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PRAISE FOR JOHN SHIRLEY

“Shirley writes at the neon-lit frontier of sensory experience.”

—Publisher’s Weekly

 

“Snapping, snarling, vigorously wrought drama . . . Shirley writes splendid stuff.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“John Shirley has a reporter’s eye and a demon’s attitude. His stories will have you laughing one minute and curling into a sweaty fetal knot the next. If Jon Stewart was possessed by the devil these tales are what he’d sound like.”

—Richard Kadrey

 

“John Shirley serves up the bloody heart of a sick and rotting society with the aplomb of an Aztec surgeon on dexadrine . . .”

—Booklist

 

“. . . all his stories . . . give off the chill of top-grade horror. It’s a moral chill, because Shirley’s great subject is the terrible ease with which we modern Americans have learned to look away from pain and suffering . . . And while the matter of his stories is often shocking, his manner is calm, restrained. The prose is attitude-free and precise, its characteristic sound a minor chord of sorrow and banked anger. He writes about sensation un-sensationally, with a particular tenderness toward those who manage, against the odds and by whatever means, to feel something . . .”

—New York Times Review of Books

 

“. . . one of the darkest, edgiest, boldest writers around . . . [Shirley writes with] adrenalized, jivey, yet extremely artful prose that fairly skids across the page, dragging the reader along with it into shadowed corners of terror and desire. Yet while it’s thrilling, there’s psychological depth in it, too, as Shirley bores into the brains of his characters, revealing the motivations of those who walk on the wild side.”

—Publishers Weekly
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AN INTRODUCTION BY THE AUTHOR

in ex·tre·mis (ĭn ěk-strē’mĭs) adv.

1. At the point of death.
2. In grave or extreme circumstances.
[Latin in extrēmīsin, in + ēxtremīs, ablative pl. of ēxtremus, extreme.]

—The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition.

 

Extremes are revealing. People under high duress show their dark sides and their heroism, their fears and their deepest secrets. Immediacy, urgency, rage, fear, degradation, wild disorientation, despair, perverse heights of joy—these are like lenses lined up in a microscope exposing the inner reality of the human condition.

The subtitle of this book is a risk—it could sound like pop debris. To some it might evoke “extreme sports” or “extreme video.” There’s a bowling alley near my home that has an “extreme bowling” night. Still, “the most extreme stories of” seemed the best way to say it. Why should we allow the word extreme to be hijacked by low commerce?

Much “extreme” writing is insignificant—it’s the worst of pulp or it’s mere porn, or self- indulgence—as in brutality for the sake of it. But other sorts of extreme writing have historically been quite significant. There were the novels by de Sade—I’m not a fan, but they were his honest attempt at art. There was “The Tell-Tale Heart” by Poe, its narrator in an extreme psychological state. Remember also the very dark late-career work of Mark Twain. There were heart-piercing stories by Ambrose Bierce; there were prose poems by Baudelaire eloquently extolling excess; there was Mirbeau’s The Torture Garden;  there was Celine; there was Artaud’s “Theatre of Cruelty” (its plays were not about sadism, but about confrontation with reality). We might think of the novels of Hubert Selby; or The Killer Inside Me by Jim Thompson—or The Painted Bird by Jerzy Kosinki. There were extreme works by Charles Bukowski and William Burroughs and Dennis Cooper, of course. There was J.G. Ballard’s The Atrocity Exhibition; there were several particularly edgy works by Harlan Ellison (e.g., “A Boy and His Dog”); there were certain works by Samuel Delany. And one could compare it to extreme forms of music, like Penderecki, and the more powerful punk rock.

Some of the stories in this volume are fleurs du mal sprouting in the outer fringes of the American demimonde: they dramatize the extreme effects the worst drugs can have on people, the sick desperation that underlies prostitution, the instinctual power of violence; they explore sexual madness. Some characters and situations in this collection are based on my own lapses into that society, years ago. I had a window on some very extreme scenes. I met murderers, crack whores, and a good many “straight” men and women dragged down by that world. I’ve left those scenes behind—but much of what I saw stays with me.

I don’t see those people as monsters—though they can be monstrous—I see them as people caught up by powerful impulses they don’t understand. They are, in fact, human beings blindly trying to fumble their way out of their own special mazes.

A kind of bizarre, damaged sexual imagery crops up in this collection, with some regularity, though not in every story. Sexual extremes are instructive; they delve into the unconscious. Those passages are certainly not intended to be sexually arousing. If they are, consult your physician. (Of course, if it happens you’re an eighteen-year-old boy, almost anything sexual is sexually arousing).

Other stories, here, are about social extremes. Some explore the surreal. Some are more intense than others, but they all explore some form of extremity. Some of them—like the first story in the book, or “Just Like Suzie”—evoke dark comedy, or absurdity, even  “absurdism.” They mingle horror and humor, liquefy them, stir them into one cocktail. Others are more frankly nightmarish.

In search of extreme effects, I broke some standard writing rules in a few of these tales—for example, occasional lines written IN ALL CAPS, in certain of the more absurdist works. I experimented. But I was in control of each story in this book.

I should mention that I’ve re-edited some of the older stories, and even updated them a little. I’ve arranged the stories in the collection to contrast with one another in tone, where possible; there is a certain rhythm in the levels of intensity as the book goes on.

Also, In Extremis is framed by shattered worlds: the first and last stories involve apocalypse. We start with the ultimate extreme and we end on it.

Finally, as I’ve written a good many extreme stories, this collection could have been 150,000 words instead of 100,000. But that would have made it unwieldy. Stories like “Jody and Annie on TV,” “Six Kinds of Darkness,” “Barbara” and “Equilibrium,” to name a few, are conspicuously absent. But I had to make choices, and I was biased toward including more recent works. I wrote “The Gun as an Aid to Poetry” specifically for In Extremis: The Most Extreme Stories of John Shirley.

 

John Shirley 
September 2010






YOU BLUNDERING IDIOT YOU FUCKING FAILED TO KILL ME AGAIN

The Macrobeing had heard about the planet—it had heard terrible, appalling stories of conditions there. Out of curiosity and some awesome, unimaginable, cosmic variation of pity, the Macrobeing descended through many levels, through layers of laws, through dimension after dimension, down to a mere three dimensions, to see this world for itself. To see if the story was true . . .

Other members of the Macrobeings macroscopic race speculated that there must be some good and sufficient reason this planet was so polluted, so verminous, so pestilential, so dominated by brutality and predation—but the Macrobeing wasn’t convinced. It wasn’t so sure at all that this horror, the planet Earth, should be allowed to continue. The problem wasn’t merely the dominant race: the lower animals, too, lived mostly by preying on one another—actually eating one another!—or by trying to avoid being eaten.

It seemed cruel to allow it to go on.

 

 

Samuel Masterson Helleck figured that Stubs Grunauer was the man for the job. Grunauer was bulky and strong and indifferent to the feelings of others out of an innate, happy-go-lucky stupidity, like a rhino stepping heedlessly on a bird, and he’d do anything for money that didn’t require real sweat-breaking work, or thinking, and he never thought about consequences so he wouldn’t worry about legality. Grunauer had been quite surprised the time he was  arrested for breaking into a supermarket at night and cooking a steak on the concrete floor in the back room—he’d piled up barbecue charcoal. When the cops came in, alerted by several alarms, Grunauer was just sitting there drinking cheap vodka from a bottle—though he could just as easily have taken the good stuff off the shelves—and watching his steak sizzle directly on the coals . . .

“What? I was fucking hungry, dude!” he told them.

So Helleck figured that two hundred dollars would be enough to induce Grunauer to kill him—to effectuate his suicide—even though Grunauer was only three days out of jail.

A big man with a slack mouth and perpetual halitosis, his dishwaterhair cut in the shape of a bowl around his pimply forehead, Grunauer was wearing a black and silver Oakland Raiders shirt, a size too small for him, so that his gut slopped out under it, that drizzly July day in Fremont, California.

“Supposed to be sun out, in July,” Grunauer observed as Helleck came into the weedy, junked-up backyard of Grunauer’s white crackerbox house. Actually it was the house of Grunauer’s long-suffering mother.

