
 

TTHHEEOOPPHHAANNYY  TTRRIIAALLOOGGUUEE  
 

 

 
 

 

TTTTTTTTHHHHHHHHRRRRRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE        SSSSSSSSHHHHHHHHOOOOOOOORRRRRRRRTTTTTTTT        SSSSSSSSTTTTTTTTOOOOOOOORRRRRRRRIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEESSSSSSSS        

BBBBBBBBYYYYYYYY                

GGGGGGGGAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRREEEEEEEETTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT        SSSSSSSSTTTTTTTTOOOOOOOONNNNNNNNEEEEEEEE        

PDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.comPDF processed with CutePDF evaluation edition www.CutePDF.com

http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com
http://www.cutepdf.com






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TTHHEEOOPPHHAANNYY  TTRRIIAALLOOGGUUEE  
 

  
  
  
  

TTHHRREEEE  SSHHOORRTT  SSTTOORRIIEESS  

 

INSPIRED BY DANTE’S DIVINE COMEDY 

 
 
 
 

WRITTEN BY 

 

GGAARRRREETTTT  SSTTOONNEE  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unpublished Edition 

Written and created for personal use, 

And distribution to only the finest people, 

And the closest of friends and family 

By Garrett Stone 

3297 B Street 

Vancouver, WA 98671 

 

This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places,  

and events are either works of the author’s imagination, or are  

used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or 

 people, living or dead, is entirely coincidental, and entirely probable. 

 

Copyright  Garrett Stone, 2003 

All rights reserved,  

including the right of reproduction  

in whole or in part in any form.  

 

There is no library of congress catalogue for this book.  

I don’t know how to get one.  

(What, I’m supposed to know everything?) 

 

Note that these early copies are rare, and  

distributed only by the author’s discretion, 

and are not to be sold, mangled, or destroyed 

without the author’s prior consent.  

However, as per usual, in the interest of literary exploration, 

this book may be shared and leant as is 

seen fit by the rightful recipient, pending personal feedback. 

 

All stories within are inspired by Dante’s  

Divine Comedy, and the act of faith. I hope you like it. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Whatever it is that gives me faith, 

Whatever causes inspiration, 

And whatever beautiful things I seem to believe 

Await those who try hard enough. 

 

 
 

Also: for Dante. 

Your poetry style may befuddle me, 

But your messages do not. 





 
 

 
 
 

Book 1 
 

 

 

 

The City 
 





 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There was no splendor, and there were no dreams. 

Not that I could really remember, anyway. I felt the lingering 

trails of a fear, and a hint of pain, and I believe that there 

were dreams somewhere, but all I could really remember 

was black. There was nothing at all, in fact, an empty void 

more vast and dark than any abyss I have ever imagined, 

until I was suddenly ripped out of it by the most horrible 

noise there is; the only noise sinister enough to reach inside 

the blankness to be heard. The constant and oppressive 

buzzing of an alarm clock. I opened my eyes, one at a time, 

to face a world that surprised me only in it’s inability to 

change. Even the dust that gathers on the nightstand is too 

lazy to move, it seems, staying just as thick for as far back as 

I can remember, not even moving in the breeze created when 

my hand crashes down on the alarm clock to silence it. I feel 

sometimes like one of those cartoons from the early eighties, 

where the characters move around on still backdrops, both 

existing completely separately from one another. I’m sure, if 

you paid enough attention, you could see the exact same 

surroundings from episode to episode, with only the lead 

character’s actions changing, and even then only slightly 

enough to keep the audience from changing the channel. It 
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was a great way to save on the budget. Makes a person 

wonder if the weathermen ever decided to try using the same 

reels behind them on the blue-screen. It’s not like they ever 

got it right, anyway. If they could just once say that it was 

going to be rainy and grey, they could simply replay it every 

morning and night. Nobody would notice if the date in the 

upper right-hand corner was wrong. I don’t think anybody 

even watched the weather anymore, really. That hadn’t 

changed, either. A constant dingy backdrop to the puppet 

show we put on every day for some audience that was either 

too bored to stop watching, or too stoned to care. The desk 

calendar next to my alarm clock stared at me with its usual 

mocking emptiness, reminding me that another day existed 

for me to get up and trudge through, that there would be no 

rest for me on this day, either. Friday, the 8
th

. Good Friday.  

“What the hell is so good about it?” The calendar 

didn’t reply, but, then, I didn’t really expect it to. In all the 

years I have been yelling at the furniture and decorations that 

adorn my apartment, none of them have ever replied to me. I 

imagine if they did, I really wouldn’t need to leave. I would 

have all the company a guy could ask for, and a talking 

apartment would surely bring in more than enough money. I 

wonder if I could find true love in a throw pillow. I wonder 

if porno magazines get jealous of one another. I wonder if a 

toilet would be offended about his station in life. 

Tossing off the blankets that protected me revealed a 

cold in the outside air that I knew would be there, but was 

unprepared for nonetheless. Why do I insist on sleeping 

naked when I know full well I will freeze when I wake up? 

One of life’s biggest mysteries. I wandered into the living 

room to find the one thing that did talk to me out loud in the 

comforts of my home; my television. My oldest and truest 

friend. A male lion was pouncing on a young, inexperienced 

gazelle, looking only for a drink, and ending up being dinner. 
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Amplified microphones and overdubbed sound effects made 

the ripping and tearing noises of flesh rendered from a still-

warm body, and the munching noises of chewing ring loud in 

the morning air. I sat down on the couch for a second, to 

watch the meal, and get my bearings, taking a magazine 

from underneath my ass, and tossing it on the coffee table, 

among the building pile of National Geographic and Hustler 

magazines.  

“Don’t look at me like that. You were in my seat.” A 

leopard glared at me from his hiding place, cleverly tucked 

into the dark underbrush he was designed to mimic, offering 

silent accusations and the deadly form of empty threats that 

only paper can offer. I sat there wasting time until the clock 

on the VCR reminded me that I was going to be late for work 

if I didn’t hurry up and get ready. There was really nothing 

to eat in my kitchen, the unfortunate result of laziness and 

the absolute hatred of grocery stores. I imagine I could order 

my food online, and have it delivered, I hear that people do 

that all the time now, but I’m always distracted on the 

computer. Damn those steamy teens. I got dressed in my 

work clothes, which, honestly, look like all of my other work 

clothes, and probably everybody else’s work clothes in my 

entire office building. Being a collections agent doesn’t 

demand a lot of individuality, I suppose. I got my things 

together and grabbed my keys from the entry table. Only one 

of them had any purpose anymore, since my car broke down 

and I had to leave it downtown overnight. By the time I got a 

tow truck to it, there was nothing much left of it to tow. 

Insurance didn’t cover it, because of some technical loophole 

about leaving it unlocked or in a dangerous area. All I 

needed to understand was that they weren’t going to give me 

a new car, or money, and all I could do was bend over and 

take it. The keys were a nice reminder to watch my back, 
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because someone was always back there, hiding, just waiting 

for me to drop the soap.  

Walking down the hall to the elevator I was scared 

nearly shitless when one of my faceless neighbors opened 

her door to leave, dressed in the height of exercising fashion, 

tight and breathable. For those who wouldn’t want to be seen 

in the gym or running down the street wearing sweatpants or 

a common pair of shorts. And tracing my eyes down her 

figure I could say that she probably worked out quite a lot. 

But that wasn’t the part that scared me. When I got down to 

the deliciously naked part of her thigh somewhere above her 

knee, I suddenly found myself looking into the faintly 

glowing eyes of a very angry beast. Drool shimmered on its 

razor sharp teeth and dripped off of the pink snarling lips 

onto the floor, quivering slightly with the deep growling 

noises that erupted from within. I jumped back, but the 

monster was too fired up to let me escape so easy. The wolf 

strained on its leash, and I could see the muscles of the 

woman straining to hold it back.  

“No! Down girl.” The she-wolf ignored her. 

“Jezus, lady. Is it legal to have a wolf in the city 

limits!?!” 

“She isn’t a full-bred wolf, she’s a mix. Fully 

licensed. I think you just startled her is all.” Yeah, I 

frightened her. Poor baby. I walked away from the woman 

and the bitter, savage creature at her heels, and a shiver went 

down my spine. I couldn’t tell if it was from the she-wolf 

who wanted to eat me alive, the woman’s frigid demeanor, 

or just the cold outside. Either way, I shrugged it off, and 

took the elevator down to the street before the woman could 

catch up to me and follow me with that glare of hers.  

Out on the street there was the usual congregation of 

the homeless masses that seemed to grow larger every day. 

They lay around at the foot of my building, waiting for 
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anyone to walk by, who might share with them so much as a 

single coin, or a scrap of food. They were a disease in the 

city, a terrible bacteria that grew and grew, and smelled like 

gangrene and shit and rotting food that could be smelled 

before you even opened the front doors to the building. Even 

though on the street anyone was fair game to be pawed at 

and groped for change or mercy, they never once tried to 

enter the building to find a place to sleep, or maybe a spare 

blanket in the storage room. It was as if they knew their 

position in life was right where they sat; on the sidewalks 

and alleys of the city. Of all the people who live in the city, 

even all the suits that full the skyscrapers downtown, 

surrounding the towering spire that marked the center, 

stabbing into the grey skyline, it was these who were the 

worst of opportunists. Even the worst of those driven by 

greed are at the very least driven, in search of a love for 

money or power or whatever it is that they think will raise 

them up to be bigger than they really, are, but the homeless 

loved nothing besides themselves. They refused to make 

choices that might have any negative effect; wanting 

everything but unable to reach it because of something they 

might lose by chasing after it. The saying a ‘a bird in the 

hand is worth two in the bush’ never quite reached them, in 

any real way, and they would without a doubt launch after 

the two they could see, losing all three of them in the 

process. They wanted to be free from the shackles of 

working, and of all responsibility, and yet did not want to 

hunt or forage for food in the wild like the natives that ruled 

the land before we came and saw a better use for it. They 

expect everything to be given them, from shelter to food to 

money for drinking. As a result, they find themselves never 

quite fulfilled. Always a little too cold, a little too hungry, a 

little too sober. Their only companions are others like 

themselves, who they know they can’t trust even to hold 
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their place for them to sleep, or watch over their few 

belongings without running off with the best of it. They live 

in a void of all warmth, but they still live. They always look 

stuck in the middle of everything to me. They wish they 

were rich, or even just getting by, but they know they will 

never be able to reach that high. They wish that the cops 

cared about their loitering enough to arrest them anymore, so 

they would have a place to stay, and they wish that death 

would have mercy on them, and take them away, but neither 

happens, and they live, day after day, with only their own 

emptiness to call home, and nothing but the shame of their 

lack of decision to keep them occupied.  

It’s a tough way to live, but to be perfectly honest, I 

feel sorry for them. Not sorry enough to help them, after all, 

I have more than enough of my own problems, but who 

hasn’t wanted to run away before? Who hasn’t looked at the 

fork in the road ahead of them and decided it would be 

simpler just to tuck tail and run away instead of making a 

hard decision. It’s something we all do. Sometimes it’s the 

best decision, and sometimes it’s not, but it happens. I 

remember the first time I fell in love, I had to make one of 

those decisions. We were getting really serious the summer 

after graduation, and talked loosely about a future together. 

She would go on and on about having a big wedding, and a 

house, and kids, and I guess I wanted it too, but it was all an 

abstract to me. No matter how many times I said it, I just 

couldn’t picture myself being a father or a husband. Not 

really. It all looked like a sit-com to me, where I happened to 

be playing the role of Ward Cleaver. A month after we were 

done with high school, we were sitting at the dining table 

with college pamphlets spread out before us, discussing 

future plans both mythical and immediate. We weren’t sure 

if we would be able to get into the same school, and how 

easy it would be to get a place to live together, or if we even 
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should yet. It was something she really wanted, but a lot of 

the bigger universities have rules about staying in dorms for 

the first few years of school. They think it helps focus on 

studies and makes for a smother transition from being at 

home to being on your own. You don’t have distractions and 

responsibility and the license for absolute recklessness. You 

also don’t get the freedom, and end up sharing a room with 

some fat kid who masturbates too much and wheezes in his 

sleep. She kept trying to point out the community colleges, 

saying that it was a shorter, more attainable goal. Two years 

instead of four, and it was cheaper, and had no regulations 

about living conditions. She made a big point of the cost 

differences, saying there might be other things we need 

money for. After some prodding, she finally told me why she 

was so worried about it. It turned out that she was pregnant. 

We had been together for a while, and had started to get 

sloppy about our birth control. I didn’t always carry 

condoms with me, and sometimes she would forget to take 

her pill for a few days. It worried us initially, but nothing had 

happened, and we got cocky. I guess the odds finally turned 

against us.  

I was shocked, and had no idea what I should do 

next. There was too much that was up in the air, too much 

that I hadn’t been prepared for. I panicked, and we argued 

every time we saw each other. She said there was no way she 

was going to give up the kid, and every day I was filled with 

more and more doubt about my abilities to be a father. We 

couldn’t make up our minds on what to do, and talking 

wasn’t getting us anywhere. The stress was getting to me, 

and it showed on some of my entrance exams for the schools 

I wanted to get into. I didn’t know what to do anymore, so I 

took off. I just turned by back, I guess. I didn’t return her 

phone calls, and when I went away to school, I just never 

told her where I was. She caught on pretty soon, I guess, 
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because she didn’t spend a lot of time calling the house or 

visiting my mom. Some mutual friends of ours told me that 

she ended up having the kid, but had to drop out of school 

and get a second job to support it. I always told myself that it 

wasn’t my fault; I told her not to keep it, but I always 

intended to get back to her. Just to get in touch and make 

sure there were no hard feelings or anything. But those 

things never work out like you plan, and I never made the 

time. She moved away a few years ago, or so I’m told. I 

can’t help but feel a little bit guilty about it all, and it helps 

me, at least in some small way, empathize with the 

unwashed strangers who live on the stairs of my building and 

litter the streets of my neighborhood. In some ways, I guess, 

I can understand how they feel, too. Not to the same extent 

that they feel, I’ve never had to kill a rat for dinner or 

anything, but at the same time, it’s been so long since I’ve 

felt anything that seemed like home that I don’t even know 

where to look. I just can’t seem to fit in anywhere, and can’t 

find the right circle of people to spend my time with. Even 

the people I get along with, my coworkers and family, I still 

don’t connect with. We have small talk, and awkward 

silences, and often as not end up getting in arguments and 

not talking for a while. Even my girlfriend seems distant 

most of the time. I guess I probably love her, maybe I was 

just changed by life so much I get detached from my feelings 

easily, but it always seems like we’re just floating through 

life. Sometimes we float together, sometimes in opposite 

directions, but there isn’t the passion or rapture I remember 

feeling when I was young, and seeing in books and in 

movies. It’s as fogged over as the city skyline, I guess. As 

fogged over as the whole world seems anymore.  

I walked past the men on the street, stepping over as 

many as I could count, five blocks down to the nearest bus 

stop. The same people stood there as stand there every day, 
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for the most part, and have for as long as I can remember. 

Things don’t change around here. Everybody clustered 

together, without looking at one another or talking. It’s 

funny, but even though we see each other almost every day, I 

probably couldn’t identify a single one of them in a police 

lineup, if I had to. I doubt I would even recognize them if I 

saw them outside the routine of the normal bus stop. They 

were little more than scenery.  

When I got on the bus, I searched my pockets for 

change to give the driver, but for some reason, it had 

disappeared. I remember there being change when I left my 

apartment, but there was not so much a nickel in my pockets. 

I stuttered and stammered and tried to think of a good excuse 

for why I was taking so long, and where my money might 

be. The driver glared at me with a look almost as ferocious 

as the half-wolf had in the hallway of my building, with a 

long frown stretched across his shallow, bony cheeks. The 

man was so gaunt he looked like he had been starving, and 

had clearly no concern for any problem that did not result in 

him eating. One of the passengers sitting in the front seat 

stood up and violently plunked the change into the slot when 

they had finally had enough of my inept excuses. I turned 

red, and sat down as quickly as I could, to get out of 

everyone’s way. The crowd seemed in no mood to put up 

with any foolishness on my part, and had no use for anything 

that kept them from their day. I rested my head back on the 

seat, and either because of the rush of stress or the rhythmic 

rumbling of the city bus, I seemed unable to stay awake for 

more than a few minutes, and drifted into a sleep. 

 

I woke up to the sharp voice of the bus driver, with 

eyes even hungrier for some kind of sustenance than his 

body, as he yelled at me and prodded me to get off his bus. 

We had come to the end of the line, and he told me he 
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desperately needed his break in between shifts, and he didn’t 

need the likes of me lying around the place. I stood up, and 

tried to pry from him where exactly we were, but he didn’t 

have anything else to say to me, and left me to find out for 

myself. When I got off the bus, I looked around for a 

familiar sight. In the distance of the horizon I could see the 

tall tower, rising above all else. Few people know what the 

tower is for, or even what building it belongs too. It’s too 

narrow to be an office, and too flat to be a church spire. It 

had a gothic, eerie feel to it, like some kind of fallen angel 

watching over the city of the damned. But the fallen angel 

was somewhere near to my office building, and I could tell 

that it was quite a ways away. I must have slept through the 

entire route, and ended up on the opposite end of the city. 

When it hit me how far I would still have to go, I turned 

around immediately, to get a transfer slip from the driver, but 

the old bastard had shut the doors, and there was no way he 

was opening them up again for me. If I wanted to get to work 

today, I would have to walk until I could catch a cab or find 

the change on the street for another bus. I didn’t even really 

know what bus went the closest to where I wanted to be from 

this direction. It was somewhere I avoided greatly. I had no 

need to be there, and no desire to find one. The sound of an 

air hammer filled my ears as I walked, and I could tell that it 

was somewhere ahead of me since it was only getting louder 

with every step. An entire city block was fenced off ahead, 

and it was all dirt and cement stretching from corner to 

corner. Giant steel beams rose into the sky, and like the 

primate house at the zoo, it was crawling with tiny figures 

moving around and chattering to one another in inaudible 

voices.  

A lot of people get nervous around the hard-hats and 

worn leather belts of construction workers. The blue-collar 

world is rough and ragged and dirty and, I’ve been told, feels 
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a lot like prison. My dad, and his dad before him, were both 

construction workers, and I was more than familiar with the 

ways of life for them than the average Joe. When I got close 

enough to see some of the workers, their eyes glistening in 

the shade from their hats, I could recognize the same look I 

saw in my old man. The pressure and the release of living in 

the workaday world. I guess it was supposed to be my 

destiny, to be beside them there, and my dad taught me to 

use tools since I was old enough to hold onto them, but I just 

wanted more. I ended up getting a job at the bank, and then 

worked my way up to where I am now. I’m just a blue-collar 

worker who used a little too much bleach when he was 

washing his clothes, and it ended up white. One of them was 

sitting on some unused piping near the sidewalk. He greeted 

me with a smile and a wave through the chain-link fence 

when I was in speaking distance. 

“Howdy.” 

“Hey there. Nice day.” 

“Sure is. You look a little lost.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Not many folks end up around here dressed like 

that.” 

“Yeah, I fell asleep on the bus. Ended up a little off 

my mark here.” 

“Gonna be in a spot of trouble with your boss, 

ain’tcha?” 

“Probably. I’m already late, and I don’t know exactly 

how far away I am. Don’t have bus fare to get back, either.” 

“Damn shame. I’d loan give you some, if I carried 

anything on me.” 

“That’s alright. I’m sure this will be good for me 

anyway.” 
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“Yer welcome to come back around, if your boss 

gives ya the boot. We always need more hands around here, 

and you seem okay for a guy with shoes that shiny.”  

“What makes you think I’d be good at that kind of 

work? You don’t even know my name.” 

“S’alright, don’t need to. Just a gut feeling, looking at 

you. You’d fit in here, at least as well as anyone does.” 

“Thanks. I’m sure I’ll be fine though.” 

“Mm-kay. Have a good one then.” The man turned 

back to his sandwich, and peered over into his brown paper 

bag to see what else he could eat that he might have 

forgotten about. In the dirt behind him a child chased another 

one; someone’s kids brought to work to save money on day 

care. It was a different world, a different way to exist. They 

were poor, there wasn’t much doubt about that, but they 

were happy enough in their own ways. They were simple 

people, leading simple lives, without the desire to climb any 

higher than they had to. The only thing they seemed to lack 

was hope. They accepted their lives as a prisoner might 

accept his sentence; it was something that just was. They 

couldn’t change it, so there wasn’t a lot of benefit it 

pretending otherwise. A smile and a sigh and back to the 

muggy heat that surrounded any construction site, under the 

protection of the cloud covering.  

It was the same hopelessness that I faced growing up, 

the same weary look my dad had every day when he got 

home from work, and every morning before he left. It was a 

look I recognized in my own eyes as well, in my own work. I 

landed hard on the tracks after that first bank job in college, 

and it was a straight shot after that. Playing the hand I was 

given, you could say. My mom wanted me to stay in school 

and be a doctor or a lawyer or something, and my dad 

wanted me to follow him to the same place he had gone, but 

one was just as distant a dream as the other. I was a banker. 
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It was what I was good at, and what I was meant for. I 

understood the money and figures, and had a basic 

understanding of all the games you play around the cubicle 

jungle. The handshakes and polite laughs among coworkers 

and bosses, and just how much ass to kiss to make everyone 

happy. It was all a game, only the stakes and rules didn’t 

matter, because everyone else was doing it, too. That was 

just the way it was now, wasn’t it? No sense in trying to 

change that if there’s no sense in trying to make a river run 

uphill.  

Several blocks down the street I finally came to a 

cross-street I recognized. It would lead right downtown, not 

too far from where I wanted to be. If I walked down that 

street long enough, I was bound to get closer, at least, which 

is better than nothing. Standing right in front of me was the 

tallest cop I have ever seen in my life, with broad shoulders, 

a pointed moustache, and a miserable grimace spread across 

his face. He was watching me walk down the street from the 

first step I took into his line of sight. He never once so much 

as blinked his beady eyes, no matter how I planned my path 

along the sidewalk, it seemed he was always in the way. 

When I got close to him, his frown turned into a sinister 

sneer. He stepped in front of me, and raised one of his 

massive hands to stop me. 

“Whoa there, buddy. Where you going in such a 

hurry?”  

“Work. I’m late.” 

“Do you work around here?” 

“No. I work across town.” 

“Then what are you doing over here?” 

“Sightseeing.” 

“Ah. There’s a lot to see around this area, too. 

Whores, crack dealers, homeless people. Which are you here 

for?” 
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“I’m here by accident.” 

“Nobody comes here by accident.” 

“And I am a perfect nobody.”  

“I don’t like your attitude.” 

“Sorry. Been a long morning, and I’ve got a ways to 

go.” The cop’s eyes narrowed, and his jaw clenched. 

“Have you been drinking or taking any drugs this 

morning?” 

“No.” 

“Do you have any drugs on you?” 

“No.”  

“Do you mind if I search you.” 

“Yes.” 

“What are you hiding?” 

“Nothing. Just don’t much like fascists and 

spontaneous invasions of privacy.” 

“If I have reason to suspect you of possession or drug 

use, I am well within my rights as an officer of the law to 

search you.”  

“What reason do you have to suspect me of 

anything?” 

“Man dressed nice, bags under his eyes and dragging 

his feet in this part of town is suspicious. Lots of bad people 

doing bad things in this neighborhood. I see you, I think you 

might be up to something. Now put your hands on the wall, 

and spread your legs.” 

“I’m telling you, that’s really not necessary.” 

“I’ll decide what’s necessary. Now do as I say, or I’ll 

arrest you for failure to cooperate with a police officer. And I 

won’t hesitate to use force if you resist me.” The massive 

cop stepped closer to me, one hand resting on his nightstick 

at his side. I turned to the wall of the building and set my 

hands on it. I could hear him positioning himself around me. 

Three shots suddenly rang out in the sky, echoing between 
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the tall buildings and in the alleyway next to me. Both the 

officer and I turned our heads around, trying to see where 

they might have come from. His hand instantly went for his 

gun, drawing it free from its holster. He stepped slowly and 

cautiously in the direction the noise seemed to come from, 

examining everything he saw closely, craning his neck about 

to see better, like an old man trying to read without his 

glasses. He seemed pretty well distracted, so I slipped 

between the two buildings, and crept as quietly as I could 

down the alley. When I thought I was a safe distance, I 

started to run. I could hear the cop yelling behind me, but I 

had no idea if it was directed at me, or the mysterious 

gunman. Not that it mattered. 

I kept running until I was out of the alley, and the ran 

a few blocks more, getting as much distance between myself 

and the trouble as my pathetic legs would take me. When I 

finally stopped, I realized that there were more people 

around me than I had seen so far that day. It looked like the 

sick, twisted law enforcer was right. The people I saw all 

looked worn thin, as though they hadn’t slept in days, or 

weeks. A few were laying on the ground, twitching, with 

yellow foam coming from their mouths and dripping into 

pools below; beds of pavement with pillows of vomit. 

Everybody else stepped over and around them, as though 

they didn’t exist, and spoke above the moaning noises that 

escaped their disgusting mouths. The others, gathering on 

corners and in clusters along the streets, were some of the 

most depraved looking whores I have ever seen in my life. 

Wearing torn rags and dirty, stained clothes, the working 

uniform of their profession which had probably never been 

cleaned, walking on unstable legs, approaching and calling 

out to every john who walked past. Nobody walked down 

that road for fun. It seemed I was the only one who wasn’t 

there to work or to shop. As I tried to slowly make my way 
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down the street, past the grabbing hands and choking smells 

of perfume and vomit and disease, I noticed that both the 

hookers and the johns alike were shaking with cold that 

seemed to go deeper than their thin clothes and pale skin. 

Their lips were blue, underneath the makeup, and their teeth 

shattered whenever they weren’t talking or making lewd 

gestures with their tongues. Many of the men and women I 

saw were so beaten down by their chosen lives they barely 

looked human, while others just looked sick, and dirty. 

Nothing like what you would hire for a bachelor party.  

When I was right in the thick of them all, halfway 

between where I entered the strip, and where they seemed to 

stop gathering, I saw a face that looked almost familiar, 

under the dirt and behind the blue from the cold and yellow 

from the Jondas. A woman I used to work with, years ago, 

stared back at me from inside the body of one of the 

prostitutes, already leading her client off to a dark corner of 

the alleyway to earn her money. Someone who had only 

been with the office a short time, and in my memory for far 

less. She was young, flirtatious, and gorgeous. Not like a 

golden angel, or a Russian princess, no, her beauty was a 

dark, sharp, devilish thing; just begging for sin and sweat. 

For some reason, she seemed to have singled me out of the 

group to use her wicked charms on the most. I had a 

girlfriend, at the time, but I am only human, and couldn’t 

resist her wiles forever. What started in the supply closet of 

our credit union continued through countless lunch breaks 

and after-work meetings, until her husband finally caught on 

to her activities. It wasn’t about love, and it wasn’t about 

intimacy. It was just about passion, hitting us in torrential 

waves the likes of which terrorized Japanese fishing villages 

until they were forced to move deeper inland, or build 

massive dikes. We both knew it was wrong, but at the same 

time, we knew we were helpless to stop it. Not long after we 
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got caught, she moved away, leaving the bank behind, with 

me in it. Life went back to normal, and I stayed with my 

girlfriend, at least until things ended naturally. I felt bad 

about what I had done, both to my girl and to their marriage, 

but it was out of my hands. We were just carried away. 

I shrugged the memories out of my head and walked 

on down the road, past all the figures shaking and moving 

jerkily like windsocks, or puppets with tangled strings. I 

started to feel the cold creeping in through my own clothes, 

the chill reaching down with sharp claws to my bones. I held 

out my hand to watch it shake, and then stuffed it back in my 

pants pocket. If the officer could have seen me then, he 

would have arrested me for sure; walking down amongst the 

entire city’s collection of whores, amidst the drug addicts 

and the sex fiends, shaking with my hands in my pockets as 

though I was one of them. But I wasn’t one of them, and I 

didn’t truly belong, and I could feel them watching me from 

beneath their heavily painted eyes, eyes that never made 

contact with anyone real, judging me, and telling me to leave 

so they could feel free among equals. I was too different to 

fit in with them. I wasn’t better, because anyone better 

wouldn’t have seen them, and I wasn’t worse, because I was 

free to walk among them, but I wasn’t like them, either. 

Even after I had left, the hollowness of their eyes and the 

chill in my veins remained.  

I walked for an hour, getting closer to the center of 

town, until it finally occurred to me that I hadn’t eaten 

anything since I woke up. I had intended to eat when I got to 

work, at the coffee stand in the lobby of the office, but with 

everything that had happened, it had slipped my mind. Since 

I was already late for work, I figured there would be no harm 

in stopping for some breakfast. At the very least I could take 

a break from walking in the bitter cold, and if I was going to 

get yelled at when I get to the office, then I was going to get 
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yelled at, and I wanted to do it on a full stomach. The first 

nice looking diner I passed I stopped, and went inside. From 

the window it looked like the average American diner, small 

and run by waitresses in blue and white uniforms. It looked 

peaceful, and quiet. A nice place to think, and, even better, a 

nice place not to. I went inside, and the bell jangled above 

the door. On the other side of the doorway, it became a 

completely different place than it looked through the 

window. The air was thick and smelled like shit, and was no 

warmer than outside. I felt like I had just stepped into a 

poorly run barn in the dead of winter. I coughed on the 

stench, and nearly swallowed a fly trying to breathe. They 

were everywhere, like a black static buzzing throughout the 

entire place, bouncing against me with drunken glee at the 

disgusting shit-hole they had found to live in. The customers, 

who had appeared perfectly normal on the outside, were 

wedged into booths and on chairs with bowing legs, each one 

fatter than the next. Their pale white skin was webbed with 

little veins pushed to the surface by their own girth and 

popping under the strain of holding so much filth inside one 

body. Food ran down their faces and their clothes into piles 

on the floor, where it rotted, as though it had been there for 

weeks, without a single cleanup. Their every effort is put 

into cramming more and more food into themselves, too 

busy, and far too fat, to even swat the flies that were slowly 

eating them alive, or to free themselves from the tables at 

which they were wedged to wash themselves of their own 

filth. One of them hollered as a rat took a bite of his leg, 

drawing to my attention a series of bloody holes where 

others had done the same before. Or perhaps it was the same 

rat, so infected with the gluttony of the place that it, too, was 

stuffing itself on that poor fat bastard.  

