
   
      
      
   

  

  


book two:

NEW TO TOWN








chapter 10:

orientation

What would you have done? cause i was prety short on ideas.

—late for what?

[ i said, or somethin like that ]

—orientation. and contrary to popular opinion, orientation is not optional.

his menacing stare was intimidating. at least enough to keep me from sayin what i should of said—what the fuck’re you talkin about dude?

—youll fit right in, buncha hipees, do you have any idea what it means to own a bisni$$? to invest in something? you know where we’d be right now if it wasnt for investment? i’ll give ya a hint, it starts with an aitch and it aint calld heaven—

—give it a rest marko.

kathleen said that.

i hadnt realized she’d come in.

but she was definatly in. she walkd up to the counter and boosted herself on top of it, stood up there, shot a look at the coffee mobster before he could say anything—

—i’ll getdown in a second, i have an anouncement.

—youll be cleanin my counter with windex.

—ok i’ll clean it with windex, now chillthefuckout.

i dont know if he chilled the fuckout, but atleast he got quiet.

kathleen cleard her throat.

put her hands to her mouth like a megaphone—

—ANOUNCE-MENT!

the place went silent. excepfor the tinklin of the ivories.

—JULIEN!

the piano stopt.

—is anybody expecting?

no one said anything.

—anybody know anybody whos expecting?

—expecting what?

[ i askd, but was ignored ]

a shy looking guy spoke up—

—i heard andy and deidra were.

—andy and D? [ kathleen said ] we saw those cocksuckers on the way up here, they werent expectin anything, they were smokin a blunt and lisnen to outkast.

—thats how they roll [ somebody said ]

—troodat. well maybe they were so hi they blew right past us.

—or they couldnt see us for the smoke [ dave ]

—who are andy and deidra? [ i askt ]

—their peeple! [ kathleen ]

—their friends of ours [ dave ]

but marko’s patience had reachd its limits.

—i dont care who y’friends are, your still late to orientation.

—wait—did somebody actialy show up to orientation?

the chick who said that walkt up—enterd—with a presence much larger than her physical frame.

evrybody was lookin at me.

—i didnt mean to [ i said ]

—you are aware its unpaid?

said the new chick, she was tiny, but not like you call petite. more like scrappy. i was gona say a rabid squirel, but realy she was more like somethin that just finishd kickin a rabid squirls ass.

—i dont know...

—looks like you found yourself a sucker, marko.

—i hope ta god your right.

—hey i’m trish i work here, we’ll be soulmates by x-mas...

[ she walkt past me, still talkin ]

—…long as you dont lissen to music ironicly or forget to way the beans, bluesky’s a sweet gig bytheway, dont know how you got it fresh off the boat...

she launchd herself over the counter like a gymnast on one  a those horses, dismounted by the timeclock and clockd in still talkin, she never stopd talkin—

—…somebodys dick got suckd thats fer sure, hopefuly you wont hafta return the flavor, or maybe itd do ya some good, you look like a cathlick are you a cathlick?

—well, not practicing—

—i take that as a yes, good, maybe you can teach me some alterboy trix, theres this perverted ex-priest i been thinkina goin after— MARKO! you better not of touchd my oldcrow, do i need to remind you what happend the lastime,

and so forth.

Kathleen put a hand on my shoulder and gave me an encouraging smile, like she was my mom and this was the first day of school.

—i think you should do it! i mean, your already here.

—go thru orientation?

—yes!

—but i’m not gona work here. i think this’s somebodys idea of a joke.

—joke or no joke, the tips are real, i’m sure you could use the scrilla with your car an evrything. if you ask nice i bet marko’ll let ya keep half the tips while your back there—wont you, marko?

marko lookt around to make sure evryone understood he was doin them a huge favor.

—IF its alright with trish.

—shit yeah. he can flirt with the chicks i’ll flirt with the dicks, we’ll make a shit-ton.

—wait [ i said ]

—sorry no time to wait [ kathleen said ] we have a dinner date with jon davies, a notorius time-nazi. come with us if you want, but we aint gona have time to stop by the hotel.

—or we could swing by and getcha after orientation [ dave said ] i’ll show ya a cool shortcut to the hotel.

my instinct was to get while the gettin was good. but the bluesky dream, remember? the whole reason i came here.

—i gues i’ll stay.

—awsom! [ kathleen said ]

—we’ll be back in an hour or so [ dave said ]

and they left.

leaving me alone in bluesky.

altho i wasnt realy alone.

—D said you got experience but i aint seen it in writin, and if i aint seen it in writin i asume its a lie am i right?

[ that was marko ]

—what?

—would you like me to repeat myself? maybe if i talkd slower? D o  y o u  h a v e  e  x  p  e  r  i  e  n  c  e  ?

—in coffee?

—fukin-A!

he threw up his hands.

—i’d fire ya right now, but you wouldnt believ the paper trail—i still cant bleev those hipees tore themselvs away from the bong long enuf to organize.

—i think you have me mixd up with somebody else tho.

—are you not al dixon?

—no, i’m al dixon, but i didnt apply to work here. maybe somebodys playin a joke on me. do you know the guy who does athensquotes, booty something—

—are you drunk?

—what?

[ when thrown into confrontation, my powermove is to act confused ]

—you betternot be comin in drunk, to your orien-tation.

—i havent had a drink in three an a half years.

—thats a good one, leme smell your breath.

he gestured like i was a dog and he wanted me to come. i backd away, no doubt. posibly trembeld.

—if your drunk, i swear i’ll fire ya so fast itll make your head spin around like a hipee at a phish show, the union can— you think thats funny?

—uh-uh, no.

—how muchve you had? if its only a cuppla beers i wont fire ya. and dont lie, i can spot a lie from a hundred yards and i dont need binnoculers.

—honestly—i havent had a drink since november 2006.

—wellthen lemme smell your breath. c’mon, i wont tell ya if you have halla-tosiss.

—just do it [ trish said ] its better on this side a the counter anyway.

—goodpoint trish. now leme smell your breath or your fired.

—if i havent been drinking, can i go?

—yeah yeah yeah.

—i can just walk outa here?

—IF you havent been drinkin. if you have your fired.

[ sounded like a win-win ]

—o-k.

i leand in.

—come on, i dont bite.

i leand closer. as close as i could make myself.

opend my mouth.

gave him a sample of my breath.

—ACK!

marko jumpd back.

—you didnt have to hit me with a cloud a bat breath, i just needed a sniff. jesus crist i thought you were gona stick your tung down my throat.

—sorry.

—but atleast you past.

he offerd a begrudging smile. i felt so relievd i cant tell you.

—your breath smells like a whores ass, tho. an believ me, i know what a whores ass smells like.

the way he laughd at himself was endearing. i’d almost made up my mind to like him.  until...

—now get back here.

—but you said—

—did you get it in writin?

—what?

—anser the bosses question, a-l. did you get it in writin?

—well, no.

—looks like you just lernd your first lesson in bi$niss—‘if you aint got it in writin, you aint got it.’ now get your ass back here before i get it for you.

[ he did look ready to lay hands on me if necesary ]

—wheres the— how d’you...?

—do you see an employee entrance? make like a frog an hop.

i boosted myself over the counter.

—around here whatyousee is whatyouget, you see a refrijerater?

—no.

—cause there aint one, theres an ice chest for milk only, not for personal shit, do you see a bathroom?

—there isnt a bathroom?

—use ta be, then along came the bathroom tax and i had to shutter down a perfecly good bathroom. if you gotta piss i suggest you find yourself a tree, if you gota shit theres a jonnyonthespot outback which i am not responsible for, the union is, so dont come cryin to me when its outa shit tickets.

[ this whole time, by the way, the bluesky patrons were up to a variety of antics. just now they were puttin down a sheet of plywood so this chick could tap dance ]

trish sidled up to me.

—dont get strest out. theres realy only two things you need to know about workin here—one, lissen to evrything marko says...

[ marko’s face conveyd aproval and skepticism at the same time ]

—two, soonas he leaves do whatever the fuck you want, he cant fire you for anything exept stealin or attackin a customer unprovoked—

—ex-cuse me. this is orientation.

—morelike dis-orientation. do you feel oriented a-l?

—not realy.

—cause we aint started yet, now WAY THE BEANS!

trish went to work in a huff that was somehow charming.

Marko went strait into training mode—

—since you were late, i’m ona hafta give ya the breeviated version. basicly, evrything you need to know is on The List.

he produced a heavily laminated piece of paper, chaind to the register with a real chain. both sides of the page were filld with rules in a caligraphy font, with angry coments and supplemental rules scrawld in the margins and between the lines, there wasnt a milimeter of wasted space. i’ll give you a little sampling, but there is no substitute for holding the actual document in your hands—
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etcetera, he let me look at it for about thirty seconds.

—now the firsthing you do after you clock in is way the beans. see this shelf? it should be full before you go on the register. beans are along here, says dark and medium but thats for decoration use whatevers oldest, dates are on the bags, filters are underhere, heres the scale, put the filter on the scale and hit tare, pour the beans in the filter, six-point-four ounces unless your makin a halfgallon then its four-point-two, dont bother writin it down its on The List, stackem up here, newest to the left til the shelf is full. then and only then can you go on the register, got it?

—got it.

—now for the important part, how to pull a shot. its basicly the only thing you do, so dont fuckitup. first you take out the portafilter and put it under the hopper. cut on the grinder...

[ the grinder made that whirring sound you always hear in the background of coffeeshops ]

—flick this til you fill it up...

[ flka-flka flka-flka flka ]

—level off the extra in here, then pack it with the tamper. thirty pounds a presher no more no less, you fuckup the machine, you know how much they charge to send a guy out to work on it? whos probably HI!

he glared at trish.

—you break it, union says i cant take it outa your paycheck so i take it outa your ass. then, lock in the portafilter a quarter turn, dont try and force it...

he lockd in the filter. it made a satisfying clunk.

—you get it jamd in there, you get it jamd outa there.

—got it.

—then push this button. if they order a dubble tellem we always pull dubbles, if they want a quadroople just push it again, dont bother repackin it, i dont want a buncha crackt out hipees runnin around, its bad enough as it is...

he pushd the button. a few seconds later, coffee dript out in two thin creamy lines, the color of caramel.

—see that? taila the mouse. if its too thin make the grind coarser thats to the left, if its thickern that its pullin too fast, you gota go finer.

—hold on—

—if you wanted me to go slow, you shulda been on time. you workd a register before right?

—well yeah, like ten years ago.

—good. this one works exacly like evry other register before they had to go and fuckem up with computers, here’s your price list, the change bag’s in the safe if you need it, combination’s on the backa The List, at the enda the shift take the twenties and stickem in a bag, write your name and the date and drop it in the safe. coffeepots’re behind you, when one runs out make a new pot, beans’re on the shelf already wayd suposedly all you gota do is grindem, use the red grinder, this grinder is for drip and drip only, do not adjust the grind, if i see it on anything other than 8 you will face my rath, the switch is broken, you gota cut it on at the powerstrip...

he flickd the switch on a grimy powerstrip. the grinder came on.

—cups’re right here, sinks here for doin dishes, do not i repeat do not drain both sinks at once, schedules up here i suggest you read it, heres where you clock in, time cards’re underneeth already gotcha one, any questions?

there was cleary only one answer.

—i guess not.

—welcome to bluesky.

he shook my hand. it felt almost official.

—if you think a any questions, just look at The List. anything you need to know, its on there.

—just goodluck findin it [ trish said that ]

—its there,

marko said, then he exited.

hopt onto the skyblue vespa, and scooted off.

—i wonder where he’s off to in sucha hurry?

[ a customer askt that ]

—only thing i’ve ever seenim move that fast for is poker and pussy [ trish said ] and i can tell ya rightnow it aint pussy.

this sparkd a conversation between trish and the customer regarding marko’s love life or lack thereof, which left me with a second to myself.

which youd think wouldbe a good thing.

but so many thoughts rushd into my head at once, it overheated. i had to take a deep breath, relax...

focus.

the punchcard! i cant believ i hadnt thoughta that yet, that should give you some indication of my mindstate.

i didnt see any sittin around, so i askd trish.

—ohsure, in theory we gottem, but i aint seen one since thanksgiving. and goodluck gettin marko to do anything about it, i been tryin ta gettim to fix the anserin machine for two years.

i reachd in my pocket. felt the flimsy cardstock.

my hand trembled as i showd the card to trish.

—whered you get that?

—i found it in my kitchen. i dont know how it got there. ive never been to bluesky, ive never even been to athens before today, i didnt apply for this job either, i dont know where marko got the idea i’m spose to work here—

—so you havent even— you didnt— you just got here?

—this mornin.

—you met your peeps tho, right?

—i dont know anybody here.

—oh dude.

—what?

