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ANNA KARNIVORA

 


* * * *

 


Open Letter to the Editor

 


The line ends at Tromso. It always has. There’s really nowhere
to go after that, not by car. The asphalt of Highway 6 turns to
gravel and the railroad veers hard east, to Valparaiso. Truly,
Tromso is the gateway to the cold, bitter north. The very edge of
the civilized world, though Tromsonites are rarely civil. They cuss
and spit and wear filthy underwear for days on end. No one holds
doors open for anyone else unless it’s to go outside and scrap.
Most of the women are mothers before they’re sixteen. And nowadays,
they’ve all got methamphetamine, too. The women of the north side
will always hold their noses up like they’re holier than the rest
of us, but who’s kidding whom? It’s all coming apart. But there’s a
bargain store, a Dairy Queen and a 7-Eleven, so everyone feels kind
of normal.

I went back for a visit in 2002 and I felt
dirty. I spent nearly fifty years of my life in that hell-hole, but
it wasn’t until after I moved away that I realized how Godforsaken
it really was. All the colors had faded. Everything was teal green
and eggshell white. No one ever felt the need to repaint their
houses or replace the sun-bleached business signs. Tromso had
always been fading, of course, but I had to taste the vibrancy of
the Big City before I could appreciate how dull it really was.

Five years I was gone, but I still knew
everyone and they remembered me. Lots of folks were dead. Some,
friends. Some, names I knew only vaguely. People I went to school
with, all those years ago. I heard the same words everywhere I
asked: Murdered, murdered, killed, murdered, died suspiciously,
killed self, murdered, killed, killed self, killed, killed,
murdered, died.

Something is terribly amiss. The wheels have
come off the track. Is Tromso a city of men, or of monsters? I need
to know. We all do. Perhaps it’s time to flee, once again.

Sincerely,

Agnes Wrightson

 


* * * *

 



Chapter One: Pastoral

 


I can’t get it together. Lots of ideas,
disjointed thoughts. Overton, a friend (not in this story), told me
I write like a diminishing river. Very punctuated, even
abbreviated. Everyone’s a critic. Babies come into the world ready
to pick everything apart, as soon as they learn to control their
tiny fingers. Readers will wonder why it goes the way it does. Easy
does it. No two snowflakes are alike, right? Do the scholars care?
And do scholars even read books anymore? At this particular point
in history, I think popular literature is dominated by laymen, even
morons, like me. No one notices. No one cares.

So . . .

Hello, Friend.

I have chosen to call you
“Friend.” Relax.
It’s just a word.

You’re the second gunman on the grassy
knoll, I know. We are practically nobody to one another. But you’re
the only person on the planet that I can tell my story to.

We’re a dying breed, you and I. Some might
say we’re already extinct.

Men of Action.

That’s what we are.

Or, it’s what we
were, in those long-ago
times, when we were stupid and brave. And young.

I don’t know about you, but I sure miss my
knees these days.

I can’t do half a day’s work without having
to ice the bastards. And don’t even wonder about my spine. Three
discs have gone western. Nobody knows what became of them. It’s all
bone-on-bone down there. I’m coming all apart. Isn’t that how it
goes?

I’m trying to summon my father’s favorite
adage on aging, but it isn’t coming to me. The brain fogs up
sometimes. Like looking through frosted glass. And when this
happens, I make a piss-poor storyteller. Got to take a break and
wait for the thaw.

It’s going to take a long time to get this
tale told, at this rate.

* * * *

New paragraph.

You have no idea how long it took to get to
here.

For you, it’s mere seconds.

For me, it was two cups of black coffee and
a stroll around the neighborhood.

I didn’t see any familiar faces. I’m new
here. I’m the old man in the yellow house. I became that last
September. I don’t know why I chose this particular town. It’s as
good as any other, I figure.

It’s quiet. And it’s faraway. And it’s
nowhere in particular.

Have you ever thought about living in a
Norman Rockwell painting?

That’s where I am.

It will do nicely.

* * * *

I might paint my yellow house green. Or
blue.

It can wait.

Next summer, perhaps.

* * * *

To this day, I sometimes stop what I’m doing
and ask myself unanswerable questions, like, “If I lost my own
soul, could I use someone else’s, instead?”

Silly, I know.

* * * *

Twenty-two years ago—or a thousand years
ago, take your pick—my house was blue. It was not this house. It
was not this town. And it was not this particular epoch.

I fell in love. Not for the first time.

