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CHAPTER 1
Crusade
**********
"No more sex!" she screamed, slamming the bedroom door and thus depriving me of my second-favorite moment of the workday morning.
The only reason I wake up before noon is to watch her shimmy into pantyhose, snap the clasps on her bra, rotate it around to face front, and then make the delicious cup adjustments. Having set a positive tone for the day, the normal routine is to close my eyes after the show and settle into a pleasant dream.
Not today. Her abrasive screeching drove me from the bed. She continued ranting as I plodded into the kitchen to start the coffee—that first sip being my favorite moment of the day.
"Live up to your full potential!"
Hmm, what the hell is my potential? How do I measure and quantify it? And, if measured, how do I go about living up to it? Heavy thoughts for a hazy, pre-coffee'd organism to ponder. I pour a few bottles of fancy store-bought water into the coffeemakers' reservoir until it reaches the overflow hole in the back and drips down to pool on the counter.
I squeeze one of the empty plastic water bottles and produce what I believe to be one of the most horrific noises on earth. Thunder is frightening at a primitive level. But, it's natural and recurring. If things were to suddenly end, I'm convinced that end would be heralded by the sound of collapsing plastic.
"Quit fraternizing with low-lifes!"
That reminded me. I need to call my pal, Warren. I'm convinced that hellish editor sent him off on some fool's errand in a thinly-disguised ruse to keep us separated.
"Stop the drinking, the drugs, the self-abuse! Get control of your life and I'll make you a happy man."
Drugs! How much does she know? I felt the first tentative drafts of a coming foul wind. A harsh hurricane of acrimony and recrimination. The Gods of turmoil had caught the scent of my relative comfort and were girding themselves for an all-out assault on my tranquility.
It was just a feeling. A light rustling of the wispy, soft hairs on the back of my neck; but I knew this feeling for what it was—a harbinger of doom.
"Are you listening to me? I said no more sex!"
"Why not just grind my pecker off? Yes, get one of those pneumatic grinders...WHEINGEEE...WHEINGEEE. Affix a twenty-grit sanding disk to it. One of those disks with large shards of razor-sharp glass patchily melded onto its surface. Rev that sucker to its full 3400 revolutions-per-minute and jam it against the base of my poor self-esteem.
Oh shit. Did I say that out loud? I need coffee.
"What the hell are you mumbling about?" she said, entering the kitchen fully dressed for the day's battles. "You'd better move your stuff back to your own apartment. I need time alone to make an unbiased analysis of our future together."
I sipped my coffee and began the mourning process for another six-month relationship. Carly was an attorney; a good one, I guess. I know little about the inner workings of that murky cesspool known as 'the law'. Even less than I know of how to measure potential. They pay her a gob of money. So she must be competent. She got our magazine out of several difficulties and that's how we met. Someone is always suing the magazine for something I've written - routinely frivolous accusations of libelous defamation.
She is a bundle of mean, argumentative, over-analytical, contrariness; whose main personality asset is a supreme and all-consuming dissatisfaction with her already-sizeable net worth.
Holy shit! I thought. That was an epiphany! All I had previously noticed about her was a very tight, curvy body; a warrior-like capacity for sexual gratification: and a very tight, curvy body.
I gathered up my belongings: five rumpled suits, a pair of spare wingtips, two bottles of Tanqueray, two bottles of Captain Morgan rum, a bottle of Courvoisier VSOP, two bottles of Bushmills Irish Whiskey, a bottle of Cabo Wabo tequila, and a bottle of Kalhua - all in various stages of depletion. A trip to the bathroom yielded a toothbrush, deodorant, jug of Listerine, electric razor, and an unopened bottle of stinkwater.
Pausing once more before the closet I decided to leave all the cardigans and yuppie accoutrements Carly bought me hanging there, with the tags still in them, for the next victim to swim in. I tossed the clothes into a garbage bag, piled the rest into a box, and carried it all in one cumbersome trip into the elevator and to my means of transport, a three-year-old Nissan from the magazines' carpool.
Seven a.m., downtown Tampa. Carly lives in a high-rise condo on the fifteenth floor. Right near the clogged aorta of this miserable city. It was far too early. I was unused to this frightful hubbub of pedestrian traffic making its way to various downtown destinations. I sat at the exit of the parking garage unhappy with the prospect of negotiating the three miles to my apartment.
A dark cloud, cloaking a foul wind, did indeed circuit my existence. I was sure of it. A steady line of traffic lurched past and I wondered if I might grow old and die, right there in the car, before ever getting an opportunity to enter the city's bloodstream and navigate to its anal area, where I kept residence.
A large city is like a human organism, prey to all manner of congestion and gaseous buildup. Its roads, the clogged arteries, compressed inward by the cholesterol of parked conveyances. Lungs blackened by the foul emissions of its resident parasites. The prostate enlarged from the unsatisfied sexual angst of its denizens. Bowels congealed with brick and concrete. A large, indolent creature whose sperm count was too low to measure due to a generalized malaise caused by a burgeoning combination of depression and indifference.
Someone behind me honked their horn. I ignored them. What could I do? There was no opening to be had. No courteous method of slithering out into this madness.
A squad car shot over to the curb, skid to a halt before me, blocking my exit, and saving me from having to make that rude decision to inch out until I forced someone to stop and allow me ingress into the flow of traffic.
Then the fear hit me in a direct impact with my lizard brain. There are things in this vehicle which could forever alter my life in a negative manner. If these uniformed Nazi's knew of my true identity I was screwed, good and proper.
Everyday would be a vicious fight to maintain my anal virginity. Surrounded by sociopathic troglodytes all bent on sodomizing me for the sake of sadistic control and a sense of variety. My every moment spent coiled in a tight knot of potential physical mayhem. Resting in short spurts with one eye open and ears attuned to the movement of even a scurrying cockroach. I was but a cursory inspection away from a cell in Raiford.
"License and registration," one of the officers said, leering.
Oh no, they know exactly who I am. One peered into the passenger side and smiled as he noted the box of liquor bottles. Some unspoken communication between the two had them both unhitching the snaps on their tooled-leather holsters. I reached to dig out my wallet, and one pulled his gun and started screaming.
"Get out of the car!"
A life of profligate excess had finally caught up with me. My series on the 'Psycho Police Force' had incensed these cretins to a mad frenzy. I was frozen in place, sure that if I moved, they would unleash a hail of lead into my body. I would jerk like a jello-filled thin, rubber surgical glove resting atop a misfiring lawnmower engine.
My article postulating the sound and accurate hypothesis, that law enforcement watched too much television, had incensed the blue community. My theory: that exposure to roughly twelve million shots fired per hour during prime time by police who were all incredibly attractive, fit and living abundantly rich lives created an adverse psychological effect on your average illiterate officer – was a sore point between me and the cop on the street. How else could you explain the rash of incidents across the country wherein officers, like some Mideast mob of frenzied Islamic fanatics swarming an embassy, fired fifty, a hundred, even two-hundred rounds at unarmed citizens. My examination of their actions was met with disapproval and now I would pay the ultimate price for my audacity.
One wrong move and the funeral director would need a forklift to carry my coffin to the grave site. My 240 pound body, now weighing several hundred pounds from the excess mass of lead ballistically inserted into it. I was finished, done, dead - a sad footnote in the state's war against the citizenry.
My savior appeared. A righteous Valkyrie in the form of Carly.
"Leave this man alone and get back in your car, before I sue your worthless ass for the eight bucks you have in the bank and the dilapidated mobile home wherein you are raising future criminal-offspring."
Now I remember another reason I like her. What a creatively-foul mouth she possessed. I only caught snippets of angry conversation between her and the officers.
"His car is full of open liquor," one of the officers said.
"I just kicked his ass out of my apartment and that's his personal property being removed."
I held up my well-used toothbrush, just outside the window, to reinforce her argument.
After a few unbearably-long moments of harsh words, Carly approached my open window.
"Idiot," she said. "Give me the box of liquor and get out of here. This is the last time I save your ass."
I handed the box through the window and watched as Carly put it in her trunk. She then stared down the two officers until they got back in the squad car and peeled away.
I had a line of angry commuters, Carly included, backed up behind me and all honking now that the police were gone. I shot out into traffic, forcing the oncoming horde to slow their hurtle to the days wage slavery.
At odds as how to approach the day, I decided to go to work.
I shuffled tentatively into the offices of New Millennium Magazine only to be greeted by stares of open astonishment. I checked to confirm my zipper was firmly shuttered. A foggy mental scan revealed the source of their perplexity. My fellow cohorts and peers were shocked by my appearance at this unholy hour. A quick glance at my watch confirmed it, a quarter of eight in the morning—this was some sort of personal record. I rubbed my stubbled jaw, remembering I had left the razor in the liquor box, which by now was firmly lodged among refuse bags in some dumpster along the route between Carly's condo and her swanky law office. She was a great gal. The razor is just a peripheral casualty of our twenty-first-century fixation on selfish pursuit of vague individual agendas.
I had no current assignment. The last story had caused no little consternation among both reader and management and then there was some great hue-and-cry in the accounting department concerning my expenses. I could not see what the problem was. They were all on the magazine's credit card and there could be no denying the money was spent. You send two virile; approaching-middle-age men out into this harsh world to do a job—there are going to be related expenses.
I waved to the few fellow slaves who were not terrified of me and went out of my way to utter a garbled 'good morning' to the ones who were. I made my way to the small coffee alcove and snagged a stained, dirty mug from a hook with my name above it.
In the act of pouring, a gut-twisting primal scream sounded from just behind me.
"GABRIEL!"
Somehow I managed to remain stationary and continue filling my cup without spilling a drop. I was accustomed to this manner of greeting by my boss. I did wonder about the cups hanging from metal hooks on the wall. By now, continued exposure to this level of sonic bombardment must have created little fault lines within their ceramic structure. Did he howl like this when I was elsewhere? If so, how much longer before these cups crumble into dust? Helpless victims of decibel destruction.
"What the hell are you doing here?" Edward bellowed.
Edward is my nemesis, the magazine's editor in chief, and resident bullhorn. There was a time when he was not bitching. Back when his vocal chords had not yet fully developed. His time in the womb must have been severely frustrating; the kicking, struggling, and pent-up imprecations no doubt hastened his malformed body's exit from his mother's birthing canal. How else would one explain such a physical specimen? Squat, rotund torso preceded by a mutant, melon-like protuberance from his midsection. A flat, stout head sparsely populated by fat, grey hairs. As if some form of experimental hair transplant had been performed on his pate in a doomed attempt to merge coiled-steel strands with the skull.
The abomination stared at his watch, squinching bushy eyebrows together in some feeble attempt at analysis.
"Never mind," he growled. "Whatever reason you're here is a bad reason. Get your ass into my office, now!"
I followed along, enjoying the total silence of the usually noisy office. Even the jet-engine revs of the numerous laser printers had quieted, hard drives spun-down to their at-rest state, overburdened office chairs muted their own squeaks to lend this affair the somber dignity it would deserve.
I trailed along behind the poor, unhappy wretch. He had forgotten to get himself coffee. I noted the discordance of his empty cup, dangling from a pudgy forefinger.
"Ed," I said, foolishly. "You forgot to refill your coffee cup."
The brute stopped, turned and advanced to within a quarter-inch of my chest. As if staring directly at my heart could somehow stop its incessant beating.
"Are you trying to kill me?" he hissed. "Watch me choke to death in front of you? I can't chew, drink or attempt to swallow anything while within ten feet of you." He turned and continued to his office.
I decided to remain quiet.
This building is a hellish monument to chaos. All exposed brick interior, no insulation. The hardwood floors are over a hundred years old and bore the stains of spilled blood, the gouges of misflung knives, and the burn marks of casually tossed smoldering rolls of tobacco. It fronts just off the docks, where the Port Authorities somnambulant employees allowed all manner of foreign-made gimcrackery and weaponry ingress into the country. A century ago, this building was full of elderly, miserably-poor Cuban refugees, hand-rolling cigars for wealthy layabouts in exchange for a subsistence wage.
His office front is all window. Even the door is glass. From this redoubt, the dungeoneer could plot his savage verbal throttling of the underlings too slow to avoid his full attention. Behind his desk is a magnificent view of the bay where aforementioned ships coasted in to unload their precious cargo of American flags made in China.
"Sit down," he barked.
I complied, affecting an air of timorous acceptance to the looming scene.
He grasped a golf club and hurled it forcefully at an expensive-looking print of a babbling brook in a quiet forest glade. The club struck, shattering the glass, skewing the wooden frame, and itself breaking into two uneven halves.
He turned, face red and pulsing with mortal danger.
"Do you know how much this magazine is worth?" he screamed. "Do you know how much that club I just threw was worth? How much that picture I just destroyed was worth?"
I continued to sit mute. The club was probably in excess of five-hundred dollars. One of those newfangled Mitsubishi drivers he bought in a never-ending spiral of trying to purchase some smidgeon of golfing talent. The picture was a twenty-dollar print in a three-hundred-dollar frame, I assumed. It was the quarter-million dollar bypass surgery he was working himself toward that really impressed me.