—a-l, its hi time you got aquainted with the bird.

she rooted around under the counter.

—whyd you say my peeps? did somebody tell you i was comin?

—its just an expresion.

—but whadoes it mean?

—peeple.

—i know that. but why would i have people here? ive never been here.

trish took a deep breath.

—i know things are confusing, a-l. but trustme when i tell ya—its the good kinda confusing.

trish found what she was lookin for—a plastic handle of wiskey. old crow if i wasnt mistaken.

—here thisll help.

she handed me the crow.

—i dont drink.

—but its your firsday in athens.

—its not my first day, its my only day.

—troodat, dude. true dat.

—its your firsday?

this was spoken by a customer who i would later learn was calld saxy larry. he lived up to his name, too. a tenor sax hung from his shoulder, and he was dead sexy.

saxy larry proceeded to blow a version of happy birthday to you that rivald marilyn monroes for sultriness. trish sang along—

—happy firsday to you

etcetera, imagine joan jett and tom waits singin at the same time. or fightin.

When the song was over, i said—

—thanks a lot yall. but i’m not movin here.

they were quiet.

—what?

—nothin.

—why’re yall bein so secretiv? its startin to get annoying.

[ i tried to scowl, tho i’m no good at scowling ]

—we dont mean to be secretiv [ saxy larry said ] its just...

—we cant say it [ trish ] you hafta say it first.

—she’s not bein hyperbolic [ larry ] we realy cant.

—cant say what?

—the anser to your question [ trish ]

—what question?

—THE question dude. dont wory about it rightnow, you got other fish to fry, here comes your first custammer.

trish boosted herself over the counter.

—i’m ona step outside for a minnit. dont come get me unless he gets violent.

—wait.

—sink or swim, a-l. its the only way to lern.

So he walkt up, my first customer. he lookt like happy dwarf.

—You must be the new guy.

—actialy—

—well your new to me anyway. so i need two coffees, but here’s the thing...

[ he held up a finger ]

—i’m not gona pay for em.

—your not?

—nope.

the easiest thing was to do as he said, pour him two coffees. i knew where the cups were, and the coffee.

as i was pourin, i tried to think back to all my coffeeshop experiences. what was spose to happen on the other side of the counter? there was somethin they always said... ah, yes—

—you need room for cream?

dude lookd shockd. and offended.

—i thought you said you werent new?! dont let marko catch ya askin that, or trish either. just pour it an inch from the top and i’ll deal, its on The List. hey i’m tyler, i use to work here, i still do tecnicly.

—Al.

i shook is hand and past im his coffees.

—allen?

—just al. A-L.

—aight a-l, niceta meetcha. if i dont see ya tonite i’ll definatly see you at trish’s show tomoro, its at caledonia, be there or she’ll freakout, peace.

—i wont be here tomor—

but he was already gone.

i took a peek in the tip jar.

or, more acurately, the jar to
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there were a few bills in there. i was just about to takem out when trish came howling—

—what are you doing? plant a seed a-l, plant a seed. i thought you workd in a coffeeshop before. thats bullshit isnt it? it is, i can see it on your face. youve workd in a coffeeshop like ive campt out in madonna’s canyonous cunt.

did i mention she had one of the most amazing smoker voices you ever heard?

—you atleast know how to pull a shot tho, right?

—marko showd me.

—prolly said taila the mouse and calld it a day. tail of marko’s dick’s more like it, tho i’d rather deepfry my eyeballs and eatem like tater tots than view that fuckers pecker, here, watch—

she ground some coffee into the portafilter.

pact it.

—the firstime pack it light, just to getchoo a good even surface. . . tap it...

[ tap tap ]

—then packit again. this time with pressure. bet he told you thirty pounds. what the hell is thirty pounds? bare down like your opnen a pickel jar.

she packd the coffee, then placed the portafilter in the machine and rotated it a quarter turn.

—youll feel it lock. then press this one.

she prest a button with a picture of two coffee cups. a few seconds later, twin strands of caramel trickled down, about the thickness of a mouses tail—

or so i thought.

but trish wrinkld her nose.

—dam marko, you call that calibrated?

she dumpd it out.

—you can serv that shit if you want, but i’m heer ta tell ya most any regulars gona throw it back in yer face, and i’m not bein metaforical. check the grind evrytime you pull. the finer the grind, the thinner the tail.

she adjusted the grinder and pulld a new shot.

this one met with her aproval.

when that one was done she bangd out the basket and packt another. while it was pulling, she reachd into the ice chest and came out with a can of sweetend condensd milk and a bottle of hersheys syrup. she pourd them into a mug with the espresso, coverd it with a saucer, shook it like a cocktail, and dumpd it into a pint glass filld with ice.

—trish’s sweet jizz, its calld, sweeter’n your mama’s sweet sweet pussy. people’ll order it time ta time, if you likem you can make it, if not tellem they can order off the menu like evrybody else, not that we hav a menu, wana sip?

she offerd her glass.

—i’m good, actialy.

—i’m sure you are.

—so, trish—i’m free to go anytime, right?

—this is the en-em-aitch, your free to do anything you want. cept kill somebody or negotiate the value of your labor-power.

[ i didnt ask ]

—i’m going, then.

we split the tips—five-fifty each. not bad, considering i wasnt there that long and we werent that busy.

on my way out, trish calld after me—

—see ya tonight.

—maybe so.

—oh i’ll see you tonite dude, dontchyou wory bout that.

and she was right.

but i dont wana get aheada myself.











chapter 11:

taylor’s movie

What the hell was that? it was like bein in a foreign country. or your first night at burning man.

something was definatly goin on. even if the whole we-cant-tell-you thing was just to fuck with me, still—i find that card in my kitchen, then i get to bluesky and they act like i’m spose to work there? you cant explain that away, sorry. believ me i tried.

its almost like somebody was tryin to trick me into moving here. but why would anybody wana do that? and who would want to? the only person that knew i was comin to athens was claire—

Claire. wow. seems like forever since we talkd. the infamous curbside drop off. we never went this long without talkin. i hope she wasnt worried bout me. i hope she was doin good up there in the big apple. what was she doin right now? did she miss me? was she mad? would we live happily ever after?

I pulld out my phone and was suprized to see it wasnt my phone, it was jesse’s. it still had three bars, tho. i took it around the corner behind the brokendown van, for privacy.

817, 664, 5091. SEND—

ring

deep breaths

rang

remember to ask about her trip

rung

doesnt matter, she’s not gona pick up—

—Hello?

—Claire? oh my god i cant believe i got you! its so good hear your voice, i’ve had a crazy trip, but— hows new york?

—s anybody there?

—claire, can you hear me?

—cant hear you, hello?

—HELLO? claire?—

—new hotel, it has all this metal in it, i get terrible reception. Al if this is you callin from the hotel, i’ll call you back at this number, okay sweetie?

—ok but hurry. claire?

—love you bye.

i can still hear the way she said it—love you bye.

like lullaby.

So—

i sat on the bumper of the brokendown van and waited for her to call.

waited.

and waited.

fuck bluesky. fuck athens and all these ridiculous people. all i wanted was claire—to talk to her, to see her face, to get back to our life together.

funny. when i was with claire, all i could think about was blue sky. now that i’d found blue sky—

all i could think about was claire.

Time to go to the hotel. i dont care if it costs two hundred bucks, i’m gettin a room, lockin the door, and goin the fuck to sleep.

then: a vibration in my pocket—

jesse’s phone!

holy shit i was gona talk to claire!

did i realy wana talk to claire?

course i did, what the fuck?

tookout the phone—

DONT ANSER

i didnt anser.

i heard a voice behind me.

—there you are, cool. mind if i get my phone back, i needa make a quickcall.

jesse.

—hey jesse, i been lookin allover for you. somebodys callin you right now actualy, it says dont anser.

—my mom. its her anivershry, hold on.

he took the phone.

—hey mom happy anivershry, i was gona call earlier—

[ ... ]

i started to leave, but he held up a finger for me to wait.

—mom—

[ . . .  ]

—uh-huh. . . uh-huh. . . mom—

[  . . .  ]

jesse put his hand over the phone and lookd at me.

—can you talk to her a sec, i need a get a coffee.

he handed me the phone without waitin for an anser.

—jus say uh-huh whenever she stops to take a breath.

and he went into bluesky.

i lookd at the phone in my hand. you could hear the voice of jesse’s mother comin thru the receiver.

i raisd it cautiously to my ear, and found the woman in the middle of such a gush of uniterupted syllables—it was stunning. i could never do her justice, but i’ll atleast try to give you a taste.

—but thats uncle art, you hant met uncle art have you? no he woulda been outa the famly by the time you were old enough to remember, not offishally oranything we just stopt callin im and he stopt comin around, now sposedly he’s gettin married to this woman who already had two kids when she mettim, he hardly ever sees her tho, he works offshore on a rig in louisiana, i wonder if theyll hafta shut it down cause a that oil spill, that would be devastating. but i dont see this one bein any difrent from the last one, remember that carolyn woman? no you woulda been too young, god the heels on her, i thought she was gona fall over, whadaya callem, platforms? like the hippies use to wear?

[ pause ]

—uh-huh.

—oh did i tell you your fathers thinkina takin social security when he turns sixty five? but you know if you defer til your sixty seven you get a much better deal,

etcetera, til eventially jesse came back and took the phone from me midstream.

—uh-huh. . .

[ . . . ]

—mom i gota go, i just ran into a friend.

[ . . . . ]

—love ya, happy anivershry.

[ . . . . . ]

—bye mom—

[ . . . . . . . ]

—i’m hanginup now ok?... one two three bye.

he hungup.

—thanks man i owe ya one. so how ya likin athens so far?

—its prety cool.

—no kiddin, you can add plus-ten to your cool hit points just for visitin, where all’ve you been?

—i went to a pizza place, pepino’s i think it was calld. and i went lookin for you and ended up in this tiny record store run by a manic guy—

—todd. he’s one  a the more absurd human beings youll ever meet. but thats what he gets paid for i guess, he sure aint makin money sellin records.

—hah.

—i’m not kiddin. hey man i gotta run but thanks for talkin to my mom, i’ll see ya tonite i’m sure, i’ll buy ya a drink.

—but i dont—

[ he was gone before i could finish, so i said it to myself ]

—...drink.

What i didnt think about, until after jesse left, was that now there was no way for claire to call me back. i’d have to call her. from the hotel i guess. unless i rememberd to pack my charger [ which, lets face it, there was about a zero percent chance of that ]

so the hotel then.

i dont know how long itd been since dave and kathleen left, well over an hour i’m sure, altho it was gettin hard to keep tracka time. but some piece of intuition told me when somebody in athens says an hour or so it could mean anything up to a day.

i could certainly find the hotel on my own. i found it the firstime, and i wasnt even tryin.

i walkd out to the street to get my bearings. there was the overlook, i’d forgotten about the overlook. you could see people downtown, dotting the sidewalks like ants, occasionally somebody would push somebody and youd see a speck go shooting off. then—

B O O O M —

an explosion.

it came from somewhere near downtown. a cloud of black smoke was formin on the horizon.

and—

–rhhaa!

the sound of distant cheering.

but look—at the bottom of the hill. something familiar, gold and blue...

the super 9!

not far from here, maybe two hundred yards as the crow flies. but there was no road i could see goin that way. it was too steep. i’d have to take other odd all the way back downtown, then hike back up odd street. itd take me twenny minutes at least, if i didnt get lost or run into anymore distractions—which seemd unlikely.

but dave did say there was a shortcut.

i scand the hillside. a buncha trees between me and the hotel, it would make sense thered be a trail.

oh, wait—there was a clearing. and it lookd like somebody had made some steps outa rocks. . . .

The trail was easy to follow, not cause it was well-markd, but because of all the trash [ beercans and wiskey bottles, cigaret buts, banana peels, socks. a feather boa. a condom ]

it was darker in the woods. cooler, too. like summer hadnt quite hit yet. the birds were all chirpin at once. you could tell they were inlove. or fightin.

the trail got less and less litterd as it went. and therefore harder to follow. eventialy i was forced to admit i didnt know which way the trail went. i wouldnt even garantee i was still on the trail. that there still was a trail.

the wind hisst thru the trees. the birds were goin nuts. somethin screechd, it sounded like a monkey—

i was lost. in a strange wood. but it wasnt that bad. i hav a terible sense of direction, but atleast i know which way is down.

there was some undergrowth, but it didnt pose any serius obstacles. infact, as the hill got steeper i started jumpin over shit, swingin on trees, i built up some prety good speed—

till i came to a creek.

grabd a scrub tree—

it bent double—

slung me back onto the bank.

scrunch-crunch.

somethin was comin thru the woods—

scrunch-scrunch—

i couldnt see anything but trees and vines—

then—

SCRASH!

out from between two trees comes this huge dude with a camra infronta his face, runnin RIGHT AT ME.

i wanted to flee but there was the creek so i just cowerd.

he pulld up just shorta knockin me in the creek,

said—

—CUT!

and lowerd the camra, an old vhs, i think. it was huge, whatever it was. and the lens was heldon with packin tape.

the man behind the camra lookd like stephen spielberg crosst with superman. he was sweating profusely. his face was so pale it glowd. i would later findout this was due to sevral layers of sunscreen applied against the aging effects of the sun. i was already startin to suspect it actually, he smelld like a coppertone factory.