I suppose, if it
had been the first time,
I mightn’t have known what it was.

How does a first-timer recognize love? How
does he differentiate from lust or infatuation? Or booze or dope or
bad hormones?

I guess he doesn’t.

I guess he’s like a high-school boy, up to
his eyes in skirts and sweaty cleavage, being led down the corridor
by his hungry dick.

Man, those were the days, weren’t they?

But I knew the difference, twenty-two years
ago. I knew what love was and I knew what it wasn’t. I knew it was
confounding and painful, and damn near impossible to decline when
it presented itself. Sort of knocks you right out of your
shoes.

I’d had my heart broken four times already
by then.

I knew it was love, and I knew I was in
it.

This story is a love story.

Are you surprised by that, Friend?

Seriously, what were you expecting?

Ninjas? Exploding heads? Rotting
zombies?

Perhaps you want to hear about the
vampires.

Yes, there were vampires.

* * * *

It was twenty-two years ago, and it was
Tromso.

Tromso is booming now, just as it boomed in
the 1950s, and, briefly, in the late 70s. But in the days that I’m
speaking of, it seemed to be on its proverbial last legs. The
population was at its lowest ebb—just forty-eight hundred citizens,
down from thirteen thousand, at its peak. Not even a city anymore,
technically. But the councilors refused to revise the sign on the
highway, and no one came along to revoke its city status,
anyway.

The lumber industry was dead.

The mine was closed. The shaft was sealed by
a concrete bulkhead twelve feet thick.

The new 41 Highway, the region’s artery to
the Big City, didn’t pass within twenty miles of the Tromso
boundary line.

More than once, I heard somebody say, “Last
one to leave better turn out the lights.”

And so there were all these empty buildings
along Main Street.

I remember that most vividly.

I remember the ghosts in the shop windows.
The bakery—best apple fritters I ever tasted—closed forever, its
doors chained shut. And the human debris that began to collect in
the empty spaces.

* * * *

Don’t let me fool you. Life, in a sense, did
go on.

The doctors did well. The lawyers, even
better. And anyone who held a government position was laughing all
the way to the bank.

With such a depressed economy, and with real
estate values dropping down through the floorboards, Tromso became
a bedroom community for the upper middle class. I laugh to think
about how membership at the golf course never dwindled, no matter
how bad it all got.

North of the tracks, those affluent pricks
kept the grass neatly trimmed, picket fences maintained, elm trees
disease-free, and their weekend barbecue parties went off without a
hitch all summer long.

On the south side, it was a different story.
Here was the trailer park. Here were the apartment buildings,
erected half a century beforehand, their plaster facades cracked
and spray-painted with genitals and F-words. Tenements without
air-conditioning or decent plumbing.

More often than not, the renters bought
crack directly from their landlord.

* * * *

Have you heard this story before?

There was no town more tragic or depressing
anywhere.

Between 1990 and 1995, for instance, more
than fifty men and women were murdered by their spouses in the
comfort of their own homes. Booze and/or drugs were always
factors.

If depression could manifest itself as wind,
Tromso was hurricane territory.

* * * *

Somebody said the unemployment rate was
eighteen percent.

Looked more like eighty to me some days.

Half the citizenry were living off of
welfare and unemployment insurance, and the other half were making
six-figure salaries administering to them.

It wasn’t as cut and dry as that, I know,
but you get the picture, don’t you?

* * * *

For one thing, the monster
called Poverty wasn’t afraid to snake its way north of the tracks and rear
its ugly head in the midst of the Decent
People. There were a few rough
neighborhoods on that side, to be sure, especially along Main, and
in the east, behind the shopping mall. But I swear there was no
reverse correlation. On the south side, there wasn’t a single lawn
belonging to a dentist or magistrate or civil
service-person.

Not a snowball’s chance of that.

This was
Dirt City.

That’s what folks called it.

It used to be
Monkey Town, back before
the methamphetamine explosion of the 90s, but after that it became
Dirt City. And maybe some of the old-timers still called it Monkey
Town, if they were inclined to drive through and count the busted
windows and rusted engine blocks lying in the ditches, but those
men were few and far between.

I pitied the poor old buggers whose meager
pension checks kept them in Dirt City.

There was an old folks’ home right at the
end of my street. Maybe thirty-five units. An independent living
facility; which is to say that these seniors could still get around
and take care of themselves. But I never saw one of them venture
out-of-doors past four in the afternoon.