Grunauer was standing there in the drizzle, in his sagging jeans and rotting tennis shoes, gaping up at the sky, a forty of Olde English in his right hand.

“You keep standing like that, Grunauer,” Helleck said, “eventually you’re going to drown.”

Grunauer blinked away rain, drank some beer, and looked at Helleck. He didn’t seem surprised to see Helleck here, in his backyard, though they hadn’t seen each other for seventeen years. Helleck’s straw-like hair had receded to just above his ears, marking the passage of years, but Grunauer behaved as if they’d just seen each other at high school that day. “I mean, this fucking rain, man,” Grunauer said. “You bring any beer, Helleck? I’m about out.”

Grunauer had been a linebacker on the school team, Helleck had played tight end. Helleck had left the team because the coach  wouldn’t consider him when quarterback opened up—typical, in Helleck’s view, of the unfair hands dealt to him by life. The coach was prejudiced against him because of his obvious artistic gifts—jocks always resented a genius—and then girls turned from him because, in all probability, they were intimidated by his spontaneous brilliance. Bosses fired him because his wit was too acerbic, his insight into their foibles too shatteringly incisive.

Helleck could take no more of the world’s persecution. He would punish all humanity by withdrawing from it, and afterwards, after his death, his poetry, his lyrics, the acoustic songs he’d put up online, would shine out, would take the world by storm, and he would be appreciated like Van Gogh, like Poe, like Fred Smargenbarger. Well, not many knew about Fred Smargenbarger, but Helleck would never forget his immortal lines:

I turn to survey the fruit of my squatting—

How my crap shines in the moonlight!

Smargenbarger was a fellow unsung genius, in Helleck’s view.

Helleck looked around the tatty backyard with distaste; saw a dead cat half hidden by a tarp in one corner; also a rusting oil barrel, an old soft-plastic kiddy pool, a rusting tire rim, a rusting wheel barrow, several overgrown piles of bricks.

“Your bricks are missing their brac,” said Helleck.

Grunauer just stared at him. What had he expected? Wit was lost on the witless. But that made Grunauer perfect for the job: too stupid to think he might get arrested later if the cops came on him doing the deed.

“Grunauer,” Helleck said. “I want to hire you for two hundred dollars.”

“To do what?”

“To kill me. And I’ll pay you for it.”

“Uhhhh . . . ’kay,” Grunauer said. “My ma’s been getting on me, I don’t earn no money. I remember when I forgot to go to school that year, she said, ‘You ain’t gonna earn no money if you don’t go to school.’ Only, I never figured out where they paid you at school—”

“Grunauer? Shut up. If you want the two hundred dollars, shut up. Now—here’s one hundred dollars of the money.”

He handed Grunauer five twenties, half of what remained of his final unemployment check. “Here’s the first half. You get the second hundred after . . .”

Grunauer blinked at him. “You give it to me after I kill you?”

“What? No, no, no . . . after I’m dead, look in my wallet, there’s an address where the rest is, under my bed.”

“Wait—who’d you say you wanted me to kill?”

“Me.”

“You? No, but . . . who?”

“Me, you idiot, me! It’s a suicide! I want to be dead! The world doesn’t fucking deserve me! And I don’t think I could bring myself to jump off a building or something—I’d lose my nerve. Someone’s got to do it to me.”

Grunauer nodded seven or eight times. Then he nodded three times more. Then twice more. “’Kay. You bring, um, a gun?”

“No. I looked into that, and it’s really hard to buy a gun legally, takes weeks. I’ve got to get this done while I’m psyched to do it. And I already sent the letters to the papers and editors and everyone with samples of my poetry and tapes of my songs and stuff. So it’s gotta be done. I tried to buy a gun on the street but I couldn’t find anybody I trusted not to pretend they were gonna sell me a gun and just take the money and not come across with the gun—since, after all, they’d have a gun and I wouldn’t. So we’re gonna do it some other way.”

“How you want me to kill you?”

“Well . . . is that an old kiddy pool, there? One of those little inflatable swimming pools?”

“Yuh. My mum found it on some free stuff heap somewheres.” Grunauer took another long pull of his beer.

“It’s already half full of water—just fill it with the hose there and hold my head down in it.”

“Uh-kay . . . No.”

“What?”

“I don’t mind doin’ the job of killing you but fillin’ it up is work, dude.”

“I . . . fuck it, I’ll do it.” Helleck found a hose, turned the water on, filled the blue and yellow plastic kiddy pool. There were pictures of SpongeBob mixed with some kind of dancing grinning starfish around the side. SpongeBob and that starfish would witness his death and rejoice with him. There was a poem in that, somewhere. But the time for all that was past—except for the final poetic statement; his death.

Helleck tossed the hose aside, knelt, and waved Grunauer over. “Okay, come on, hold my head down in here till I drown.”

“Uh-kay, yuh sure. The money’s in your wallet?”

“No, the rest of it’s at my house, the address is in my wallet. Come on, let’s get it done!”

Grunauer finished the Olde English, tossed the bottle aside with a clunk, and sat on Helleck so that his face was smashed down into the water.

Helleck immediately tried to cry out in protest—somehow being crushed by Grunauer’s ass lacked dignity as a way to die—but water filled his mouth and nose and rushed down into his lungs and SpongeBob seemed to dance in front of him, wavering through the lens of the water as he drowned, and he reflected that, after all, drowning is drowning. Fuck, but this really hurt, it hurt in his lungs, he hoped it would be over soon. It really, really hurt. It was too much, it hurt too much, and he started flailing around to break free and—

That moron Grunauer stood up.

Helleck sat up, spewing water, coughing, and heard a woman talking, the bent little white-haired toothless woman in the stained shift who’d let him into the backyard, Grunauer’s mother. “I don’t care what he is paying you, you sure as hell can’t do that here,” she was saying. “Now Stubs git out of here with that, I don’t want to know about it! And leave the money here for me to take care of!”

“Uh-kay Ma.”

“Grunauer,” Helleck managed to say, between gasps, “you idiot! You could have ignored her and finished the job!”

“Naw, she hides the TV remote if I don’t do what she says.”

“Oh for Christ’s—alright, come on, let’s go somewhere else.”

Helleck’s lungs still burned as they walked out through the gate, past the yammering old lady, neither one of them taking in what she was saying, then down the street two blocks to the railroad tracks that ran through a district of mostly abandoned warehouses. They crossed the gravel strip to the tracks and then Grunauer got an inspired look on his face and pointed. “Huh look, there’s a big piece-a metal like a crowbar kinda thing—them railroad guys musta lost it there. I could use that to bash you in! Put your head on the railroad tracks!”

Helleck grimaced—but then shrugged and said, “Why not—it sounds quick. Just get it done fast, okay?”

“Yuh.”

Helleck lay down on the gravel, head on the railing, right side down, and began singing one of his songs.

“I don’t care If you don’t know it

I know I’m a genius and the world doesn’t deserve me

I know it because the rats tell it to the cockroaches who told it to me

So fuck you all, fuck you all, fuck you all, fuck you all . . .”

He broke off and looked sidelong up at Grunauer who was towering over him, a smelly silhouette. “Grunauer—what are you waiting for?”

“I was listening to your song!”

“Just tell people you heard it at the end and how great you thought it was—now do it! Break my skull!”

“Uh-kay.”

Helleck closed his eyes, half inclined to run—but it was too late, he heard a whipping sound of something coming through the air, and then—crack. Tremendous pain in his left ear. This is it! The end!

Tremendous pain, waves of pain, on the left side of his head . . .

That didn’t stop. Just . . . that one crack and then . . .

He opened his eyes. “Grunauer—shit that hurts!—why’d you stop?”

Grunauer’s voice sounded distorted through all the blood pooling in his ear. “Yuh ain’t dead yet?”

“No!”

“My arm hurts—that thing’s heavy!”

“So?” Helleck felt dizzy, removed, dreamlike. “You only hit me once! Now bust my fuckin’ skull!”

“Uh-kay.”

Crack. Another blazing pain this time on the side of his head above his ear.

“Shit! Ow! Can’t you hit straight! Kill me!”

“I want some more beer, dude!”

