trailers were over, he enveloped his mind in the protective sheathe of the
movie. The characters on the screen moved and talked, free of pain, free of
cruelty, just a couple looking for the meaning of it all and finding comfort in
each other’s strength. It hurt him to see all the things he had once had in the
past reflected on the screen. The sun shone in the movie and for a second he
panicked and began to sweat, but the movie theater sunlight did nothing to him.
It was just as cool as it had been and the underscored sounds of munching
vermin could be heard to his right and in front of him.


            He
was broken from his reverie and introspection by the cool embrace of the copper
haired girl’s hand interlocking fingers with his own hand. They sat that way
until the end of the movie, holding each other’s cool hands and laughing
occasionally at the inept antics of the male protagonist, whose bumbling
misadventures eventually served to endear him to the woman and seal their bond,
supposedly for forever.


            When
the movie was over, they turned and smiled at each other, discussing what they
should do next. He convinced her, not that it took much, that they should go for
a stroll down to the waterfront and so they did.


The night was
empty but warm as they left the movie theater, meandering and chatting the
seven blocks it took to get to the walkway that bordered the Columbia River as
it made its way through the heart of the city, dividing its east and west
sides. Nothing she said mattered anymore, he was simply humoring her so that,
in the end, things wouldn’t be as difficult.


They stood at
the end of a pier, listening to the almost silent rush of the water as it
lapped against the waterfront walls. Cars sped past on the cities many bridges,
stars close enough to touch in the distance. The hum of the city stood at their
back and they stared at the wasteland that was the east side of the city.


He had his arm
around her waist as they stared at the city lights reflected in the river
water, an alternate universe where nothing was as it seemed. She made some
observation that he totally missed or didn’t care about. She took his silence
for reticence and made a move that she had been waiting for all night long.


She stood up
on her tiptoes and planted a gentle lingering kiss on his cheek. He sat totally
still, collecting his thoughts and ordering them as rapidly as possible. She
turned his face towards her with the gentle pressure of her nose and placed her
lips on his, searching gently for a crack in his tightly sealed lips. Seemingly
of their own volition, his lips parted and her slippery tongue darted in
seizing the opportunity. Her arms snaked around his waist and he turned, as if
in a daze, towards her. They were no longer facing the river, but each other,
their tongues intertwined, sliding, exploring. Her body gave off a heat that over-powered
his own coolness, and her smell filled his nose, lilacs after a rainstorm.


He felt her
hurt in her kiss, just as she must have sensed his own open wound, never quite
sealed and always oozing. They grasped each other tighter her heat seeped into
his own cold body, warming it. The moonlight penetrated his eyelids. He opened
his eyes and realized that the glow was coming from the girl that he held in
his arms. Her head leaned to the side and he felt her lips purse on his neck.
He did not care. Her teeth compressed his skin, pinching it, teasing the
neurons of his neck with exquisite pain, and then it was over.


She laid on
the ground trying to regain her balance and her wits. The Old Soldier stood on
the other side of her body looking down at her, his arm cocked back ready to
deliver another blow. The spell had been broken, and he leapt into action.


He grabbed her
around the waist and stood her on her feet, with her back against the rail that
protected the clumsy water-watcher from falling into the river. Stars danced in
her eyes and he slapped her across the face attempting to jumpstart her wits.
Her head rocked to the side and the sound of palm on face echoed across the
polluted water of the Columbia.


When her face
stopped lolling to the side, she raised her eyes to his and he saw equal parts
fury and confusion.


“Hit her
again!” The Old Soldier danced at his side waving the knife around like a party
favor.


“No! Please
don’t! What do you want?” The copper-haired girl, shrunk from his hands
struggling to release the vice grip that he held on her upper arms.


“We want some
information and you’re going to give it to us.” His voice was cold and his
heart was colder. This was the goal. This was the stepping stone. It wasn’t a
girl that trembled and shook in his arms. That was all a show, a front.


“What
information?” Her squirming and fear lulled for a second, as she understood
that there might be a way out of the madness, a light at the end of the tunnel.


“I want you to
tell me about them… the vampires?”


“What the hell
are you talking about?”


A speck of
doubt crept into his mind. The Old Soldier egged him on, shoving his doubt into
the corner of his mind. “Hit the bitch! Slap her across the chops!”


He raised his
hand back and hesitated unsure of whether to hit her or not and then he brought
his hand down on the side of her face. “Tell me what I want to know, or it’s
just going to get worse. What do you call yourselves?”


She bled from
the lip now and her words were slow, “Who? Who are you talking about?”


“The people
like you. What are you called?”


She looked at
him fearing for her life and uncomprehending. “Goths? Do you mean Goths?”


The Old
Soldier stood off to the side waiving the knife around as if he were carving
her from a distance. “Is that what you call yourselves? Goths?”


‘Goths,’ the
word tickled the back of his mind with something smacking of familiarity.
“Right. Goths. Where do the Goths hangout? Where can I find more of you Goths?”


She shook her
head, not understanding the question. As he raised his hand for another slap
she spit out an answer that she hoped would satisfy him. “Goths hang out
everywhere. They’re all over the place.”


He lowered his
hand at her apparent acquiescence and refined his question a little more. “If I
wanted to meet some of you Goths, where would I meet them?”


Blood from her
lip dribbled down her chin and he could see the lines between his fingers on
her cheek where a reddish bloom had appeared. “A lot of Goths go to the Glasshouse
during the week. They have a bar and play industrial music and its pretty laid
back. On Sunday’s all the Goths that I know go to Beelzebub’s.”


“Thank you for
the information.” He felt relief at not having to slap her across the face
again. The Old Soldier’s bouncing rage was on edge and he was glad that she had
answered his question promptly. He hoped she did the same for the next
question. “Where is your partner from the stage show at Beelzebub’s?”


Her
slap-addled brain tried to understand why he was asking her the question. Why
did he want to know about her friend? Her eyes darted between him and the Old
Soldier and she finally figured out the answer. The old man with his knife, the
meeting at Beelzebub’s, it all made sense.


“You killed
Earl!” The look on their faces was all the answer that she needed. “You’re the
motherfuckers that killed Earl!” She struggled against his hold, attempting to
break free.


He brought his
hand across her face again. The struggling did not stop. The Old Soldier moved
in for a little support and placed the blade of the knife across her pasty
white throat. “Tell us what we want to know, bitch.” He spoke in a cool voice laced
with threat.


She kept her
head still and only her eyes moved in his direction. Her jaw set and a wad of
dry spittle erupted from her lips, landing on the Old Soldier’s face. “I’m not
going to tell you shit.”


The Old
Soldier’s head drooped and he walked smoothly to her side, drawing a thin red
line across her throat with the blade of the knife. Blood trickled at a slow but
unstoppable pace from the wound that he had created. The Old Soldier whispered
in his ear before leaning on the rail that overlooked the river. “Do your
business.”


He placed his
lips across the copper haired girl’s throat. The flavors sprung to his mind
immediately along with a tinge of fear and sadness. She made coughing noises as
he slurped on her throat, wiggling his tongue in between the tight lips of the
cut. She did not die as quickly as Earl. Her struggles were pretty fierce, no
match for his strength, but pretty fierce nonetheless. The slow pace of his
feeding was actually pretty enjoyable, the flavors came at a rate that was less
hectic and intense and he still had his wits about him, when her heart stopped.
Her eyes glazed over and he ripped open her shirt. He took one of his newly
whittled stakes and drove it through her heart, hitting home on the first try.
He gave her one final kiss through tear-stained eyes and then the Old Soldier
tipped her legs up over the railing and dropped her into the Columbia. Her
copper hair fanned out in the filthy river water like a lily pad. Soon, the
current had stripped her away from the side of the river and out until the
middle, where she looked like nothing more than a log.
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            They
stumbled back from the waterfront like two drunks. His eyes leaked tears
uncontrollably, and truth be told, he didn’t want to control them. The Old
Soldier walked at his side, silent but thrumming with the adrenaline of the
slayer. His steps wobbled with barely controlled excitement, just as his
friend’s slogged with pointless direction. They made the fifteen block trek to
the apartment in timeless time, the scenery rushing by as if on a movie screen.


            When
they got inside, they assumed their regular positions, the Old Soldier squatted
on the floor with a beauty in hand. He flipped up the lid of his coffin and
laid inside on the prickly slivers of wood.


            The
Old Soldier puffed silently on his cigarette as the thoughts flowed in his
friend’s mind. He didn’t entirely like what he was seeing. The boy’s reaction
was far different than what it had been for Earl. Sure, he wasn’t too keen on
killing, and that was good, but if he wanted to make everything alright, he was
going to have to nut up pretty soon. There was no time for tears, no time for
doubts. That time was over. Now all that was left was the killing.


            “You
alright, kid?”


            The
coffin was silent and he heard the tobacco in his cigarette crackle as he took
another puff off of his beauty. “Kid?”


            “Yeah,
I’m alright,” the kid's voice sprouted from the box, nasally and coated in
snot.


            “If
you’re alright, why the hell are you sitting in that coffin, sniveling like a
five-year-old girl that’s just been told she can’t have a pony?” It wasn’t the
smoothest way to put it, but smooth was for the others. Smooth was for people
that still had tomorrows in front of them, not the majority behind them.


            “Do
you think we’re doing the right thing? I mean, the books say ‘Be prepared for
anything.’ They don’t say, ‘Be prepared for them to look, act and feel just
like humans.’ Do you know what I mean?”


            “The
right thing? That’s a pretty relative thing, don’t you think? Is it right to
kill people? If you went out and asked Joe Schmoe, he’s most likely gonna say
that any killing is wrong. Ask someone from a concentration camp and they’ll
tell you that killing is wrong too. They’ve seen it. They’ve felt it. But if
you ask them what they would do if they were standing next to Hitler before the
war and they had a gun in their hands… well, you can fill in the blank
yourself.” He took another puff off of his cigarette before he spoke again,
“The fact is, these people are killing people. These people killed you. They
took your death away from you. You couldn’t die if you wanted to die. There’s
no ‘natural causes’ for your ass anymore. You’re gonna die by the stake or
nothing. Is it right to kill the people that killed you?” He paused for a
second before answering his own question. “If killin’ your killers ain’t right,
then I don’t know what is.”


            There
was no noise or movement from the coffin, and then the kid's hand reached out
pulling the coffin lid tight and shrouding the interior in darkness.






[bookmark: _Toc327811558]Chapter 42: The Glasshouse


 


            The
Glasshouse was a dive club on the east side of Portland. It was located just on
the other side of the train tracks that ran next to the river. From the
outside, it was nondescript. There was a large square parking lot in front of
the building. In order to get inside, you had to walk up a long ramp that
sloped upward until it met the front door of a plain white warehouse. The
inside of the warehouse was outfitted in gaudy wares; pictures of carnival
freaks lined the walls and violent murals were painted in all of the blank spaces.
There was one of a pale-faced man with slicked-back hair that particularly
interested him.


            The
man’s face hung over the bared neck of a scantily clad woman, its pointed teeth
dripping blood. It was the first sign that maybe he was on the right track.


            Certainly,
the clientele of the Glasshouse were a little more what he was looking for than
the people that frequented Beelzebub’s. People dressed in black wandered from
place to place. Many of them wore a thick layer of white makeup to make their
faces pale. There were all colors of people in the bar and they wandered to and
fro socializing and engaging in fake bouts of laughter.


            He
stood against the wall nursing his drink. The bar was busy enough so that the
presence of a one-drink carrying man with a staring problem wouldn’t be
noticed. Occasionally, he would look to his right and see the looming head of
Dracula smiling out at the crowd from the flat surface of the wall. He wondered
if there really was a Dracula? Was he still alive, spreading his disease like a
Jehova’s witness, unwanted and unsolicited?


            A
man of gigantic size walked past him. His skin was paler than the others and he
had a tribal tattoo covering half of his face. He smiled at someone across the
room, exposing pointed teeth similar to the teeth that Dracula had in the
painting at his side. He sized him up mentally and figured that he would
probably be a little harder to kill than most of the other people in the room.
This was the first time he was going to be going up against a male vampire, and
he wanted to kill one of the men that didn’t look like they could kick his ass.
He was done with killing women for a while. He had told the Old Soldier as much
as they made the hike across the city. The Old Soldier tried to convince him
that the things they were killing were neither women nor men, but animals, a
different species altogether. He said, “You’re not killing a vagina or a penis,
you’re killing some blood-sucking, murderous freaks who are intent on killing
innocent people, or at the very least, making those people’s lives a living
nightmare.”


            The
Old Soldier’s analysis made a sort of bizarre sense, but he still didn’t have
it in him. Maybe in a few nights he could do the job, but not tonight. Tonight
a man would die. He wondered if sucking blood from a man was considered gay. It
didn’t really matter he supposed. If he was a blood-sucking freak like the Old
Soldier had inadvertently implied, he supposed there were certain things that
didn’t apply to him anymore. Being gay was probably one of them. He wasn’t gay,
he didn’t think, and if he felt like having sex it would most definitely be
with a woman, a woman like the one he had killed last night, or as the Old
Soldier would have said “exterminated.”


            He
refocused his mind, opening, his eyes, refining his perception and scanning for
a likely mark/vampire. He was amazed at the somberness of the crowd in the
club. It was full of almost exclusively Goths as they liked to call themselves.
They sat or stood in groups of four or five, talking seriously and almost never
smiling. When they did laugh, it was a hollow sound that carried a little too
far to be genuine, the exaggerated tossing back of their heads as they laughed
didn’t help the picture any.


            He
spied one group of people engaged in the aforementioned lifeless banter. They
huddled in a circle, sipping from their drinks occasionally. He couldn’t hear
what they were saying; the low voices of the group were drowned out by the
semi-loud industrial music that filled the place. He wondered why they would
even sit there hanging out with each other if they weren’t having a good time.
He thought that going to the bar to be sad should be a solitary thing. People
can handle seeing a lone sad man, they don’t really like to see groups of sad
people; it makes them feel uncomfortable and self-conscious of their own
happiness. Then again, that didn’t seem to be a problem. There were very few
riotous personalities here. They looked like an army waiting for battle, but
with nothing to fight for. Their uniforms were dark clothing, with rips, or
chains, or leather straps swinging and jingling in every direction. Their pale
faces floated in the dark interior of the bar. The pictures of smiling carnival
freaks smiled down at their strange uniforms, laughing and wondering who the
real freaks were.