That’s how it was in Dirt City.

Just awful.

That old folks’ home was called Serenity
Gardens.

There wasn’t as much as a rose bush on the
property.

* * * *

This was Saint James Avenue.

All the streets in the south were named for
Catholic Saints.

Way, way back in the past, Tromso had been
something of a religious community.

Certain uppity north-siders boasted, “We’ve
got more churches than bars.”

Most of those churches were boarded up now.
Quite a few bars, too.

My house number was 316.

My house was ninety years old and looked
it.

The lot was a decent size, though, and was
fenced in, which went a long way to convincing me that I was still
somewhere amid civilization. I had two grand old elm trees, one in
the front yard and one in the back, and a detached garage that was
only half as old as the house.

My neighbors to the east were crack
addicts.

My neighbors to the west had been
evicted.

Across the street, the dwelling was empty
and burnt.

I was one of just two people on Saint James
Avenue who held a job. The other was a fellow named Dutch, over at
305. He worked as a gas attendant at the Esso station on the
highway. I also worked as a gas attendant at the Shell station
across from the Esso station on the highway.

Dutch owned his house outright.

He bought it years before when he was a
miner.

I rented my house. The rent was very low.
Even so, and even with help, it was tough.

Everyone else on the street was on the dole.
Or on the run. Or both. Or selling drugs. Or selling their very
selves.

You know how that goes.

* * * *

Dutch was one of those guys who still called
the south side Monkey Town.

Not me.

I was a resident of Dirt City.

Some days, I felt like an inmate.

 


So, this story has to begin somewhere.

Dutch, my employed neighbor, isn’t going to
be in it much.

It was late June.

It had been hotter than the blazes for three
weeks beforehand, but now it was wet. Grey and wet, as though
summer had skirted past us and we were headed directly into fall.
No sun at all, just monotone and misery.

It was a quarter past five in the
afternoon.

I came home, stinking of gasoline, to find
that my roommate had skipped town.

I won’t even say this man’s name because he
won’t be in this story—at all—and merely typing it will cause a bad
taste to coat my teeth like plaque. But he left a note taped to the
refrigerator that was meant to assure me that he was deeply
apologetic for leaving me stranded financially.

He had not paid his share of June’s rent or
utility bills, and July was already beginning to loom.

The most fitting word to
describe this unnamed man is this one: Cocksucker.

He signed off with, “Thanks for everything,
Bill. You’re a good friend.” (That final sentence was actually
spelled like this: “Your a good freind.”)

* * * *

We live. Sometimes we learn.

* * * *

Essentially, I was doomed. I was already
over-extended for having had to cover Cocksucker’s portion. I’d
spent money I technically didn’t have on a new starter for my
truck. I owed my buddy, Moochie, fifty bucks. And the next crunch
cycle was already set to begin.

Things can always get worse, keep in
mind.

* * * *

My name is Bill.

I’m old now.

Twenty-two years ago, or a
thousand years ago, I thought
I was old.

Looking back, I had no
freaking idea what old meant.

If I could go back there, Friend, I’d do
hand-springs. I’d run a marathon.

I didn’t know squat. Maybe I still
don’t.

The other day, I was holding a tiny relic,
wondering if such a small thing could contain a soul.

I find myself thinking of things like that
lately.

* * * *

Do you have any idea how long it has taken
me to write this far?

How long did it take to read? All of ten
minutes? Maybe fifteen?

It has been three days since I started
out.

Three days for a few stupid pages.

Maybe I’m out of my element.

That’s what somebody told me once.

They said, “Bill, you are out of your
element.”

No—they said “league.”

I’m out of my league.

* * * *

I’ve got to pull this off.

I need for you to know this story.

Don’t give up on me, Friend.

Not yet.

This is a vampire story,
but there are no bats in it. I’m glad about that. I don’t like
bats. I don’t even care much for Batman, not like I used to. I don’t
know if I’m allowed to use the word “Batman.” These days, they’re
selling off the English language one word at a time*. (Remember
that Internet story about Gene Simmans trying to trademark
“OJ”? Crazy!)

* * * *

Has your heart ever been broken?

I’d almost feel bad for you if it
hasn’t.

What’s that old
saying? You don’t know what you got until
you lose it.

Strong words, Friend. And so very true.

If you’ve never had your heart broken,
you’ve never really been in love.

That would be a terrible thing indeed.

I’m not trying to sell you a Danielle Steele
novel.