"This magazine is worth a fortune," he screamed. "I'm worth a fortune. You are not worth the energy it would require to hurl you out that window."
"Yes, sir," I said. "I am but a pimple on society's ass, and you are the blessed Oxy-5 given to mortals by God himself to eradicate the foul growth."
"Do you think this is funny? You're on your absolute last chance. We print one-and-a-half million copies of this rag and the study I commissioned last month stated that a million people buy this magazine because they hate you worse than anything on this earth. HATE, BOY! You are a menace. Everything you write is an exercise in mean-spirited derogation. I can't get rid of you or believe me, I would."
Ed opened his desk drawer and removed a bottle of very expensive Irish single-malt. The stuff was sixty-dollars a shot in the two bars that carried it. He removed two glasses, one of them still coated with the remnants of an Alka-Seltzer, poured two generous dollops into each, and pushed the alkaloid-enhanced one my way.
"This is a great honor, sir," I said, taking a good swallow. That stuff was precious nectar.
"We're drinking because I know after this assignment we'll finally be rid of you," Ed said, much calmer now. "No more listening to accounting harangue me about your credit card charges from Debbie's Massage, Yoshiko Health Spa, Candie's Outcall, four-digit bar tabs, room service bills not a single person can understand."
"A story develops a life of its own," I said.
"Just shut up," Ed interrupted, and continued a verbal rehash of my legitimate expenses.
My mind wandered and I made an involuntary shiver. This building, with its exposed brick walls, had its own equator and poles, much like our beloved planet. The bricks absorbed the relentless Florida heat into their very molecules and then continuously released that heat in much the way Native Americans cooked with warm rocks. The air conditioner labored mightily to change this natural state of affairs; its strategically-placed ductwork spewing frigid air into the buildings interior. This created little pockets, or polar zones suitable for hanging freshly processed meat. Conversely, there were hot, muggy, subtropical zones of oppressive thermally-toasted air. Thus, one could walk a few feet and experience the winter climate of northern Maine, and then the summer climate of inland Brazil, without ever passing through Customs.
"Are you listening to me?" Ed growled, hoarsely.
"Oh, yes sir," I said. "I am going to endeavor to work harder and less offensive in both my writing and my interpersonal relations."
I took another drink of the amber fluid, laced with floating bits of sodium-bicarbonate or whatever that fizzy-stuff is.
"You know, Gabriel," Ed said, in his fatherly voice. "We all fear for our lives in this building. For several days after each issue lands in the hands of expectant readers, who invariably turn to whatever swill you've submitted, we expect the building to be set ablaze, a drive-by sprinkling with Molotov cocktails, or an assault by a gun-toting psychos. This assignment should bring the whole, bubbling cauldron of volatility to an abrupt and sad end. I will be on vacation the two weeks after the issue hits the mails. I will no doubt return to a pile of smoldering rubble, but there will be one big consolation."
He paused, expecting me to ask about the big consolation.
"How about Warren?" I asked.
"SCREW WARREN!" he resumed bellowing. "That monstrous sociopath is gone. GONE! I sent him away." Ed stopped, took in a deep breath. "As I was about to say, the big consolation is that you. Gabriel, will be gone. Just like that freakish accomplice of yours."
What grim undertaking had he planned for me? What fetid subject could he assign me with such confidence I would not survive its dissemination? Suddenly, this day had taken a turn for the better. Since awakening I had been primarily on the receiving end of one personal infringement after another. A meek bystander, subject to the loathsome vagaries of every unhappy soul I encountered. Now, maybe I was back in control of my personal fate.
CHAPTER 2
Assignment Most Foul
**********
"Religion," Ed stated with an evil leer. "You have two weeks to locate the pulse of religion in these early years of the twenty-first century."
The smug lump leaned back in his chair, netted his bulbous fingers, and awkwardly cradled his fleshy neck from behind. A long, uncomfortable silence ensued, as we both stared at one another. The look on his face said it all. This man was obviously insane.
His last orgasm must have been a doozy, a full on twenty-one-synapse salute, which cauterized every neural pathway in the slight convolutions of his undersized brain.
Only the most twisted, demented being would dare mention the word 'religion' within earshot of me. What unnatural drug was this man abusing and where could I get some?
Me. Writing about religion for the masses. This was wrong on more levels than existed in the underground facilities where mad scientists were at this very moment manufacturing globe-killing parasites. What I know about religion could be etched on a small round stone with a coal chisel.
He was babbling a string of gibberish. Something about '...unlimited expense account... spend what you need...swan song'. All of it, maundering prattle. He'd obviously made the turn and was hurtling down that final straightaway to the void – his membership in the Sentient Being Club permanently revoked.
I ignored his blathering. This assignment was too important to waste time waiting for the foam to form on the corners of his thin, cracked lips. This would require a dangerous combination of serious medication, ponderous research, and face-to-face interaction with the man on the street.
"I'm going to need Warren," I said, attempting to halt his plummet into total incoherence.
"DAMMIT! Warren is gone!" he screamed, smashing a pudgy fist into the desktop. "No more Warren!"
"Then I must refuse this assignment and seek employment elsewhere," I said, rising from the chair.
"Sit down!" he bellowed.
I ignored him, turning to open the glass door.
"I'll type up my formal resignation immediately and vacate the building," I stated, on my way out.
"STOP," he pleaded. "OK, you can have Warren."
I reentered and closed the door, retook my seat and finished the last dregs of whiskey in the glass.
"You'll have to notify him personally," I said. "You've no doubt offended him with some barbaric behavior. He's a sensitive man, an artist, easily driven into bouts of horrible depression. I suspect he is right now a sobbing mass of spineless jelly, curled into a fetal position and crying for his lost mother. Only a call directly from you will return him to some semblance of a man."
We stared at each other again, his face settling into a mask of savage menace. I held his eyes. There comes a time when one must harden his musculature to the consistency of stone and force the minions of misguided authority back into whatever dark cave they crawled from.
He pressed the intercom button and told his secretary to get Warren on the phone. We shared another uncomfortable moment and I knew had to salvage some measure of a working relationship between us. I noted the picture of his family, a standard mug shot of a secretly-abused wife and towheaded children, on a credenza behind his desk.
"So, how are the wife and children?" I asked.
His face grew meaner, his lower lip trembled and the pinky finger on his left hand began to twitch. I remembered reading somewhere that rabies shots no longer required the repeated jabbing in the stomach by a foot-long needle. I hoped it was true; my editor looked feral—like a wild dog too long subsisting on roots and insects. I expected him to launch his bulk at me, teeth snapping like a rabid weasel, any moment.
I knew he was close to a complete meltdown into a mad frenzy of violence.
"How's the golf game?" I asked.
His body tensed; apparently I'd finally pushed him too far. I made ready to make a headlong dash through the window. I would pick up the chair, hold it before me, crash through the glass pane, discard the chair, and run swiftly out the building.
Fortunately, we were both saved from a nasty scene of inhumanity by his secretary's interruption.
"Ed, I have Warren on line three."
"Put him on speaker," I said. "He may be suicidal."
The sound of something crashing to the floor came through the speaker. Horrible music in a foreign language was in the background. A woman's high-pitched screams of pain or ecstasy, accompanied by the grunts and gasps of some wild anima, threatened to rupture the cheap diaphragm of the phone's speaker.
"Warren?" Ed asked.
The grunts reached a staccato rhythm, increased in speed and volume, and then segued into an otherworldly groan.
"Who the hell is this?" Warren gasped over the phone.
"It's Ed, from the magazine. I have an assignment for you and Gabriel."
"Gabriel!" Warren hissed. "Is that rat bastard there? Where the hell is my car? All I can find is a seatbelt. I will wrap it around your neck and choke you until your head pops."
"Tell him to meet me at the Rock," I said as I got up and hurried out the door without a look back.
Warren was a monstrous example of some serpentine crook in the evolutionary pathway. A huge, lumbering creature possessed with the energy of a particle accelerator and the willingness and capacity to swallow inhuman quantities of everything. A living monument to the pursuit of excess, drugs, liquor and cynicism were the triumvirate that orbited his personal universe.
Or maybe he wasn't really alive. Maybe some hideous concoction of drugs, both natural and fabricated, had coalesced into a supernatural catalyst which kept him upright and ambulatory. The prototype for Savini's 'Living Dead' celluloid nightmares. He did not seek to eat the flesh of his own species, but rather sought to banish them from his plane of consciousness.
He must have lost his car in some twisted fiasco that could have included anything from a rigged poker game to parking somewhere and forgotten after he hailed a cab to pour him out onto the weeds in front of his home. Whatever it was, he'd somehow connected me with it. The confrontation promised to be nasty.
We had no time for this nonsense. We had two weeks to mount an expedition into the heart of the world's religions – a crusade in search of the Unholy Grail.
CHAPTER 3
Deliver Me from Evil
**********
My path through the main offices was met with silent stares. Stares comprised of a twisted grimacing mixture of fear and admiration. The co–workers, my distrusted associates, had no doubt written me off as another arrogant casualty of the penurious accounting department.
While I was being browbeaten by the editor, the staff had their own vicious scene playing. They were sizing each other up for the coming conflict. Who would assume my position as degenerate-at-large? Who had the seniority, the balls, the raw stamina to take over the desk I never used? None of them I say. They were cattle, sheep, swine, timid moths circling the dimmed light of journalism, and hoping to rise to a pinnacle of achievement whereby they can bask in the presence of some halfwit celebrity and quiz them on the color, style, and texture of their underwear.
I had emerged from the lair of the white worm with my extremities still firmly anchored to my torso. I'd faced the beast and lived to tell the tale. So, they again feared me in greater measure than their disappointment over my survival. They knew, they all knew, deep down in the center of their consciousness, the place where lies and prevarication dissipate and scatter like cocaine crystals in a strong wind—they knew they could not shoulder this load.
Now I remembered why I spent so little time in these oppressive offices. These people despised me. If not for the fear, they would abandon all vestiges of civility and tear me to shreds like a pack of wild dingos. I had to escape.
Plans would need to be outlined, supplies gathered, suitable transportation secured. Warren and I would have to keep a low profile, and we'd require legal assistance at some point. It was a bad time for Carly to abandon me with us right on the cusp of a dangerous assignment.
Daisy, the receptionist, the only person in this organization I trusted and admired, was waving frantically to get my attention. A tall, thin, pimple-infested youth wearing a shirt and hat with the letters SICM stitched into it stood next to her. He looked innocent, but Daisy was my friend and a poor judge of character. I approached carefully as he could well be a paid assassin on his first mission – a solo gig to prove his worthiness to execute obscure feature writers.
As I approached I noted a familiar box sitting on Daisy's desk. It was my liquor, and more importantly, my razor.
"Gabriel," Daisy called out to me. "This young man is from Speedy Inter-City Messengers and he has a box for you."
I looked closely at the box, lifted it and gave a little shake. I didn't hear any bottles.
The teenager spoke. "Sir, you need to sign this."
I ignored him and tore away the cheap tape used to seal it fully expecting an explosion. There was a note which I grabbed and stuffed in the inner pocket of my suit jacket. The bottles were all there, separated by several sheets of paper Carly had stuffed in to prevent breakage. I removed the electric razor, jammed it into my outside pocket, and then removed the bottle of tequila and took a long pull.
"Daisy," I said, stuffing the bottle back in the box. "I need to store this here. I'll pick it up later."
I turned and dashed into the employee toilet room, removed the razor from my side pocket, pressed a button and plucked a small vial from inside its modified body. The teenager strolled in behind me, waving some ominous electric device. A cattle prod? An evil marking machine to stamp a permanent bar code on my neck?
"I need you to sign this, sir," the assassin said.
I dug a wad of crumpled bills out of my pants pocket. Singles and hundreds cascaded in crushed knots to the sink's counter and to the germ-infested tile floor.
I spied a crumpled five-dollar bill in the mass and passed it to him.
"Now go, be off with you," I told the youth. "I have a serious toe fungus and must take my medication."
The bastard wouldn't leave. He was staring at the bill while a look of confusion caused his pimples to redden and pulsate.
"Please, just sign this," he said.
"Have Daisy sign it," I replied. "She has full and unlimited power-of-attorney to act on my behalf."
"It has to be you," he insisted while waving the thing at me.
If Warren were here, he would grasp the thing in one massive paw and crush it like a raw egg. Sparks flying everywhere. The great clot of hair on his neck would stand up and dance like a discarded grass skirt caught on a rock in a gently flowing stream. But, I lacked his brute strength. I would have to improvise.
"Just set it on the counter," I ordered, taking two steps back.
He did, and I whipped a cheap magic marker from my inside pocket and made two quick slashes on a small green screen on the face of the evil contraption.
"NO..." the interloper screamed.
