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on the horizon orbs pulse
To live in a shroud of asphyxiation; to form a system in refusal of the one in place, connected by the soft pigment of flash; to share syringes and turn each other on to the substance because even though it could be lethal and even though it eats away at the fabric of reality until there’s nothing left but a hazy, nebulous shine over your eyes – it’s still an escape; to walk down the streets on a flash kick and realize you’ve never been able to distinguish one road from the next, it’s all worth it, Nail decides.
Tendrils interlope in the mind, squirm like insects on fire. Nail walks under an empty sky with a loaded syringe in his pocket. Cold city, dead in the hours of darkness, police cutting streets like videogame villains. Can’t be antsy on the stuff. Bill Kreager shifts, his head turned on the gears of his neck, looking like a criminal in the process of getting busted.
“Calm down,” Nail mutters. “I promise you the only way these guys will ever stop us is if you keep doin’ what you’re doin’.”
“Sorry,” says Bill. “I can’t help being sketched out.”
“There’s no point to it. If you’re gonna get busted you’re gonna get busted, whether you were nervous or not. See? Never any point to it.”
They stop short and turn into an alley. Dead end.
“This the place?” Bill asks.
Nail holds up a finger and smiles. He strokes the cracks in the brick wall and it starts to radiate like a blacklight. Bricks melt and drip down the wall in embryonic sludge. An opening emerges – marijuana smoke billows out like steam from an exhaust pipe – Nail dips his shaved head inside and drops through the void like a fetus. Bill follows and the hole closes.
In the city, the only trace left behind is a weed cloud dissipating into the stars.
“Welcome to Africa!” shouts Brad Kelly as he walks up behind them, clapping their shoulders. Brad opens Africa up to criminals and intellectuals alike; anyone with an alternative lifestyle. One night Brad may host a poetry reading, the next he’ll have dealers and junkies scrambling around like it was Wall Street for drugs. Last night he threw a party in which every liquid in the club was dosed with acid and flickered avant-garde theatre across the ceiling from a light projector.
“How’s the night, Brad?” Nail asks.
“Same as any other, man, which is to say ‘pure’.”
“You met Bill Kreager?”
“A painter, right?” Brad asks, turning towards him.
“That’s right,” Bill responds.
“I’ve heard your name. I don’t think we’ve ever met.”
“Glad we finally have the chance. The painters are always talking about you –”
“And you, too. You’ll have to show your work here sometime.”
“You know which direction to shout in.”
Nail leads Bill into the crystal inferno. Techno floats out of heavy speakers in visible sound waves. A DJ with skin like petroleum jelly stands behind turntables, blackened heart beating frenetic. Blue lights spin through the ravers. A collective mind energy, symphony of junky poetics –
They approach Johnny Mastra, huddled in the corner of the club.
“Check out Dr. J!” Johnny shouts, holding up a sherlock bubbler with a hyaline blue stem about a foot long.
“Still on that stuff? Let me know when you’re ready for some real fun.” Nail pulls the syringe out of his pocket. “Got one cocked right here.”
“No thanks, man.”
“Don’t mind if I do, right?” Nail shoots quick and hands another syringe to Bill. “Make yourself at home.” Bill begins to roll up his sleeve –
Music cuts to wail of sirens. The blue lights in the speaker fade to red and the grating falls forward onto the crowd. Police file out with a megaphone: “Nobody move! We will not hesitate to shoot those that do not cooperate!”
A cop jumps out from the speaker next to them and grabs Johnny by the collar. “Trip’s over, asshole.”
“Get your fuckin’ hands off of me!”
“Backup! I need backup!” Two cops are on them, tackling Nail and Johnny to the floor. Bill, frozen in shock, reanimates and tosses the syringe behind him. It shatters against the wall. The transparent red fluid streams across a painting of a hovering body tearing itself apart.
The cop from the speaker slugs Bill in the face. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? That evidence is gonna cost you double you little faggot!”
The three of them are in cuffs and being dragged into the speaker. Last thing Nail sees before darkness is Brad getting the same.
Brad gets off on a technicality – only one of them who couldn’t be charged with possession and/or wasn’t under the influence at the time of arrest. Not enough proof to bust him for running an illegal hole in the wall either, so after spending the night in a cell they let him go.
Chevy, a clean kid from the city, puts up the bail money for Nail but can’t afford the others. Nail leaves, promising them he’ll return as soon as he can scrape together the cash. Walking streets in empty morning that often follows drug mishap:
“So what happened this time?”
“The fuzz broke up Africa. Brad got off – kept our mouths shut in dumb silence when they asked who was runnin’ the show – they knew, I’m sure, but couldn’t do a thing about it with nothing but an idea – anyways the rest got nailed with possession. Johnny’s probably gonna walk soon – just weed. Bill and I were trippin’ flash – Bill bugged the fuck out, kid’s never touched hard stuff before – don’t remember much after they took us away but I imagine they’ll get us for something.”
“So we won’t be seeing Bill for awhile?”
“Probably not. Not on their terms anyways. I feel bad, too – I gave him the flash – if it wasn’t for that he’d probably be in the clear. Probably be out with Johnny any minute now. I’ll get the money, though. I’ll get him out of there.”
Chevy never touches drugs. He tells people his mother gave birth to him on an acid trip – the damages simulate all the effects he’d ever want. But the night Nail first came to this city they met in a misty bar, Chevy drinking vulnerable, out of work and lonely. He saw more of himself in Nail than he would have liked to admit. And since then, he always took care of him – always understood him.
“What’s gonna happen to you?” Chevy asks. “You’re not in the clear.”
“I think I’m gonna leave town for awhile. I don’t wanna be around for the summons.”
“Has dropping flash crossed your mind?” Nail doesn’t answer. “I’m not gonna be able to help you out of everything, Nail. Even if I wanted to I couldn’t. I’m not your fuckin’ dad.”
Nail’s stomach starts to tighten and he cuts off to the park to catch a grillo, leaving Chevy behind in mid-thought, angry and bewildered. Nausea rises in his throat, esophagus spills inside-out like a hose, grabs the rim of a garbage barrel and empties himself into it. Way too weak to catch one with my hands… he falls to his knees and leans forward against the barrel, back arched hard… civilians walk over his legs and pass without looking back…
He stabilizes himself slowly and heads off to the nearest convenience store. The city swirls by him and its all he can do to stare at his feet and not collapse – shades of gray brain tissue soaked like a sponge in stomach acid OH SHIT there I go again lying on a city sidewalk with my head in my own puke tattered filthy clothes better clean off or the clerk won’t even look at me – an archaic hand with bony brittle fingers reaches out like a grave from the soil and squeezes the brain dry –
Nail sits on a sidewalk bench with his head in his hands. “Help me…” he cries under his breath. He peels off his overshirt and wipes his pants dry then wobbles to his feet. You can do this, he tells himself…
Walks into Green’s Corner Store and leans with palms down on the counter. “I need a grillo-trap, please.”