Now there are degrees and measures of excess. The 

occasional indulgence is fine, and understandable, I agree 
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with it completely, and there have even been times when I 

perhaps indulged myself to the point of having crossed a 

line, but I have never seen anyone so intent on stuffing 

themselves that they looked as though they would burst, let 

alone so many. Even in school there weren’t gluttons like 

this. Like so many of the rest of my generation, alcohol was 

my biggest indulgence in college, and during the holidays. 

Everyone says not to drink too much, and to be responsible 

when you do, but I never listened to any of that. I always 

started out small, thinking I could hold my liquors, and then 

the more I drank, the more confident I was on how much 

more I could handle. In school every weekend my friends 

and I made it out business to drink to the point where we 

couldn’t remember anything anymore, but even so, we 

clearly were able to handle ourselves. After all, most of us 

graduated, and went on to we at least somewhat successful, 

right? But that was different. Not like this at all. I only drank 

sometimes, and when I did drink I didn’t drink much more 

than a beer or two. This was just disgusting. The sounds of 

them chewing and moaning and the chairs creaking crept 

back into my thoughts, and my stomach lurched as I looked 

around the café again. Any appetite I had when I walked into 

this place was long gone, and whatever it was I had eaten, or 

planned on eating, I wanted to throw up at my earliest 

convenience. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough, back to 

the regular stink of the city, with exhaust and people and 

industrial smog.  

When I was finally clear of that awful café for the 

massive, and the stench of it all was nothing more than a 

memory lingering in my nasal cavities, I noticed that those 

flies I thought were bouncing off of me were taking some 

fairly good bites out of me as well. Some of them were really 

red, and already starting to swell up a little. They itched and 

were sore, and I doubted very much that those little insects 
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were common flies. Probably infected with all the disease 

and rot that infested the air of the place. I would definitely be 

calling the health board about them. The lingering smell 

seemed to have given me some kind of indigestion, too, 

because when I started to walk again, I noticed a lot of pain 

and burning that made it hard to stand up straight. But it kept 

my mind off of the bug bites, and I was pretty sure it would 

pass when I could forget about the place, or get something to 

eat.   

Walking down the street, a few more people seemed 

to be out and going about their daily business. I guess the 

south part of town just wakes up later, or something. The 

lines probably didn’t start gathering for food stamps and 

government cheese until ten or something. As out of place as 

I was, the people wandering around seemed loathe to even 

look at me. People deliberately stepped out of their way to 

avoid me, and not a single one of them made eye contact. I 

had expected some kind of confrontation, or even a violent 

thug of some kind trying to take my wallet or my ass, but 

even the homeless scattered about kept to themselves when I 

walked past. I felt like I was almost a ghost, walking 

completely unseen or unnoticed by the world around me. If it 

weren’t for the field of avoidance surrounding me, I might 

have been a little concerned about it, but if people were 

avoiding me, then I had to exist.  

Suddenly I heard a faint yelling coming from behind 

me, disrupting the stillness. People froze, and turned to see 

what was causing all the disturbance, as it grew steadily 

louder. Coming down the street was a bright, shining luxury 

car; spotless and glimmering in the morning sun like a holy 

artifact. Inside a man with dark hair and sinister eyebrows, 

wearing a business suit and a tie with a gold pin in it, was 

yelling obscenities and insults at everyone he passed. He 

drove slowly, with one arm and his head out the window, so 
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his voice could be better heard, and his statements taken in 

full.  

“Hey, you! You white trash slob, why don’t you put 

down the bottle and get a job. Stop sodomizing fifteen-year-

old girls and do something with your life! What are you 

looking at, nigger? You’re no better than he is, or any of the 

rest of these wetback bastards you’re surrounded with. The 

lot of you should be rounded up and gassed to save us all 

from the burden of poverty, and having to clean up after you. 

When will you get it through your thick jungle bunny skulls 

that stealing and killing people is no substitute for working 

and earning money. A lesson you could learn from, too, you 

fish-cunt whore. Anybody sick enough to pay you for sex 

deserves whatever green, oozing disease they get from 

fucking you. It’d be a godsend if you’d all just die of aids, 

and solve the problem yourselves!” The crowd on the street 

stopped what they were doing to watch the man as he drove 

past, but even though every soul in earshot was listening to 

every word, nobody spoke up. They just took his judgments 

and his hatred, and let him pass through like a paper boat 

riding the currents of the gutter. Even I found myself 

standing, fascinated by his tirade, until his shining Lexus 

chariot carried him out of the range of my senses, and on to 

yet more bystanders to direct his rage at. Once he was gone, 

it was as though he had never been down the road in the first 

place. All the people who, only moments before, had been 

suffering through long strings of bigotry simply turned and 

went back to whatever they had been doing before he 

showed up. I had to wonder if they truly didn’t care, or if 

perhaps it was just a common occurrence around here. 

Maybe that one man makes it his business to do the same 

thing on a daily basis. His regular route to work, or favorite 

lunch-hour activity.  Regardless, I shrugged it off, and 

walked onward.  



 22

Time and distance brought me to yet another sight, 

familiar to me, but out of place here where life was still run 

down, and dirty as it might seem in old movies about a post-

war future. Walking past stores with cracked and barred 

windows, and brick buildings with peeling paint, posters, and 

graffiti, walked a cluster of men wearing well-made suits, all 

talking loudly to one another. Their words were fast-spoken, 

and all came at once, but in between the insults and barbs, I 

could catch a sentence or two about the market, and their 

personal financial dealings.    

“I told you guys that you should have jumped in on 

the deal while they were still growing. I made thirteen 

hundred yesterday alone, and my shares are still climbing. If 

you would only listen to me—” 

“Yeah, like the last time you had a great stock tip, 

and I ended up losing almost seven grand? No thanks—” 

“I don’t know what you’re all complaining about. I 

haven’t had this strong a portfolio since…ever. You just 

need to play the weaknesses. When the economy is hard, 

there are some things you can always depend on, and that’s 

what you focus on when people are too afraid to do anything 

else.”  

“Not to mention the drop in prices. Have you seen the 

deals you can get on cars now? I could walk into the 

dealership today, and drive out with a Subaru WRX, and not 

pay anything for a year. I’m seriously thinking about getting 

one, it’s a pretty sweet car, from what I hear—” 

“What do you need a car for, I’ve never seen you 

drive. Now me, I just got a brand new computer, top of the 

line. The thing is almost silent, it doesn’t even use a fan to 

cool it. Has a flat screen, a cable modem, plus I set it up with 

a sound system. Three speaker subwoofer, four digital audio 

flat-wave speakers in surround sound.” 
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“Why the hell would you want surround sound for a 

computer? Personally, I used the money I got from the work 

bonus and got a whole new entertainment system. Big screen 

television, DVD player, stereo receiver with complete Dolby 

surround. Even the guy who worked the store was jealous, 

said it was the best setup I could get. If I turn up the speakers 

on an action movie you can feel the ground shaking down in 

the parking garage.” 

“And your credit card company can feel the ground 

shaking below your feet, from the weight of the debt you 

carry. Collectors hounding you yet, threatening you with the 

repo man to come take away all your new toys?” 

“Hey, you should talk. If I’m not mistaken, aren’t all 

of your cards maxed? But when has that stopped you? Any 

of you? At least I have something to show for my spending, 

and it’ll all be paid off when the market breaks for me, and I 

cash in.” 

“Yeah, well, when my shares peak, and I sell them 

off, I think I’m going to try to get one of those condos 

downtown, in the Plaza. It’s about time I had a decent place 

to live. I’m sick of being surrounded by all those damn kids 

who read the Wall Street Journal once and think they can 

make a fortune. I belong with the real players.” They had 

almost reached me by now, and turned their attention to me.  

“Speaking of players, look at this pink man right 

here. What’s with the spots, you got the chickenpox or 

something?”  

“No, bug bites.” 

“Well, you should do something about them, soon. 

Some of them are looking kind of nasty.” They were still 

swelling, and getting redder, as we spoke. Some of them 

were getting painful, like an aberrant cyst or boil. 

“Thanks.” 
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“So what do you think of the way the market is 

going?” 

“I’ve got no complaints. I invest a little myself.” 

“Oh yeah? Where did you put your money?” 

“I recently sunk most of my stocks into this medical 

company that was developing some new drugs. Sounds like 

something people will use a lot. Once they take off, I’ll stand 

to make a lot of money.” Two of the men smirked, and 

looked at each other. 

“Oh, yeah? What’s the company called?”  

“Dame Fortuna Pharmaceuticals, I think.” I heard 

snickers among the young men. One of them handed a folded 

paper to another. 

“Maybe you should spend more time reading, and 

less time rolling around with insects.” He handed me the 

paper, and the cluster moved on, laughing and continuing 

their conversation further, with an occasional joke and a look 

back at me. I opened to paper to see the front page headline 

of the wall street journal: HIGH HOPES FALL SHORT- 

Medical Company Declares Bankruptcy. I read enough of 

the article to learn that Dame Fortuna had gone bust, and 

their shares were worth less than the gum stuck to my shoes. 

I threw the paper down and walked on in disgust, fuming at 

my broker for having set me up with such a shitty deal, and 

not calling me to warn me when things looked grim.  

 

I was still cursing the shyster I had claiming to be 

watching my stocks and my backs when  I came to what 

appeared to be an invisible line, in between bad and worse. A 

place where even the run down buildings I had been 

surrounded by, with chipped paint and growing graffiti, 

looked palatial next to the blocks of urban waste that spread 

beyond this fictional point. As though the filth that amassed 

the entire city formed a union, and declared this strip to be 
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the new Bermuda Islands. And watching guard over the 

barrier was a single church, standing to the side slightly, but 

still directly along the lines. It was a dark church, not exactly 

the first place I would run for peace of mind if I was 

religious. Even the stones were dark; on the places shadows 

touched blackness almost threatened to take over. The 

windows, which may have once held pictures of bright saints 

and noble saviors, were so dirty and stained nothing but the 

occasional faded color shined through. This was not a 

church, as much as a tired and beaten soldier, to light the 

candles, and warn travelers of the danger ahead. But, 

whatever memory of a holy place it may have had, it was 

already starting to go, and naught was left but worn stone 

and stained wood. I took a breath, and whispered a goodbye 

to the weary watchdog of the intangible fence, and stepped 

secretly to the other side. 

My passage into this torn apart and disgusting part of 

town was no different than any other block I passed through, 

but the sky suddenly felt thick and heavy. Muggy air choked 

my throat and made it harder to breathe, and made every step 

feel like an eternity. To my left was a small bodega with 

boards over the broken windows. The only reason I could tell 

it was open at all was the shopkeeper standing in the open 

doorway, with his arms crossed and a stern look on his face. 

His eyes had probably been warm once, but were so tired 

from living in the middle of this wretched place, they were 

dull as the pavement I walked on, and underneath his 

grocer’s apron was a bulge that could only be the hint of a 

handgun. He watched me coming from the corner of his eye. 

“Now why on earth would anyone actually want to 

come to this damn place?” 

“I’m just passing through.” 

“Nobody passes through here. Man would walk ten 

miles to avoid this accursed place. Hate it here.” 
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“Then why don’t you leave?” 

“Can’t. Where else am I going to go? I don’t have 

enough money or the means to go anywhere else. All I have 

is this store, and the two rooms above it to live in. Ain’t 

worth nothing to sell, and barely enough to keep me going as 

it is.”  

“Sometimes life can be unfair.” If I had more to say, I 

forgot it when I heard gunshots from no more than a block 

away. More followed, and there were distant screams. 

“Whole damn place is like that. Everyone in here. 

Either they want to tear each other apart, or they stay inside, 

in the dark, afraid to face their own shadows.” The distant 

screams became much less distant, as the two young men 

dressed in rags who were creating them came running from 

the street behind me, and ran into the alleyway just up the 

street from me. Four other youths ran after, dressed in much 

the same clothes, holding guns and knives. One young 

woman was brandishing a baseball bat that was already 

stained red from blood, although I couldn’t tell if it was fresh 

or not. Through all the violence and yelling, not a soul made 

a move to do anything about it. The only movement I noticed 

at all was half a dozen curtains, down the street, that shifted 

slightly to give the occupants room to see what was 

disturbing their self-imposed exile. While I was distracted, 

the shopkeeper had retreated back inside his small store, and 

a closed sign hung in what was left of this door’s window. 

Muffled screams and more shots shook the glass a little. I 

decided it would be best to walk fast as I could through this 

part of town.  

I was trying my best not to look at anyone in 

particular, to stay inconspicuous, and out of trouble. 

Suddenly something came scurrying out from the front door 

of a building, wearing pajama pants and a stained robe. He 

froze when he saw me, staring up at me with sheer terror on 
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his pale, pale face. His eyes had dark rings around them, like 

a raccoon, with bags that shook when he coughed, and he 

looked as though he hadn’t showered in weeks. Apparently 

he hadn’t seen me coming, and was trying to get out to the 

mailbox. He didn’t even breathe until he heard a shout from 

somewhere in the area, which reminded him that there were 

other things to be afraid of than the stranger by the mail. No 

wonder he was afraid to leave his house, with all the 

violence than ran uncontrolled throughout the entire 

neighborhood. As violent as this place is, it’s a wonder 

anyone bothers to leave at all. Best just to keep to yourself, 

and stay clear of the whole mess altogether, that’s what I say. 

I may not be housebound, but I do my best to avoid the 

world at large when I can. I don’t watch the news, don’t read 

the paper. I have a subscription to National Geographic, 

because it was a free sample that I just never bothered to 

stop. I think the only news I’ve read in years is the 

occasional story in between the photo spreads of naked girls 

in playboy. The terror-stricken eyes locked onto me were 

probably more of a mirror than that man would ever know. 

With the kind of crazy coincidence that can make a man 

paranoid about sinister divine influences, we coughed in 

unison, before another yell caused him to catch his breath, 

and look around for its source. This one was closer. The 

slapping sound of someone running on pavement rose behind 

me, and I turned to see a man with a beard hit me in the face. 

I fell to the ground, failing to catch myself. When I looked 

up, I saw the man in the robe being beaten by the bearded 

man, for seemingly no reason. All I could think about was 

getting out of there before he decided to take me instead. I 

stood up, and ran as fast as I could, afraid to even look back. 

I didn’t know how far this would last before I might leave 

the violence behind, and get back to civilization. After I 

could no longer take a decent breath, I stopped running. I 
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leaned against a street sign to recover from the excertion, and 

finally saw a way out of there. A dirty cab sped by, but it 

was already by me when I tried to wave it down. Tires 

shrieked against the wet pavement as the brake lights came 

on, and the car lurched as it slammed into reverse. I had to 

jump out of the way from being hit when it climbed the curb 

before finally stopping. I craned my neck to see what kind of 

lunatic was behind the wheel. He turned and looked at me 

with eyes like fire, and spat at my feet. 

“You gon’ get in the car or you just wastin’ my time 

up in here?” I figured nothing could be worse than spending 

any more time in this neighborhood, so I opened the door, 

and got inside. The driver was moving before I even had a 

chance to close the door behind myself. He adjusted the 

rearview mirror, and his burning turned to me again. “Where 

you goin’ Casper? And what the fuck happened to your face? 

You look like you got yourself beat.” 

“What?” I looked at myself in his mirror, and saw 

what he was talking about. My eyes looked bloodshot, 

probably from too little sleep, and my face looked pale. The 

bug bites I got in the diner were swelling up to look as 

disgusting as they were painful, and there was a cut under 

my left eye from where I got hit on the street. Between that 

and the dirt on my clothes, this probably wouldn’t be my 

best day at work. At least they should be happy I went 

through all this trouble to show up instead of just calling in 

sick. Shows a little bit of determination on my part. Like a 

ragged soldier returning victorious through the jungles of 

war. Only with a Windsor knot and polished shoes.  

“Hey, I said where you goin’, crackah!” In the mirror 

I could see an angry glare in his eyes. He didn’t look that far 

from kicking me out of his cab. I stuttered from the thought 

of returning to the street and told him the address of my 

office building. It wasn’t an easy ride there, and while the 
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driver swore he knew the way to go, we seemed to be going 

in circles, my body slammed against the unpadded walls of 

the cab with every turn. If the car had brakes, he never used 

them, and if I ever defended a cab driver, I regretted it the 

second we started on our journey. After a seemingly endless 

string of close calls and several moments of absolute despair 

at ever leaving that cab alive, we finally pulled up to the 

towering glass building that I has spent every day in for as 

long as I could remember. The office. David Irving 

Sanderson Business Complex was it’s technical name, what 

it was called on the marble sign above the door, and the 

directory in the lobby, but all it has ever been to me was the 

office.  

I walked up to the towering wall of reflective glass, 

and went through the spinning door, into the vast, open 

lobby of the office building. The floors, walls, and ceiling 

were all made of the same polished grey stone, cold and hard 

and slick as ice. The security desk rose out of the floor as 

though they were all carved out of the same mountain, 

hollowed out through years of the earth’s elements, or the 

slave labor of an ancient king. There were a few plants 

strewn about made from plastic, in pots that matched the 

stone they sat on.  Velvet ropes narrowed down the 

passageway from the door to the elevators, so that visitors 

would remember to check in at the security desk. The desk 

was generally run by large gorillas who hate the entire world, 

and everyone in it. They sat and glared at every employee 

that passed by the desk in the morning. The day my car was 

stolen, I lost my ID tag, and the next morning it took me 

nearly a half an hour to clear who I was with the desk guys. 

They issued me this temporary ID, which had to be renewed 

every week until I could get a new key card. The new card 

was supposed to be here weeks ago, but I had received not a 

word of its existence. By Fridays the piece of paper that my 
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temp ID was printed on was tattered and torn and usually in 

pretty bad shape. When he saw he moving in, the massive 

man behind the desk stood up from his chair, and moves to 

block the passageway between the ropes and the desk. He 

was nearly seven feet tall, and wide enough that even though 

several people could walk through the opening at the same 

time, I would have had a hard time trying to squeeze past 

him. His frown lines made his entire scalp move and 

wrinkle.  

“How can I help you?” 

“You can move. I’m late already.”  

“Is someone expecting you, or do you have a pass?” I 

searched my pockets for my temp pass. The guard got redder 

and redder while I searched, not finding anything. There was 

a tiny wad of paper in the bottom of one pocket, speckled 

with black ink. It looked much like a security pass might, if 

it were run through a washing machine. I reached out, and 

handed it to the guard. 

“There you go, big guy. All in good order.”  

“What the hell is this, a Kleenex? I don’t want your 

filthy used spankercheif, shithead, I want your security 

pass.” 

“You’re holding it. I washed it. It was a little dirty.” 

He dropped my little pile of pass into the ground, and ground 

his teeth together.  

“Look, if you’re not an employee, and you won’t tell 

me who you’re here to see, you won’t get past me.” 

“I am an employee, puff’n’stuff. I’ve worked here for 

years. You’ve seen me almost every day of your pathetic 

life. I’m late, pissed off, almost got killed on the way in, and 

I’m covered with these damn bug bites, I’m not really in the 

mood to play games with a rent-a-cop. Let me in.”  
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“Your festering ass isn’t going anywhere near those 

elevators unless you can give me a good reason why I should 

let you by me.” 

“Because it’s my job to be up there, and it’s your job 

to let me by, you stupid, fat, worthless—“ 

“Good afternoon, Aaron. Is there a problem?” The 

head of my company walked up to us from behind.  

“No, Mr. Farinata. Just this individual who seems to 

have mistaken his place in the building. It’s being taken care 

of.”  

“Him?” The boss looked at me, and his eyes widened 

a little when he recognized me. “No, he’s with me. One of 

my workers. He just lost his ID a few weeks back. Thanks, 

though, Aaron.” 

“No problem, sir.” Mr. Farinata held his arm behind 

my shoulder as we passed the desk, as though to illustrate his 

possession of me to the guard. He dropped his arm again 

when we got to the elevator, and he pressed the button to call 

it.  

“Lucky I ran into you on my way back from lunch. 

I’ve been trying to get in contact with you all morning. 

Where have you been?” We stepped on the elevator. 

“I had a lot of troubles this morning, I’ve been tying 

to get here.”  

“Yes, well, it’s after lunchtime, and I didn’t get even 

a call. And you hardly look prepared for work now.” 

“I’m sorry. I took the wrong bus and ended up on the 

other side of town, and I couldn’t find a cab, and the busses 

weren’t running back this way, and I was attacked by insects 

and hit by some punk on the street. I haven’t even gotten 

anything to eat today.” 

“I believe that you’ve had a hard time. My only point 

is that you should have called. From a payphone or a 

restaurant, if nothing else. But this really is the age of 
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technology, most people have some kind of cell phone.” As 

if to illustrate his point, his own phone started to ring. He 

answered it as we reached our floor. He paused his 

conversation briefly to look back at me. “I’d like to see you 

in my office in fifteen minutes or so.” He turned back to his 

path, and resumed talking.   

The office was as clean and free of the distractions of 

life and entertainment as it could possibly be; 

interchangeable with every other office in any large 

corporation across the world. The planners followed the 

same belief that by removing the worker completely from 

any semblance of life, or humanity, they would be free from 

any and all reminders that there was a life outside the pursuit 

of money. These people scoffed at the radicals who claimed 

happy workers worked harder, and opted instead to try and 

turn the creatures of careless flesh and blood into well-oiled 

machines of greed and modern-day communication. Every 

worker in there, myself included, had been trained in 

meetings and seminars and helpful information packets 

exactly how to answer phones, coerce people to taking phone 

calls from collectors, and thinking in the narrow, company 

based fragments. The only decorations that we had were 

banners of posters on what it meant to be a member of the 

team, or lists of company rules and pep-talks. Bullet 

statements on the new 401k plan, detailed diagrams of dress 

codes, and, watching over us all, a large banner with dark 

blue lettering that read only ‘the dead may have no use for 

money, but that’s no reason we shouldn’t.’ It was a statement 

designed to remind the whole godless lot of us that our sole 

purpose of being in these walls was the pursuit of money. 

Not enlightenment, not happiness, not spiritual freedom. We 

were hunting down the green; sponsorship and advertising 

money from investors, bill payments and fees from 

customers, the all-important fiscal figures for our league of 
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bosses, and, the end result of our tasks, our own paychecks. 

It was a complicated system based on the simplest of all 

human desires, after lust.  

The banner managed to capture the feeling of every 

worker, though, and seemed by mere presence to inspire the 

feelings that we all lived on. Somewhere, in his palace in the 

clouds, or in a flaming metal tomb in hell, the great 

Epicureus smiled at us, and everything we had come to stand 

for. The office was the bastion of immediate gratification, 

living completely in the now. Walking from the door to my 

own cubicle revealed the same things I saw every day, and 

expected to see. Some people were working, more were 

staring into space. Here and there someone was mailing dirty 

jokes to his friend across the office, or using their computer 

to access porn on the internet. Everyone working only as 

much as they could get away with and still get paid, wasting 

the rest of their time on their own desires. The guy across the 

walkway from me returned to his desk with a satisfied smile 

on his face, probably from beating off in the men’s room 

again, and the door to the copy room was shut tight, too, 

which mean more than likely another “secret” tryst was 

happening on the folding table in there. In close quarters 

there are few things that are unknown, but there is even less 

that is cared to talk about at all. Privacy comes from the 

disinterest of our peers, rather than discretion. No doubt 

everyone in the room knew as much about my own work 

habits as I did theirs, if not more. It just didn’t matter. 

Nothing would be said, and nothing would change. The only 

thing new was the slight discomfort I could see on the faces 

of some of the workers. It seemed everyone was scratching 

themselves, and a few has rashes on their arms, or necks.  

There were a few notes on my desk, from phone 

messages. When not in, our phone calls were relayed directly 

to the secretary’s desk, much to her dismay. No doubt she 
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was quite put out at having to get up to deliver not one but 

two messages to my desk while I was away. The first said for 

me to call my broker, he had urgent news, and the second 

was telling me that my brother had called. I turned on my 

computer, and accessed my connection to the internet. I had 

a buildup of calls to make, but it wouldn’t hurt to watch a 

little of the newly downloaded “Alien Sex Duel” before I got 

into it. Besides, the boss wanted to talk to me before too 

long. While the movie player was loading, I made the call to 

my broker. He was nervous and tired, from defending 

himself to clients all day. He apologized and swore and tried 

hard to explain why it wasn’t his fault before breaking the 

news that I had lost all my money invested in Dame Fortuna. 

There were a few other small shares in my portfolio, but the 

backbone had been the pharmaceutical company that came 

so highly recommended by my broker. I gave him an earful, 

and slammed down the phone. Nothing I could do now about 

the money, but at least yelling at the man who was 

responsibly for my losing it made me feel a little better. I 

was hoping I would strike it rich through one of those stock 

deals, and then I could quit this shit job. I daydreamed a 

moment about shooting the useless bastard in the head for 

his folly, until I remembered that I was still supposed to see 

Mr. Farinata in his office.   

I stood in his open doorway while he spoke on the 

phone and ignored the rest of the world, as he usually did. In 

all the time I worked at this place, I had never visited the 

boss’ office and seen him doing anything other than talking 

on the phone. So I leaned against the doorframe, looking 

about his office, idly scratching at the bug bites on my arms, 

and rubbing the burning sensation around my neck. He 

glared at me whenever I failed to suppress a cough to his 

satisfaction, so I tried to occupy my mind instead with 

reading the papers tacked to his own walls. He had more 



 35

than his fair share of the standard business slogans and moral 

builders, and one or two degrees of higher education, but my 

favorite decoration was a framed piece of paper, with a little 

slogan on it. It read: 

 

In this life, people worry too much about 

everything. No matter what situation, there are 

really only two ways to break it down; either you 

are sick, or healthy.  

If you are healthy, then there’s nothing to worry 

about. If you’re sick, then there are two ways it 

can go; you will either get better, or die.  

If you get better, then you clearly have nothing to 

worry about. If you die, then there are only two 

things that can happen; either your spirit will go 

to Heaven, or Hell.  

If you go to Heaven, then there will never be 

anything to worry about. If you go to Hell, you’ll 

be too damn busy shaking hands with friends to 

worry about anything at all.  

 

 Finally, Mr. Farinata was done with his phone call, 

and motioned for me to come in and sit down. He had a very 

frank look about him that never let you know ahead of time 

if his news would be good or bad. I think he secretly enjoyed 

the torture it imposed on his workers, not knowing their fate 

until it was too late to escape it. I didn’t really need any kind 

of body language though. I had a feeling already that the 

news would be bad before he even opened his mouth.  

 “So. I had a point I was reaching, in the elevator, 

about your tardiness today. Do you know what it was?” 

 “I think so.” 

“The point is that, even on the other side of the city, 

or with a broken car, or a dying wife, it doesn’t matter. You 
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have a responsibility to us, both to me and to your fellow 

workers, to call in and warn us if you’ll be late, or won’t be 

coming in. Otherwise, we’re all sitting around wondering 

what to do about it. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 

“Yes.” 

“Because communication is the key here. It’s what 

separates us from the beasts. Without communication, we’re 

all just a bunch of half-wits and pin-heads, wandering around 

aimlessly.” 

“I know, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” 

“Now, if for some reason you don’t have a cell 

phone, or it isn’t working, that’s not really a good excuse. 

There are still phones all over the place. If the guys who 

stand by the highway with signs can earn enough money for 

black tar heroin and a fifth of old crow, then you can 

certainly manage to get fifty cents for a phone call, or 

borrow someone’s phone.” 

“I know. It just never entered my mind.”  

“Now, this isn’t the first time you’ve been late to 

work. It seems to have picked up a lot, especially in recent 

weeks. Today’s actions were just a more serious outbreak of 

symptoms that have been showing for a long time now, and 

it really is inexcusable. Not only to wander in halfway 

through the day, but to come looking like you slept the night 

in the gutter; it’s just bad work ethic.” 

“I’m sorry. I thought you would prefer I make it in 

today, rather than call in sick.” 

“Now, I’m not an unreasonable man. If you would 

have called in sick, there are people who could have covered 

for you. We’re all part of a family here.” 

“I appreciate that.” 

“But I think the big problem here is that this has all 

been going on too long. Looking over your history, the 

records of your accounts, and certainly your conduct today, it 
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just reflects really poorly on you. And with you as a part of 

our staff here, it reflects badly on us. When the rest of the 

workers see your behavior, and see it go unpunished, it 

makes them feel like their own merits aren’t being 

appreciated.” 

“But my actions aren’t worse than anyone else’s.” 

“When they see something like that going on, they 

might start to feel as though management is turning a blind 

eye to all the employees. That the individual actions and 

achievements are perceived as being one and the same. 