            He
refocused his attention on one man in the group that he had been watching. The
man was lithe, his arms look liked plain bone underneath the velvety black of
his skintight shirt. His lips were lined with silver piercings that reflected
the light of the bar. His face was gentle and womanly, and he too wore eye
makeup like the copper-haired girl he had killed the night before. What was her
name? He had forgotten everything but the color of her hair. This man too had
copper-colored hair and for the first time, he wanted someone to die. He wanted
to slice this man to pieces, to make him pay for all of the things that he had
had to do in the last few weeks. This man now became the focus of his rage, his
hurt, his confusion.


            He
stood staring from the dark recess of the wall next to the glowingly pale face
of Dracula, eyeing the man for most of the night. Finally, around 1:30 in the morning, the group decided to break-up. The women of the group, two of them,
split, then one of the men left. The two remaining people, including his mark
bellied up to the bar. They talked for a few minutes and then shook hands. His
mark turned around to leave and he followed.


            They
milled through the crowd which had thinned considerably. He tried to hang back
and match the man’s pace, but he stopped to converse with a face that he
recognized. The conversation lasted a couple of minutes and then he was on his
way again. Looking inconspicuous was more difficult than he thought,
especially, when you were intent on not taking your eyes of your mark for even
a second. That’s how long it took for a person to disappear, one second. The
copper-haired man said his goodbyes again and moved on his way.


            He
strolled down the ramp without a care in the world. He paused only to light a
cigarette that he had produced from his pocket. It was not a beauty like the
Old Soldier’s; it was your typical cigarette, mass produced, filtered, and
saturated in chemicals that didn’t belong there.  He walked, smoke in hand,
around the corner and out of sight.


            He
did not run, but he did pick up his pace. The man weaved drunkenly, whether he
was truly drunk would remain to be seen.


            The
east side of Portland is an ugly place, an industrial place. Few people walk
around the streets at night over on the east side; however, the people that did
walk around were either too poor to give a shit about what went on or they were
too busy causing trouble themselves. He followed the copper-haired man through
the streets, through the crisp summer night and the hum of machinery from factories.
The man’s boot heels scraped against the poorly paved surface of the streets.
He walked down the middle staring up at the sky occasionally, gauging the age
of the night or simply enjoying the sky; he didn’t know which and he didn’t
care.


            They
finally came to an area where there were no people, and he decided to make his
move. He stalked the man, as quietly as possible, watching the streetlights
pass over his gleaming copper hair. Just as he was about to pounce on the man
with the knife that he had produced, he turned around. His eyes widened in
fear, and he stumbled backwards falling onto his rear end.


            He
dove at the copper-haired man just as he fell. He landed a short distance away,
and both of them scrambled to get to their feet. He was first and he lashed out
at the wobbly man in front of him, slicing the back part of the copper-haired
man’s thigh with his knife. The man managed to stand up anyway and he took off
down the street, away from the knife-wielding stranger that seemed intent on
murdering him.


            He
caught up to the hamstringed man and grabbed him by his hair. The lower half of
the man’s body kept running even as the top half’s momentum was stopped. This
time he fell on his back and he brought his knife down in the middle of the
man’s stomach, tearing a gash in his soft middle. The man struggled and threw
punches desperately, landing a couple on his face and causing him to release
his hold on the copper-haired man’s slick locks. The man tried to crawl away
immediately, hoping beyond hope that he had knocked his attacker unconscious.
He hadn’t, and as he crawled away holding his hand against his hot steaming
insides and leaving a trail of blood like a slug, his attacker ran up behind
him and he felt the cold metal of the knife, as if in slow motion, penetrate
the back of his neck. One minute he was crawling, fighting for his life, and
the next minute he felt as if he had grown a sharp metal tongue. Fortunately,
the feeling didn’t last long and it was soon replaced by the rapidly fading
feeling of someone giving him a hickie.
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            He
stood over the body of his newest kill, feeling a thrill that he had never felt
before. He didn’t know why he did it, but he drew three slash marks on the
man’s face with the knife before plunging the wooden stake into the man’s
heart. He wiped the bloody knife clean on the man’s skin tight shirt.


            As
he was tucking the knife away into a makeshift sheathe that had been fashioned
by the Old Soldier, he heard the scrape of footwear on loose pavement. He
whirled to see the Old Soldier standing off to the side smoking one of his
beauties. He ran to the Old Soldier, who was still sporting that old Miami Vice
look, and they made themselves scarce. They were far from home, at least a half
an hour walk, and they didn’t really have time to hide the body. It would be
good to get away from here as soon as possible.


            They
talked as they walked, it was better than being quiet.


            “You
kind of enjoyed that one, didn’t you,” the Old Soldier asked.


            “Yeah…
I guess so. It wasn’t like the other ones. It felt more honest; I wasn’t
pretending. I wasn’t hiding. I think that makes a difference.”


            They
both fell quiet as a red-faced Stank walked past them, hands tucked deep in his
pockets and eyes glued to the ground behind thick plastic glasses. They let him
get half a block away before they began to talk again.


            “Killing
that guy was like, tracking a deer down with only a bow and arrow. It’s a good
clean kill. It’s not like my dad used to do when he would sit in a tree all day
and wait for a deer to come blundering into his sights. It wasn’t sneaky like
that.”


            “I
thought you were going to fuck it up.”


            He
looked at the Old Soldier, surprised at his honesty. “You thought I’d fuck it
up?”


            “Well
you weren’t exactly Jack the Ripper on those first two. You pretty much froze
on them. Hell, if it weren’t for me, you’d probably be in jail or dead by now.”


            “Thanks
for your confidence, you old bastard.”


            “I’m
not old.”


            He
laughed at the old man’s indignity. His wrinkled face screwed up in fury and
then he too began laughing. When they stopped laughing, the Old Soldier handed
out what appeared to be a compliment, “At least you’re getting better. Soon you
won’t have to chase down skinny little vampires like that. You’ll be able to
get them on the first try.”


            Sirens
pierced the night as they made their way across the Burnside Bridge, past Stanks on bikes and people more miserable than themselves. They passed people
staring at the water, waiting for any excuse to jump in. One of them appeared
to be a vampire, the black clothes, the face paint, it all fit the bill.


            He
stopped as he came next to the vampire peering down into the cold black water.
The Old Soldier tugged on his arm as if to tell him to leave the man alone, but
a brief tug was all the Old Soldier needed to feel the determination that ran
through him. The Old Soldier left him to his business and removed himself
twenty paces down the bridge, contemplating the black water of the river as it
sloshed against the dirty green pylons of the bridge.


            He
stood there, aware of the distance between himself and the Old Soldier. Tears
rolled down the young vampire’s face. It was a pitiful sight. His stomach
roiled with curdled blood, whether from overfullness or disgust at the young
vampire, he did not know.


            “How
long have you been here?” he asked the sad little demon.


            “Half
an hour,” he spilled from his lips with no emotion.


            “Are
you thinking about jumping?” He examined the vampire’s face, looking for clues
to his state of mind.


            “Maybe…
I don’t know. It just all seems so useless.”


            He
listened to the vampire’s words, they slid across his heart and mind like
grease on top of water, never penetrating, never meaning. The vampire poured
his heart out and tears flowed as his chin trembled in the crisp air of the
summer night. The sirens wailed throughout the city and police cars flowed
across the bridge like cockroaches, alien minds in alien bodies, searching for
whatever they searched for. The Old Soldier contemplated something as a beauty
burned, distant and insistent without ever doing anything but staring into the
water. The vampire’s tongue, lips, and teeth performed a dance in the dark of
the night and the glow of the bridges lights. His eyes twinkled with tears as
they slid down the side of his face, paused on his jaw line to dangle for a
second before they finally dropped into the dirty river below them. His story
stopped and dark black eyes turned in his direction, appreciative and hopeful…
waiting for answers.


            For
a second, he felt a brief familiarity with the vampire, no longer than the flap
of a moth’s wings, but something. Something that tickled the back of his
memory, a kind of brotherhood. The vampire’s pain was real, like his had been
at one time. He opened his mouth without thinking and the words streamed forth
like an army of chisels aching to chip away at the rock of reticence that the
tear-soaked vampire carried in his mind.


            “Waiting
changes nothing. It is doing that makes the difference. The water waits.”


            The
vampire looked at him with disbelief. He had fully expected him to tell him not
to do it, to tell him that everything was going to be all right. His mouth
opened and closed like a fish trying to find air, as if he was already in the
water struggling to move his broken body to the surface before the light was
erased from his eyes. Determination overtook his disbelief and more tears
sprang to his eyes as he made up his mind. It was a moment or two before his
body acted on the determination that his mind now felt. His arms rocked back
and forth on the railing, alternating between throwing himself into the river
and just falling backwards into the street. The vampire let loose a scream as
he rocked back towards the railing that prevented him from jumping into the
river. His legs bunched at the last second and he used his rocking momentum to
leap over the waist-high bridge railing. The shoe of his left foot caught the
railing and distorted his would-be graceful plunge into the river. His body
cart-wheeled and his legs now hung suspended in the air above his head as he
plunged head first and spinning into the river.


            He
watched and smiled as the vampire fell. He thought his face would split when he
heard the thunderclap of the vampire’s face hitting the river’s surface. It was
followed instantaneously by the splash of the rest of his body entering the
river. Then he could be seen no more. He looked to the Old Soldier and smiled.
The Old Soldier returned his smile and tossed the smoldering nub of his beauty
into the water. Quickly they resumed their walk home dodging the cockroaches of
the city as they spread out in an ever widening net looking for something with
the spotlights mounted on the sides of their cars.


            The
night flowed like the black water of the river washing away the salty tang of
adrenaline and blood.
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            The
next few days were blurs. The streets were too hot, the cops too rattled. The
nights were silent and the sirens wailed no longer. The Old Soldier gathered
things in his usual manner, rats, wood, and hangovers in equal portions.  New
clothes appeared. Empty bottles collected in the corner of the room and sweat
accumulated inside of his makeshift coffin. The hunger stayed at bay as a
serenity infected his bones. The nights had cooled, but the days were still
warm enough to turn his single room apartment into a sweat lodge. When he awoke
at night to a haze of cigarette smoke and whiskey breath, the Old Soldier would
fill him in on the things he had learned or stolen.


            The
newspapers spoke of a serial killer on the loose, of men and women being
murdered in back alleys and desolate parts of the city. There were more killings
listed than they had been responsible for. None of the papers mentioned a body
being found in the river, but it was of no consequence.


            They
sat in the apartment, waiting for a sign, waiting to stop seeing the gleaming
hoods of cockroach cars cruising the streets looking for anything out of place.
The city buzzed with the rumors of a killer on the loose, but no one cared
because the victims were freaks in the first place.


            The
Old Soldier poured over the books finding anything that would help them. He
simply sat on the ground watching him drink and smoke and read. When the sky
began to lighten he would crawl into his coffin and dream of blonde hair, copper
hair, and hair so black it seemed purple.


            His
serenity ebbed like the tides, and his hunger grew. The flavors of the rats had
ceased to be filling, and he lusted for more. He wanted the red to wash over
his tongue and his throat. He wanted the flavors, the sensations and there was
nothing he could do to make it stop. There was nothing anyone could do to make
him stop. He had found purpose in death. To delay it was to delay the justice
that he sought. He told the Old Soldier that he was ready and that the
cockroaches didn’t matter anymore. It was time to hunt.
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            The
time came and the city swelled with heat, as if it was trying to boil away the
darkness that had enveloped its dirty streets, its unkempt alleys, its
high-rise apartment complexes full of toiling unbeknownsts. He loaded a handful
of splintery, rough wooden stakes into an old bag, which from the stretched out
impression on the bottom looked like it had been used to carry some poor
schlub’s bowling ball. The Old Soldier had purloined it, of course… from where
he didn’t know… he didn’t bother to ask anymore. The Old Soldier’s hands seemed
to be made of glue and his soul made of toil and trouble. He belted on the
makeshift sheathe, made from two pieces of coarse leather that had been
fastened together with a few well paced punches from a staple gun.


            They
stepped out of the apartment and were washed in the unclean heat of the night
even though the sun had gone down over an hour ago. Still, it was better than
the stultifying heat and stench of the apartment.. The Old Soldier lit a beauty
and clamped down on it with his teeth.


            “You
ready.”


            He
simply smiled at the Old Soldier and wondered if he had that same fevered light
in his eyes. Then they took their steps, leading away from the apartment across
the crumbling cracks of the city. The Glasshouse waited with its perverts,
freaks, and undesirables. He could see them gathered around dark tables,
standing, sad and pretentious while industrial music blared, grinding down the
need for thought with machine gun guitars and firecracker drums. He could see
them standing there like statues waiting for blood, waiting for someone to walk
in front of them so they could spring into action and rip the life away from
some unsuspecting piece of meat.


            The
city roiled with people freed from the heat of their apartments for the
evening, people who walked the streets, placing one foot in front of the other
for no apparent reason at all… real people, people with jobs, people with
problems, people with car payments, student loan payments, medical bills, phone
bills, electric bills, water bills... always paying until the final expense
shows up… the funeral bill… casket, coffin, 2 minutes in an oven… $3000. They
walked among them talking and laughing like a couple of football players
getting ready for the big game, trying to forget that they were going to spend
the next few hours crashing into people, potentially ruining their lives with
one wrong twist, one wrong landing.


            They
walked past a movie theater filled with people waiting for one of those
midnight showings, waiting in line, all staring in one direction, sweating
expectation and a cheap version of adrenaline. Their faces gleamed with
perspiration in the hot cloud that hung above the line, little girls and boys
holding their parents’ hands peering around them in wonder at why everyone is
standing in line.


            They
passed limos, parked and spewing beautiful people onto the sidewalk like a
drunk down on all fours. He laughed inside as he watched the people stare
around them like peacocks once they exited the limos, looking up and around,
trying to get their bearings… who knew the lap of luxury could be so
disorienting? Their words swept away like the cooing of birds, meaningless and
fairly unpleasant.


            And
then they passed into the riverside properties, where the buildings weren’t as
tall and the faded history of old time ads could still be seen in worn-off
paint on the tops of the brick buildings, squat and formidable, which crowded
the riverfront. Junkies scanned the ground looking for morsels, a dropped rock,
some change, maybe a place to crawl in and die. Dealers stood around leaning on
railings, trying to look like anything but what they were as their friends
conversed with them, a death dealer in the midst of rot. Occasionally,
toothless, slouched humanoid creatures would nervously approach the dealers, a
little sleight of hand, and they would be off again like droopy rockets made to
explode in dirty dens of sleaze, belts around their arms and needles in their
veins.