—Ho ho ho, did you see that? theyll swear i used a crane! hi, how ya doin i’m taylor.

he held out a hand. i shook it. it was prety greasy.

—i wasnt stalkin ya i promise...

[ awkward laugh ]

—...i was shootin some test footage and you ran into the shot. but it lookd great, i think we can use it.

—you scared the shit outa me.

—and we’ll scare the shit outa them... IF i can sell this shot. we better do it again tho, for covrage.

—you want me to be in a movie?

—have you never been in a movie before?

—well— no.

—then todays your lucky day! now go back upthere, you remember where you started runnin?

taylor sprinted up the hill to where i’d started running. he cupd his hands around his mouth and yelld down—

—HERE...

he lookd franticly around. pict somethin up off the ground.

—i’ll mark it with this robitussin bottle. see?

[ he heldup an empty bottle of robitussin ]

—i’ll put it... HERE. on the enda this branch.

taylor sprinted back down the hill.

—’d you see me run up that hill [ pant ] how old would you say i am?

—i dont know, thirty-five?

—c’mon, dont overestimate cause i asked ya. how old were you thinkin before i askd?

—i wasnt thinking of any age.

—because i’m age-less! you think i could pass for twenny-eight? i gota look twennyeight at the oldest when i take this baby to producers.

i shrugd.

—what about without the hat?

taylor doffd his hat [ a baseball cap that said star wars ] smoothd his hair and smiled like he was havin his picture made for the cover of E!

—maybe a litle younger.

—howmuch?

—a year or two?

—just two years? great. i thought my hair was the one thing i still had goin for me. well now that youve completely destroyd my confidence, i hope ya wont mind lettin me get one more shot. and this time couldja maybe run a litle faster?

taylor ran up the hill and took his mark.

when he turnd around and saw that i had not also taken my mark—yall, he was crestfallen. it was hard not to feel sorry for him.

—c’mon, atleast gimme one more take. without covrage, evrything weve done is basicly—garbage.

—how long will it take?

—however long it takes ya to runup the hill and run back down it again.

i agreed. i said i’d do it one time. i walkt up there to the branch with the robitussin botle on it.

taylor was about twenty feet to my right. he spoke thru an imaginary megaphone—

—when i say ACTION, start running. as fast as you can. its ok if you fall—actualy would you mind FALLING?

—i’ll try.

—all i can ask, all i can ask.

taylor lifted the camra up over his head—

—and...

he raisd his other hand. he seemd on the brink of hyperventilation.

—ACTION!

i ran down the hill as fast as i could, and tried to ignore the fact that there was a madman runnin right behind me not lookin where he was goin.

about halfway down i rememberd to fall.

falling on purpose is not as easy as you might think. i didnt quite manage to fall. but i did pretend to stagger.

when i got to the creek i grabd hold of the little tree and did a prety sweet swingout.

—CUT!

taylor skidded to a stop.

pressd an eye to the viewfinder and reviewd the footage with a devius grin.

—ho, ho, ho, who needs a crane? not me . . . wait—what was that thing you did, where you lookd like an elaphent gettin ready to bowl?

—it was spose to be staggering.

—didnt look like staggering. lets do it again.

—this is startin to sound like more of a time comitment, i better say no.

—c’mon, dontcha wana be a star?

—no, actualy. i just wana get to my hotel. speakinawich, you dont happen to know how to get to the super 9 from here?

—i do...

—we’re close right?

—tell ya what—i’ll get you to the hotel. i’ll walk you there personly. but first lets do one more take. and this time if your not gona fall, atleast look over your sholder, like somethins realy after you. can you look afraid? leme see you look afraid.

i tried to look afraid.

taylor squinted.

—it’ll do.

I let him talk me into one more take, that was it. if he tried to make me do another one—well i’d just keep runnin.

i went up there and took my mark by the branch with the robitussin botle on it.

taylor was already in position. he lookd like he was gettin ready to start the indy 500.

—ready?

i nodded.

—and...

he was doin the peepee dance.

—ACTION!

FWAP — -   -   -

a figure came outa the woods and hit taylor with a flyin tackle!

it was a woman—she lookd like a giantess, but a realyshort one. a midget giantess i guess. i know that doesnt make sense but thats what she was like.

taylor tumbled downhill, protecting his camra.

about halfway down he grabd onto a tree—

turnd around—

stashd his camra behind the tree and assumed a defensiv stance.

—Deidra. i thought we agreed no more unprovoked.

—you broke the treaty taylor, not me.

the woman closed the gap between herself and taylor with the swift assurance of someone used to combat.

—what part? [ taylor askt ]

—the no-filmin part, what other part is there?

taylor backd up as far as he could without bein in the creek.

—thats just for you and andy, i thought.

—and him [ she nodded at me ] we’re peeps.

taylor lookd at me.

—i didnt know.

—ignorance’s no excuse. you have two options taylor, you know what they are.

at this point i began to plot my escape. i think i could make it across the creek by hoppin on two rocks. but i’d hafta hittem just right. maybe it’d be better just to run beside it.

deidra noticed my scheming.

—dont run away al, i’m here to rescue you!

—who are you?

—i’m deidra! we’re peeps! you dont know what that means yet, but you will soon!

i didnt know what to say.

deidra returnd her atention to taylor.

—whats it gona be dude—flee or do battle?

taylor sholderd his camra, said—

—flee.

and bounded off thru the woods, like george lucas crost with a deer.

i tookoff too. tho in the oposite direction.

—wait! [ deidra yelld ]

—i dont know you [ i said ]

—but you will,

she said, or somethin like that. i couldnt hear too well cause i was

runnin thru the woods.

So here i am, runnin blind—i have no idea where i’m goin. when...

crash—

in the woods, behind me.

—GETTIM MAX! [ deidra shouts ]

i dont look over my sholder—sorry taylor—i just keep runnin—

crunch-cranch

he’s prety big, whoever he is—

crash—

and he’s gainin on me

—DONT LETTIM GET AWAY! 

i can hear him, behind me—

—gruba-frooff!

what is it, a gorilla?

the trees thin out—

a parking lot!

i’m five steps from freedom, when—

i trip on a root

i go f l y i n g

i remember thinkin, i’m gona hit that tree.

then as they say in the movies—

fade to black.   











chapter 12:

peeps

Fade in.

Ext. Woods - Day

AL, unconscious, thrown over the sholder of DEIDRA, a five-foot-tall giantess.

Deidra walks thru the woods on a trail litterd with trash. she is followd by a giant furry dog with a face like an ewok. this is MAX.

Max licks Al’s face.

Al wakes up, wonders what the fuck is goin on.

Max attempts to get his tung inside Al’s mouth. he is very close to succeeding.

DEIDRA

Max, chill!

AL

Hello?

DEIDRA

oh good your awake. you think you can walk now? your heavier’n you look.


deidra put me down, tho she didnt letgo a me. which was a good thing—i was feelin kinda dizzy.

—woops [ she steadied me ] maybe we better siddown.

—i dont think we’ve met.

[ sorry, thats all i could come up with ]

—not o-fishaly, i’m deidra! you can call me D, tho. infact you hav to. sory about chasin you, i didnt think youd run into a tree— aw dont be skeerd a-l, i’m not gona hurtcha, we’re peeps, you dont know what that means yet but—

—hold on.

my head throbd. it hurt to think.

—why did you chase me?

—because. we couldnt let you get away!

[ i was waitin for my brain to catchup ]

—why not?

—cuz we’re peeps!

[ actualy it was never goin to, maybe i was startin to suspect that ]

—whadoes that mean?

—think of it like this—me max and andy—you hadnt met andy yet but you will soon—we’re your personal welcomin comitee to athens. its like an athens tradition.

—you do this for evrybody that comes to town?

—cept it dudnt usualy end in a knockout. speakinawich, hold still a sec...

she took out a flashlight and shined it in my eye.

—your dilatin normal.

she checkd my other eye.

—your not feelin naushus or havin vision problems, are ya?

—i dont think so.

she clickd off the light.

—you got a tuff noggin, a-l. thatll come in real handy here.

max got tired of bein ignored and pawd my leg, like he was petting me, but agressivly. i lost my balance and mightof gone down if deidra hadnt grabd holda me.

—you might as well siddown dude, cuz your goin down one way or another.

i sat down.

max took advantage of the fact that my face was in licking range.

—ok boy, ok. good boy. ok.

but he wasnt thru lickin me. infact he was just gettin started.

—max, chill! sorry a-l, he feels guilty for runnin you into that tree. i realy am sory it went down like that, i just cant blieve you got here so early, your not a mornin person are ya? cuz lissen to me—nuthin happens in athens before midnight. nuthin. and nuthin intresting happens before two.

—who told you i was comin?

—i heard it on the ‘astral plane.’

—no realy. the only person who knew about my trip was my girlfriend. unless that guy said somethin—whats is name? booty dhali?

—oh lil a-l, dont get all workt up, lets just enjoy the day, we can work out the details later. i cant bleev your heer dude, i realy cant bleev it.

she gave my arm a little squeez, and max nuzzled up to me. it was strangely comforting. dont go thinkin i was relaxd oranything, i was definately still freakinout in my mind. tho maybe not quite as much in my body.

—what time did you actualy get here?

—around nine.

—and you just been wandrin around by yourself since then? you must be confused as shit.

—i am, yes. and i havent slept.

—better get some sleep in ya then, you gota big night ahead, its only like five minnits from here.

—what is?

—one ninedy five.

—whats one ninety-five?

—my house! its a awsom house dude, the best porch on oddhill. and its a easy walk downtown, altho i usualy drive. i dont get wasted so you always gota ride.

i didnt know where to begin.

—have we met before? cause i hav a prety bad memry.

—we just met two minnits ago, remember?

—but before that?

—not unless you count our informal introduction while i was rescuin you from taylor—your welcome, bytheway. you cant apreciate it now but you woulda been there all day. and probly into toomoro—

—Deidra.

—D.

—D. can i ask you a question?

—bless your peapickin heart, acourse you can. ask me anythin you want.

So i askd it. THE question. the one thatd been brewing in me ever since i got to athens.

—What the fuck is goin on?

—good question, a-l! very good question! i hope you never stop askin it. like  Z  says, philosophys too important to leav to the profesionals.

—zee?

—zizek.

—oh—

—youv seen the documentary, i’m sure you have, but theres alot more to im than that, hes writen like fifty books, its redonkalous, ive got the esentials at the house tho.

—so you didnt answer me.

—what?

—whats goin on?

—i cant anser that a-l, only you can.

—why not?

—ok—i know things are confusing. but me and andy—that reminds me i need to callim, shit i left my phone at the house—we decided no babytalk. if we treatcha like a grownup youll act like one.

—i hav no idea what your talking about.

—course not you jusgot here.

—but what— how—

[ ? ]

—your a question asker, arentcha? [ D ]

—under the circumstances i think its apropriat.

—we’ll hafta break you a that dude, you ever hearda radical self reliance?

—ive been to burning man.

—you have? sweet. that is realy helpful. ok, thinka burnin man— y’know those people that walkaround drunk with glowsticks on their necks and their always askin where the nearest portapotty is?... dont be one a them.

—i’m not. i work at playa info.

—aw, dont fret a-l. lookatchoo, your frettin. your cute when you fret tho, your lil cheeks get all bunchd up, i just wana peench em rightoff!

she grabd a handful of my cheek and pinchd hard. realy hard. so hard i didnt know you could pinch somebody that hard.

i tried to extricate my face, but she held fast. i finely had to grab hold of her wrist—

soonas i did that, she put me in an armlock and twisted my elbow til i had no choice but to double over.

—two things can happen here a-l [ D said ] so pay atention.

i tried to get out of it but there was nothin i could do. even the slightest movement causd a great deal of pain.

but max came to my rescue. he started barkin. he has a deep, booming bark thats prety much impossibl to ignore.

—chill max! i’m not gona hurtim.

—roof-froof!

—max, chill!

—rrrOOf!

—he is reely protective of you, ive never seen im like this. its ok max, i’m just showin im somethin. tellim your ok dude, he’ll lissen to you.

—i’m not ok.