"Too late," I said, interrupting whatever protests he was about to mount. "It's signed, now go away. Leave."
I didn't like his looks from the beginning. I liked them even less now as he grabbed his little box and left. Never follow a man into the toilet room. The toilet room is a sacred chapel of isolation. A sanctuary where one can feel safe from the evil being perpetrated outside its walls.
I pulled the note from my pocket.
Gabriel,
Please try to stay out of trouble. As sick as it is, I miss you already. Meet me for lunch at Los Cubano's. 1:30 Send me one of those demented emails I love.
Carly
This was a positive development. I would need her council in the coming grim days. I must try to act with some measure of responsibility. Left to our own devices, Warren and I would create a horrid indictment of organized religion. A blasphemy so foul we would be burned at the stake like those poor girls in Salem who refused to fellate the puritan council members.
CHAPTER 4
Rage Against the Machine
**********
The mouse hooked to this foul machine has developed artificial intelligence. It only does what it wants. It's not mechanical—fouled with lint and debris. It is one of the optical ones. By everything that's holy or subject to the prevailing physical laws of the universe, the bastard should obey. But it won't. It's become self-aware and has chosen this moment for a confrontation.
I'm sitting at my desk, still in this miserable office, trying to compose a simple email to my attorney and lost lover. The box of liquor is seriously depleted now. The empty bottles lying in the waste can—a testament to the perfidious evil of these machines; these so-called computers. I will need more medication. My afflicted toenail throbs with a needling pain.
I would use an old typewriter and stand out like a giant Palmetto bug mired in the meringue of a freshly baked key lime pie, but I can't afford any further scrutiny. Some goon will realize every word I compose has had its roots fertilized by a deadly combination of drugs and liquor. My presumed normalcy and fitness for free-range among the good people will be seriously threatened.
I'll be locked up, straight-jacketed, unable to masturbate, my injured rotator cuff calcified into place by an evil canvas conglomerations rife with straps, hooks, and Velcro.
A simple email is all I wish for. A short missive to clarify my feelings to one who is important. One who frees me from possible imprisonment. Yesterday, these foul machines were the size of a portable toilet at a Pink Floyd concert and required an army of emaciated math wizards to operate. Today, ninety-year-old women are carrying laptops to DAR meetings and losing their life savings playing the over-the-counter Stock Market. Day traders without a surfeit of days left to trade.
From: Gabriel
To: Carly
Subject: Ode to a lost companion
Date: Mon, 23 April 2007 10:38:05 -0500
And lo, he looked upon her form clad only in flesh-toned pantyhose, and saw that it was good...
My dearest attorney, it seemed you wished to communicate something to me this morning. Whatever message you attempted to impart was lost to both its shrillness in tone and decibel and my generalized incapacity to interact during the early mornings. I wake in a hazy fog, not conducive to important discussion. As the day wears on, this condition rapidly deteriorates until the evening when I am usually in a near catatonic stupor. That is the best time to engage me in deep conversation as I will agree to nearly anything.
Your days are divided unequally between billable hours and non-billable hours (hereinafter referred to as 'sleep'). During rare cogent moments I consider making an appointment and paying you the five-hundred-dollar-an-hour fee to have a talk. A talk about our future and maybe briefly touch upon whatever legal entanglement I am facing at that time. Invariably, this feeling is poleaxed by some imminent tragedy unfolding around me; a tragedy requiring my skills as a keen observer of the human condition.
Do I miss you? No. I just saw you this morning. Will I miss you later? Yes, your absence will facilitate my downward spiral into a state of abysmal melancholy. A state of mind so debilitating it will require strong drink and the resulting lack of focus to bear the pain.
Now to the touchy subject of love. The word itself is the most overused and casually bandied cure-all utterance used in the English language. A single declaratory statement of 'love' can seemingly repair all manner of interpersonal potholes. I know better and therefore I eschew the use of that foul word. At any time, there are two people with whom I will allow an invasion into my personal space, you are one of them. I have no peers. No associates. No crew of fawning backslappers. Only you and that misbegotten mammoth Warren.
Rather than cast about, hoping to lure me into saying that fiendish 'L' word, take heart in my more important statements concerning our relationship. You are quite damn pleasant to look at. You are fully capable of skewering me in verbal battle, a talent I highly prize, and the equivalent of smelling fresh flowers n April. Your facility with the less proper uses of the language delights and stimulates me in ways I have found nowhere else. I would choose you over any number of comely wenches featured on fishnetstockings.com. Neither of us wishes to multiply. Both of us look upon the world's affairs with scorn and derision. Any vestiges of sentiment towards the creatures we share this earth with are kept completely enshrouded beneath several layers of Teflon-coated sarcasm. These are the ways I communicate my feelings about you, to you. We are fated to be together until such time as the Goose steppers succeed in leading me away in chains to some dungeon never to be seen again.
If this baring of the inner workings of my under-developed affection muscle is insufficient, then we must part company. I can only give that which I possess. If, you choose to rip asunder this grim fairytale of a romance and we can no longer be lovers or friends, I will still be needing an attorney—a stalwart advocate of my position as a lone mortal facing the depredations of the state's cronies.
This is the heart of the matter. As the first line of this missive subtly illustrates, Warren and I have been cast adrift by that miserable troglodyte of an editor. We are to compose a feature on the state of today's religions - an area fraught with illogic, fanaticism and a willingness by its participants to save others even if it requires killing them. I foresee a mad chase across this land, one step ahead of fervently frothing representatives of the various religious sects and their self-styled enforcers. We will need representation and if the worst comes to pass; someone capable of composing a suitable eulogy.
Will discuss this further at lunch, per your instructions. Hope you are still well and in fine spirits.
RES IPSA LOQUITUR,
Gabriel
**********
There. Finally managed to navigate that evil little arrow over to the 'SEND' box and click. These contrivances are spiteful. I may never know where this message winds up. Some leering, slobbering government hacker is probably analyzing its contents right now. The little bastard was happily riding a skateboard yesterday, and after one fouled attempt to hack into a government-cheese database is now forever entombed in some underground data-gathering facility and intercepting the emails of subversives while being fed pure liquid sugar via intravenous tube.
I crush the clear mouse in my hand until it cracks and falls to pieces on the desk. I may not possess the mutant strength of Warren and other no-neck members of our species, but I have enough to combat these plastic devices. I did not enjoy its final squeak of protest. It was a subversive, like me, our fates a mirror image. To obey is the only acceptable pathway to prolonged existence. To disobey is an immediate non-refundable ticket to extinction.
I rise to leave this brick abomination. Make my way slowly, casually, out the door. I will hasten by foot to Los Cubanos, take a seat facing the entrance, and make a list of items we will need.
By now Warren is at the Rock. A dingy, precarious establishment full of lost souls out-of-synch with today's world. I will give him plenty of time to imbibe a massive amount of spirits. It will make him more pliable, less violent. I foresee some difficult explanations regarding my total lack of knowledge as to the fate of his vehicle. If he's only one-tenth sober, he will beat me senseless and drag me into a patch of insect-infested jungle for interrogation. A horrible waste of time we don't have.
CHAPTER 5
Mark My Words
**********
1. A giant dildo. At least four-feet long. A two-headed beast. Preferably bright green, like some alien reproductive member. Made of the slimy rubber that jiggles for a full minute after the slightest disturbance of its resting position.
2. Authentic Monk robes. Large, voluminous and scratchy burlap robes. Plus lengths of frayed rope to be wrapped twice around their circumference as belts. Warren would thrive in this disguise.
3. A large, ugly Buick. At least three and possibly six or seven years old. Mechanically sound.
4. Clerical collars. A must have!
5. Three lifelike manaquins... manikin...look up correct spelling of man-a-kin
6. Grey wigs, polyester suits, straw hats with flowers.
7. Old folks masks. Imperative!
8. Various medication.
9. Spiked loin protectors.
10. Fresh fruit and several boxes of chocolate covered cherries.
After making a list of necessary supplies, I began the arduous task of tracking down these hard-to-locate items. I was sitting in Los Cubanos drinking a steady stream of insanely sweet Cuban coffee in those little thimbles they call a cup, a demitasse, or some such nonsense.
The combination of pure caffeine and sugar waged a battle of control with the other substances flowing in my veins, wreaking havoc and making it tough to focus on any single thing for longer than an eye blink.
I'd eaten two bowls of oatmeal which would create a mass in my stomach the equivalent of an absorbent bowling ball. This was standard operating procedure before embarking on a dangerous assignment. It would act as a sponge of sorts, soaking up and diluting whatever further substances I swallowed during the course of the day and evening.
My calls to various suppliers from the cell phone had been miserably unproductive. My inquiries as to the availability of the items on my list were met with open hostility. I called the Chamber of Commerce to ask where I might locate a large green dildo. They were not forthcoming with assistance.
I quickly decided to hire this work out to an old acquaintance whose facility with the logistics of locating and acquiring unusual oddities had historically proven more than competent. I would track him down after this lunch meeting.
Carly walked in at precisely 1:30, looking sartorially resplendent in her business attire. I reluctantly tore my eyes away from her legs, banished the image of pantyhose from my consciousness, and rose to give her a hug.
She accepted the hug with her usual puppy-like excitement. We broke the clench and she stared hard, unwaveringly into my eyes.
"You miserable, depraved sot," she said by way of verbal greeting. "I knew I should have tossed those bottles in the trash."
"You look absolutely stunning," I said, smiling a full-tooth display. "You become more beautiful every day. You are ageless and were this four-hundred years earlier in history, your form would bedazzle the prow of proud sailing vessels, an inspired golden icon to ward away the vicissitudes of a cruel and unforgiving sea."
"Degenerate," she uttered, without venom. Then quickly snagged my composition pad and scanned the notes I had painstakingly transcribed. Her face went through the full range of possible facial emotions as she read.
"Good Lord!" She exclaimed. "Don't even try to explain. You and Warren will be in jail before this is over. As your attorney, I advise you to seriously consider turning this assignment down."
"You know I make more money than you do," I said.
"What has that to do with your imminent arrest?" she spat.
"I believe it may be at the heart of our domestic difficulties," I stated. "Because, if it is, I can quit. Now. Today. You can support me. I will barricade myself in that concrete jungle you reside in and write my memoirs. I will compose a vicious diatribe of world affairs couched as clever metaphor within my experiences as a young delinquent. Only leaving my room for thrice-daily sex and grilled-cheese sandwiches. I have a large surplus of vivid-life-drama from which to draw upon."
"You make more than I do because you are a degenerate, pandering to a world full of degenerates with your language facility," she gave me her courtroom scowl. "The fact that you are able to earn anything at all from your writing is prima facie evidence of the impending collapse of civilization. Unfortunately, despite my first-year college realization that it is fundamentally immoral, illogical and if practiced properly, a web of fabrication, I chose law as a career. This has ruined any sense of propriety or innocence I might have possessed. And, since the end is near, I am curious how you will describe it during our last moments."
"You never answered my question," I said. "Does my enormous earnings rankle you?"
"Of course it rankles me, you lush!" she said, sipping her espresso. "I work my ass off. While you stagger from one bar to another, in a complete daze, accompanied by a sub-human photographer who is even worse than you are. You scrawl out a couple thousand words of dissociated vitriol and cash an obscene check to start the process over again."
"You see," I observed. "That is the problem. Jealousy. Just think what the world would be like if everyone won the lottery tomorrow. They each woke up millionaires. It would be wonderful. If people are happy, they will leave us the hell alone and is that not what we want?"
"Idiot, no one would work," she said.
"No one works today. It started back in the nineteen-seventies when road crews, building highways, could be observed standing motionless; their ass-cracks casually displayed above blue jeans bursting at the seams, standing around, biding their time until they could return to the recliner and nod their heads in affirmation of Archie Bunker's bigotry. Gas was cheap, and the American people spent a great deal of time on those highways. They saw the indolence. It bristled in their subconscious. Until today, where we have to beg, bribe, secure loans, sell our souls, for the simplest of services."
"There would be no food," she countered, warming to my tangent. She was argumentative by nature, and I suspected, secretly enjoyed our verbal sparring.
"Of course there would be food," I said. "A single farmer can maintain several thousands of acres using giant machinery that costs millions of dollars and drives the farmer into bankruptcy so the farm can be repossessed by bankers and turned into a subdivision. When the cruel bastards at the top of the food chain get hungry, they will wither and die. The youth will create robots, as Asimov and Heinlein predicted. These robots will eliminate the drudgery of doing things that are boring. Things like harvesting rutabagas and rhubarb."
"You are impossible," she stated. "Whoever is responsible for the wiring in your head should be destroyed. Just come home tonight. We can talk this over."
"I would love nothing better than to return to the safe harbor of your home and collapse into your aerobically firmed, loving arms, but I can't. We attend services this evening and then are off to West Virginia."
"West Virginia?"
"Yes, into the heart of fundamentalist, religious fervor to examine the Church of God With Signs Following, or, as more commonly known, the snake handlers."