            They
crossed the Burnside Bridge again, hot air blowing into their faces… a man with
tears in his eyes would find them gone in a second with that hot wind…
evaporating them, turning them into memories so distant that their validity is
questioned. Their steps hastened as the moment grew nearer and death came and
sat on his shoulder whispering secret tactics and intriguing questions. ‘What
does an eye feel like, when you shove a knife into it? Does it pop? Or is it
like sinking a fork into cheese? What would happen if you sliced the cheeks of
a person, would their head flop back, exposing all of their dental work, while
their body flopped around trying to orient itself to its new upside down and
backwards perspective? Can you use a severed finger like a paint brush? If you
gut someone, will your knife stink like shit?’ Death was full of questions.


            The
river flowed underneath them; only a lonely barge floating along said that the
water was anything real, anything substantial… besides waves of shimmering
light and ripples, the bridges meters eaten away by the purposeful footsteps of
the threesome, destiny inching closer. 
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            They
sat like wolves across from the warehouse, a bum and a street kid by all
appearances, complete with a brown bag full of liquor that the Old Soldier had
swiped from a crowded convenience store, while he had perused a dirty mag, full
of pictures of spread pussies, air-brushed and gleaming like glazed donuts.


            People
entered the Glasshouse, walking up that long ramp, a gallows ramp as far as he
was concerned, their dark shapes and pale faces bobbing in the night. Little
wisps of smoke-tainted air puffed into the night every time the door to the bar
was opened, accompanied by fascist guitars and dictator drums. The night was
young and the heat and hum of the eastern shore’s machinery permeated the
night, a plaintive cry too pervasive to be ignored.


            They
sat and they waited… their plan was a little crazy but much more efficient in
the long run. No more of this one-by-one bullshit. He felt strong and vengeful,
his reservations melted away by the heat, ground down by the non-stop droning
of machinery and industry. Tonight they would make a dent… tonight was the time
of destruction, the whittling away of numbers and reproducers. What use to kill
one, when any vampire could make another vampire that night. No, they had to be
exterminated and that required mass extinction, difficult and dangerous, but
necessary if they had any hope of winning.


            He
watched the gruesome parade as vamps led weaklings on leashes into the
Glasshouse. He watched as tall lanky men dressed in black velvet sauntered through
the door on four-inch platform boots that made them look even taller.
Dreadfully hip people in makeup and painted black fingernails all walked up the
ramp, disappearing like a cheap magician’s trick in a cloud of smoke and a
blast of dramatic music.


            The
night paraded on, as death whispered possibilities in his ear and whiskey-stained
breath hitchhiked on clouds of the Old Soldier’s beautiful smoke, enveloping
him just as completely as the monsters that entered the Glasshouse… he felt
himself steadily rising, as if he himself was walking up that ramp, ready to
set foot on the gallows. When the time came, he would put the noose on himself.
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            As
soon as he saw them, he knew they were the ones… a group of five, three women
and two men, one of them walking on those ridiculously tall boots, wiping his
unkempt hair out of his eyes every few steps or so. The women looked like dead
Gypsies, wrapped in elaborate dresses, covered in sterling silver jewelry that
twinkled on their fingers, ears, noses and lips… their hair wild like a child
that has just woken up.


            They
strolled in revelry, their drinks coursing through their vines, burning up time
and night with the illusion of mirth and a sense of everything being right in
the world. They stumbled up the street cackling, laughing, and having a better
time than anyone in the world had ever had… and he hated it.


What right did
they have to be happy? What right did they have to walk down the street,
flaunting smiles and wrapping their arms around each others shoulders, while
the world around them hummed with decay and their victims wandered the night
thirsting for blood? What right did they have to be alive?


            “Absolutely
none,” he muttered unconsciously.


            The
Old Soldier looked at him askance, with a raised eyebrow. He didn’t say
anything though, just stumbled along in his patented, drunk-bum walk, producing
a beauty and lighting it with the ease of a man who had spent most of the last
25 years getting drunk. Sometimes he thought that the Old Soldier was like a
sailor who had gotten so used to the rolling of the ocean that he would simply
fall over if it ever stopped. He wondered if the Old Soldier would have more
trouble walking sober than he did drunk.


            The
group wandered ahead of them in the distance, weaving and laughing, never
knowing that their demise stalked on behind them, matching their pace with
precision and menace. They wandered through the streets, passing out of the
industrial district and into Southeast Portland, an area filled with Stanks and
houses that were slightly run down, but still coveted by the trendy middle
class. The sidewalks were lined with trees and there were even quite a few
lawns. The blocks were bordered by nonstop lines of parked cars, the driveways
filled to the brim with them so that every house seemed to have at least three
or four cars all to itself. On every block, bits of unintelligible graffiti
waited to be discovered, waited for someone to come along and puzzle out their
meaning. The telephone poles sprouted flyers like bizarre facsimiles of trees,
nails protruding and wrapped in layers of flyers that had been rain-soaked and
heat-dried so many times that they acted like a layer of bark… trees that read
like a failed dreams encyclopedia of indie bands and musicians whose careers
were as doomed as the group that he followed.


            They
stumbled up the street, shadowed by overhanging trees and illuminated by buzzing
streetlights, so that their pale faces lit up occasionally like fireflies in
the gloom. Two blocks up one street, take a left, three blocks up another
street, take a right and walk a mile and you’re there, in front of a dusty old
house just like any other, a strip of lush, green lawn, a layer of sidewalk
cracked by the tree roots growing underneath it, and a row of parked cars, one
with a “Keep Portland Weird” sticker on its bumper. He watched from the corner
as they all stumbled up the porch steps. The man in the tall boots fumbled for
his keys, while his friends made almost unintelligible comments about his
sobriety… the screen door opened with a screech and the crew filed in… no puffs
of smoke or music to greet them… all except one woman who lit up a cigarette
and stood staring out into the night as she leaned on the railing of the
elevated porch. The door closed behind her and all he could see was the orange
flare of her cigarette as she inhaled.


            The
Old Soldier finished relieving himself in the street and stood next to him, a
small splash of streetlight illuminating his face.


            “So
this is it, huh? Doesn’t look like much… certainly doesn’t look like a den of
the devil. Why don’t you go introduce yourself to that fair maiden on the
porch?” The Old Soldier pulled back into the shadows, flared a match and
started puffing on one of his beauties.


            He
readied himself, loosened his knife in its sheathe and walked nonchalantly up
to the porch. Before he took a step, he paused and looked at the source of the
glowing orange light.


            He
put on his best fake smile and asked, “You wouldn’t happen to have another one
of those would you?”


            The
woman paused, clearly debating whether he was trouble in her mind. She decided
that he seemed harmless enough, fumbled in her purse for a second, and held out
a cigarette to him. He climbed the rest of the stairs onto the porch proper and
gingerly took the cigarette from her hand. From the angle that he stood, a
streetlight across the way lit up all of the silver on her lips, ears, and
nose… so that it looked like electricity sparkled on her face. He put the
cigarette to his lips and waited.


            She
looked confused for a second and then it dawned on her, “Oh, you need a light.”


She put her
head down and started digging in her purse for the ever elusive lighter and
that’s when another slash of electricity joined the dancing dollops of light on
her face. His knife arced through her throat, a quick flash in the night like a
flying saucer, glimpsed for a second and then gone. The woman’s last breath was
a combination of cigarette smoke and flecks of blood. She tried to say
something, but she couldn’t produce any air with which to make her vocal chords
vibrate… the only sound was the gurgle and squish of her throat muscles
constricting in vain. She fell to the ground and then the Old Soldier was there
holding open the ex-bowling ball carrier. He reached in and pulled out a stake…
as her feet thumped upon the wooden boards of the porch, he drove the stake
through her breastbone with all of his strength piercing her heart and in her
last spasmed movements the weak rays of streetlight caught her eyes and filled
them with the electricity that had been dancing on the jewelry in her face… he
locked eyes with her, and they pleaded in a way that her voice could not, begging
for help, begging for an explanation… and then it was gone… her blood flooded
from her neck, dripping down between the boards to land in the dark world that
lived underneath the porch. He let the blood drip, hungry but not ready to eat.
Killing was just like swimming… you don’t do it right after you eat... and
there was still more killing to do.
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The Old
Soldier hunkered down on the porch, tossing the lit nub of one of his beauties
into the woman’s pool of blood with a hiss.


“I’ll wait
here, just in case any of them tries to get out. You go in there, be a shadow,
and take them as quietly as possible. We don’t need any neighbors calling the
cops.”


He turned to
go inside. The door handle turned easily enough and when he opened the door he
saw the dim interior of the monsters’ lair. Trendy, recycled furniture filled
the living room and at the back of the room he could see a hallway with a light,
which gave him just enough light to maneuver by. Books littered the glass coffee
table, nothing diabolic, just a couple tomes scattered among mindless
magazines. The couches were arranged around the TV, clearly a focal point for
gathering as the walls were lines with racks of DVD’s. Dark art covered the
walls, pictures of winged creatures, runny and blurred as if they had been left
out in the rain, pictures of dark goddesses bound, tortured and shining.
Candles stood in pewter sconces that were affixed to the walls… there were no
body parts, no drained corpses… but he never killed where he slept, so it kind
of made sense.


He walked to
the back of the living room and peered around the corner, looking down the
hallway… there were two doors on the left side of the hallway and two doors on
the right… pictures of unfamiliar faces hung on the walls, smiling faces full
of teeth. He could hear faint noises coming from the room on the left at the
end of the hallway. He moved slowly, the wall seeming to crawl by him, faces
flashing for brief seconds, ghosts of the living.


The first door
he came to was on the right, he dropped to his knees to look underneath the
doorway. No light came from the room so he slowly opened the door. He found the
tall dude lying on his bed with his feet hanging off. The light from the
hallway splashed on the back of the man’s legs, but went no further. He was
lying on his stomach with his face buried in a pillow


.           The
man must have sensed his presence because he managed to mumble in his pillow,
“No, no more shots… I have to sleep.”


            He
rushed at the sleeping man with his knife held point down, and drove it through
the man’s neck, he felt the resistance of vertebrae, and then the knife made it
through the other side with hardly a sound… like stabbing a watermelon, only instead
of breaking through the rind, you have to break through a neck. The man’s legs
kicked and spasmed for a few seconds and then he rolled him over on his back.
His eyes stared into space, dark and empty, his mouth open and contorted in
pain, blood ran in two diverging rivers down the sides of his neck where the
knife had gone all the way through transforming the white sheets into blooms of
crimson.


            He
backed out of the room and prepared himself for the next room, which was the
first door on the left. A do not disturb sign, stolen from a Motel 8 apparently,
hung on the doorknob. He turned the knob and a sliver of red light jetted into
the hallway… he hissed slowly as he opened the door, silently cursing himself
for not checking for light. Nothing happened immediately so he continued to
open the door… taking his time. As the door was opened just enough for him to
get his head through, he heard a voice from the other side of the door ask,
“Coming to join me, Johnny?”


            He
reached his hand in and flicked off the light switch next to the door… and then
he threw the door open… the light from the hallway blinded the woman on the
bed, dressed only in a pair of black panties with one hand down her pants
working her stuff like a Rubik’s Cube. He advanced on her and she leaned her
head back and closed her eyes, rubbing her stuff with her free hand faster and
more violently, lost in lust and pleasure. He moved to stand next to her while
she masturbated on the bed. Her head was at just the right height so just for
fun he unzipped his pants, fast enough so that it made that trademark zipper
sound. Without opening her eyes she closed her mouth around his hard steel,
giving a violent slurp, which quickly turned to pained shock. Her eyes shot
open and her mouth began to ooze blood. She looked down to see that it wasn’t
Johnny’s cock she had been sucking on, but the tangy metal of his knife. She
coughed on the blood that was oozing from her tongue and she tried to get up
off the bed, her arms flailing and her mouth open in an “O” of silent pain. He
grabbed her by the hair on the back of her head and flung her down on the bed,
and just as she thought to scream for help, he brought the knife down, a quick
shhh of the knife and her screams were no more. She continued to kick and bleed
for some time her breasts jiggling like bowls of Jell-O, interesting to watch
but he was still glad when it was over… her hair had been quite oily and her
pussy had a definite unpleasant odor to it.


            He
zipped up his pants with his non-oily hand and wiped it on the sheets of the
woman’s bed. The red light splashed the walls gruesomely showing pewter frames
of pale smiling faces posed in fake smiles. He moved to the hallway again as
the noises from the last room on the left began to intensify. There were two
people in that room, engaged in something sexual if he wasn’t mistaken, the
trademark sound of nuts slapping on an ass and moans of pleasure. He readied
himself for what was going to come next. He stalked down the hallway placing
one foot in front of the other, methodically placing each heel and rocking to
the toe of his foot. The door inched ever closer and then he was standing in
front of it, looking at cheap wood, lazily painted white with dried runs of
paint bulging out from the flatness of the door.


            Slowly
he opened the door to see the bunching buttocks of a man busy thrusting his
junk into a woman on all fours. Their backs were to him, so he crept up behind
the man, his long stringy black hair cascading over his shoulders and sweat
dripping down his spine. With the speed of a humming bird he leapt to the man’s
side and cut off his penis in mid thrust, the man’s face turned to him pained and
furious and that’s when he thrust the knife through his eye. It felt like a
fork going into some cheese until it reached the optical nerve bundle at the
back of the eye and then it was like trying to puncture a tennis ball with a
butterknife. The man’s body shook and for a second it looked like he was still
trying to fuck the air with his stump of a penis and testicals covered in
blood.