Don’t get the wrong idea.

Don’t give up on me.

* * * *

I used to write.

I’m going to enjoy telling this story.

It will be like old times.

* * * *

Many, many years ago, I heard my father
talking on the phone. He was chatting with a good friend. I caught
his side of the tail-end of a conversation about aging.

He said, “John, do you remember when I told
you that I think I’m going to outlive my ankles? Well, now I think
I’m going to outlive my dick, too.”

I think about that, from time to time.

* * * *

I’d sure like to have my dick back.

* * * *

I have travelled all through time to get to
where I am now. I want you to believe that. It’s terribly
important. I want you to know that my mind has been to places where
minds are not normally permitted to travel. It’s not a gift, and
neither is it a curse.

It is, as I heard someone say, what it
is.

Nothing more than that.

Stop reading now if you
feel you won’t have the cojones
to take me at my word. I don’t wish to waste your
time any more than I wish to waste my own.

This hill is a steep one. And rocky.

* * * *

Twenty-two years ago, I found the girl of my
dreams.

She was out of my league.

The world was wet and the town was dying and
I was nearly flat broke.

And there was this girl.

She wore a black key on a silver chain
around her neck.

She said the key once belonged to
Caligula.

I chose to believe her.

She drove me crazy.

* * * *

In no time at all, I told her I loved
her.

Here’s something: Men will say anything.

Here’s something else: I meant what I said
to her.

Seemed easy enough to me.

Boundaries, space, freedom, trust and
friendship.

What’s the big deal, right?

Everyone should have those things.

* * * *

Don’t get the idea that I was Mister
Cool.

I was not Mister Cool.

I never was.

* * * *

The first sexual encounter between myself
and Dez lasted almost nine minutes.

Hey, I was rusty!

It wasn’t terrible.

I don’t think she faked her orgasm.

I surely didn’t fake mine.
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* From the
Winnipeg Times-Sun-Tribune, July 18, 1996:

 


Winnipeg, MB.- John D. Hatcher is not your
typical truck driver. The 78-year-old Brandon resident will appear
in court tomorrow morning to defend his right to use the name
B*TM*N.

 


Time-Warner, which owns the
comic book character created by Bob Kane, has charged that Hatcher
infringed on their trademark when he appeared on the
Late Show with David Letterman
as “The Amazing B*TM*N.”

 


“It’s a crock of s—t,” Hatcher says, scoffing
at the lawsuit. “I’ve been B*TM*N since 1937 and I will be until
I’m dead.”

 


When he was 19, John was attacked by a swarm
of fruit bats.

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Two: R. Tardo

 


This is different for me.

In this story, I’m going to do crazy stuff.
It’s all hormones and emotions; like running on powdered sugar.
Before we even get to the end of Chapter Three, I will have
assaulted a perfect stranger at his own residence. These are going
to be short chapters, too. I’m going to be off my rocker before
this tale begins to roll.

It’s hormones and emotions. Remember
that.

And fear, too.

Don’t forget about fear. That will come
later.

Many men, early in the relationship, will
promise a lady the world. The whole world. And all of them, through
all of history, so far, have failed to deliver. In some instances,
quite spectacularly. It’s simply not a realistic aspiration. But
men are quite stupid. And women, for believing them, are no
better.

What sort of woman wants the entire world,
anyway?

So, there was this lady.

What can I say about her?

She was all things to me.

Smart, beautiful, and astonishingly unique.
Like no one I’ve ever known or met. Her hair was soft flax and her
eyes were cool water. She played the guitar. She used words like
“erudite” in ordinary conversation. Not often, but sometimes.
Sometimes I thought she was looking straight at me. Other times,
right through me.

I promised her a pyramid and a rocket
ship.

She said, “A pyramid would be far too
cold.”

I said, “Space is also very cold.”

I wanted to buy her things. Love can do that
to man. Love makes him goofy. Love makes him neglectful of his
responsibilities, and derelict in his duties. Love makes him blind
and forgetful. And ridiculously brave.

Me, anyway.

Where does this story begin?

I’m already in Chapter Two and I haven’t yet
begun. But I’m getting my old groove back. I’m writing twice as
fast as I was when I started.

I want to say the story begins in the rain.
Some stories end in the rain, and some begin there. This story will
do both.