[ she had me in an armlock, remember ]

—yes you are. dont be a baby.

—a–ROOF!

—fine, max.

she let me go.

max lickt me til i said thank you, then he lickt me some more to say your welcome.

—i’ll show you how to do that if you want [ D said ] sometime when max aint around.

i shook out my elbow and tried to workup some anger, but i couldnt do it. it was like that scene in fight club, when the guy put a gun to that other guys head orwhatever. now that was extreme and a bit metaforical, in realife it probly wouldnt of had the intended efect, but in my case where it wasnt a gun to the head just an armlock, it realy did make me greatful, not for my whole life but that i had control of my arm again, and thats enough to make you prety greatful. i almost wanted to hug her. or not exacty that but—

ok, this is gona sound strange, but you know that monkey travis? the one who ate that womans face? i know, it must be a terible thing to happen and all that, but travis is a relavant comparison because what i realy had the urge to do was, basicly, bite her face—

—rrf-fruff?

—max is ready to roll a-l, you comin ornot?

—i should probly head back to the hotel.

—forwhat?

—to make a call.

—we gota fone at the house.

—what i realy need is to sleep.

—theres a couch on the porch thats ideal for nappin. its seriusly five minnits from here.

—i apreciate the offer—

—and if you still wana go to the hotel when we get there, i’ll give you a ride.

—roof.

max ran ahead, then turnd around to check if i was following. when he saw i was still just standin there, he cockd his head as if to say—

—whats the holdup?

i think it was the way he lookd at me that did it—that convinced me to follow: i didnt wana see anything dim those bright eyes.











chapter 13:

195

As soon as he saw me comin, max took off—

Deidra said—

—good boy max, run up there and make sure its safe.

and started up the trail after him.

even as i followd, i continued to debate the wisdom in my choice.

on the one hand, what was the harm? its not like she was gona rob me oranything—she had her chance if she was gona do that. and if i could use her phone to call claire and take a long enough nap i might not even need the hotel, i could use the money instead to buy a new battery if thats all it was, or put it towrd repairs.

on the other hand, i was followin a crazy lady, with violent tendancies, back to her lair.

i chose the path of least resistance i-e inertia, keep followin max and the crazy lady. Deidra—

D. i rememberd.

Walkin with max is not like regular dogwalking. theres no leash involvd, so he’ll take off and you wont see im for a while, til he gets stuck sniffin a tree orsomethin [ he can get stuck in one spot for upwards of five minutes ] but eventialy you hear his coller jingle and he goes zoomin by, off to the frontlines, then back to us to let us know its safe. this is the way dogs like to walk by the way. leash walkins better than nothin but its no substitute, we might as well stop tryin to act like it is.

D had some short legs, even for a short person, she was huffing justo keep up, i had to keep makin myself slow down. but in spite of her struggles she had no problem holding up her end of the conversation, and some of mine as well—

—so how ya likin athens? you met a buncha peeple?

—actualy, yes.

—not much of a conversationalist are ya, like who?

—this guy jesse, he let me borow his phone.

—they dont call him jesse whosevrywhere for nuthin, didja talk to his mom?

—just for a minute.

—suck-ker. who else?

—the guy in the x-ray cafe, paul, and this woman who had her cat in a stroller.

—i heard she attackd madi with a knife.

—she didnt actualy use it.

—not what i heard.

—i talkd to a guy at that recordstore behind the 40watt—

—todd?! that little facker, i luv the shit outa him, he has so many records he can barely speak.

—i like the way he talks.

—i know, convee is awsom, once you get use to it. oh and dude, you should see how we write. its absurd, you can spell shit however you want, we’re totaly takin it back.

—takin what back?

—langwedge dude. ritten inglish.

—from who?

—from the cappers!

—i dont follow.

—oh dont tell me.

—what?

—you were an english teacher, werent you? you were. shit. sorry, a-l, i know you didnt mean to opress the proletariat, you were only carryin out orders.

—i dont think i’m opressin anybody by teachin em english.

—yourright, sory. you didnt mean to anyway.

—and how did you know i’m an english teacher?

—lucky guess.

—did you talk to somebody?

—no.

—then howd you know i was gona be in athens?

—time out, o-k? can we take a minnit?

[ . . . ]

—take a deep breath. . .

[ deep breath ]

—good... now, you have an inquisitiv mind a-l, i like that aboutcha. but sooner or later your gona hafta learn to roll with the punches—

—but—

—hold on, just hear me out—i understand your concern, i realy do. today has probly been a prety strange day for you. and it promises to get even stranger. but i wana make one thing perfecly clear: i am lookin out for your best intrests. no matter how things may appear. i will infact do evrything in my power to help you, with whatever you need helpin with. you may not understand why, but i will. all i ask in return is that you keep an open mind, can you promise me that?

[ i considerd ]

—o-k.

—and can you chill with the questions?

—i’ll try.

—yknow what yoda would say...

[ she does a prety fair yoda ]

—do, or do not. there is no try.

At some point D whipt out her machete [ did i mention she carried a machete? ] and hackd off an intruding branch with four neet blows.

—andy keeps sayin he’ll get out here with the chainsaw but i aint holdin m’breath.

she parted the branches to reveal a shady little road, barely wide enough for a car. it lookd familiar. at first i thought it was more dejavu. but no, i had been here. this was the other odd, the same road i walkd up with dave and kathleen, was it only a couple hours ago? it seemd like longer than that.

D said—

—here we are, one-sweet-ninedy five.

i didnt actualy see the house, all i could see was a wall of overgrown azaleas and a mailbox that said 195.

nexto the mailbox there was a gap in the wall of azaleas, i followd D and max inside.

It was a cute little post war cottage, lap siding, white with blue trim and algae-green accents under the gutters. made me think of hansel and gretel for some reason, i dont know why, it wasnt very fairytaleish.

a big water oak dominated the lot, no grass would grow underneath it, just english ivy and leaves, two seasons worth atleast. somebody made a path to the front door out of random chunks of polishd granite, lookd like leftovers from a tombstone factory. oh—and the red yugo was parkd in the driveway.

max came bounding back, carryin a giant stuft animal—a pink bunny rabbit almost as big as he was. dont be thinkin of a childs toy, tho. it may once have been a childs toy, but this thing lookd like itd been caught in a meatgrinder and dragd thru the mud, you could see where maybe a dozen gashes had been hastily stitcht back together, the right side of its face was missing entirely—grizzeld, i think is the word. about as grizzld as a pink bunny rabbit can be.

max ran up to D, holdin the rabbit like a trophy.

dropt it at her feet.

—goodboy, you got hubert cumberdale, now go get shakpox!

max headed back to the house [ the door was open ] and came back with a giant teddy bear in about the same shape as the rabbit. this time he brought it to me.

D seemd pleasd.

—tellin ya dude—he’s a fan.

max led us inside, then went strait to his waterbowl, i couldnt see him but i could hear his lappin from the door.

D said—

—leme call andy real quick, then you can hav the fone. meanwhile, make yurself at home.

and she disapeard into the back.

While D went to make her call, i had a look around. it was nice place, very homey, a little on the small side but well laid out. gave you a definat feeling of welcome when you walkd in the door. it smelld the way an old house does if its never been remodeld—old wood and mothballs and the residuals of years of gas heat. the front room was stuft full of grandma furniture and featured a beautiful but very dusty oriental rug. and bookcases, lotsa bookcases. the floors were in bad shape—they were good floors, oak—but the finish was completely worn away. if somebody didnt slap on some polyurathane soon there was gona be permanent damage, actualy there already was, there were grooves near the frontdoor, i’m guessin max nails, also a hole that indicated termites at some point.

max finishd drinking and joggd past me, pushd open the front door [ it made a squeaky sound ] and went out to the porch, where he plopt down in the middle of an old yellow couch. his water-drinking adventure was even more sloppy than i’d guesd, it almost lookd like he’d been swimming.

—khuh-khuh khuh-khuh.

[ this is the sound max makes when he pants ]

—khu-huh khuh-khuh,

and he smiles while he does it, he has a great smile cause it carries up into his eyes. he’s got these brown markings over his eyes that look like eyebrows, and they lift when he smiles.

he lookd like he was waitin for me to do somethin.

—hey boy.

smile. look at empty spot on the couch. look back at me. look at the couch.

—you want me to sit with you?

—duh.

max took up mosta the couch, he left just enough space for me to squeez in. no sooner had i done that than he deposited his head in my lap. he rolld onto his back and lookd up at me, tung lolling, so content it was contajus.

i slid my hand under his head and started scratchin at the base of his ear. he leand into it and did this moaning thing, like if a giant muppet-dog could purr.

D walkd out on the porch, talkin on her phone—

—we may actialy need a second table dude, evrybodys gona be there. johnson dragd his sorry ass all the way from portland, jon davies is even comin out, and its his sabbath!

. . .

—welllll... he’s comin around. i mean i didnt hafta carry im. at least not once he came to. but you should see him and max dude, lissen to this...

[ max groand while i scratchd behind his ear ]

—yknow max is actialy the one that found im. it was some muthafuckin lassie shit—

. . .

—down by the creek, gettin filmd by taylor.

. . .

—i gave him the option.

. . .

—exacly! satan.

she hungup.

—did you just say satan instead of goodbye?

—not instead of, as an improvement upon. it means i love you but lets not drag this out, quit while your ahead, in convee as in all things.

—rfff.

[ max seemd to agree ]

suddenly— a commotion...

max sat up— saw somethin in the yard.

—roof!

jumpd off the couch—

skitterd across the porch—

D lookd out—

—is that—?

max took the steps in one leap,

D right on his heels—

—he was in the yard the whole time, that facker.

—ruf-FRUFF!

—Andy’s HOME!











chapter 14:

andy

I followd the comotion into the yard, where a tall bearded man was hoppin around like a cartoon spider. he lookd like if you took the mountain dew guy and putim in will oldhams band.

—Al’s here, Max! Al’s here!

max shouted back—

—aroof–OOF!

and D was dancin a little jig.

they were so excited—seemingly for no other reason than that i was here.

thats fuckt up.

but its also prety cool.

—welcome to athens, al!

andy reachd out with these hairy gorilla arms and rapt me in a sweaty hug. i had no choice but to hug back. by the time he pulld away i was soakd.

—thanks i feel welcome. tho i don know why.

—there is no why, we’re heer thats what matters, its a got-damn murkle, we hafta start celebratin now, it cant wait til we get inside.

andy produced, from somewhere on his person, a bottle of scotch with a familiar label.

—i see you lookin. you love some nadura, dontcha?

—oh man, i use to.

—whadaya mean use to? aint no outgrowin nadura.

—i dont drink.

this took him by surprise.

—at all?

—not anymore.

disapointment flickerd in his eyes—but only for a moment.

—we’ll see how long that lasts.

—i totaly suport his decision [ said D ] itll be refreshing to hangout with somebody i dont hafta carry home at the enda the night.

—i suport it too. right up to the moment i pour scotch down his throat.

—he’s not bein hyperbolic a-l. if you dont wana drink tonite your gona hafta fight im at some point.

—probably [ andy ]

—dont worry tho—he’s easy to knock down once he’s got a few in im.

—if by a few you mean twenny.

—thats what i said, a few.

then—

somethin rammed my leg.

i staggerd, but i didnt fall down

tho i did end up in a bush.

—Drive-by! [ D ]

andy laffd—

—here, lemme show ya howta do it.

he slapt his leg.

—Max!

max lookd up from the spot he was sniffin.

—max, gimme driveby.

he stood there, considering.

—gimme driveby max. gimme DRIVE-BY!

max lumberd over to andy,

put his head down—

rammd andys leg

[ it wasnt realy a ram, more like an agressiv lean ]

andy braced himself, and with a bump of his hip—

sent max bouncing off.

—course its harder if your not expectin it.

[ andy said ]

—you must be vigilant!

it was D who said that, and you could tell by the way she said it she relishd the word.

Andy came in for another hug, i thought.

til he pickd me up and threw me over his sholder like a sack of potatoes.

—dont be scared.

—i’m not [ i said, because i wasnt ]

—i promise i’ll throw you somewhere soft.

—your gona throw me?

—yeah, but somewhere soft.

he carried me to the porch. up the steps.

—stay relaxd.

he hefted me in the air and got underneeth me—

power cleand me, basicly.

—rroof!

—calm down, max. i’m not gona hurtim.

—RRROOF!

—couch or lazyboy?

—you mean where to throw me?

—yes.

—the couch i guess.

—ok, the cowch—

he tossed me onto the couch.