“Get it later! Come on, I paid you—make like Nike and just fucking do it! “

“I just . . . it’s fucked up Helleck . . . I don’t like breaking open heads . . . it makes my stomach hurt! I like stabbing okay . . . couldn’t I stab you some?”

“What? With what? Ow, my fucking head . . .”

“There’s a big old rusty nail lying over here . . . on this wood thing . . . useta be old Gunky’s shack . . .”

“Whatever, just get it fucking done! I can’t stand this! End it! Stab me—here, I’m turning on my back, stab me in the chest, stab me now, stab me in the fucking chest RIGHT FUCKING NOW!”

“I didn’t pick up the nail yet.”

“You . . . moron!”

“Wait, I got it now . . . I got it . . . Oh, let me put down this other thing . . . okay . . . hey, there’s old Gunky down there, waving! Maybe he’s got some wine! When I was a kid he gave me wine if I let him play with my peter! Do you think he’s got some wine, Helleck?”

“WILL YOU FUCKING KILL ME YOU CRETIN?”

“I don’t like to be called names. But, whatever, dude. Uh-kay. I’m kneeling down here . . . Ow—kneeling here on these rocks hurts my knees, dude!”

“My fucking skull is cracked! You don’t think that hurts? Just do the job! FUUUUUUUCK! NOW! STAB ME IN THE HEART RIGHT FUCKING NOW!”

“Uh-kay.”

Grunauer took the long rusty nail in his hand the way a man holds an ice pick, and stabbed down—right into Helleck’s breastbone.

“EEEEE-YOWWWWW that fucking hurts! You dumbass dicklicking shithead—that’s not my heart!”

“I thought your heart was right there in the middle, ain’t that where a heart is, dude? We always put our hands over that spot when we was in grade school and they made us do the Pledge of Allegiance—”

“No, fuc—get it out, it’s fucking killing me! I mean it’s not killing me, it’s hurting me! Pry it out . . .”

“It’s stuck . . .”

“OWWWWWWWW!” Helleck reached up and pried the nail out of his breastbone himself and handed the nail up to Grunauer. “Now here! Stab it in my heart—my heart is right over here! See where I’m pointing? It’s right—FUCKING OW! What are you doing, you stabbed me in the hand!”

“You said to stab where you were pointing and your hand was there and—”

“No, under my hand!”

“I can’t get under your hand because it’s in the way—and now your hand is nailed to your chest! It looks really cool! But it’s stuck on your chest! The nail went right through and—”

“AUUUGH!” And Helleck pulled the nail out of his hand, and chest, and—his uninjured hand trembling so much he could barely hold onto the nail—he handed it again to Grunauer. “Will you just get it over with! Stab in that same hole but deeper, between the ribs, right into my heart!”

“Right there? Uh-kay!”

Grunauer stabbed but the nail glanced off a rib, cracking it.

“ARGH FUCKING OW FUCKING SHIT FUCKING PISS THAT FUCKING HURTS!”

“You said, you SAID right there, Helleck!”

“But I said between the ribs, you can see where the ribs are—”

“But it’s all slippy like with blood and I can’t aim with all that blood!”

“Try fucking AGAIN!”

“Uh-kay.”

Grunauer clamped his tongue between his crusty teeth, closed one eye, and, aiming carefully, he stabbed down. But the nail only stuck out under his fist an inch or so and it didn’t quite go deep enough to penetrate Helleck’s heart—it just scratched the outside of his heart painfully.

“EEEEH YOW! You fucking idiot!”

Invisible and all-encompassing, vast but subtle, the Macrobeing had surveyed most of the planet Earth, had paused in several places—Darfur, parts of India, parts of Florida, a concentration camp in North Korea, hundreds of thousands of old people’s homes and hospices ... and was still uncertain. On the one hand, Earth seemed to cry out for a compassionate veterinary “putting down—but on the other hand it seemed to the Macrobeing that though indeed these creatures lived, at best, lives of quiet existential confusion and misery, and at worst lived with great suffering, there were also positive, redemptive feelings and events and ideas, and maybe this world should be allowed to go on so that these creatures could evolve . . .

And then it noticed a spike of suffering in a part of “California” called “Fremont” and it glanced down to see Grunauer trying to kill Helleck—all the time Helleck begging him to do it—and the Macrobeing watched them in sickened fascination for a while . . .

 

 

“You have to . . . to . . . to . . .”

“To what, Helleck?”

“Stuh . . . stuh . . . stuh . . .”

“I don’t know whatcha saying, yuh not talking English—”

“STAB ME! STAB ME IN THE HEART YOU IDIOT! PUSH IT IN and . . . OH FUCK . . .” Helleck had to pause to turn over and vomit up his meager breakfast. This took a while. Finally he flopped onto his back with a groan. “Push the nail in and then hammer it in my heart with that crowbar . . .”

“Uh-kay.”

Grunauer shoved the nail in, then got the bar of iron, and started to hammer at the nail with it—but he aimed badly, and the nail went to the side and jammed in the tissue under Helleck’s pectoral, over the heart . . .

“YAHHHHHH! That hurts! YOU MISSED, you fucking MORON you!”

“Helleck—a train’s coming! You could jump in front of it!”

“No . . . no . . . can’t do it myself—you . . . you . . . you got to throw me in front of it! Pick me up! I’m small, you’re strong—pick me up—”

“Uh-kay.”

Grunauer picked Helleck up in his arms and moved back from the tracks and waited and in a moment the freight train came barreling along, screaming with its horn, and Grunauer got close to the train and tossed Helleck between two freight cars—

Only he did it clumsily and Helleck didn’t quite go in, but got stuck with his arm between the car and the metal wheel and was dragged along. His backbone curled, his arm twisted right off with a pop, and then the train was gone and Helleck was left there in a bloody wrenched semi-human pile next to the tracks, groaning and alive . . .

“Helleck—you ain’t dead . . . dude?”

“No you BLUNDERING IDIOT, you failed to kill me AGAIN!” Helleck cried, though it was difficult to see where his mouth was in the knotted-up wreckage of him.

“Uh-kay. Sorry. Hey I guess that’s half of the killin’ anyway. You can keep the other half of the money. I got to go, my mom was gonna make me something to eat.”

“What? You FUCKER! Stay here and kill me! Just get a big rock or jump up on my head or—”

“I can’t, I think the police is coming—”

“You’d better fucking kill me or I’ll tell them you hurt me without being paid to. Now dammit, KILL ME!”

“No, well, uh . . . I dunno . . . ’zactly . . . what should I do?”

 

 

Watching Helleck and Grunauer, the Macrobeing had had enough. These two seemed to sum up this world, in a general way they were the final straw, the turning point. The Macrobeing made up its mind, pity got the best of it. The Macrobeing decided to put this planet out of its misery.

So the vast amorphous creature stretched out its energy field, and encompassed the planet Earth, enclosed it like a small animal in a man’s fist, and squeezed, just enough . . .

And in just under ninety-three seconds the entire Earth was wiped clean of life. Painlessly and entirely. It was all gone, even plants, even micro-organisms. The Macrobeing liked to be thorough. Since there were no micro-organisms left after it was done, there was no decay, and all the organisms in the world simply stopped moving and stopped living and sometime later each one fell into a nice dry heap of dust.

Afterwards, Macrobeings would sometimes visit the lifeless planet, simply because it was so very peaceful there . . .






CRAM

Gino and Telly were already half an hour late and the BART train was just now leaving the last station in Oakland. The train gave out a soft squeal as it started out of the station, snaking into the underground tube for the trip across the bay to the Embarcadero. “It don’t matter, dude,” Telly was saying, “Geisenbaum don’t give a fuck which fuckin’ bike messengers are there, long as somebody’s there to take out the first packages.” Telly was lean, muscular, tanned, long hair tied in three pony tails. He wore a sleeveless Coil tee he’d bought from a scalper at the concert, and surfer shorts. Telly didn’t like the tan he got on his arms from biking the waterfront. It blurred his tattoos. But he wore the short sleeves so the tats could be seen.

“Yeah, Telly, but if he’s got a morning rush floodin’ packages, we’ll get our asses fired.”