The clerk takes a good hard look at him and crosses his arms. “We don’t serve junkies.”
“I ain’t a junky.”
“What the hell you need a grillo-trap for?”
“I catch ‘em, see; it’s how I earn my living. I got a family – I don’t catch grillos they don’t eat.”
“Bullshit.”
“No sir, it’s the truth. I sell ‘em down at the meat factory. Not very many people hunting grillo anymore, so I guess you could say I got a sort of monopoly on the scene –”
“Get the fuck out of here.”
“Give me a fucking trap! I’m dying… from lack of funds, I mean… my family hasn’t eaten in days cause I’ve been too sick to work… bottom line is sir I don’t give a fuck if you think I’m a junky, it’s my right that you assume I’m using this for hunting it ain’t illegal now GIVE ME A FUCKING TRAP.”
The man shakes his head resignedly and pushes a trap across the counter in a brown paper bag. “Thirty bucks.”
“Thirty bucks –”
“For you, yes. Pay and I won’t rat.”
Nail fumbles for his wallet. “I’ll take a piece of cheese, too…”
With pale, clammy flesh, Nail sits in the park and locks the trap jaws open. The piece of cheese sits on a weight in the center. Steel teeth hover around it like electron clouds…
Within a minute a small crowd of grillo gather curiously around the trap. Nail rocks back and forth in anticipation. The first one to go in for the cheese sets off the weight – metal jaws clamp down and snap off the grillo’s head – Nail tosses the body in the brown paper bag, kicks the trap under the bench, and walks off; the excitement of an addict upon finding a fix fuels him and keeps the sickness off until he’s able to get to his apartment.
Insert syringe into grillo’s internal organ flash flood fix ready to shoot full tank of transparent red fluid rub forearm vein to surface probe insert release FLASH = ecstasy.
The kid with a broken face sits next to him – tattoos up and down his arms that he applied himself, shells capping his long black braids, a small silver stud under his lower lip. “I know you.”
“Yeah?” Nail looks up from his drink. The air is warm in flash sheen. He views the kid’s face through fisheye-lens. His voice sounds metallic, bouncy.
“You were at Africa the night it got busted.”
“Yeah, I was. You too?”
“Yeah man. You hear about Brad?”
“No, haven’t talked to him since we were in jail.”
“Africa picked back up across town. He’s trying to legitimize it now, a lot more artsy and shit. Wants to keep clean in case the cops bust again. Imagine ‘em walking into an art show the way they did the other night. They’d be laughed out of the fuckin’ club.”
A small man with insect legs and a torso like a trashbag walks in and sits on the other side of Nail. His head spins on his neck like a ball bearing. The bar shivers and seems to come alive in the way an anthill is eerily alive – hive mind transmissions radiate through the eyes and it’s easy to tell everyone else is as uncomfortable as Nail is – or is that the flash talking, could just be a normal guy – he’s drinking something that looks like tree sap out of a bowl with a straw, dribbles shit down his face and his tongue swivels around his lips to lick it up –
“Fuck off man, we’re talking business,” says the kid. The man looks up with faint disgust and clicks the sides of his mouth together in attempt to speak. He walks away and sits across the bar, staring at them under the brim of his hat.
“Appalling,” says Nail.
“I’m Luis, by the way. I can smell the p-flash on you so I know you speak my language.”
“You got somethin’ you wanna say?”
“I know about your boy, Bill. I’m connected too, man. Anyways I thought I could help.”
“Why lift a finger for a junky you don’t know?”
“It’s a mutual transaction. Really anyone could do it with me, I’m only looking for help with the labor and distribution aspects of it. I got the necessary knowledge.”
“What is it?”
Luis leans in close. “I know a lot about the pharmaceutical industry, and I know we could cut pills much more effective and much cheaper than the mainstream. It’s illegitimate but most people on the street can’t afford big name products and would be more than willing to pay for these. Underground distribution, build a following; soon we start raking in the cash, you get your boys out, the drugs get picked up by professionals and we kiss the streets goodbye.”
“What would this product include?” Nail responds, staring at the insect man across the room.
“Well I got a cousin on the manufacturing end of things. I’ve been talking with him about a lot of different substances – what everything does, what works for what, etc. I’m primarily interested in the barbiturates and the opioids. Basically aiming for a cheap high, market as a ‘feel-good’ drug, you know? Not quite an anti-depressant, not quite an anti-anxiety type thing, just a pill that stimulates the brain in all the right places and cools off the rest, you know? I’ve been considering mainly mephobarbital, levorphanol, fentanyl, and meperidine. Each has its perks. General tranquilizers, mild euphorics, pain relief. I’m interested in meperidine’s unique ability to stabilize psychosis; it’s been shown to bring users out of a PCP trance but I wonder if that carries over to smoothing out the brain in general.”
At this time the insect-man starts to gag and spits out a long faded pink handkerchief; when it drops on the table drenched in stomach acid it starts to eat away at the wood, the whole place ignites; alcohol sizzling in the air like grease, ectoplasm billowing to the ceiling and popping in liquid-spray; rotten chunks of bamboo peel off walls and the roof starts to rain on the drinkers, everybody in the bar grabs their hats and runs for the door…
They leave with the flood pouring out the door and continue walking together up the midnight streets. “This interest you at all, man? I talkin’ to a wall?”
“Not at all. I need the money too.”
The crowd seems just as excited to be leaving the bar – all off in pursuit of further obscuration, stimulation, some kind of fix. Nail feels a quick shudder of loneliness, watching them scatter under the fresh starlight.
“You know,” Luis says, “there are parts of this I could leave behind.”
“What?”
“I just feel like a lot of things are harder than they need to be here. Everybody in the struggle is struggling to leave that struggle. It creates itself.”
“Well, sounds like you found your ticket out. We hit this right and you’re free.”
“What about you?”
“I wanna get my friends outta jail,” Nail says. “And I’d like to have some extra money tucked away, yeah… but without the scene I could not exist myself. Leaving here would be freedom from nothing.”
“I hear you.” The two junkies fall silent. All junky thoughts idle wash up eventually on the same shore –
“Wanna shoot?”
“Yeah, where?”
“Come by my place. You can meet my cousin.”
“Sounds good.”
Time gently obscures the night, though real time has little meaning to an addict… sunrise begins when the syringe is emptied – a hollow morning derailed as the kick starts to wear off – suddenly the air is so thin you could shatter it by jerking too fast – dusk fades in quick, soon sheer black skies as the addict squirms, flash sick and looking for a shot – through retreating dropper the dawn comes hazy – the addict inhales the elegiac sunrise, and whether the lights outside of him are shut off or not, he begins to go about his day…
Men sit hunched like praying mantis in blue glow, blanketed by smoke. Music out of key twangs fills room with tangible presence of unease. Walls sway. The club is dead in the sense that nobody in the room is connecting with anything outside of themselves.