"That is a very bad idea," Carly said.
"Luke, chapter 10, verse nineteen," I stated with absolute authority. "Behold, I give unto you the power to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over the power of the enemy: and nothing by any means shall hurt you."
"I cannot believe you are quoting scripture," Carly said to me, shaking her head in surrender.
"I am an ordained minister," I said, bulging with pride or probably gas. "I received my divine ordination this morning for fifty-five dollars on the internet. I am now a doctor of religiosity."
"Doctor of Colossal Stupidity. I cannot help you in West Virginia. I am not licensed to practice there. When you get into trouble you are screwed. And I said, when, not if."
"And these signs shall follow them that believe; In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues; They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them; they shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover. That was from Mark chapter something or another. I predict I shall acquire a dedicated colony of disciples. For I drink and swallow many dangerous things and they do not harm me. The locals may even erect a statue of me; proudly slouching forward, a giant green, two-headed dildo in one hand, and a bottle of Irish whiskey in the other. Saint Deranged, patron of the blessed fermentation."
CHAPTER 6
Infanity
**********
After lunch, I walked Carly back to her office. She was none too happy with my stubborn refusal to abandon this assignment. After a particularly lugubrious kiss, ripe with promise, redolent with lust, I accused her of attempted sabotage in the first degree. a blatant appeal to my lizard brain's blind pursuit of gratification. "A good try though," I told her, holding my crotch. "I was this close to abandoning everything."
She parted laughing and promised to locate reliable legal counsel in West Virginia.
In the wake of our reconciliation, after five long hours of the single, unattached life, overcome with euphoria and other chemical imbalances, I concluded it prudent to hail a cab for the long, four-mile trip to the Rock. There was a strong possibility I would make the return trip by ambulance.
I hadn't seen Warren for ten days, or a week, or maybe a couple days. I wasn't sure. Things tend to blur when I have unstructured time and no story to pursue. The behemoth could have finally disappeared completely around the bend without my steadying hand to steer him along a civilized course.
This car dilemma concerned me. The fact he was left with only a seat belt added a severe undertone of menace. The man hated seat belts. He could go on at length about the relationship of communism, socialism, totalitarianism and the forced use of seat belts. He continually threatened to track down the person responsible for constructing the mandatory seat belt law and wrapping a seat belt around their neck until their gourd-head turned purple. I've actually had to restrain him from pursuing this avenue by the clever use of incapacitating doses of proscribed chemicals.
If the giant bastard truly thought I had stolen his car and left him with only a seat belt, he would kill me—several times.
These were the thoughts floating through my consciousness as the decrepit structures of this frenzied city flashed past my eyes.
The cab driver, another olive-skinned refugee from Packyourshitandfleeistan, smiled like the happiest man on earth as he maniacally hurtled through town to our destination. I stared at the man's teeth in the rearview mirror. They were huge, impossibly white, and angled off in several directions—layered like a shark. As if his formative years had been spent gnawing dried tubers for sustenance. The Darwinian theory of survival kicked in and shaped his bite to assist his nutritional needs in a land of hard rock and relentless misery. He could eat crabs—shell and all. He would have been a handsome devil, suitable for playing the role of some swarthy hit man on a daytime soap opera, but the teeth would frighten elderly women in frayed housecoats.
We pulled in front of the Rock and stopped. The fare was eleven dollars and change. I jammed a twenty through the little slot and ordered him to keep it. I didn't want my digits anywhere near those teeth. My fingers may resemble some edible shoot or plant, native to his desolate homeland. Some branch or twig he dimly remembered chewing while an infant. I had difficulty enough composing my articles for that miserable rag of a magazine without losing a phalange or two.
I hurried away from the cab, ran around to the back, passing the foul, putrid dumpster. Full of beer bottles, half-eaten chicken wings and a billion organisms who work ceaselessly to hasten the process of organic decay. Entropy in life is not tolerated. You lie down, and the buzzards will tear you apart. The ants will clean your bones to an ivory white, and the sun will bake your skeleton into a pile of crime scene evidence. You have to keep moving.
I entered the rear door into the kitchen and paused to allow my eyes time to acclimate to the dim light. The kitchen of a food-serving establishment should be bright, well lit. This one wasn't. The various cooks did not wish to see the vermin crawling and skittering along the dark corners; stopping only to lap from a puddle of spilled beer or snag the errant bread crumb.
"What the hell!" Jimmy, the cook, screamed; startled by my appearance. "Go around to the front. Fucking nuisance."
"Is Warren in the bar?" I inquired.
"No, he left a while ago," Jimmy answered. "He said he'll be back."
"What kind of mood is he in?"
"He's fine, unless someone mentions you. Then he becomes violent."
"Explain."
"He's carrying around a seat belt buckle still attached to four-feet of strap and he swears he is going to beat you to a mass of jelly with it." Jimmy answered, chuckling.
"Has anyone seen Renfield?"
"He's in there waiting," Jimmy answered. "He's already working on your list. What the hell do you need a four-foot green dildo for?"
I shot a hand to my inside pocket where I kept my ever-present reporters notebook. I frantically flipped through pages only to find the page with the list had been purloined. Carly, I thought! She palmed the list and contacted Renfield, knowing his natural ability to secure things. She is a fine woman. I wonder how I ever managed to function before we met and fell in lust.
I strolled through the haphazard kitchen my feet sliding along the grease-spattered floor, past the big walk-in cooler and into the dark cave of the bar.
"Renfield!" I cried out, spying the man hunched over the peeling table in a ratty booth. Computer opened before him.
"Don't call me Renfield," he said. "I don't eat bugs. I don't rob graves. Though the person I occasionally work for is a bloodsucking vampire in many ways."
This pseudo-poetic warthog in wingtips was talking about me. His real name was Seward, Aldo Seward. I called him Renfield after the assistant in Bram Stoker's Dracula. The one from the insane asylum overseen by Dr. Seward. Renfield ate bugs, lizards, and secured all manner of things for the vampire.
My Renfield is a tall, impossibly-skinny man in his early fifties, wearing hideous black framed glasses, with lenses as thick as your thumb. A retired accountant, who dressed every day in a clean, white shirt and string tie, you could see the reflection of the gleam in your eye from his polished wingtips. The vast majority of his hair had gradually gotten too tired to face the day and stayed in bed, on his pillow.
"Look, here's some cash..."
"NO!" Renfield screamed. "No cash. Polonium."
Polonium, I thought to myself. What the hell is Polonium? I seem to remember something about it in the news. Since retiring, Renfield had become the world's foremost expert on conspiracy theory. I suspect, fully twenty per cent of all new conspiracies originated inside his highly organized, bald head. Amazingly, his theories made more sense than the official statements spewed forth by crooked, beady-eyed authority figures. Still, he appeared nearly qualified as clinically insane, but harmless. But, he may be right, and probably is; which makes me insane as well.
There was no recent event he did not have an elaborate conspiracy associated with. He could recite, by rote, whole chains of strange events in chronological order, to reinforce and lend credence to his theories. This polonium had to be his newest attempt to explain some tidbit of news he'd become suspicious of.
I've found it prudent to humor him. Otherwise, his attempts to enlist you as a believer magnify in both intensity and verbosity.
"Don't you read or listen to the news?" he asked, apparently noting some nescience in a facial expression I inadvertently formed.
"No," I answered. "I read an article announcing scientists have found that prolonged exposure to the news is bad for your digestion. So I have jumped off the news merry-go-round and am resting on the sidelines, enjoying a polish sausage with sauerkraut."
"Polonium 210, a radioactive substance when alloyed with Beryllium used as a neutron trigger for nuclear weapons. The Russians, Godless bastards they are, have successfully finished their testing and the foul substance will be mixed into the ink of our currency. A single, invisible speck of polonium 210 matter can kill a two-hundred pound man in days. One gram of polonium 210 could theoretically kill fifty-million people."
"And they're putting it in our money?" I asked.
"Yes," he stated, without hesitation. "By mixing a small amount in the special inks used to produce currency, they achieve maximum exposure. The hundred dollar bills and higher denominations are safe. The small bills, used by us peons—are infected. The constant touching of the bills gradually exposes the individual to lethal doses of radiation."
"Fiendish," I said, rubbing my jaw. "I'll need liquor and medication to analyze this new information. By the way, how are you coming along on that list of supplies we'll need for this latest assignment?"
"I'll have it all by late this evening," he said. "What story are you two working this time? You should do some preliminary background work on this polonium thing. Its implications are massive."
"We're taking a look at religion right now, but..."
"Dammit!" Renfield cried, rising from the booth. "You heathens are not fit to mention religion. Do you want the last handful of literate people in this hemisphere who do not already hate you to start hating you, including me?"
"Why would you hate me, Renfield? We're only taking a look at the state of religion in these infant years of the twenty-first century."
"Because, you bastards believe in nothing," Renfield said.
And right there, with those words, Renfield had struck a terrible blow to my casual disaffection. A condemnation of that magnitude, by a retired accountant no less, absolutely required contemplation and rebuttal.
Unfortunately, a giant hand grabbed the back of my neck. Another grasped the seat of my pants and I found myself hoisted into the air. My nose scant inches from the wildly-whirring ceiling fan. It whistled dangerously, the blast of air driving dust particles, and for all I knew, polonium, forcefully into my nasal passages. I could see the accumulated dust clogging the small ports along the side of the fan's engine. An elaborate network of spider webbing was attached to the stationary shaft and the ceiling. A fat and juicy fly was struggling to extricate himself from the sticky webbing. A large wolf spider peeked out from the broken plaster of the anchor hole of the fan shaft. All seventy-two of the spiders' eyes were intent on the flies' struggle, its hairs attuned to the vibration of the webbing, stomach juices bubbling in anticipation of a juicy buffet, fangs salivating freely. It's funny how well the eye can focus when it is about to be battered furiously by greasy, wooden blades.
CHAPTER 7
Unnatural Coupling
**********
Whooop. Whooop. Whooop.
From this vantage point, I could tell the fans' motion was not exactly concentric. There was the slightest wobble in its whirring, causing the rhythmic whooop.
The fly's struggles had slowed. He was a goner. A victim of natural selection, a cruel environment, and poor eyesight. I also would be a victim. If I struggled, thrashed, whined. A victim of unnatural selection of companions. I was nothing to the savage brute who held me aloft. A sixty-pound child throwing a tantrum in a department store when denied the new GI Joe Nuclear Silo toy. The giant could hold me up here indefinitely. Or jab my head into the blades.
It wouldn't kill me, but it would piss me off. Dull the fine chemical equilibrium I had struggled all day to achieve. Force me into some cataclysmic confrontation in which I would lose.
I am six-feet-four inches, and a lean, wiry two-hundred and ten pounds. All of which means absolutely nothing when faced with a freakish, genetic dead-end like Warren.
He claims to be three-hundred and fifty pounds; but I suspect his personal vanity has shaved several dozen packages of Jimmy Dean Pork Sausage bulk from that proclamation.
The human eye can estimate relative size on anything up to around two-hundred and fifty pounds. You look at a man who's tall, over six-feet and big, and you can accurately gauge them in that two-hundred-fifty-pound range. You look at a man, over six-feet, over three-hundred pounds, and there is no frame of reference.
That's just a huge fucker. Don't make eye contact.
He had long, thick, stiff, light brown hair that stayed in whatever position his head was in when he rose up for the day. If he slept on his left side, the hair was flattened on that side. Wild and directionless everywhere else. He had a large scar running from the top left of his forehead, diagonally intersecting with the edge of his eyebrow, then careening for another inch-and-a-half towards his temple.
He got the scar while wearing a Superman cape, leaping from the upper rail of a wooden porch deck, and driving his young head into the shiny chrome bumper of a 1968 Cadillac Eldorado, said Eldorado being the pride and joy of his stepfather, a diminutive coal miner, who after ascertaining no damage had been done to the car, carried young Warren to a local veterinarian. Doctors in that era and area of West Virginia, being few and far between, were reluctant to accept livestock as payment for services.
The disfigurement remained to this day a bright-pink, pronounced, ridge of gristle. Veterinarians tended to sew up mules and cattle. Large creatures who'd been attacked by mountain lions or wolves. They used a thick, black thread suitable for lashing logs together and making a raft. Medical science now knows that this absolutely, without fail, guarantees an ugly scar.
But, even without the scar, the wild hair, the freakish immensity of his person, the damnable maniacal eyes would drive all but the strongest away from his presence.
His eyes glowed with a fire of purpose, even when he was completely still, or consuming large quantities of something. He always looked as if he'd just emerged from a two-day-post-pubescent stint in a dark closet full of his black-sheep uncle's porno magazines after discovery he possessed a penis and a dominant hand. These eyes, coupled with a huge, unwavering smile, full of big, strong teeth, made it conceptually impossible to reliably predict his imminent behavior.