That’s something we really can’t afford to let happen here.” 

“You’re telling me that I’m the bad example?” 

“The bottom line is that, as much as I would like to 

be able to help you out here, and be a buddy, the needs of the 

business have to come first. I’m going to have to let you go, 

and do this one by the books.” 

“You’re going to fire me? Just like that?” 

“Of course, you can stay here for the two weeks, if 

you want, but we strongly recommend that you take the final 

check, and clear your stuff out today. Studies have shown 

that the work done in the final two weeks is rarely up to par.” 

“I don’t believe this…” 

“I do hope you are able to find somewhere else to 

work, soon, and I wish you all the best luck. If things start to 

get too hard, try to look at it as more of an object lesson than 

a failure, and think about this when you do find work in the 

future. The little details, and few extra minutes in the 

morning, do count. Anyway, it’s been nice working with 

you. Good luck.” 

As soon as he was finished speaking, he leaned back 

in his chair, and picked up the phone again. As simple as 

that. I stormed back to my desk, and searched for anything of 

value to take with me when I left. Everything in my desk, 

from the pens to the computer, was supplied by and the 
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property of the company that had just let me go in the grand 

tradition of martyrdom. Disgusted, I knocked everything off, 

onto the floor, and marched to the elevator, tearing down 

morale posters on my way.  

 

It was a rotten day, building up all the bad luck and 

the wrath of God one could fit in the span of a few hours. If I 

had just stayed at home this morning, called in sick and 

started drinking, it would have been a better day. Hell, aside 

from losing a light bulb somewhere inside my rectum, it 

would be impossible for the day to have gone worse. The 

only good out of any of this mess was that now, without the 

stress of trying to get to work to make the boss happy, I 

could stop and get something to eat. It was such a good idea 

that I stopped right away in the closest place from work, a 

family-style restaurant just down the street called the Lion’s 

Head. Inside there was a still quiet, and all the patrons were 

sitting, staring straight ahead of themselves, not even eating. 

It was as though I had walked right into a wax museum, 

attempting to perfectly capture a mid-day eating scene in a 

large city, only the artist somehow failed to equip any of his 

statues with any emotion aside from ass-clenching fear. The 

first sign of movement at all came from two men walking 

from the hallway behind the hostess desk, with its cash 

register and surprisingly empty tip jar. The hallway led back 

to the kitchen, the restrooms, and a final door, the one the 

men came from, which must have been the manager’s office. 

The strangeness of the situation finally hit me when I saw 

that the first man, bearing an expression no different from 

that of the people surrounding him, was being led very 

closely by the man behind. When the well-dressed man came 

to a stop next to the terrified high school dropout at the 

hostess counter, I could finally get a better view of the man 
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who was behind him. In one hand he held a sack of canvass, 

and in the other, there was a gun.  

Suddenly all the silence and terror made sense to me, 

and I also froze at the realization that I had walked right into 

a robbery. The man who had been in the back nodded at 

another man, who I had taken before to be another bystander, 

standing with his back to me, facing the terrified young 

hostess. The man with the bag walked past his associate, 

who in turn gave one last angry shout, words lost, I’m sure, 

on everyone, and then started to follow. Whether they were 

sauntering out of the restaurant slowly as possible, to 

maximize the fear, and ensure their safety, or if the entire 

passing of events just seemed slow to me in my state of 

alertness I do not know, but every single millisecond that 

passed flashed by as a single image, undisturbed in time, like 

a slide show. Finally out from the scrutiny and violent gaze 

of the man with the gun, the hostess’s expression changed 

from one of shock and terror, to one not unlike the disgust 

and hopeless heartbreak often seen on the face of rape 

victims or abused children. Her young chest heaved under 

the waitress outfit, once designed to seduce customers to 

confusing country charm with the promise of cleavage, 

building up with sobbing tears too afraid yet to show 

themselves, but well on the way out. Somewhere beyond the 

large metal swinging doors of the kitchen, there was a 

stirring, noticeable only by the moving heads above the 

ordering counters. Two of the younger workers, very likely 

busboys rather than cooks, burst out the swinging doors, 

after the two crooks, holding between them a massive 

steaming stewpot. They began to lift the pot together, acting 

on a plan created by those too young to have earned the 

wisdom or intelligence that would have sent them instead for 

the sharp kitchen knives, or perhaps the phone to call in 

armed men. Whatever hot stew was inside rushed out in a 
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boiling title wave, far too powerful to be controlled, and far 

heavier than the boys had planned on. I tried desperately to 

tell my legs to move faster, to put more distance between 

myself, the armed robbers who just realized what was 

happening, and the torrents of scalding juices and fats from 

some random farmyard creature. All communications 

between brain and legs were lost, however, replaced instead 

with the screaming messages letting every nerve in my body 

aware as the stew splashed off the screaming gunmen, 

against my own body.  

One of the robbers dropped his bag and gun to try 

and protect his eyes somehow from damage that had already 

been done, while the other held even tighter to his, although 

he most likely forgot what it was, and rolled on the ground 

until the pot, finally emptied, came crashing down on top his 

head. The plan of the busboys had been successful, in a way 

that they had probably not been able to foresee themselves. 

At the cost of their hands, and my legs, the two robbers were 

thrust suddenly into a new world of pain, heavy burns, and 

eventual blisters. Had my own legs not been in such pain, I 

surely would have been much more sympathetic to them, for 

their pain had to be much greater than my own. Intending 

only to make a little bit of quick, easy money, not even 

hurting a soul, just a few threats and a little bit of theft, they 

got instead burns that would take a month at least to heal, 

and an even longer jail sentence besides. And, honestly, who 

living hasn’t stolen at one point in their lives? Children do it, 

for that matter, clergymen and their most devout of their 

followers have done it at some point or another. I can’t even 

count the number of times during my own upbringing that I 

enjoyed the fruits of my own cleverness or a shopkeeper’s 

distraction to get some free food, girly magazines, a cd, or 

maybe even a piece of furniture. It was one of those things 

covered by insurance, where nobody but the companies that 
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have no right existing in the first place need suffer. Had 

these two men here gotten away with the money, all the store 

owner would have to do was let his local agent know, and all 

would be well. Now they were going to the jail’s medical 

ward. Of course, if they had been able to get away with it, 

maybe walk a little faster, or wait a little longer before they 

started this show, I wouldn’t have gotten burnt. With my legs 

screaming on fire, all I could do was hope they would find a 

nice, big, well-endowed cellmate to fuck them good and 

proper. It would be a nice sort of karmic revenge.  

For my own bit of balance, the manager of the 

restaurant gave me a thirty percent discount on my lunch. 

They figured that would be enough to keep me from suing 

them for the burns on my leg. It would take a little bit of 

research and probably a call to a lawyer to figure out if I had 

a reasonable case or not, so I accepted the offer and told 

them not to worry about it. I would have told them anything 

to get something to eat, and not have to walk another block 

with my stomach churning and biting at the inner walls of 

itself like a bear stuck in a trap. As much as I ate, the 

stomach pains got worse, and what started as a rumbling 

unease in my guts quickly became a nauseous pain that 

would not let me go. Holding firmly to my aching stomach, 

and begging every worker there was for an antacid as I paid 

my bill, the meal came to an end as unsettling and 

uncomfortable as the rest of the day had been. There was so 

much discomfort there that I knew immediately I needed 

something familiar and comfortable. Whenever I get that 

kind of feeling, the only place for me to go is to Montana. 

My home is as familiar, and yet as sterile as a hotel room, 

and my family is even less comforting than that. But 

Montana has been there, whenever I need a place to run to. 

She would be at work now, but I could always walk there, 

and get there around when she gets home. With no job, the 
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rest of my day was pretty much wide open, and I had already 

walked across half the town. The rest of the way to 

Montana’s place wouldn’t be too hard to manage, even with 

my singed legs.  

Of course there was always the problem that I really 

honestly had no business wandering around the city by 

myself, seeing as how even after all my time here, I had no 

idea where I was going. I knew little more than how to get to 

and from the highway from where I might want to be, and 

the major bus or subway stops it would take to get there if I 

had for some reason lost my car, as became the case. I knew 

that from where I was, the highway wasn’t too far. My plan 

was to walk along city streets, so long as the highway was in 

view, and then, when I was getting close to Montana’s place, 

I would recognize where I was. It was a simple enough plan 

that a half-retarded child could have thought it up, which was 

the only reason I had as much confidence in it as I did. When 

it came to planning, details tended to confuse me just a little 

bit. Following things like strings or lazy butterflies, where 

my only real job involved watching the object of my single-

minded attention, and go more or less where it went.  

 

I walked along the streets, keeping an eye on the 

highway, humming to myself to forget the pain and 

discomfort I had suffered through the first half of my day, 

and all the marks I bore to prove it. The singing led to 

daydreams, and soon I was lost in a world of my own mind, 

imagining having yelled at my boss, instead of just agreeing 

with him and leaving peacefully. I pretended that I had 

stormed out of his office, after having blazoned him loudly 

enough that the entire office was a witness to his humiliation, 

and then, grabbing Fran from the cubicle across the way by 

the waist and tossing her upon my desk, had my way with 

her right in the view of all. While she was still trying to 
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come to terms with what just happened, wiping hair from her 

face and straightening her clothes, the rest of the slack-jawed 

office monkeys just watched as I took my things and walked 

coolly out of the office, tearing down every poster I passed 

on the way, and banging on the windows of Mr. Farinata’s 

office. It was far too perfect a scenario, and I started to regret 

my own actions the deeper into it I got. I was so wrapped up 

in the self-indulgence and self-pity that I started to lose track 

of the highway. While it had started to lean a little to the 

right and pull away from me, I had gone straight, putting 

more distance between us with every footfall. Suddenly 

realizing how lost I would be if I didn’t find the road again, I 

dropped all of my delusions and make-believe to get back to 

the task at hand. I cut down an alleyway, which would bring 

me closer to the highway I was errantly following. I was 

worried that if I waited until the next light, the highway 

might have taken a more drastic turn and I would be once 

again lost somewhere in this city. At least where I was I 

could hear the distant rumblings of a highway echoing off 

the stained brick.  

When I turned down the alleyway, I wished I had 

chosen to go on a ways, or even to go back. It was lined, 

completely, with what appeared to be every flavor of junky 

in the rainbow. They draped across the ground as though 

they had been dumped out of a trash-bin from the fourth 

story, and stayed right where they landed. Some piled on 

others, some lay with their heads resting on nothing but rock 

and rotten trash. The smell was worse than getting caught 

behind a garbage truck at rush hour, too. I cautiously walked 

down the narrow spaces between their bodies, trying hard 

not to breathe. None of them made so much as a sound, they 

just watched me suspiciously, with empty eyes. They didn’t 

want me any more than I wanted them, but not because I was 

superior to them. With my stained clothes and scabbed-over 
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flesh, they glared at me with the hatred of one more body to 

crowd the street, and of a peer who had the strength and will 

to move of his own will. How long had it been since they 

moved from those carefully defended plots of asphalt, to 

stretch, or move, or relieve themselves? Some I passed by 

seemed to be almost dead, and I have no doubt that others 

actually were. Every few feet was like being lost amid a 

graveyard with no more graves left, and the end of the alley 

looked so far ahead. I would have run, only I’m sure I would 

have tripped on someone’s leg, or stepped on their head, and 

landed face-first among the muck and filth that made the 

homes of these sad, pathetic creatures. And I wanted nothing 

less than to touch one of them.  

 Finally the narrow street opened up into a 

wide area, a parking lot and loading dock, unmarked and 

worn for the use of heavy trucks. It was the part of the city 

that was never really supposed to be seen by much of 

anyone; the backs of stores which were probably vacant 

now, with bent freight doors from some attempted entry or 

another. Twenty feet or so overhead, the highway roared 

with every passing car, and made the cement pillars and 

ground shake with the motion of those who never had to 

view the land they passed by. In the shade underneath the 

massive highway, in the corner of the lot, stood a building 

that must have originally been intended to be a café or 

storehouse, but was now occupied by a Cash-house, taking 

advantage of some cheap real estate and local criminal 

element. Glass was scattered over so much of the ground, 

from the drunks in alleyways and passing cars above, that the 

rare bits of light that managed to fight its way through the 

lingering smog reflected, as though off a desert sand or a 

small child’s art project.  

My own lungs begged to cough, to get rid of the 

exhaust that fell down, choking the area, but the people I saw 



 45

seemed immune. They had long grown used to their 

surroundings, and didn’t even notice it. People who seemed 

to always be in shadow walked in and out of the Cash-house, 

on their way from an anonymous victim, or to another. The 

addicts from the alleyway spilled out, and mingled with the 

gathering drunks, laying on the broken glass without care on 

concern, mouths dripping with bile. Transvestites walked 

from the corners of the streets, around the buildings and 

parking lots, trying desperately to find someone willing to 

put some money into their pocket for food or drink of their 

own, so they could rest. But they looked even sicker than the 

whores I had met on the other side of town, and their silent 

mockery of their own existence went unnoticed in the sin 

and foul air of the place. My feet ground up the broken glass 

even further as I stepped across the open lot, keeping my 

eyes ahead of me, pretending not to notice the sexual misfits, 

who wandered and mumbled like a George Romero zombie. 

When I was almost to the corner of one of the brick 

buildings, I noticed the voice of a man among the shake and 

rumble. Around the corner, I saw he was wearing a sign 

around his neck that claimed there was no God, and was 

holding a very worn looking bible, looking like it had been 

stolen from a church somewhere.  

“This book claims that someone is watching over me, 

protecting everything I do! Making life good for me, and 

everyone else! But what is he doing for us? What has he 

done for this place? Still, we can’t find work, or food! We 

wander around here, hopelessly, starving, sleeping in the 

streets, and nobody cares! Why? Because there is no God, 

that’s why! Its all horse-shit, designed to calm the masses!” 

As he said this one of the transvestites walked too 

close to him, and he accosted it immediately.  
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“You there? How long have you been afflicted as 

such? Why has Holy God not come to your aid, and given 

you sense, or cured your mind?” 

The transvestite frowned with the exaggeration of too 

much makeup, and shoved the man without stopping.  

“Fuck you, Jack-off.” 

He fell forward, having no balance and no 

coordination to stop himself, landing on the glass and the 

road. A loud air-horn told us that a truck was coming, and 

not slowing down for anyone to get out of the way. I tried to 

grab the man by his elbows and help him up, but he swung 

his arm at me, trying to make me lose my grip. 

“No, let me lay here. If there really is a God, then I’ll 

be fine, won’t I? He wouldn’t let the truck hit me! And if I 

die, then you’ll know I was right all along!” 

I pulled at his arm again, but he was heavy, and 

covered with the glass underneath him, which cut at my 

fingers. He tugged violently with the arm, finally getting 

himself free from my grip, but knocking me back, too. I 

heard the crunch of the glass, but the only thing I could 

really feel was the shaking of the ground as the truck grew 

nearer and nearer. I was knocked far enough back that I 

thought I was safe, and was probably too stunned by the 

horror of it to move if I hadn’t been. I just saw this man, 

cursing God at the top of his lungs, with a look in his eye of 

craze and passion, and waited for the truck to find him in 

slow motion. I wanted something to happen. The truck to 

stop or swerve. I wanted him to be proven wrong, and saved 

by the God he hated to much, the very same God my own 

relatives preached to me during my entire childhood. Every 

time I had sat and doubted their words, every time I had 

stood and argued with them, yelled that they were fools, and 

the book was a fraud were all justified in the instant that the 

massive truck tires rolled over the crazed atheist’s body. The 
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crunching noise was ungodly, and blood burst from his 

mouth. No sooner did one let him rest than more came, first 

singularly, and then in massive pairs. Bones burst through 

skin, letting loose squirting blood and mashed organs, 

squeezed out like the last bit of toothpaste. It was worse than 

anything I had ever seen before. No movie or drivers training 

video could have prepared me. The reenactments of 

medieval torture and the pictures of Auschwitz didn’t even 

compare to the gruesome nature of what was going on. I was 

lost in shock and disgust, until the last, and widest of the 

tires that I failed to see came too near my own foot, and 

rolled over the end, causing bolts of pain to bring me out of 

my hypnosis.  

I yelled at the top of my lungs and pulled my foot 

back form the road, trying to press the toes back into shape, 

through the leather of the shoes. The pain went on, and I was 

pretty sure at least one toe, if not more, was broken. It ached, 

and in burned, and I imagined everything underneath to be as 

big a bloody mess as what used to be a man, laying next to 

me. I turned around, and hollered for someone to help me 

out, but nobody turned their heads. In fact, not a single soul 

was even looking in our direction. They just went about their 

business, cashing stolen checks and walking in a misfit 

parade, ignoring the rest of the world, just as they themselves 

had been ignored for their abominations.  

Slowly and painfully, I stood up, trying to keep all 

weight off the front of my foot. I brushed the pieces of glass 

off my ass and legs, noticing for the first time some of the 

smaller pieces that had jammed their way into flesh. They 

came out pretty easily, leaving only little pin-pricks of pain 

and, without a doubt, some kind of infection from the slime 

that inhabit this place. Limping and in more pain than I could 

imagine, I headed down the road, away from the despicable 

lot, to find some kind of onramp to the highway. I didn’t 
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want to risk any more losing the road, and ending up in this 

kind of situation again. If the cops stopped me for walking 

along the shoulder, I would just lie and told them my car 

broke down, and I was going for help. Damn them all.  

 

Walking with a broken toe and burnt legs was no 

simple task in and of itself. It took me longer to walk a 

hundred feet than it would normally take me to walk a mile, 

limping and groaning. Cars roared past, moving like comets 

compared to his sluggish movements. It dawned on me that I 

might find my way to Montana’s house faster if I put out my 

thumb and hitched the rest of the way there. But in my 

condition, there weren’t too many people who wanted to 

pick me up. Aside from the pink rawness of my bites and 

burns, and a quickly spreading rash, I was blanched from the 

pain and the blood draining out my crushed toe. I could see 

traces of the liquid dripping from the tip of my shoe as I 

stepped, and I knew it would only be a matter of time until 

my entire sock had turned red from absorption. Just when I 

was feeling ridiculous walking along with my arm straight 

out from my side, thumb extended, and about to put it down 

to resume my path in dignity, a van pulled up.  

The brakes could have been heard from a mile away, 

and the smoke cloud that came out the back probably could 

have been seen from further, but it was a ride nonetheless. 

The two passengers he could see, in the front seats, were 

dressed all in black, and covered with piercings and metal. 

There were beads and a sheer cloth hanging in between them 

and the back, but I could only imagine the kinds of posters or 

filth I would see back there, judging from the rest of the van, 

and the harsh, mystical music coming from inside.  

Opening the door revealed something I hadn’t quite 

pictured. Instead of filth and rust, the back was actually 

furnished quite well. The entire floor area was covered with 
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pillows and a mattress, and blankets tossed about. The walls 

were draped with a velvety fabric with a leopard print, and 

while the décor was dark, it was not repulsive at all. Even the 

light, filtered through colored plastic hanging over the 

windows, was somehow alluring. There were more 

passengers in the back, who greeted me and pulled me in the 

moment they sensed my hesitation. They too were dressed 

mostly in black and metal, but they were wearing much less 

clothing altogether than those in the front had. In fact, 

between the four of them together, I don’t think they had on 

half as much fabric as either one of the more readily visible 

pair had separately. One of the women held a young man 

even paler than was I by a chain leash wrapped around his 

neck. Another of the women had a whip she was twirling 

menacingly. When she saw me looking at her, she lowered 

her gaze, and growled in the back of her throat.  

“You look like you’re in pain.”  

“A little, yeah.” 

“We like…pain.”  

The other young man, previously hunched in a 

corner, slowly reached out, and wiped his finger across the 

slick blood on the tip of my shoe. When I jerked my foot 

away from him, he pulled back his hand with equal speed, 

sticking his finger firmly in his mouth.  

“Pain gives us a tingling sensation. Like fire, all over 

our bodies. It’s the only way to truly feel pleasure at all.” 

She leaned forward, nearly falling out of her glistening black 

lingerie. “If you want, we can make you feel better. You’ll 

forget all about the pain in your sores, and the blood in your 

foot.” She pulled her whip tight between her hands, making 

it crack. I shuffled away, wishing for another corner to hide 

inside in the small quarters of the van. The pair connected by 

chain crawled forward as well, cooing to me in mockingly 

gentle voices. 
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“Don’t be afraid. We won’t do anything to you we 

can’t fix. It’s alright.” I could feel hands on my shoulders, 

the silent one in the corner having come out again. With his 

body pressed up against my back, and one arm wrapped 

around my chest, I felt his breath on the back of my neck, 

and then the warm wetness of his tongue, licking at the 

infested bites on my neck.  

“What are you going?!” The three of them merely 

chuckled through sinister smiles at my fear.  

“Shhh” they repeated “don’t be afraid. It’ll be alright. 

You have nothing to fear.” Very soon, all four of them were 

pawing all over me, toying with my wounds, and massaging 

my pain, moaning with the depraved pleasure they took from 

it all. Ever now and then, one of them would whisper in my 

ear about how exquisite my pain was, or that I was doing 

well, and not to be afraid. There were too many of them, and 

however often I tried to struggle, or get away, they were still 

there, still surrounding me; smothering me.  

As their pushing and prodding of my wounds drove 

the pain deeper into my skull, the world started to fade away. 

Suddenly everything was blurred and dark, and I could see 

clearly again the secretary I used to have in the office I 

worked in before this last one. I had my own office space in 

that place, and my own secretary, too; I wasn’t limited to 

cubicles and general reception. The promotion was a fairly 

new thing, and I was enjoying it greatly. Not the least of my 

joys was the hot little thing they had working at the desk, 

named Kendra. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen or 

seventeen, working as a secretary for the summer to earn 

extra cash, but she could certainly fill out those little outfits 

of hers. Every day she pranced about that office I wanted her 

more and more, and I could see by the look in her eyes and 

the tone of her voice that she wanted me, too. She had never 

been in the presence of a real man before, just the children 
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she went to school with. Her desires were communicated to 

me by the way she bit her lips when I called her into my 

office, and the way she avoided looking at my eyes 

whenever I got a little close.  

The games went on for as long as I could stand them. 

Her teasing and temptation had grown and festered for as 

long as I could let it, and I couldn’t control myself anymore; 

I wanted her in the worst, dirtiest of ways. I called her into 

my office, and had her sit on the large chair that occupied 

most of the corner of the office. Then I shared with her a bit 

of the liquor from my bottom filing cabinet drawer, which 

she drank with a coy smile, saying ‘no thank you’ every time 

before drinking down another shot. I closed the curtains to 

the office, and locked the door, opening up to Kendra about 

how I felt. I told her of the burning passion, and the deep-

seated desire I felt for her. I whispered to her how I had 

watched her work, and pined over her from my side of the 

glass for too long. She blushed, and shook a little when I 

admitted, close into her ears, how weak she made me feel. 

Then I took the glass from her hands, and pulled her closer 

for a kiss. 

She resisted after a second, and asked if we should be 

doing that. Her voice was wavering with a timid energy, 

straining to hold herself back. When I pulled her up and 

kissed her again, she asked if I meant what I said. When I 

said I did, she asked if I loved her. That was all she needed 

to hear to be back in my arms, helping me with my shirt, and 

belt buckle. When finally I had her clothes off, her fresh 

young body was everything it promised to be. Skin as soft as  

a newborn baby, and form tight and supple. Slowly I kissed 

my way around her, to the back of her neck, my hands 

reaching around her body to massage from her youthful 

breasts, and down the front of her stomach. Her breathing 

quickened, and she was ready to be taken, gently guided 
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forward. She was even dirtier and hotter than I had wanted, 

and she would have been perfect, if she hadn’t suddenly 

stopped, and stood back up.  

“What are you doing?”  

“I thought you wanted this-to be with me?” 

“But…there?”  

“Of course. I want you.” 

“But…why can’t we do it the normal way?” 

“There’s nothing normal about you, baby.” I tried to 

work her around again, but she turned back. 

“No…” 

“Come on. I thought you wanted me. I thought you 

liked me.” 

“I do like you, I just don’t really want—” 

“If you loved me half as a much as I do you, you 

would understand this.” 

“I love you, I just—” 

“Do you want to make me happy?” 

“Yeah, but why—” 

“Do you trust me?”  

“…yeah…” 

“Then relax. Don’t be afraid. Everything will be 

alright. I promise.” 

“Do you really love me?” 

“Of course. Trust me. Don’t be afraid.” She finally 

lowered her eyes, resigned to give in. I kissed her again, 

harder than before, and pushed her over my desk. Her hair 

danced on her naked back with my breath. 

“Can’t you at least use, like, lotion? To make 

it…smoother?” 

“I don’t have any lotion.” 

“Well…something? Please?” 

I reached around my desk and got a cup of yogurt 

from the lunch sack in my drawer. Her muscles tightened up 
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as the coldness of it touched her, and she took a sharp breath 

when I finally broke the skin. A small whine escaped her 

throat.  

“Don’t be afraid,” I whispered into her ear, in the 

breathlessness of my own ecstasy. “You’re doing just fine, 

baby. Don’t worry about a thing. Oh, you’re so hot…” I 

reassured her and comforted her, with a gentle voice, even 

over her own whimpers, and the sound of her nails 

scratching on the desk.  

I came awake at the crack of a whip, and a jolt of 

pain. A chorus of bitter laughter surrounded me, pawing 

even at the new line of crimson forming on my chest from 

the whip. Again, it lashed at me, with the noise of a 

firecracker resonating through the van, and the feeling of 

barbed wire shooting across my chest, and through my body. 

I licked forward with my good foot, knocking the woman 

back, but she seemed more pleased by the kick than 

anything. I threw the weight of my body back, knocking the 

head of the young man against the van wall, causing him to 

let me go, and pushed the other two aside, trying to force my 

way up near the driver.  

“Pull over! Pull over now, I want out!!” The 

passenger from the front lifted the curtains aside, and leaned 

his head back. 

“Problem?” 

“Yeah, I want out of this God damn van right now!” 

The four perverts were already started to paw at me again. 

They let go when the van braked hard, still squealing, and 

tossed us all around. I opened the door, and jumped out. 

They called out and reached after me, sending the whip into 

flight again, but I slammed shut the door, hoping to catch 

one of their hands in it as it came closed, but with no luck. 

The van sped away as soon as the door was latched, and I 
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was again on the road, trying to button and tuck my shirt 

over the whip cuts.  

I don’t know how long I was out from the pain, but I 

was closer to Montana’s house now than I had been before. I 

was looking forward to seeing her, and letting her clean my 

wounds, and take care of me, like she usually did. I thought 

about how I could possibly explain my day, from the bad 

news of my job to the horror of the Goths who tried to rape 

me in their van. 

 

I was suddenly unable to think anymore when I was 

overcome by a powerful stench. It got more and more 

powerful as I walked along the highway, until I could finally 

see the source. At the side guard rail, there was a hole, with 

bent metal and broken wood beams scattered around the 

open hole. On its side, halfway down the grassy 

embankment, was a tanker trunk, with a picture of a skunk 

carrying a rose on it, and tubes laying about. Apparently, the 

septic tank had run off the road, cracking over, spilling what 

seemed to be it’s entire contents along the hill. There was 

shit everywhere, and in the middle of it all, trying to shovel it 

into barrels wearing hip-waders and gloves, were a small 

group of workers.  

They took notice of him as I walked by, taking a 

momentary pause to yell up the hill at me. 

“Hey, pretty-boy, you’re looking pretty good today.” 

“Yeah, that’s a real snappy outfit you got on there. 

Know where I can get me one of those?” The group of them 

burst into laughter at their own jokes. I had no patience left 

for that.  

“What, fashion tips from a guy knee-dip in shit? I 

suppose with a job as glamorous as yours, you can afford a 

lot of pairs of those awesome rubber pants, huh?”  
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“Hey, don’t mock ‘em till you’ve tried wearing a 

pair. Keep you clean and dry inside. I’ll bet you’d wish you 

had a pair yourself in a few minutes.” 

“Why would I want a pair of those things?” 

“Cause you’ve got something on your shirt.” 

Without a warning, the closest man dug his shovel 

deep into the masses of shit and filth piled upon the ground, 

and flung the shovel-full at me. It was so fast and 

unexpected, I didn’t have time to move. It hit my chest, and 

quickly absorbed up into my shirt. I could feel the sting of 

the foulness seeping into my fresh open whip-wounds. It 

would be infected before the day was over, I knew. If I had 

anything to throw, I would have aimed for one of their heads, 

but there would be no sense in me sliding down that hill to 

start a fight. I already smelled bad enough as it was. I could 

hear their laughter as I walked off, trying to brush as much of 

the crap off my shirt with my sleeve.  

Almost there, I wasn’t stopping for anything. I didn’t 

care how bad my body ached, and how much pain each step 

gave me, I walked as fast as I could with a crushed toe. I 

shouldered past hitchhikers, and people with broken cars, 

making my way to the off-ramp. Cars honked, and I didn’t 

even turn my head. If I was to die now, then fine, fuck it all, 

I didn’t care. When I heard a man shouting across the road, I 

only saw him out of the corner of my eyes. He appeared to 

be standing atop a box, or crate, almost as high as the railing 

that separated the raised highway from a lower through 

street. He yelled at the top of his lungs, trying to scream over 

the rumble of the cars. His voice was edged by the passion 

that only a madman can possess, as he yelled about the evils 

of capitalism and the greed of American society. His sign 

read ‘You could die tomorrow, buy you place in heaven 

now.’  
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His yelling went unchecked and uncontrollable until 

a passing Honda, low to the ground with a spoiler rising off 

the back, threw out an empty bottle, which hit him in the 

head. The street-preacher lost his balance, and stumbled on 

his soapbox. He looked like he might have fallen right onto 

the road, but in a vast over-correction, he tipped backwards, 

and fell headfirst off the highway. I could hear the 

screeching of tires from the street below, and the inevitable 

crash that signified the end of the madman. Cars on the 

highway stopped to look down below. It didn’t mean 

anything to me, and I walked on, and turned down the off-

ramp to Montana’s house. There was only a few blocks of 

city between  me and the safe place I could finally get 

cleaned up.  