Brad stands in the back with a flash addict. “I’m hesitant, Pauly, and I’m never really hesitant… too soaked already for that stuff, know what I mean?” A hatch in the ceiling opens up and natural light spills into the club – the ravers retreat like insects under stone when exposed to sun – and Luis drops down, stabilizing himself with a palm to the floor.
“Keepin’ it clean, eh Brad?” Luis says as Brad hands a full syringe back to the junky.
“Most nights man. Of course there will be the spoils.”
“I ain’t comin’ down on you, man. Look, I got a new drug I’m tryin’ to introduce with Nail.”
“Nail, old buddy! Where is that mother fucker?"
“Beats me. The kid’s transparent. He slips in and out of my apartment in flash daze – most of the time I don’t even notice him.”
“I got some people over here I want you to meet. They’re bugs. Or actually… they closely resemble bugs, both in terms of appearance and brain function. I mean this in the best possible sense. Ah… do you understand me? Words can be so difficult to work with – rough medium. We need something tangible like paint or lysergic acid. Too much poesy for these withered ears.” He points to himself and trances out.
“I understand you, Brad. Let’s go meet ‘em.”
They walk over to the praying mantises. The mantises sit in meditation – one lifts an eyelid and holds the pose for a solid minute, swiveling across Luis and Brad with one eye before saying anything –
“Your gamma rays are pulsating,” he says. “And my tongue is a bulletproof sword ready to incise.”
“Dante, the kid’s got some drugs he wants you to try. You up for it?”
“I’ve never said no. Let’s see ‘em.” He holds out a scaly, flaccid palm. Luis places a pill on his hand and says to the other guy, “You want one too?” The man does not stir.
“What is this?” asks Dante with scholarly air.
“It’s clean, man. Pharmaceuticals.”
“Uck. I don’t medicate.”
“It ain’t medication. Look at me, do I look like a fuckin’ doctor?”
“What’s in it?”
“Mephobarbital, meperidine, some flash –”
“Clean?” Brad says.
“The flash was Nail’s insistence.”
Dante slips the pill into his mouth and sits dead still, eyes fixed on clouds in skull–
“What the fuck? The thing ate straight through my acid trip.”
“Shit… well I’ve been wondering how meperidine would react with other drugs. How do you feel though?”
A smile cracks solemn features. “Ahhhhh….”
“Good?”
Dante nods and reclines blissed-out. “Fuck the spirit, man! I am the universe.”
Luis sits across from him and starts the interrogation like he’s a product tester in a toy factory: “How strong are the effects?”
“My body is suspended in sleep-state but I am wide awake. If I may inject my opinion, the flash does wonders. I don’t know much about the other substances involved but it sounds like it would just be a regular medication like Adderall or something without it.”
“Not exactly, but you’re probably right. So keep the flash?”
“Definitely. No one wants to buy medication who isn’t already on it man, don’t kid yourself.”
“Really?”
“Yeah man, illegitimacy is where it’s at.”
Luis slips a pill to Brad and stands up. “Free samples!” He walks around the club distributing product. “Call me if you ever need a fix, I’ll always have.”
He leaves the club through the ceiling again. The ravers stand like puppets with their heads tilted back, eyes closed, mouths wide open in a smile. Every inch of unsheathed skin connects and Brad dims the lights on the galactic orgy…
…as the effort to market their unnamed pharmaceutical brings Nail to Boston:
“It really lit my whole head, man. It’s just an all-around good thing. And you know me, I had to experiment – I took a handful of these things once and suddenly the whole world of music was broken down into numbers. A song streams before my eyes like a computer program. Dissected into its individual functions and again to degree of pitch and sustain, rhythms and the way they connect and overlap. I discovered that all music is just code programmed into aesthetically-pleasing product to communicate emotion, messages, etc.”
Eric Starks stares back at him with skeleton features. Wax face against cold night sky. “Sounds like a trip.”
“Oh, it was. But that’s on a handful. The recommended dosage is one to two pills.” Nail takes a pack of cigarettes out of his jacket pocket and hands one to Starks. “You seem like a face I can trust. Can you spread the word?”
Starks nods and takes a bag out of Nail’s hands. He turns and leaves, shouting over his shoulder, “We’ll be in touch!” before dipping into Kenmore Station.
The city shudders when the only familiar face disappears. Leaves blow in circles overhead like razors. Streets feel like massive corpse with weathered gray skin as Nail cuts across Landsdown.
An addiction can manifest in many ways; primarily through tension release – as in cigarette smokers who smoke only to ‘relieve stress’ – bodily need, or boredom. The latter is the surprisingly common reason to fix. Walking in empty streets under raw black sky, flash leaving system, resort to fall back on soft exoskeleton of kick. Nail approaches a man in an all-night bar and asks if he wants to score.
“For what, kid?”
“Flash. I’d catch ‘em myself if I knew the city better. There’s always a fat patch of grillo someplace if you know where to look.”
“Eh. Not so interested.”
“I can trade. I got product too.”
“Product? What is you, a fuzz?”
“Just try it.”
“So what? So you can slap cuffs on me while I’m unda whateva sorts of influence it generates? Nah thanks. Too much seedy shit around these pahts lately fa me to be at ease. You been around long enough to heah about Hahvahd Squah?”
“Nope. Come on, about that flash –”
“Decimated. The thing’s a fuckin’ hole in the ground. The Dutch, I don’t even fuckin’ get it, why theih military is takin’ this kind of action already. They don’t want this war.”
“We’re at war?”
“Wheh the fuck you been, kid? It’s ova drugs. The outskirts of eitha nation and theih both takin’ military action. But you know what I heard?”
“What?”
“Hahvahd Squah was a set-up. Our own fuckin’ govahment did it in attempt to drum up suppoht. Cause no one gives a shit about drugs and no one wants our own fuckin’ men getting killed over ‘em. This gets out kid and our govahment’s takin’ a plunge… maybe this would be a good thing…”
Nail rocks back and forth on a park bench with a faded junky. They hover over a grillo-trap whimpering. In acute senses of flash-sickness trees cut the sky like veins, branches stretching out towards infinity to meet a pulsing, writhing, flash-hungry brain.
“Where do you want to shoot up?” asks the faded junky.
“We can head back to the apartment, but most of what we take today goes to the project.”
“Must be torture havin’ all that fix around and not shootin’ it.”
“Luis promises me I won’t regret it. I feel like I’ve never thought of anyone before in my life. At least since I started flash.”
“So?”
“I really want to save my friends. You ever been to jail?”
“More times than I remember.”
“It’s a terrible place.”