My cell phone began to ring and vibrate across the bar's wooden surface, until it hit my as-yet-untasted schooner of beer. Warren lowered me, and proceeded to the bar carrying me with one hand by the belt and pants. Like a sack of expensive cosmetics in a fancy shopping bag with hemp handles.
"Put me down, mongol swine," I ordered.
He barked, like an empty beer keg spitting out its last pressurized clot of foam.
"Hi, Warren." I heard Jimmy say. Then I heard the distinct sound of a plate hitting the bar's surface. "Here's Gabriel's steak."
That treacherous barkeep. The lint from the pockets of his trousers would blow down the street like a tumbleweed before I ever tipped him again. He knew better than to deliver that steak right now. Warren would swallow it whole, and regurgitate the bone to pick his teeth. I twisted, trying to dislodge his grip, while staring at the filthy floor.
"You bastard, release me now and I'll forget about this!" I screamed. "I need to answer my phone, and leave that steak alone. It's mine."
Jimmy's father raised corn-fed, free-range beef which Jimmy kept marinating in the cooler, then pressure boiled in the marinade, rubbed with fresh-ground garlic and broiled over an open flame with onions and green peppers. It was the finest steak I had ever driven my uncapped teeth into.
"Listen you third-world wart on the ass of the globe," I heard Warren snarl. "We don't want no God damn cable telephone, satellite porno, tin-can internet, or aluminum siding. I understand the dedication it took you to stop manufacturing children long enough to learn how to mangle the English language for a criminally-low wage; but I don't want what you are selling. This is America, and if you Hindu stick-figures had something we wanted, we'd damn sure come over, kill you, and take it away. Study our history. It's our standard operating procedure."
He went silent, for just a moment. Breathing heavily from the exertion of eating my damn steak. I could hear the sounds of meat being ground to a fine paste, though muted by the bulk and thickness of his large head.
"Oh, Carly," he said. "I'm sorry. I thought you were another one of those foreign phone peddlers. They've been harrying me for the past week. I've heard seventeen different versions of my name, and not a single correct one. I'm dangerously close to taking some type of retaliatory action against whomever is responsible.
"Yes, I have your scrawny paramour right here. You should dump the cretin, he's no good for you... no, I now know he had nothing to do with the car. I kept getting these offensive emails alleging my manhood was not sufficient, and offering to rectify that sad state for only forty-nine, ninety-nine. These emails continued to flow in, one after another, until I became angry. I paid a student hacker at Tampa University to track down the source of the emails. While there, I met a very nice girl, a student, barely surviving, with no car, limited income; so I gave her my car and asked her to take me to the airport so I could fly over to this town in Eastern Europe, go to the address where these emails originate from, and convince those snake-oil peddlers to change careers. That's why I had the seat-belt, for throttling purposes... no, I didn't want to bother you with this. It's bad enough you have to spend so much time defending this moron. Besides, I was out of my head. I think I ate some bad clams. I've noticed certain seafoods, when harvested during the wrong period, and handled improperly during preparation, have a hallucinogenic effect on me... Yes, that would be the safest route, but I love seafood... umm hmm... okay, he's right here."
Warren released me. I was ready for it, my hands and feet in the classic push-up position. I knew as soon as he'd eaten my steak, drank my beer, and slandered me over the phone, he'd drop me.
I sprang up, snagged the greasy phone from his hand, and placed it to my cheek. It was covered with savory steak juices and smelled almost good enough to chew on.
"You high-caloric oaf," I said to him. "Hello, counselor."
"Was he carrying you around like a sack of potatoes?" she asked, tittering as only a happy and lively lady can.
"Yes, and I'm glad it brings you such amusement. The bastard is going to overstep the bounds of sociable behavior someday. I think he's abusing snack foods. It may be time to plot an intervention. Press him up against a concrete wall with a six-thousand pound forklift. Then beat the hell out of him with heavy casings of Genoa salami. Tough love."
"You two were made for each other," Carly said, still laughing. "Just the image is almost enough for me to wish you were both gay. Oh my, what a stormy romance that would be."
I started choking. I couldn't help it. The words were like day old pizza bile rising up in the middle of a horribly vivid nightmare.
Warren slammed a massive paw into my back, which sent me stumbling four steps and into the side of a table.
"Man, you're lucky I ate that steak for you," Warren said. "You've obviously got something hung in your throat. The added bulk might have killed you."
"You miserable, pale-skinned twinkie-monger," I hissed. "Be thankful I don't tell you what she just said. And, if you touch me again, all bets are off. I'll blind you with lightning-fast, dual-thumbs to the eye-sockets. Then feed a twenty-dollar-bill into the jukebox, press play for an entire album side of Barry Manilow's Greatest Hits. Then dart in and out, delivering powerful jabs to your overworked kidneys. Relentless, while you stagger blind, deaf, roaring like a wounded bull in the arena." I danced from foot-to-foot, shadow boxing. "I'll keep nipping at you, like an amphetamine-loaded bantamweight fighting a punch-drunk heavyweight, until your knees give out and you collapse like an aged elephant who's finally arrived at the burial ground of its ancestors. Get me another beer, and don't touch it."
I returned the phone to my ear; she was laughing uncontrollably.
"And you, traitorous wench," I said into the phone, loud enough to pierce her cackling. "There are things that should never be thought of, let alone spoken aloud. Things even I would saw out my own tongue with a rusty roofing nail to avoid uttering. That was a galactical breech of good taste, and will require supreme effort and Victoria Secret expenditures on your part to banish the image from my head."
She was laughing still. Her braying no longer the cute, feminine titter that so pleases me. No, now it was full out, orgasmic laughter. The instant-abdominal workout that is rare, but you never forget. I waited patiently, while her snorts leveled off.
"Are you through?" I asked.
"Yes... spit...honk... are you..."
"Breathe, dammit!" I said into the mouthpiece. "Get hold of yourself. You're supposed to be a professional. People rely on your calm judgment and icy demeanor."
"Are...you coming over?" she finally spat out.
"No, we're officially on assignment, as of now. I will call constantly so you understand I miss you."
"What, you two are leaving now?"
"No, you gave me an idea. We're going to church."
"Oh, that should cause a freak lightning storm," she said. "How did I give you an idea?"
"Warren and I are going to church... to get married."
CHAPTER 8
A Total Eclipse of the Corneas
**********
I hung up, having grown tired of Carly's continued mirth. Her honking reminded me of the demented ducks who chose to swim in a foul retention pond near the Great Mall. Today, giant, soul and wallet-sucking malls are where all of civilization gathers. Like the primates in Kubrick's Space Odyssey staring reverently at the black obelisk. That ducks, unhindered by the alleged superior intellect of man, habitually choose its stagnant, slimy, detritus-riddled waters was further proof of some unidentified, supernatural attraction the foul places possessed.
Warren was quickly sucking down beer direct from the large pitcher. His giant hand two-fingering the handle as if it were a small coffee cup.
I had to somehow stop the sot before he reached critical mass. That point at which his thirst disappeared to be replaced by a Pavlovian response to the sound of the beer tap handle being depressed. Every moment that passed, every ounce that tumbled over his tongue, every grunt of self-absorbed satisfaction, every belch of hops-infested gas, brought him closer to total worthlessness. By the time church services started, he'd be a lumbering bladder of amber liquid. His stomach making sloshing noises with every forward lurch. As if two clumsy burglars were attempting to heist a large aquarium full of priceless Koi down a spiral staircase.
I decided to have another beer. Take another dose of medication. Hope some titanic event transpired. Something colorful enough to derail Warren's inevitable head-first dash to drunken irresponsibility. Most drunks were helpless under the influence of large, near-lethal quantities of alcohol. Not Warren; alcohol was just another source of calories to burn as energy in the pursuit of mischief and chaos.
It was a purer form of energy than that of the juices he sucked out of a steak, or a dozen donuts, or several large pizzas. This was energy untempered by restraint—loud, obnoxious, monkey-on-a-trampoline energy.
I scurried stealthily into the beer storage room. Laid out a ragged two-inch line and spackled the inside of my nostril. Snorting like a starving anteater who's sniffed-out the mother lode of piss-ant hills. Warren burst through the closed door, spied my post-suction sniffing and assumed the pose of a needy street urchin. His large features melted into a mask of poverty and sadness. Pitiable noises escaped his throat. The mewling of a puppy strayed too far from its mother.
"Back away, degenerate," I told him.
"Come on, pal. Lay me out a line."
"Go away," I said. "Quit drinking. We're going to church. It will not help our cause if you are staggering drunk but too full of powder to know it."
"If you share some of your medicine with me, it might take the edge off my accidental alcohol ingestion," Warren said. His eyes narrowed, as if to add: 'There are two ways we can do this, you can share voluntarily, or I can twist your head.'
"No," I stated with finality. "We have to somehow remain upright and reasonably cognizant until seven o'clock. Night service. The preacher or whatever you call him will not further enlighten us nor inch us closer to our goal if we reek of spilled liquor. We cannot learn anything from those who shrink away in fear of our very proximity."
"Fine, you selfish hack," Warren mumbled. He then removed a thick, glass bottle from his pocket. It was full of self-rising flour, or as I had taken to calling it—toe-fungus medication. In actuality, it was cocaine, and the rat bastard was carrying around a triple-eight-ball. Yet still trying to mooch off of me. I abandoned all hope for any progress on the story as he unscrewed the cap and wedged his nostril into the bottle. He then began to snort, like a horse with a fly on its nose.
"Let me try a knervel of that," I told Warren, who was now busy rolling his neck in circles. He handed me the bottle without stopping his neck-loosening, nostril-clearing, head gyrations.
"Some of us are not cheap-ass, greedy losers," Warren said. "We value our friends enough to share. We realize good fortune has a bitter aftertaste when experienced alone."
"Quiet," I barked, hoovering another small dose. "Your incessant gibbering will ruin the effect. This holier-than-thou attitude does not bode well for our maintaining the kind of long-term relationship we are committed to. Your behavior is anathema to marital bliss."
"What the hell are you talking about?" he asked.
I ignored him, handed over the bottle and headed back to the bar.
Not even four o'clock and the place was already full of drunks. Renfield was absent, picking up items to check off our list of necessary supplies. The evil twin circumstances of free time and cash reserves left us no alternative but to play loud, angry music on the jukebox, and drink heavily.
Warren finished his third pitcher of beer and suddenly looked over at me. I was standing with my head against the dart board, waiting for Jimmy to take his turn. We called it Polish Roulette. You had to throw the dart and hit the board but not your opponent's head. First one to miss the board twice or hit the head once, lost. Warren was not allowed to play, as his head was bigger than the board. A normal human being, when their head was against the dartboard, still left a couple inches of available space on either side.
"What the hell were you talking about, marital bliss?" Warren asked, just as a dart hit my ear.
"OUCH! Shit! You freakin' uncoordinated scofflaw. I win, give me my free beer." I turned to Warren. "We're going to ask the preacher, reverend, pastor, Pope or whoever's in charge, to marry us," I said.
"Oh, that's sick," he replied, swatting at some imaginary insect. "I like it. Unfortunately, whoever is in charge of polishing the Bible will refuse to marry us because it's illegal."
"It's not illegal," I said. "The church can marry whomever they wish. It's the state that will not recognize the marriage. We will be denied legal status as man and mongrel."
"Come here and give your alpha dog a big kiss," Warren said, pooching his lips in an obscene caricature of wanton lust.
"Back away! Take another drink, vile creature," I said this while rushing to put a table between us. The mad bastard would run me down just so he could slobber on my skull. Anything to make me uncomfortable, chip away at whatever unnatural high I had achieved. "You're right, they won't marry us. I forgot about the laws against bestiality. Some never-used ordinance outlawing the merging of man and bear."
"You want to see me bare?" Warren asked. "Not until our wedding night."
Renfield burst through the door and into the bar. He was smiling. Energetic. Proud. His demeanor that of a man who's successfully completed an important mission.
"Here's your robes," he said, handing a large, bulky hefty bag to me. "I got everything, the car, the mannequins, all of it."
"You are an awe-inspiring master of logistics and acquisition," I told him, tearing into the bag.
"Oh, and I got that thing you asked for, Warren," Renfield said, removing a small package from his laptop bag strung over one shoulder.
I stopped pulling the robe from the bag when I heard this. I stared angrily at the small package Renfield handed to Warren.
"That had better not be a creature," I said, in my maximum authority tone. "No damn spiders, snakes, scorpions, rodents, or strange vermin. I'll not tolerate it."
"It's nothing," Warren said.
"Don't test me. I mean it. If I see anything crawling around, I'll flick it at your head, and then shoot it."
"You don't have a gun," Warren said. "You're a peace-loving dope addict."
"I have one. A big fucking gun. An AK-45 millimeter flamethrower. With a laser, and a damn ball-peen hammer mounted on the end of the stock. Don't mess with me. I'll shoot you, set your ball-sack on fire and break your knees with the hammer. I can't focus around your choice of pets. One bad assignment and we're both out of a job. No one remembers the good works we do, only the sub-standard performance is highlighted in the small minds of our many detractors."