 

Noise rose up form the streets before I could get 

down there. When I was away from the massive shadow of 

the highway, and turned on Bonatti Boulevard, where I 

would find Montana’s condo. There was some kind of a 

street bazaar going on, and a lot of people bustled about the 

blankets and tables set up here and there. Some were selling 

what looked like junk from someone’s attic, others sold 

stereo equipment that was clearly stolen, or second-hand 

clothing. Kids walked by listening to music, and dogs 

barked, trying to steal food from anyone they could find. 

This wasn’t terribly uncommon, but the activity had grown 

more and more regular of late. It seemed that the regular jobs 

of the neighborhood were giving way to the lifestyles of 

third-rate goods and fencing dirty goods. It wouldn’t be long 

until the drug dealers and prostitutes made their way to these 

streets, too.  

I hunched my shoulders, and limped as cautiously 

between the crowds as I could, avoiding the eyes of the 

people working the tables. Once you make it clear that you 
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have noticed them, the pitches begin, and they won’t end 

until you are absolutely out of earshot from their calls. 

Nobody even seemed to notice the smell of the shit smeared 

across my clothes, or the blood that covered much of my 

body at this point. Some of my bites and boils were starting 

to open up and ooze, and the whip marks bled a remarkably 

large amount for their size. Among the merchants, nothing 

mattered bust customers, though, and a man who looked half 

dead probably wasn’t interested in buying someone else’s 

old jeans, or a paisley shirt left over from the seventies.  

I was passing an ancient looking woman telling 

fortunes at a card table covered black when a commotion 

started up. From one of the tightly-packed crowds, a man 

burst through, stooping quickly below the old hag’s chair to 

pick up her worn metal cashbox. The old woman howled at 

him, voice cracking, and scratched his face with her long 

talons of fingernails. His face revealed a certain panic, and 

he pushed out at her, twisting her face away so violently, her 

aged and fragile neck snapped, and she fell to the pavement 

with her head twisted at a disgusting angle. The man at the 

blanket next to the fortune teller, who had been selling fake 

jewelry passed off as the real thing, stepped in to investigate, 

and take the man while he was still in shock about the 

woman’s attack. The thief hadn’t been that off-guard though, 

and pulled a knife in time to stab the gold merchant before 

he could so much as lay a hand on him. Then, finally coming 

to his sensed, the thief dove towards the crowd, trying to 

squeeze between me and another man.  

The cool metal of his blade grazed against my skin, 

slicing easily through the tattered shirt that had survived too 

much for one day to offer any protection from a sharpened 

blade at this point. It felt cold and electric digging into the 

flesh of my arm, like a paper cut, and yet bleeding too much 

to be that shallow a mark. The rest of the crowd caught the 
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hint, and backed away, leaving the streets open for the thief 

to run in without hurting anyone else. All except one man 

who emerged from the crowd, to shake his fists at the fleeing 

thief.  

“Come back here, you coward! We don’t need the 

likes of you around here! Show your face again, and I will 

personally tear you to pieces! Nobody steals in this 

neighborhood!” The man quieted up when the thief stopped 

running, and turned his head back in our direction. He 

thought the thief was going to come back and call his bluff 

on the threats, and so sure was his fear he never heard the 

sirens coming.  

The car bounded down the street at top speed. 

Everywhere, people jumped out of the way if they could, 

form the police car that looked like it was traveling too fast 

to stop. When the driver hit the brakes, the car slid sideways, 

still heading right for us. The man next to me was frozen 

with fear, and with my legs as injured as they were, I 

couldn’t move fast enough to get clear. The back end of the 

car slammed into the man, the front of it gracing me only 

enough to knock me down. The passenger door opened, 

between me and the other fallen man, and out stepped an 

officer, scowling fiercely. The both of us looked over at the 

man who had been standing next to me. His head had come 

down hard on the edge of the sidewalk, and blood was 

pouring fast out of the gash on his head. Bubbled formed 

from his mouth when he tried to gasp for air, and his 

coughing noises were wet, like a drowning swamp creature. 

Another senseless death, and more shed blood in this day 

that felt more like a nightmare now than reality.  

“Help me up, please…” I reached an arm out to the 

officer, who had turned his head away from the dying man, 

expression unchanged. He stepped towards me, and I 

stretched my arm up further, hoping for assistance. Without 



 59

even looking down at me, one of his polished black boots 

came down on my cut arm, and I heard a crunching noise, 

that sounded more like a snapping twig than an injury. The 

pain was on me in an instant, and I yelled out again for help, 

but the monstrous policeman walked on, his back to me, and 

pulled his gun. His partner was already on the other side of 

the car, his gun drawn as well.  

“Drop the knife and the box, and raise your hands!” 

one of the officers yelled at the thief, who had been trying to 

back step his way to an alley. He immediately did as he was 

told, and put his hands high above his head. The officers 

both opened fire, and the man fell hard under the weight of 

nearly a dozen rounds. Without holstering their weapons, the 

officers moved forward for a better look at their handiwork. 

In the profile of the first officer, I could barely make out a 

grim smile, born of sadistic pride. I hurried to my feet as fast 

as I could, trying hard not to scream when I slipping and my 

weight landed down on my newly broken arm. I pushed the 

pain out of my mind, trying to get out of this insanity as 

quickly as I could. There was so much madness in this day; 

the world isn’t supposed to be like this. I know the world had 

gotten darker, but I have seen more people die with my own 

eyes today than the news used to portray in a week. And if 

this is just what is around me…imagine the rest of the world.  

Struggling to maintain ambiguity behind the crowd, I 

ran, or at least gimped quickly, down the last few blocks of 

road I had to go. The pain was intense, and more than once I 

slipped, and would have fallen to the ground again if I hadn’t 

been caught by an unsuspecting pedestrian, eyes still turned 

to the keepers of the unrest, or a soiled but solid wall. When 

I reached the condo building Montana lives in, I struggled 

through my pocket to find the keys. My hand was shaking 

too much, and I dropped them to the ground twice, swearing 

louder each time I had to bend and pick them up again. I was 
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finally saved when another tenant was leaving the building, 

and I could sneak in the door past them. Finally behind 

locked doors, after what was the longest, most hellish trip 

across the city possible, the elevator ride to the right floor 

seemed to take forever. I was so close, I just wanted to 

collapse.  

It took all my strength to make it down the hall to her 

door. Leaning against it, I knocked as loud as I could. I could 

hear her shuffling inside, which meant at least she was home. 

She unlocked the door and opened it before I had the chance 

to shift my weight, though, and this time I did collapse, right 

on the floor, in a pile at her feet. Now that I had reached 

safety, the adrenaline ran out, and my body, sapped of all its 

strength from the abuse of the day, gave up. I murmured 

incoherently about pain and help. She just looked down at 

me, at the mess I was, covered with bites and oozing boils, 

filled with infection. Cuts on my face and chest, with burns 

along my legs, and a few broken bones. It was a wonder I 

was alive at all. I saw her shaking her head in awe at me, and 

then everything faded to darkness.  

 

I woke to the smell of rubbing alcohol and gangrene. 

There were named being called over a loudspeaker from 

everywhere at once echoing with a tinny ring. People ran 

around in white rooms and hallways wearing long flowing 

coats and colored suits. When my vision cleared up I could 

recognize it as a hospital, although the doctors faces didn’t 

inspire me to health or happiness. They looked full of hate, 

more like the kind of people who would wish their patients 

to greater illness to make excuses for their failure or to give 

them something else to do.  

I was sitting in the waiting room, and nearby I could 

hear the familiar voice of Montana, talking to the desk clerk. 

I couldn’t hear what she was saying over the worried chatter 
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of the others waiting with me. Some of them carried injuries, 

bleeding head wounds and dangerous construction accidents. 

Some were waiting for the inevitable bad news from a loved 

one, and still others hacked and coughed alone in their 

chairs, already dead, just waiting for their bodies to catch on. 

There was disease all around, and I wanted out, only there 

was nowhere for me to go.  

I noticed that I had been bandaged up loosely 

already, with gauze and torn fabric. Wrapped around my 

chest was the sweater I bought her for Christmas, held in 

place by torn strips of a t-shirt. Even the woolen sweater 

wasn’t enough to absorb the blood forever, and it was 

already starting to get full. I hoped I would get help soon, but 

I was suddenly very uncomfortable being in this hospital. It 

didn’t feel like a place of healing. It felt like death and anger.  

I heard footsteps getting louder, when the doctors 

were lead by a concerned looking Montana to where I was 

sitting. An orderly brought over a wheelchair to transfer me 

in, so I wouldn’t have to continue to put all my weight down 

on my broken foot, and my scalded legs. With the orderly’s 

help, I moved over into the new chair, groaning under the 

pain of it. The doctor looked at me as though I were an 

annoying child, and then turned back to Montana. He spoke 

quietly, and I could only make out a little of what was being 

said.  

“… wounds look extensive. You say … explain how 

exactly … about? How … got hurt, … wound up at your 

place?” 

“No, … said, … showed up … bleeding and passing 

out. … things he said … consciousness didn’t make any 

sense. He … something about losing … job, and … being 

out to get him. … started rambling … demons. … really 

worried.” 
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“… a history … depression before …? Any instances 

of … activities, or self mutilation, … family history … 

illness?” 

“It’s hard for me … never mentions … past much. He 

doesn’t really … friends … hates his job. He’s always … 

know…a little high strung. … about his job or … people or 

his neighbors. Could … snapped? Decided … world is 

against him?” 

“Its possible … kind of stress, … losing his job, 

could … over the edge, … some delusional fantasy, … he’s 

getting his … on the options we discussed, … you like … 

with him?” 

They were both ignoring me completely. The little 

clips of conversation that I could catch sounded worse and 

worse, and I was starting to panic a little. I saw a look in 

Montana’s eyes I hadn’t seen there before. It was sharp, and 

decided, like the business mask I wore whenever I had to 

talk to lawyers or repossession agents at work. The face the 

fates wear when deciding someone’s future, and weaving 

mischief into their lives.  

“Mon…help me? I think I’m bleeding through the 

bandages…I just wanna go home…don’t like it here.” The 

pair of them looked at me as I spoke, and then turned back to 

one another, as though I had never said anything, to continue 

their private conversation on my well-being. 

“I think … probably have … here for a … you, 

doctor? Give … family a chance … see … they think. I’m … 

treated and let … might hurt himself … someone else in one 

… fantasies.” 

“I agree. … arrange a … upstairs … to stay in, until 

… a better judgment. … meantime, you … nurses can call … 

in.” 

“Thank you doctor, I really appreciate it.”  
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I opened my mouth to protest again, but the look on 

the doctor’s face silenced me. It was a look of vindictiveness 

and victory, with all the same darkness I saw on the doctors 

that walked around the hallways. He wasn’t here to help me 

at all, but to keep me in these white walls that stunk of the ill 

and dying. The orderly listened to a room number, and then 

began to wheel me off, the doctor walking off, triumphant, 

and Montana watching me go. 

“I’m sorry, whatever I did, Mon. Don’t make me stay 

here. They want to hurt me, too, just like everyone else. 

Whatever you’re punishing me for, I’m sorry, I’ll make it up, 

I’ll do anything, just get me out of here.” Nobody seemed to 

hear me, except the doctor, who stopped, and turned back 

around. At the doctors command, the orderly stopped. “See, 

I’m fine, really. I’ll heal. I can walk.” I tried to stand up, out 

of the chair. The orderly pushed me back down, and held me 

there. 

“Nurse, go get some tranquilizers to calm him down, 

will you?” One of the nurses ran off down a hallway. The 

doctor approached cautiously. Montana stood her ground, 

not moving an inch.  

Even though there was a group of people circling 

around me, nobody said a word to me, except the orderly, 

who told me to quiet down and stay still any time I shifted 

my weight or tried to get up. The rest of them just stood and 

stared, and watched every move I made. Like hunters 

surrounding their prey. Like sadist monks gathering around 

their ritual sacrifice; knives in their hands and bloodlust in 

their eyes. They didn’t even talk amongst themselves, until 

the flushed nurse came running up to the group, a large 

needle in hand.  

“Thank you nurse.”  

The doctor beamed as soon as the sharp cylinder was 

in his hands. With white latex gloves, he reached out for my 
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arm. I yelled, and pulled my arm away, struggling again to 

get free, and get out of there. I didn’t need to be sedated, I 

needed someone to try and stop my bleeding, to keep me 

safe. As I thrashed my arms, trying to find something to hold 

onto, I knocked the coffee out of the hands of one of the 

doctors standing around. The cup became airborne, and the 

near-boiling liquid splashed over my wounds, making me 

yell louder, and fight even harder.  

“Someone hold him down!”  

The doctor sounded angry at his lack of control, and 

yet he seemed to be reveling in the chaos and madness of the 

situation. Chaos was his element. More people rushed into 

the crowd to grab my arms and legs, and hold me firmly to 

the chair while the doctor violently stuck the needle into my 

arm, and released the sleeping chemicals into my body. I 

could picture the fluids racing through my body to find my 

heart, and brain, and I could feel myself already slowing 

down. With strangers and doctors all around, hell-bent on 

keeping me from getting away, the drug took over quickly, 

and once again, everything faded to nothingness.  

 

By the smell, I knew I was still in the hospital before 

I even opened my eyes. When I did, I could see that the walls 

and ceiling were all still white, although in the dim light, 

nothing quite looked clean or pure. It was as dark and dank 

as any prison or dungeon in history. While I was asleep, I 

had been bandaged up tightly. I could see from the yellow 

tinge to the wrappings that there was pus among the blood. 

My boils and infections had all been lanced, and opened to 

cleanse. The pain, however, had not diminished, and my only 

comfort was that it was spread equally all over my body, to 

leave me free of a specific area of torture. The room I was in 

was full of family members, and the same doctor from 

before, along with two others, all of whom were watching 
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me quietly and patiently.  I scanned all of their faces, but I 

saw no compassion, and no aid to be had.  

“Do you know where you are?” The old doctor was 

the first among them to speak. His voice was harsh, not 

comforting.  

“Yes.” 

“Where are you?”  

“I am in Hell.” 

“What?” 

“Hell. That’s what this is, isn’t it?” I said the words 

that I had been too afraid to think about before. The coldness 

in the eyes of my family did nothing to persuade me 

otherwise. It wasn’t a hospital at all, but a disguise for 

something terrible. 

“Why do you think you’re in Hell?” 

“Look around. Do you see any light? Any happiness? 

No. Just death and misery everywhere.” 

“I see. We think you’ve suffered from a nervous 

breakdown, and we’d like to keep you here for a few days, 

just to make sure you’re alright, and keep you safe.” 

“Nothing is safe here…” 

“He have arranged this room for you, and we are 

bringing up a television. Your family has even offered to 

bring in some things from home, to make you feel more 

comfortable.” 

“How sweet.” 

“We’re all very concerned about you, you know. 

Those are some bad injuries. We had quite a lot of trouble 

cleaning them out. Can you tell us how you got them?” 

“I’m being punished.” 

“For?”  

“Everything I’ve ever done wrong.”  

“Why would you think that?” 
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“Why? Look at me! How do you think I got all these 

injuries? Falling down the stairs? No! I’ve been attacked and 

beaten at every instance by savage demons and 

circumstance!”  

The desperation was starting to show in my voice. 

Every time I repeated my argument, it made more and more 

sense to me. The Goths in the van, with their whips and 

leather. The violent thugs of the ghetto, the taxi driver. It was 

all part of this place. Somehow, deadly, evil spirits had taken 

over the city while I was asleep last night. And yet, nobody 

seemed to know about it. Nobody cared. They all just 

continued to look at me like I was insane, and returned my 

silent pleas for help with empty stares of shame and regret.  

Just then, the door to my room opened, and a pair of 

orderlies brought in a television on a metal cart. They were 

trying to navigate through the crowd to bring it close to my 

bed. When they were finally past the cluster of people, one 

of the orderlies looked at me, and smiled. 

“Here you go, chief. Now you can watch those 

porno’s you had sent up earlier. Just make sure you call me 

for the good parts.” The orderly turned and winked at 

Montana, standing at the front of the crowd, frowning. 

While his head was turned, the cart bumped against 

my bed, causing the whole unstable structure and the 

television on top of it to shake and rock violently.  

“Bert! Watch out…!” The other orderly tried to get 

his attention. The first one, Bert, turned around just in time 

to see the television rocking off at him. He put out his arms 

to catch it, but the tube shattered against the sidebar of my 

hospital bed, and broken glass tore up the man’s arms. Some 

shards flew loose, and lodged in my arm. Doctors rushed 

into action, two of them leading the orderly out, to get some 

immediate attention, while the other came over to take the 

glass from my arm. The second orderly ran off to get some 
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help in cleaning everything up. It was the perfect example of 

what had been going on all day. 

“SEE!” The room jumped at the loudness of my 

voice. “See, this is exactly what I’ve been talking about!” 

“What do you mean?” The doctor was looking 

quizzically at me as he tended to my fresh wounds, on top of 

the old ones.  

“What just happened here. It was punishment! That 

man, Bert, he was trying to stir up trouble here with his 

joking, right? And just then, he was cut badly by 

circumstance beyond his control! He was being punished!” 

“What about your injuries? The glass hit you, too.” 

“I’m being punished, too. I’ve done the same thing, 

in the past. The girl I was with before Montana. She and one 

of my good friends didn’t get along, so I told them stories 

about one another to stir things up and fuel the fires. At the 

time I thought it was fun, and it didn’t really matter if they 

didn’t see each other, or complained and fought. But now, 

I’m being punished too! Don’t you see?” 

“No, I don’t see. What happened here was just an 

accident. If the orderly hadn’t been so careless, then he 

wouldn’t have dropped the television, and neither of you 

would have gotten hurt.” 

“No! You’re refusing to see what is really going on 

here! That wasn’t just an accident!” 

Montana walked to my side, and rested her hand on 

my shoulder. Following her lead, all the family in the room, 

my brothers and parents, walked closer to my bed, 

surrounding the doctor and myself. 

“Calm down, honey. You’re getting yourself worked 

up again.” Montana looked with eyes asking for help to the 

doctor. My brother turned to him to speak. 

“When Montana called, and said he had snapped, I 

had to see it with my own eyes. I guess it makes sense, 
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though. He was always a little high strung; making a 

mountain out of a molehill, and turning everything into some 

kind of drama or a fight.”  

“He’s right. I don’t know how many calls I got from 

the school principle telling me he had gotten in another fight 

over something ridiculous. We almost had to have him 

medicated, just to keep him from getting kicked out of 

school.” My mom had backed up my brother with examples 

of things that had never happened. 

“I remember he would always get upset at the 

simplest of things, too.” My older brother joined in the show. 

“He would come home from somewhere swearing about how 

someone had wronged him, or hurt him. A girl who turned 

him down for a date, and embarrassed him in front of 

everyone, or a friend who had made fun of him. Always 

swearing they would see the err in their ways, someday, and 

then spend hours on end alone in his room, sometimes for 

days.”  

“That’s not true. None of it. I didn’t do those things.” 

Nobody was listening. Montana moved her hand from my 

shoulder to my hair as she turned for her turn to speak.  

“They’re right, it was something that was always a 

part of him. Like I was saying earlier, he always seemed 

angry about something or other. His boss at work, or the cop 

who gave him a ticket. Always saying things like he wished 

they were dead, or he wanted to teach them a lesson. Then he 

would sit and stew, and stare straight ahead for lord knows 

how long, letting it fester.” 

“Those are lies! You people are making this shit up 

completely! I haven’t been angry or festering anything, damn 

it. Tell him the truth.” There was no talking to any of them, 

though. In there eyes I could almost see the reflections of 

any lie I ever told them, remembered with crystal clarity. 

They were paying me back now, in spades, making sure I 
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knew what they thought of my own lies. I wouldn’t let their 

lies damn me to this horrid bed, though. If they had a 

problem, they would have to just learn to deal with it.  

I tossed off the blanket I had been tucked into, and 

swung my legs over the side of the bed, getting up. Trying to 

move quickly in all my wrappings, I pushed through the 

crowd of false family members and my lying girlfriend, and 

stormed the door. With my feet wrapped up, I could at least 

run better through the pain that came from putting my weight 

on it. I raced down the hallways with the doctor and visitors 

chasing after me. Everything looked the same, like a semi-

sterilized maze for rats and box turtles, and it wasn’t long 

before I got lost. I turned quickly into a room to hide, 

without reading the sign on the door.  

Inside, the curtains were closed, and everything was 

almost pitch black. The stench was incredible, from 

unchanged bedpans and festering wounds that rotted faster 

than the doctors could treat them. From the large room, 

patients lifted their heads from their beds lining both sides of 

the wall, and turned to look at me. Most of them were 

bandaged to look like a bleeding, oozing mummy of some 

kind. It was like a leper ward, the air thick and almost un-

breathable with the dying stench. Flies buzzed around 

leftover hospital food. When the neglected patients were 

aware that there was someone in the room with them, they 

started to moan all at once, voices weak and desperate, like 

the evil undead, begging me for water, crying out in pain and 

thirst.  

I took a step forward, into the stagnant darkness, 

hoping to find another door out of there. I felt something 

brush up against my arm, and I pulled away quickly, 

stumbling over something metal, and landing right against 

the outstretched arms of one of the patients. They yelled in 

pain at my weight on their sores, and I jumped up. Light cut 
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through the darkness when the door opened up again, and the 

wretches covered their eyes, unused to such brightness. 

Given away by the lepers’ noise, two men stood in the open 

doorway. I could only see the silhouettes of their 

containment suits, coming closer to me. In the light form the 

hallway, I could see there was no other exit to leave from. I 

panicked, and grabbed an encrusted old scalpel from an 

abandoned surgery cart, and wielded it at the two doctors 

coming at me.  

Quite suddenly, the pair lunged at me. Refusing to be 

confined to this place that easily, I fought back, slicing one 

straight through the suit and skin both with my tiny, sharp 

blade. The other one grabbed a hold of me, and I kicked and 

struggled to get away. When I pulled hard, I slipped on 

something too wet to give me any footing, and began to fall. 

I tried to catch myself, but whatever it was covering the floor 

was too slick, and there was too much of it. I saw the metal 

bed frame coming up fast, and then, in a flash of red, I was 

out.  

 

For the third time in one day, I woke up in a room in 

the hospital. The ceiling was smaller, and the paint was 

beginning to chip in several placed. A dark spot in one 

corner revealed a water stain of some kind. Light seemed to 

be coming in from a window along one wall, but it added no 

warmth. The air was frigid. When I tried to sit up, I became 

aware of the fact that there were restraints around me arms 

and legs, and my waist. I lifted my head, to see if there was 

anyone about. It was a very sparse room, and smaller than it 

had looked judging by the ceiling. There was a dresser, with 

boxes stacked up on it, against one wall, the bed I was on 

with a nightstand next to it, and a chair in the corner. Across 

from me was a door, with a tiny window, covered with metal 

grates, which seemed to have a lot of elaborate locks on it.  
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“Hey! Can anyone hear me?!” 

“Shut up in there, will you!” The voice came form 

the other side of the door.  

“Hey, can you help me? I’m stuck in here, and I’m 

freezing, and I really have to piss!” I waited for some kind of 

a response, but heard nothing. “Hello!? Are you going to 

help me!?” Finally, I heard something respond. 

“Yeah, awright, don’t get yer balls in a bind.” The 

inner workings of the locks began to slide, and click 

together. Finally, the door began to open. On the other side 

of the hall, there was no movement. Only another door, with 

the same excessive locks and barred windows. A large man 

walked in, dressed like an orderly, only the way we moved 

and carried himself made him more closely resemble a 

security guard. The nametag hanging around his neck 

identified him as Judd, Anthony. The food on the tray he 

carried was much harder to identify, even after it was right 

next to me on the stand. He walked over the bed and started 

to undue my wrist bands.  

“Thank you. I can’t tell you how bad I need to take a 

leak.” He stopped when my hands were free, and stepped 

back.  

“Okay, here’s how things work up here; you get fed 

three times a day, and I keep an eye on you then. After the 

silverware is out of here, your leg and waist tethers can be 

taken off, and you’re free to walk around inside this room. 

At night, we strap you down, so you don’t hurt yourself or 

try to get out.  If you cause trouble, or try and hurt anyone, 

including yourself, the restraints go back on all the time, and 

you have to be fed by me. I hate that. It’s all pretty simple.” 

He spoke plainly, with a coarse voice, yet he seemed oddly 

friendly, as though he knew a new joke he was dying to tell 

someone. I wondered if the nightmare wasn’t over. 
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“What about a bathroom?” The man stooped next to 

me, and grabbed something from under my bed. It was a 

plastic bottle with an angled top. He set it down on my lap. 

“That’s it?” 

“That’s it. It’ll be taken out of here once or twice a 

day. Nurses will come up to help me change your bandages 

every day or so, and give you a bath about once a week.”  

“How long do I have to be in here?” Anthony 

chuckled a little. 

“Don’t worry about that. It’s impossible to say 

exactly how long you’ll be in here, but I can tell you one 

thing; it’ll feel like eternity.”  

While I ate, Anthony explained that what I was in 

now was the ward of the hospital where the troubled cases 

went. Anyone who was too injured to serve a jail sentence, 

and too dangerous to be anywhere else; patients who 

suffered from mental trauma that gave them erratic or violent 

behavior, those patients who were suicidal. Some stayed here 

only until room could be secured for them somewhere else. 

Most were here for years. He said he had been here for what 

seemed like centuries. When I had finished my meal, he took 

the tray out, and came back to release my restraints, so I 

could move about.  

“So what do I do all day?” 

“Sleep, read, think. Daydream about the past. I like 

crosswords, myself.” 

“That’s your advice?” 

“Pretty much. Masturbate as little as possible; it 

drains the strength.” 

“Thanks.” 

“I almost forgot.” He walked over to the dresser, and 

picked up one of the boxes, setting it down on the bed next 

to me. “Your family and girlfriend dropped this stuff off for 

you. They thought you would feel more at home if you were 
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surrounded by memories of your life. It might give you 

something to do, too.” He turned and walked back out. The 

locks turned and clanked behind him. 

I rearranged myself, and wrapped the blanket from 

my bed around my shoulders to warm me, and then took the 

lid off the box. Inside were trophies and pictures and 

memories. I took out one of the many thick letter envelopes, 

full of pictures. I pulled the stack of pictures out. On top of 

the pile was a picture of me and my first serious girlfriend 

together, smiling. I smiled back at the photo, in memory of 

the good times, and flipped to the next one. It was a picture 

of her, sitting in her mom’s kitchen, very obviously 

pregnant. I didn’t remember seeing that picture before. She 

was smiling, but her eyes were somehow sadder than I 

remember. The next picture was in a strip club that looked 

pretty run down. It was hard for me to recognize her from 

how she looked, but she was standing up on the stage, 

dancing. She was so thin, and sick looking. I tossed it aside. 

The next picture she was drinking, still half-naked form the 

show. Tossed that one, too. Her in a slum-lord apartment, 

with cracked walls, yelling at her young son in a drunken 

rage. Tossed. The son growing up mean, with no dad and a 

drunk, angry mom. Tossed. Every picture in the stack just 

got worse, with random men coming home, and the boy 

following his mom’s footsteps. I shoved them back in their 

envelope, and tossed the whole thing.  

I grabbed another envelope from the box, hoping for 

something better. This one started out with a company picnic 

photo of Kendra, in cutoff shorts and a halter top. Looking 

every bit as sexy as she did in the office. I looked at the next 

picture. It was one of the two of us together, in my office, 

posing with large smiles. The next one, we were kissing 

passionately. My stomach sank. I rifled through the stack. 

Like a flip book movie. Suddenly she was naked, and we 
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were indulged in our office scandal. She was back at school, 

using her knew knowledge of men to pick boyfriends; all of 

them older and dangerous. They introduced her to chemicals 

every bit as easy to abuse as she was to them. Then she was 

out on the street, looking for food, trying to sell herself for 

just enough money for one more fix. I tossed the stack to the 

side, pictures flying everywhere. 

I dove back into the box, determined to find 

something positive. Every stack of pictures I found went 

from bad to worse in just a few frames. My dad; working his 

ass off, getting drunk, getting depressed, getting hurt, dying 

broken, sore, and poor. Friends I had screwed over and left 

behind, trying to live with the hand I dealt them, struggling 

with poverty, or abuse, or even rape. A trophy from a Cub 

Scout contest I cheated to win. I yelled, and threw the box 

against the wall of my room, and grabbed another off the 

desk. When I opened it up, I saw more of the same. Family 

members betrayed, copies of tests I stole from my 

classmates, or things I stole from my friends. I kicked that 

box, too. Box after box, I tore into them, and everything I 

saw was another reminder of failure and betrayal, fraud and 

cheating. Reminders of every misdeed I ever did were 

scattered all around the room. I couldn’t open my eyes 

without seeing another stack. I screamed and fought with the 

furniture, pounding on it as hard as I could. The nightmare 

wasn’t over after all. This was another part of my 

punishment. This is where I would stay now, for the rest of 

eternity, with nothing to keep me company but the memories 

of the people I hurt the most, and nowhere to go except 

inside my own sin.  