“You’re tellin’ me. First time I did a long sentence was a year for flash. My cells cracked and my body was nothing more than evaporating fluid in a worn-out skin shell. This black guy grabs me in the middle of the night – I couldn’t move, in the thick of withdrawal – and starts pounding me in the ass. Well I tell ya, I really thought I was just gonna fall apart, soon he’d be fucking a puddle, and who knows where I’d be? To my disappointment I didn’t. That was my second night there, second or third. I still had a year and the guy had life. Of course that was ages ago. Who knows what it’s like now?”
The grillo-trap snaps and a soft blue skull rolls between their legs.
____________
the hallucination chamber
Bill is shaken awake at three AM. Thin straw mattress, rusted metal toilet. The scene shuts off as a bag is thrown over his head and suddenly he’s being dragged down the hall, rush of stale prison air bristling artificial, vortex of weary senses and the firm grip of the guard, tossed into a pitch black room head unveiled.
Bill closes his eyes and tries to figure out if he ever woke up. Walls around him light up soft embryonic red. Ceiling spins in tweaked emerald mosaic. A soft wind blows through the chamber, brittle skin to cold hallucinogenic touch and he’s gone –
Ceiling opens up to sky – orange halos nestled in clouds, plush green fires in trees resonate smoke that won’t fade. His heart beats cerebral to the pulse of a dying planet – cancer glows through the soil – Bill reclines and feels himself wired to the ground, a robot with dying gears, antiquated neuro-syntax touch eyes ears and brain tendril – the walls flash like solar panels and spill a thin green mist –
The cloud settles into a phantom landscape – purple sky, trees with black bark and leaves – Bill stands in a long steel field, plasmic mirrors hanging from branches by thick knotted ropes and glowing with white light reflection of sun… a helicopter passes overhead, deafening roar of rotor blades cutting the air…
A colony of slick robots on wheels move around him, bodies like tiny silver torpedoes without limbs. Their heads spin like bullets. Suddenly the field opens and exposes rows of shining teeth… Bill is pressed through the throat and dropped into the earth’s internal organs… lungs incinerate at his sides…
Bill is back in the hallucination chamber with illuminated walls and wires connecting him to the ground.
“Hello, Bill.” A man with skin sinking off his face stands above him in white trenchcoat, stethoscope around his neck. “We have been told you have a problem? Here for a check-up?”
“What? No, no check-up. If you can deactivate this program, though, that would be nice.”
“Sorry, Bill, but your consent, or lack of, is not valid on the basis that you may in fact be mentally unstable and unable to determine what is best for you.”
“Mentally unstable? I was asleep half an hour ago – the officials woke me up to subject me to this. Where am I the unstable one in this scenario?”
“Would you say that you feel the prison is ‘out to get you?’”
“What?”
“You can relax with me, Bill. I’m someone you can trust.” The man’s skin begins to drip faster, collecting in a puddle on the ground.
“Alright. No, I wouldn’t say I feel they are particularly out to get me, but I am very confused by this. For one thing, I’m having a hard time deciding if you’re real or not.”
“Delusional… possibly schizophrenia or symptoms thereof…” the man says out loud as he jots it down in a small notepad.
“I’m not delusional. I’ve just been hallucinating for the past thirty minutes. I take comfort in the fact that you don’t exist.”
“Now you’re sure? Tell me, Bill; if I don’t exist, who does?”
The skin is falling off him thick now like sweat… a screaming skull with emptying sockets… thorn bush blossoms through the ribcage…
“Bill, remember: if you ever feel strange, perhaps it is because you really are alone, and everyone else is simply a projection in space…”
After an hour of sleep Bill is woken up and brought into the Warden’s office: white walls of silk, oil paintings framed in chestnut, orange light bulb covered by glass lampshade. The Warden eats scrambled eggs, bacon and toast off fine china. “How’d you sleep?” he asks.
Bill looks up with dark circles around his eyes. “What the fuck do you think?”
“Now now, Bill, don’t get upset with me.”
“Well, your jailers woke me up, threw a bag over my head, and left me in a room to experience intense hallucinations all night – brought me back to bed and woke me up again shortly after – to answer your question, I slept very poorly.”
“The hallucination chamber is meant to be therapeutic, Bill. It’s meant to help you enter deeper parts of yourself. It’s not a punishment.”
“Couldn’t it happen during the day? You know, during the hours where I sit around doing absolutely nothing instead of three in the fucking morning?”
“Actually, Bill, that changes today. You’re gonna be workin’ assembly from now on.”
A man walks in carrying a food dish. He has dark, European skin, black hair slicked to the side, thin upper-lip mustache…
“You hungry, Bill?” Bill nods and the chef puts a plate in front of him, identical to the Warden’s. “This is my personal chef, Renaud. I eat his cookin’ every meal of my life and never get tired of it.”
Renaud leaves and Bill begins shoveling food into his mouth.
“I want you to think of me as a friend. Know that everything we do here is to help you.”
“What was the purpose of last night?” Bill asks without looking up from his plate.
“Your behavior needs to be eradicated, Bill. The fact is, you’re a criminal. It’s not your lifestyle, it’s who you are. It’s impossible for your corrupt criminal mind to understand but one day you will look back and thank us.”
Bill puts his fork and knife down on the table and feels his teeth clench.
“This is my first offense. It was a mistake, sir. I’m an artist.”
“Shootin’ flash ain’t a mistake, kid, it’s a sentence. The flash addicts have carved a niche for themselves in the wall of society. They asked for this. These self-destructive zombies are hangin’ on by a thread while still spewing their contamination in our direction.”
“But I’m not an addict. It was my first time.”
“Do you really expect me to believe that? Maybe you ain’t an addict, but the ‘first time’ line stopped being plausible in tenth grade. But it is your first offense, so we’re gonna make sure you learned your lesson then give you another shot. The people have to be protected from themselves, kid; that’s really all the government is for. It’s what this conflict in the Netherlands is all about. You support the troops?”
“I don’t really know much about it either way.”
“Drug traffickers. That’s what it’s about. The Netherlands’ve got ‘em by the barrel full.”
“The whole war is about drug trafficking?”
“Oh yeah, kid, it’s serious business. Kinda makes you think twice about messin’ with flash, don’t it? If our government’s willing to initiate guerilla warfare –”
“Guerilla warfare?”
“Yup, the battle’s all being fought man to man. Course, that’ll change when the machines are ready to fight for us. The Netherlands’ll be as dry as the Sahara when they’re through with it.”
“They’re starting a full-blown war over drug trafficking?”
“Yes, kid, yes! Is that really so hard to believe?”
“Yes! It’s absurd!”
The Warden scowls and lights a cigarette. “You drug fiends all think you’re onto the answer. Well I ain’t pure paradox, kid, I’m human too, and I ain’t tellin’ you this because I have to – I’ve seen drugs ruin lives. I’ve seen flash addicts die in cells, heat-shock of withdrawal. Throw up everything inside of ‘em, collapse as shells. Acidheads in institutions. Kids’ll try and say, ‘Well weed ain’t bad,’ or whatever such drug, but let me tell you, they all lead to one place. You see kid – you ever hear of Walter Lippman? – he says that the common interests elude public opinion entirely, and the only ones with the rationale to manage it all are a specialized class of responsible men – the government. Maybe to a fiend deep in a daze such as yourself it seems unreasonable. But the men in Washington know why it’s happening. Understand? Don’t matter if you do really. Probably never will, not in this lifetime.”