Gino could talk acceptable bike-messenger but he was a night school grad student in Modern Lit, Postmodern Specialties, when he had the tuition. And he’d pulled a 3.8 with almost no effort at UC Berkeley, majoring in English Lit, minor in Philosophy.

Working with guys like Telly was philosophically satisfying, it was Working Class. It gave Gino a sense of meshing with the genetic core of humanity, the people who’d rejected him in high school. The ones who knew how to be really into whatever they were into.

Gino only had the one tat, the Maori pattern around his wrist like a bracelet. Enough to give him credibility with the Tellys, not enough to prevent his getting tenure someday.

Telly had his bike with him on the subway car; Gino’s bike was locked up at Geisenbaum’s. Telly’d picked up some glares pushing  the glossy black, sticker-swathed mountain bike into the crowded train car. It was the last car, where you could bring a bike, but this car was packed and so was every other car for the peak of morning rush hour. The bike’s pedals jammed into the ankles of the lady, probably a lawyer, in a grey pants-suit standing across from Telly; its handlebars forced a heavyset, heavy-breathing man in a red jogging outfit to hold his gut in. Telly usually said “Hope nobody farts, bro’,” when it was like this but, mercifully, hadn’t said it so far. He and Gino got seats when two people got off at the downtown Oakland stop. Telly was leaning on the bicycle seat, and in the swaying press of people looming around them they felt agreeably hidden away though they could smell the exact proportions of sweat mixed with perfume and deodorant around them.

Gino knew for a fact that the lady in lavender with the big hair, standing next to his left knee, had a yeast infection. Her crotch smelled like a bakery on fire.

“Big shit, if he fires us,” Telly was saying, tugging on a tuft of goatee. “How many messenger services can we work for? Beaucoup bikin’ out there, bro’.”

Gino leaned back a little to peer through the swaying forest of fabric and torsos, thinking about losing his job, at the same time trying to define what was always so odd about the light here in the crossbay tunnel. Beneath sand and silt and sharks and ships and a sheath of rock and concrete, there was not a trace of light here except the artificial light.

His gaze settled on a black security guard squeezed in the access passage to the back door of the car, the guy was at least a hundred pounds overweight, with a long silvery cop’s flashlight propped on one shoulder like a sentry with his rifle. Beside the fat black guy was a woman in the same kind of Brinks uniform—she was roundfaced, otherwise skinny, with badly conked hair. She had a flashlight too. Both of them standing, wedged together. They weren’t guards for BART. Why’d they need a flashlight at this hour, working  downtown? Maybe they were coming off-shift from an all-nighter in the East Bay. They looked tired enough. And their expressions said they were underpaid.

“I like working for Geisenbaum,” Gino said at last, “he pays fifty cents an hour more than most of ’em.”

Telly ducked his head to acknowledge a baseline truth. “We gettin’ there, dude.” He looked at his Zippy the Pinhead watch, then reached down and absently flicked his thumbnail up the spokes on his bicycle wheel, the faint twang almost lost in the metallic hiss-and-rumble of the BART train as it strobed past tunnel lights. He continued the motion up the spokes and past the wheel to flick, finally, the ring in his lower lip and the one through his nose; sounds you couldn’t hear. He was peacock proud of his tattoos and his piercings. Glanced at the twining red-andbluegreen Chinese dragon on his forearm as he raised it to look again at Zippy’s gloves on his watch, repeating: “We gettin’ there—”

He broke off, lifting his head, listening like a dog at a whistle pitched too high for everyone else. Then Gino felt it too: a crosswave of vibration, a shivering of the car that didn’t harmonize with the faint vibration of the plastic seats, the metal floor.

And then the train braked; it braked with a suddenness that rattled vertebrae like dominos, and everyone became rodeo cowboys in their seats, and then darkness, profound darkness like when he’d toured a cavern and the State Park guide had switched off the lights so they could experience geological absolutes; and then a scream of metal that sounded almost apologetic and a sizzle of breaking glass and he lost his seat entirely as the world pitched him over its shoulder. And direction, as a thing-in-itself, was uncreated: and Gino had a new relationship to gravity. Bodies pummeled him and people wailed and sirened, so loudly, from so deeply, Gino could feel the twisting weight of their bodies in the sound.

After that a cymbal crashed against the side of his head and he heard Telly screaming like a baby and the sound got very faint and distant and vanished in the silence.
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When Gino came to, it was to a cold wetness on his right side and wet warmth on the other. His thoughts were almost immediately clear and he was surprised at his own comforting detachment.

He knew with a knifelike certainty that there had been an earthquake.

He knew he was lying atop a wet stack of bodies in the darkness and in blood and sea water and a thin scum of sewage from ruptured viscera. People were screaming.

He knew it had been a big earthquake and they were halfway across the bay and under thousands of tons of water, and no one would ever, ever rescue them.

He knew he’d been hit in the head and knocked out and something was still breaking in his head, but he was sure, somehow, that it had only just happened, no more than a minute had passed. Maybe it was the energy in the screams and the flailing around him. It was the energy of a fresh catastrophe.

The screaming, though, came to him filtered through a buzzing in his head; he was fairly sure that one of his eardrums had burst. There was pain in that ear, but it seemed unreal. That surprised him, too, in an insular kind of way: pain ought to be the realest thing of all. But mere pain had no rank here. Both fear and pain were subordinate to the seeking cone of perception, the exploratory probe of a terminating life. Two of his senses, smell and taste, had mostly shut down; he knew this meant that the rest of his senses would shut down. That the oozing chill in one corner of his skull was spreading, would shut him down.

These realizations were not articulated for Gino: they were experienced the way one experiences the cold surface of a concrete wall under the fingers.

Because he didn’t know what else to do, he tried to look around.

Experimentally, he tried to move. It didn’t hurt more to move than  to lay still. He began to crawl. A hand flapped in his face; fingernails, probably a woman’s, dug into his cheek, and he pulled his head back, in reflex, but otherwise ignored it, kept moving.

Sometimes the wailing ebbed and there was only a vocal rasping, a murmuring, like the sounds of an unseen flock of birds. Then the wailing would resume. One sound was equal to another.

Gino turned, and his eyes cleared, and he saw that now there was a little light, yellowish light from below mostly, and a faint sheen of red light from the sides. After what might have been a full minute of looking he knew that the yellow light was from the rear of the car which was now directly below him. The BART tunnel had curled like a bent finger, knuckled under to the buckling of the earth’s crust, to a wedge of strata jammed upward, sheer as a seismographic spike. Horizontal had become vertical and everyone was pressed down into the tin can of the car by bodyweight and by slowly-increasing water and by mud coming in through widening seams of metal and by thickening blood. And more bodies had come in from the second to last car, gravitationally forced through the shattered door, packing, cramming this lower car so full there were only a few crawl-spaces left. Yet there were apertures, wet and ready places that seemed to be there for him, for this moment, for whatever remained to Gino.

The bodies under him in that moment were rearranged by the dynamics of suffering, and parted legs and tilted torsos shifted at angles to create a kind of wriggling shaft, a space letting more light through. Blood and piss and murky scum and seawater trickled down this shaft in no hurry, like a spring oozing from a muddy hillside; a living crevice . . .

. . . a living crevice . . .

. . . maybe fifty feet deep and at the bottom of it he saw parts of the Security Guards. The lady, perhaps alive, seeming to wriggle with life, but maybe she was just shaken by the twitchings around her; the man was split open, you could see the yellow fat through the ruptured belly, a perverse layer cake of exposed fat and intestinal  tissue garnished by a splintered rib. Somehow the flashlight had been turned on, maybe by one of the hands groping from the layers of people. The flashlight’s butt had slipped into the fat man’s gouged open belly which quivered with the movement of struggling bodies, shimmying the light up the shaft of bodies (was that a rainbow in the little waterfall of piss and sea water?); the light playing over faces, some of them alive and staring with a disbelief almost identical to the staring dead (but for the randomly tracking eyes) and some profoundly identified with hurt and some trying to claw their way out and too stupid for despair.

There was a man whose interior had been pressed out through his mouth and he was choking on his own throat. He died as Gino watched.

About two layers of people down from the top, a hand thrust out into the crevice; there was a tattoo of a flying pig on the streaming wrist of that hand. It was Telly’s hand.