It was a gravel parking lot at the edge of
the dying city, a hundred yards from the Shell station where I
worked, already half washed-away by a relentless torrent of brown
water and mud. It was eight o’clock in the evening and a great
thundering darkness was moving in, fast. The cafe, The Rocket Cafe,
was closing early because two of the waitresses had called in sick
at the very last minute and none of the relief staff were answering
their telephones.

Jackie, the assistant manager, said, “Well,
who the hell can blame ’em, anyway? Looks like the end of the world
out there.”

Yeah, it was coming down.

* * * *

Dez confessed, finally, that she had strong
feelings for me. Urges. Deep, desperate thoughts of intimacy and
passion. We were already soaked to the bone. She said she could not
allow herself to give in to these feelings. She had to move on with
her life.

We were standing beside her car, a red
Mercury Topaz. My truck was clear on the other end of the lot. She
told me, “You should go. You’ll catch your death of pneumonia.”

I kissed her. I was surprised that she
allowed herself to be kissed. Her mouth was the only warm place
outside of the cafe. Connected to it, my body began to heat up.

Dez checked herself. She breathed heavily.
Water coursed over her forehead and mascara ran down her cheeks.
She said, “Things just became complicated.”

Taking her lips again, I mumbled in
agreement.

She said, “I have to leave. And now you’re
going to make me stay. And I can’t stay because I have to leave. I
think you are going to be the death of me.”

I only had the vaguest of notions what she
was talking about.

Twenty minutes earlier, when we were inside
dry and cozy and sipping burnt coffee at our usual booth by the
window, she’d told me about her plans to relocate to the Big City,
or perhaps another province entirely. She had three decent job
prospects lined up. Life in Tromso had devolved for her into
something resembling hell. At the time, I didn’t take her to be
dreadfully serious.

Everyone gets the urge to
leave Tromso, after all. I’d left three times over the years,
always vowing never to return, always wishing I’d never heard of
the place, and always returning with my shriveled tail tucked
between my legs. And my old friend, Moochie, had done it more than
a dozen times. That was some kind of unofficial record. A dozen
times! But, then, there wasn’t much in life that Moochie
didn’t fail at. His
personal motto was, Try again, fail again,
fail better.

* * * *

By kissing Dez, in the rain, I was imploring
her to stay.

Finally, she stepped backward and sunk
quickly into the driver’s seat, fastening her seatbelt and lighting
a cigarette, both actions occurring, seemingly, at once.

“I have to get home, Bill,” she said.

“I’ll call you, Dez.”

“Yes. That would be nice.”

“Have a good night.”

I watched her drive away, and it wasn’t
until she was out of sight, down the service road, that I headed to
my truck. No rush. After all, I couldn’t possibly become any wetter
than I already was.

I’d known Dez for the
better part of a year, just casually. First she was the cashier at
the Esso where Dutch worked, and then she became the relief
bartender at Alejandro’s. In time, I learned to flirt with her, two
beers at a time, once a week, for as long as it took. And when she
went to work at the movie store, we bonded over historical
epics—Braveheart and Gladiator and the like.

This was the third time we’d come to The
Rocket for terrible coffee, and the first time our lips had
touched.

Her name was Nadezhta Anna Zahorchak, but
she went by Dez. She’d spent the first five years of her life in
Eastern Europe and still carried the faintest trace of an accent. I
have a thing for women with accents (Who doesn’t?). Everything
about Dez, from the long, soft hair on her head to the cute white
tennis shoes on her tiny feet, was a turn-on for me.

I’ll tell you this, too: I don’t think I’d
ever been so fascinated by a woman. It wasn’t merely her good
looks; nor her intelligence, higher than high-average; nor the
enigma of her personality, which I suspected had an alluring dark
side. It was all these things at once, and more. Beyond everything,
it was her eyes. Two frigid vernal pools in which I could see the
whole universe.

So this is where the story begins: With a
terrible rainstorm in the spring. With a pack of cigarettes—mine,
too wet to smoke. With a bone-aching chill, winter’s last gasp,
carried in the wind. With floodwaters that would nearly destroy the
golf course. With the town virtually shutting down for two days
because people would refuse to venture out-of-doors to report to
work.

And me all aglow, reeking of fresh, blooming
love.

This story is a romance. I told you that
already.

I never thought I’d write a romance.

I never vowed that I wouldn’t, though. (It
seemed so astronomically unlikely to me that a vow wasn’t
necessary.)

* * * *

The Zahorchaks came to this country in 1979.
Dez’s father was an engineer. He was fluent in English and took a
job at the Brighton mine, plotting drift headings, planning cut and
fill stopes, and making an obscene amount of money. His anglicized
name was Ron. He’s not really in this story.