“How long am I gonna be in here?”
“That depends on a number of things.”
“Such as?”
“Well, for one, what they can find you guilty for.”
“You know exactly what I did.”
The Warden takes a deep drag off his cigarette and exhales slowly through his nostrils. “This Dutch issue has put all you narcotic offenders in a sticky situation. We know a lot of the men in this prison have been involved with the Dutch smugglers in some way. This is completely unacceptable. That’s not just an offense, it’s a war crime. That’s all we’d need to hear to drop you in front of a firing squad.”
“Well I can promise you won’t find anything on me.”
“Your word ain’t enough, kid. This is too serious a situation.”
The Warden rises from his chair as Renaud comes back into the room. Bill barely touched any of the food on his plate but says nothing as Renaud begins to clear the table. “I got work to do, kid, and so do you. Hop to.”
“What am I doing exactly?”
“Well, as you can probably tell from what I just said, we’re doin’ all we can in the American effort against the Dutch. You’re gonna be workin’ assembly line, which means you’ll be manufacturing weaponry for the military. How’s that sound?”
Bill shrugs. “Doesn’t seem like I have a choice.”
“That’s right, you don’t. Keep that mindset and you’ll be out of here in no time.”
Bill is interrupted as he sits vacant in the jail factory, turning screws into caliber sockets. A guard stirs him from the trance and leads him to the Warden’s office.
“We got some unsettling information while you were in the hallucination chamber last night,” the Warden says under the orange halo glow of the light bulb. “We got three Dutch POWs sayin’ you were an associate in helping transport goods in through the Boston Harbor.”
“I never had anything to do with the Dutch in my entire life.”
“These kids beg to differ. Huub van Buren, Joord Conklin, Michiel Metternich; any of these names ring a bell?”
“Not one.”
The Warden frowns, eyes gleam like black diamonds. “You sure about this, Bill? It’s just us now. Anything you wanna tell me?”
“Are you fucking kidding me? How the fuck does my name find its way out of three Dutch mouths when I never heard of one of them?”
“I’m real disappointed in you. I told you I was someone you could trust. You comply with me and I help you out of here, you know that. Now I’m gonna ask you once more: did you help Conklin, Metternich, and van Buren bring drugs into our country?”
“Absolutely fucking not.”
The Warden evaluates Bill in empty stillness. “Your choice. You’re gonna spend the day in the hallucination chamber, Bill. Think about your decision. If at any point you’re ready to tell us what really happened, just say the word and all virtual sequences will be halted.”
A door opens behind Bill and he is lifted onto a stretcher. Bound down, head blanketed. Bill does not resist as they wheel him into the empty chamber.
The sequence begins like the last one, with all surfaces illuminating in their own sourceless glow, fractured streams of time – prismatic light gathers in the center and flushes Bill’s surroundings out like oil paints – he is in a valley of clay, hollow sculptures rising out of the soil under a red sun, cracks in smoldering ceramic flesh –
Sun fades to blue then to black, casting field in a blanket of absence… life cords severed and dropped casual like worn-out wires… grillo materialize, tread sky on invisible wings and sputter into film… syringe sinks into soil and world is drawn out through its retreating dropper –
“Are you ready to kill for us?” Bill sits in a lab in front of a young doctor with a shaved head. Everything looks as if it’s being processed through a computer screen.
“It is what I was built to do, doctor,” Bill feels himself say without moving his lips.
He is sent shooting through space backwards… photomontage of a thousand flash junkies reclined in death pose, a translucent pink froth settling on their lips… fishhooks sink through Bill’s skin, gripped on the line by a giant black phantom… he spreads Bill’s limp figure apart like a puppet, flailing him to and fro…
The pain experienced in the hallucination chamber is real in every aspect, Bill realizes. A cleaner, prettier form of torture.
He hits the ground with skin sinking off the bone gelatinous. “I am guilty only in the past,” he feels himself say (again words automated). “How beautiful to be given a clean slate!”
“Who said that?” Bill shouts when he regains control of his voice. “Is anybody there?”
He sees himself in crystal lucidity at a pier in Boston. Nighttime, still black water. Three Dutchmen drive a yellow SUV off a docked ship and beckon him inside.
“Hello, Mr. Kreager,” one of them says in a strong accent. He exhales black tobacco smoke. “Can you smell the powder in the air?”
“How much?”
“A hundred pounds. Where are we taking you?”
“I already spoke with a few friends, just take the car into their shop.”
“Who are these friends?”
“Automechanics. Nothing serious. They’ll do anything for a miniscule cut.”
“I love the greasers,” another one says. “Same thing all over the world.”
Suddenly the city sky lights up in day… “Mr. Kreager we must cut you loose,” says the driver. “We cannot keep an agent with such an insubstantial mind. Memory repression is a disease that will tear you to shreds and leave a ragdoll in your place to do our bidding…”
Last fading image:
A brain spinning slow in a motor. Hooded phantom stands beside it holding a pair of shears and cutting chunks out of it… when they hit the floor they squirm like insects – Bill spasms in reality, white-hot pain through the skull, shaking on stretcher – he gathers the will to rip everything off him and runs for the locked chamber door, pounding and screaming as nightmare trips still play behind his eyelids…
“Are you ready to talk to us, Bill?” the Warden asks from the other side of the door.
“There’s nothing to say! Let me out of here, I can’t take anymore of this!”
“You can come out when you’re ready. Otherwise we’ll keep you in there until the sun drops.”
Three PM in the hallucination chamber:
Bill sits in tuxedo at a large dinner party table. Slow ballad from glass violins. Liquid sculptures in balcony lofts above them.
“Are you excited for the play?” a girl in elegant red dress asks him. Bill stares back uninterested.
“Why even try? You and I both know this is pure fabrication.”
“An intellectual, huh?”
“Nope. I’m a fucking narcotics offender, forced to endure sustained hallucinations in a tiny, pitch black cubicle. You’re fake. The play is fake, though I suppose I am interested to find out what load of horse shit they’ll try feeding me next.”
The girl’s eyes look wounded. “Exquisite fantasies you entertain.”
Bill raises his eyebrows and downs a shot before turning his attention to the stage. “And you know what the worst part is?” he says without facing her. “I have no way to grip reality. I broke free for a second – probably because if I didn’t I would have died – and fell right back into the trance. Lord knows what my body’s really like right now. I’ve completely lost touch with it.”