Gino reached down and tugged and thought the arm was going to come free, torn away, but after a short, wet slide it resisted, and he knew it was still attached by a ribbon of flesh. He knew with a spiraling assurance that Telly was dead.

Dude, I’m gonna sing in a rock band, my cousin he’s got this anti-racist skinhead industrial band going and his singer’s leaving and he says if I shave my head I could join and I said what the fuck, it grows back. I don’t know, though, I might be able to get on this TV show instead, there’s this show called LIFE STRAIGHT UP that’s gonna be on this new channel that’s gonna compete with MTV and they follow you around and film whatever you do except you got to live with these people they pick and they wanted a bike messenger but maybe, you know, I could be in both things, the band and the—

Telly’s ambitions. Gino’s ambitions.

Yeah, Jane, you’re right, you can’t teach fulltime and write novels too, not great ones, but you can do one and then the other. It starts with the day gig, you know? I thought maybe if I got a professorship . . . but, I don’t know,  that’s like years in grad, and it sucks up a lot of creative energy, all those papers, but, shit, carpe diem, I gotta go for it now, I blew the last scholarship but I think I can get another and maybe I could do both . . . and . . .

. . . and I’m gonna get a website . . .

I tell you that? That I’m gonna get a—

One of the red lights fizzled and went out. Someone was shouting, “Okay, folks, those . . . uh, those of us who are . . . who can move okay, we uh, listen we got to . . . we got to . . . to organize, we got to move toward the door, a few of us and . . . and try to get down the tunnel, there might be a way through . . .”

An aftershock shimmied through them. Metal like rubber. Another window not far below and to the right burst in the aftershock and Gino could see it in the light from the remaining red emergency light. The lady in lavender with big hair was being pressed by the weight of bodies above her, forced through the ragged gap in the glass like playdough shaped by one of those kids’ molds that forced it through a little patterned hole and he could see her living flesh pressed into the outline of the hole in the glass. The woman’s scream was one note, one very high and incredulous EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE—

“What we gotta do is not panic—“

Someone laughed. Gino was vaguely aware, and almost surprised, that someone was fucking on the top of the pile, just a few feet away.

“—there’s always a chance and there could be a way through, it might . . . uh . . . .it might not be as bad as it seems . . .”

More laughter. Male, Gino thought.

“I . . . I can’t get this door open and if, please, if we could . . . if we could push some of the . . . those who didn’t make it, if we could push them . . . push them out a window . . . we . . . please, hurry because, um, I’m . . . there’s blood and water and it’s coming up to my . . . I’m wedged down here and there are too many people on me to move, so if someone could just move to the . . . the sound of my . . . hello? If someone could . . . uh, the water is . . . buh wabuhess . . . wabuh us—hey! I . . . wabugh ess . . .”

More laughter.

. . . EEEEEEEE. Then that scream stopped, and the red light by the window went out too. Someone else screamed that they were drowning, please help them.

Gino could feel the coldness in his head spreading. There wasn’t much time left. The heart of all life was underneath, beating in the crevice, the living crevice. Very deliberately, Gino plunged into the crevice, headfirst.

He liked the way it felt, as he went down. Like it was a throat and his body was a dick. He thought: That’s really how it feels.

Then he hit the bottom of the shaft, and was plunged under the surface of the mingled liquids there, salty and shitty, and he squirmed around, holding his breath, till he got his legs under him, and stood up on someone’s dead face and on someone else’s—what? an arm ?—and felt another, vertical crevice in the jigsaw of bodies open in front of him, warm and wet and suffering, and it was just what he was probing for, so he pulled off his clothes, all of them, and then he forced himself into the crevice in the canyon of bodies, headfirst, and squirmed immediately forward, and thought it serendipitous how the blood and the other liquids had become lubricants here, and how remarkably easy to move it was, so long as he stayed more or less horizontal, and how there were pockets of air to breathe, as he was still above most of the sea water, and how marvelously indifferent he felt when someone in psychotic agony sank their teeth in his shoulder and sawed at it, how it felt rather good, in fact, and merely felt cold when he tore himself away from it, losing a chunk of shoulder, and forced himself into a steaming gap which he realized was the gut of a human being, he was actually worming through the center of a living person, the wound flesh tight as sex around him, but they didn’t seem to feel it: he could feel the crooked end of their halved spine scraping along his own backbone.

Sometimes he heard voices, whispers, mutters, weeping, rising and falling as a whole as if by some consensual signal; other times it was  echoingly silent. Or maybe it was just his hearing shutting off at intervals. He could taste nothing, smell little, and he was grateful for that, but his skin was exquisitely alive, and he realized he had a hard-on and he dragged his hard dick, furrowing it along the bodies, the wet fabric and flesh, and humped now and then, and squirmed onward, remembering maggots he’d seen in a sealed jelly jar that had so outraged his father, nineteen years earlier, Gino nosing wormlike through darkness, then realizing that he had found his way to two full, bloody-wet breasts of a woman below him.

He was oozing himself over her from her head toward her feet, and she was alive and put her arms around him, and tried to force his face into her crotch, but then he’d found another woman, this one turned the other way, and he felt her hand on his cock guiding it into her, as the weight of bodies around them increased with another aftershock, a shift of the subway car, and pressed down on them so they could scarcely breathe, and somehow he knew, he understood with what might have been the telepathy of human minds under incredible pressurization, that this dying woman wanted to copulate with him because it was the most life-confirming thing she could do, at that moment, with her body, she couldn’t get out and this was all that was left, this praying with the body, one person into another, saying I am here, I was here, I am alive, this is alive, you acknowledge me more deeply than in the puniness of talk and hand-holding and kissing, you acknowledge in me the reproductive impulse that connects to life, you fuck your way toward that recognition, you come into me, you come into me, I’m here, I’m alive, I was alive, I was, I am, I was, I am . . . was . . . was . . . The pressure increasing, no more breathing, no more air, oxygen starvation forcing their minds from their bodies, entwining to rise together, wet, locked together, in life, in death . . . he ejaculated into the eager void of death.






JUST LIKE SUZIE

Perrick is in his underwear, standing in the middle of the room, silently trying to talk himself out of slamming crank. He’s a paunchy guy, early forties who looks ten years older than he has to, and knows it. He’s in a weekly rates hotel room in San Francisco. It’s not boosh-wah but it’s not a piss-in-the-sink room, as it has a small bathroom. Perrick lives here, for the moment. He’s used to these rooms, because he’s lived half of his double life in them, but he’s not used to sleeping in them; not used to the shouts in the hall at night, the heavy tread of cops, the shrieking fights of the two junkie gays downstairs. But this Bedlam is genteel, one of his neighbors assures him, compared to other weeklies on the street.

The room contains, besides Perrick, a double bed, a dresser on which is aftershave, cologne, a box of tissues, a man’s comb, a cheap chrome-faced radio. There’s a lamp table by the bed, with a squat lamp on it, a wastepaper basket below it. A window onto the street. A raincoat hanging on a hook.

Perrick is alternately pacing and going over to a table on which is a syringe, already filled and capped up, and a spoon. He nervously pokes at the syringe, holds it up to the light, puts it down, whines a little to himself. Of two minds about using it. He picks it up again, puts it down and goes to the bathroom door. He calls through the door, “SUZIE! Damn, come on, girl!”

Suzie’s hoarse voice from the bathroom: “Just take a fuckin’ chill pill, man, you gotta get your stuff in you so you be a little fuckin’ understandin’ about me gettin’ mine!”

“Heroin,” Perrick mutters to himself. “Sick bitch. She’s gonna give me AIDS or something.” He yells at the door again. “Come on baby let’s do it!”

Suzie emerges from the bathroom—she’s skinny, with bad skin, thin bleached blond hair, a white girl who’s affected a lot of the local homegirl mannerisms, mixes them all up with her white Valleytrash Southern Cal roots. “Your princess is here, dude!” She walks a little unsteadily on her heels, already she’s nodding a touch standing up. “You got my money?”

“I paid you when you came in!”

“That was like a down payment thing.” She sinks onto the edge of the bed and fumbles a cigarette out from her purse, which is still on her shoulder strap . . . Her movements become slow and deliberate as she lights it.