Dez’s mother didn’t have a trade. She was a
homemaker. Dez described her as tall and birdlike. She died of a
rare form of tuberculosis in 1988 when Dez was just fourteen. Her
name was Mayda. She’s not in this story, either. It should go
without saying.

When she was thirty-four years old, Dez
moved to Tromso from Delilah and into my life.

She told me, “I’m so freaking tired of
moving around.”

* * * *

After leaving home in 1991, Dez calculated
she had lived in twenty different residences spread over six towns
and cities. The move to Tromso was supposed to be her last. She’d
researched the town, decided that the location was excellent and
the quality of life high despite the downturn in the economy, and
gambled everything on an executive position that utterly failed to
materialize.

The first time we had coffee together—our
first date, by my count—I asked her what had given her the
impression that Tromso’s “quality of life” was “high.”

She replied, “Well, the city’s website said
so.”

That was a joke. (I took it to be one,
anyway.)

She had an excellent job lined up at
Parkland Associates, managing a subsidiary group of software
designers and making upwards of a hundred and twenty thousand a
year.

The proposed Parkland diversification
project was a huge deal for the faltering community of Tromso. Will
Procter, the president, promised zillions of new dollars flowing
like rain-water down the streets. Two hundred new jobs created in
the blink of an eye. A rejuvenated economy. A total facelift for
the town.

Thirty years earlier, Parkland Associates
had been a two-man accounting firm. In the late eighties, Will
Procter branched out into property management. By the turn of the
millennium, he was selling comprehensive vacation packages, as
well. He was diverse like that.

Then something got into his mind and
convinced him that designing high-end computer software was the
next logical step for the firm he’d nurtured. He sunk his every
nickel of his well-earned fortune back into the company and hired a
team of overpriced American consultants to oversee Parkland’s
transitional overhaul. A brand new office complex, five stories,
all glass, was erected at the north end of Main Street.

A large number of concerned citizens quite
correctly got the impression that Will Procter had lost most of his
marbles.

Nadezhta Zahorchak arrived in town on a
Friday, all of her worldly possessions packed into a three-ton
U-haul, beaming and ready to embark on her new career at Parkland.
She had a suite rented, all furnished, already paid in advance for
six months. Her mail, redirected from Delilah, was already
arriving. The lights were on. The toilet flushed. Even the cable TV
was hooked up.

After a half a lifetime of
traipsing blindly from one job to the next, one two-bedroom
apartment to another, bags of clothes and boxes of shoes piled on
the back of a friend’s dirty pick-up, utility bills lost in a blur
of transient flux, she had finally
executed it all quite perfectly.

Smooth as a baby’s bottom, as the saying
goes.

By Monday, before Dez even
got to tour the fancy new high-rise at the north end of Main
Street; to have a look at her corner office; to be the first
salaried employee to ride the shiny escalator; Parkland Associates
was officially bankrupt. And Will Procter blew out what was left of his marbles that
very evening. He used a twelve-gauge shotgun. There wasn’t much
left of him above the trachea.

The local newspaper quoted his wife,
Marjorie, as saying, “There were warning signs. I should have seen
this coming.”

There are
always warning signs,
aren’t there?

* * * *

A full year later, after a string of crappy
jobs, well after throwing her apron on the bar and storming out of
Alejandro’s, after burning her thigh with hot grease working at a
fried chicken take-out restaurant, and immediately after our very
first kiss, Dez went home to her two-bedroom apartment and sat down
to make a decision.

It was a big decision.

To leave, once again; or to
stay, for maybe the first
time.

And it wasn’t
nearly as simple as
that.

I phoned her at about ten o’clock. Like any
typical male, I was going to promise her the world. Instead, I
promised her a pyramid and a rocket ship, “Just like the one on the
billboard at the cafe.”

We chatted until midnight. She told me that
her life had become unreasonably stupid. She said things would be
easier if she’d never met me. I chose to take that as a compliment.
In a very real sense, it was intended as one.

She said, “I’d leave tomorrow, if it weren’t
for you, Bill.”

I said, “I don’t understand.”

“It would be difficult to make you
understand.”

“Why don’t you try?”

“I’m way too tired for that tonight.”

* * * *

Here is information you can
bank on: Unless she is completely unconscious, no woman is ever too tired to talk. And when she
says, “I am too tired to talk about it,” it actually means she
wants you to drop the subject. At least, for now. There’s
something, maybe a whole closet of somethings, that she doesn’t yet
want you to know about.