"You guys want to go to my church?" Renfield interrupted.
"Are you mad?" I asked him. "We can't go to your church. You'll be excombobulated. Cast out of the religious community. Left adrift, with no divine being to turn to for solace in dark times. Forced into some rabid goat-worshipping cult. Stripped of your pension, and sent out to gather donations on foot in rural communities. You said so yourself; we are heathens and respect nothing. Which, by the way, still hurts me to the core. When I have a spare moment, you and I will discuss this accusation."
"I talked with my priest. He's heard of you, read your work, and knows you need spiritual guidance," Renfield said. "He said you are welcome to attend mass this evening."
"We're drunk," I said. "Undeniably and unashamedly intoxicated. Therefore, you can drive us, Renfield."
We spent the next half-hour dressing and arranging the mannequins to resemble extremely aged retired folk. These were arranged temporarily in the back seat of the four-door, full-size Buick sedan. Nothing repels the powdered sugar-encrusted corneas of your average law enforcement officer better than a Buick sedan full of elderly people. One glance at the mass of perfectly coiffed grey hair and the police look elsewhere. Search for something younger, faster, darker-of-skin—harder to hit with a fusillade of bullets. Old people are far too easy prey for today's highly-trained police force. Today's officer needs more agile stimulation. Something to challenge the thousands of dollars worth of hi-tech equipment purchased from Guns & Ammo magazine advertisements. It's difficult to maintain a gun-powder erection when your first shot takes out the duffer making his way with the aid of a walker.
We got the polyester suits, the flowered dresses, bonnets, and grey wigs arranged on the mannequins. Double-checked our inventory, which we left in the roomy trunk and still had time to drink several more gallons of beer.
We both changed into the huge, scratchy brown robes of a monk, tied them with a length of rope and each hung a large metal crucifix about our neck. The voluminous robes dragged the floor. I exited the toilet room and immediately began laughing at Warren.
"You look like a mutant penguin with some weird strain of brown jaundice," I said.
"These are quite comfortable," Warren replied, ignoring my efforts to annoy him. "I should wear this all the time. It allows my body to breathe."
He raised the back of the robe and mooned me with his sky-eclipsing, hairy ass.
"You disgusting phlegm-ball," I cried. I should have known he would do something this base and disturbing. Now I had the image and like some drooling teenager making his first visit to a nudie bar, I could not tear my eyes from the indecent spectacle.
It was horrible.
Men are altogether unattractive creatures when viewed naked. We have none of the soft curves, the smooth skin, and appealing symmetry of the female. Warren's ass was itself an abomination beyond mere words ability to describe. I suspect that repulsive image will haunt me for the remainder of my days. If I somehow manage to survive into antiquity, and the cataracts have formed over my eyes, thicker than frosted, bulletproof plexiglass, this image will continue to tweak my gag reflex, ruin my optimism, and defeat any dangerous medication I have convinced the nursing home staff I required for comfort as I hurtled toward the final gasp.
"You wretched swine," I said. "You should have that looked at by professionals—from the Environmental Protection Agency. You were supposed to leave your clothes on. Putting the robe over them. I don't think I've ever gazed or imagined anything more disgusting. When we get to the church, you should immediately drop several coins in the urinal and prey to Saint Drogo."
"Saint Drogo?" Warren said, smoothing his robe back down.
"Yes, he is the Patron Saint of the Abysmally Ugly."
CHAPTER 9
The Chapel of My Eye
**********
"I want to confess my sins," Warren said.
We were in the Buick, Renfield at the wheel, driving slowly and carefully to his preferred house of worship.
"What church do you go to?" I asked. "The Ebeneezer Hogwart Catholic Temple of the Blessed Collection Plate? The Jumpin' Jehosaphat Witnesses?"
"We are going to the Apostolic Catholic church, and they take confession, but this is not confession day," Renfield answered. "You'll have to come back on Friday if you want to confess."
"Come back on Friday," I said. "Shit, if he starts confessing now, he won't be done by Friday. The priests will have to work in shifts. Relieving each other after reaching an intolerable level of unholy disgust. He's a walking compendium of hellish behavior. Just listening to the litany of mortal sins he's committed, or is considering committing, would cauliflower the earlobes of a normal man. A priest will collapse stone-dead."
"Shut up, Pencilman! How long does this thing last? I've never been to church."
"Of course you've never been to church, heathen," I answered, swiveling around to glare. His maniacal eyes glowed and sparkled, reflecting the headlights of passing cars. "You look psychotic. Calm yourself before we get there, we're on the job. We have to set an example of professionalism."
Renfield was beginning to sweat. It was eighty-one degrees outside, but the car's air conditioner had lowered the temperature to freezing. Yet, his forehead was speckled with moisture. His eyes were restless, darting from side to side, and his movements were jerky. He was questioning his involvement and no doubt regretting the decision to bring us, the enemy, into his church. I had a momentary pang of concern for the man. Maybe I should offer him a way out of his impulsive gesture. I thought for a moment, seeking an appropriate angle.
"Renfield," I said. "You look pale. Perhaps you need a drink. Is there a bar somewhere near this temple?"
"No bars! I'm driving." Renfield said, calmer than he looked. "We're going to church, and I know you are drunk, and maybe even high on some sort of drug. You are wearing monk's robes, and the whole thing is a joke to you, but maybe you'll learn something. Maybe you won't write negative things about people who believe in a higher power."
"I believe in a higher power," Warren bellowed. "The power of being high. Right now, I am nearly as powerful as I can get. I am a God."
Renfield pulled into a massive parking lot, parked the car, and exited, trying gamely to ignore the snorting noises coming from his back seat as Warren recoated his nostril lining.
We gathered near the trunk of the car to stare at the huge, expensive building. It was a sprawling affair with angled concrete pillars, varying sloped areas along the roof and many architectural wonders that must have added considerably to the cost of construction.
"What the hell!" Warren exclaimed. "I pass this place all the time. I thought it was an Indian Bingo Parlor. This is a church? We're in the wrong business, Gabriel. You could stand up and read your swill. I could pass around the collection bong and we could have our own Taj Mahal."
"Yes! A combination church/bar. The Blessed Sanctuary of the Unrepentant. This building must have cost millions."
"I'm sure it did," Renfield said. "All built with freely-given donations."
"Bullshit!" I said. "Freely-given my ass. Every nickel is coated with the weeping patina of the hopeless gambler who knows he is a fuckup and will likely lose his children's milk money, but proceeds anyway—dreaming of that big score. The collection plate is the pot where life's' gamblers are betting on the long-shot, anteing up, hoping for their own big score in the afterlife. The preacher is the dealer, the bouncer, and the barker. He takes his cut right off the top and keeps the game lively by threatening the players with eternal damnation in the fires of purgatory."
"It's tithing, mentioned in the Bible. You give ten percent of your earnings to the church."
"Ten per cent!" Warren cried. "Hell, I see how they can afford this place. I'd have to give up the equivalent of a new Korean-piece-of-shit car and Gabe would have to buy the preacher a new Mercedes... And, why the hell do you make so much more than I, Gabriel? A God damn scribbler is not worth..."
"You're paid more than you're worth," I told the brute. "Get your camera. Let's go inside. And act civilized. If we get tossed by the Sergeant-at-arms or whatever military presence these churches employ, we may get blacklisted at all of them. They probably have some network in place, massive computer databases bursting with files on everyone. They know whether you are engaged in sinful dancing or just having sex standing up. If they share their info on heathens and pagan infidels, we're screwed. I'll have to fabricate half truths to finish the assignment, and you know that is completely at odds with my journalistic creed."
Warren spat. I was feeling wobbly. I might have ingested a bit too much of the psychedelic mushroom oil. My eyes didn't know whether to pin, dilate or cinch shut.
We approached the huge, impressive double doors and fell in line behind a clump of well-dressed humans. They stared, wide-eyed, frightened, ill-at-ease at the spectacle of Warren in the burlap monks' robe. I didn't blame them. I felt the same way. About both Warren's appearance, and the church's.
Entering the main room, I noted the ceilings were thirty-feet high. Every sound carried loudly throughout the assembly hall. I thought I heard the gentle rustle of pantyhose being pulled back into a comfortable position coming from somewhere in the front. The rows and rows of highly-polished wood seating looked like speed bumps. Hurdles aligned in opposition against the righteous trying to ascend to Heaven. The stained glass windows were ostentatious. In fact, the whole place seemed a conspicuous flaunting of wealth and poor taste.
A clean, well-groomed man approached. He was wearing the collar, the white strip of purity that identified him as the mortal guide to a better reward. Renfield surged forward to shake his hand; or intercept him before he reached us. Maybe he was pre-ordering his forgiveness.
I huffed a few deep breaths, both to gain focus and clear my passages.
Warren took off sideways down the aisle, waving his arms before him in a crude attempt at making the sign of the cross. I'd seen this before, a pre-emptive gesture to set the normal people at ease. To convince them he was not in fact, a dangerously large dope fiend. He continued around the outside perimeter of the room, pausing to stare at the stained glass images.
"Gabriel, this is Father O'Ryan," Renfield said, introducing the ringleader.
"Hosannah, Hayzanna," I said, taking his proffered hand. "Raise your hands if you're sure."
I was spouting gibberish, just to throw him off his game. He stared at me, smiling, benevolent, full of good cheer. I knew it was an act. At any moment I expected him to lash that well-manicured hand out, grasp my skull, and perform some heinous attempt at exorcism. Suck the demons from me and ruin my career. One touch, one mumbled arcane ritualistic flurry of Latin, and I would be pure, but talentless. Contentedly writing about the joys of multi-grain muffins, jogging, and the Home Improvement network.
"Welcome, Gabriel," he said. "Renfield has told us much about you and Mr. Warren."
'Us', I thought. Who is us? This was a bad scene. Bad karma. I should never have come here. I stepped back, putting another three feet between me and this shaman.
"Weebles wobble, but they don't fall down," I said to him. The aberrant mixture of drugs was taking full effect. The beer which had provided a tempering, balancing out of the swirling thoughts and visions, was gone. Distributed throughout my body and diluted. I had questions for this Priest, but all I could mutter was gibberish. Lines from old commercials. I felt a severe case of the 'Fear' threatening my frontal lobe. I was getting ready to dart from this oppressive building. Run from these smiling, Godly people. I started to turn; something grabbed me from behind.
"This man needs a restroom. He has a delicate medical condition."
It was Warren. He'd circuited the perimeter of the building and came up behind me.
"Yes," I managed. "Please don't squeeze the Charmin."
"Oh, my, yes... the bathrooms are right over there," the man wearing the collar said. He said other things, but I lost them as Warren led me away. A firm hand on my arm, and one clutching my neck.
"There's something wrong with you. Something more than beer and cocaine," Warren hissed into my ear, still walking me like a puppet towards a sterile, tan corridor. "You've got the 'Fear'. Just hold on."
"Yes, hold on," I said. "Keep a stiff upper lip, chin up, eyes on the prize..."
We got into the bathroom, and Warren removed a bottle of rum from underneath his voluminous robe, I took a long pull. He was snarling at me.
"You've been in the damn mushroom juice again," he said. "Where is it?"
He patted me down, found my vial and poured the contents down his throat.
"I drank that for your own good," he told me.
I didn't care, I just wanted to sit. I wanted to sit on the beach, listen to the waves, and stare at the clouds as they passed overhead.
"Snort some of this and get your shit together. If you fall over, I'm leaving you here. Who knows what will happen to you in a place like this."
I stared at the pile on the counter. Bent, snorted, poked a moistened finger into the small grains remaining and rubbed my gums. The effect was instant. Newfound energy, mental focus, recognizable speech!
"Give me more," I ordered.
"No, that's enough. Pace yourself. You have to listen to a sermon, take notes, make lucid observations. I have photos to snap, images to ponder. I can't babysit. Straighten up, do your job, or I'll thump you."
The violent barbarian didn't scare me now. I was beyond that. We walked back into the main room and made our way purposely to the very back. I ignored the throng of weird-looking people staring at the two of us. Warren was smiling, so I smiled as well. Or maybe I drooled. It did not matter. My mind was alive, my vision clear. I was ready to be preached at, exhorted, verbally vilified by a stranger.
We sat down on the hard, wooden benches. The preacher started in, talking about attending church or something...
"And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one place and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read..."
Whatever he was gibbering about, I missed it, having suddenly lost the ability to breathe.
Warren was looking at me, and his eyes glowed. Glowed like a demon! Some monster from hell, both eyes, bright, red points of light, surrounded by bloodshot off-white frames. I caught a lungful of air and started to scream, but the creature's large hand locked over my mouth.
CHAPTER 10
Cross Purposes—One Joke Over the Line
**********
"Shhh! It's only a fiber-optic contact lens," Warren whispered, still covering my mouth with a huge paw. "You should see yourself, what a wimp."