When the girl doesn’t respond he turns to her and finds himself riding shotgun in the same yellow SUV through Boston. Vivid daytime, between Back Bay and Copley Station:
“I don’t know what’s happening to me, Huub,” Bill hears himself say. “I’m wondering if I should cash out now. My head’s full of clouds.”
“You do the same fucking thing you do every time,” the Dutchman says. “This really isn’t what I want to be hearing, Bill.”
“But I don’t remember. I don’t remember anything.”
Flash-forward; Huub and Bill in lonely apartment surrounded by kilos of coke.
“You realize this isn’t petty money now, Bill. We have become threats to national security, or so they would have you believe. We can’t keep a risk like you around. We must cut you loose.”
“No, Huub, tell me I’m good for something –”
“I’m not gonna off you. I’m going to set you free.” Huub holds out a single porcelain capsule. “You take this you forget we ever existed. You can start again. Do you know why I’m doing this?”
“Oh God, Huub, thank you –”
“Because I have heart, and because I love people. It’s the same reason I sell drugs.”
Bill wakes with a start in the hallucination chamber and immediately rushes to the door.
“I’m ready!” he shouts. “I’m ready to talk!”
The door swings open and the Warden stands grinning in ersatz light. “I knew you’d soften to eventually.” Bill follows the Warden to his office. His body feels unnaturally heavy as he sits down in the chair.
“Is it possible,” Bill starts, “that I may have committed these crimes without being aware of it?”
“What do you mean, Bill?”
“I came to a realization of sorts in that chamber… I think I may have had my memory erased when the Dutch were through with me… if you accept this as a possibility I may be willing to confess, on the grounds that I am now completely unaware that I’ve done anything and have absolutely no intention of returning to Dutch forces in any way.”
The Warden smiles and pats Bill’s hand reassuringly. “You wouldn’t believe how often this happens. The Dutch are very clever, we gotta admit – they synthetically brainwash all their agents when they’ve exhausted them to keep themselves in the clear. You think this may be the case with you?” Bill nods. “Then you’re free. I can make arrangements for your stay at the reintroduction camp tonight and we can say farewell tomorrow. You’ll even get a week or two to go home before the program starts –”
“Reintroduction camp?”
“Your brain’s gone through a lot, Bill. It needs to be coaxed down before you’re ready for the real world. Hell, it’s feeble, confused state is probably the reason you turned to drugs in the first place.”
As Bill falls asleep on his straw mattress for the last time, his head feels as dense and operational as a boulder.
____________
the egg sheds its skin
When Johnny got back on the streets he vowed he would drop the scene; his search for new life sent him walking up a windy Chinatown hill with two Japanese men. Full body tattoos, dragons floating across flesh landscapes. The sky was gray and cracked like a weathered mountainside. Beggars clung to the side of the street stooped like toads, shaking arms holding rusted metal cups.
In the Hinkon-bou headquarters he sat across from the oyabun and had a ceremonious drink of heated absinthe, sea salt, and fish scale. “What’s funny,” the oyabun said, “but also very tragic in what it tells us of human nature, is that every group of people that were at one point the protector of common Japan, eventually needed to be protected against. The samurai are the classic example. In the beginning, they were the knights of the Japanese people, the peasants, the merchants, the farmers. But time and power corrupted as they so often do when working in harmony. They pillaged towns and spared none, burning and slashing women and children indiscriminately. They shed their honor.
“A group called the yakuza rose to them, but soon they went down the same path. They currently hold a position similar to the mafia in America. That’s how the Hinkon-bou was born: out of defense. But things have changed.
“We didn’t defect, but after seeing the trend present in any political organization – the inevitable downward spiral – we, a group of like-minded radicals, isolated ourselves for spiritual acceleration. This is where we stand today.”
When he finished speaking the oyabun switched their cups and they drank from each other’s glass. “I aim not to change the world – this corruption, this cruelty – but to erase it. We drink from each other’s goblet and we become each other’s. I am your oyabun, and you, Johnny Mastra, are my kuban – my child.”
Now Johnny sits in the center of a temple surrounded by Hinkon-bou monks. The ceiling is amorphic purple, sharp disk-shaped rocks spin in the air like a table saw –
One man flickers in front of him like a hologram leak. “There are seven levels of immersion to spirit realm. Are you ready for the first?” Johnny responds by waving a limp hand through the man’s torso.
“I’m ready for anything. Long as I ain’t scrambling the streets.”
The room dims. The monks glow and dissolve – skeletons sketched in ink on clean slate of anti-matter, elastic muscle lifting off their bones like frayed ribbons –
Johnny feels his own flesh insubstantial. Fingers soak through skin. An hourglass flips in front of him and the rest of the lights cut – gold sand trickles through the waist glowing – myriad of sound and screaming faces, a flower blooms and retreats –
My mind is an open fire, thinks Johnny. I am dulled senses ignited.
He explodes into blue skies and perfume of a thousand flower petals. His body lays curled like barbed wire in the soil. The sky fluctuates and simulates dream cycles; setting sun, cold metallic night, morning with acid hanging off cool grass like dew –
And two doors materialize in the air – the hard drive that is Johnny’s brain feels like a fossil for how stalled and archaic it operates – he reaches a stone palm towards one of the doors and leans into it – world spills out womb of image – windrush valley condenses into clouds – Johnny taps a forearm, and feels beauty injected into him through a syringe.
Johnny leaves the Hinkon-bou grounds for the first time since coming here. Already in his city he cannot recognize much, cannot connect with it – unfamiliar as black birds scream through the polluted skies and the trains roll next to him. In men on the sidewalk he finds eyes like lampposts haloing red flesh, but knows nothing is illuminated within – they do not feel how I feel, he thinks. They have not asked to abandon every day in pursuit of truth.
Every morning spent in Hinkon-bou I wake up reborn – two months already, every night’s the same – I learn something new, and in sleep forget something else I knew before it – so that now even I can watch my mind change, fill with these alien thoughts, as I abandon the concrete self I knew to be me –
He dreams, fleetingly, of the scene he left behind, remembers that cold prison cell, that iron cradle, that gray light. He had never woken up behind bars before. They did that to him. They will wake up behind bars many times in their lives – some may even be doing so now, on this morning, as he is free, trying to catch enlightenment with bare hands. No, I don’t want that again, he thinks. But I do miss them.
In his brain television he relives moments in Africa, nights spent treading on chemicals and writing decompositions with breaking fingers, his friends, drowning himself in drink, going nowhere, never asking why? The night the grating fell forward from the speakers and he was tackled to the floor… and at that moment, with that foul cop breath warming his body, dwelling on the ceiling texture, wondering what must be above it, beyond it, in space, in the stars – what secrets can be found there? Outside of this planet? Every evening I found myself between the hot walls of that subterranean club, and wondered about nothing else.