He was right, it was a soft landing. i ended up on my back, like i was fixin to take a nap. which sounded like a great idea actualy.

the porch was basicly their living room, from what i could tell. half their furniture was out there, and thats where they spent most a their time. i was campt out on butter [ that was the couch’s name, cause it was like sitting on butter ] andy ocupied the lazy boy, and D was in a gnomish rockinchair, there was somethin strange about it, it was so low to the ground that at first i thought it was a childs chair. but the top half was normal size. it was the bottom that was weird. somebody had sawd off the legs, it lookd like, and attachd the seat directly to the rockers.

andy said—

—i heard you stopt by the hotel. how was hotelnazi?

—he was fine. he helpt me move my car.

—total sociopath [ D ejaculated ] hasnt left the hotel in two years.

—dont let her words fool you [ andy counterd ] D has a crush on hotelnazi.

—never thought of it that way before,

etcetera, they went back and forth with me watchin em like a pingpong match, til finely i couldnt hold it in anymore—

—So yall—seriusly. whats goin on?

—nothing [ D said ] and evrything.

—this thing [ said andy ]

—is this one  a those deals like where you pretend its a strangers birthday orwhatever, am i getn punkt?

—no way [ andy ]

—this shits for real [ D ]

—but yall’re actin like we’re friends.

—why is that a problem?

—we just met.

—so?

—thats weird.

—so we’re weird.

—yeahbut that doesnt explain it.

—we cant say it [ D ] so you mightaswell stop tryn ta get us to.

—cant say what?

—howre we spose to say it if we cant say it? [ D ]

—D-nazi [ andy ]

—i am not bein D-nazi.

i gave andy my desprate face.

—dont worry about it man [ andy ] its nuttin to worrybout.

—then why cant you say it?

—member what we said about questions, a-l? [ D ]

—its not a-l, its Al.

—idnt he preshus, andy? he’s wetter behind the ears than yer mama’s—

—that wudnt my mama D, it was your gramma, you need to get some new glasses.

andy comenced gloating.

D instantly tookout his legs with a sweepkick and pinned him to the ground.

she lettim squirm for a second before lettinim up.

andy stood there gasping for breath. defeated, but glad to have control of his body again. i knew the feeling.

—i know you love me D, but did you hafta show me so hard?

Suddenly—

andy elbowd D in the ribs. prety hard i think, but D absorbd it, it hardly seemd to register at all exept as it required retaliatory action which she presently comenced—quick, controld jabs without givin up her center, a wedge attack.

andy swatted away her jabs and came back with his own jabs—

strike block  strike block,

strike block  strike block

[ it was like they were dancing ]

strike block

[ D lookd realy relaxd ]

strike block

[ andy not so much ]

—let go andy.

—i am lettin go.

—no your not, your still holdin on to it.

then...

Andy tried a roundhouse—

D duckd it,

used the opening to pop andy on the chin.

but he shook it off, cameback with a flurry of strikes—

this time, his face was a blank.

—see how easy it is when ya let go?

D spoke as if they were sittin there talkin over lunch, tho they were fullon sparring, like a kungfu movie but without the soundtrack, just the soft patting rhythm of flesh on flesh.

but D had that low center of gravity,

she kept pushin andy back with her wedge attack, like she was darth vader and he was luke skywalker.

eventialy she backd him into the lazyboy.

he lost balance—

fell into his chair—

where he flopt down and stayd down.

—prety good rollin andy.

—if the chair hadnt been there—

—chairs in the realworld dude. praxis. like M– said, shits no good if it sits on the shelf.

[ when she said ‘M’, she drew a dash in the air ]

max was lookin at me like—

—wasnt that a great fight?!

it was a pretty good fight. i got so absorbd in watching that i started to actialy enjoy myself— until i realized thats what i was doin. then it went away, like it always does, i think K was right about pleasure– -

—penny fer yer thoughts a-l.

—oh nothin.

—dudnt look like nuthin.

—well i’m concernd.

—bout what?

—a buncha shit.

—such as?

—like whatever it is yall sposedly cant tell me. and plus, i have to be in texas tomoro, but my cars fuckd up, i dont know whats wrong with it, and i cant get in touch with—

—you shuld talk to c-fouls about yer car.

—do you know if he takes credit cards?

[ we had one for emergencies, i think this qualified ]

—do the lines even come here? [ andy askd ]

—tecnicly. but lets keep that on the d-l.

—theres gota be somebody who’ll take a creditcard.

—good luck [ D ] not that cash’s your only option, what kinda skilz you got?

—i’m a prety good editor i guess.

—looks like your payin cash.

—i only have like fifty bucks.

—aw, dont fret a-l. if it takes more’n that, we can getcha a job! no pressure oranything, but if you wana job, jussay the word and its yours. its a good job too. slingin coffee at bluesky.

—so youre the one who did that.

—did what? [ D ]

—toldem i workd there.

—howd you knowbout that?

—i went there.

—you did?

[ it was nice to see them speechless ]

—yeah. and this guy named marko made me go thru orientation, but why did you get me a job there?

—you know orientation is optional [ D ]

—thats what i heard. so yall—i’m not movin here.

—nobody said you were, al [ andy ]

—then why did you get me a job?

—we didnt [ D ] we just reservd it, incase you wannit.

—thats realy weird.

—i’m tellin ya, its a kickass job.

—i’m sure it is. but it doesnt matter cause i’m not movin to athens.

—dude you can go back to texas this second, nothins stoppin ya. exept maybe your car, heh-heh.

—dont worry, al [ andy shot D a look ] we’ll help ya find somebody to fix your car. and in the meantime, you got a free place to stay.

—thats a nice offer yall. but i cant stay.

—what else you gona do? [ D ]

—i could take a bus.

—shitybus? goodluck gettin past the hotel. plus, what’re you gona do with your car, abandon it?

andy draped an arm around me.

—there are worse places to be stranded than athens.

—he speaks the truf [ D said ] what’re you so hot to get back for anyway?

—i hafta pickup my partner at the airport.

—you mean your atheist wife [ D ]

—Claire.

—thats a nice name. i can tell you lover by the way you say it.

—i do love her.

—thats awsom.

—you dont seem like you think its awsome.

—no dude, love is awsom, its the awsomest thing there is. its what we do with it thats the problem.

—do you know somethin about her?

—no, i never met the chick.

—well i need to talk to er.

—what’re you yakkin at me for then? get to callin.

she threw me her phone.

—i will,

i said, and i went to call claire.

a reasonable move right?

so why did i feel like i was throwing a fit?











chapter 15:

craffin

I closed myself in the bathroom. splashd water on my face and lookd in the mirror to make sure it was still me there.

goodjob holdin it together there al, thats what i shoulda said.

but all i could think about was how close i was to not holdin it together. well and how fuckd up it would be to talk to claire rightnow.

817, 323, 50...

9 1 ? or was it 1 9 ?

stupid cellphones.

817, 323, 5091. SEND

ring . . .

rang . . .

rung . . .

—we’re sorry, the voicemailbox of the verizon customer you are trying to reach is full. . . . goodbye.

[ you know the one i’m talkin about? where she sounds like, Are you still there? ]

that coulda been claire.

claires a verizon customer.

better try the other way jus to be safe.

817 323 5019. SEND.

—the number you are trying to reach is not in ser—

the first one again, justin case.

—we’re sorry, the voicemailbox of the verizon customer you are trying to reach is full. . . . goodbye.

fuck.

When somebody’s freakin out at burningman, it can help to havem talk to someone from their real life. maybe the same thing applied to athens. but who else could i call?

forget religion, the last refuge of a scoundrel is his mama. if he has a mama. which i did, even if i forgot sometimes.

my parents would probly be home. and, like most members of their generation, they couldnot resist a ringing telephone.

i diald from memory, the one number i’ll never forget.

936. 435—

somebody bangd on the door.

—hello? [ i calld thru the door ]

[ no anser ]

—hello?

i crackd open the door.

a sniffing dog nose forced its way in.

once his nose was in, i had no choice but to let the rest of max in. soon as he was inside, he collapsd at my feet. thats all he seemd to want, was to be on my feet.

936 435 3627. SEND.

ring.

should i tellem about my car? i dont my mom to start worrying.

rang.

doesnt matter, they wont pickup.

rung.

infact i’d be shockd if they did. athens is like a blackhole,

nothin ever gets in or out—

—Hello?

it was like hearin her voice for the first time.

—hello? is anybody there?

—Mama?

—Al? is that you?

—its me. its good to hear your voice mama.

—its good to hear yours too al. what a—suprize... so, how was your trip?

—howd you know i was on a trip?

[ pause ]

—i talkd to claire.

—when?

—thismornin.

—ive been tryin to reacher allday, how is she?

—she’s o-k.

—whats the matter?

—nothin [ khu-hff ] sorry, i got this throat thing from daddy, he was only sick for a day, you know daddy, but ive had this thing since mondee—

—you sure she’s alright?

—she’s fine.

—and evrythings o-k with the baby?

—yes, al. howre you?

—i’m a litle stressd. my phone died and i cant get a hold of claire, and my cars actin up.

—your car?

—i think its just the battery. so whadid claire say?

—nothin much. she got to newyork safe. she misses you.

—she’s not mad, is she?

—no, uh-uh.

—what? did she say somethin?

—she said you were crazy for goin on that trip, but i think she meant the good kinda crazy. i’m still gettin use to yall sayin crazy like that. it use ta mean somethin bad.

—i am crazy i guess. i hope its the good kind.

—and your remembrin to take your medicine?

—yes.

[ a lie ]

—the one in the morning and the one at night? cause daddy said if you forget one, it could increase the sideffects of the other one.

—i wont forget.

—you sure your okay al?

—i’m fine.

[ another lie. altho i hafta say, lyin to your mother is the best kinda lyin, because, how else would you live your life? ]

—well be careful. and call me when you get home so i’ll know you made it safe.

—okay.

—put a reminder in your phone.

—i will.

—and never forget your mama loves ya.

—mama, whats the matter?

—nothin. is anything the matta with you?

—i just wish i could talk to claire.

—you want me to giver a message?

—why? are you gona talk to her again?

—i dont know, i was just offrin.

—actialy yes. teller my phone died and i havent been able to charge it, thats why i havent calld back, and if i’m not there to pick her up at the airport tomoro i’m probly havin car issues and she should just take a cab, and i’m sory i’ll be there as soon as i can. and teller i love her—

a strange thing to say to your mother. but it felt like i was sending a missiv from some remote outpost.

The call didnot have the intended efect.

i’m not like superamazing at reading people over the phone, but i’d say my mother was hiding something. and she wasnt the type to hide things.

why would she have talkd to claire? she and claire talkd on the phone ocasionly, thru me. but they never calld each other.

what if somethin happend to claire? no, i askd about that, she wouldnt lie to me directly.

maybe claire was upset. she couldve got to new york and had this revelation that she was makin a big mistake, and she hadnt been able to get aholdof me and needed to talk to somebody so she calld my mother.

or i dont know, it could be goodnews. like if that gallery chick wanted to giver a show and she calld my mom to share the news and swore her to secrecy—

i had no idea, basicly.

I went out to the porch and found D and andy in the middle of a conversation.

—your flounderin.

—no dude i’m jussayin—

—your flounderin, D. thats whatcha do when you know your rong.

—i am not floundrin andy, all i’m sayin is he’s secret, he coulda been heer a week for all we know.

—do you realy think he coulda been hear even an hour and somebody wouldnta told somebody?

they noticed me then, and changed the subject.

—so how do you feel about being bait, a-l?

—for what?

—for a trap [ D ]

—to catch taylor [ andy ]

—why do you wana catch taylor?

—to keep im from filmin you [ D ]

—i dont think he’s gona try and film me. i toldim i couldnt do any more takes.

—leme explain somethin [ D gave me the serius look ] the instant you let that individual film you, you signed up for two years, minimum. either fightin im, or bein in his movie, i would recomend fighting—oh dont frett a-l, we wont make you fightim tonite, you just got here. we’ll fightim for you!

—but we only shot this one scene.

—dudnt matter. if he is in control of his faculties tonite, he will find you and he will film you. he’s your advasary now, you might as well accept it. he’s a worthy advasary, he was mine for two an a haf years.

—he’s still your advasary, D.

—no, because i defeated him in final battle.

[ her tone of voice suggested she was bein absurd, but also somehow serius. this was to become a pattern ]

—i would say he’s no longer your nemesis. but he’s still your advasary.

—never was my nemisis, my nemisis is andrew prater.

—evrybodys nemesis is andrewprater.

—yall [ my head was heating up ] i think— i need— i’m realy confused.

—look at his lil forehead wrinklin up andy, idnt he the most preshus thing you ever laid eyes on?

—he is prety preshus.

—i just wana squeez his noggin like a ripe melon til it goes pop!

she mimed how she would squeez my noggin like a ripe melon til it went pop.