Perrick yells, “The fuck it was! I can’t believe you pullin’ this shit after rippin’ me off last time—my fuckin’ credit cards—I can’t believe I’d go for you again but . . .”

“Okay fuck this, I’m goin’, I don’t need no accusations, you totally illin’, you dissin’ me, fuck you.” She starts to get up, sways, falls into sitting back on the bed. “Shit.”

“Okay. Okay fuck it. Here.” He slaps more money down beside her, it’s gone into her purse almost before it hits the mattress . . . Then she droops a little, nodding . . . comes out of it, shaking herself.

“Wow. Shit’s good. Let’s do this thing. Before I nod out or something. You want it like before?”

Perrick nods, unzips his pants, then hesitates, takes his wallet out of his back pocket and puts it where he can keep an eye on it, in the middle of the dresser. He goes to the raincoat, puts it on over his underwear. Buttons it up. He goes to her, taking up the syringe. Perrick makes as if he doesn’t notice her. He’s looking at the ceiling and humming absently but breathing rather rapidly.

Suzie, in a practiced little girl’s voice: “Oh! I wonder what would  happen if I looked inside this big grown-up man’s coat when he’s not watching me! My goodness! I wonder what’s in here!”

She unbuttons the bottom button of his coat and puts her head under it. Feels around. “Oh what’s this nummy-yummy! Mmmmm! I wonder what the big man will do . . . !”

Perrick gasps as she begins giving him head, her own head bobbing. Perrick snatches up the syringe, drags back his coat sleeve and fixes, registers immediately. His back arches and his jaw quivers as he rushes. Never as good as the rush he had the first time he did it and every time he does it he feels a little more strain on his heart and he half hopes that this time the ticker goes blooey but still he’s riding what rush there is, enough to make him go: “Oh Jeezus! Oh yes little girl, you bad dirty little girl. Oh yes, take it! Take it! Oh yes, you ripped me off you dirty little girl—my credit cards—but I forgive you because you are the little girl who loves me . . . loves to . . . Oh yes—” Faster and faster as the drug takes hold. “Good crystal good meth little girl. You ripped me off and my wife found out and I had to tell her the whole story and she kicked me out. And here I am, can’t believe I’m back with you, you got me kicked out bad little girl, bad little girly cunt . . .”

His movements are convulsive as he grabs the back of her head . . . his repressed anger emerging in the violence of his hip thrusts and hands taloned on the back of her neck. Faster and meaner. She’s gagging. Choking. He’s oblivious. He’s gasping, “. . . Shouldn’t do it, shouldn’t do it, but you made me bad little girl, You made me buy the stuff, made me buy you, made me . . . I didn’t want to, I don’t know what to do, how’d I get into it, I don’t know. Andrea left me . . . your fault! Your—” He punctuates the words now with vicious thrusts into her. “—fault! Your fault! Your fault!”

She’s still gagging, choking, but now only resisting feebly. The heroin was the synthetic stuff, hard to gauge its strength, more than she bargained for.

Perrick’s singing idiotically: “Heroin and speed, you and me, heroin and speed, you and me, you down and me up, never quite enough, heroin and speed make her bleed make her sorry she stole from me—”

She’s choking more and more. He holds himself deep in her, forcing a sustained deep throat . . . her struggles are now like mock motions of a sleeper acting out a dream.

Perrick’s babbling, “Bad girl, little ripoff artist, broke my heart, take my dick, show you’re sorry . . . SHIIIIIT!” As he orgasms and she stops moving. He slumps over her. Hugs her to his groin. “Fuck. I’m sorry I got way too . . .” He straightens up, panting. “Hope I didn’t hurt you . . .”

He tries to pull away from her. Frowns. Sees he’s stuck—or she’s not letting go. She’s otherwise totally limp.

Perrick muttering: “Said I was sorry. Come on. Let go. You’re hurting me. Shit you got my nuts in your mouth too . . . how’d that—?” Yelling now: “Hey! Suzie? You’re hurting me, seriously! What is this, I’m supposed to give you more money or—” He stops, grimacing with clamping pain at his groin. Bending to look under the coat. She’s beyond unconscious. He can see the profound emptiness of her. A slackness beyond slack. Already tinged blue. And at the corners of her jaws the muscles are bunched with a signature of finality. She’s clamped onto his dick and his balls, both in her mouth, her teeth clamped like a sadist’s cock-ring over the root of his maleness. “Jesus fucking Christ! Suzie! Don’t be dead, come on, that’s a fuckin’ bitchy thing to do to me! Don’t be—” He checks her pulse at her throat. “I don’t fucking . . . She is. She’s dead. Shit, shit, shit!”

He tries to ease her off . . . when that doesn’t work, makes an effort, tells himself to stay calm, as he attempts to yank free.” Awwwwwwwwwhhhhh shiiiiiit! Fuuuuuuck!”

It hurts.

He takes a deep breath. Forces a measure of relaxation into his limbs. Then tries again to wrench her loose.

Searing pain.

He yowls. Then he stands there, panting, feeling the weight of her hanging from his genitals. He’s holding her up by his genitals. He moves to try to get her head more in the light, then attempts to work his thumbs between her teeth, try to pry her off. Pushes—

Crunching pain. Some sorta death-reflex, he figures. She’s crunching down harder on him every time he tries to pry her loose. Like punishment for the attempt . . .

“Owww fuck goddammit!”

A banging at the door.

He recognized Buck’s geeky voice coining from outside the hotel door: “Yo! You got Suzie in there! Say hey you got my lady in there, dudeski?!”

Perrick mutters breathlessly to himself, “Oh shit it’s her fuckin’ pimp!” Then yelling at Buck, “No, no man she—she split!”

“Hey bullshit! Come on, man! Get over here, open this door!”

Whining, Perrick grabs the corpse under the armpits and drags it along with an awkwardness that seems a weirdly apt choreographic parody of his path through life. When he gets to the vicinity of the door he’s got her turned the wrong way, she’d be visible if he opened the door, and there’s not enough room for a “U-turn” so he has to bend over—grimacing horribly—and grab her skirt and sort of lift her at the hips, so her back is humped, and he does a little capering hump-swivel-hump-swivel hump-swivel move, till he gets her turned around. He whines some more as Buck pounds the door. Now Perrick’s standing sideways with respect to the door, the body behind it. He adjusts the raincoat. Unlocks the door and opens it some—trying his best for fake composure—and opens the door only enough so that he’s peering around the side of it.

There’s Buck. He’s emaciated, his blond hair in a white boy’s approximation of dreadlocks. Under his arm’s an expensive skateboard with a lot of cartoony stickers on it; he’s wearing a Levi’s jacket sans sleeves, stupid looking surfer shorts, tattoos.

Perrick attempts: “Hey. Buck. I paid her, man. She’s out hittin’ the pipe an’ hittin’ the needle, slammin’ your money.”

“Heeeeey, dudeski, the bitch does that again she’s gonna be a bad memory an’ she knows that. And I hope she hears me.” He shouts past Perrick. “You hear me, bitch?”

Perrick is holding her up with one hand to take the weight off his dick and the strain is hacking away at his veneer. Can’t take much more.

Was she going to bite through? She can’t—she’s dead. Right?

Buck’s saying, “I bet she’s in the bathroom doin’ up some shit and laughin’. I always know when she’s laughin’ at me no matter where she is. I can feel it. Right now. I’m like, psychic. Her mouth’s open and she’s laughing right now—”

Perrick ventures, “I don’t think so.” He’s walking a line, between whimpering and hysterical laughter. He feels like he has the weight of the planet hanging from his dick. The pregnant mass of the fucking bitch Mother Earth . . .

Buck ignores him, he’s shouting, “—And I’m gonna KICK HER ASS FOR IT!” And he kicks the door, smashing it into the corpse hanging from Perrick so that the pain dances through him and expresses itself with a long ululating howl and he tries to edge aside but the door is kicked again and wham, bangs into the corpse again and Perrick howls again, tries desperately to get out of the way until at last Buck pushes in and past him, turns and sees the body with its head under his coat.