Slowly, I shuffled across the room, stepping on 

pictures and mementos, making my way to the window. It 

was my only view away from myself. From the glass, I could 

see the whole town. It looked so small and disgusting from 
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After months of infirmity, and milling around inside 

dank and often unpleasant walls, nothing is quite so beautiful 

and full of life as fresh air and a bright, blue sky. Those were 

Danny’s thoughts exactly as he stepped out from under the 

doorway of Isolde Purgation and Rehabilitation Center, into 

the brisk spring morning. He had spent the last months inside 

that building, and even for all it had given him, he had never 

been so glad to be outside in all his life. It was like a baby’s 

first breathe at birth, or a clear spring waters to extinguish a 

campfire that caught your pant leg by err or carelessness. It 

was a first kiss or a new morning. More than any of that, it 

was hope. A chance to do everything right this time, and heal 

a life beaten and broken many times over.  

In rehab, time moves differently than anywhere else. 

Both fast and slow all at once, twisting the mind around.  

Every day feels as though it was an eternity, and the world 

simply stopped turning just to put its hand in a cruel joke; 

never to allow you to forget yesterday. But at the same time, 

the second you do feel time again, come in contact with 
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another part of the world, everything has passed so quickly 

beneath your notice that the past which couldn’t have 

happened more than a few weeks ago feels like another 

lifetime. You lose entire months as easily as pocket change 

rolled under a sofa, and wake up every morning feeling 

another year older. It’s the kind of thing an early psychology 

textbook might call the theory of relativity, if the student was 

having a hard time with it. Most patients likened it more to 

the stories of Rip Van Winkle, or an episode of the twilight 

zone. That’s what was going through Danny’s mind as he 

took his first slow, steady steps along the sidewalk that led 

away from the center. He had counted off every single day in 

the past months, and even though he knew it wasn’t yet a 

year, since he got in, all his past that led up to his being there 

was a faded, distant dream, that seemed more distant even 

than stories of his father’s childhood.  

Only through concentration could he recall at all the 

blurry events that led him to the center. There was a long 

period of grey, where one day bled unto the other, and he 

was simply a rag doll, being tossed back and forth between 

the endless pain of needing, and the warm embrace of 

heroin. There were people around him, nearby him, but none 

of them were ever really with one another. They weren’t 

friends one could turn to, or even people to care about. They 

were just faces that were around, people to score from, and 

to get high with. Danny couldn’t even remember any of their 

names, if he had ever known them. There was no need for 

social decorations of the sort, the only need any of them had 

was for the little bit of everything they had running through 

their veins. When you were in need, names weren’t 

important enough to remember in such an emergency, and 

when you weren’t, there was no reason to think about 

anything. But the drugs never lasted, and neither Danny, nor 

any of the nameless faces had any money for more. The pain, 
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and the emptiness, grew longer and longer, and the need 

became more pressing, like a train engine rumbling between 

the temples of his skull.  

Danny and the faces resorted to stealing for money. 

First they tried to beg, but found the people walking past 

almost completely without pity or mercy for those less 

fortunate than themselves. State unemployment had long 

since given up on any of them, and all the local blood banks 

knew better than to let them in. All that remained was to take 

what couldn’t be gotten through any legal means. It started 

off with muggings; people who were foolish enough to 

wander into the wrong alleyway when Danny and his aimless 

companions were the most in need. But the money wasn’t 

good enough, and they needed more, faster. Convenience 

stores and fast food restaurants were too risky, there were 

always so many witnesses, and too many workers to keep 

track of. Sometimes a face would get desperate enough to 

try, but then they would disappear, and nobody would see 

them again. Nobody cared enough to ask where they might 

have gone, but, if they had, the answer would have been 

simple: they were either arrested, or shot. Breaking into 

people’s houses or apartments was even harder; you had to 

be quick enough to get in past locks, or windows, which was 

a lot harder to do when the shakes hit. Even if you could get 

in, and out again without getting caught, it was almost 

impossible to find enough money to make the job 

worthwhile. And if you picked the wrong homeowner, you 

were likely to be in more trouble than the police or even an 

armed convenience store clerk could give. But cars were 

perfect. They were left alone overnight, their owners far 

away, and could be taken in for money with dozens of 

dealers around the city. But it was too easy to get lost in, to 

find routine, and too hard to focus under the strains and 

sweat of an honest addiction. One of the faces and Danny 
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were working together one night, and Danny was on lookout. 

Danny thought the man’s name might have been Carl, or 

Casey, or Kevin or something, but it truthfully didn’t matter. 

Before the pair of them could get safely away with the car, 

he heard a voice behind him, suddenly and loudly, causing 

the rats in the night street to panic and Danny’s heart to beat. 

He jumped into the stolen car as soon as it started, hoping to 

leave the witness behind, but bright lights and a terrible 

scream showed up behind them before they could get more 

than a few blocks. They tried to get away, but they didn’t get 

far. The nameless man behind the wheel, delusional and near 

convulsive levels of shaking, the car lost control, spinning, 

screeching, and smashing violently into the side of a brick 

building. And for a moment, in a flash of brightness 

unparalleled by even the sun, the fog that surrounded almost 

all of Danny’s life lifted. He saw everything. He saw the pile 

of twisted metal that used to be a Mustang. He saw the blood 

dripping from the man’s still body, a man who might have 

been his friend, in a world where there was room for such 

things. He saw himself crawling frantically from the 

wreckage, reaching out to nothingness, trying to find help in 

this last moment of clarity.  

Just before he was ready to give up and collapse, a 

pair of figures walked out of the darkness in front of him, 

with a glow around them. The spotlight reflected sharply off 

the badges of the officers, making it hard to look at them 

directly. But he could see their shadows, and feel them 

standing tall over him, like statues. One of their voices rang 

out, echoing so loudly through his mind that Danny tried to 

call out for them to stop, but ended up coughing violently 

instead. And then, he felt someone’s hands on him, slowly 

pulling him free from the wreckage, and pressing over his 

body. The new figures had very solemn faces, their mouths 

pulled down, but their words were calm, and soothing, and 



 83

they lifted him, and carried him away from the fire and the 

madness of steel and brick and blood. And just as he was 

being loaded into the back of the ambulance by the careful 

EMTs, one of them held tightly to his shoulder.  

“This is it; this is your last chance to save yourself. 

You’re going into rehab now. They’ll patch you up and put 

you back together, but it’s up to you to make sure you stay 

that way. What are you going to do with your life?” 

And that was it. He was loaded into the truck, and 

wheeled away. Pain killers streamed into his blood, causing 

the dull ache that had been screaming at him for days now to 

finally recede, and everything faded out again. Only this 

time, somehow, it was different, like a parent slowly 

dimming the lights in a child’s room before it was going to 

sleep. He could feel himself separating from the earth, like 

before, only without the haze and abstraction that always 

came with the heroin. There was just darkness, and rest. And 

when it lifted, and he awoke, there he was: laying in a bed, in 

a small room in the Isolde Purgation and Rehabilitation 

Center. The journey had begun. 

 

Danny lay still in the bed, staring through blurry eyes at the 

ceiling, and trying to figure out what had happened, and 

where he was for hours or minutes before a nurse came in to 

check on him and found him awake. She sat down on a 

simple chair in the plain room, and explained to him about 

where he was, and some of the steps he would need to take 

to recover. 

  “Where am I?” 

 “Isolde Purgation and Rehabilitation Center. In the 

hospital ward.” 

 “Why?” 

 “You were banged up from the car crash when you 

came in here.” 
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“Mmm.” Danny didn’t truly know what to say. He 

could barely think, with the want of relief pulsing in his 

head, slicing his concentration with pain. At first, he thought 

he had just wandered somewhere new and gone on the nod. 

The possibility was still ripe in his mind. She offered him a 

small smile. 

“You’re already looking healthier than almost 

everyone in the ward. We just had to bring you in here to 

bandage up some cuts, and give you a few stitches. It’s 

usually reserved for overdoses, and people found beaten on 

the street by someone rolling them for any money they might 

not have spent yet.” 

“Yeah.” Danny’s answer was nothing but reflex. He 

was still struggling to figure out what was going on. The 

nurse continued to explain to him the plight the ward faced. 

“The ones we bring in, most of them are dead to the 

world. Sometimes they’re almost ready to swallow their own 

tongue, or choke to death. These people have been addicted 

for so very long, ingesting so much poison over the years, 

their bodies aren’t able to function anymore without the 

drugs.” 

“Mmm.” That sounded about right to him. He 

couldn’t figure out who the hell could function, or could 

even face the world, without drugs.  

“They put up cleaning themselves up for so long that 

they wouldn’t even be able to survive the rehabilitation 

program yet like they are. They wouldn’t make it a month. 

They have to wait, to suffer through gradual withdrawal, to 

wait and suffer through months and sometimes years of pain 

worse than anything we had ever felt just to survive the 

standard program.”  

“Why?” Danny couldn’t imagine any pain worse than 

what he felt right then. It was impossible, and arrogant of the 
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nurse to pretend someone else needed anything more than he 

needed a fix. 

“They have lost too much of themselves to move on 

to do anything else. These people are rarely even aware of 

their of their surroundings. They have to be strapped to their 

gurneys to keep from falling onto the floor in a fit, or try and 

tear at themselves with their own fingernails in a moment of 

desperation. They’ve been using so much longer than most 

of the patients we get. They have a stronger contract with the 

chemicals, and it’s harder for them to break it. If they were 

pushed to cut the chemical connection before they were 

physically ready, their system would just shut down, 

completely, of their bodies or their minds. They would 

simply fade away, and cease to be.” 

Danny thought to himself that ceasing to be didn’t 

sound so bad, either. Like nodding off and not coming back. 

Who ever wants to come back? 

“The other wards are used to house the majority of 

the patients, who aren’t quite so bad off as those in the 

hospital ward here. The wards are divided up, into sections. 

There are steps in the process of cleansing yourself. Not so 

much in the sense of directions to follow, with drawn out 

apologies to people you may have wronged, and finding faith 

in God, like you may imagine. These are much simpler steps, 

and there are far fewer than twelve of them. It’s really just a 

system of putting patients in the environment best suited to 

their recovery. Most patients who go into the system straight 

form the hospital ward, or who come in from jail, or a self-

imposed withdrawal spell usually move right into step one. 

Those who just come in, or are brought in, need someone to 

keep a closer eye on them for a while, while they fight off 

the toughest of the cravings. When they are able to act 

civilly, they are allowed to spend time with groups, where 
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people can help one another grow and adapt to this new way 

of life.” 

The nurse went on to explain that the first level was 

where most patients stayed the longest. That was where the 

majority of the psychological cravings were fought off. It 

took a long time for some, and the nurse said that it couldn’t 

be expected for someone who’s been addicted for years to 

suddenly clean up in months. It could take as long to clean 

up as it did to get addicted, and nobody was pushed any 

faster than they could go. Patients moved up the steps at their 

own level, and got better as fast as they wanted to get better. 

She smiled again, in an encouraging way, and told Danny 

that patients who were caught in the middle of their 

addictions, before they got so bad they collapsed and 

couldn’t go on, either because they were arrested, or because 

family and friends forced them in, usually took less time to 

get better. Since their addiction didn’t run its course, the 

drugs didn’t get to take the same hold as it would have.  

“As bad as I know it must have felt, the rot hasn’t 

been able to take you yet. The accident that brought you here 

was actually a blessing. If you hadn’t been caught, and 

brought here, who knows how bad the addiction could have 

gotten, or what might have happened to you.” She smiled 

again in her comforting way. Danny, finally comprehending 

where he was, and why he was there, sat up, pushing against 

sore muscles. 

“What happens when this is over, and you’re done 

with me?” The nurse watched him, still smiling. Danny 

couldn’t remember strangers having ever smiled at him 

before.  

“That’s entirely up to you. Hopefully, you’ll go one 

to find a happier life than the one that brought you here.”  

“I’m not going to jail?”  

“Not if you don’t want to.”  
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“But what about the things I’ve done?” 

“The car you crashed, which brought you here, you 

stole for drug money, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And all the laws you broke before that, those were 

for the same reasons?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well, then, if we can get you to clean yourself up, 

give up drugs, what good would there be in locking you 

away?” 

“So the cops will just forget about all that other 

stuff?” 

“If you can. This is your last chance. If, when you 

leave, you go right back to breaking the law, there won’t be 

anything anyone else can do to help you. But, stay out of 

trouble, and nobody will bring up your past.” 

“And you really think you can get me to stop using?” 

There was more sarcasm to his voice than questioning. 

Danny couldn’t imagine a life without the constant hunger. 

The nurse’s smile faded into a serious face, stern, but no less 

caring or sincere. 

“Yes. But only if you want to. Understand, we will 

help you, and we can give you guidance, but you have to 

take all the steps yourself, and you have to choose to ignore 

your cravings.” Danny’s brow furrowed as he repeated the 

words to himself, arguing whether or not he could do what 

she said, or if it was just bleeding-heart nonsense. Sensing 

the conversation had reached it’s end for the time being, the 

nurse patted her hands down on her legs, and stood up. 

“Now, let me show you your new room, and you can get 

acquainted to your roommate, and some of the other patients 

before lights out.” Danny’s thoughts drifted briefly back to 

prison.  

“Roommate? Lights out?” 
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“Yes, of course.” She opened the door and gestured 

for Danny to walk through it, explaining as she led him 

down the hall. “It’s an important part of the recovery, that 

you are exposed to regular schedules, and healthy routine. 

So, while you’re here, you sleep at night, and wake up in the 

morning, and you will have a roommate for almost the entire 

duration of your stay. That way you get used to being around 

people, and can help each other through the treatments. Up 

until now, most of you have been alone, so it’s important you 

learn social habits, and get re-introduced to people.” Danny 

grunted, still unable to decide between agreeing with her, 

and thinking she was full of it. He followed her down the 

rarely well-lit hallways, past doors where little to no sound 

came out. He passed many other nurses, all of them looked 

as confident and strong as the nurse he was with.  

 

Finally they arrived at a set of double-doors on the 

fourth-floor of the building, which opened into a wide room, 

where people sat, talking, and playing games with each 

other. Nurses walked around among the patients, some 

playing cards with the patients, others laughing and talking 

with them. It didn’t feel as much like a prison as he thought 

it would have, but the windows all still had bars on them, 

and there was always the soft hum of ever-watchful cameras. 

His nurse led him all the way over to a corner, where some 

people were sitting on low couches, discussing an old movie 

playing on the television. When she got close, one of the 

men turned, and, noticing her, stood up.  

“Is this him?” The man smiled, and gestured at 

Danny.  

“Yes. Danny, this is your new roommate.” The man 

stuck his hand out. 

“Hey there, Danny. My name is Bennet. Or Ben.  

Good to meet you.” Danny loosely shook the man’s hand, 
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and tried to force a smile, but didn’t say anything. After a 

moment, he simply nodded, unsure really of what else to do. 

Finally, the nurse spoke again.  

“Ben, do you want to show him around a little? I’ll 

go see if I can get some food, since he slept through dinner, 

and might be a little hungry.” Bennet smiled. 

“No problem. C’mon, it’s pretty simple. You 

shouldn’t have too much trouble remembering where things 

are around here.” With little else to do, Danny followed his 

new roommate down the hallways and rooms of the place he 

would spend most of his time for a while, and repeated his 

smile and nod whenever he was introduced to another new 

face. He couldn’t make himself eat anything, though, and 

eventually he and Ben went to their room, and he lay down 

in a bed much like the one he woke up in. He had some 

trouble falling asleep, but was much better rested than he 

expected to be. The night faded away into dreamless sleep. 

 

When Danny woke up, Bennet was already awake 

and getting ready. He was led through the day, mostly, 

following people around from therapy groups to activities, 

and listening to the stories of everyone around him. The man 

with the most group seniority, who had been there even 

longer than most of the nurses, was Luke. Since there were 

no rules about how long to stay, some stayed longer, unable 

to face the world outside and all its temptations without 

giving in. Luke looked scared, and nervous all the time. He 

shook, as if freezing from the inside out, anytime he was left 

alone. He swore that he couldn’t take the pressures anymore. 

He’d been an addict for well over a decade, without knowing 

anything at all but the endless chase of drug addictions, one 

after the other. How could he go back into the world and 

claim to be pure in any less time than he wasted away? So he 
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stayed. He watched as people came in, and passed on out, 

and he remained behind, shaking and watching.  

Danny’s own treatment went along much more 

quickly. After the first few months, he didn’t lay awake at 

night thinking about drugs. They wouldn’t give him anything 

to ease the pain, said he would have to make the recovery on 

his own. No methadone, no barbiturates, not so much as an 

aspirin for his headaches. But, when the chemical 

dependency was gone, the need still didn’t completely go 

away. There was still the wondering, anytime he got bored, 

or tired, or sad. The days weren’t as bad, with the activities 

and all the people to talk to. But the nights were harder.  

Then, after a few more months, that got a little easier, 

and a little easier. Danny grew comfortable with the group 

therapies. It had taken him so long to get over his distrust of 

them, that he thought he would never actually enjoy them. 

But, as he got to know all the patients in there with him, their 

problems and their habits, he started to speak up during 

sessions with them. He didn’t even realize it was happening 

at first; he would just start offering up advice, in the same 

bitter voice he used to critique the cooking, or the contestants 

on game shows who couldn’t seem to remember in which 

world war Pearl Harbor was bombed. But, then, his ideas 

grew more elaborate. One day, he was sharing his own 

problems. By the time he caught on to the fact that he was 

participating, he was enjoying it enough hat he didn’t care. 

Finally, when he thought he was ready, and all the nurses at 

the center agreed, it was time for Danny to go. They gave 

him some spare clothes, a little bit of starter money, and set 

him up with his parole officer, Vincent, who would help him 

get a job and a place to live. After that, they filled out a few 

forms, and let him bid a few farewells to the people he had 

gotten to know over the past months a Isolde, and then let 

him go. He walked by himself through the corridors that 
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seemed to be so small and dark when he first showed up, but 

were now as familiar as his childhood home, and, for the first 

time he could clearly remember in years, Danny stepped out 

into the fresh spring morning. This was the start of a new 

journey, which may be a difficult uphill climb, but at least it 

was still his journey, and he was able to live it. 

 

 

Redemption 
 

 

The address Vincent had set him up at was a halfway 

house, frequented by patients just released from Isolde, and 

other rehabilitation centers in the city. They dealt only with 

past drug abusers, not released prisoners, and he wondered as 

he walked down the streets if he might recognize any of the 

people there as fellow patients who had been released before 

him.  

Danny was warned that the halfway house could be 

the hardest part of the rehabilitation program. It wasn’t as 

structured as the center was, and there weren’t guards 

twenty-four hours a day to keep the bad element out. There 

was plenty to inspire a relapse; to entice the residents into 

their old lifestyles and habits. To help them adjust, there 

were some rules. They still had scheduled meal times that 

they weren’t supposed to miss. They had a curfew to uphold, 

too. The newly rehabilitated weren’t allowed after dark. As 

trite as it sounded, nighttime tended to be a safe haven for 

junkies, thieves and all manner of temptations to those trying 

to clean up their act. But they did get their own rooms, and 

were allowed to decorate however they wanted. The food 

was ten times better, cooked in an actual kitchen, with the 

help of those who would eat it, by Nina. Nina was 
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considered to be the housemother, big and friendly, but stern 

with rules.  

As a part of the program, all the resident of the 

halfway house are also given day jobs. With the exception of 

a rare few, who had suffered permanent injury as a result of 

their past lives, everyone worked together for a temporary 

employment agency called Seven Stars Employment. They 

hired out the men to a variety of physical labor jobs; 

construction, factory work, warehouses, the occasional 

janitorial job. It was considered to be the best way for them 

to gain experience and adapt to work environments without 

too much responsibility, and since they received diminished 

pay, as a way to support the program, it was considered to be 

a part of repaying their debt to society. It also helped to get 

their bodies back in shape, after all the time spent in the 

rehab center.  

 

In his first assignment, Danny was sent, along with 

another of his fellow inhabitants to do some work at the 

docks. It was their job, as stand-in dockworkers, to take the 

freight unloaded from the large ships, and load it into trucks, 

which would then take it to warehouses and depots where it 

would then be sorted for it’s final destination. It was simple, 

repetitive work for all involved. It was really something akin 

to a human chain, or an old-fashioned water brigade. On the 

larger ships, it was all done by cranes and forklifts, to the 

large trucks and train cars. But on the smaller ones, fishing 

ships and the smaller trade ships, things were done more 

manually, working in teams. Danny and the other temp from 

his house, a man who always introduced himself as Rusty 

Provenzano, were on the loading end of the brigade. Trolleys 

would bring large boxes and crates, usually fish, to be loaded 

on the back of smaller box and flatbed trucks. It was a 

common job for temps, because it was something not a lot of 
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people wanted to do. Crates of fish spilled a lot of water 

when being loaded on trucks, not to mention a fair helping of 

fish guts, and a generic muck nobody wanted to think much 

about. But the job did offer good exercise, and was far 

enough away from the heavy machinery that it allowed 

conversation.  

“So, when they told you about this duty, you have 

any idea you’d end up doing this?” it was the second day of 

the detail. Rusty had finally opened up enough to be asking 

questions. 

“I didn’t really sign up. I was volunteered, after a 

fashion.” 

“Yeah, it was a figure of speech. I don’t think any of 

us really chose this path.” 

“Who could blame them. When you were sitting 

around, on the nod from the poisons coursing through your 

body, if someone had offered to help you clean up, but you 

would have to face withdrawal, hospitalization, and coming 

home exhausted and smelling like dead fish every night, 

would you have taken them up on it?” 

“I wouldn’t even have believed they were real, man.” 

“Fair enough. Seriously, though, this really isn’t that 

bad. I mean, it feels good to be out here doing this. What we 

lack in fresh air, we make up for in a good workout.” 

“Can’t argue with that. Never thought it would feel 

good to have my body ache this way. I can actually feel 

myself getting stronger.” 

“Maybe in the long run, the stench is part of the 

rehabilitation, you know?” 

“How do you figure? As a way to endorse celibacy?” 

“Kind of an act of humility. To make us more certain 

of ourselves and our choices here. And to make sure that as 

we go through these processes we don’t think too much of 
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ourselves. Because even if we have left some of our old 

associates behind and cleaned up our ways, we still stink.” 

“Makes sense, I suppose. A way to get people sober, 

without making them as annoying as some of those who pass 

through the twelve-step programs, with their holier-than-thou 

attitudes.” 

“Right. Because in the end, the whole point of all of 

this is to make us better people, and part of a community. 

You can’t be part of a community if you think you’re better 

than everyone else around you, and you can’t be all that 

great of a person, either. Or is that just more arrogance?” 

“I don’t think so. That’s just an understanding of a 

situation. You weren’t pointing fingers, or damning anyone. 

Just trying to be…I don’t know…virtuous maybe?” 

“God I hope not. That sounds like way too much 

work. Lets just say ‘improved upon.’ Its simpler.” 

“Works for me. Here’s to being improved upon!” 

“And here’s to scented soaps!” 

The dock work job lasted two and a half weeks. If it 

was indeed a lesson in humility, it was one the two of them 

learned well. Every dinner since they started, they were 

alone at one end of the table, while everyone else crowded 

together, as far from the smell as they could get. In the living 

room, any conversation they wanted to have with anyone 

besides each other had to be made from across the room.  

 

The next job was a better one for all involved. Most 

of the men from the house were sent together to help a 

company named Rainier Construction on one of their jobs. 

The job was past its deadline to be finished, and they needed 

help. It was more pleasant than working at the docks, with 

the smells of fresh air and newly cut lumber replacing that of 

dead fish and truck fumes. There was also a much bigger 
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variety of tasks to be completed, instead of standing in one 

spot, repeating the same movements over and over again.  

The job that had run over-schedule, that they were 

supposed to help with, was the remodeling and expansion of 

one of the residential wings of the Sierra Cain School for the 

Blind. It was once one of the most expensive private schools 

for the blind in the country, up until the early-eighties. At 

that time, a wealthy woman, who seldom dealt with the 

world, and managed her family business and wealth only 

through a cadre of lawyers, experienced a tragedy. Her only 

daughter was rapidly losing her eyesight. The doctors 

couldn’t do anything to prevent it, and it was only going to 

get worse. The woman began to seek out help, but found 

little. The state-run schools were often over-crowded and 

inadequate. Finally, she found one school, which had a 

reputation of excellence. Attendance came at a hefty fee, 

which gave the school the money it needed to maintain its 

superior condition. The majority of the money the state 

government had went to their own school, so the fees were 

the only way to maintain any sort of income whatsoever, 

and, as a result, the school was only available to those who 

had the affluence to pay. For reasons that nobody could 

understood, the woman, who had never been anything of a 

philanthropist before, began to champion the school. Aside 

from the fees she paid to get her own daughter enrolled, she 

gave enough money to cover all repairs and additional staff, 

on the condition that enrollment would be made available to 

those who needed it, regardless of money. Every year 

afterwards, she put together fundraisers among the wealthier 

of the families, and gave hundreds of thousands of dollars 

from her own family fortune, for use to make constant 

improvements and expansions on the school. As thanks for 

her acts of generosity, the school was renamed in her honor.  
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For many of the men, Danny included, this was their 

first time using power tools. It made for good learning, and 

gave some of them an idea of an actual career after the 

program was at an end for those who showed some skill for 

the job. It was also an interesting experience watching the 

students going about their daily life. Some of the more 

experiences students, who were more adapted to the school, 

moved around with so much ease that it was hard to believe 

their eyes weren’t working as well as anyone’s. Which was 

one of the things that were taught first and foremost to the 

new students at Sierra Cain. To adapt, and not let their 

differences deprive them of the joys of life. Sitting around 

feeling sorry for themselves wouldn’t get them anything but 

a numb ass, or so they were told. In truth, once they learned 

not to feel jealous of the sighted, most graduated on to full 

lives. It was harder for those who had developed their 

blindness over time, who had once seen the colors of the 

world. It took them a lot longer to adapt, and to learn how to 

accept their new way of life. But it was something that 

everybody learned, before they graduated.  

For Danny and the others, it was humbling. Children 

who wouldn’t even be able to drive yet, if they could see, 

had learned how to live life virtually free of envy. They 

came to accept that everybody was different, and one man’s 

success wasn’t another’s loss. It was something that all the 

men worked to accomplish while they were helping with the 

building of the new wing. By the time it was done, they were 

all a little more educated, and a lot more impressed by the 

kids at the blind school. 

 

The jobs with the construction company lasted longer 

than anticipated, and all were gladder for it. They would 

have been gladder still, if any of them had known the job that 

many of them would be working in next. The next client 
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Seven Stars sent Danny and his fellows to was a foundry by 

the name of Lombard Furnace and Metallurgy. As happens 

with such difficult and dangerous work, there was such a 

high rate of turnover that temporary workers comprised 

nearly thirty percent of their staff at almost all times. Those 

of the temporary workers looking for permanent employment 

had but to ask for it, and it would be given to them. The 

reason there existed such staffing problems was mainly due 

to the unpleasant environment inside the foundry buildings. 

The smells of molten metals and chemicals filled the 

worker’s noses just as an acrid mix of steam and smoke 

frequently filled the air. The work was hard, the temperature 

hot, and the level of danger always very high.  

The effect that these conditions had on the workers 

was the same as that of heat on water. Many of the men, 

those new to the work especially, would become easily 

angered and volatile after only a few days of work. Fights 

were not uncommon to break out among these angry 

workers, over the slightest of insults or personal infractions. 

It was often the eldest of these workers, long adjusted to the 

abject conditions of the foundry, and the temperament it 

often left the workers in, who came to the rescue in these 

cases. They offered their wisdom and experience to quell any 

arguments they could, and to teach the men involved the 

values of peace. To anyone who intended to survive in such 

a hostile environment, where even the very air seemed intent 

on trying to bring one to their knees, pacifism was an 

essential part of existence. Those who sought out violence 

were almost certainly going to be destroyed by it, eventually. 

Even if the men fighting didn’t physically hurt each other, 

there was a good chance of being injured in a struggle by the 

white-hot flames and molten metal that surrounded them day 

in and day out.  
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And so it was that, through the impossibly dire 

surroundings, and the sweating labor, Danny and his friends 

learned the greatest lessons they could of peace, from the 

hardest of men.  

 

Months and months of physical labor jobs were 

teaching Danny the value of exercise. He was also fast 

learning the effects of different types of work on his body. 

Even after loading heavy boxes on trucks, the carpentry 

work found him tired and sore. And, by the time he had been 

doing that for long enough to adjust and gain from its labors, 

the foundry managed to find new muscles yet that could still 

be made to ache. This phenomenon led him to believe it 

might be in his best interest to join a gym, using some of the 

money he had earned in his time with Seven Stars. Since he 

was still a resident at the halfway house, where rent and food 

were all taken care of, paying a year’s dues was not a 

problem. Vincent was little able to conceal his pride at 

hearing Danny’s decision, and even suggested the name of 

the gym which he attended himself, Zenith Fitness. To the 

aged parole officer, it marked an active desire to take care of 

his own physical health, which was fantastic progress for any 

of the recovering patients from Isolde. 