Lookin back, it all seems so much more unsettling than it did at the time. now i’m wondrin why i wasnt headin for the hills.

but i wasnt. infact it was quite the oposit. this is when i first started to imagine what it would be like if i moved here. i could work at bluesky and pickup a few classes at the comunity college, i’m sure they had one, and claire, i bet its cheap to live here, she could get somethin partime, give her time to paint. course there was insurance to think about—

but could i even imagine claire in athens? i mean realy?

no way. claire or gabe. its like they were to the wrong scale, orlike mixin lincon logs and legos, orsomethin.

i suddenly felt so far away from her. from them.

s o  f a r  a w a y —

and then i couldnt hold it back anymore yall, i broke down. usualy i cant even muster a tear for funerals or breakups, but there was nothin i could do to stop it, not once it got started, it was like a sneeze or, you know—

andy put a hand on my sholder.

—i know its hard.

—i miss her.

—i know ya do al, i know ya do.

—let go [ D ] its ok to let go. it dudnt mean you dont love her.

uptil then i’d been tryin to hold back the tears, but once i gave up and lettem flow, i felt the sadness fall away and i could see what was underneeth it—

gratitude.

i dont know what for, for evrything, even the things that made me sad. claire and gabe and the little life we’d made for ourselvs, and all the things to come, bein a famly, and my ridiculus obsesion with bluesky which had somehow led to me cryin in front of people who until an hour ago were complete strangers, and max, the way he lookd at me like i’d hung the moon. i rememberd a quote i once saw at the museum of jurassic tecnology—the universe is full of the lives of perfect creatures—

then all of a sudden i was laughing. not like a hah-hah laff, more like a guffaw, the kind that starts in your belly.

not that i stopt cryin. i was still doin that too.

D whisperd—

—he’s craffin.

—you started it, D [ andy ]

—tis true.

i couldnt stop— cryin, laffin—

i use to think there was a difrence.

andy said—

—your doin great, al.

D echoed—

—thats awsom. just let go.  l e t  g o —

and i did let go.

and it was awsom.










chapter 16:

fermina’s medicine

Woke up refreshd as hell, but disoriented, took me a second to figure out where i was, on the front porch couch, aka butter. no idea how long i’d been asleep, but it was pitch dark outside.

i found D in the kitchen, talkin on her phone.

—why dont you tellem to pick on somebody that deservs it?

[ . . . ]

—i dont care. i will drive there personly and take it down with a sledgehammer if i hav to. i’m not bein hyperbolic, i got one in the hatchback that would do the job quite nicely.

[ . . . ]

she noticed me then.

—oh, he just woke up. satan!

she hungup.

—mornin sunshine.

—how long was i— what time is it?

—elevenish.

—eleven?

—ish.

[ great, now your never gona be back intime to pickup claire ]

—i cant blieve i slept so long.

[ and what is your plan, exactly? ]

—are you refreshd?

—i guess so.

—you gues so? dude theres no nap like a butter nap.

—it was a pretygood nap.

—but now your disoriented i’m sure. sit tight an i’ll fix ya some tea, you ever had poo-ehhr? it tastes like an old leather boot, its exquisit. ive also got earl grey with extra bergamot, and lapsang souchong.

—anythings fine as long as it has cafeine.

Altho what i realy needed was to talk to claire.

i askt to borrow D’s phone. she threw it at me.

i took it out on the front porch, for privacy.

8 1 7 etcetera,

i didnt get her—big suprize—all circuits were busy. this is actualy quite common in athens, tho i didnt know that yet, and it was starting to seem like circumstances were conspiring to keep me from talkin to claire.

D appeard on the porch with two steaming mugs of tea.

—this should do ya right.

she handed me one.

—who are you? [ said a man with a british accent ]

—the new numba two [ said another man ]

[ D’s ring tone. it was from the prisoner ]

—who is numba one?

—you, are numba six.

—if thats johnson, i swear ta god.

i lookd at her phone.

—its johnson.

—he needs to learn patience, just put it in my pruss. its right there nexto my chair.

beside the rocking chair was a big brown purse. i pict it up and lifted the flap...

but something was in there.

something alive, i think.

a tiny, quivering, creature, of some sort. it took me a second to accept that it was a dog but thats what it was—a teacup chihuahua, a product of the kind of inbreeding that comes from standards like apple-dome skull, thanks a-k-c.

the poor thing’s eyes bulged out so far i had the urge to pushem back in with a stick orsomethin. its tung was just lyin there, stickin out the side of its mouth. its tail lookd like it’d been bent and flattend with a bench vise. it was dressd in a coat made out of an old sock. the most pitiful living thing i’d seen in a long time. i wanted to do somethin for it, i just didnt know whether to save it or put it out of its mizery.

—theres a… dog, in your purse.

—that would be fermina.

[ where did i know that name from? ]

—she looks sick.

—is she quivering?

—yes.

—that means its time for her medicine. bringer here, i’ll show ya howta do it.

—you want me to give that dog medicine?

—dont be skeerd a-l, just reach in and grabber.

but i was scared.

—she wont bite. or if she does, her teeth’re so rotten theyll just fallout, heh-heh.

fermina made one of her eyes stop rolling [ the other rolld constantly, she was wall-eyed ] and traind it on me. she seemd to recognize me as something that possibly didnot want to kill her.

—she likes you, see? shes barely afraid for her life.

i reachd in and pickd her up. it wasnt that bad.

oh, and i rememberd where i knew the name from—love in the time of cholera, one of my alltime favrite books tho i barely remember any of it.

i tried to hand fermina to D.

—i’m not takiner. just setter down. she’ll stay.

i put her nexto me on the couch. i was afraid she’d fallover when i letgo, but she managed to stayup on her own. altho there was somethin weird with her back legs. she kept pickin em up, one then the other, like she was standin on hot pavement.

Andy walkd in, lookin concernd.

—dont make im do fermina, D. he jusgot here.

—he’s been here like halfa day already.

—whats wrong with her legs? ⋞ i askd ⋟

—leg-perthys disease ⋞ D ⋟

—but you know whats awsom? ⋞ andy ⋟ the leg part dudnt have anything to do with legs. one of the scientists who discoverd it just happend to be named legg.

—the irony is unfortunatly lost on fermina.

then fermina did something that took my pity to new heights. she tript while standing still. in the middle of a leg switch her legs got tangled and down she went.

fermina lay there on her side, legs flailing, lookin like an overturnd beetle. finely i couldnt take it anymore, i grabd ahold of her—

at the touch of my hand she emitted a hot squirt of urine, suckd in her tung, and began to choke on it.

D reachd over and pulld fermina’s tung out of her mouth.

—better hurry up and get that medcine inner.

D rooted around in her purse and came out with a botle of what lookd like prescription cough syrup.

—what kinda medicine is it?

—ferminabarbital. phenobarbital, tecnicly. but fermina has made it her own ⋞ D switchd to a baby voice ⋟ havent you, my preshus liddle nasty?

fermina quiverd.

D pinchd her cheek.

fermina snift at D’s hand. you could see her tiny brain working. wait a second, thats a hand. snif... a familiar hand. snif-snif... a flicker of recognition.... Deidra!

—i’ll fill it up this time ⋞ D ⋟ but for future refrence its 5 cc’s.

she put a syringe in the bottle and drew up some of the syrup.

showd me how to stick it in fermina’s mouth.

it wasnt hard, she was missin half her teeth.

—you cant shoot it in all at once or she’ll choke. do it a litle at a time, slow and steady. and keeper mouth closed, so she has to swallo.

i squirted the medicine into her mouth, slow and steady.

fermina gagd.

for a minute there it was a tossup whether she was gona swallow it or choke to death. but in the end she swallowd it. or mostof it. a little bit dribled down her chin so that it lookd like she was bleedin from the mouth.

then, sudenly, she relaxd.

so sudden i thought she might be dead—

until i heard her raspy breath.

D held out a hand.

i past her the limp dog.

she put her in her purse,

said—

—goodnight sweet prince.

and closed the flap.

—she looks so peaceful ⋞ i said ⋟

—sleep is like a little death, isnt it fermina?

—do you think she wants to die?

—oh, she dudnt just wana die, al ⋞ andy ⋟ she wants D to kill her. thats why she showd up on our doorstep that fateful morning two years ago.

—and oneday i shall, my stinkee littel angel.

there was somethin stuck to my shirt. somethin nasty. at first i thought it was a one of fermina’s toenails. but it was morelike one a those sharks teeth thats been worn down in the ocean and maybe has algae growin on it.

—i think one of her, teeth, fellout.

—leme see.

i handed it over.

—it is a tooth. here, keep it, its her gift to you.

she offerd me the tooth.

i recoild. tho secretly i desired it.

—thats o-k.

—i know you wannit. here, i’ll put it in your pocket tee.

she put it in my pocket.

—so we better think about headin soon, yall ⋞ D ⋟ johnsons prolly havin a fit as we speak.

—you dont think he actialy showdup at eleven? ⋞ andy ⋟

—you know he always had a penchant for time-natzary.

—yeah, but eleven?

—at least he’ll hav jondavies to keep him company.

—thank jeezus for jondavies.

suddenly—-

—aroof!

max jumpd off the couch—

ran down the steps—

into the yard—

makin a beeline for the street.

i yelld,

—max!

i was about to run after him—

but andy put out a hand to stop me.

—its ok man, he’s just doin his job.

—dogs gota hav a job ⋞ D ⋟

—peeple dont come by here without goin thru max ⋞ andy ⋟

—your not worried he’ll get hit by a car?

—if you live in fear whats the pointa livin? ⋞ D ⋟

max was under the oaktree, sniffin the butt of a dog, one a those snubnosed jobs. he didnt have a leash, but there musta been a person attachd to him cause i heard somebody shout—

—look, buddy, its MAX!

max ran up to the man, gave him a drive by, then ran back thru the yard, hotly pursued by the snubnosed dog.

followd momentarily by the man.

—Whassup yall?

i recognized him. julien. the piano player from bluesky.

—sup, J ⋞ D said ⋟

—what brings ya ta these parts?

[ andy did a prety decent johnwayne ]

—just on a walk i reckon [ snif ] hows the cree-ub?

—you know, reprazentin with the g-a-b, speakinawich, meet our newest—

[ D beamd ]

—A-L? ⋞ julien askt ⋟

—just al.

—huh, i heard it was a-l. well its niceta meetcha.

julien is the perfect mix of french and alabama. i wanted to bite his face almost imediatly.

—so how ya likin athens so far?

—its startin to grow on me. which is a good thing, since i’m basicly stranded here.

—i know. its tuff when you firs get here.

—oh i’m not stayin. i’m just here til i can get my car fixd. til tomoro, hopefuly.

—tomoro, huh? [ snif ] too bad you gota leave so soon.

—i’d like to come back. someday when i hav more time.

—y’knowhat they say about athens?

—whats that?

—its like a blackhole.

—you hadnt heard that one yet? ⋞ D ⋟

—i kinda figured it out on my own.

While we hungout on the porch, the two dogs playd in the yard, chasin eachother around, peein on things, sniffin each others butts, they ran somethin up a tree. i had an extension of the earlier insite re: the inadequacy of leash-walking—dogs need to play. its important to the development of their souls.

—So what time’r yall goin out? ⋞ julien ⋟

—presently ⋞ andy ⋟

—anon ⋞ D ⋟

—early, huh?

—earlyish. what time is it now?

—ida know.

—do none of you hipees have a watch?

—you have a phone, D.

—its in my pruss.

—your pruss is five feet from you.

—yeahdude whats yer point?

—hey buddy ⋞ julien ⋟ you ready to roll?

buddy ran circles around julien, his tung hangin nearly to the ground.

—you readyta roll, buddy?

buddy was ready to roll.

—oh hey ⋞ julien ⋟ we’re workin on 1060 tomoro. blowin insulation.

—who is?

—whoever comes. yall, i hope. therell be mustard samwiches.

—will jondavies be there?

—ida know, i havent asked im.

—you dont ask jondavies dude, you tellim. he has to do it cuz of his god.

—its true ⋞ andy ⋟

—if i see him i will definatly tellim he’s workin for me.

—oh youll see im. cause your comin out tonite remember?

—i know, D [ snif ] i wouldnt miss it for the world.

—you betternot be frontn on our turf.

—i dont be frontn.

—we’ll see bout that.

—you will see. buddy waitup!

When they were gone, D said—

—s’yall bout reddy?

—actualy, d’you think i could get a ride to the hotel? ⋞ i said ⋟ i havent even started tryin to deal with my car yet.

—aint nobody gona fix your car tonite, a-l. andhey, come downtown and maybe you’ll run into c-fouls. buyim a drink and he’ll come lookat your car tomoro. buyim two and he might not even charge you.

—if its money your worried about al, dont be ⋞ andy ⋟ you wont pay for a thing tonite. unless you buy c-fouls a drink. and thats like an investment on your car.