Johnny’s fantasies stop cold when he enters the Ray Bar. The first instant he is inside he wonders what the hell brought him here – but he sees Nail at the counter (it can be depended on that Nail will take that seat at some point this time of night) and suddenly the anxieties, reflections and revelations he wrapped himself in prior fall off, he is free, almost possible to forget that every day two months have been spent exploring himself…
“Hey, Nail,” Johnny says, approaching.
“How’ve you been, John!” Nail says. “Where have you been?”
“Around.” Wondering why he should keep anything obscured. “I’ve been studying with some monks, man. Trying to get things straightened out.”
“Yeah? That why you haven’t to Africa at all?”
“Yeah.”
“You still oughta come to the club some nights, man, we all miss you over there.”
“I know, I know. I wanna make it out to see everyone, I do. But I don’t really wanna get stuck in it again.”
“Stuck in it?”
“Well, you know, that whole scene. I mean, you remember the last night we were all together?”
“Yeah. Tough night. Glad they let you go quick, though.”
“It’s just I don’t want to be into that kind of stuff anymore. I’m finally leaving things, Nail, I feel like I’m doing what I should have been doing all along. I can feel my mind breaking down to simplest matter and coming back together something entirely new.” The bartender interrupts to take Johnny’s order, and quickly mixes him a vodka and orange juice. “At first it scared me. My oyabun took me to a temple where there were no lights. He led me with a single torch to a huge chamber, an elaborate altar in the center, and asked ‘Can you feel it?’ Of course I could. I could see electric yellow coils spinning around the room, the altar was humming dream heliotrope. He turned to me and said, ‘We are in the tomb of a god whose name I dare not mention.’ Since then I’ve felt like I’ve been walking on clouds.”
“Well, I’m glad to hear you found a new kick.”
“It’s not a kick, man.”
“Sounds like it’s fucking you up just the same.”
Johnny pauses. “It’s in pursuit of something bigger, though.”
“Same reason I do flash.” Nail leans in close and smiles. “You oughta try it, man. It’s enlightenment in a syringe. Real enlightenment, effortless enlightenment. You never shot before, have you?”
“Nah, and I’m not gonna start now. I haven’t even smoked pot since getting out of jail. I’m clean, man.”
Nail sighs and stands up. “Well, I gotta run man. But I hope to see you at Africa soon.” He turns, then stops. “I was serious, just so you know. You might like this stuff. It’ll make you see the world entirely new. And the clouds only come when I call them.”
When Nail leaves Johnny realizes he doesn’t recognize a single other face in this bar. Perhaps two or three months ago he might, but by now he’s forgot any that he would remember, and so he sits alone, finishing his drink. Feeling lost, suddenly. He sifts through their faces and expressions – all broken by that lust for flash or any other kick. And Nail might think otherwise, but he still lives from shot to shot. There is nothing beyond that. His entire world is contained within that syringe.
Johnny pays the bill and leaves. It is dark outside, now. As he begins the long walk home, he smiles in the light of new affirmation, and believes everything he is doing is right.
The Hinkon-bou sit in a Japanese garden, surrounded by bamboo stalks and lotus flowers. A cauldron of green vapor smokes in the center. The oyabun hums, tranced-out, and sprinkles crushed cherry blossoms into the mix.
“Miyo is our sacred drink,” he says, “designed to reprogram the senses. It is necessary for us as a society apart to live on a separate realm of consciousness – miyo is one of the many ways we can work towards this.” The oyabun pours drinks for Johnny and three other initiates in small wooden cups. “Until your mind is as distant in space as mine, you’re not there.”
The drink tastes like earth – flashes of swamp tar and rotting bark. When it sits in his stomach Johnny feels his senses untangle:
The clearing glows and grows silent… lotuses swell pure white with golden stems… sky drifts through myriad of colors, distant and kaleidoscopic, and blacks out…
The oyabun sings a song in Japanese tradition with rusted vocals… ground is soft soil is warm… “For to be free of everything but your own thought process, leave body and brain dangling from an idle cord”… with numb, blank eyes, Johnny feels the oyabun press another wooden cup to his lips… cold water ruses down the throat brings Johnny back to world with new pristine visage…
A dreamy air rushes over them like fog from a harbor… Johnny finds himself walking Chinatown streets with overcast eyes – paper-thin windows lit spectral red, tendrils screaming down from the dusk (sky) to lick the ground –
Streets dripping halogenous and running off the frame, revealing (space) at his feet, neon screens skeletal in the (sky), architecture ignited and glowing hot blue like laboratory flames. Time runs jagged like cut-up film and the building glow burns out like an overcharged light bulb. I am alone in this city as I am alone in my head –
Johnny calls out to the void, his own voice coming back to him in a feedback loop with a reverberated edge that feels less than human. Words grow exponentially in sound, blanketing (space) – materializing as flesh erected around him like a cage – tremors – walls that move like lungs – holes in the (air) emitting static – time passes, irrelevant – static focuses like portraits decayed, his eyes starting to fail – I have left only my feelings – and I realize that senses are and have always been as irrelevant as time –
I exhale myself and tune to your frequency, (sky) – Johnny’s eyes shut and open in blinding clarity – lips grow and speak: “Every perception is a lie. The world is computer code – you are a microprocessor. Walls all cloaked by illusion.”
He ricochets through several frames of the film he believed, up until now, was his life, but which is apparently a construct, built by divine (?) hands, a piece of artwork with characters, a mental ejaculation, a (fabrication) –
He comes back to the cold Chinatown street, only the color of his clothes has been flipped from black to white, presumably to remind him that he does not exist.
The next night they find a Hinkon-bou corpse spinning silver on a noose, skin almost transparent with emptiness. The oyabun walks up and with steady hands cuts the rope. “Burn it,” he says. “Mental strain of transcendence was too much for his poor soul.” Young initiates gather the corpse and set kindling to flesh.
Johnny stands by the hanging site after everyone has cleared out and runs his hands over the braided rope. Just yesterday, he thinks, drinking miyo with you. Matter bristles, residue of soul’s departure from body saturates the air – you can feel it the same way you feel God-energy in a temple, or the way you can feel the flash running through someone’s veins, just after a shot, under the surface of their skin.
“Johnny,” says the oyabun from behind him, his voice calm and warm. “Come outside with me.”
The sky is black and the stars are the same shade of silver as the hanged man’s flesh. “I’m very proud of you, Johnny. You are accelerating fast. There are things you do not know – secrets, of the Hinkon-bou – that I am almost ready to impart to you. But let tonight act as a reminder; this is why we take things so slowly. Dai Miyazaki was not ready to learn what I had to teach.”
“You think I am? I’ve been feeling strange lately; malfunctions in conscious logic or permutations in matter, a dim quality of observation rather than participation. It’s almost as if my brain forgets to react to the stimuli presented to it. What makes me nervous is that I often forget to question the lapse.”