Maybe you’ll
never know. (Try not to
dwell on it, pal.)

The thing Dez wasn’t ready to discuss with
me was a man named Ronny Fouthe. “Fouthe” rhymes with “mouth.” He
was a former laborer at the lumber-yard, now unemployed. Dez dated
him for exactly six days. When she told him that a long-term
relationship simply wasn’t in the cards, he chose not to hear
her.

Now he was keeping a watchful eye on her.
Calling her at work, following her car in his own, parking on the
street in front of her apartment and staying there, sometimes
overnight.

These details, like I said, I did not
know.

I didn’t know Ronny Fouthe from Adam. He was
a loser. Later, Dez would refer to him, derisively, as “Ron Tardo,”
or simply, “The Tard.”

For now, he was no one to me.

The world, this world, my world, was all
wet.

 


* * * *

 



Chapter Three: Green & Gold &
Glorious

 


My brother, George, won a share in the
lottery in March and put his fortune right up his nose. That seems
like a terrible waste to you and I, Friend, but to George it was
Heaven. He wasn’t one for mincing words. He told me, “I’m putting
my whole quarter million dollars toward coke, too. Don’t try to
talk me out of it. Daphne already chewed me out. I don’t care. All
my dreams end with cocaine. Screw yourself, Bill.”

Daphne, my sister, called me to bitch about
it.

She said George was an asshole; snorting his
cash away.

Different people have different
priorities.

I told Daphne, “It’s George’s life. He’s a
maniac. And how can we complain? He gave each of us ten grand.”
That was true: Daphne and me and Mom and Dad had each received a
taste. What more could we have expected? Or asked for?

I’ll tell you: I am terrible with money. By
the time this story began, when I kissed Dez in The Rocket’s
parking lot, after my roommate had run off and left me stranded, I
had almost nothing left.

Mostly, I’d flirted with Dez and read comic
books. Drank beer. Fixed my truck. Bought a new stereo system and
an Xbox. The important stuff. No coke for me, but vice is vice. And
vice is nice, once in awhile. And I’d bought an old Ford pick-up
for nine hundred bucks, the one I was driving on the night I kissed
Dez. It was rust-colored, with flakes of Viking red still clinging
here and there.

I liked it. It made me think of Texas, for
some reason.

I’d never been to Texas.

You see, apart from Dez, and apart from the
cash George had given me, my life was going all to pieces. My
writing had turned to crap, and no one wanted to publish it. Not
even my older stuff—the good stuff—from the vault. I was almost
washed up. I’d gone from bathing daily to showering a mere three
times a week. I was back to chewing my nails, something I hadn’t
done since my teens. Sometimes I didn’t shave. Or eat. Or get
dressed.

It was June the twenty-eighth.

It was raining. Did I
mention that already? Pardon me, it was a deluge.

I promised Dez a rocket ship and a
pyramid.

* * * *

So, this story begins at The Rocket Cafe, in
the rain, with a first kiss. Dez was nearly destitute. (Don’t
worry; I wouldn’t let her starve.) More than that, she was caught
up in various crises that dictated she ought to relocate to a
faraway destination. Ronny Fouthe was foremost among the crises.
The other stuff was peanuts compared to him.

Remember, it was June the twenty-eighth and
I didn’t know about him yet. He was no one to me. All I knew was
that the woman I adored, Nadezhta Zahorchak, the woman I’d spent a
full fifty weeks wooing, was existing in a life of fear and
turmoil.

Nobody should live like that.

It’s enough to make you cry.

* * * *

The Rocket Cafe had a giant billboard
depicting a Bettie Page-type of pin-up girl astride a cartoonish
rocket ship. Dez thought it was cute. She said she was fascinated
by rockets. That’s why I promised to buy her one.

Someday, when things finally took off for
me.

* * * *

June the thirtieth was a Saturday. I like
Saturdays. Tromso was coming all apart. The roof of the tire repair
shop had blown across the highway. The statue of Avery
McPherson-King, in the park, had toppled. The cemetery was a soup
of mud and bones. And the sky just kept raining.

It was, in the words of the newspaper that
would come out on Tuesday, “A Disaster Zone.”

My friend, Warren, came over to visit. He
was small and fragile and claimed to be a huge fan of my writing.
He enjoyed helping out with edits. I can’t even recall where or how
I’d met him. Through Moochie, I suspect.