            The
woman scrambled off of her knees and flipped into a sitting position on her
butt. She scrabbled backwards leaving her man’s blood stains all over the
sheets, and as she bumped up against the wall she looked down at herself with
growing horror. With the dexterity of a junky going through d.t.’s, she reached
between her legs and pulled the man’s limp penis from her vagina, its hardness
sapped by blood loss. She managed to scream once… not the unintelligible scream
of horror that you see in the movies, but a deep, frantic scream for help that
rattled the walls and forced him into action. He dove across the bed with his knife
held out in front of him and drove it through her mouth and out the back of her
head, pinning her against the wall… and yet she still screamed, until he
wrapped his hands around her throat and squeezed. Still he could feel the
pressure of her lungs trying to gasp for air to let out more of those horrid
screams. He choked and crushed with his hands like vices, and her eyes wiggled
around trying to find anything to help her, and finding nothing she began
bashing him in the face with her fists, silver rings bringing forth cuts and
gashes like he was having his face scrubbed with a wash cloth filled with
broken shards of glass. He closed his eyes to avoid any ocular damage and to
get away from the panicked stair of the woman he was strangling. She changed
from punching him to clawing, which faded to even weaker slaps, and finally devolved
into a soft caress. It reminded him of his wife, when they used to lay in bed…
until he opened his eyes and he saw the woman’s brutal stare and her face
contorted in rage around the hilt of his knife. He let go in an experimental
fashion and he jumped as a last bit of trapped, but lifeless, air escaped her
crushed throat. As he stood up, he watched the man’s severed penis shrivel like
a slug in the sun.
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            He
wandered through the hallway past the obituary pictures of the dead, their eyes
seeming to follow him with disapproving stares. He walked past the stubs of
melted down candles in their pewter sconces, red runs of wax hardened in
mid-drip. He opened the door with the exhaustion of a marathon runner leaning
on it and heaving with the abusive feel of adrenaline in his muscles and blood
running down his face from a multitude of scratches. The Old Soldier was there
waiting, his eyes wide. He glanced around like an old timey villain, his hands
clasped together, kneading each other.


            “It’s
done,” he managed to spit.


            The
Old Soldier grabbed the old bowling bag and walked into the house, like a
plumber ready to fix some pipes.


            “Jesus
Christ boy, I told you to be quiet about it. What was that last noise? Sounded
like a Saint Bernard raping a Chihuahua.”


            As
he leaned down to pull the corpse inside, he said, “The last one was a
screamer.”


            The
Old Soldier took in his surroundings and then opened up the bag, pulling out a
stake and handing it to him as he took one himself.


            “Well,
where are they… we don’t want to be here all night and it’s already pretty
late.”


            They
walked back into the rooms, burying wood in the hearts of the dead… ignoring
the pictures of carnage as if they were just planting flowers instead of
mutilating the deceased. When they got to the last room, the Old Soldier let
out a “Jesus” but said nothing else. He almost fell over backwards when he was
removing the knife from the wall… “Must have hit a stud,” was all he said.


            As
they were packing up, the last door on the right side of the hall opened up and
a set of tiny eyes dressed in pajamas peered up at them. Neither of them knew
what to do, so they simply stood there as the boy walked into the room with the
dead couple. The boy rubbed his eyes, and his lower lip started trembling. He
turned to look at the two of them, terrified and sad at the same time and then
he ran past them and into the room where the other woman lay topless and bloody
with a stake through her heart. The boy’s plaintive wail broke the stillness of
the moment and he ran into the room to see the boy curled up with his mother,
oblivious to the bloodstains that were soaking his Pokemon pajamas. A thin
thread of drool ran from his mouth as he clutched his mother’s cold body, and
the boys tears diluted the blood that was coagulating on her neck. The boys
cries became louder, more intense, until they seemed to echo off of the walls…
he pulled out his knife out from the makeshift leather sheathe.


            He
could hear the Old Soldier behind him… “No, don’t…”


            But
it had to be done, he plunged the knife into the boy’s neck at the base of his
skull, giving it a quick twist. He put his mouth over the wound at the back of
the kids neck and enjoyed the rich rush of flavors that came from the kid. His
experience was much simpler, less refined… the flavors of hamburgers, hot dogs,
a Happy Meal, cake, and ice cream… all those happy foods you could get away
with gorging on when you were a kid. He didn’t want to let go, but he did. The feeding
came to a stop and he walked over to the Old Soldier whose mouth hung open, one
hand clutching at the inside of his pocket for one of his beauties and the
other limply holding onto the old bowling bag full of stakes.


            “Give
me one,” he said. The Old Soldier simply looked at him, still fumbling for a
cigarette.


            “You
can’t… he’s just a boy…”


            “What’s
done is done, but we need to finish what we started.”


            “You
shouldn’t have killed him… you didn’t have to kill him.” The Old Soldier kept
rambling on about “shouldn’t” and “didn’t have to” so he just reached into the
bag at the Old Soldier’s side and pulled out a stake, annoyed at the old man’s
sudden weakness. He jammed it in, just like he would have for an adult and the
stake went all the way through the boy’s scrawny chest to stick out the back,
pinning him to his dead mother, the way his head was twisted, it looked as if
he was breast feeding.


            “There,
it’s done… now let’s get the hell out of here.” The Old Soldier stumbled along
after him, tears in his eyes, as he polished up the place, removing
fingerprints… and fingers with his skin underneath the fingernails on them.
When he was done he wrapped the fingers covered in silver rings in wads of
toilet paper and shoved them into the old bowling bag. The Old Soldier dropped
the bag after he did this, and he had to carry it himself. They left as
silently as they had came, a house with an unlocked door and six mutilated
bodies… six more vampires that wouldn’t be killing anyone else, repaid for all
the brutality and pain that they had caused. It was a good night.
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            It
was about four in the morning and the summer sky had begun to lighten in the
east. They had to hurry if they wanted to get back to the apartment before the
sun came up. At least there wouldn’t be a maze of police cars and searchlights
to traverse. The way home was just as clear as when they had come. Silence took
over the heat of the night as the wind picked up ruffling their hair like two
triumphant souls standing on the top of a mountain. He wondered what type of
flag he would plant in the top of a mountain; isn’t that what mountain climbers
did? Take their little flag and jab the wooden stick it was attached to into
the pristine snow.


            The
Old Soldier hobbled along, much less drunk than he had been earlier. The
streets were empty except for the occasional gust of wind driven paper and the
scrape of their shoes on the streets.


            The
Old Soldier looked at him and stopped, while he kept on walking. “Kid, I don’t
think I can do this anymore.”


            They
were standing on the corner of Grand and Burnside, just a couple of blocks
before where the Burnside Bridge started.


            He
stopped and turned around at the Old Soldier’s words, equal parts surprised and
pissed off. “What do you mean you can’t do this anymore?”


            The
Old Soldier paused before he answered, pained and reticent. “That kid was just
too much, I don’t think what we’re doing is right anymore. Jesus, he was just a
kid.”


            “Don’t
you know that nits make lice? Don’t you know that a little bastard like that
could grow up to be the worst of the bunch? We did that fucker a favor, and
you’re bitching out on me because of it?”


            The
Old Soldier paused, thinking and pulled one of his beauties out of his pocket,
lighting it with match. He didn’t seem to know what to say.


            “C’mon,
we gotta get going. The sun’s gonna be up soon, and we haven’t even crossed the
bridge yet.”


            The
Old Soldier made like he was going to take a step and then he paused… “I’m not
going. You’re on your own now, kid. You got it in you to do this on your own.
You ain’t human anymore… you’re a monster.”


            He
could see that it had taken the Old Soldier an amazing amount of strength to
say what he had to say, but that didn’t lessen the pain of the blow. For a
second, he just stood there watching the Old Soldier puff on his beauty, making
little flares of orange light and filling the air with wisps of smoke that
danced away from his lips like breath in the winter… only these stayed, these
lingered.


            “Alright
then. I guess that’s that. I’d rather you stay, but if you don’t have the heart
for it… what am I gonna do?”


            He
leaned against the wall and let the Old Soldier finish his cigarette. “Do you
wish you’d never found me?”


            The
Old Soldier inhaled like an asthmatic, shaky and constricted… “Kid, I wish I
had just left you there to die. It’s what you wanted, it’s what you should have
had. You don’t belong in this world anymore, and if I knew what you were going
to become I would have driven a stake through your heart on the spot.” The Old
Soldier finished up his beauty and held out his hand, “I guess this is the part
where we go our own ways.”


            He
returned the Old Soldier’s handshake even though he felt like crying… almost.
“If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”


            “You
ain’t got to worry about that kid. I got to get out of this place.” The Old
Soldier turned around to go in the opposite direction and that’s when he
grabbed him, grabbed that stinky old hypocrite with his forearm around his
throat, and ripped into his neck with his teeth. The Old Soldier flailed and
struggled as he clamped his mouth over the Old Soldier’s wound and began to
gulp down the hot red fluid. His mind was flooded with images and flavors as he
dragged the Old Soldier’s body back into the shadows of a building. Alcohol
flavors filled his mouth everything from cheap whiskey, convenience store wine
and even some expensive champagne… the tastes of a lifetime, so small so
unvaried. The Old Soldier’s blood was thin and poured out of him quicker than
most… he was gone in a manner of minutes and he stood up from his feast and
examined the work he had done.


            He
felt like shit, complete and utter shit… flies and everything. The Old
Soldier’s body curled on the cold concrete like he was sleeping. A part of him
wanted the Old Soldier to wake up. A part of him wanted the Old Soldier to be
just like he was. He let the man lay there and picked up the old bowling bag
that had been dropped when he had attacked the Old Soldier. He peered inside to
see that there was just one stake, buried under a mound of severed fingers
covered in silver rings. He dug in the bag trying to pull the stake free
without spilling fingers all over the sidewalk. Then he did what he thought was
right.


            He
made his way through the city streets, with quick harried steps. It was as if
he could feel the sun rising over the earth… he felt like a giant running
around a quickly spinning earth, always trying to stay in the darkness while
the light from the sun loomed just behind him, a never-ending treadmill that
would lead to his death in one way or another. 


People started
to appear, not a lot, but a few. City workers with spray hoses, blasting the
sidewalks with water to keep them clean, as if that were important. Dustcarts
and street sweepers clearing the streets of the night’s filth… would one of
those sweep the Old Soldier’s body up? Would a pointless, power-washing bastard
come along and blast the Old Soldier’s body into a gutter, just to have a
street sweeper come along and sweep his body into a bin… so that he could be
deposited at the dump to rot into nothing, while bottle caps and cigarette
butts outlasted his decaying bones on this earth. Let the city rot, let the
city crumble and fade into nothing. Bring the buildings down with the
sledgehammer of time and erosion. Let garbage lay on the street; let people see
what they make every day. Don’t hide it in some out of the way place and stack
it pile upon pile, pretending that that shit is going to go away. He imagined
the earth sometime in the future with a new layer. No more crust, mantle and
core,… in the future it would be crust, landfill, bottle caps and cigarette
butts, mantle and then core… who knows maybe the core will be gone by then, and
all that will be left is a skeleton of a society that covered itself in garbage
like a bum looking for insulation on a cold winter night… frozen in the waste
of a people that just didn’t care.


He made it to
his apartment, just as the sun came over the horizon. He climbed up his
shadowed staircase, and turned around to glance at the morning’s early rays
splashed on the sidewalk below his shaded hiding place. It burnt his eyes and
gave him a headache. He climbed into his coffin, closed the lid, and cried for
some indeterminable reason as he breathed the stale cigarette and whiskey
stained air that was trapped in the coffin with him.
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            When
he woke up later that night, climbing from the stale air of his coffin, he was
surprised to find that the Old Soldier was not there, then it all came back to
him. Maybe the child had been a mistake… maybe. Who knew what a vampire was
willing to do? He wondered what he would do if he had the opportunity to turn
his daughter into a vampire, or his wife. Would he do it? Would he make them
have the life that he was now living?


            He
couldn’t do that to them. No one deserved to be forced to live like that, if
you could even call it living. He looked around the room, feeling the emptiness
of the place. Somehow it felt smaller without the Old Soldier curled up in a
comatose ball on the floor with smudges on the wall where he had snuffed out
his beauties. Now it looked like a discount construction material store. Chunks
of wood stood in the corner, ready to be turned into stakes, a hammer rested in
the corner, and a staple gun sat next to it. There was no art, no decoration,
nothing to really say that anyone even lived there; no one really did when you
thought about it.


            He
wandered into the bathroom and splashed some water on his face… looking at it
for the first time in weeks. Gaunt and pale, his eyes were ringed by purplish
bruises that made him look like something of a raccoon. Scratches covered his
face, healing quickly but they’d be there for a while. Red crusty scabs
protruded from the smoothness of his pail skin. A blind person might be able to
tell an interesting tale using those.


            He
put a wife beater over his skeletal frame and walked down the stairs to the
street. The night was cooler, the heat had moved out during the day and clouds
had moved in. It wasn’t cold out, your beer would probably still heat up in ten
or fifteen minutes if you didn’t down it quickly enough, but it was an
improvement over the previous weeks’ unbearable heatwave.


            He
walked to the corner where boxes filled with meaningless papers collected,
rotted, and waited to be saved from their horrible imprisonment inside blue and
yellow plastic boxes, one of which was shaped like a house. He plopped a couple
of quarters inside the blue metal box that said “The Oregonian” on the side of
it, pulled down the door, lifted out a paper, and let the door slam shut
without a care for how much noise it would make.


            He
stumbled back the way he had come, up the stairs, and into his apartment. He
took a seat on the floor and examined the newspaper. The front page was filled
with something about the President being a fuck up… news from the war.
Basically, a whole lot of nothing. In the right corner of the front page, he
found what he was looking for. A title reading Vampire slasher kills again: 6
dead and one possibly connected murder in SE. He turned to the page reading the
story. The story did a perfunctory job of relating the carnage he had caused,
glossing over the violence with the words “mutilated corpses.” The newspaper
writer made the child’s death seem more important than any of the other people,
which made him laugh. The story even talked about the Old Soldier, saying, “The
body of a homeless man was found a few blocks away, murdered in a similar fashion
to the recent string of killings. Police are still unsure about the man’s
connection to the murders and are working to figure out the man’s identity.” He
threw the paper down in disgust, more at the writer than at himself. The
reporter that wrote the story was just like all of the others, no curiosity, no
real skill, just a simple reporting of facts… no inquiry as to the reason. As
far as the world was concerned, he was just a psycho on a killing spree. Well,
let them think what they will; he had a purpose, a destiny that would continue
until he had completed his revenge.


            He
got up off of his ass and walked over to where he had laid the knife after
coming home. He picked it up and looked at its dulled edge, tiny flecks of gore
and drying skin were stuck where the blade made the handle. He walked to the
bathroom and scrubbed the knife, making sure that no offensive flesh clung to
it. Then he sat on the floor polishing the blade and sharpening it on a
whetstone, one of the things that the Old Soldier had taught him. When the
blade was sharper than a razor, he grabbed a piece of wood and began turning it
into a stake.