—i need to get up early tomoro, tho.

—dude, there is nothin wrong with havin fun. stop feelin so guilty all the—

—D-nazi.

—you cant say D-nazi willy nilly ⋞ D turnd to me ⋟ a-l, i know you love claire, and your worried about gettin back to her, and we’re gona help ya do that, ok? toomoro. but theres nothin we can do about it tonite so you might as well—

—we’re just glad to have you here, al ⋞ andy ⋟ and if you dont wana go out, thats totally your call...

they were lookin at me.

—maybe i’ll catcha ride. i can only hangout for a minute tho. then i’m walkin to the hotel.

—great, its setteld.

D grabd her purse.

max knew what that meant. he ran to the driveway and stood by the yugo.

—sorry max ⋞ D ⋟

—why cant he come? ⋞ that was me ⋟

—do you wana be responsible for im when he starts drinkin white russians? which he will do, mind you, if you lettim within a mile of downtown. you cant just get wasted and forget about im.

—i dont drink.

—if you reely wana be in charge of a drunk dog—who still has his balls—the hole night. you keep talkin like your gona wander off to texas orsomethin.

—no, your right. sorry boy.

—sorry max, we needja to stay here and guard the house.

max wasnt fallin for that tho.

we had to wrangle him inside, then squeez ourselvs out thru a crack in the door and slam it behind us.

i felt so guilty i peekd my head inside to say one last goodbye, and to lettim lick me on the mouth. it was sad thinkin i’d never see his sweet face again.
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chapter 17:

goin out

Oh, the yugo, it lookd like somebody took one of those pinewood derby cars and made it bigenough for people to fit in. it started, on the third try, and it never went faster than twenty because, D explaind, yugi preferd not to shift past second.

—lastime i took yugi to the shop there were pieces of metal floatin in the trannypan, c-fouls was like dam D, howlong you been drivin it like this?

—al, if anyone besides D drove yugi, the transmision would disinnigrate.

—not just the tranny dude, the whole thing’d pull a remidios-the-beauty and float right up to heavn.

they went on like that the whole ride, most of it i dont remember, but one thing i do recall was the way they talkd about athens. like it was a difrent country almost. for example, the conspiracy nut at the chevron wasnt a nut after all. athens was jamming 3-G signals. that was one of D’s job, aparently.

—sometimes you gota remind yourself who’s in  charge ⋞ andy ⋟

—it is possibl to say no ⋞ D ⋟ not that youd know it by the way they run things [ flip ] over there.

—caplandia i think is the technical term ⋞ andy ⋟

—altho you [ she found me in the rearview ] probly know it as ‘the world’.

—what, are you not capitalist? ive seen people use money.

—we’re workin on that. we’re postcap.

—morelike CapLite™ ⋞ andy ⋟

—how can a town not be capitalist? ⋞ me ⋟ i mean, you have—products.

—good point a-l, we do have products ⋞ D ⋟ and we shall discuss this further in the near future. but we dont wana put the cart aheada the horse. lissen up now, pay atention.

D turnd up the radio, and out of the speakers came the voice of an old chinese man, or vietnamese. he spoke gently and deliberatly, it put me imediatly at ease.

breathing in

i know, that i am breathing in.

breathing out

i know, that i am breathing out.

—evrything starts with the breath ⋞ D said ⋟ when in doubt, always comeback to it.

breathing in, i smile to evrything,

even to my suffring.

breathing out i release.  i  l e t  g o .

this is the practice of freedom.

—is this thich nhat hahn? ⋞ i askt ⋟

—you know tick-not? ⋞ they both said ⋟

—ive read some stuff.

—dont know why youd bother ⋞ D ⋟ readin ticknot’s like sniffin a rembrant, its in his voice, lissen—

she was right. i dont know why i’m writin down the words, he could be reading off hockey scores and youd understand.

breathing in, i go back to the present moment.

breathing out, i know this is a wonderful moment.

the moment when i realize that i am alive.

Not suprizingly there was a pitstop, daily groceries, the co-op where andy was the manager. seems he’d left in such a hurry that he forgot to make the deposit.

Daily was at the bottom of odd street. i’d walkd past it twice already and hadnt noticed it. it had a sign tho, they pointed out, a mozaic done by this chick krysha who acordin to D was responsibl for half the shit that actialy got done in this town.

the mozaic was enthusiastic in the way of someone who’s willing to forgo all irony. not entirely practical in terms of street vizability, but a definat work of art—
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It was well after midnight by the time we made it downtown, probly closer to one. there was plenty of street parkin, but D eschewd it all infavor of the lot nexto the forty watt.

andy said—

—fortywatt lot!

—who the hell parks on the street?

—suckers do, D.

as soon as i stept outa the car, i pickdup on the energy. you could feel it in the air—somethins gona happen tonight.

andy saw some dude who use to be in his band, or who he wanted to be in his band orsomethin, and he loped off after him. i dont like to run after people, so it lookd like i was stickin with D.

we didnt make it very far. infact we were walkin in the wrong direction—towrd lowyoyo.

D puld out a record and flashd it in todds face—

—kriss-kross? is that realy what you want battin leadoff in your hiphop crate? notice i use the singular crate. hiphops not a joke dude, even if it is funny. what happend to all that late nineties underground you sposedly got in the warehouse?

—d,dyouknowhatitslike to own a hunnerd—

—i dont care how many records ya got, your still a music racist. juslike evrybody else in this town.

—i hav all kinds a stuff by black people. i hav jazz, funk, r & b, ssoul you never even heard of. not to mention african. i got evrything miles davis ever putout.

—miles davis? is that the best you can do?

—he’s black. have you seen the c,covera tutu?

todd disapeerd behind the counter.

but he popd up empty handed.

—sorry, its the promo. d,difrent cover.

—i know he’s black dude. but black people dont lissen to im.

—sure they do.

—maybe old peeple. but let a blackdude between the age of fifteen and twennyfive walk in here—has a black dude ever even been in here todd?

—the trumpetplayer for snowglobe was inhere lasnite.

—he barely counts. dude if rasco walkd in here youd prolly call the cops.

—sounds like a muppet, what is he, rrrasco the grouch?

D turnd to me.

—todd’s afraid of the proletariat. its part of his capitalist denial.

—capitalist? whered you learn that, c,college?

—i dropt outa college.

—but you went.

right then a man walkd in [ it kinda suprized me, i’d forgoten we were in a store where people could just walk in ] he lookd like grizzly adams if he’d stopt by the bar on his way to the woods and never managed to leav. his glasses were so thick i dont know how anybody could see thru em, but he musta seen o-k, cause he was makin a beeline for me.

—dont bleev ive seen you round before, you new to town?

—i’m just here for the day.

—then welcome to athens, georgia, the classic city, seat of clarke county since the day it was created by an act of the georgia genral assembly december fifth, eighteen-oh-one, whatcha lookin at there?

he reachd infrontof me and pulld out a record at random.

—now that is a very fine record—opal oh-oh-one, danny motes, ‘lonesome’ and ‘done ya wrong.’ danny started that label himself y’know, named it for his mama. he grew up just sixty miles westa here in the riverside section of atlanta along bolton road, which came into the city in the massiv annexation of nineteen-fifty-two, he went to high school at west fulton. now lonesome was supposed to be the a-side, but bob mckee of w-a-k-e radio [ before he moved to w-a-o-k ] playd the bejeezus out of it, both sides! danny was gettin mighty busy shovlin copies out of his trunk into record stores, includin capitol record mart on capitol ave and mayo radio shop on cascade. enter mac davis—whose mama still calls im scott—

then something happend rather quickly, tho it might take me a second to describe.

D walkd up to the man and started pushing him, not like she was tryin to start a fight, morelike she was basicly sweeping him out the door. it kinda reminded me of that scene in groundhog day, when phil pushes ned ryerson out of the way, a lot like that, actualy, cause the man took it in stride, sayin things like—

—woops, hey there, i dont bleev—wu-HOAH!

as soon as he was out the door, D lockd it.

—i cant handle ort right now, sorry. youll get plenty more chances to talk to im, dont worry.

todd was bent over the recordplayer like a mad scientist. i heard the tell-tale crackling of vinyl, then dissonant electric guitar, and then a raspy-voiced guy started singing, sortof.

—trout mask replica? ⋞ D ⋟ todd if i wanted mainstream i coulda gone to wuxtry.

—you couldnt handle beefheart that isnt mainstream.

—cuz its unlissenable. why waste time on shit thats unlisnabl when theres so much greatshit out there?

—look whos talkin, miss brownfrown.

—have i ever bought a brownfrown record?

—do they even have a record? ⋞ todd ⋟

—i told you, its not about the music its about the spectacl.

—n,now evrytime a drunkguy witha guitar vomits on the audience we’re sposeta clap?

—lets blow this popsicle stand,

D said, and she left.

we left.

and made our way—

hove, as bloody old cormac would say—

tword the music and the peeple and the lights.

tword life.











chapter 18

happy our

West washintong street was just like it was this morning only moreso, peeple evrywhere drinkin and smokin and definatly not keepin their drinks inside the railings.

we walkd past a bar and almost went in, but when D saw who was tending the bar she said—

—i piss on cocktailnazi,

and kept walking, a full dozen paces before we came to the next bar. this one was calld the angina room, or thats what D calld it, evrybody else calld it the engine room, altho thats not tecnicly its name either, but nevermind.

the engine room was easily the rowdiest bar on the block. D hated it because they were constantly blasting heavymetal. but it had cheap drinks and a huge patio where the metal didnt reach.

the patio gates were lockd. your sposeto go around thru the bar and get in that way. but when we reachd the gates you could already hear the metal.

D said—

—tang!

and kickd the gate open—

the lock went flyin off.

evrybody on the patio lookd up. tho more in amusement than alarm.

D grabd me by the arm and presented me to the nearest table—

—hey you fackers, meet a-l.

she shuvd me towrd the table.

—hey, sory we missd you earlier ⋞ dave said ⋟ we swung by bluesky after lunch but youd already left. i see D found you, tho.

—max found him actialy.

that was D, pullin up a chair. two chairs, one for eachofus.

there were a lota people at the table, most of whom i’d met already. dave and kathleen, and the bartender who i’d askt about places to eat, the one with the necktatoo. and this cowboy-lookin guy i rememberd from bluesky, the first person i pulld a shot of espresso for.

cowboy dude [ he introduced himself as doctor shit hammer ] said i pulld a prety good shot for a firstimer. necktat bartender [ his name was also Al ] rememberd me too. it was nice, i’m not the kind of person people usualy remember.

kathleen was breathless to know what i’d been up to since i last saw her. i made it halfway thru the story before she got distracted by somebody else and i ended up getting into an intense convee with dave about how on-edge our mothers made us in childhood and how that makes us afraid of women now. but before we had a chance to go too deep, kathleen told dave to go buy two pitchers of p-b-r and a drink calld a slutcup. dave invited me to go to the bar with him.

Inside the engine room, the music was punishing. but just cause it was metal, dont imagine a metal crowd. it was just indie-rockers and their girlfriends and a few crunchy punks. there was a long bar that peeple actialy sat at, evry stool was ocupied and peeple were squeezin themselvs between peeple to order drinks. i saw one guy step away from the bar and fall flat on his face, then get up and keep walkin to the bathroom. which reminded me...

the bathroom was suficiently nasty. sory, but its not a good bar unless the mens room’s atleast a little bit gross. there was a burly guy standin at a urinal, he lookd over his sholder at me and said—

—somebody threw our flyer in the urinal, i’m pissin on it rightnow.

—nice!

the faceplant guy shouted from inside the stall.

then he added,

—lehhh!

you could heard the splash. sounded like atleast he got it in the toilet.

—now you can drink more,

said urinal guy, zipping up. he walkt out without washing his hands.

i found dave at the bar, tryin to carry two pitchers and a pintglass full of fizzy pink liquid. i took one a the pitchers and folowd him to the patio, tho we were waylaid by this guy who tried to persuade us to use the phrase ‘the dick’ like you would ‘the shit.’

—you know like, engineroom happy our is the dick.

soon as we got to the table, kathleen took the slutcup from daves hand and gulpd a quarter of it straitaway.

—wuaaa! ⋞ wiping her mouth ⋟ i am gona be a slut tonite, dave, your inluck.

—whats in it? ⋞ i askd ⋟

—razberry vodka and redbull...

[ kathleen held her fingers sixinches apart ]

—half, and half. thats why they call it a slutcup.

—is it any good?

she turnd up the glass, gluglugg.