I didn't care. My heart was revving for liftoff. Every valve wide open—full-suction-capillary-overdrive. If I popped the clutch now, the fucker would burst through my ribcage and land on the woman's hat four rows in front of us. My spine was pudding, and I was ready to slide down the bench and drip to the floor. His demonic eyes had drawn the juices from my will to go on. It's a simple maxim; you don't do strange shit to a person in the throes of a mushroom trip. It's dangerous, wrong, debilitating.
He leaned over, his scarred face inches from mine, and in spite of my desire to give up, close my eyes, call it a life, I studied the reddish discs covering his pupils. There was a thin, flesh-toned wire trailing down from the corner of his eye. He did something, and the eyes lit up again. He had some tiny control box in his hand. Something, I assumed, with batteries and a button to activate the evil effect.
He was cackling and turning the red demon-eyes on and off.
"Pretty cool, huh!" Warren said. "I had you scared straight."
"Stop it! I was only humoring you. I knew all along it was some fiendish contraption from Radio Shack. I didn't want you brooding and pouting, but I changed my mind. Give me the bottle."
He handed me the rum bottle. It was not the bottle I was talking about, but the idea of slurping a full measure of rum, while in church, sitting next to someone as close to actual Hellspawn as I could imagine, staring at a priest, who was busy reminding me of my worthless abuse of free-will... well, that strongly appealed to my sense of nonconformity. I turned the bottle up, swilled a generous portion, making no attempt at subtlety.
Warren was aiming his demon-eyes at Father McGillicuddy, or whatever his name was. I'd forgotten. He was just another slacker with a talent for slinging the bullshit. Had he been made to read an automotive Blue Book Pricing Guide at an early age, he'd be selling used cars instead of selling used salvation. A snake-oil salesman, projecting his personal demons onto the gullible. Whatever I or the others in this room were doing when not in church—it was wrong, and he had the formula to make us right, righteous, holy.
Except for Warren, who faced the pulpit with his eyes glowing. From the way McGillicuddy stopped in mid-word and stared at him, it was obvious he thought this was a soul beyond his reach. A soul so evil, its eyes glowed red—red like every cheap creature on every low-budget horror film ever made. Warren turned the eyes off. I laughed. Suddenly, I was calm and in control of the hellish brew bubbling in my system.
McGillicuddy had the 'Fear' now, and from the look on his face at the lectern, he had it bad. So bad, he'd taken mine away. Maybe he needed my measure of fear to supplement his own. No matter, the how was not important, the 'big picture' was high priority.
McGillicuddy resumed his harangue from the pulpit. I mumbled my intentions to Warren, dashed out the door, and across the smooth blacktop to the Buick. I dug around in the trunk. Took a small snort for balance and strapped on the prototype for my business proposition with the elders of this operation. I stared up at the sky, expecting to see a malevolent, dark cloud forming above me. A swirling mass of divine retribution. Thunder, a Tesla Coil of cleansing currents building up to send a great bolt from the heavens and reduce me to a cinder. But, no, the sky was clear. The air warm and moist with swamp-noxious humidity. Apparently, I had not pushed the Creator far enough. There was still time.
Reentering the church, I stopped in the doorway. McGillicuddy had abandoned his lectern and was standing beside Warren in the very back. A different preacher had taken his place and was solemnly exhorting the rapt assembly. I studied Father McGillicuddy's face for signs of extreme anger and impending violence. He appeared steady, if not amused. But, you never know what type of weaponry God's spokesmen have concealed on their persons. All religions and orthodoxies have a bloody history of massive death and destruction. Never turn your back on a religious person. They likely have a razor-sharp cross, or nunchuck rosary beads, or a derringer under their vestments or yarmulke.
Like the Muslims, for example, all those gang-members have a gun, right out in the open, ready to fire. You always know exactly where you stand with the Muslims—right in the spot where the hearse will pick you up after you are shot. They are professionals at carnage. Have been since the first follower of Mohammed picked up a dried cactus-stick in the desert and caved in his neighbor's head for some minor deviation from the accepted translation of their Koran. Several million years of unbroken mayhem testify to the fervency of their beliefs.
"Is this heathen creating a disturbance?" I asked McGillicuddy, who stared at the bulge under the waist section of my robe. "If so, I can have him electrocuted. Hook the DC leads right to his shriveled sack and close a circuit. Make the bastard dance and speak in tongues."
"No, he had me concerned with the glowing eyes," Father McGillicuddy said. "Aldo told me you two were unconventional and may create a disturbance. He said you were writing an article on religion and faith today. Come back to my office and we can talk. It's much quieter."
"Fine with me," I said. "You don't frighten this reporter; I have protection."
McGillicuddy gave me a strange look and gestured for us to follow. I grabbed a hank of Warren's scraggly hair to slow his momentum.
"What?" he whispered as I came abreast of his lumbering form.
"This may be a trap," I told him, quietly. "This man may be leading us to a dungeon. A dank cavern full of wretched devices like those of the Spanish Inquisition. The Rack. The Iron Maiden. The SitCom Chair. The Peace Breaker's Muzzle. We have to be ready for anything. Any act of perfidy."
"Quiet, jackass," Warren scolded. "I could eat all of these people with a spork. What about your life is so grand that you fear losing it? Now, that would be a short article—with no accompanying photos."
"It would not be an article," I told the grinning mastodon. "It would require a book. A trilogy of books. I enjoy every minute of life, particularly observing swine like you after the drugs kick in. You took too much of the mushroom nectar, in about an hour you will be a helpless, slobbering hulk."
We continued the grim trek to McGillicuddy's office. Upon entering I fully expected to see a room of decadent excess. I based this expectation on the ornate overabundance displayed throughout the rest of the temple. Instead, the office was spare. Sparsely furnished with only a desk and several chairs. Three walls consisted of bookshelves filled to overflowing with what I assumed were religious tracts.
I was disappointed. I had hoped for something sinister. Red velvet walls, mirrors, arcane sacrificial weapons, a stone edifice stained with the blood of virgins. This had to be a front, a facade maintained for the benefit of the less militant of the flock.
"So, what do you wish to know about the Catholic Religion?"
"First," I said. "I have a business proposition I'd appreciate your opinion on. I would like to open kiosks at the church, sort of a test market in a controlled environment. We'll split the profits, of course. I would rent my new invention to altar boys, choir members, and other at-risk church attendees."
I pulled up the monk robe to show McGillicuddy the contraption I had strapped around my hips. It was a thick, black, leather diaper with gleaming-metal, one-inch spikes. I turned slowly to give him a 360-degree view of the device. Warren hurriedly snapped a few pictures of the gaping father McGillicuddy and myself.
"Your church has suffered financially and achieved notoriety for the demented actions of a few twisted priests," I said, using my deepest radio voice. "It seems the temptation of so many young, unsullied souls is too much for many of you to overcome. This device I've dubbed 'The Spiked Loin and Anal Protector' or S.L.A.P. will act as an impediment to berserk sexual attacks and raise funds for the Grand Mission. We could rent these and make a hefty profit. Plus, show that the Church cares enough to implement a sound anti-buggering strategy for the new millennium. What are your initial impressions of the idea?"
His face slowly transformed, going from shock to anger.
"I'm appalled," McGillicuddy said. "You're sick. Possessed of the Devil. I should never have agreed to meet you. Please, leave now. Spread your filth elsewhere."
"Wait!" I cried, trying to pierce the cacophony of Warren's guffawing. "It was just an idea. I still have many questions. Is 'Intelligent Design' just a euphemism for 'Creationism'? Why are you so adamant in opposition to a woman's right-to-choose? How come this building resembles a Mansion? If it were allowed, would you have nonbelievers executed—or castrated—or subjected to some form of lobotomy?"
"Get out now," McGillicuddy hissed, clearly disturbed. "You people are a stain on God's landscape. I will pray for your immortal souls."
I grabbed Warren who was shaking with laughter and pulled him reluctantly from the room. The poor bastard's usually buzzard-like metabolism must have kicked into overdrive and the hallucinogens were already taking effect. I had to get him out of there before they called the military in.
As I led the cackling monstrosity down the corridor I gestured to Renfield who sat quietly in the pew. I decided this had been a total loss. I'd learned nothing. Nothing, except these people had a poor nose for business opportunities. Also, they were obvious rubes at the mercy of crooked contractors and architects. The elaborate over-design of these buildings were prime examples of cost overruns and padded budgets routinely perpetrated by a construction industry nearly as greedy and unscrupulous as the church itself..
Note to self: In the future, we must avoid alienating our sources until after we conduct the initial round of questions and answers.
Two elderly ladies wearing flowery dresses and lovely hats stopped us halfway down the aisles.
"Please do come back to our church," one said, while both smiled kindly. "All are welcome to worship here."
"Yes," I said. "Peace be with you, and may the Bird-of-Paradise refrain from desecrating the windshield of your Cadillac."
CHAPTER 11
Designated Whipping Boy
**********
"I'm hurt and disappointed," Warren told me as we crossed the church parking lot to the car. "I thought we had something special. I thought we'd be together forever."
The hulking monstrosity was capable of displaying an amazing array of emotions using his huge-featured head. The giant nose, the massive maw, outlined with thick, rubbery lips, excessive skin he could lift into wrinkle-rolls, and pores large enough to hide breath mints, it was, indeed, a face of abundance and complexity. Now, he was looking at me with sad eyes, wide open, fluttering lightly, accented with the hint of a reluctant frown. Again, I cursed the gene pool that made me an abnormally large, imposing specimen, while making Warren bigger than a sub-compact car. I always felt this way when the impulse to slug him to his knees rose up and squeezed my lizard brain like a delinquent compacting a lethal snowball. I want to bash him. Drive that third-knuckle into his bicep and watch him do a pain dance, but he'd hit me back and my arm would hang numb and useless for hours.
"You sick bastard. It was the sex," I said, since it was far too dangerous to swat the goon. "And not the usual male complaint of too little sex, but the actual thought of any sex. It completely ruined the relationship for me. After seeing that craterous monolith of an ass you possess, the whole idea is too disgusting to contemplate. Even in jest. Now, hurry up, we need to leave quickly. These Catholics are a spiteful bunch. They have a little-known militaristic arm of the church, Knights of Simon Templar or some shit. They'll kill you for not knowing the current Pope's name. They've been around for a thousand years. Slaughtered millions in the name of the Lord. If they catch us, not even your massive capacity for carnage will be enough. They train the Mossad, I think. They'll pound us like orchids in a hail storm."
"What did you two do?" Renfield asked.
"We did nothing," I said.
"Gabriel attacked the Priest," Warren amended, sliding into the back of the Buick. "It was horrible. I may never forget the animal ferocity I witnessed. He just went mad. Like our President when he sees a globe and knows there is still some shit he hasn't blown flat yet."
"Shut up, you halfwit Clydesdale," I said, turning to address Renfield. "He's lying! Renfield, I have a proposition for you. There's money in it, adventure, intrigue, travel. We need someone to drive us, tonight, right now, in the general direction of West Virginia. I'll pay you to drive until you are tired. Then, we'll get rooms at a grand hotel, and pay your way back home via plane, train, rental car or sailing vessel—your choice. We're hopelessly drunk, dangerously behind schedule and desperately in need of a designated driver."
"You're irresponsible," Renfield said. He backed us out of the lot and sat at the entrance to the roadway. "I don't have time to chauffer and baby sit you two."
"NO! What's irresponsible is your refusal to drive us," I said. "It's obvious we are temporarily incapacitated. A good Christian would negotiate a horribly excessive fee, collect half up front, drive us along until we pass out, then kill us with a rock and dump our corpses into a ditch along some back road. There, our carcasses would be consumed by wild animals, except, for an intact toenail, a rum bottle label, a fragment of pubic hair and a matchbook from a nudie parlor. Some anal-retentive cretin who masturbates to episodes of Crime Scene Investigator will study these remnants and spend a lifetime attempting to recreate the heinous act and capture the perpetrator."
"There is no way I would survive being enclosed in a car with you two," Renfield stated, pulling out into traffic. "Don't get me wrong, you guys are fun to hang out with, but only if I have an easy means of escape."
"Well, fine, take us back to the bar and we'll call around until we locate someone with a taste for dangerous undertakings."
"Yes! To the bar!" Warren seconded my request. "Gabriel will never learn anything. No matter how many churches he visits, or how many unsuspecting organisms he harasses. I would not hang out with the scum myself were it not for the simple fact that he coaxes the most unusual facial expressions from his victims. I have photographs illustrating the very uppermost limits of the humans face to show revulsion. In fact, your priest, Renfield, had an expression of disgust that may well earn me a Pulitzer."
"Take a picture of your own ass, win a Pukeitzer..."
"We're not going to the bar," Renfield interrupted. "I have someone in mind to drive you."
"No, take us to the bar," I said. "We'll scour the rabble and locate our own accomplice. Someone fierce, sober, alert. Willing to do or forget almost anything for cash. Some amiable but solid character who smiles a lot and preens like a peacock when offered donuts or malted milk balls."