            He
turned the piece of wood over in his hands, feeling its rough cut… cheap pine
used for construction of cheap apartment complexes and townhouses built so
close together that you could hear your neighbor farting and fucking. Coffins
built so close together that a single match could destroy a hundred lives. He
cut a slice of wood away. Cheap pine fell to the floor in an unceremonious
pile, revealing the stake underneath, waiting to be exposed to the stale air of
his apartment, waiting to be plunged into the breast of a monster… the wood
thrummed in his hands, the blade whirring like a professional machine in a wood
shop, turning a cheap piece of pine into a weapon of great design. This one was
special; this one was made for the whore.
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He had spent
most of the night before readying his arsenal. A pile of stakes stood off to
the side and his most special stake twirled in his hands, smooth and
lightweight; it felt special… it felt like the end. He knew that the stake
would be the end of him, once it had been used, he would be done… and then he’d
have to carve one more stake, but there was a lot to do before he could think
about that.


Hunger gnawed
at him for one thing… but he couldn’t go to the club and hunt… not tonight; it
was too soon. The heat was thick, literally and figuratively. The brief respite
of coolness had left, clouds faded away like dreams and lives to be replaced by
the stagnant leftover heat of the sun-baked city. The hunger was growing, he
had no choice; he had to feed… and he wasn’t going to go out digging for rats.
He was done with that shit. He was becoming a gourmet.


He walked to
the kitchen and rummaged through the cupboards, looking for something. He found
it, an old plastic measuring cup with faded numbers. A small layer of cupboard
dust had collected in the bottom of it, but that didn’t matter at the moment.
He loaded up his knife, a stake and his measuring cup and walked downstairs to
the apartment just below his.


He kindly
knocked on the door and listened. He could hear some scrambling on the other
side of the door and then he was there, opening the door, a face he had seen a
lifetime ago. The gaunt man hung in the doorway, a thin sheen of sweat on his
forehead, and rings under his eyes.


“What do you
want?” he asked in an exasperated tone.


“I just came
to see if I could borrow a cup of sugar.”


The neighbor
looked around before he answered, “Where’s your vet. buddy? I ain’t seen him
around in the last couple of days. I usually see him pissing on the stairs or
rolling cigarettes at the bottom of the landing.”


“I had to make
him leave… he’s been getting a little preachy lately.”


That decided
it for the man. He opened the door wide and asked him to come in, snatching the
cup from him and closing the door behind him.


“I’ll give you
a cup of sugar, but just because it’s actually been quiet around here the last
couple days. I don’t know what you two were doing up there, but it sounded like
two elephants fucking.”


The man
rambled on, obviously feeling that he could bust his balls since he was doing
him such a grand favor. The man opened a cupboard in the kitchen and as he
reached up to grab a rumpled sack of sugar, he brought the knife around the
man’s throat slicing it gingerly. He spun the man around like a partner in some
sort of bizarre dance routine and placed his lips on the man’s throat, slurping
greedily. The man kicked and fought, screaming a little bit, but mostly just
managing to make a mess out of all the things on the counter. A coffee pot fell
to the ground, the glass carafe smashing into a thousand pieces. A fruit bowl
was upended and bananas bounced with dull thuds as apples rolled across the
linoleum floor to come to rest on the carpet of the living room. They danced
two paces to the left, and the neighbor reached his hands out for anything and
came up with the handle to the refrigerator door. He pulled it open as they
fell to the ground, dead white light covering their bodies in its cold embrace
as refrigerator fog poured out into the heat of the apartment cooling them
down.


The flavors
rushed into his head… tinged with sorrow and depression. The flood was
bittersweet and melancholy, macaroni and cheese, mashed potatoes and gravy,
fastfood, and TV dinners. The things a lonely man dines on. When he released
the man, he still had some strength left in him. He laid bent with his back
against the refrigerator, his arms moved weakly, reaching for the bottoms of
his jeans, fighting for his life, however pitiful it was. His eyes turned to
him and he looked like a junky struggling to communicate from the depths of
euphoria, except right now he was on the other side of the spectrum.  The man’s
eyes were glazed and words began to tumble out of his mouth.


“I’m sorry… so
sorry… what a waste, I wasted my whole… for nothing.” His eyes went blank and
his head lolled to the side.


He pulled the
stake from where he had tucked it in the back of his jeans and rammed it home.
He dragged the body into the bathroom and threw it in the tub. He cursed
himself for being so stupid. This wasn’t the type of neighborhood where a body
could be dumped or even transported very easily. He was just going to have to
leave it.


He walked into
the main room of the apartment, just like his but filled with trinkets, goods,
racks of DVD’s, a TV, a futon… posters on the walls. He wandered around
admiring the stuff the guy had bought, meaningless things to keep his mind from
his sad little life. A briefcase sat at the edge of his futon, where he assumed
the guy had spent the majority of his free time. He plopped onto the futon in a
spot that was well-worn, well-used, and picked up the briefcase, snapping it
open to reveal the contents inside. There was a collection of papers with
numbers printed on them, pointless numbers that meant nothing. He tossed the
briefcase on the floor and examined the DVD’s on the racks… half of them were
pornography and the rest might as well have been… masturbatory horror flicks
with busty chicks featured prominently on the covers, women in peril, action
movies where muscular dudes mowed through uncountable numbers of faceless,
uniformed soldiers for no real reason.


The TV was
exceptionally nice, it must have been a 44 incher with an LCD screen. He picked
up the remote to see what the picture looked like. As the TV popped on, the
picture showed up clear as day. It was the local news. The newscasters were
busy bantering while the weatherman informed them that yes, more “great”
weather was coming their way. 


“Wow thanks
Steve, that’s some great news.” Like Steve has anything to fucking do with the
weather. Everyone knows that Steve is just a face man. He probably doesn’t even
read the meteorological instruments… there was probably a group of ugly
scientists in some room a hundred miles away, a room full of the stuff. They
would sit in their room reading numbers, looking at temperatures, barometric
pressure, and Doppler radar putting all this shit together… and all Steve had
to do was read a fucking teleprompter and click buttons on his damn remote.


They were
going to a commercial break, but before they did the airheaded blonde on the TV
said, “Coming up on the other side of the break, see how firefighters helped
save this kitten from being stuck in a tree, plus, if you’re looking for a way
to stay cool, we’ll show you how some kids in SE are putting their ingenuity
into action… then later, we’ve got some breaking news on the Vampire killer
that has been terrorizing Portland.” He leaned forward and laughed… kittens in
a tree. He was beaten by kittens in a tree. He supposed that was a good thing.


The
commercials came on. There was one that touted Channel 2 news as the number one
local news station in Oregon. There was a commercial for some cleaning agent
with a mom smiling happily, glad that she had gotten that stain out of her kids
soccer uniform. There was a commercial for a trendy couple enjoying a ride
through the country as their kids sat oblivious in the backseat, ear phones on
their head, zombified by a DVD screen in the backseat.


Then the news
came on and he sat through the harrowing tale of a kitty in peril, the
heartwarming show of entrepreneurial ingenuity as a group of kids sold lemonade
to help a schoolmate that had been wounded in a drive-by shooting, and multiple
scenes of kids playing in a fountain by the river. Then his story came on. They
showed clips of police task force agents hypothesizing on who he was. According
to the mustachioed cop on the screen he was quite disturbed, clearly suffering
from some sort of delusion. The brutality of the crime scenes was quite
startling… and if anyone had any information, the police should be notified
immediately. The coolest thing was, that there was a reward out for any
information that led to his arrest… $25,000, not bad.


It sounded
like the police had their thumbs up their asses… as usual. He flipped the
channels, and finding nothing of interest, he began to look through the rest of
the apartment. He found his neighbor’s wallet and took what little cash was in
it. Dinner and some cash, what a gracious fellow. He took the man’s keys and
left the apartment, turning off the TV before he left. He made sure the door
was locked and as he was closing the door, he said, “Thanks for the sugar.”
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He wasted a
few more days just kicking around in his apartment… loneliness absorbed him, a
smothering blanket that clouded his mind and his thoughts. Visions of purple-black
hair danced in his head, and he longed for the company of the Old Soldier. The
newspapers on the window were stained yellow with nicotine and the carpet
showed signs of his stay, the rock hard cigarette burns of synthetic material
lined the carpet in the corner of the apartment.


The day passed
long, as he tossed and turned in his coffin… visions of death and brutality
flooded him even more than the loneliness. His mind turned like a screw,
delving deeper and deeper into the depths… where it overflowed with fears and
desires that he had never known.


In order to
beat the monotony of waiting for the heat of the cops to die down, he would
journey downstairs and visit his neighbor. His flesh had drained of color and
the blood that he had left in the bathtub had turned a nasty yellowish color,
the remains of plasma, dry like fossils. The neighbor swelled with the gas of
the bacteria that were even now consuming his flesh. The stink was abysmal; the
hot weather hadn’t helped any.


He had gone to
the store and purchased a couple of rolls of saran wrap and a lighter… to help
with the smell as faint whiffs of it could already be detected on the landing
to his apartment. He wrapped the neighbor in the saran wrap burning the ends
together and snuffing out the flames with his fingertips quickly to make a hard
seal. By the end of the venture, the neighbor looked like a new age mummy,
resting in the bathtub with crinkles of saran wrap around his face. Only one
eye was visible… open and decaying.


The smell
still lingered in the apartment, but after a couple of days, it dissipated on
the landing. He watched a few of the man’s porno films, but found nothing
exciting in them. A penis here, some tits there… some head. Still he managed to
rub a couple out, wiping his seed on the stash of “important” papers in the man’s
briefcase.


While he was
hanging out one day watching some cartoon about kids that captured animals and
forced them to fight… a phone call interrupted his disgust. The phone rang four
times before it clicked over to the answering machine, the mechanical voice of
his neighbor came on, asking people to leave a message after the beep. How
original.


A voice spoke
up after the beep, “Hi, it’s Marcia at work, we were just wondering how you
were doing… we haven’t seen you in a couple of days. If you don’t come in
tomorrow or we don’t receive a call from you, don’t bother coming back. Anyway,
give us a call and let us know what is going on.” She rattled off the number
like a robot… seven digits that connect you like a god to a magical answering
machine… miles away.


He let the
woman finish her spiel and picked up the phone, dialing the numbers
methodically… it rang four times and then the machine picked up… “Hi, Marcia, I
was just returning your call to let you know that you’re a worthless cunt. If I
ever see you or anyone else from that company, I’m going to come down there and
stab you all in the face… except for you Marcia… I’ve got something special in
mind for you.” He laughed as he hung up the phone, a brief giggle of amusement
as he imagined the look on Marcia’s face when she listened to the message as
her mind inevitably wandered to what “something special” might be.


He drowned his
loneliness with TV, brief questioning conversations with his mummified neighbor,
and money shot reels that he found on the bonus features of porno DVD’s… white
jets of semen spreading over women’s tongues, mouths, and eyes. But none of
them had purple-black hair… and he was back to that again.


The time came,
and he was more than ready… he was excited.
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            He
woke up that night and filled the old bowling bag with stakes and finished
sharpening his knife on the whetstone as it had become dulled by repeatedly
shaving off chunks of cheap pine. The bag bulged with its cargo, a deadly
arsenal. He turned off the lights to his apartment and locked the door behind
him… not that there was anything to steal really, just some old boxes filled
with relics of a past life. Some clothes, some pictures, pieces of memorabilia
of who he used to be. Now he was a different person, colder, harder,  and with
a sense of purpose. He was a machine… his body thrummed like the hum of
machinery in the warehouse district. He was electric, a creature made to burn,
to crush, to stab… to dispense justice. His battery was running low and he had
one last task to accomplish… one last piece of trash to compact in his rough
hands threaded with tendons and hate.


            He
set out through the city, along the same path to the Glasshouse… up the hill,
down through downtown, across the bridge, and into the warehouse district on
the east bank of the river. A journey, slow and arduous filled with the
remembrances of what had come before. Faded visages danced through his mind,
streaked with blood and eyes filled with gratitude. He was right, he was just.
A figure of justice, a man that could see and made no mistake. He saw the
copper-haired woman’s face clearly… thanking him for ending her tortured
existence. He saw the bouncer from Beelzebub’s his eyes open wide as he gushed
blood, shock registering the fact that his life was going to end. He saw the
faces of the group from the other night… the face of the child, spared the pain
of having to live. They all thanked him and sang his praises as he walked
through the cracked streets of a city that had waited so long for a man like
him, someone willing to clean the streets, someone willing to come out at night
and pick up the human trash that the workers forgot to sweep up. The killers,
the bad guys, they were all his domain… washed up bags of flesh that had to be
drained and punctured before they were ready for the pile.


            The
city was full of scared faces tonight… faces hidden by collars pulled up. The
heat had died down and a faint sheen of mist fell from the sky, muggy but cool,
the night air enveloped him like a silent accomplice… the man on his shoulder
where the Old Soldier used to walk, smoke replaced by mist, heat replaced by
coolness. This was new; this was the way.


            People
moved aside, as the scarred man strode down the sidewalk with purpose, a grin on
his face and resolve in his shoulders. He watched as night people moved about
walking to places that had no names, on tasks that would be forgotten by the
morning, and he felt alive. He was life, a piece of death so concentrated that
life sprang up everywhere he went. The fear he saw on the people’s faces was
the proof of that. Never was one more alive than when you feared for your life.
He was a gift. He was death.


            The
city melted away underneath his feet, carrying him almost unbeknownst to the Burnside Bridge, through the decaying tombs of the living, through the streets lined with
bums and drug dealers, across the river into the place where they hid amongst
the living, where they fed on the innocent in perfect impunity. No more… he was
the executioner, freed from any ties of law or corruption. His justice was
pure, quick and necessary, a shot of penicillin into the infected heart of the
city.


            He
wandered the rails of the warehouse district where cars jounced as they crossed
from the bland streets of other neighborhoods into the thrumming part of the
never-sleeping city. The mist fell from the sky like static on the television,
soaking him in a gradual way that was quite comforting. Sweat streamed down his
face in a combination of salt and rainwater. The Old Soldier would have
complained about his beauties getting wet, but that was no big deal anymore.


            He
came to a stop across the street from the Glasshouse, he stood like one of
those British guards in front of a gate, no sound, no movement… just pure
observation, a prosecutor building a case. The people wandered into the club at
a slower pace than usual. He was also aware of a group of police officers
watching the front of the place… the nose of their car sticking out from the
corner of the adjacent street. He could see two guys in the car, joking, with
coffee on their dashboard. They hadn’t noticed him yet so he decided he would
have to go inside… as he had no visible excuse to be standing there… and sooner
or later they would come fuck with him if he stood there any longer.