I told Warren I needed some
music. He suggested Lou Reed, but I ultimately opted for Pink
Floyd. “The Animals album,” I told him. “I am in the mood for ‘Pigs (Three Different Ones).’”

I was working on one of my
novels. The one where Bill
and Mike
discover that certain human beings have green
crystals embedded in their brains. Thought control and mass
manipulation. It was called Green
Brain, which was the coolest title I could
think of, at the time.

There are two Bills in my
world. One of them is me. The other one is me on paper. The “Bill”
in Green Brain is
obviously not the real me, though he shares almost all of my
traits. When I speak of the fictional Bill, I will italicize his name, just
like that.

Both of us are six feet
tall. We are somewhat wide at the shoulders. Depending on the time
of year, we might be sporting beer bellies—though I rarely drink
anymore. Fictional Bill
is a piss-tank. We each have a short beard and
mustache. Our hair is light-brown, almost reddish in places, and
our eyes are blue. I am smarter than Bill, but his dick is somewhat bigger
than mine. I think he has more tattoos.

One needs—at all times, I think—to be able
to distinguish between fiction and reality.

I had Warren
proof-read Green Brain and he said it was perfect, with no errors whatsoever. And,
while I quite like having my ass kissed—sometimes; I don’t care for
submitting manuscripts full of ridiculous typos—I decided that
Warren was useless as a proof-reader.

I was supposed to call Dez at eleven
o’clock. We were going to make lunch plans. She was going to tell
me what was what.

I got too caught up in the music and the
edits, and it was she who phoned me, at twenty minutes past the
hour.

She said, “Meet me at The Rocket in fifteen
minutes.”

My T-shirt said,
I want to be a Cholo.

At The Rocket, Dez told me, “Now, that’s
reachin’ for the stars . . .”

I said, “Huh?”

“You want to be a Chicano gangster?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“Do you even know what a ‘Cholo’ is?”

“I suppose I do now.”

“It can also mean ‘peasant,’ or ‘moron.’
Where did you get that shirt?”

“I ordered it online.”

“Why?”

“I liked the font.”

The waitress brought us coffee and menus.
She was working her tail off because the other girl didn’t show.
The restaurant was three-quarters full of hungry, wet, grumpy
patrons. Even the assistant manager, Jackie, was mysteriously
AWOL.

The waitress confided, “I feel like blowing
my brains out.”

Dez told her to “Hang in there.”

It’s about the only thing
you can say,
sometimes.

We ordered cheeseburgers and fries.

Dez got the tiniest blob of
mustard on her chin, and she had to excuse herself to go to the
ladies room to get cleaned up. I don’t mind saying she was as vain
as she was beautiful. Isn’t that the way
it goes? Her teeth were perfect. She’d sunk
over twenty thousand dollars into her teeth over the
years.

She was terrified of growing old, of losing
her looks.

Some people cling to the damnedest
things.

* * * *

(You want to hear about vampires, I
know.

Be patient with me.

Please be patient.)

* * * *

I told Dez a little
about Green Brain.
I told her I thought it was my finest work. She listened intently.
She seemed to glow at the sound of my voice.

When I was finished, and for no apparent
reason, she said, “Tea-bagging is a real artform.”

She did that sometimes. Just blurted out
random observations, apropos of nothing at all.

I said, “Talk to me about your problems.
About leaving town.”

She sighed. “There’s much to talk about.
Bills, jobs, ex-boyfriends. I fear that I’m sinking. Where would
you like me to start? It’s all very complicated. And strange. And
one thing I enjoy is that I don’t have to think about those things
when I’m together with you.”

“It’s a dangerous world, out there on the
road.”

“It’s a dangerous world right here.
Downright hazardous. It’s very difficult to explain, Bill. Some
things defy all logic.”

“Leaving town on a whim and heading off to
wherever defies logic. What could be so bad that you feel the need
to run?”

“I’m not running. I don’t want to run. Ask
me to stay, and I will.”

Uh oh. Dark territory here.

Her life. She put it in my
court. Who does that sort of thing?

I said, “I like you. Of course I want you to
stay. I want to see where this goes. I think it can go far. But I
won’t ask you to do something that you don’t want to do.”

“Would it please you . . . for me to
stay?”

“Yes. Yes, it certainly would.”

“Then I will stay.”

“Please don’t put all your
eggs in my basket.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/17728
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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