Visiting the fitness center was a sight in itself. As 

large as it was, the majority of the machines were being used 

almost constantly. The average exerciser was pale, and 

nearly dripping with sweat, and while they worked out 

religiously, with fervor and zeal of madmen, they still carried 

about them the posture and demeanor of people who were 

grossly accustomed to being inactive for long periods of 

time. The woman at the front desk, in charge of the checking 

in and out of guests, and seeing to the general needs of the 

members, explained that most of them had been huge when 

they first joined, and all of them came in almost every day, 
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and worked out with very little breaks for rest. It had become 

an obsession for many of them to make up for their bad 

choices in the past; the distaste for sweat and physical 

activity which led them to bodily ruin in the first place. 

Danny felt oddly comfortable in their company, and while 

none of them stopped their rigorous programs long enough to 

talk, he was unanimously welcomed to join the fold. While 

he had less time than did those before him, Danny often 

found himself in the company of the other members, toiling 

in strained silence, broken only by the occasional pant of an 

exhausted body, and the moving noises of the various 

machines.  

 

With the rest of his free time, not spent working or 

exercising, or after curfew at the house, he volunteered to a 

homeless shelter. It was originally run by a group called the 

Sisters of Serenity, but ever since volunteers started coming 

in from all places, and of all genders, they dropped the 

‘sisters’ from the name. Now it was just the Serenity Shelter 

for those in need. Danny couldn’t help but remember his 

days of living with nothing, since the drugs took everything, 

and wanted to help in any way he could.  

The shelter didn’t deal in junkies as much as he 

might have imagined. There were families, and respectable 

people who had somehow fallen from grace. 

Understandably, the space inside was limited, and when it 

came time to allow some into the sleeping rooms, with cots 

and cardboard dividers for some privacy, they picked out 

those that looked to be in the most genuine need, without 

drug addiction or violence. A violent outburst in the middle 

of the night could do a lot of damage in such close quarters. 

Past such experiences drove the volunteers who ran the place 

to leave the lights half on at night, to keep a better eye out 

for fights and theft. Since he had to be home, himself, by 
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nightfall, Danny seldom had much to do with that part of the 

shelter’s service. He spent most of his time passing out or 

helping to prepare food. There were three separate feeding 

times a day, in which meals of soup or sandwiches or 

whatever could be scraped together were passed out to 

anyone who stood in line and needed something to eat. In 

between these times, there was a small store, of excess food 

and day-old baked goods and other things that could not be 

otherwise sold for full price, or in a standard grocery store, 

were available for next to nothing, for those who could put 

together a few dollars.  

Many of the homeless did not speak, standing in line 

silently. But, those that did Danny listened to intently. It 

amazed him how many had once been businessmen or 

regular citizens, living in large houses. Many grew greedy in 

their jobs, and got caught in some scam, embezzling money 

or stealing supplies, after which they found it impossible to 

find work. Others had plenty, and were honest, if average, 

employees. But they couldn’t hold their money, and spent it 

on useless frivolities. They amassed so much debt that their 

wages were eventually garnished, and they were left with 

less than they needed to live on. Both groups found 

themselves in the same dire situation. They would have to 

give up their houses for a small apartment, and then lose the 

apartment for a car or friend’s couch. Cars aren’t the most 

efficient ways to live, nor do they provide the means by 

which to groom oneself to work standards, if you could even 

find work. Eventually, these things cost them their jobs. 

Creditors often took everything else they had. They had 

nothing left but the streets and food lines. Time once spent 

on accoutrements that served little but to impress friends and 

neighbors, or even themselves, was now spent with little else 

to do but to sit and stare, or lie face down on their cots, 

waiting for absolutely nothing.  
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There were others who looked at the food tables 

sheepishly, eyes glancing in front and back of themselves, 

expecting to be recognized and caught any second. They 

explained to Danny that they had been kicked out, 

sometimes once, sometimes several times, for taking more 

than their share. Some, even, were new to this shelter, after 

having been kicked out of others, and left with no place left 

to go. They would steal the meals from others, at the long 

cafeteria tables, or take as much as they could grab from the 

serving tables, and eat it as fast as they could, while running 

or fighting off those who would take back what was theirs. 

Since it was often difficult making sure there was enough 

food to go around, taking more than your share was never 

accepted, and often one of the few things that could be done 

to be no longer welcomed into the shelter. Banishments were 

of finite time, a week or a month, depending on the 

infraction, but often those who were accused were far too 

ashamed to come back again. They would sooner starve and 

beg and steal on the street, apparently, than return to face 

those they had wronged, and cheated out of their fair share. 

 

Several of the other volunteers were religious people, 

and Danny found himself often invited to meet friends of 

theirs. When Danny finally agreed, he expected to see a full 

congregation, or perhaps a shelter similar to the one he was 

volunteering in. He was led instead to a large brick 

monastery, with walled gardens and beautiful ivy growing 

over everything. Inside he didn’t find nuns, or priests with 

white collars. It appeared to be more of a brotherhood of a 

sort, only it did not discriminate gender. Serene looking 

people walked through the hallways, speaking in hushed 

tones, and reading in corners. They all smiled and greeted 

him as though they were old friends seeing each other for the 

first time in a long while. He was led through much of the 
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building, until he was finally taken out in the waning light of 

day in the garden. Standing amongst the flowers, trimming 

rose bushes, was the man they were looking for, who 

introduced himself as Brother Daniels. His friend from the 

shelter, Adrian, referred to him as Arnold.  

Brother Arnold explained that they were a shelter, or 

a haven of sorts for those who were looking for peace form 

their own sordid pasts. Almost everyone on those grounds 

had been at odds with themselves at one point in time, 

addicted to drugs, or alcohol, engaged in prostitution, 

sleeping with married men, stealing, gambling. Their 

passions and lusts had overcome them to the point where 

they were becoming little more than a vessel for their 

unnatural appetites. Eventually, they would hit bottom, or 

wake up to realize that they wanted something more, and 

they wanted away from all the temptations and problems 

they had created for themselves in their wanton lifestyles. 

When they came to that realization, they were greeted with 

welcome arms into the monastery, given a place to stay, and 

a blank slate for all their past indiscretions. They could 

become something new, and better; far form what they used 

to be. They could devote themselves to purity and helping 

others. Everyone was not forced into religion, and there were 

no masses or prayers that the brothers and sisters of the 

monastery were expected to attend, but they were all holy, 

according to Brother Arnold.  

Brother Arnold was one of those people who fell 

somewhere in-between hippy and religious nut. He seemed 

to consider everyone with the same gentle compassion, and 

stupefying love that one usually only finds in young puppies 

and con artists. Yet there was no doubt in Danny’s mind that 

he was sincere, and he felt flattered when he was welcomed 

to join them anytime, if he wished. They wouldn’t ask 
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questions, he wouldn’t have to pay dues. All he had to do 

was show up at the door, and join their community.  

 

Danny had never been religious in any way before. 

God has no place in the life of a junkie. At least not as 

anything other to blame when you cant get a fix. The rest of 

the godly duties; reason to live, happiness welling up inside, 

motivation and strength for action, those were all taken care 

of by the chemicals. Now that he finally felt free of the 

drugs, Danny wondered if there wasn’t something else 

missing from his life. Not that he wanted to join Daniels’ 

brotherhood, or even become a regular attendee at any 

church. But he couldn’t help wondering form time to time 

about getting some sort of religion. After spending some 

time talking to Nina, and Vincent, and reading a bit of the 

bible that was in everyone’s room at the house, Danny 

started to think very seriously about being baptized. 

And so it was that, after a lifetime misspent, aimless 

without anything either to guide him, or anchor him, Danny 

finally found himself walking into a church to be baptized. It 

was a surreal experience to him, walking up the aisle to the 

alter. There was a part of him, rooted in his old ways and 

habits, which froze solid at the fear. It was like walking into 

a furnace, burning so hot that every step was ten degrees 

hotter. But there was confidence in him, too. And when he 

was sitting up on the pulpit, and he felt the cold water on his 

forehead, he imagined it washing away all the terrible things 

he had been and done. It was an act of moving on to new and 

better things. He didn’t know if he would be a regular 

attendee of religious ceremony, and he had some doubts 

about ending up in Sunday mass. But he certainly felt freed 

by the rituals of the baptism, and the words that Father 

Rydell was speaking. He was something new. He would live 

a new life. When the ceremony was done, he thanked all 
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involved, thanked the priest a second time for the gift he had 

made of a bible, and walked outside. For the second time in a 

year, the sunshine and fresh air wrapped around him in a 

glowing feeling of life and cleanliness he had never felt 

before. He felt as though he was being welcomed to life by 

the world itself. Instead of taking the bus, he decided to walk 

back to the house.  

 

 

Confirmation 
 

 

Danny’s progress in the halfway house was as fast as 

any who ever went through their system. It was agreed 

among both the officials who reviewed his file, his parole 

officer, as well as Nina, that he was ready to move out of the 

halfway house, and get his own place. Vincent would still 

keep tabs on him, and would visit form time to time to make 

sure everything was going alright. Counselors would call, 

and be made available if need be. Among those who deal 

with drug addiction all the time, there is never such a thing 

as an absolute recovery. There will always be a risk of 

relapse, and in the ex-junkie, there will always be a desire to 

go back to using. So, while surroundings changed, and 

freedom was finally won, there were always resources to call 

on. That fact alone comforted Danny more than the 

counselors themselves ever had. It felt good having people 

there if you ever needed to call. 

Since he had been such a good worker during his 

time at the halfway house, Seven Stars allowed him to keep 

his job with them. If at any time it appeared that they would 

have to be cutting hours, they promised to tell Danny, so that 

he could accept an offer to stay full-time with one company. 
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Vincent actually helped Danny find an apartment. What they 

ended up with was a small two-room apartment, already 

sparsely furnished, less than a mile from the clinic had been. 

It wasn’t the cleanest neighborhood, or the classiest, but it 

was not without it’s charm. The neighbors were good to one 

another, and there were little problems. Most importantly, 

they welcomed Danny in, and treated him as well as they did 

anyone, unaware that he was a recovering drug addict aside 

from his accompaniment by Vincent, who was known in the 

neighborhood as a parole officer for such. Nobody said 

anything, and nobody thought any less of him because of it. 

Many of them were once in the same boat, or knew someone 

who was.  

 

The weekend Danny moved into the new place, 

everyone he knew got together to throw him a housewarming 

party. With such a small apartment, it was good that he 

didn’t know very many people, or nobody would have been 

able to breathe. The apartment was crowded as it was. Nina 

was there, dressed more colorfully than she had ever been 

before. Some way or another, she was wearing all seven 

colors of the rainbow. When he asked her about it, she told 

Danny that it was her celebration dress, she saved only for 

occasions when someone left her house. Rusty was there, 

with all twenty-three of the other men form the halfway 

house. It had taken a fairly large favor from the employment 

agency to get them all off on the same day, but the manager 

in charge understood. It was a big day. Four of the nurses 

showed up, exclaiming at how far he had come, and how 

doubtful he had once been about the rehabilitation process. 

They asked if he still doubted, and he had to admit that the 

treatment was more powerful than he was told. Vincent 

showed up with a surprise; a plaque awarded him by Seven 

Stars, as a congratulatory gift and as thanks for all he had 
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done. Adrian and three of the other volunteers from the 

homeless shelter arrived together, around the same time that 

Brother Arnold Daniels and one of his fellows did. The last 

to show up was Father Rydell, who had baptized him. The 

small room was full of people, talking and laughing, getting 

along incredibly for people who, many of them, had never 

met.  

Not long after the party started, Vincent announced to 

Danny that he had to go. It was the weekend, after all, and he 

rarely got to see his family. As Danny was about to open the 

door to let him out, there was a knock. Danny opened it to 

see a young woman he had never met before. She struck him 

first as being plain, and then all at once as somehow 

beautiful, and charming. She smiled and introduced herself 

to Danny and Vincent as being Bethany, Danny’s new 

neighbor. Vincent greeted her, and slid out of the apartment, 

and down the hall. Bethany came in at Danny’s request. She 

called herself the unofficial welcome wagon of the 

apartments, and said she had a housewarming gift of a sort to 

give him, a little later on. She joined into the party 

seamlessly, talking and enjoying the company of everyone 

there.  

 

There was a sudden burst through the door. It was 

Bennett, Danny’s old roommate. His time at the center was 

much less successful, and he appeared to be as coked up as 

he had ever been. He was yelling at the top of his lungs that 

he heard his old buddy Danny was having a party, and he 

wanted to wish him a happy birthday. His present, he said, 

was going to be the best high Danny had ever had. He was 

lacing into the peaceful and gentle members of the 

brotherhood by the time anyone managed to wrestle him 

down. The priest actually got to him first, followed 

immediately by some of the volunteers from the rescue 
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mission. They got together and dragged Bennett out of the 

apartment, and down to the lobby, where they could call 

someone to come and get him.  

The party lost much of its momentum after that. The 

guests returned to their conversations and their merriment, 

and slowly began to bring themselves to the level of 

excitement that they had been in before Ben’s surprise visit. 

Danny himself had retreated to a place by the window, where 

he was leaning against a wall, looking out over his apartment 

full of friends, and people who cared about him. It was a 

sight that he never could have expected to see in his old life, 

and would honestly never have expected to ever see himself 

have. He was happy. He was content.  

 

Just as those thoughts were passing through his mind, 

Bethany found him, leaning in repose. She approached him, 

and told him that it was time for her to give him her gift.  

“Are you ready?” 

Danny was oddly nervous.  

“Yes.” 

Bethany leaned close to him, and gave him a short, 

gentle kiss.  

Warmth and electricity filled Danny’s body. Time 

seemed to blur, and then slow, and then it stopped 

completely. His past year flashed in his memory, clear as the 

moments the memories were conceived in. Bethany was 

more beautiful and angelic than she had been mere seconds 

earlier. A spark started at the base of Danny’s spine, and 

moved all the way up his back. He thought maybe he was 

being electrocuted, or that he was dead. But, no, he knew it 

wasn’t anything as sinister as that. The spark grew into a 

realization. A moment of clarity that had been kept form 

him. He watches himself change, not only in appearance and 

behavior, but in actual spirit. In the thoughts that passed 
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through his mind, and the impulses that drove his soul. It was 

all a test. More than that, it was a lesson. A purification. To 

rid him of everything he had ever done in his life that he 

regretted, and see if he truly could be a better person beyond 

them. It was all a last chance at redemption, and he couldn’t 

have been more grateful. Tears filled his eyes, with 

happiness at the gift he had been given. To be plucked from 

a dying body in a mangled car wreck, and given another 

year. And to receive more than just the time he had spent, 

and the friends he had made. He was given his own soul 

back; something he thought he lost decades ago in the gutter, 

or traded for a single bag of heroin. But it was back now, and 

his forever. He held Bethany tightly to himself, and looked at 

her. He was ready to go. The spark that snuck up his back to 

his mind continues to swell, growing until his body couldn’t 

contain it, and light began to envelope him. He was going.  

Danny had received his final reward.  

He had completed rehabilitation.  

 

Ascension… 
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 The city I grew up in wasn’t known far and wide for 

being a nice place. It was big and dirty and dark, and full of 

so much disgust and unhappiness that its citizens would just 

as soon spit on each other as say hello. And while it was one 

of the oldest cities in the union, it lacked the heritage of 

many of the other big cities. Back in the late nineteenth 

century, when shipping was the towns main purpose, more 

people were drugged and kidnapped from the city than 

anywhere in the country. Tunnels built by poor Chinese 

immigrants to transport goods from the docks to their stores 

and tiny homes without the torrents of rain and mud streets 

were later used to smuggle newfound slaves aboard vessels, 

and sell human beings like cattle. In fact both cows and the 

men could be killed mid-trip for food, but only men could be 

used for labor until the ships crew became hungry or 

desperate enough to slaughter them for ‘long-pork.’ Men 

who stepped into a bar for a quick drink woke up in dark 

tunnels with no shoes, the only ways to escape covered with 

broken glass. They were out to sea before it finally hit them 

that they would never see their families again. As the city 

grew, so did the dark cloud that remained overhead. By the 

time the underground slave trade was no longer convenient, 
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the sixties were bringing in new problems. Citizens, bored 

from sitting indoors all day to avoid the rain, found new 

excuses to go into the street and protest. Protests inevitably 

turned to riots. To this day, there is scarcely a single 

demonstration that doesn’t end in riot gear and pepper spray. 

Today there are both more strip clubs and bars per capita 

than any city in the nation. We also have the highest rate of 

drug addiction among young people, especially as it pertains 

to heroin. Which means to any depressed, confused, or 

adventurous youth growing up, heroin is easier to find on the 

streets than good friends or a paying job. You reach a certain 

age where you can’t help but know at least one person who 

has at one point been addicted, and for every one you know 

who cleaned up, there are a dozen more who never will be, 

who are dying in the streets. We have one of the biggest 

homeless populations, too, lining our streets, and building 

villages out of tents and tarps along the waterfront through 

the center of the city. Of the two massive rivers that once 

carried foreign goods in, and sobbing men out of the city, 

there is a silent race to see which can become the filthiest. 

Both are a putrid greenish brown, leaving thick black lines as 

they recede to mark the high-water line. Years of factories 

with waste they didn’t know what to do with, and a sewage 

system not designed for so large a city, have destroyed the 

rivers to the point of being uninhabitable by most things. We 

work and strive now for a time when they will be merely 

‘filthy.’ 

 People from New York, when traveling away from 

home, miss their pizza and their varying cultures, people 

from Los Angeles miss their sunshine and their women, 

people from San Francisco miss their friendly strangers and 

bay. When someone leaves this place, they have nothing to 

miss but the rain, and the grey, and the swarms of angry, 

malignant people. And yet people keep moving here, and 
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after a few years, whatever they had been before they came 

fades away. They become locals. They blame their bad 

moods and violent thoughts on the weather, they blame their 

good moods on their coffee, and everything else they blame 

on the government, or each other. Nobody has a problem that 

could be in any way their fault. The poor, run down, and 

typically black parts of town blame rich white people for 

forcing them into shitty jobs and crime, even as they shoot 

up each other’s homes late at night. The nicer parts of town 

blame the city for letting everything get so run down, for 

letting the dirt and squalor spread so far, so quickly. In turn, 

the city blame the homeless and their sympathizers for 

making it an attractive place for those who can’t live on their 

own, who shit in the streets and beg for money and leave 

their broken bottles and used syringes in the parks and 

sidewalks. They, of course, blame the rich people for 

pushing them out of jobs to save money, and the criminals 

for making all the vice of the city so open and available to 

those who have so little left to lose.  

 When you walk through the city, day or night, you 

get used to the people you see all around you, for the 

crowded traffic and the grime that covers even the nicest of 

buildings. There’s a sort of peace at how integrated 

everything is, the blue movies being shown on the same 

block as the most expensive boutiques, and gates to old china 

town, with their cheap restaurants and porn shops, right 

across the street from the tallest glass skyscrapers, full of big 

business. The entire town is divided up into districts, 

invisible, wavering lines separating one area form the next, 

but the people, the buildings, the city itself, wandered 

throughout these districts indiscriminately, resting and 

making a home wherever they saw fit.  

I had been walking since the early evening, and 

watched the sun go down between the tall buildings of the 
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city. It is often said by the people of the town that if the sun 

is setting here, it must be coming up in paradise. Its one of 

the few sayings that strangers rarely disagree on, no matter 

how much they would love an excuse to argue. I was 

crossing a bridge over the lead horse in the filth race, leading 

into the old town before I realized I was miles from home.  

 The old town is the original skeleton of the city, 

where the first buildings rose up centuries ago. It has 

undergone renovation so many times that the only things that 

match are those covered over by filth and scum. Though it 

overlaps several of the older districts, it has grown into the 

entertainment district for its nightclubs, cheap theatres, and 

live music. While there are theatres and clubs and art 

galleries scattered throughout the entire city, in every corner, 

the majority of them, and the widest variety, are gathered 

here. This is where the crowds and lines are on Friday night, 

where the lights flash to get your attention, and the streets 

are seldom empty. This is where I spend most of my time. 

This is where you will find everyone, from the poorest 

homeless man to the richest girl from the hills in expensive 

clothes. This is where everyone comes, where everyone 

accepts one another. Where people disregard their disgust for 

one another for long enough to catch a show. And for all the 

treasures that lie outside the area of walking distance, this is 

the heart of the city.  

Right along the main artery leading in and out, the 

very bridge I was crossing, there is a club with tall brick 

walls, and a massive iron door. It stands apart from the rest 

by the gas torches spitting open flame from either side of the 

huge black opening. Fire that dances and jumps with the 

pounding beats of music that escapes through the thick, 

secure walls. Fire that burns hot enough to feel from half a 

block, in the coldest winter storm and the hottest summer 

day, to let you know that you are approaching the Inferno. 
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Named, of course, after Dante’s vision of hell. Fitting that it 

would be the nicest, most comforting of all the clubs in the 

city. I walked to the door, hefting it open, and went inside. 

Like a hunter returning home, or a river re-joining the ocean, 

I slipped among the crowd of familiar faces and bodies as 

though it was my second home. It was a place where even I 

belonged, so long as I was present and could afford the cover 

charge.  

On Sundays, the Inferno was always packed to the 

door. People clustered around the fire pits, filled the tables, 

and crowded the open areas in front of the stage. The draw 

was an evening of entertainment in the style of an old-

fashioned burlesque show. There was food and drinking and 

music and dancing, like any other club, until the announcer 

hit the stage. With a few jokes and a warm greeting, he 

introduced the first act. After that was a series of the most 

incredible topless dancers ever seen anywhere, along with 

some comedy, and a few brave souls who swallowed and 

danced with fire. In between acts, a pair of go-go dancers 

teased and entertained the audience, kept their attention rapt 

until the next act hit the stage. They could afford to have the 

best acts in the city, because the Inferno had no official 

dancers of their own. They hired only the most beautiful 

dancers from the classiest strip clubs, and the most alluring 

amateurs. It was a show for dabblers. The crowds were 

consisted mostly of couples looking for an interesting night 

out, and artists looking for inspiration. You never found 

someone looking for a hardcore strip show, or drinking the 

same way they would in a regular bar. Most of the artists in 

the audience were also dabblers, in their chosen art form.  

Being dabblers didn’t make them bad people, and it 

isn’t a term I use to be insulting. It is simply a description of 

their lifestyles. Most of them had day jobs to support what 

they by and large considered to be a hobby. They practiced 
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their craft in their free time, and brought it into the public 

eye only on occasion. Garage bands, amateur painters, poets 

who usually only read on street corners and open mic nights, 

and writers who wrote entire novels that nobody ever read. 

Some did it because they didn’t want to be eventually forced 

into a decision of making money off of a perverted version 

of their art, or to go broke, others because they didn’t believe 

they had enough creativity in them to keep going throughout 

a career. At their core, most of them truly just weren’t 

consistent enough, or didn’t have enough faith in their art to 

put full-time effort into it. 

However, every one was still proud of what they did, 

still put as much effort into it as they could, when they 

worked. Not a soul among them wished to be anything other 

than what they were. While someone who had devoted their 

entire life to art, music, or writing, and nothing else, they 

may seem to be lacking, only working part time on the 

projects, having to set things down. It was living incomplete, 

to them. But to those who lived that way, it was the opposite. 

It was peace, and casual activity. They saw the lives of the 

full-time artists as being too stressful, and too dependent on 

success and far too devoid of comfort and regular meals. 

They knew putting that much strain on their artistic notions 

would damage their abilities and urges in the long run. Each 

side, and every degree in between, was as happy doing what 

they were as they could be, which resulted in a world 

without envy, without spite towards the success in others.  

 

I was working my way through the thick crowds, 

watching both the stage show, and a game of pool in the 

lounge, when I spotted a friend of mine carrying a tray of 

drinks over her head, to avoid spilling them. She was a petite 

girl, far too short and small of build to force her way through 

the crowd any other way without spilling the drinks. When 
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she emerged between a crack in the wall of bodies, her long 

red hair had fallen to cover her eyes.  

“Constance. Need a hand?” She tossed her head, and 

the soft wavy copper fluttered back in place, leaving her free 

to see.  

“Alan, here at last. I’m good, thanks.” 

“At last? Was I expected earlier?” 

“Peter and Ben were here earlier, I thought you’d be 

here with them.”  

“Oh. I never managed to get a hold of Peter today, so 

I didn’t see them. You know how he is with that damn 

phone.” 

“No kidding.” 

“So where did they go? They usually don’t leave so 

early.” 

“They wanted to go watch someone they knew 

named Justin play, down at the Quicksilver.” 

“Really? I didn’t know he was playing tonight. I’ll 

have to go see if he’s still on.” 

“I get off in a few minutes. If you want to watch the 

show a while, I’ll go with you.” 

“Right on.” 

Constance nodded, lifted her tray above her head 

again, and passed through more people, towards the lounge.  

I met Constance on one of my first trips to the 

Inferno, my first time seeing their Sunday night show. Peter, 

Ben, and myself were looking for something to do on a 

Sunday evening, having spent most of the day playing music, 

eating doughnuts, and drinking vodka. The local 

entertainment guide that was the closest we ever got to a 

newspaper had a small add for the cabaret show on Sundays, 

so we stopped by. It was such a good idea, and turned into 

such a memorable day, that it became a ritual that we called 

DVD Sundays; Doughnuts, Vodka, and Dancing ladies.  
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When we got there, Ben pointed out a cute girl hiding 

beneath a wavy mop of red hair, who he had gone to grade 

school with. After a few beers, she recognized him as well, 

and they go to talking. With a bit of coaxing from his 

faithful, antagonistic friends, he finally asked her to hang out 

with us sometime. She had been around since, gradually 

becoming part of the web of people we spent most of our 

time with. Everyone wanted her at least a little bit, but Ben 

was the one who was the closest to her, and he hadn’t made a 

move, citing that he had missed his window of opportunity. 

We tried to argue, pointing out that he was the Conquistador, 

but no argument was valid enough for him. Meanwhile, she 

became more imbedded in our natural habits and friendship, 

as one of the few straight girls to appreciate a good burlesque 

show.  

I stood among the crowd and watched as a woman 

dressed in fur came out and danced to French versions of 

classic rock songs, slowly peeling off the layers of fake fur 

while she danced, eventually leaving only tasseled pasties 

and a bikini bottom, and her trademark cowboy styled boots. 

The loud music and heavy beats faded to and end, and the 

lights dimmed, and she curtsied and proudly walked off 

stage, leaving the stagehand to gather her clothes and money, 

scattered around the stage. The music was kicking back in 

and the go-go girls were returning to their post, with thigh 

high boots and tiny hot-pants and writhing tattoos when 

Constance returned without her apron on. We worked our 

way back through the crowd, and out the massive steel door 

to the street once again, where the air was brisk from the ass-

end of winter. It was a welcomed contrast from the heat and 

crowdedness of the Inferno.  

We meandered down the sidewalks to the 

Quicksilver, less than ten blocks away. Along the streets, we 

enjoyed the enchanting cacophony of mixing music from 



 119

different clubs and restaurants, seeping through the walls 

into the streets, mixed with road noises, and drunken 

conversation between old friends.  

“So this Justin, is he a full-timer?” 

“How do you mean?” 

“Is he a professional, does he live by playing, or is he 

just doing it as a hobby?” 

“Hobby, I guess. He’s retail during the day.” 

“Bottom rung?” 

“Somewhere in the middle, I think.” 

“He like it?” 

“Nobody does. It’s a rule. He has family to support.” 

“Gotcha. They any good?” 

“They aren’t terrible. They don’t practice a lot, really. 

Busy schedules, what have you. They get in maybe two 

practices a month.” 

“So they’re like a bar band?” 

“Um…I don’t think they have ever played any bar 

bars. They do these small clubs.” 

“No, you know what I mean. The bar-type band.” 

“I really don’t…” 

“Not real committed, they wanna be rock stars more 

than they want to play music. Tell me this, they have less 

than then of their own songs, don’t they?” 

“I…think so.” 

“They fill in the rest of their sets with cover songs, 

right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Of their original songs, more than half of them are 

about girls in some way, right?”  

“I don’t know. Probably.” 

“Yeah. They’re a bar band.” 

“Do you have something against bar bands?” 
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“Not really anything against them. I just don’t think 

much of them, either.” 

“Why not?” 

“It’s like raising goldfish and calling yourself a 

parent, or something. They don’t really have music in them, 

at least not as much as they want to. It bothers me. All these 

people I know willing to starve for their music, who play 

every single chance they get. Art is supposed to be an 

expression of self, right? So what does it say about them if 

they best they can do is play other people’s songs? If their 

best creation is some repetitive riffs with bad love poetry 

sung overtop, or maybe something they stole from some of 

the people they’ve played with before, or listened to, and 

pasted back together? Where does that leave them?” 

“I don’t know. Creatively challenged?” 

“Maybe. But they’re also taking something away 

from everyone else. All the rest of us who have lost jobs and 

friends to this demon that drives us to keep playing, or 

painting, or writing, or whatever it is we have to do just to be 

sane, to keep alive. For a lot of us this creation is something 

that we can’t find anywhere. It’s honesty. In this world, you 

can’t count on anything. The government lies to you, the 

television lies to you, businesses and stores lie to you, bosses 

lie to you, friends lie to you, family lies to you, lovers lie to 

you, where the only person you can usually trust at all is 

yourself, and sometimes you don’t even have that because 

you don’t understand your own emotions. That leaves one 

thing, and one thing alone: the art. The pulses that drive you 

to create. Those don’t lie. When they are really there, and I 

mean really pushing you, the insanity that makes all the 

suffering worthwhile, they never lie. You can write things 

that seem to make no sense, and then a week, a month, a year 

later, you can see that they were trying to tell you things you 

didn’t even realize yet about what you were feeling.” 
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“I know those feelings. My guitar knows what I’m 

thinking before I do most of the time. But how do the people 

without that hurt us? The bar bands?” 