            He
walked across the street, strolling past the bouncer who gave him no more trouble
than a starved kitten.  He entered The Glasshouse through a puff of cigarette
smoke and a blast of industrial music.
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            He
grabbed himself a drink… Jack and Coke, and strolled over to a small empty
table in the back corner of the hazy room. From the table he had a good vantage
point of the entire club. They sat around like cattle chewing their cud, tall
thin glasses of colorful liquid crowned by dissolving cubes of ice. Their
conversations blurred together like a picture in the rain.


            He
nursed his drink, dipping his straw in the cocktail and placing his finger over
the open end to pull out a bit of liquid and dump it on the floor. Cigarettes
blazed like tiny orange eyes as guitars blasted the bar at a breakneck rhythm
that no one seemed to mind. Fascist voices yelled things in German that no one
quite understood but everyone still seemed to like.


            Vampires
wandered here and there, conversing with their friends. Pale-faced mockeries of
human beings dressed in clothing that would put a drag queen to shame. Women
walked around with silver twinkling in their faces and ears, but none of them
were the one he was looking for.


            The
night traveled on and he sat like a scientist behind an invisible two-way
mirror, observing and watching. There were some Stanks here and there, flavored
cigarettes adding more haze than usual to the perpetual cloud of filth that
clung to the bar’s walls and above the heads of everyone in the bar. They
mingled nonchalantly with the vampires, never having any idea of how much
danger they were in. A couple of them sat at the table next to him, and he
unwillingly listened to their boisterously loud conversation and inhaled clouds
of their bourgeois smoke. The orange glow of their flaring cigarettes reflected
in their black plastic eyeglasses. They dropped names of people that didn’t
matter and filled the time with stories so mundane they would bring a factory
worker to tears.


            Johnny
went over to Raff’s house and they were working on the siding, and Johnny
dropped a hammer down a flight of stairs. Catherine was putting together an art
show at some crappy gallery on Hawthorne that never had any visitors, but it
was still a cool opportunity. Megan’s child was growing so big… he could say
his first word now.


            Once
their conversation about their mutual friends ended, the man and the woman
began to talk about themselves, little bits of gossip and secrets that were
supposed to make them closer and more interesting to each other. Cigarettes and
booze disappeared into their mouths and their eyes grew with a feverish light,
as they related their likes and dislikes, talked about their meaningless jobs,
and told each other what movies they ought to see.


            You
should see Children of Men, it’s simply amazing. It’s about a world where there
are no children. My job sucks, all I do is punch numbers into a computer all
day. My job’s even worse, the people I have to deal with… they’re amazing.
Where have all the nice people gone? It seems like people are ruder and ruder
everyday. I’m thinking about quitting my job… I think I want to paint, that
seems meaningful and I’ve always love to paint. You should do that, I think
you’d make a great painter. You know I like you, you’re cool. I think you’re
great, too.


            He
watched as their conversation turned to something that actually mattered and
they skirted around it, afraid and unwilling to break the ice that sat between
them marking them off as simply friends. Then they tossed the conversation
under the rug like a dead mouse and moved onto other trifling matters, like
their pasts, stories that only mattered in their memories, like the time he got
hit by a car and the time that her house got broken into.


            He
listened as they mined the memories of their past for something significant,
something that would fill the void left by the topic they had shoved under the
rug. They struggled and the night grew on, their conversation grew stale and
became an amalgamation of “one time” and “remember when.” They chatted like two
old men laying on death beds next to each other in a hospital, talking about things
that had happened in the past, things that would never happen again. They
talked about things that were ghosts reaching out to haunt their minds, yearning
to change the world in some meaningful way that just simply can’t be done.


            His
mind couldn’t help it; the couple next to him was like an infection, a black
hole that dragged him into the past, into pain. He remembered making dinner
occasionally, nothing fancy, shells and cheese some fried hot dogs in a tomato
and green pepper sauce… with a side of fried potatoes. He remembered as his
daughter would pick up each individual shell and place it in her mouth with
delicate cheese-stained fingers, smiling in delight as she chewed the
fake-cheese covered pasta, the potatoes sitting untouched on the plate next to
a half eaten stack of red-covered hot dogs with bits of green peppers in it
like some sort of Christmas design. His wife smiling at his daughter’s bright
face, happy and innocent… a face made for more than she got. A face for the
ages, a face that couldn’t be unremembered once it had been seen. Part of him
wished he could forget that face, but he knew that her face was the only thing
that kept him from being completely inhuman.


            Silent
rivulets of past-stained tears were streaming down his stubbled and scarred
cheeks when she walked in, bitter lights dancing in purple blotches off of the
sheen of her straight black hair.
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            He
wiped his eyes, stopping the flow of tears as his heart rose in his chest.
There she was, sauntering across the bar like a cat looking for prey. She was
no less than thirty feet away. He eyed her from the corners of his eyes so as
to not be completely obvious that he was watching her.


            The
Stanks next to him picked up their cigarettes and polished off the last of
their drinks before they left to go. They paraded out, side by side, in a
swerving pattern as the lights reflected off of their black plastic glasses,
the boy with his hand in the back pocket of the girl. The vampires still milled
around somberly, the din had dried out to a dull hum and the night was winding
down.


            Before
he could extricate himself, the girl with the purple-black hair came to sit
down at the table next to him that the Stanks had just deserted. The woman with
the high cheekbones and cut jawline looked ragged. Dark rings circled her eyes
and she looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks. For a second, he thought he
could see a spark of recognition on her face from the corner of his eyes. She
sipped on a tumbler full of brown liquid floating in a sea of ice cubes.


            He
simply sat, looking down at his table, stirring the drink with a straw every
now and then. He produced a pack of Marlboro Reds from his pocket and packed
them on his hand. He tore off the cellophane wrapper and pulled the piece of
foil inside, then he grabbed a single cigarette and rolled it around the palm
of his hand for a while. He found some matches buried within the dark recesses
of his pocket and lit the cigarette. He had bought the cigarette for just these
times, when he had nothing to do and draining his drink was not an option. The
match flared in a stink of sulphur, and gray smoke infiltrated his lungs, with
a satisfying burn.


            He
could see her from the corner of his eyes, the reflection of the candle on the
table bouncing around in her green-flecked brown eyes. She too produced a pack
of cigarettes from her pocket… the package was green so he assumed they were
menthols. She searched through the pockets of a black leather jacket she was
wearing, but found no lighter. Then she leaned forward and lit the cigarette
using the candle.


            He
must have been watching too closely because as she came up with a fresh lungful
of smoke, she actually talked to him.


            “Hey,”
she said to get his attention, “don’t I know you?”


            He
sat rock still not quite sure what to say. Talking to her hadn’t been a part of
the plan and he was afraid he was going to blow everything. He decided he’d
risk it anyway; if all else failed, he could just run across the little space
between them and ram a stake into her heart.


            He
decided it would be best to be honest… “Yeah, I remember you from a month or
two ago… of course, I didn’t look like this when you left, I’m surprised you
even recognized me.”


            She
got up from her table with a smile that never touched her eyes and she moved
over to his table, settling her ass in one of the high chairs. Smoke curled
from the cigarette in her fingers and wreathed her head in a haze.


            “You
didn’t look good then, but you certainly don’t look any better now. What are
all these cuts and scabs all over your face? You look like you’ve been shaving
with a cheese shredder.”


            “They’re
nothing, just a misunderstanding.” He took another puff off of his cigarette
and examined the girl’s face. “You look tired.”


            “You
don’t know the half of it. I’m fucking exhausted…,” she paused as if to say
something else, but then she just took another puff off of her smoke. “You’re
one of us aren’t you?”


            “What?
I don’t know what you mean.”


            “C’mon,
you don’t have to play… you’re one of us.”


            He
decided to play along, “Yeah, I guess I am.”


            “You
don’t dress like us, but you have the spirit. You seem to understand pain.
Hell, from the look of your face, you actually seem to be searching it out.”


            “Pain…
is just a thought. If I wanted true pain I just have to look in my mind.
Nothing out here can cause me any pain that I can’t cause myself.”


            She
bobbed her head, thinking that she understood what he was saying when she
clearly had no idea.


            “So,
have you seen him?”


            “Seen
who?”


            “The
killer… the bum.”


            “The
bum?” He was shocked for a second but quickly recovered his composure.


            “The
bum… he killed one of my friends and a bunch more of us that I didn’t know.
I’ve been sitting around terrified to go out, terrified to dress like who I
am.”


            “I
know what you mean… it sucks not to be able to be who you are, when some psycho
is out there, killing for no reason at all.” He smiled in his mind… no reason.
He killed for the purest reason; she had a right to be scared.


            “People
say they’ve seen him sitting across from the club, a dirty old bum smoking
cigarettes in the rain and just watching. The police say they found the bum’s
body, but they won’t show anybody. They’ve got it locked up tight. It’s
probably in an evidence room somewhere on ice. Other people say there was
another person with him. Some of the newspapers are talking about how there was
proof that it was two people that have been doing the killing. They killed a
kid last week.”


            He
almost felt guilty. He almost felt like maybe he was doing the wrong thing.
“Maybe he is gone, the bum and his friend. Maybe when the bum died, the other
guy just gave up. Who knows if this other guy is even real?”


            She
shivered and cast her glance into her as yet untouched drink. “Maybe you’re
right. You want to get out of here? I don’t want to walk home alone… and you
were pretty good last time.”


            “Not
good enough to stick around for apparently.”


            “You’re
not going to be a baby about that are you?”


            “No,
I was just thinking out loud, I don’t care either way.”


            “Good.
Then let’s get going… my place is a few blocks from here.”


            They
packed up their stuff and set out from the Glasshouse for the last time, barely
touched drinks on the table floating in swamps of collected condensation and a
few burnt cigarette butts smoldering in a plastic ashtray that said Camel on
the side. He carried his old bowling bag and she carried her leather jacket
draped over one arm. They meandered through the place as if it was a video game
on pause. People eyed the couple, wondering if they would ever be seen again…
there was a fever in this place. The hum never stopped but he could hear a few
coughs of reassurance; thoughts were plain on people’s faces as if word-filled
bubbles floated over their heads like in the comic books. Pale faces returned
to drinks and the low murmur of the Glasshouse, a museum of the dead, faded
away into the night as the door closed behind them, the air ushering them on
with a last blast of industrial guitars and a puff of stale cigarette fog. The
night was cool and new.
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They walked
around the corner past the cops that sat in their car, fogging up the windows
with their little cups of Starbuck’s coffee sitting on the dashboard. They eyed
the couple suspiciously as the squawk of the police band muttered, hissed, and
popped with static in the silent night. He nodded to a red-faced cop with
close-cut curly hair and a stare that seemed to look right through him. The cop
returned his nod, and even managed a smile, even if it never touched his face.


The streets
were empty and dry as he slipped a hand into her back pocket and squeezed. She
put her arm in his and they walked up the street like two old-fashioned lovers
out for a stroll pretending that the night was safe, pretending that while they
were linked nothing could harm them. He knew better, and from the way she
trembled, she knew it too. Her flesh was cold and clammy.


They walked
down the streets skimming like water spiders across the surface of the pond
from pool of light to pool of light. The sidewalk moved as if on its own, two
people on an escalator waiting to get to the top floor. Occasionally the girl
would look behind her, to see if anyone was following. She was nervous.


He would stop
with her and look behind her and then offer some reassuring words and give her
a kiss, a brief peck on dry lips… quick whiff of her breath that smelled of
tension. It didn’t matter; the only person that would have been following them
was standing right there holding her in his arms. Her green-flecked eyes
regarded him as a protector, a god of iron arms through which no harm would
come to her.


They continued
walking up the street a good mile, and then they turned right and walked up the
concrete steps of a single-level house resting on a little hill of yard. The
windows were dark, and it looked like every other house on the street, small
and sickeningly charming. They hovered on the tiny, unadorned porch as she
fumbled in the pockets of her leather jacket for her keys. She found them and
rammed them home, twisting and turning in a jangling manner that broke the
silence of the night. The door swung open, loose on its hinges except for a
little creaking as it reached its maximum state of ajar.


He didn’t understand
how she could be what she was and still have such a normal home. It looked like
the living room of any other regular twenty-something. There was a couch, a TV,
even a little book shelf. There was no piano for playing ominous music. No
smoke machine pumped out commercialized ambience. The place was not packed with
corpses hanging from chains in various states of decay. It was normal. The room
in his tiny apartment was more bizarre than this, but I guess it paid to keep
up appearances. He would have to clear up his apartment when he got home, make
it look like a normal person lived there. Maybe he would move his neighbor’s TV
and DVD collection up to his room… get a telephone, even if he didn’t have
anyone to call on it.


She plopped
down on the couch and removed her tall, calf-high boots, letting out a sigh. He
moved to sit down next to her, and he set his bag on the floor next to his end
of the couch. It felt good to sit and think… silence shrouded them in the gloom
of the night emanating form the open window to their right. He looked around
noticing the bare walls.


“It’s pretty
plain in here… no pictures, no paintings. How do you keep your mind from going
crazy?”


“I like things
simple, and I’m not afraid of going crazy. Sanity is a subjective thing anyways.”


He sat
thinking over her words, trying to define sanity in some witty way, but nothing
came… the concept of sanity was like trying to hold a handful of water in the
summer… you could hold just enough to make sure you had some water on your
hands but you could never hold on to a whole handful.


She turned to
him, ready to say something important and then she blurted it out… “It’s you.
You’re the killer.”


He laughed out
loud, a dry laugh devoid of mirth. He simply stared at her wondering what to
say. “Are we going to fuck or not?”


She slapped
him across the face and sat there staring at him… waiting for something. He
decided if she wanted an answer he would have to give it to her. He leaned down
and opened up the old bowling bag and pulled out a stake. Then he held it up to
her eyes and said, “You’re already dead, so it’s not really killing.”


She leapt up
off the couch and grabbed a boot. She lobbed it at his head and screamed, “I
knew it!” She made a break for the front door, but he was quicker, grabbing her
around the waist and pulling her from the door.


“You killed my
brother! You killed my friends you piece of shit! Get the fuck off me.”


His
unresponsive manner caused a change in her behavior. She started shouting for
help at the top of her lungs, until he punched her in the mouth and threw her
on the couch.


“I’m going to
kill you. I’m going to make you not exist. You can cry and you can scream, but
none of that is going to change a thing. You’re time here is over. What you
made will unmake you.”


He moved
towards her pouncing fast and hard, placing his mouth over the slow pulse of
her jugular vein. Her arms and legs flailed wildly but her strength was no
match for the bundle of wiry muscle and rage that he had become. He tore into
her neck with his teeth, easier than he ever had before and the roof of his
mouth was sprayed with her hot blood. She kicked harder and harder and as he
became lost in the rush of her flavor, the door was kicked open in a shower of
splintered wood and the rush of bootheels.