“Oh this is cute, right when I’m talkin’ to you she’s givin’ you head, dude!” He starts yanking at the body to get her out where he can slap her around. “Tryin’-a pretend you’re not here, I bitch-slap you, let go of that shit and get your ass over here!”

Perrick is making a hot-coals kind of dance, his face a rictus of pain, trying to prevent his dick from being pulled off—starts following Buck’s pull around the room in a Chinese parade dragon effect with the body, making funny little marching shuffles with his feet like a kid playing choo-choo.

Perrick yelling, “No, no, don’t you, don’t—no wait!”

Suddenly Buck stops and stares. Looks at the body. Lets it fall limp. Steps over to the panting Perrick and peeks into the coat. Takes a startled step back.

“Jeezus! You fuckin’ murdered my old lady with that puny little dick of yours!”

Perrick’s sobbing, “I didn’t mean it, Buck, she just—she was all nodded out and I guess I got carried away on some crystal and I guess I was kinda mad at her anyway so I was kinda chokin’ her and I didn’t see what was happening and—she just croaked, man! And she clamped down on there some kind a death grip reflex thing and I’m fuckin’ stuck, man!”

“The balls too?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Yeah. I really got carried away, you know?”

“This . . .” Buck shakes his head as if in high moral judgment. “This . . . this is gonna cost you extra.”

Perrick suddenly feels a cold melty feeling at his dick. He thinks, at first, she’s bitten right through. But then he checks it out. He sees . . . “Oh shit. Oh no. I’m losin’ feeling in it.”

“Well you oughta be glad, dudeski!”

“You don’t fucking understand! If I can’t feel it—that means it’s dying! MY DICK’S DYING!”

Buck crosses his arms, considers the strange union of the corpse and the dick with a philosopher’s judiciousness. “Yo, calm down, there’s a way . . . we make a deal, we get you out . . . This is so totally gnarly.”

Buck starts moving around, looking at the thing from different angles, sniggering behind his hand.

Perrick yells, “It ain’t fuckin’ funny, Buck!”

“Sure it is. You know what else? This is just like Suzie. It really is. And you know what else? It was in all the signs today, man.” He takes out a glass crack pipe, blackened with use, thumbs in a rock and fires it up, poofs in a thoughtful way. Buck’s head seems to expand slightly like a toy balloon. He exhales and chatters, “Astrology, it was her  planets, man, they’re all fucked up with her lunar signs. And it was in the smog colors. You ever read smog colors. Like tea leaves? And the way people was walkin’ in the Mix, I always know, I’m kinda psychic like that, I see the patterns in the Mix, you know? Some days there’s wack shit in the air that just gets a life of its own.”

Perrick’s on the gelatinous rim of the Grand Abyss called Hysteria. “Stop hittin’ on that fuckin’ pipe and get her the fuck off me!”

Buck blows white smoke and says, “Hey don’t be comin’ at me like that, dudeski, ’s bullshit.”

“I got a few thousand dollars in the bank, I can get you two hundred fifty bucks right away, get you two thousand tomorrow, you get her off me. It’s all I could get out of the joint account I had with my wife when I left her but you can have it all man. Just.., Just . . . shit . . .”

Buck’s interested now. “Two grand?” He looks speculatively again at the corpse: “Maybe I get a screwdriver and pry her jaws or something?”

“No, no, you do stuff like that, she clamps down harder. Some kinda reflex thing in her jaw muscles or something. And I don’t want anybody to get crazy with a tool because my fucking DICK is in there, you know what I’m saying? It’s still all swollen up, I don’t want just anybody cutting around in there—I got to have a surgeon.”

“Nah, dudeski. You go to the emergency room, the cops will come around. I tell you what. I know a doctor. He does bullet work and shit. He’ll do it and he won’t roll over on you. He’s good. But we can’t get you to him with that thing hangin’ down there and he don’t make house calls no matter what—he don’t never go out. He’s a speed freak wors’en you. Totally tweakin’. But he cuts good. He smells bad—but he cuts good.”

“So . . . what are you saying?”

“Gotta cut off her head.”

Perrick stares at him. “What?”

“I’m waiting for another idea, dudeski. Cut off her head—or, anyway, cut off her body I guess—get all the weight of her body off  you. Do it quick, we can get you out of here with it . . .” He takes a big buck knife from his pocket and opens it, flourishes the blade . . .

Perrick hesitates. Hands jittering as he pokes at the head, trying to see how his genitals are doing. “I don’t know . . . It’s all purple. Oh God. I . . . I’m gonna get gangrene. And I gotta piss. I can’t . . .”

Buck suggests, perfectly seriously: “Heeeeey, wait’ll we get the head separated from the shoulders, you can piss out her neck.” He hits the pipe again.

Perrick retches at this, a retching from deep inside him . . . he screws his eyes shut . . . then he takes a deep breath and manages: “Just . . . just do it, just do it. Cut off her . . . her body. Her head. You know.”

Buck laughs, “Me?! No way, José! Fuckin’-A no-way!” He folds up the knife and drops it in Perrick’s coat pocket. “That’s your jobby, kemosabe! I just paid eight bucks for a good organic vegan lunch and I ain’t gonna lose it!”

Perrick protests, “Hey look, seriously, I can’t—”

“You wanna lose your dick? You did her, man, it’s your responsibility. I come back later. Oh first—” He takes her ankles. As if to a chauffeur: “To the bathroom, James.”

Clumsily, each step risking Perrick’s ability to reproduce, they carry her between them to the bathroom. Buck chuckles, “I swear to God this is just like her . . . I was gonna kill her myself, tell you the truth, but I’d never do it that way, wouldn’t trust the bitch . . . and this is why.”

In the bathroom, Perrick is standing in the tub. Takes out the knife, then removes his coat and tosses it on the floor next to Buck. Trying not to think about it, he opens the knife and begins to saw at her neck.

“Yo yo yo yo whoooooa!” Buck blurts. “Wait a motherfuckin’ minute I wanta get outta here before you . . .” He backs out of the bathroom, grimacing, heads for the hall door, pauses to take a hit from his pipe, goes out the door stage whispering just loud enough  for Perrick to hear in the bathroom, “I’ll be back, man, I got to cop some rock but I’ll be back, take you to that doctor, a thousand bucks and that’s between you, me and the rollers if you don’t come through . . .”

Perrick still sawing. Sawing and sobbing. He expects her to react by biting down harder but—though blood spurts and then levels off, simply wells out of her—she doesn’t react and that’s horrible. How can morticians do it? Just . . . sawing at someone. The body should scream or something, dead or not. Maybe she was clamping harder? How could he tell—no feeling down there now. “Oh God, oh no. I’m gonna throw up on her. This is . . . I can’t feel a thing now I think I . . . I think she’s biting through, Oh God . . .”

The blood making hollow spatters and drip-drops into the tub. Wet crackly noises as he goes through the spine. Letting his eyes glaze, his hands seem to know the work. CRICK- CRICK-CRACKLE. A splash and . . .

Thump.

The body thumping down into the tub. He drops the knife onto it. Turns quickly because he can’t keep it down anymore: the vomit. Painful vomiting. Then he turns on the shower. Vomit and blood going down the drain.

He steps out, dries himself off—and dries off the head still hanging, without corpus, from his dick. It has mostly finished its draining. It’s bluish yellow now. The eyes sunken into the head more. Cheeks sunken. His johnson, where it shows at the root, above her teeth, is angry red and blue. He wonders if he should wash her hair. Give her a shampoo. What the fuck. Maybe brush her teeth too while he’s at it.

Crazy thoughts. Control yourself. Walk your ass through it, Perrick.

 

 

Perrick steps through the bathroom door with the head dangling from his groin. It bounces ludicrously as he walks. A bloody towel is wrapped around the neck stump. The head’s eyes are open now  and looking up at him. Once more he’s wearing the raincoat and underwear. Raincoat isn’t blood-soaked but his stomach is spattered and the underwear is scarlet brown and his legs are streaked. He’s somewhat relieved and yet in shock. He staggers over to his rig, his syringe, draws some crank from the spoon. Looks down at the head. Starts to giggle. Suppresses it.