“They’re the heathen pissing in the baptismal font, 

wiping their ass with the pages from the bible. We spend 

almost every day doing the only thing we know how to make 

our lives make sense, the only thing we know might make 

the world a better place. And then there are these guys who 

come along, just wanting people to look at them on a stage. 

Who want girls they don’t know to suck their cocks, and 

guys to give them a free ride, all because they are ‘so 

sincere’ or have ‘so much to say about life.’ The people I’ve 

met since I started living this life are the best people I can 

imagine. Some of them are living on the streets, some a 

stones throw away, and all of them are as close to saints or 

holy men I can imagine. They truly do have style, unique 

perspective, are open to the world. But everyone time one of 

these wanna-be bands fools someone, there is one less 

opportunity for these people to get what they deserve. And 

every time someone is fooled by one of these people, every 

girl who thinks she’s found a sensitive soul only to never get 

another call is someone who might have to spend another 

year alone because she thinks all artists are bad, and every 

show promoter who thinks he’s found an artist worth his 

time only to get someone who can’t write a second album 

because there’s no one around anymore he can steal from, is 

one more promoter who won’t risk his time with anyone too 

poor to make their own records.”  

“So they’re giving us a bad reputation, huh?” 

“Hell yes. They are embittering the world against our 

kind, and cheapening what they do. Not to mention the fact 

that a lot of them are just plain stealing. How can you like a 

thief?” 
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“I’m not saying I like the thieves. I’m just saying that 

not everyone who plays part time are bad people. They aren’t 

all thieves, and they aren’t all taking food out of the mouths 

of the rest of us. Who’s to say that they even want record 

deals? Some bands are perfectly happy playing in bars, they 

don’t really seek anything above that.” 

We could hear the din of the crowd through the open 

doors of the Quicksilver. The man who took our five dollar 

cover told us we missed the first two bands, the show was 

already half over. Inside, there was a good-sized crowd. A 

little thin by most standards, not a third of the crowd inside 

the Inferno, but good for a pack of unknowns playing at 

Quicksilver on a Sunday night. Peter and Ben were mingling 

over near to the stage. We went to join them.  

“We miss the show?” I had to lean in close to them to 

be heard over the sound of little less than a hundred deaf 

people talking. 

“Nah. They’re on next.” 

“What are they called again?” 

“Romeo Villainous.” 

“And what does that mean?” Constance’s brow 

furrowed trying to solve the puzzle. 

“It means Justin couldn’t think of anything else that 

sounded cool.” 

Constance muttered something to herself that nobody 

could hear, but I couldn’t imagine it was anything good.  

When the friends that had been conned into being 

roadies set everything up, and the band finally hit the stage, 

her grimace hadn’t much disappeared. When Justin started 

off the set by flirting with the girls nearest to the stage, it 

worsened. The set itself wasn’t too bad. Some good rock 

mixed in with some slow songs that left something to be 

desired, and some covers that were, in all honesty, pretty 

terrible. Some songs shouldn’t have been created the first 
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time, let alone be redone by anyone. Smoking in the boys 

room indeed.  

Since nobody had much desire to see the final 

amateur band of the evening, we all split when the set was 

done. We said our congratulations to Justin and his friends 

over the heads of the would-be groupies he was filling with 

social patter and bullshit. Back on the street, we started 

wandering without a whole lot of direction. 

“So, Constance, did you at all enjoy the show?”  

“She didn’t think she would like it?” Ben had a look 

that betrayed his confusion, while he wondered if he was just 

missing something from an earlier conversation, or if he was 

maybe a little drunker that he thought.  

“Lets just paraphrase to say she isn’t a fan of bands 

made up of non-committed people who play cover songs to 

fill out weak sets.” 

“I can see that.” 

“So?” 

“It was alright, I guess.” 

“You didn’t like it?” 

“He’s so arrogant. He honestly thinks he’s some kind 

of star.” Peter jumped, or stumbled, rather, to Justin’s 

defense. 

“To be fair, he always has, before he ever started 

playing guitar.” 

“That makes it better? It taints everything he does.” 

“I don’t know that it can be that bad. A lot of big 

musicians are that way. Some of them make some decent 

music. None of them have been earth shattering, or anything, 

but they’ve had some impact.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yeah. I mean, look at the Rolling Stones. Is there 

any band that has ever been out to just be rock stars? Or 

Aerosmith? All of the 80’s? They just wanted the ego trip, 
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and some of them made some good stuff in the process. It 

doesn’t mean that they made shitty music, just because they 

wanted so much out of it, it just means their priorities were a 

little skewed, perhaps, and they were using their powers for 

selfish goals.” Ben decided to re-join the conversation, his 

confusion abated, with his voice changing volume to try and 

balance out with the tinnitus.  

“He’s got a point, Connie. Aren’t you the one who 

said that Rolling Stone made the best songs to cover? And I 

know I’ve seen Creed cds on your shelves.” 

“On top of that, we’re all a little selfish with our art. 

How many of us here are actually useful members of 

society?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Alan, you haven’t had a real job in years. You pay 

with everything with the money you make playing music, 

and if you have to, extra money from odd jobs or medical 

experiments. Constance, you get jobs in bars so you never 

have to work long hours or regular schedules, and you still 

have a hard time keeping some of them. Hell, I got pissed off 

and quit my job a few months back, and lord knows I should 

have been fired long before for sheer uselessness and 

contempt.” 

“Hey. I still work part-time, and I’ve never been in 

trouble.” 

“That’s why you’re the Conquistador. You still plan 

on quitting soon, though, and making a go of it off of the 

music money, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“So, we all play with the expectation that we will get 

to live off of it. It ain’t the same kind of selfishness, and 

clearly we don’t give up when it doesn’t work, but we still 

play knowing we don’t want to have to work, too. So, 

selfishness.” 
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“But Justin was so creepy. If someone had thrown 

panties up in the stage, it would have made his day. It has to 

be different wanting to be a rockstar and hoping to be able to 

live by your creation. I mean, the guy was getting off on 

these girls screaming for him. He has a wife. And kids. So, 

what, he wants to cheat, just because he thinks he’s an artist? 

That’s wrong.” 

“I’m not saying he’s not a jackass. I’m just saying 

that some of his songs are kind good. I admit that his being a 

jackass makes him on the bottom of my list of bands I hope 

make it, and I also have to say that as a jackass, even if he 

gets a deal, he will probably never hit it big. But when you 

hear a good song, its still a good song, regardless.” 

“Also, who’s to say he wants to cheat on his wife? 

After all, he’s been faithful, to, like, almost half of the girls 

he’s ever dated.”  

“Can I at least hate Justin then, if not his music?” 

“By all means. Most of us do.” 

“I thought he was your friend.” 

“So? Can’t we think he’s a fuck-nut and be his friend 

at the same time?” 

“Yeah, what, are we supposed to leave him alone? 

Who’s he going to have then?” 

Constance gave us hell a little while longer about our 

outlook on friendship and our willingness to bend our moral 

standards to let people in for a while. After twenty minutes 

of walking up and down the downtown blocks, Ben stopped. 

“Hey, lets go in here and do a little show.” 

He was pointing through the blacked out windows at 

Venus de Milo, with it’s armless figurehead rising above the 

closed front door. Venus de Milo was, technically, a singles 

bar, which was started and run for sad and lonely people to 

come and meet someone, for horny people to come and hook 

up, and for the truly desperate or pathetic to get wildly 
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drunk. Less than two years ago, they turned their small 

karaoke stage into a little bit larger setup, and opened it up to 

an every-night open mic night. There were a few bands that 

stayed there and played live music to fill the gaps, but the 

rule was, if you wanted to play, you just had to go up there, 

and they would step aside for you. There was even a drum 

kit and a few communal guitars so that anyone walking in 

could go up to the stage and play. The point, I think, was for 

a man who was not good with words to be able to go up and 

express himself musically to whomever he was trying to 

woo. It wasn’t entirely successful by those terms, at least not 

usually, but it was successful in bringing in a decent crowd, 

since it was always a good time to play when there was an 

opening on stage, and anyone who wanted to keen their skills 

at playing in front of people could do that freely there. Since 

late Sunday nights weren’t the busiest time in the world for 

the Venus, we went in to play a few songs.  

The best part about Venus de Milo are the times 

when the regular crowd has thinned. In the beginning, there 

weren’t ever many people on the stage, and the house bands 

did most of the performing. But, as word got around, more 

people started filing in. It was the opening into the musician 

lifestyle. It was a way to get out a secret jones to play in 

public, and a place for people who had little experience to 

get more. Sundays were sometimes the best fun. 

Businessmen, after a weekend of trying desperately to forget 

their weekly world, would explode when faced with a 

Sunday night. Knowing that they would be awake early in 

the morning, going back to the places they loathed more than 

anything, there was nothing else to do but flee to the one 

place where they and their music were always welcome. 

These were the ones who loved music too much to stay 

away. They were just coming into the realization that the 

music would not take a back seat in their lives forever. They 
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were fresh to the creative urges, and it showed in their eyes. 

Some of them would sit casually drinking a beer and 

watching the performers until it was their turn. If you asked 

them they would try their bests to act cool and play their 

actions off as just spending a little bit of time on a new 

hobby of their. They would always be able to keep it 

confined to the free time, after work and before they mowed 

the front lawn. Some of the others had a little bit more of an 

idea what was happening to them. They sat looking a little 

concerned, making a point not to look at the clock, drinking 

harder liquor to escape thinking about tomorrow until it was 

their turn, when everything would disappear, and the world 

would be alright again. Every time they told themselves that 

they should be getting rest for their early morning the next 

day, they caught a glimpse of a truth that was coming on 

them. A simple fact that inspiration and creativity, when 

truly driven, will never take a back seat to anything. These 

are the ones who are stricken by sudden bits of 

understanding as to why musicians have so many different 

marriages over the course of their lifetimes; why their 

personal lives never seem stable or personal at all. Because 

to maintain balance, takes time, and concentration, and once 

it gets a hold of you, there is no room for anything but the 

passion of creation.  

By the late evening, most who rushed out of their 

houses for the need to play had gotten it out of their system, 

and stumbled on home, the peaceful glazed look on their 

eyes like someone who just got the best lay of their life, 

completely unconcerned for the long days of work ahead, for 

the inspiration growing like an addiction of madness behind 

them, or even their angry wives and husbands waiting at 

home, rehearsing lectures or crying over the affairs they 

imagine to be going on. The people left are the ones who are 

still drinking up the courage to hit the stage, or who need to 
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feel a little more in control before they try to go up there. 

There are longer openings for me and my friends to go up 

there and play some of our stuff.  

Jamming with the friends is a little like playing 

musical chairs. Everyone has had to learn a second or third 

instrument over the years, and we have all learned a good 

deal of one another’s songs through sharing bands and filling 

in for members who were gone. While I wrote songs on 

guitar, I could also play a good bass, and fill in on drums if I 

had to. Constance wrote mainly on the bass, and was a far 

better drummer than I was, but she could play decently on 

the guitar, if pushed to. Ben seconded in keyboards, and was 

better at mixing songs than the rest of us combined. Peter 

was the best guitarist of all of us, could hold his own on both 

the bass and the drums, and imagined himself to be a 

reasonable pianist, which was more fancy than fact. He could 

play the harmonica, though, as well as use a slide without 

sounding terrible. He was working on learning the banjo. My 

newest goal was the fiddle. You can never have too much 

music.  

We played a few songs, switching around in front of 

the lead microphone, singing our own favorite songs. The 

comfortable décor, the swirling red lights, symbolizing the 

fire of passion the usual members were supposed to feel. 

From the stage, it seemed warm, and constantly swirling, a 

warm womb of sound and peace. Eight songs, ten songs, 

around a half hour of playing with our incestuous hodge-

podge band, constantly moving, swirling about the stage like 

the light patterns reflecting on the walls. Finally, we put 

down the loaner instruments, and left the stage. It’s always a 

reluctant thing, leaving it behind. There are always more 

songs to sing. But our playing riled up the crowd more, and 

some of the more hesitant patrons were ready to go. They 

asked us to back them up, to jam onstage. Three in a row, we 
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did our best, and they did their own thing. There was a fire in 

their eyes when they left, after the first time hearing 

themselves with a full band playing behind them. The drug 

had just upped its dosage. They needed more now. They 

would start placing ads, soon, answering others. Trying to 

put together a band of their own. So that the next time they 

hit the stage, they had an ensemble to bring the experience 

closer to their dreams.  

The best thing we played that night, before we left, 

was one of the things Ben wrote. There were these slow, 

pulsing rhythms, eerily beautiful and entrancing. You could 

play the same song over and over again, for hours, and not 

realize it ever should have ended. The way he sang just 

blended in, like a mage chanting a hex, or a druid calling out 

a prayer. It was intense. I don’t think there was a single 

sound coming from the audience while we played. Listen to 

this: 

 

Everywhere I turn I see her 

Staring at my inner soul 

Telling me she’ll always love me 

Never will she let me go 

 

Fairy princess won’t you hear me 

I pledge to you my very soul 

You will always be my soulmate 

Fate will see to make it so 

 

Darkness has its hands upon you 

Blinds you from your own sweet light 

Hides you from your inner greatness 

Taints the mirrors of your sight 
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Fairy magic tell the truth now  

Why must you create such pain? 

Use your powers for tomorrow 

Enclose us in a cleansing rain 

 

Wash away the pain and hatred 

Rid us of our fool mistakes 

Take us to the dreams we work for 

Free us at whatever stakes 

 

Fairy dreamland, open doorways 

Journey to your lands tonight 

And when I wake tomorrow morning 

I know that you’ll be my first sight 

 

That’s some intense stuff, yeah? You should see him 

focus while he’s singing it. He actually becomes the druid. 

Fairy magic indeed! 

We left feeling a little bit better, a little more 

refreshed, like we had just taken a long nap. We lingered 

outside, listening to the next reluctant songwriter to take the 

small stage, faint music coming now through the windows. 

Ben stretched and yawned.  

“I think it’s about time I started heading home. I have 

to work in the morning for a while.” Constance nodded. 

“Yeah, I think I’m going to head back, too. It was a 

long night at the bar tonight. Do you need a ride?” 

“Depends. I came with Peter. You staying here?” 

“Yes.”  

“Then I need a ride. Thanks Connie.” They said 

goodnight, and started walking off. Peter called Ben back, 

and started whispering to him. It had been a few days since 

he hassled Ben. 
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“Dude. You’ll be alone. You going to make your 

move?” 

“No.” 

“C’mon! Be the Conquistador! You know she wants 

you!” 

“Fuck off.” 

“Show her the Conquistador! Conquer! Courage!” 

“Fuck off.” 

“Look at her, standing there in that shirt. She’s tired. 

Ask her to come in for some coffee, or to rest before she 

drives home. It’s not safe to drive so tired. Share your bed.” 

“Fuck off.” 

“Are you telling me you don’t want her?” 

“Of course not. You know I do.” 

“Then go get her. She’s yours, waiting to be swept 

away. She wants you.” 

“Fuck off.” 

“Fine. Have it your way. Take it easy.” 

“You too.” Ben turned and started walking back to 

where Constance was waiting, and Ben turned his back on 

him, talking under his breath. 

“Conquistador.” 

“Fucker.” 

Constance asked Ben what they were talking about, 

and he brushed it off as the ramblings of a drunk.  

 

Peter and I went in the other direction, wandering 

around a little more through the littered streets of our city, 

through the filthy mess that is the only place we could ever 

call home. We started thinking about the people in the 

Venus, struggling to balance their business world and the 

music.  

“Do you think they have any idea how good it feels 

to be on the other side of that wall they’re on?” Peter had a 
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lot of compassion for anyone about to break through a 

corporate boundary.  

“If they did, I don’t think they would have waited this 

long to make the leap. How many of them do you think will 

make it through the hardships to get there?” 

“I don’t know. Hits everyone differently. I’m sure 

some of them will give it up because of their families and 

their bosses. Some will make it though.” 

“Hopefully their wives have jobs that can support the 

youngins. Wouldn’t want anyone’s kids to starve to death 

because daddy found music.” 

“Yeah. I don’t think all of them have the same goals 

of being a male housewife as you, man.” 

“It’s a good deal, if you can swing it. Who says you 

need to have a day job just because you’re a man? Isn’t 

right.” 

“No. Might be worth a little hunger for them to 

escape the hell of the business world though. All those 

corporate whores in their cubicles. Nothing could be worse 

than that. Absolutely anything would be worth leaving that.” 

“Its all they know, some of them. You know how it 

is. They have this idea of what they’re supposed to do with 

their lives, of all they could reach. They got in the jobs 

before they even realized how stuck they could get.” 

“Like a fucking tar-pit. Burning and uncomfortable 

and never letting go. Those places are going down.” 

“They’re already down, and getting worse every day 

for those there. Whether they realize it or not, their lives get 

worse every day they stay in those jobs. The trouble that’s 

going to come out of the music for those people back at 

Venus de Milo is just the price you pay for staying so long. 

It’s like the price of their redemption.” 

“Repent, and thou shalt be saved.” 
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“Hell yeah. You remember what it was like. Staying 

out so late playing music that you couldn’t wake up for class 

more than three days a week, tops. Trying to sleep after class 

so much that you missed work more than was ever allowed. 

Stand-offs with the bosses over your attitude. Starting little 

rebellions among the coworkers. It can be terrifying while 

it’s going on. You think you’re losing everything. Suddenly 

you can’t seem to do anything but fail no matter where you 

look.” 

“Ah, flashbacks. ‘Hi, Mom. School? No, I’m not 

really going anymore. Yeah, I’m sure it was the right choice. 

Everything is fine, I’m sure. I may need to borrow money in 

a week or so though, just for a while. I put in my two weeks 

notice, and I haven’t found anything else yet. It won’t be 

long.’ If that doesn’t make you an outcast at the family get-

togethers, nothing will.” 

“Imagine how bad it would have been if you had 

more than just one whiney, annoying girlfriend to deal with 

disagreeing with your personal changes. It can’t be easy on a 

family. The wife, with years of marriage to use against you, 

making you look like you’ve gone nuts, or are having a mid-

life crisis. It can’t get any easier with time. The longer it 

takes to put off the change, the worse it is. We’re lucky we 

found our callings before we had too much pulling us back 

towards all the evil shit most people are caught up in.” 

“Makes me happy to be me. If it wasn’t for music, I 

would be there now, middle management in some huge 

corporation, talking politics with people I hate for having no 

personality, while watching tv and working and greed have 

taken away my own personality without me knowing it. Left 

with nothing to care about but lying and money and looking 

good for strangers.” 

“Exactly. We’re the lucky ones here.” 

“Right on.”  
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We walked and bullshit for an hour, until we finally 

came back near where we started, and Peter pointed up a 

street, to where his car was parked.  

“Do you want a ride back to your place?” 

“No, I’ll walk.” 

“You sure? It’s getting late.” 

“Yeah, I know. It’ll be good for me. I’m playing 

tomorrow night. I like to walk before. Helps me zen out.” 

“Okay. You want me to stop by tomorrow afternoon 

before the show?” 

“Sure. Should be awake by the afternoon. Take it 

easy.” 

“You too. Good times tonight.” 

“And how.” 

We went our separate ways. I was just approaching 

the bridge back out of the entertainment district when I heard 

the distant squeals of Peter’s steering belt calling out for all 

to hear that he was, in fact, turning a corner.  

 

The sun started to rise over the town behind me while 

I was walking home. My shadow stretched tall before me in 

the yellow-red light. The air felt clean, the morning dew 

bringing the pollution down to the street, leaving nothing to 

breathe but pure oxygen. It was the rare moment of purity 

the city ever had. I reveled in the brisk, clean air until I got to 

my building, climbed the stairs to my small apartment, and 

dropped off to sleep. There were nothing but the best 

dreams, being warm, being loved, being successful. Of living 

a life that was so beautiful there would be nothing else I 

could possibly want to do. I woke up in the early afternoon 

refreshed and energetic. There was less than a day now until 

I would be hitting the stage myself, in a club larger than 

Quicksilver, bigger even than the Inferno. Talking with the 

radio stations and the local magazines had worked to bring 
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ticket sales up, even on a Monday night show. It would be 

the largest crowd I had ever played in front of. 

I showered and got dressed, and then went out for a 

walk. I wanted to spend some time in study before the show, 

at the feet of the masters. There was really only one place to 

do that. Doc’s Bookstore.  

Doc’s was more than just a bookstore. It was a five-

story building that took up an entire city block. There is 

almost as much history to Doc’s as there is to the rest of the 

city itself. Doc was a med student going to school in the 

Midwest, looking for some extra money. After a few years of 

college, he realized he could buy student’s text books back 

from them for a small sum of money when they were 

finished with their classes, since they wouldn’t need them 

anymore anyway, and then sell the books to students just 

starting the class for much less than they would cost new 

form the bookstore. It saved the students money, and earned 

a little extra for him. Before long, he had enough of a 

collection that he needed to rent a storage room to hold the 

books. He started to take more than just textbooks. Novels 

that Literature professors required being read were also 

being taken in. Not long after that, he was accepting all 

books. His books filled the room he was renting as well as 

his apartment, and he had to now rent a small storefront, 

which he opened up to the public whenever he was out of 

class. He had developed a name among the students as being 

the place to go when you needed a book, cheap, and his 

peers took to calling him Doc since he was always studying 

medical journals and books for his own studies anytime they 

went into the store. One thing led to another, and Doc 

eventually left school, and started running his store full-time. 

He was making enough money to live. But since he had little 

reason to stay in the Midwest without going to school, he 

packed up his ever-expanding collection of books, and 
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moved back here, to his hometown. He got a new store, and 

opened up Doc’s Bookstore, although he was no longer on 

his way to being a doctor.  

Business here picked up even faster than it had at 

school, and he was constantly looking for larger places to 

rent, to hold all his volumes of books. At that time, he still 

dealt only in books, but since he had a larger supply than any 

other bookseller in several states, his was the place to go if 

you were looking for anything; rare books, old editions, 

cheap books. It was also the pace to go if you needed a little 

extra money. Every week someone brought in old records or 

cds and asked the workers of Doc’s, since the store had 

grown to a point of needing a full staff, if they would take 

the music, too. One day, Doc stopped saying no. It was an 

explosion like wildfire. A chain reaction brought all the 

business from the other used music stores to Doc. It was a 

one-stop place of all kinds of media needs. It finally became 

evident that he would need a building all to himself if he was 

ever going to keep his store from being a cluttered mess. He 

bought off the rest of the block he had been renting part of, 

and demolished everything. For six months his books and 

cds were scattered around for several blocks, in smaller 

store-fronts and storage rooms, waiting, and growing. When 

the new building was finished, it took days and dozens of 

volunteers to put everything back together to create one store 

again. The result was mind-boggling. Over three floors of 

this massive building were devoted to books, floor to ceiling 

shelves packed full of them. Two floors and half of the first 

basement were all records and cds and cassette tapes, rack 

after rack of everything you could imagine. Alone, they 

would have easily been one of the five biggest bookstores or 

cd stores in the nation. Put together, they were a never-

ending festival, a bastion to the creative arts. Only three 

years ago or so Doc made another addition to appeal to the 
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artists of the city that were his main customer base, and 

turned the second half of the first basement into an art store, 

with paints and charcoals and conte sticks and papers and 

easels and canvas of every kind. You could find used easels 

and drawing boards, and the highest quality and selection of 

art supplies. Form the guitar strings behind the counter in the 

art section, and the remaining section of that basement level 

that is blocked off and empty, it seems he is adding a section 

to sell guitars and instruments soon.  

With its diversity and reputation, Doc’s Bookstore 

has become a major draw. People all over the world access 

the mighty stores via the internet, and on a limited basis, Doc 

buys from the world now, too. It has become a beast, a 

dragon of thought and expression that grows constantly in 

the heart of the city, a pet and friend to everyone. People go 

there in the morning, and don’t come out until the sun has 

gone down. People spend entire paychecks in one visit, after 

having gone in only looking for a single thing. People sit at 

the coffee bar for so long that they have to eat three meals 

before they are ready to go. It is a hangout, a meeting place, 

and a wealth of knowledge. When he was asked in an 

interview about his intention for the store, about how he 

created it, his answer was simple: “Well, I buy two or three 

books at a time, and sell one. You do that for thirty years, 

and eventually you just get a shitload of books.” 

And so Doc, while never actually becoming the 

doctor he went to school to become, was regarded as a 

doctor of knowledge here. And it could be argued that he 

helped our entire town more adequately than he ever could 

have had he gone into the business of stitching people back 

together rather than bringing them the art and wisdom of 

centuries of great scholars.  
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It was Doc’s I went to when I wanted to psych myself 

up for a show. For anything, really. No matter what you 

wanted to do, you could find the best leaders, the most 

inspirational pillars of thought and deed there. You could sit 

in a plush chair and read the classics, or sit at a listening 

booth and hear the most progressive artists of their time, who 

shaped music to be what it is today. Some of them that have 

been around forever, have written history in their wake. 

Thelonious Monk, Charlie Parker, Louis Armstrong, Elvis 

Presley, Marty Robins, Jimmy Dean, Johnny Cash, The 

Beatles, Bob Dylan, Led Zeppelin, Simon & Garfunkle, and 

Chuck Berry. Then there are those that have made recent 

history, whose effects are still being felt today, who are 

changing music as we speak. Joan Jett, Victor Woten, Beck, 

Black Sabbath, Nirvana, Pavement, Eminem, Linkin Park, 

Green Day, Nickleback, the Ramones, and the Velvet 

Underground. These are the ones who spawned modern 

music, or are right now spawning things future generations 

will be listening to. They broke new ground, and changed 

things ever after. Maybe they weren’t the best, some of them 

weren’t even the first in their genre, but they are the ones 

who changed everything, who reached hundreds of 

thousands and inspired future generations to do something. It 

was that inspiration I was looking for. The music of an entire 

culture, a long history, if I could have pored it into a tub and 

soaked it through my skin, I would have. Doc’s was the next 

best thing. You could smell the musty vinyl of the old 

records, the ink of the liner notes. See people dancing and 

moving with the music in the listening booths. This was the 

place to feel music if any existed.  

 

After listening to some of my favorites, spending 

more hours sitting in that store than I ever really intended to, 

I made haste and headed back for home, thought not on the 
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same path I had come. There were more street people along 

the second route, lingering around one of the few remaining 

shelters that gave out food. A block before where they 

tended to congregate was Cyrus. I always visited Cyrus 

when I had some spare time, or on nights I was playing 

somewhere. He was somewhere between what I was and a 

street person. He lived in the Knight’s Arms Inn, which had 

once, a century ago, been a reasonably respectable lodging 

house. It has since gone out of business, fell into disrepair, 

became a run-down hotel, gone out of business yet again, 

only to be cheaply remodeled, turning each room into several 

private rooms, and opened again as a cheap hotel so street 

people could have an address and a private bed. It wasn’t 

free, they had to pay a hundred a month, but the landlords 

were lenient with tenants they knew to be honest. In 

exchange, they got a safe place to keep what little 

possessions they had, had a place to stay when it rained, or if 

they were sick. They didn’t have individual bathrooms, but 

they did have bathrooms, which many in their position did 

not. If they were caught stealing, either from other tenants or 

to pay the rent, they were thrown out. If they were caught 

using drugs, they were thrown out. If they got drunk and got 

in a fight, they were thrown out. But it was better than 

nothing, and some of them had been staying there a long 

time, and were proud. If they had the trust of the landlords 

and the shift managers, tenants were allowed to bring guests 

up to their rooms to talk and have tea.  

A lot of the tenants sold blood and begged to pay 

their rent. Some showed up every day at docks and 

construction sites and day labor busses to find occasional 

jobs to pay for come money. Cyrus was in a wheelchair, he 

wasn’t much good for day labor. Probably wouldn’t have 

wanted to even if he could walk. He didn’t beg, though, 

either. He just sat outside bars or clubs or stores, wherever 
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there was a good view, and a lot of people to talk to, and he 

wrote. He was a poet of some talent. He would chat up 

anyone who stopped to say hi, and recite poetry for anyone 

who asked. He had been a poet, paying to support himself 

with factory jobs until an accident broke the connections in 

his back between his mind and his legs. So he started to 

drink a little, and write less. Finally, he lost his apartment, 

lost most of his possessions, and realized he needed to clean 

up. He stopped drinking entirely, on sheer will, and started 

writing again, and getting his life back together. Since then, 

he’s realized that his writing was truly the most important 

part of life to him, and refuses to do anything not directly 

related to it. He’s lived in the Knight’s Arms for years now, 

and wouldn’t think about leaving. ‘Where else am I going to 

meet so many nice people, to learn how to talk to regular 

folks just passing by, and get so much inspiration?’ If 

someone wanted to publish a book of his poetry, and he 

suddenly made thousands of dollars, he would probably still 

be there, still talking up passers-by in the street, still writing 

with the focus of a bloodhound in the red spiral-bound 

notebook he always carried with him.  

Half of the tenants were like him. Artists who had 

lost everything except their art, who suffered and struggled 

and still never gave up on the one thing that gave them hope 

and meaning and something warm inside of them, even on 

the cold nights on the streets, and keeping them peaceful on 

the hot days sitting in the Inn. They scattered themselves all 

around the streets near the Inn, near their accepting home. 