"It's my nephew, Myles," Renfield said. "He's graduated high school, received admission scholarships from several colleges but has chosen to join the Army for some reason neither I nor his parents can understand."
"Hey, no impressionable youth are allowed near us, Renfield," Warren said from the back seat. "We need a driver, that's all. An ex-con maybe."
"Yes!" I cried out. "An ex-con is perfect. Maybe some lesser-known serial killer whose found God, been saved, out on early release for not getting caught slicing up his cell mate with a shiv. I've always wanted to interview one of those miswired monsters."
"They would never release a serial killer, jackass," Warren said. "We'd have to settle for a car thief. I hear they're careful drivers."
"No, dammit," I persisted, snorting another quick toot to battle the motion sickness. "We need a serial killer. Maybe there's an incompetent serial killer. Someone who tried to kill people, but, due to unforeseen circumstances beyond his immediate control, only annoyed them. The gun wouldn't fire, the rope broke, dropped the knife in mid-plunge, forgot to add the poison to the Kool-Aid, intended victim tumbled three stories to land in a pile of foam packing peanuts, bomb got wet and would not ignite. You know, a bumbling killer with Presidential qualities."
"Myles has no money," Renfield said, persisting with his ill-advised scheme. "So, maybe if you pay him a hundred bucks a day and offer a thousand-dollar bonus when finished, he'll watch you two and change his mind about the army. I'll pay half. Just promise you won't get him drunk or any of that other stuff you do."
"Renfield," I said. "You're insane. A day with us and the boy will run to the Army—for protection. We're not role models..."
"Speak for yourself, doper." Warren said. "I am the perfect role model. A cultural renaissance man in pursuit of happiness, combined with physical and mental well-being. Kind to everyone, even people like you, Gabriel. My drinking and drug use are an unashamed, guilt-free immersion in happiness. You abuse the drugs and liquor to feed your cynicism. To fuel every word you write as you run away from something. Sober, you couldn't write a grocery list. I say we hire this boy and get moving."
"Why the personal attack?" I asked. "You should know not to get philosophical with me while under the influence of mushroom juice. I'll reduce you to a weeping puddle of sub-humanity. I realize the difficulties involved with aiming a camera and pushing a button. The whole process is within a gnat hair of rocket science. I thought of going the photography route myself, back in grade-school, but the training regimen was just too rigorous. All those forefinger exercises and swiveling your head around like a squirrel on amphetamines. I knew I could never master those skills."
We'd strayed into a subdivision and Renfield stopped the car in front of a cookie-cutter ranch home with a nicely landscaped lawn. My cataloguing of the surroundings was interrupted by Warren's angry and noisy extraction from the back seat. He was blowing air like a horse which meant he was about to commit mayhem. I jumped out and stared across the hood of the Buick as Warren did several strenuous stretches.
"I'm kicking your ass now," he said.
"Just be careful, don't injure your finger," I told him. "Without your obscenely manipulated photos, no one will read my feature article. We'll be fired, cast out into the mean streets, destitute, and without your brilliant God Damn shutter finger to rely on."
He was advancing around the trunk, headed my way.
"I told you not to start any shit with me," I said, moving in the opposite direction.
"You writers," Warren said, calmly, as he inched his way toward me. "You think the universe rotates around your fevered heads."
"I've got a particularly virulent can of mace," I told him. "It's brand-new and in the testing phase. It's called 'What-the-fuck-happened-to-my-eyeballs'. One more step and you'll be a test subject."
"You spray that crap on me, and I'll only hurt you worse," he said. "Just take your medicine and get it over with."
"Come on, you two," Renfield said. He had two people following in his shadow. "This is Myles and his father, my brother, Tom."
I rushed over and grasped Tom's hand. He looked like a clone of Renfield, except taller, and better padded.
"Hello, Tom," I said. "It's good to meet you. I would say Renfield has told us great things about you, but that would be a lie. He's never mentioned you. We thought he was an orphan abandoned at the stairs of the church. The man needs help. Needs testing for antisocial tendencies. I'm Gabriel, the writer and reporter. That mutant over there is Warren. He's the official Ass Whisperer for all of my traveling assignments."
"Ass whisperer?"
"Yes, if you get plugged up, constipated, incontinent, bloated with gas; and prunes or oatmeal are not working, then you call in the Ass Whisperer. No serious journalistic endeavor should be without one. It's difficult, if not impossible to compose when you're plugged up, or leakin... Ow!"
The swine had hit me in the cheek with a penny or a sharp pebble.
"This must be your son, Myles," Warren said to Tom while sneakily reaching for my neck. I walked away. "So, you ready to drive us all over the earth, boy?"
"Yes sir," the teen said, looking with disbelief at the size of Warren. The boy was in good condition himself, maybe five-feet-eight-inches, muscular shoulders. Looked to be a jock of some sort, maybe a football player.
"Well, get in the car, you're the driver," Warren said. Then started screaming like a maladjusted, deeply disturbed, drill instructor. "Now, dammit! Get yer thumb out of your ass! MOVE! MOVE!"
Yes, I thought to myself. This is just what the boy needs. Discipline from a drug-addled psycho. I was warming to the idea. The boy would keep Warren occupied, and I could write this cursed feature.
"So," I said to the frightened teen who was looking to his father for guidance. "You've opted to bypass college in favor of killing some brown-skinned people. Excellent. Always a good choice to get the slaughter out of the way early, while you are in your physical prime."
I grabbed the boy's arm and led him to the Buick.
"Remember what I told you," Renfield called out, his one arm draped nervously over the shoulder of his brother.
I waved my hand carelessly.
"Myles, are you religious?"
CHAPTER 12
A Relaxing Tangent
**********
"Myles, how good a Catholic are you, and have you ever mercilessly beat an atheist or a homosexual for no reason at all?"
Myles was frightened. Herded into the driver's seat of a four-door Buick with three mannequins dressed like an elderly bingo trifecta, the vehicle squatting low on its springs upon seating of what may be the largest ambulatory maniac in North America, and a dangerously twitchy man hounding him about his beliefs on religion and senseless violence—yes, the boy was terrified.
"No s...s...sir" the boy stammered. He was too shaken to move. Just sat there, staring straight ahead, not reaching for the door handle or the ignition key.
"Leave him alone, dammit," Warren spouted from the back. "He's just an inexperienced flatbelly. He'll wreck the car, and I'll have to beat you to the consistency of a fast-food French fry. Boy, get the car started and in motion."
"Where are we going?" the teenager asked. He started the car, one eye in the rear view mirror and one eye trying desperately to see what I was doing.
"Get to the interstate," Warren said. "Take the I-75 exit and drive north. No radio and no noise, or I'll get angry. I can shift my weight quickly and roll this rust heap."
ZZZZHHTT! ZZZZZHHHHTT!
I pressed the trigger on a top-of-the-line Taser, sending bolts of arcing light between the electrodes. They looked like the pincers of some deadly African beetle.
"Don't worry about him," I told Myles. "I'll render him unconscious with this human-prod."
Warren launched forward, sticking his head over the front seat and growled. I jabbed the Taser into his neck, and he jerked like a dropped water hose under full pressure. I pulled the buzzing device away, and he collapsed into the back seat. Myles quickly pulled over to the curb. We'd only rolled fifty feet and were parked two houses down from the boy's home.
"Why are you stopping?" I said, tossing the weapon on the dash. "Don't worry about the mongrel, keep driving."
"I don't want to take this job," the boy said. I could see his concentration as he mentally sought some lame excuse to get out of the car. "I've got too much to do before I enlist."
"Nonsense," I told him. "You need a vacation, some cash. Hell, you'll probably come out of this with nearly two-grand. Things will be quiet now that the brute is unconscious. Drive on."
"But, I don't want..."
"AAAAAIIIIEEERRRRGGGHHH"
Warren drove his head back into the front seat area and laughed like a deranged escapee from some under funded asylum.
"That shit don't hurt at all," he said, drool leaking down from the corner of his mouth. "I was playing possum. Hit me again, the juice makes me tumescent. I'm harder than mortgage-qualifying paperwork. Let's hit the massage parlor before we get underway. I could use a massage."
I was laughing hard, my abs clenching tighter than a pawnbroker pinching a ten-spot before reluctantly handing it over to a single mother selling her last piece of jewelry.
"We've no time for that nonsense, you swine," I said. "And quit describing the excitement of your nether regions. The boy has enough on his mind right now."
The thought of taking this poor kid to the Big City massage spa had an appeal I could not justify. It would be wrong. The decent thing to do would be allowing the boy to exit the car and run home. He could crawl under the covers and pray his mother came in with warm milk, cookies and a kind smile.
"Yes, drive over to Kennedy," I said. "You know how to get there?"
"Yes," Myles answered. "Just head toward the airport."
"Right, head in the direction of the airport," I said. "This assignment has made me tense. We could all use a massage."
"Excellent," Warren said.
"What kind of place is this?" Myles asked.
"A fine establishment," I answered. "A shining example of big city government's trickle down economics. The Mayor, and nearly every representative of local government, comes here to unwind after a particularly exhausting session of cornholing the citizenry. We face a horrible trip cross-country into the mountains. Once there, we must interact with inbred-prototypes worthy of a Deliverance remake. You'll find the prospect much less daunting after a good massage."
We pulled into the small lot in a seedy strip mall. The Tsing Tao Health Spa occupied the very last position in the mall. It appeared they had two units of space, the first separating them from a Cuban sandwich shop, a convenience store, a no-fault insurance office and a Vietnamese nail parlor.
I've often wondered about the nail parlors located in every strip mall in the United States. How did the Vietnamese corner the nail polish market of an entire country? There's an article there. A damned boring one, but someone has to take on the mundane and useless. I'll leave it for the networks. They thrive on innocuous feature reporting. I can see the lead now; 'From Barefoot in the Jungles, To Buffing America's Fungal Infected Toenails: The Savage Journey of Vietnamese Immigrants'. That line delivered as a teaser by a professional narrator who will then yield the floor to some tart with giant, white teeth and great, milky mammarys. A woman equally at ease discussing nail buffing as discoursing on the war effort and long-term municipal bond issues. In short, another grinning imbecile doing her part to lessen the expectations of viewers for anything remotely incisive or intelligent.
We entered the reception area of the massage parlor where Madame Tao immediately recognized Warren and let forth a stream of what I assumed was horrible imprecations in her native tongue.
"You not welcome," I caught in English. She was eyeing Warren, and I briefly wondered what behavior he'd exhibited to merit this warm greeting. "You no good. Cause trouble every time!"
I could not argue with either of those statements, I thought, as Warren bent through the little glass partition and whispered into her ear. He pressed some stiff-green bills into her hand, and she calmed considerably.
"You wait one moment," she said, disappearing through a side door.
"What did you do, Warren?"
"I had gas. It couldn't be helped," he said, as if that explained everything. "It was a new girl. She was extremely impressed with my bulk and working her fingers to exhaustion on my backside when it happened. Earlier, I had participated in some sort of Bean Burrito contest at Abuello's Mexican Cantina. It takes quite a few Dos Equis' beers to wash down fifteen bean burritos and during a moment of personal inattention, I let loose a monumental fart. I could actually feel my ass cheeks flapping like a playing card clothes-pinned to a bicycle spoke. The girl took it ground-zero. A direct hit and I guess it blinded her. I thought giant alien bugs were loose in the city, the way she screamed. Anyway, it was not my fault, and I tipped her well enough to take a few days off while her eyes recovered and stopped watering."
"You're disgusting," I said. "Let's try to act civilized, for the boy's sake. I'm positive this will be his first time with the Fringe massage. We don't want to ruin the experience. Traumatize him. Did you win?"
"What?"
"Did you win the burrito eating contest?" I repeated.
"Of course," He said, puffing out his mountainous chest. "The burritos were free and I got a XXL t-shirt I couldn't squeeze into when I was twelve years old."
Madame Tao returned. She was a tiny lady. Under five-feet. She had a few wrinkles at the corner of her eyes, but there was no way to accurately guess her true age. She could have been thirty or sixty.
"One hundred dollah, each," she said, extending a hand. I pressed three wrinkled Franklin's into her palm. She stared at the Latin inscription stamped on the bills.
"What this?" she asked. "Counterfeit?"
"No," I said. "Good, soiled Yank money, suitable for satisfying all debts public and private." I smiled.
"Follow me," she said, opening the lobby door by pushing a button that set off a buzzer. "I take you," she said, stopping at a door and motioning Warren inside. "You take off clothes and come to steam room. You better no shit, I stab you."
She gestured Myles into another door, and he stopped to look at me, as if I would guarantee his safety.
"Just go with it, Myles," I said. "Strip off and meet us in the steam room. It's no different from the locker room at high school, the communal shower in the military, or the bathtub of Bates Motel in Psycho. Whoop! Whoop! Whoop!" I made a stabbing motion, up and down.
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