Men in blue
rushed over to pull him from the woman. It took three of them to even get his
mouth pried of off her neck, her pulse slowly fading. As he was pulled away one
last gush of blood shout across six inches of space and into his mouth. He
swished the blood around like mouthwash before he realized what was going on.


“Get your
fucking hands off of me! I’m not done!”


They dragged
him off to the side, slamming him face first into a wall and kicking his legs
apart. One of the pigs rapped him across the back of the legs with a nightclub,
and he fell, scraping his nose down the white stucco walls and leaving a little
skin behind. Faint smears of blood could be seen on the wall, his own and the
girl’s. They laid into him like a side of beef, two pigs alternating like
railroad workers from the old days pounding spikes into the ground, first one
then the other, dull thuds that stretched and battered the skin and muscle of
his body causing it to hemorrhage in a process that would create some fantastic
colors by the end of the next day.


As the
pounding became even more intense, it suddenly stopped and he was rolled over
onto his stomach. Over the toe of a black boot, he could seethe girl struggling
on the couch, a cop hovered over her placing a wet rag over the raw wound of
her jugular vein, torn and surrounded by the darkening impression of his teeth.


“What do you
think Jimmy, she gonna make it?”


The cop that
had been spoken to replied, “I think she will… the ambulance is on its way. I
can hear it now. She’s lost a lot of blood, but I think she’ll make it.”


He couldn’t
stand it. He had come so close and lost it all. “Put a stake in that bitch! You
don’t know what she is.”


The dull thud
of boot-leather on skull was the last thing he heard before the lights went
out.
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            He
had her. He had seen the light fading from those strange eyes; he had felt her
body cooling as he drained the blood from her. He had tasted scores of other
people, as well as himself, in the salty tang of her blood. She was out there
somewhere, her blood circulated through his veins and he could feel her out in
the night somewhere, growing stronger… maybe even feasting on some unsuspecting
soul, someone like he had once been. Just a few more seconds and he would have
been done, none of this would have mattered, all the things he had left to do
here would have been done.


            He
sat up on his hard cot and looked around his cell. Plain walls surrounded him
on three sides, except for the side that had steel bars running from ceiling to
floor. Except for a cot and a toilet he was alone… no toothbrush, no drunk man
to keep him company. The glare of fluorescent lights gave everything a sickly
green color.


            On
the other side of the bars he could see three cells, the one across from his
and half of the two cells on either side. They were full of people, not like
his single occupancy cell. Downtrodden faces regarded him through the bars,
faces full of contemplation, some full of curiosity, and some full of
indifference.


            None
of it mattered, he would be dead in a few hours anyway… the tiny rectangular
window at the top of his cell faced east. He could see the lightening sky
through the sliver of a window made from double-thick layers of safety glass
with wire running through it and iron bars on either side. He may not have
accomplished his final task, but he certainly wasn’t going to be anybody’s pet
project. He wasn’t going to be prodded and poked by scientists for their own
amusement and enlightenment. He had one final thing to do and it involved that
little window.


            He
was sitting there, staring at the little rectangular window of his cell when a
man bootstepped to the door of his jail cell, all jangling keys and purpose.


            “Stand
up! Put your hands against the wall.”


            He
heard the man’s words but didn’t register them in any way that made sense. He
turned to look questioningly at the key-holding cop standing just outside of
his cell.


            “Did
you hear what I said, tough guy? You can do this the easy way or you can do
this the hard way. And I can tell you right now, you’re not going to like the
hard way.” He ended his clichéd cop speech with a sneeze and cough for
punctuation. The old boy clearly wasn’t having a good day.


            One
of the prisoners from the other cells chimed in with his thoughts, “Yeah, just
sit there boy. Don’t let these pigs have nothin’ easy.”


            The
cop sneezed again before turning around to see who had spoken. “Keep on talkin’
Leroy. See what it gets you.”


            “Probably
won’t get me as much as your wife gave me last night,” Leroy replied, which
caused an uproarious bout of laughter among the other prisoners, bravado in the
face of helpless incarceration.


            “You
just gonna sit there, or are you going to do what I said?”


            He
simply stared at the man, unwilling to make things any easier for the people
that had stopped him from fulfilling his destiny. The thought made him laugh
and the cop walked off sneezing and shaking his head in disgust. He could hear
him muttering about “tough guys” as the door to the cell area opened and shut.


He sat back on
his cot, awaiting the trouble that was coming his way.


Leroy across
the way started yelling at him, trying to get his attention, “Hey, tough guy…
tough guy. You don’t give them fuckers nothing, they gonna work you over, but
that ain’t nothing. The more pissed off you get them, the more likely they are
to fuck you up… and as soon as that happens, you walk.”


He just stared
at Leroy. He imagined him as the Old Soldier, only sober. He was what the Old
Soldier would have been like if he was sober, wise in an ornery sort of way.


Leroy kept
gabbing away as the fluorescent lights of the cell buzzed on, only the end of
the world would make either of them stop. Leroy was a black man, in a button up
shirt and some baggy chinos. He looked classier than he talked. “…so when they
come in, make yourself like iron. Imagine your legs and arms as plates of steel,
hammered and beaten into muscles… everything tense; that’s the way.”


The door to
the cells banged open and this time he heard several sets of boots walking on the
black-flecked white linoleum. The sneezing cop was back and his buddies didn’t
look any healthier. It looked like a cold was going around the prison area.
Three cops, including Sneezy, sidled up to the prison door, each with
red-rimmed eyes and runny noses.


“Alright,
asshole. This is your last chance. Get up against that wall or we’re comin’ in
there to get you.”


“You’d like
that wouldn’t you? You’d like me up against the wall all spread-eagled and
compliant. Why don’t you and your butt buddies just get out of here and play
with each other instead of me? That tall guy looks like he might enjoy it.”


The guy in
question didn’t like that at all and the man’s face screwed up with instant
dislike. “Fuck this psycho. Open the door.”


Sneezy fumbled
with his ring full of keys and the cell door slid open with a clang. He could
hear Leroy yelling “Like steel, boy!” and Sneezy telling him to shut up. The
tall officer whose manhood had been question stepped into the cell. He was a
lot larger than he had appeared. He must have been 6’5, and he looked Samoan or
something like that. His buddy that entered the cell with him was a lot
shorter. He was sporting a mustache like an old southern gentleman might have
worn back in the day… or maybe more like Vincent Price.


They moved in
on him, one on either side. The mustached man grabbed his arm and he pulled it
away from his grasp. “Does that mustache tickle your boyfriend when you go down
on him?” The Samoan dude brought his nightclub down on his shoulder and he
crumpled against the wall in pain.


He could hear
Leroy yelling “Police brutality” at the top of his lungs.


They laid into
him some more and he did like Leroy said, turning into iron… his whole body
flexed with pain and rage as he took his beating. The cops finally wrestled him
onto the ground where he lay on his stomach.


“Don’t rough
him up too much. Chief wants to talk to him.”


In between
raps with nightclubs and cuffs to his face, they somehow wrangled him into a
set of handcuffs. Then they put another set on his feet and connected the two
with a third pair of handcuffs. Before they lifted him like an old bowling bag
full of fingers and stakes, the Samoan dude gave him a kick in the ribs. He was
carried from the cells like a suitcase, with his wrists and ankles burning almost
as much as his ribs. His muscles, that were once like iron, felt more like
mashed potatoes at the moment. He wavered on the edge of unconsciousness, but
he fought it, mumbling the words “nothing easy” over and over like a mantra.


They carried
him through the police department, a swollen bag of flesh. The stares the
random cops gave him ranged from indifference to wild-eyed dislike. He was
known; by now everyone in the station knew who he was. If he could have seen
himself, he looked like a collection of bruises all crammed into a pile with a
couple of eyes and a mouth added to it. He could probably market a version of
himself as a toy and call it Mr. Bruisehead. He laughed like a mad man, causing
some of the curious cops to turn their heads. His cackling could be heard
throughout the station, but none of that made the pain go away.


He was carried
through the clerical department of the police station and into a nice little
room, where a fat bald man was sitting behind a desk. The cops plopped him on
the floor, and turned to leave.


“What the fuck
are you doing? Put him in the chair. He’s not going to tell me squat if he’s
sitting on the floor like a piece of luggage.”


Vincent Price
mumbled an apology to the bald man and the Samoan dude started unhooking the
handcuffs. He gave them a little trouble but nothing that required more kicks
and cuffs from the police officers. His body was on the edge right now, and he
didn’t know how much more he could stand. They placed him in a rickety wooden
chair that was as uncomfortable as it was unsteady. One of his legs was affixed
to the chair via the wonder of the handy dandy handcuffs, while his left wrist
was chained to the table in the same manner. He noticed that the table was
firmly bolted to the ground. Clearly there would be no great escape. Cops
weren’t nearly as incompetent as they were in the movies… maybe he could get
one of them to take him to the outhouse, and then he could make his break. He
laughed again, maniacal to everyone but himself. The Samoan dude and Vincent
Price finished checking out his connections.


“You need
anything else, Chief?” Vincent Price asked.


“No, you guys
have done enough already. This guy looks like a tumor. Keep your shit in check.
The last thing we need is this guy walking because you guys can’t rein in your
tempers.”


The Samoan
dude said “Sorry, Chief,” in his clipped Samoan accent and they both left
closing the door behind them. The fat bald man sat down behind the table,
composing his opening remarks, most likely. The light in the ceiling was
fluorescent. He was slightly disappointed that it wasn’t a low-wattage bulb
hanging on a wire that could be used to blind him at any given moment. There
was no two-way mirror, no cameras… no nothing. It was just a room, a plain old
room with a table and two chairs, a pile of bruises and a fat bald man.


“I’m Police
Chief Vandell. I wish I could say it’s a pleasure to meet you, but it’s not.”
The Chief pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, good old mass-manufactured
cigarettes. He pulled one out and lit it, inhaling the smoke in an almost
wistful manner. “You know, this is the only room I can get away with smoking
in. The world these days, has it in for smokers… can’t smoke anywhere without
some upright citizen or one of your men giving you a dirty look. You’d think I
was smoking crack or something.”


The Chief’s
pointless monologue stopped as he took another drag off of his cigarette. He
was glad, he felt like he was being lectured by his parents after he had gotten
caught smoking. He expected Vandell to jump up at any moment and cram lit
cigarettes in his mouth until the whole pack was gone.


“What about
you, boy? Do you care if I smoke?”


He didn’t say
anything. There was no point.


“Not much of a
talker, are you? Well, I’ll tell you one thing. You better start talking pretty
quick or things aren’t going to be that nice for you. Not like they have been.
We got a world of pain here… secret pain, pain that can’t be seen in a
courtroom. Unless you want some of that, you better unknot that tongue right
now.”


He sat there
looking at the fat bald man. He produced a handkerchief out of one of his blue
uniform’s pockets and blew his nose into it. He paused and then spread it open
to look at it, then folded it neatly and put it back in his pocket, wiping his
hands on his pants.


“Listen, I
ain’t no justice freak. What you did might shock people, but I don’t give a
shit. I’ve seen way worse than what you did… just not on such a large scale.
How many people did you kill anyway?”


Vandell leaned
back in his chair ashed on the floor.


“You’re going
to start a fire,” he said to the Chief.


“Oh, the
silent man breaks… well, that’s a start. Maybe you’d like to tell me what your
name is. Who is this mysterious man that sits before me?”


“It’s not important.
Dead men have no names.”


“You’re dead?
Funny, I don’t remember ever seeing a dead man talk.” Vandell laughed and
tapped out his cigarette on the edge of the table. “Let’s just say you weren’t
dead. What might your name be then?”


“I could give
you my name… but then I’d be giving you me, I’d be giving you my past… and a
man’s past is his existence. If you have my existence, I’d cease to exist.”


Vandell burst
out laughing, a hoarse, belly laugh tinged with a chainsmoker’s wheeze. “Oh,
that’s good, Dead Man. You’re a fucking philosopher. Well tell me this
Socrates, how is it that you know my name, and yet here I sit, existing.”


“You simply
think you’re existing. That’s the problem with this fucking place, this city…
all these dead people walking around convinced that they’re still alive… you’re
dead. You’ve been dead for a long time… now lay down and rot.”


“Wait, I
thought you were the Dead Man here. So if you’re dead, why don’t you just give
me a name, so we can give you a nice burial.”


“I’m dead in a
literal way, therefore I have no need for a name… and I don’t give you the name
that I used to go by when I was alive, because that person… that existence was
pure, unspoiled, and I won’t have you destroy that person.”


The Chief
mulled this over in his mind for a few seconds. “You mean you don’t want to
soil who you were with what you have become. I can understand that. I get it.”
He didn’t say anything in response and they sat in silence for a few minutes.


“You seem
shocked that I can even understand you. You think you got the corner on weird
thinking? I’ve talked to Jesus Christ sitting in that same chair… after he
killed his whole family so that they could go to Heaven. I’ve talked to a
rapist that insisted he was just a ghost and that the women he raped shouldn’t
have been able to feel anything… I’ve had conversations with Liza Minelli,
Barbara Streisand, and some guy that thought he was Michael Jackson… so what
are you? Clearly you’ve got some fucked up ideas about the world… so where do
they come from?”


He smiled,
knowing how crazy it was going to sound, “I’m a vampire.”


This set the
Chief rolling. He grabbed his sides as he burst into laughter. The Chief got up
out his chair and left the room wheezing with laughter and coughing in big
phlegmy fits. He called the Samoan dude and Vincent Price back into the room
and he stood there trying to catch his breath.


“Tell ‘em what
you told me, Dead Man.” The Chief doubled over, trying to catch his breath with
his hands on his knees as his two officers waited to hear what he was going to
say.


“I’m a
vampire.”


The room
erupted into more laughter and he couldn’t help but smile as the cops held onto
each other, incapacitated by laughter, their eyes teared up and their faces
turned red with the strain of it. They would just about get under control when
the Chief would mutter “a vampire” through wheezed breath and then they’d be
off again. This went off and on for four or five minutes, and then the Samoan
dude and Vincent Price wandered off into the hall, wiping tears from their eyes
and still giggling, he could hear them from the other side of the brown door
with the brass doorknob as they closed it behind them.