There was a bongo player who could mimic the sounds of 

the entire world around him on his three basic drums. The 

footsteps of the people walking on the sidewalks, the birds 

flapping through the skies. He turned everything into a 

rhythmic beat. A guitarist who, like the bongo payer, found 

rhythm to everything he heard. He wrote, constantly, 
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creating new songs that never ended, that kept time to the 

stoplights and the windshield wipers of cars and the 

conversations of people. He could play four hours, for days, 

without a break, without stopping. He had long forgotten 

how to interact with people, and he let his simple acoustic 

guitar do all his talking for him. It thanked passers by for 

leaving change, thanked the birds for singing with him, 

cheered on the rain and danced in the sun. There was a man 

who could sing perfectly any song he had heard, even if he 

had only heard it once, heard a single verse and chorus. He 

could listen to the conversations of those around him, put 

them to tunes, and sing them back. He turned arguments into 

love songs, boredom into action, and pointless rambling into 

beautiful concertos. Each of them was something amazing 

and wonderful. A saint who had become wrapped up so 

deeply in what he did, what he believed, that he simply 

forgot how to do anything else, and lost interest in learning. 

Someone who saw the awesome purity and love of creation 

and art that anything to do with money and war and countries 

and society ceased to matter in the least. They weren’t artists 

that failed, and they weren’t monks waiting to lead. They 

were veiled angels, cast in the simplest and most peaceful of 

lives.  

Cyrus saw me coming, and smiled. He was finally 

able to recognize my face and connect it with a name.  

“Alan Arkin! How goes it, brother?” Bad with 

names, he associated everyone’s name with an actor to help 

him remember. 

“Good, good. Beautiful life. How’s by you? Any new 

poems?” 

“There’s always something. What do I have for you? 

How about…The Rain. 
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It’s raining 

The rain makes everything clean 

Or at least look that way 

The streets reflect all the lights 

Like jewels 

Streetlights are pieces of gold 

Laying on the ground 

Anyone could grab them 

If they had the faith 

If they had the strength 

 

Nobody does. 

 

The rain cuts the stench, too 

Everything gets a shower 

Everything gets a scrubbing 

Angels with pressure washers 

Making the streets more pleasant 

“See, now, maybe people would like you 

if only you bathed regularly.”  

 

Angels are always smartasses. 

 

But the rain also brings cold 

Chilled winds and frozen pavement 

Breaking through all the layers 

Frigid water seeps through to the skin 

The only warmth 

Comes from inside 

From memories 

From these pages 

And sometimes from the bottle 

But I don’t drink no more 

 



 143

Some things never let go. 

 

Even with the cold winds 

And the icy water making me shake 

Making me wish I had warmth 

The rain keeps me clear 

Helps remind me of what I used to be 

Not sitting here, writing 

But laying there, in the puddle 

Nothing to give the world 

Nothing inside me but cheep drink 

The rain couldn’t even clean me then 

And it can’t hurt me now 

Only keep my clothes wet 

Only remind me of what was 

 

The past is never gone. 

 

 

“So how does one man get to be so talented, huh?” 

“Time out here, meeting people and diggin’ the air. 

You know that. You’re not so shabby a poet yourself.” 

“I need the music for my words, though. They can’t 

stand on their own. Not nearly so powerful as your stuff. I 

love it.” 

“I appreciate that, man.” 

“So do I. One of these days, I’m going to come down 

here looking for you, and you’re going to be gone. Some 

publisher is going to overhear you reciting, and that’ll be it. 

You’ll be gone, off to LA or New York or somewhere to 

make a book and do spoken word shows. No more Cyrus.” 

“Nah, you know there’ll always be Cyrus. I love this 

place too much to leave. Someone wants to make a book of 

my poems, they can do it with me here. They want to record 
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a spoken word show, they can record me on the street. This 

place is where I belong. Why do you think I write the way I 

do? Because of this place, what it tells me, what it makes me. 

I’d be a lousy poet in LA. LA doesn’t have such fine people 

as yourself like there are here.” 

“I’m a dime a dozen, all over the place.” 

“Bullshit. Say, you bring any of your stuff by?” 

“Nope, not today. I’m going to be playing tonight, 

though.” 

“Really? Where at?” 

“Trinity. In old town?” 

“Right, right, I know where that is. Maybe I’ll stop 

by.” 

“You should. Tell you what, you come down there 

tonight, I’ll make sure they let you in for free.”  

“Thanks, man. I’ll try to be there.” 

“Right on. I’ll see you later then.” 

“Keep it together now.” 

I left Cyrus behind me. Before I reached the end of 

the block, I could hear him trying to learn the names of two 

new people. ‘Sharon Stone and Debbie Gibson! Both 

beautiful young ladies. How are you this fine afternoon?’ His 

charm could win anyone over. Down the street some of the 

musicians, courtesy of the Knight’s Arms Inn, were filling 

the world with music. I walked the long way back to my 

apartment, so that their music could guide me almost 

halfway there.  

 

Back in my apartment, the sun was being crowded by 

dark clouds, causing a grayish silver light to escape out over 

the world. I was sitting on the floor of my apartment, 

listening to music. Tom Waits was growling through the air 

like a hunting cougar or a vengeful god, boozy guitars and 

tenor sax backing his emotions with force. There was 
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nothing to do upon hearing it than to nod my head in time to 

the music, agreeing with every word he said, with every beat, 

every riff, agreeing with the entire world as painted by 

Waits. There was a small scattering of cds in between me 

and the player. The absolute Kings of music, the best that 

ever had been. Tom Waits, Stevie Ray Vaughn, Greg Dulli. 

And a little Mark Arm and Black Lab to get my blood up. 

The volume was loud enough that I almost didn’t hear the 

knocking on my door.  

Peter let himself in. I never locked my door while I 

was home. He walked in and sat down on the floor nearby. 

We sat together listening to the music for a long time, staring 

at nothing, while the light coming through the window 

turned from grey to gold with the setting sun. We were each 

in our own worlds, thinking our own thoughts. I was looking 

back on my life. On the transitions between being 

responsible and what I was now. All that I had gone through 

to be what I am. Having to disappoint so many friends and 

family with my decisions, letting them know that I wanted to 

be an artist and nothing more. No doctors, no lawyers, no 

airplane pilots, no engineer. Nothing that would probably 

ever make any money. The hardships that they suffered, 

watching me avoid calls from creditors and helping me move 

when I lost an apartment. My family didn’t know what to 

think, blamed themselves for doing something wrong. To 

them, what was becoming my biggest victory was their worst 

failure. Surely there would have been something that would 

have driven me to make money, had they acted differently at 

some key junction. And so many of the old friends started to 

fade away shortly thereafter, choosing to simply disappear 

from my scene entirely as opposed to watching me slowly 

slip down into poverty and failure. There were a lot of times 

that it was a lonely journey. When I finished writing the 

songs that would be my first album, I celebrated with nobody 
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but myself. But, God, what a celebration. There was no 

feeling like it. The day I listened to myself play and realized 

I had somehow gotten good. When I read through some of 

my own lyrics and heard something worth reading for the 

first time. Playing late at night in some abandoned storage 

shed, just friends and music and nothing else. So much peace 

there.  

And now, here I am. Written enough songs for three 

albums, and worked at odd jobs and playing shows to get 

recorded and burned off enough copies of each to sell at 

shows. To have record of my accomplishments. The people 

around me now, the best friends anyone could have. Playing 

together, living together, existing together in this beautiful 

mess of sounds and lights and filth. It was exhilarating. It 

was beautiful. These people understood what I felt. They 

gave and created for the sake of giving and creating. 

Everybody was welcomed everywhere. Musicians wrote 

stories, writers painted pictures, and artists played music. 

Everybody danced. Everybody sang. This life was beautiful, 

and there was nothing and nowhere I would rather be.  

We were thinking our own thoughts for a long time 

before Peter said anything. He was apparently as lost in his 

own thoughts as I was in mine. He didn’t say anything at all 

until the Waits cd ended, and I put in another one.  

“Mother Love Bone?” 

“Yes.” 

We listened to the buildup of the music, pressure 

inside a boiler. A distant scream, and an explosion of music 

and drums, and then that voice. That voice.  

 

I’ve been around the world  

      and wrote a million songs,  

It’s all a bore to me 

I’ve slept in the gutter, and lied with the dogs 
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It never bothered me 

The sheriff he came to, with his little boys in blue 

They’ve been looking for me 

With my crystal sheen guitar I’m another ego star 

So give it to me… 

Get me to the stage – it brings me home again 

This is Shangrila 

I’m trippin’ on it now – it brings me home again 

This is Shangrila 

 

Slow grins spread on both our faces. Our heartbeats 

rose a little. The song was like morphine. It got inside you, 

changed the way things ran. You couldn’t stop it. 

 

I look bad in shorts, but most of us do 

Don’t let that bother me 

I’m the football who is who, and I don’t believe 

in smack 

So don’t you die on me 

Because love is all good people need 

And music sets the sick ones free 

Without love no one ever grows, and nothing ever 

sings 

This is Shangrila 

 

Peter was shaking his head wordlessly. What he was 

saying, what I knew he was saying, through silent 

communication was ‘that man was remarkable.’ He was 

referring to Andy Wood. The song was not only a favorite 

for days of playing, but anytime. It reminded me about life. 

About music. About love. When the song was coming to a 

close, Peter finally found words to speak.  
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“I think those are the best lines ever written. ‘Love is 

all good people need’. Those last four lines make more sense 

by themselves than the entire bible.” 

“Something amazing. If that man had lived a little bit 

longer, maybe he would have reached a few more people. It 

would be hard to believe his music wouldn’t catch on with a 

few more people. And how can you not feel happier after 

listening to a few hours of talk about love and kindness?” 

“I don’t know. Christian rock is about those things, 

nobody likes Christian rock.” 

“Christian rock tells you to love and be kind because 

you HAVE to, because you OWE it to their God. They don’t 

even suggest that you should be good to people for the sake 

of people. You’re always being good to people for Jesus and 

no one else. It makes the entire point benign, since it’s all an 

act of subservience to some mystical figurehead.” 

“I suppose. I still say if people put that much stock in 

the art world that they got so much of their entertainment 

from, then every movie released that wasn’t a drama 

wouldn’t have to have an explosion of some kind in it. They 

would at least be starting to realize that there was more to 

life than constant over-stimulation and power and money and 

what have you.” 

“Art to most people is as simple and empty as politics 

and success are to you and me. Most people think it’s just a 

scheme, something to try and get rich on. How many times 

have people told you ways in which to capitalize on what 

you do, or assumed right when you mentioned playing music 

that you had money? How many people assume that ‘book 

publishing’ and ‘big checks’ go hand in hand?” 

“Far too many.” 

“So, really, we could show them everything we have 

ever done, every piece of great music ever made, and all 

they’re going to see are the dollar signs attached. They’ll see 
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the musicians who made them, and imagine all the money 

and sex and fame that certainly came with the song. The last 

thing they see is a bunch of guys in the shittiest apartments 

money can buy, barely able to afford food some months, 

playing with gloves on in the winter because heat is 

expensive. Rockstars aren’t ugly, lonely, poor, and out of 

shape people who love music.” 

“I just don’t get it. Honestly do not understand the 

draw of having a new car, of watching reality television 

about people trying to screw each other over, of working 

every day at things you cant stand just so you can buy the 

newest hip-hop records and Vin Diesel movies. Its like their 

lives are tv dinners. They don’t participate any more than 

possible. How can that be…fun? Do they wake up in the 

morning and think ‘I’ve got a hankering for some car chases 

and big explosions today! And after that, maybe some top 40 

records.’ Is that how it goes?” 

“You’re asking the wrong guy. I couldn’t tell you 

much of anything about what they do, or why. Their lives 

and mine are completely different things. Most of the time, I 

don’t even consider us a part of the same species. They do 

their thing, I do mine. We don’t interfere with one another, 

don’t ask opinions, and we are both better for it.” 

“I still say love rock was a good idea. L’Andrew 

would have been a benefit for everyone. It certainly couldn’t 

have hurt anyone to listen to songs about leaving all that 

trash behind.” 

“I’m not disagreeing with you. I’m just not enough of 

an idealist anymore to believe that good vibes and wanting 

something really bad is enough to change the minds of 

millions, and shape the world. I find all my beauty from the 

real world. From what I do and feel. That’s good enough for 

me.” 
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Peter nodded his agreement. We sat in silence for a 

while longer, listening to music. I got up after a while to go 

to the bathroom, and on the way back grabbed an acoustic 

guitar sitting near my bed. I say back down on the floor, 

absently plucking away at the strings. When the music 

ended, I started playing one of my songs. Halfway through, 

Peter found another guitar and started playing along. Years 

ago, when I started playing some of the songs I was doing 

now, he was with me. He had a hard time focusing in that 

many directions at once though, with his solo music and 

another band or two on top of my stuff, so he dropped out of 

my projects. He still remembered many of them enough to 

play along. We fooled around with them whenever we could. 

The night was coming closer, though. I looked at the clock, 

and asked peter: 

“One more?” 

He started playing, building up the rhythm in bluesy 

chords and forceful strumming. I joined in, playing as loud 

and hard as I could. We both had grins on our face as though 

we had just stolen ten pounds of candy from the candy store, 

or won first prize in some useless contest. We were playing 

the best, hardest rock song in the world. It was, naturally, a 

Tom Waits song, he did for a sound track. With drums out of 

tune and a wail that would make mountains cry. It couldn’t 

be played at anything besides top volume. The spirits of the 

song themselves would turn of the volume and curse your 

soul for a year if you tried to listen to it in hushed tones. No 

kidding, its in the fine print.  

It was our warm up song. I had never played in front 

of anyone without first playing that song. It got me in the 

mood for singing and yelling and playing no matter what 

else may be going on in the world or my life or inside my 

skull. It was the ultimate catalyst, the warm up stretches, and 



 151

the victory lap in one. After playing that song, the entire 

show that followed would be one long, glorious encore.  

We packed up my equipment for the show into his 

little car, I changed my clothes, and then he drove me 

downtown.  

 

The Trinity is a large club. When big bands come to 

town, and aren’t doing a show large enough to warrant a 

stadium, they usually play at the Trinity. It was designed to 

hold maybe two thousand people, although double that fit if 

the band had a large enough following. The first floor was 

the bathrooms and the lounge area, where you could buy 

food from bland burgers with rubbery fries to greasy pizza to 

carnival nachos, and eat it among the tables and benches 

scattered about. Down a series of stairs at the back of the 

lounge took you to a bar, where the hard liquor was served, 

and small shows could be given to crowds of little more than 

four hundred people, although a few more would fit if they 

removed the pool tables and re-arranged the tables. Up a 

large stairway from the lounge was the main concert stage, a 

huge, tall room made by turning two floors into one. Around 

the edges a balcony full of seats was all that remained of the 

second floor. The main floor was old and worn and dirty, 

from the feet of millions of people over dozens of years. The 

stage was at the back of the building. It was flanked by 

towers of speakers as tall as the roof and four men wide. If 

the sound man, on the balcony dead opposite the stage, had a 

reasonable amount of his hearing left, the quality of music 

coming from the speakers could be outstanding. The problem 

was that most of their sound guys were beyond being able to 

make such a sound. 

We parked at the back of the building, and carried my 

guitars past the guards at the door. Bernie, the man who 

owned and ran the Trinity, greeted us. He was there almost 
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every night, introducing the bands to the stage and helping 

everyone set up. Like Doc with his book store, Bernie had 

become an important part of the town through some trouble, 

a lot of luck, and a few wise real estate choices. He was an 

honest man, and someone I had grown to trust. When I told 

him about some buddies looking to play some shows, he 

gladly took their demos to give them a chance. When I 

voiced my concerns about the sound quality, he was happy to 

arrange for one of my friends to be in the booth with his guy, 

keeping everything balanced. It was a job for the 

Conquistador.  

The rest of my band had already arrived, and was 

upstairs making sure everything was tuned and ready. 

Gabriel was the drummer I found through a mutual friend. I 

was the third band he was currently in, and the only one he 

had ever played drums in before. He was incredibly talented 

though, and better than some people I knew who had been 

playing for eight years. James was the bass player, who I had 

known for so long I couldn’t keep track of the years, and had 

been in bands with him before. He was a good guy if a little 

quiet and reclusive. Adam was the guitarist I found to 

replace Peter. He was impressive, both in playing and in 

stature. Like he was molded out of cast iron, that guy. He felt 

a little left out since he was just introduced into the fold of a 

group of people who knew one another for a long time, but 

he was finally getting comfortable with everyone. I got him 

by responding to a guitarist available ad. To be perfectly 

honest, he wasn’t as good as Peter; he lacked the same 

creative fire and ease that made playing with Pete so fun. But 

he was still great, he donated a lot of time to my stuff, and 

things were really working out. He was devoted, and loved 

the stuff we were playing.  

Everyone was a little nervous as the band on before 

us was finishing up their set. It would be the biggest 
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audience any of us had ever played for. The ticket sales were 

over fifteen hundred, and there were always at least some 

people who wandered in last minute for something to do late 

at night. The fact that there weren’t many other places with 

live music on a Monday was a good sign that there would be 

some draw.  

When we hit the stage, I was numb. I was separated 

form everything. Looking out at the inside of the Trinity 

from the stage was intimidating. All those times I had been 

standing out in the audience watching some band or another 

perform it seemed so much smaller. Now I was looking out 

under the burning bright stage lights over an eternity of dark 

heads with shining jewelry and eyes, twinkling like the stars. 

Never had I imagined what it would be like for so many 

people to be staring at me all at once. My largest crowd was 

a few hundred people, which was intimidating enough. Now 

the lights were suddenly ten times brighter and hotter than I 

was used to, the stage was so much higher up, the crowd so 

much more massive. And loud! I stood there for a while, 

watching them. I nearly forgot what I was doing, until I 

heard this sound, which I thought may have been my heart at 

first. And then a screech reminded me that there was a world 

behind me, too, and that the heartbeat was actually Gabriel. 

The screech was Adam’s intro. I had heard it hundreds of 

times before, and the familiarity drew me out of my daze in a 

snap, just in time to hit my cue to start in perfectly. After that 

it was the same songs I loved and had been playing so long 

that they were as natural to me as eating or sleeping. 

Someone could be sawing my legs off at the knees and I 

could still play those songs, still sing.  

Playing music that night in the Trinity was amazing 

and electric. They laughed when I spoke, cheered when I 

sang. I could hear my own songs bouncing back at me form 

the back wall, and I could feel the vibrations all through my 
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body. It was perfect. Everything I had worked on for years, 

all these songs and words I had written were suddenly being 

sent out, shared with little less than two thousand people. 

Every part of my body was being taxed to the limit, pulled 

and stretched and tired and working. I was soaked with 

sweat, overheated, my stomach tight, my lungs heaving, my 

skin tingling. My guitar, lovingly dubbed Rosemary, I played 

for years to afford, matte grey with the most beautiful 

delicate rose painted on it, glistening with dew. Rose and I 

existed as one thing; I twisted my fingers, she sang along 

with me. Along the front of the stage I could see the faces of 

the crowd, listening to me, watching me.  

They gave me their faith, that I would not give them 

repetitive bullshit, that I would not waste their time or their 

money. They believed that I would give them a good show, 

and I believed that so long as I was honest with them, gave 

them my best, did everything I could, they would stay there 

for me, would support me, would keep cheering for me and 

giving me that electric fire that enveloped the entire stage. It 

came from somewhere inside of us, this trust in each other, 

and was not disappointed. When a song ended, they cheered, 

with the hope of what might be to come. With the 

understanding of my hope of what they might think of what I 

was going to give them, what I had to offer. They loved me 

for what I was making them feel, for the night of 

entertainment and noise and the heat in the room, for giving 

them a reason to crowd together and socialize. I loved them 

for being there, for giving me their attention, for screaming 

so loud.  

 

We’ve got to get our heads together 

Cause there must be something better 

Than the constant recollections of our pain 
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And we’ve got to do some healing 

Cause these things that we’re am feeling 

Aren’t helping us at all to get through our day 

 

Sometimes these things all seem so much more 

severe  

Than we have the sense to see 

So we have to find the reason we’ve all been 

brought here 

Before we will ever be truly free 

 

So you had your share of troubles 

We can’t all live in bubbles 

So raise your chin up high and start your way 

 

Tomorrow will shine brighter 

If you hug your insides tighter 

And embrace all the joys in your day 

 

It takes a lot of strength to face down all your 

darkest fears 

To fight all the things you fear to be 

But if you can find something to live for, it’ll all 

become clear 

You can find yourself a way to be free 

 

The set went on, and nobody wanted it to stop. We 

played all the songs we had, some we were still in the middle 

of working on, until there was nothing left. The clapping and 

yelling sounded like lightning, like mountains cracking and 

splitting open. I unplugged Rosemary, and walked off stage. 

Three steps to the stairs at the back, the speakers still 

buzzing from the amps and ringing from the playing. Three 

more steps down the stairs off the stage, and I felt stronger 
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and happier than I ever had before, the ring growing to a 

deafening shriek, a growing supernova inside my chest. 

Three more steps, and the supernova expanded in a silent 

flash of bright light. Everything I felt was so far beyond 

human pleasure as to trivialize the word ecstasy, embarrass 

the best orgasm you ever had, and defy all possible 

description. I was in heaven. 

Perhaps it is unlikely to many people that I would get 

so much out of playing. I can only say that music, that the 

arts themselves, are more than just a hobby, more even than 

a lifestyle. They are a religion. They are the core and 

explanations of everything I have believed for as long as I 

have been able to call myself me. The ability to create 

something is divine in itself, and when I am writing 

something, when I am playing music, at that moment I am 

connected to whatever force you want to call God. In terms 

of Christianity, think about this; according to the simple 

rules set out to you by your God in the bible you know a 

precious few facts. Fact one: God created you in his image. 

Fact two: God loves and respects all life. Fact three: You are 

not supposed to create images of God’s appearance or 

suppositions on his personality. If the only image you are 

allowed of God is that he is the creator of everything, and 

that he loves everything, and yet you know you are made in 

his image, then what else can you do but to create and love? 

I never created life, because I never met a woman who much 

enjoyed my company or the way I looked, and I couldn’t 

create small mammals because Mary Shelly was somewhat 

vague on the actual details of reanimation. But I created 

every time I picked up a pen and paper, every time I put 

together a new string of notes and sounds on a guitar. I was 

praying every time I practiced, every time I thought deeply 

about a book or painting or song, every time I sang.  
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If that isn’t enough of an argument, I can elaborate 

further. Several times a day I faced the most holy destination 

I could picture, the part of me inside that drove the creative 

urges, and was grateful and penitent. By respecting everyone 

for what they were, by submerging myself so completely 

with the books and pictures and sounds around me, I became 

one with the world, as much as Buddha could have 

instructed. I never held peoples lives or decisions against 

them, imagined their actions through their point of view. I 

treated the spiders under the sink and the weeds in the 

sidewalk outside with as much respect as I gave my friends. I 

meditated until I could find the sound of the rain and create it 

again on my guitar, to be the rain. To be the winds, the grey 

clouds. Everything I was or did I offered freely to the world.  

To anyone who is still skeptical, I have some 

questions to think about. Where does inspiration come from? 

Ideas that you have never been exposed to, couldn’t have 

seen before, suddenly appear in people’s minds. How? How 

does the memory work? I can play any chord I can imagine 

on the guitar now without looking, I can still remember and 

sing songs I wrote years ago and haven’t played since, I can 

remember hundreds of books I’ve read, and sing along with 

literally hundreds of albums, and yet I can’t remember how 

hot it is when the thermometer says seventy-seven degrees, 

or how long it takes me to walk ten miles. Who decides what 

stays and what goes? How can art, as a skill that need be 

taught and can be done by anyone, transfer messages and 

emotions to anyone who views them, in almost any culture, 

who have had no previous training?  

From the inside, it is like sitting on a high tower, 

being able to see all the roads leading to the center. They 

may not be able to see each other, but they all connect 

somewhere, there, in the center. With the creation. With the 

art. When I was alive, it could be said that the only things of 
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importance in my life were the things I came in contact with 

relating to art. The things I did, learned, the people I met 

through it, and the culture and passion I experienced through 

it. I learned these beliefs long before I went. But when all 

was said and done, after malnutrition and over-exposure and 

the other common, deceptive diseases of poverty took hold, 

there was nowhere I wanted to spend eternity besides in this 

big, filthy city, with all its problems and imperfections, with 

all these wonderful, beautiful people I spent my life with, 

creating and bullshitting and having a good time. Maybe 

inspiring others, maybe not, but surrounded by the things 

that mattered the most to me in all my time. In the only place 

I could ever call home, doing the only thing I could ever 

imagine my soul to be doing. And nobody could be happier.  

 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Afterward 
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I have spent a lot of time reading, and to this day I 

have a hard time even naming more than a handful of authors 

in the modern world who I think have an impact on the 

literary world. This could be partially due, not entirely, to a 

memory that more often than not, doesn’t remember much. 

However, the only big names I can think of today are big 

only in the sense of making money, not because of any 

sociological impact they may have had with their writing. 

They write curious stories, following whatever their theme 

may be (and every author has only one or two in a lifetime), 

and entertain people. But rarely change lives. Even rarer dent 

history. And most often not even stray much from the long, 

dickens-inspired storytelling style taught by most colleges 

and endorsed by most publishers to create massive brick-like 

books. This is meant as no slight to modern writers 

themselves. I greatly enjoy reading their ideas, and respect 

them for the simple act of writing. We just live in a world 

with a stronger history than once was. The world has grown 

tired of change and importance. Mysterious diseases sprout 

up, planes drop bombs, everywhere people die by the tens of 

thousands and yet nothing seems to warrant a third, even a 

second thought. Though this just may be the opinion of one 
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man who has, arguably, spent so much time with fictional 

characters and books that the real world is almost alien, and 

the people just as distant and hard to reach as thin fog.  

It is that one man’s perhaps ludicrous opinions, 

though, that led this to be written. In all of my reading, one 

of the classics I invariably stumbled upon was the most 

famous work of a man named Dante Alighieri; the Divine 

Comedy. I considered it a piece of literature everyone should 

be at least somewhat familiar with, and so purchased the 

collection translated by a poet named John Ciardi, which 

remains my favorite version of the work. It was amazing, 

and became stuck in my head. What a thing for a man to 

create and give to the world. Such style and imagination. 

That is what makes him a classic, and what put the dent in 

history. And, after a year of these tales banging around in my 

head, new stories were taking shape. Bastard things, inspired 

by Dante’s faith and boldness in expression. I started writing 

notes immediately. It took Dante 15 years to complete his 

masterpiece. It took me considerably less time to finish these 

stories, even if they did take me longer than anything else 

I’ve ever written. The end result isn’t a translation, or even a 

modern interpretation. They are simply stories inspired by 

those old classics, filtered through the mind and style and 

personal beliefs of a writer who, however strong in his 

convictions or explored his faith, doesn’t even own one of 

those tiny Gideon’s bibles that used to be handed out freely 

at schools and street corners, and hasn’t been inside a church 

more than once in five years time, as a favor to a friend.  

They come from a place where Hell is a lot scarier 

than gargoyles with sharp hooks and whips and constant 

burning rock. Where sin is so common that it isn’t even 

considered a sin anymore, and there isn’t a person alive who 

wouldn’t fit in at least three circles of Dante’s Hell. They 

come from a world where those who seek redemption the 
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most are often never given it by their peers, never having 

those last burn marks removed form their foreheads. From a 

world where the biggest saints, the holy men who hear the 

mystical words of God and angels and otherworldly things 

are known as failures for being poor and unable to hold 

customer service jobs.  

Would William Burroughs have been a prophet, if he 

had been born early enough? Would Vonnegut have been a 

leader, with a church of his own following, Vonnegutian 

monks in hallowed monasteries? How many of the people 

that I have known over the years could have been apostles, 

just for listening to the things their hearts tell them, and 

being brave enough to write them all down and show them to 

the world? These stories aren’t a document of faith, as parts 

of Dante’s Commedia were. There are no complex catholic 

idealisms here, no sacred roses, and everyone is free to eat 

fish on any day they like. Many of my beliefs will show up 

in the actions and words of the characters, as will those of all 

authors in all their characters. There are certainly more in 

this book than anything I’ve written before. But nothing is 

shoved down anyone’s throat. The descriptions Alan gives of 

his faith are indeed very close to my own. Everyone needs 

something to believe in, and this is what I’ve chosen. What, 

perhaps, has chosen me, what makes sense to me. It explains 

life. And explaining life is what religion has been all about, 

back before the Egyptians were carving giant sandstone 

statues. Speaking of Egyptians, if you like leaders 

resurrected from death, look as Osiris. He made it more than 

ninety-two percent of the way!  

Most of what I have to say can be summed up in a 

few short sentences. I thank you for reading this book. I 

thank Dante for inspiring me to write it. I thank my friends 

for existing, to help give it flavor. If you enjoyed my stories, 

rush out and read Dante’s Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso, 
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if you haven’t already. If you hated my stories, run out and 

read Dante, too, because he is a master, he changed 

literature, while I am just a fool with a laptop. If you can’t 

read, then have whoever is reading to you now read you 

Dante. It will be worth your time, and their trouble. And 

mostly, believe in something. It doesn’t necessarily matter 

what, and there’s no rule that says you can’t change, but faith 

makes all things easier to bear. Especially in a world where 

there are mysterious new diseases sprouting up all the time, 

whole cultures fighting wars and conflicts that can’t seem to 

end, and people dying by the tens of thousands every day.  
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