Says to himself, “Wish I had some horse. Like to take some. Share some with you. Don’t worry, I don’t have to pee no more, I can’t feel nothin’ down there . . . Hey . . . close your eyes, Suzie . . .” He reaches down and tries to close them and can’t get them closed . . . “Okay, I understand, sure: we got to have some communication.” A peacock’s tail of garbage in his head. He thinks: I’m losing it. He looks at the needle. A friend. “Speed ain’t right for this. Need champagne for . . . I don’t know if this is a marriage or a divorce . . .”

He says the Magic Words: “Fuck it.” He injects the speed. Rushes. Giggles. Sobs. Giggles. Sobs. Babbles.

“Suzie . . . Suzie-bitch talk to me, tell me: is this . . . this is your way to—”

He’s interrupted by a delicate knock on the door.

He hears a fluting female voice, sort of silly flirtatious “Andy! Oh Annn-dyyyy!”

Perrick at first thinks this is Suzie’s voice. Stares down at the head. It’s pulsing from the drug-rush. Emanating.

“Suzie—How’d you say that with your mouth full?” Laughing and crying both as he says it.

The voice again and this time Perrick realizes it’s coming from the hall door. “Annn-dyyyyy! The Pakistani lady at the front deh-esk said you were ho-ommme!” A more normal voice: “Come on, open up, let’s talk already!”

It sinks in who this is. His wife. Andrea. He mutters, “Jesus Fuck. My fucking wife, I don’t even—but oh yeah sure—sure uh-huh makes sense . . .”

He starts to giggle and tosses the syringe into a wastebasket, buttons up his coat over the head. Throws a bedspread haphazardly over the small amount of blood on the floor that dripped through the towel. Funny head-hump bobbling under the coat as he goes to the door, opens the door for his fairly straight wife who looks around with distaste. She’s Jewish, well dressed.

She says, “This place even smells horrible, doll. Listen—” She closes the door and comes toward him. “You look awful. So—you’ve been using? You ready to come home? I thought about it and thought about it and I don’t think you would’ve gone to that whore if you weren’t on the drugs. I mean, you weren’t in your right mind, and we’re gonna take you to one of those twenty-eight day programs and start over—if you’re willing. I mean, you really have to be willing. And no more other women, paid for or otherwise . . .” She stares at his legs. “Why are you wearing a raincoat and no pants? It’s not even raining. You got shorts on under there?”

“No I . . . Got a head. Ahead of . . . myself.” Trying to keep down the crazy half giggle. “Put on the coat before the pants. Come on, sit down.”

Andrea looks around skeptically. “Where? I don’t know if I want to sit on any of this . . . I mean, do you launder any of this bedding?”

“The bed’s Okay. Just . . . head over here.” Laughter creaking down in his throat as he gestures to the bed. She moves to it and sits gingerly.

“You threw the bedspread on the floor? Very nice.”

Perrick giggles moronically. “Head to.” He walks awkwardly toward her.

“You’re walking funny, your shoulders all slumped, you got a backache?”

Perrick’s close to tears now, getting it out spastically. “Got to keep your head down in this world!” Fairly barking the word “head.” He snorts, “If you don’t keep your head down, you’ve head it, pal!”

She gapes at him. He begins to laugh hysterically. She looks at the lump bobbing under his coat. “Whatever have you got . . . ?”

Perrick is sobbing openly now, breaking down. “HEADN’T THOUGHT ABOUT IT!”

And then the towel dislodges and falls to his feet in a wet bloody lump.

Andrea gives a rabbity little shriek and jumps to her feet. “You’ve been doing something again. Something . . .”

Perrick approaches her, feeling madly earnest. Seeing a crepuscular ray of hope. “Andrea—talk to her. You’re a woman. Talk to her for me. Convince her to let go.”

It might work. It might.

Andrea just backs away, the bitch, whenever you really need them they pull shit like this . . .

She squeaks: “What?”

Perrick pleads, “Talk to her! Woman to woman! What do they call it? Yeah: Tête-à-tête! Talk to her—!”

Blood is dripping down his leg . . . he starts to open his coat . . .

Andrea bursts out: “You don’t have to open that!” She’s angling for the door. “You really don’t have to. I don’t—I mean, everybody should have their personal space, the marriage counselor said that, and uh—”

But he opens the coat and flings it off. Andrea’s eyes are ping pong balls in her head as she sees Suzie. She takes a long noisy breath that sounds as if she’s choking on something. She touches her throat with her hand . . .

Perrick approaches her, weeping, smiling, idiotically appealing: “Talk to her about it, Andrea, just get down there and jaw with her! Woman to woman! If you want to talk to her face to face I could—” He squats and bends over so the head sort of half dangles between his legs . . . he’s quite serious and sincere as he goes on: “—and you could, you know, go around behind me and put your face under me there—if you don’t mind, I mean, you always said I had a cute tush—and then you could talk to her—you could just—”

Andrea’s backed into the door. She turns and claws at it. Yanks it open with a sound of animal fear and sprints out into the hall. Perrick stares after her, a little disappointed but already forgetting about it. He turns away from the door and begins to caress the head, to move his hips against it, not a sexual motion but more like . . . dancing.

Then Buck appears at the door, staring down the hall at the retreating Andrea.

“Yo dudeski your old lady’s really geeking out behind—”

He breaks off, seeing Perrick dancing. As Perrick dances over to the dresser, turns on the radio. It’s playing “Cheek to Cheek.” Buck looks ill and disgusted.

Perrick is tenderly dancing with the head, singing along, badly but sincerely. “. . . when we’re out together dancing cheek to cheek!”

Buck murmurs, “Oh wow. Dudeski.”

The music swells in Perrick’s head. Buck looks at him calculatingly now. Then goes to him, drapes the coat over his shoulders, leads him—still dancing—to the door.

“You know what, dudeski? Your old lady’s going to call the cops . . . let’s get out of here . . . Get to that ATM . . . I bet that cunt has your bank account frozen but we got another wheeze maybe . . .”

To Perrick, the part of him that used to plan his life and drive his body about, all this is seen detached, like from behind a trick mirror. He’s just watching as his body dances out the door with Buck, Suzie’s head bobbing along. He watches without feeling as it goes along with him down the stairs and down the street.

 

 

A vacant lot. A half-dozen neighborhood homies and dudeskis hanging around a lazy blue flame in a rusting oil barrel. One of this group, a black guy calls himself Hotwinner, is arguing with Buck. Saying, “I say it’s a load of fuckin’ bullshit.”

Buck shrugs. “Put your money down and check it out. I’m lying, I pay off three to one.”

Hotwinner says. “I get to look close.”

Buck nods. “Rockin’”

“Okay, here it is. Just don’t pull any gafflin’ bullshit—” And he forks over five bucks.

Buck says, “Anybody else?”

Two others pony up. “Yeah here, it’s a waste of good wine money but fuck it—you goin’ to pay off or we keep you ass fo’ my dog to have his dinner—”

Buck yells at the rickety van parked at the curb. “Hey yo, Perrick! Let’s do it!”

No response. Buck makes a sound of irritation, hustles to the back of the van, opens it, drags Perrick out.

Perrick’s wearing his long coat over the bulge. Perrick is giggling. Mumbling to himself: “. . . telling me all the secrets . . . so hard to understand what she’s saying sometimes but she knows it all, knows it all . . . she’s a head of her time hee hee . . .”

Buck brings him to the firelight, pulls back Perrick’s coat, exposing Suzie’s purulent severed head still clamped on his dick and balls, one eye hanging down from the skull, dangling next to his testicles, jigsaws of the scalp rotted off, pig bristles of hair remaining, maggots dripping now and then, squirming . . . halfway to a skull . . .

“That’s a pig head or somethin’, that ain’t no bitch!” a dudeski protests, but Buck draws him closer, makes him bend and really look. He backs away making phlegm sounds in his throat as Buck says to the others, “Okay, dudeskis, take a good look, you paid for it.” A few other people drift over to check it out. Buck covers the head. “Anybody else want a look? Five bucks!”

Buck taking more money, murmuring to vacant-eyed Perrick, “This is way cool, the bitch still workin’ for me, tha’s, like, loyalty all the fucking way, you knooooo? I mean, it’s just like Suzie to hang in there, yo . . . Lemme count the money dudeski . . .”
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