The Chief
wandered over to his seat, his bulk shifting with each stride. He pulled the
wooden chair out and plopped down. The chair creaked under his weight but it
appeared to be a lot less rickety than the chair that he sat in. The Chief
fumbled around in his pocket for his pack of cigarettes… finding them he pulled
out two. He lit the first one and then handed it to him across the table. He
grabbed it and placed the cigarette in his mouth, inhaling the bitter,
lung-burning smoke in a deep drag. He liked the smell; it reminded him of a
friend. The Chief then lit his own cigarette with a tiny red lighter, like a miniature
version of a real lighter… a lighter for children maybe.


The
fluorescent light in the room made their smoke look ugly. It billowed and hung
like smog, clinging to their skin and their clothes. He wondered if he would
get a change of clothes. He certainly didn’t want to smell like a middle-school
boiler room, where all the teachers go to smoke.


The Chief
leaned back puffing languorously on his burning bundle of tobacco rolled in
chemically-treated paper; sweat beaded on his forehead, turned cold and ran
down his face. The Chief smiled at him… put off guard and appreciative of the
man that sat across from him.


The Chief
flicked ash on the floor as he spoke again, “You know, for a crazy bastard.
You’re pretty funny. So let me ask you, are you serious about that vampire
shit?”


He took a puff
from his own cigarette, enjoying the burn and the few seconds it offered to
allow him to collect his thoughts. Smokers were the best people to hold
conversations with; their thoughts were always collected and arranged in
mid-puff, none of that mindless call and response action. The smoker would
listen to you when you talked, because they always had time to compose their
own thoughts instead of barely listening to you while trying to think up a
response on the fly.


“I’m dead
serious,” he smiled as soon as he said it, and The Chief couldn’t help but
laugh at the pun. He leaned back in his wooden chair and when his laughter died
down they stared at each other for an uncomfortable set of seconds. The Chief
seemed to realize that, despite the pun, he was indeed serious.


“Hold on a
second. I’ll be right back.” The Chief left the room closing the door behind
him, he heard the door’s lock click as he left. Clearly they were taking no
chances with him. He pulled on his handcuffs gritting his teeth at the pain of
hard steel digging into his wrist bones. It was no use, he might as well be
chained to a skyscraper… the table wasn’t going to budge. He would have to
grind his wrist down and crush the bones to get his hand out of those cuffs,
and that would probably be quicker than trying to break the table. It didn’t
matter anyway; the Chief was only gone for a few seconds. When he came in he
was puffing with exerted effort and a sort of giddy excitement.


“Alright,
buddy. Look into this and tell me what you see.” The Chief handed him a mirror.


He grabbed the
mirror with his free hand after dropping his cigarette on the floor and
snuffing it out with the toe of his shoe. Before he looked in the mirror he
looked at the Chief as if to say, “None of this matters.” He looked into a
woman’s tiny compact, probably one of the clerks he had seen in the room
outside of this one. There was his face, pale and scarred, scabs and bruises
still clung to his face. He looked like he had a skin disease, due to all the
scabs and bruises. His lip was split in a nice red line that ran a centimeter
up, where a boot toe had made contact with his mouth, squeezing the flesh
against his teeth until it had split. His eyes looked like deep brown pits, set
into the angular features of his skull. He looked like a skeleton covered in
blood.


“What do you
see, boy?”


“I see me… I
see what I’ve become.”


“Vampires
don’t have reflections.” The Chief sat back and waited for him to respond.


“Do you
believe everything you see in the movies?”


“Well, shit
man. Just look at your face. Shouldn’t your flesh be knitting up right now? Shouldn’t
those bruises be disappearing before my very eyes?”


“It’s not like
that, Chief. That isn’t the way it works.”


“Well you tell
me how it works then, because all I see in front of me is a sick man that’s
caused a lot of hurt and killed a lot of people.”


“I am a
vampire… you can beat the shit out of me, and you can break the fuck out of me,
but I’m still gonna keep coming. I may have to lay in a ditch for a while, but
sooner or later, my shit will be healed and I’ll be just like I was before,
scarred and tired, but just the same.”


“So tell me
vampire, did you or did you not suck the blood of these people?”


“I didn’t suck
the blood of everyone. I don’t need to feed that much, and it takes a lot
longer to drain someone of their blood than you would think. More time than you
have when you’ve got to take out a couple people.”


“Even a kid?”


He leaned back
in his seat, uncomfortable with where the conversation had gone. It was like
someone you didn’t even know pointing out and bringing up your biggest shame,
the one that no one knew about… the secret shame that you yourself barely ever
thought of because you had buried it at the back of your mind, because it hurt
and it was wrong and deep down you were embarrassed about it, even if you tried
not to admit it to yourself.


“What’s the
matter, Dead Man? Did we hit a sore spot? What’s a kid to a vampire like
yourself? You got a little remorse in there, I can see that. You’re not
completely crazy are you?


The Chief
flipped open a file that had been lying on the table untouched. There were
papers and reports as well as some pictures. He found the picture that he was
looking for and flipped it across to him.


He picked the
picture up and looked at it. It showed the kid, pinned to a dead woman by a
stake that he had stabbed the kid with, blood lay in black pools that were only
recognizable as blood around the edges where it was thin enough to show as red.
He felt nothing.


“It had to be
done. One kid is nothing with the amount of pain and death that these people
cause. That kid may not have been a vampire, but he would have become one… he
would have grown up to kill, just like the others.”


The Chief
looked at him in a sad way. “That was just a boy. Those people weren’t
vampires. They were people like you or me. There’s no proof for what you’re
saying. Other than the blood you spilled there, there isn’t a single piece of
evidence to support what you say.”


“No, it isn’t
true. They’ve got everyone fooled. Those were killers… vampires. I’m doing this
for you, for everyone.”


The Chief sat
back, clearly at a loss for words. “Why are you doing this then? If you’re a
vampire and they’re vampires, hypothetically, why would you want to kill them?”


Tears sprang
to his eyes, “I’m not supposed to be this. I never asked to be this. I wouldn’t
want anyone else to have to go through what I’ve gone through. You call me a
killer… I’m just a victim.”


The Chief got
up from his chair, “Sure pal, you’re the victim, and a vampire, and a killer of
families and innocent people. You’re in a bad way, Dead Man. Your brain is
scrambled. I don’t think you even know what is real anymore.”


The Chief
shuffled through more of the photos on the desk and tossed another over to him.
He picked it up and looked at it. It showed the Old Soldier in a gutter, his
jugular ripped and torn and a small puddle of blood around his head. Except for
the blood and the tear in his neck, he could have been a bum passed out drunk.
Part of him wished that was what he was looking at.


“What about
that guy, was he a vampire?”


He looked at
the picture a little longer, etching it into his mind, into his memory, “No… he
was my friend.”


“Was he a
vampire?”


“No, he was
just a bum, a damaged man.”


“What do you
mean damaged?”


“He was kind
of fucked up from the war; he was a little off his rocker; I suppose that’s why
he stuck with me so long.”


“What war?”


“He was in Vietnam.”


The Chief sat
down and handed him a cigarette. “That guy wasn’t in 'Nam.”


It took him a
while to register what the Chief was saying, but then it hit him and it hit him
hard.


“What do you
mean he wasn’t in Nam? That’s bullshit. He told me stories.”


“Maybe he told
you stories, but that guy was never in 'Nam.”


“That’s
bullshit and you know it.”


“Really? You
think I’m fucking lying to you? Here take a look at his file… this is
everything we got on your buddy.” The Chief tossed a thin file over to him
nonchalantly.


It said
“Gordon Stanton” on the file, the Old Soldier’s name was Gordon… funny, he
didn’t look like a Gordon. Apparently, he didn’t look like a lot of things that
he was. He read the file in growing horror. Gordon Stanton had been considered
clinically crazy for quite some time. He had spent the majority of his youth in
a mental institution, even the years during Vietnam. During the war, he was
listed as having been a guest at an Oregon State Mental Institution in Marion County, committed after a series of paranoid delusions forced his parents to lock
him up. He had stayed in there for a while, until the state turned the hospital
into a prison and he was kicked out onto the streets. He had been arrested for
vagrancy, petty theft, and public indecency several times throughout the years,
but none of it said anything about him being a war veteran. He had just been a
crazy old bum that could spin a tale. Who knew? Maybe Gordon Stanton even
believed that he had been in the war.


He grabbed the
cigarette the Chief had given him with a trembling hand and gestured to the man
that he wanted a light. The Chief handed the lighter over to him and he lit the
cigarette; this time the smoke reminded him of an old guy that had been crazy and
fucked up for his entire life. For the first time, doubt crept into his mind
just like the smoke crept into his lungs.


“When Mr.
Stanton showed up dead, we had to scramble. You see we were on to Mr. Stanton.
Crazy people don’t cover their tracks very well, but you were like a fucking
ninja. Then this girl comes into us, hot little number. You may remember her;
you tried to suck the life out of her tonight. She starts talking about how her
brother and her friend were killed and she thinks she’s next… because of you.”


“So you guys
were waiting.”


“Yeah, and you
stroll in like some skinny Van Helsing with your bag full of stakes and
spattered with blood. Tell me, Dead Man. How many people did you kill?”


“Two.”


“Two? I got a
hell of a bigger body count than that. Maybe you killed so many people you
can’t remember.”


“Oh, three… I
killed three people. I forgot about my neighbor, plus the kid and the Old
Soldier… that makes three.”


“So who killed
those other people?”


“Those weren’t
people, so they don’t count. No one complains when a doctor wipes out an
infection or a virus… even though those are independent organism, even though
they are alive. These things are the same, a disease that preys on us, kills us
and spreads. Just because they look like people and talk like people doesn’t
make me any different from a doctor.”


“Viruses don’t
walk around and talk. Viruses don’t cry about how their brother was murdered in
an alley. I’ve never had a virus walk through these doors and start crying
about how they were scared they were going to get killed.”


He smoked his
cigarette in silence.


Exasperated,
he finally said, "You don’t get it do you? You won’t let yourself see.
You’re blinded. Unable to admit that something you don’t know is out there
doing things you are sworn to prevent.”


“The only
thing I’m trying to stop here is a psycho killer. We got the bodies and the
proof… and now we have you. So I guess I’ve done my job because you’re sitting
here and no one is dying tonight.”


He leaned back
and took a last puff off of the cigarette, dropped it on the floor and snuffed
it out with the toes of his shoe.


“Maybe… maybe
not.”


The Chief got
up out of his seat and called the officers in to remove him. They undid his
handcuffs and led him back to the cell with little fuss from him. His mind
whirled with the possibilities, as the door was popped open and he was thrust
inside. The Samoan dude took off his handcuffs and gave him a shot in the gut
before he left. He doubled over in pain on the shitty cot that was in his cell.


He couldn’t
help but wonder what was going to happen when the sun came over the horizon.
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            Amid
the coughs and the sickness of the cellblock, he waited. He waited for the
truth hurtling toward him at 736 miles per hour. It floated out there, in
space. A giant eye hovering in the middle of nothing, ready to decide whether
he was going to live or die. It seemed silly when you thought about it… the sun
killing him. Maybe it was like a really bad sunburn… maybe when he had become a
vampire, if he had become a vampire, his skin had ceased to create any sort of
ability to fight the sun. Maybe when that giant eye came over the edge of the
windowsill he would just disappear in a puff of dust. Poof… no more.


            Or
maybe the sun would come up and he would just sit there, getting a tan and
waiting for the hammer of the law to drop on him. He would be branded a psycho,
get thrown in a maximum security prison and rot for the rest of his days.
Perhaps he would be a guinea pig. Maybe when he got older and died his autopsy
would be a special treat for some lucky criminologist interested in figuring
out what exactly had been wrong with him. With any luck they would make
plasticized cross-sections of his brain and parade his corpse around the world…
a never ending tour of sideshow excess disguised in scientific trappings. Come!
See the brain of the man that thought he was a vampire! See the brain of the
man that killed his friend, watched his family die, and then killed other
families! Wouldn’t that be something? He wondered if he would pay to see such
an experience.


            The
cellblock whirred with unadulterated normality. People in cells held heated
debates about which actress was hotter, what they had done to get in here, and
where someone could score some drugs. The hardened spoke in a manner that
belied the life they had, while the soft clung to corners trying to look like
anything but a victim and succeeding only in making themselves look like even
more of a victim. The fluorescent lights buzzed in the ceiling as the prisoners
stalked around their cells like chickens pecking at the ground for seed.


            He
saw a tiny sliver of it at first… just a little crack of yellow. From his
vantage point on his cot he could see the sky turning orange and pink, a
fireworks show just for him. Puffy white clouds filled the sky like tumors,
floating through the lungs of the world. The sky spread out painfully small in
the tiny rectangular vision of the window, impossibly large through such a
small space. He stood on his cot, watching and waiting as the sliver grew in
size, expanding and approaching him where he sat on his cot as the angle of the
sun changed. For a second, he felt like James Bond in one of his many movies,
lying on a table and waiting for a laser to split his junk in two. Only he
wouldn’t be fighting. He wouldn’t cower in a corner hiding from what should
have happened to him long ago, besides, it was much better to be burned up than
rot in a cell.


            The
sliver grew thick, expanding, encompassing the room and brightening it to an
unbearable level. His head ached with the sight of something he hadn’t seen in
forever, the brightness washed out the details of the cell and the hum of the
prisoners. It was as if he could hear the sun moving, frying everything it
touched in waves of radioactive energy. The roar of the sunlight filled his
head, and when the light filled up a good majority of the room, enough to
encompass his whole body, he jumped off of his cot and ripped his clothes off,
staring into the offending body of gas and heat.


            As
he stood in the sun, basking and baking in its early morning heat, he finally
knew. He could hear Leroy screaming out for the guards as his skin started to
blacken and become hard, he could feel his eyes turn into rocks and his mouth
fall open as it too blackened. The pain flooded his body and he burned all
over.


            Somewhere
in the distance he could hear guards trying to get into his cell, the jangling
of keys the coughing and frantic screaming of the guards. He heard the door
clang open and then they were on him, their hands applying enough pressure to
his skin to split it open like a bratwurst that had been left on the grill too
long, exposing pink insides as his blood and fleshed dripped onto the floor
where it sizzled like an egg. They knocked him out of the sun and onto his cot
where he lay immobilized and burst, oozing flesh and blood onto the cot.


            The
clamor of the cell was amazing, cops and prisoners screaming expletives of
disbelief at the top of their lungs. The tears that ran from his eyes felt like
boiling water as they ran down his black and blistered face, a living,
breathing freakshow that would never die. The clang of the cell door behind the
guards rang with finality as his skin started to fade to normality and the
weight of being denied sank into his bones through the open tears of skin.
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