“It’s normal in the immersion process to experience feelings like these. Many young Hinkon-bou complain of ‘slipping into dreams’ throughout waking life; watching phantasmagoria sprout from a cigarette between your lips like hallucinogenic limbs, rapid decomposition of surrounding objects – almost as if, because we ignore a certain aspect of life, it will cease to exist until judgment clears. The question remains: what if it never did? I think this question was overwhelming Dai; he was accelerating towards true, pure spirit but wondered if he would derail into insanity. I promise I will never lead one of you to malfunction, but you have to trust me, and you have to accept certain truths as they develop. As Dai Miyazaki’s corpse burns by us like a halo, I want you to remember these things.”
“Alright. I trust you, oyabun.” They reach the edge of the Hinkon-bou grounds and stand on a cliff overlooking the city and the amethyst mountains behind it, dimmed by midnight clouds.
“You are dead to yourself. You are Johnny Mastra only in title, but your spirit is the Hinkon-bou. It is me, your oyabun, you, my kuban, it is the ashes of our physical form, it is the inkwell of our tangent spirits. Not an individual, but a part of the whole. Are you ready to release your isolated spirit?”
“I think so.”
“The disconnect you experience is natural. You are taking your head to a new place; of course you experience instability in the aberration. The world is impersonal to you, a four-dimensional film, albeit with consequence. But in this theatre you will see a beauty you have not yet approached, you will feel a warmth that can never be extinguished.”
Back at the temple, the Hinkon-bou douse the fire and leave the blackened skeleton outside. Wind blows bones apart like sawdust and carries them across the sky, a stream of milk-white particles tinged black and antiquated yellow.
____________
eclipsed when I met you, sun
Bill sits in the corner of the Ray Bar scanning the costumers. No one particularly suspicious, he thinks. No more than you’d expect here. They all have the seed of violence veining through their eyes. One character in all black sitting at a distant table sips a rum and coke with a level glare.
Nail walks in through the rot-yellow, windowless door with Luis. His face lights up upon seeing Bill and they walk over to his table, stopping at the counter to hold out three fingers towards the corner. The bartender nods and starts mixing their drinks.
“Bill! It’s great to see you!” Nail shouts.
“How’ve you been, man?”
“Alright, alright. What about you? Thank God you’re out, I’ve been frail over the ordeal. I feel like the whole thing was my fault.”
“Don’t say that, Nail. I can take responsibility for what happened myself. Prison taught me that.”
The bartender walks up with their drinks and places them on the table. “Hey, I got somethin’ I wanna tell you about,” Nail says. “Big. How I was gonna bail you out, man, but I guess you’re all set.”
“Too late. I leave for reintroduction camp in about a week.”
“Reintroduction camp? How long’s the sentence?”
“Nine months, I think. What were you gonna tell me about, though?”
Nail huddles in, face glows soft under red neon bulb. “A new drug. I think you’d like it a lot –”
“Not now,” Bill says. “Can we take a walk? Back to your place, maybe?”
“Not my place, I just got kicked out.”
“What happened?”
“Management problems is really all it comes down to. Been stayin’ with this kid,” he says, gesturing to Luis. “Luis, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you. Look, you don’t want to be telling me about it right here. I’m surveillanced in the period between jail and camp. Any one of these fuckers could be my tail.”
Nail studies the bar with stony eyes. “Precarious. Well, we’re on our way to Africa now. You should come, man. It’s cleaned up a bit. Brad’s got a big thing planned for tonight, we’re all gonna be there. Come on, we’ll talk more on the way.”
“Clean?”
“As the midnight sky.”
“Alright. Let’s head out.”
The city at night: a thousand molten steel skeletons with sedated fire burning in ribcage, lungs and skull. A calm hush over the streets, blue gloss the stars, tires to cement and car sounds but everything seems to come from a distance as if Nail, Bill and Luis walk in sealed-off reality glitch – the world around them kept out by nothing but a paper-thin sheet of fog –
Bill glances over his shoulder and notices the man in all black trailing half a block behind them. “Turn in here.”
“What?”
“Just do it. Quick.”
They cut into an alley and move swift towards its outlet. “What the hell, man?” says Luis. Bill doesn’t answer. What am I afraid of? he asks himself. I’m not even a criminal and still this infinite presence is unbearable. O, walking on eggshells!
The man passes the alleyway without looking in their direction and Bill slowly unwinds…
“I guess that wasn’t your tail?” Nail says.
“Guess not.”
Nail digs his hand into his pocket as they reach the opposite street, and removes a prescription bottle.
“That what you were talking about?”
“Yeah man. Just came up with a name for it. What do you think of euphotan?”
“It wears its motives on its sleeves, but it works.”
“I want you to try some tonight.”
“Don’t insult me, man. After everything I’ve been through –”
“It’s not like that, Bill. It’s pharmaceuticals – clean, you know, except for a vein of flash that runs through like thorns on a rose.”
“Flash? I’m not visiting that again. Watch, two new drugs on two sequential nights with you and I get busted both.”
“For what? It’s basically legal.”
“Why are you doing this, Nail? Why stick your head in any more shit than you need to? Your veins are already ravaged, your body a machine that creaks and locks up until lubricated with flash. When is it time to call it quits?”
Nail smiles awkwardly, turning his head. “I don’t quit, Bill. I live on a threshold.”
“And where is the logic to support that? Who are you trying to impress?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m standing here with two ash-gray junkies, listening to them talk like they’re in control, doing great – even helping people – well from here, it’s perfectly clear all you’re doing is building another scheme that will serve nothing but the law in digging you a deeper hole – maybe so deep they can toss you into it in a cinder coffin with confidence you won’t resurface. I can see you sifting apart in the wind as we speak, and I can’t associate with it anymore. I’m not going to Africa. I’m gonna let the clouds clear then I’m gonna figure out what I need to do to get my life back. I can’t let myself hollow out like you two.”
Bill turns and heads off, settling into the horizon like a wave to the shore. Luis and Nail continue walking slow, robotic steps in silence.
Minutes later Luis asks, “You don’t think he’s right, do you?”
“Listen, Luis, jail does that to the weak. The kid doesn’t realize transparency’s the only way to survive this world anymore.”
“What does that even mean?”
“What is a drug doing but increasing the flexibility of your head? When we’re born our brains are sticky, not very pliable, incapable of shifting to see things from other angles. I picture it as a vat of golden plasma, thicker than honey, nestled in the skull. Drugs work the mind down to a thin film like saran wrap, amorphic, wraps the world tight like a glove.”
“That’s why you do drugs?”
“Exactly. The mind can and must be exercised like any other muscle or organ.”
“Are you sure it’s not just that nothing better has ever come along?”
“What are you talking about, man? You’re gonna turn on me now too?”
“I don’t like being put in my place by punks like that who only need to hear I’m a junky to write me off, that’s all. It makes me question myself. I’m usually able to get by convinced I’m doing the right things.”
“That kid knows nothing. Fuck him. We know what’s true. Most of the people we’ll see tonight know what’s true. And they all love euphotan.”
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