—its fuckin delishus.

the engineroom patio was gettin chaotic. there were more people than there were places for them to sit, but they were tryin to sitdown anyway, it was like fullcontact musical chairs out there, evrywhere little melees were breakin out—peeple pushin eachother and puttin eachother in headlocks,

at the next table over, some dude threw a pitcher at a chick. she dove across the table and tackled dude, prety soon the whole table was involvd in what lookd like a cross between a group hug and a rugby scrum.

—ammachers ⋞ D said ⋟ its still happy our.

she said it happy our, like our happy but reversd. evrybody said it like that. and i heard a lota people say it cause it actualy was happy hour, it ran from midnight to two.

dave took the pitchers around the table and refilld evrybodys cup. when he got back, kathleen heldout her cup.

—dont think you can skip me jus cuz you got me a slutcup.

there was just enough left to top her off, then the pitcher was empty. both pitchers were.

—where the hells johnson? ⋞ D ⋟ or jondavies for that matter?

—i saw em at flicker earlier ⋞ kathleen ⋟ infact, they said they were spose to meet you there.

—they know i refuse to do bi$niss with cocktailnazi.

D walkd to the fence and shouted in the direction of the flicker—

—JON DAVIES! JOHNSON! WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?

she sat down.

—jondavies’ll be here in less than a minute, mark my word.

fifty seconds later, a meek, balding, british-looking man was standing at the fence. he wore metal-frame glasses that were just big enough to be out of fashion, but not so big that they were cool again.

—i thought we were meeting at flicker,

he said, without a hint of complaint.

—you know i refuse to do bi$niss with cocktailnazi, did johnson hear me?

—oh, he heard you.

—then where the fuck is he?

—he said he wasnt gona come like your g-d dog.

—but you came like my g-d dog, heh-heh.

—you askd me to come.

—and you had to because of your god. jondavies, if all christians were like you, i wouldnt pray ceaselessly for their extinction.

—hoo-HA-ha-H@!

jon davies has an amazing laugh. it starts like a cackle but then he throws back his head and out from between his teeth comes this sound—like a laughing hyena, if it was drunk, and you were ticklin it. the kind of laugh where you look around to see if people are staring, and they are staring, and you dont care. your kind of happy about it actialy.

—jondavies meet a-l.

—its nice to meet you a-l. i’d shake your hand exept for this fence.

—the gates unlockd ⋞ D ⋟

—but D—

—i talkd to your god, jon. he said it was o-k for you to break this one rule. he said it was a bullshit rule.

—but you have to show your I-D. its a bar.

—they dont give a shit about your i-d jon, they only make you come in the front so they can assault you with testosterock. plus youv been here like a hundredfifty times.

—they still ask for my i-d.

—because you look like you wantem to ask. jondavies i’m about to lose patience, just go the fuck around.

he went around. and showd his i-d. one thing you can say for jondavies—he’s got integrity.

Jondavies made his way to our table and reintroduced himself, we shook hands, he has a soft handshake, which is suposedly a bad thing, but whatever happend to blessed are the meek? i like meek peeple. they tend to be sincere at a much higher rate than extroverts.

jondavies also had the ability to pull himself out of the craziness and hav a normal conversation, even bordering on mundane. it was actialy a relief to have a mundane conversation. and evry so often he’d burst into that great laugh of his, and if you were the one who made him laugh you couldnt help but feel good.

we talkd for a good ten minutes about the fate of friendster. it still existed, aparently. and jondavies was in the process of sendin out a friendster request to evryone he knew. he was, i gatherd, a champion of the underdog.

—how many’ve you sentout? ⋞ i askd ⋟

jondavies took a notebook out of his pocket and flipt thru it.

—a hundred and six.

—and how many people’ve responded?

—one!

he laughed, cackled, hoo-haa’d—such an unmeek sound to come out of a meek person, kinda like daffy duck when he goes insane, tho to tell you the truth jondavies’ laugh isnt like anything. its an archetypal laugh. if you ever come here i’m sure youll hear it, and then youll know what i’m talkin about.

jondavies was writing somethin in his notebook.

—whats the notebook for? ⋞ i askd ⋟

—this one? its for peeple i run into.

—you keep track of evrybody you run into?

—its not that hard. before i moved here, i use to be able to fit a whole year in a notebook. tho now i go thru one a month.

—can i see it?

—if you want. its not very exciting.

—let me be the judge of that, jon.

he gave it to me.

he had to, as D would say, because of his god.

he realy does log evry single person he runs into, evry day. plus he makes notes by each name to indicate if they had a conversation [ c-v ], if they made plans, the date of their plans, and if he sent them a friendster request [ F ]

i opend to a random page and started reading—
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—did you finely stop capitilizin em? ⋞ D ⋟

—yeah. i kinda like it. it saves space.

—whadoes the line thru the date mean? ⋞ me ⋟

—it means they canceld. or didnt showup.

—alota these dates have lines thru em, jon.

—peeple are prety unreliable.

i flipt thru.

—like, most of em.

—it works out to a seventy percent cancelation rate. which is a good thing. if i had to go thru with all those plans i’d never get any writing done.

—your a writer?

—well, i write. but pretymuch evrybody here does. or theyre in a band, or theyr crazy. or all three, hoo-ha-h@-HAA!

About that time, johnson showd up.

i saw him lurking on the other side of the fence, like a giant teddybear with a touch of angst. or hagrid on acid, johnmadden but nerf. somehow i knew he was johnson before i heard his name.

he lookd at an imaginary watch.

—right on time, as usual D.

—johnson you know perfectly well the perils of punctuality, get overhear and meet a-l.

—is the gate open?

—why dont you see for yourself? he’s a question-asker just like you a-l, youll getalong famussly.

johnson tried the gate and found it unlockd.

—what happend to the lock?

—it has been vanquishd.

johnson walkt up to me.

i stuck out a hand, but he said—

—get your ass outa the chair—

and treated me to an embrace twice as sweaty as andys.

—goodta meetcha, a-l!

—its just al, actialy.

—oh. you hadnt figured it out?

—figured what out?

[ my heart beat. i thought he was realy gona tell me somethin ]

—the best way to get athens peeple to do somethin, is to askem not to.

johnson proceeded to tell me all about when he useto live in athens and was roomates with D and andy. he and andy were in a band together, elaphent supermurder [ which i was already a fan of just causea the name ] and altho they were not tecnicly still together, they were playin a show tonite. when i askd what time, johnson gave me that look—your new, arent you?

—dont worry a-l, you wont miss it. we wont letcha miss it.

johnson, by the way, was the single most enthusiastic conversationalist i’d ever encounterd. or he was right up there with kathleen. he had a big sweaty whiteboy fro that would drip on you when he leand in to emphasize a point, which was prety often. the thing he was most enthusiastic about was athens.

—athens, fuckin-g-a, theres no place like it. where else can you wear your pajamas downtown and not be makin a statement?

[ johnson was wearin pajamas pants. hadnt noticed that before ]

—so why did you move? ⋞ i askt ⋟

—yeah johnson, why did you? ⋞ that was D, swooping in ⋟

—you promisd you wouldnt keep askin me that, D.

—i didnt keep askin, i just askt once.

—portlands actialy a pretycool place. not that any a yall would know. you know howmany athens peeple’ve come to visit since i moved?

—zero i’m sure. i already know whats there, ironic mustaches and bartenders with atitudes and grey depresing—

—its got alot more goinon than athens.

—such as?

—like, how many good restraunts are there? two?

—you can only eat one meal atatime, hate to breakit to ya.

—i’m jussayin theres stuff to do besides just drink and go to shows.

—like what, the opera? all youv said so far is restraunts.

—its a city, D. a real city.

—whadoes that mean? sorry but ikea and trader joes do not culture make.

—you dont see the same people over and over. and evrybodys not up in your shit all the time.

—so now alienation’s a selling point of urban life?

—theres other reasons.

[ pregnant pause ]

—you look like the cat that ate the canary dude, spit it out.

but he never got to anser. cause thats when andy walkd up—

altho not in the usual fashion.









chapter 19:

standard rotten

Andy was walkin on his hands, doin the wheelbarrow, his legs held up by a guy who lookd like a bouncer exept he had a baby face. it was the dude from the bathroom, the one who was pissin on his own flyer.

i thought they were kiddin around atfirst, but it quikly became aparent that andy was not a willing participant in this bit of jollity. the bouncer pushd him across the patio, weaving rapidly between peeple and doing circles around tables. it lookd hard as shit to walk on your hands that fast, but andy was hangin in there.

they came to a stop nexto D.

—ask her,

said burlyman, still holdin andys legs.

—D can you please close the gate? ⋞ andy, upsidedown ⋟

—if you want your friend to regain the use of his legs youll do as he says.

[ dont imagine a sinister look tho, he said it with a cornfed grin ]

i laughd, noncomitaly.

—thats andrewprater, he aint jokin ⋞ D ⋟ he will walkim till dawn if necessery.

—then why dont you close the gate? ⋞ i askd ⋟

—your closer.

i got up, with a groan that i think i pickd up from andy, and closed the gate. as soon the gate was closed andrewprater let go of andys legs.

—thanks for playin walkthedog!

Andrewprater loomd over D, tryin to intimidate her. D wasnt intimidated tho. or she was doin a goodjob of pretendin not to be.

—gotta keep the gate closed D, its legal. dont know if you heard ⋞ said as if there was no way she couldnt have heard ⋟ but mike had to go to jail lasnight.

—yeah, townie jail. all he did was get drunk with vince, hows that difrent from evry othernight?

—and do you by any chance know what happend to the lock?

—quit trying to be responsibl and stickto what you get paid for dude—gettin drunk and kickn ass.

—actialy, i’m not workin tonite.

—your not?

[ sevral peeple said that at once ]

—you didnt hear?

[ Andrew was pleasd to know something we did not ]

—brownfrowns playin titepockets.

—tonite?

Andrew nodded.

—but isnt that band playin? ⋞ D said ⋟ the one all the teenagers like?

—yep.

Andrew radiated devilment.

—i thought madi said no wiskey if there were kids ⋞ D ⋟

—she did.

[ if he had a waxd mustache, he woulda been twirlin it ]

—theres gona be like—twelve year old kids—there.

—yes, there will.

Andrewprater took a swig from a handle of earlytimes, turnd on his heel, and walkd off.

—say what you will about andrewprater yall, that was an impressiv exit.

—peeple are gona be scarrd tonite ⋞ johnson ⋟

—permanently ⋞ andy ⋟

—we should probly be there to see it ⋞ kathleen ⋟

—oh we’ll be there ⋞ D ⋟ my only concern is how did we not know about this sooner?

—they probly just foundout ⋞ andy ⋟ i bet some outatown band canceld at the lasminute.

—i dont know andy, what if we’re slippin?

—we’re not slipin, D.

—you do realize that titepockets is in punktown ⋞ johnson ⋟

—so whats yer point?

—youll hafta leave townieville.

—i’m fine with leavin townieville, yallre the ones who never wana leave this block.

—uh-huh ⋞ andy ⋟ and howmany times hav you left townie-ville?

—cant help it if theres nothin to do out there.

—excuses D, your full of em tonite.

Peeple kept stoppin by our table to say hi, including the entire staff of bluesky minus marko, i eventialy stopt tryin to explain that i wasnt realy gona work there. jesse whosevrywhere made good on his promise to buy me a drink. when i toldim i didnt drink it seemd to confuse him, but eventualy i think i made him understand. after he left D said—

—what was that allabout?

—he wanted to thank me for talkin to his mom.

—what, are you gona be friends withim now?

—no. but if i livd here i might.

—thats freeky.

—i think its cool ⋞ andy ⋟

—whatever dude, jesse whosevrywhere’s for seein, not for bein friends with.

then doctor shithammer rolld a blunt. it lookd like the good stuff, the kind i never woulda rolld, but with all these folks i guess it made sense. i didnt partake [ i quit pot when i quit booz ] and i wasnt the only one to pass it up. jondavies and kathleen didnt touch it, and dave considerd but then said it would make him too antisocial.

the conversation got prety random and tangential and was pepperd with names of people i didnt know and words i’d never heard before so that i was often lost, tho evry now and then D would stop and explain something. i was treeted to a few lectures. for example, somebody had grafittied the side of the engine room—
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and it wasnt the firstime i’d seen it, so i askt.

D fielded that one.

—grammers fashist ⋞ D said ⋟ whats not to understand?

—i dont see how grammar can be fascist. its an inherent property of language.

—not de-scriptiv grammer. pre-scriptiv. youknow—standard rotten english.

—how is that fascist?

—they took control of the language away from the peeple that speak it and they force evrybody to write in their bullshit made up language—

—who does?

—the boujies.

—why would they care?

—thinkabout it. lifes good in amerka but theres only so much room at the top. you taut english, you know—the poorer the kid, the worse his grammer. the blacker the kid, the worse her grammer. you want statistics? cause i can break ya off some.

—but clarity is important. we have to be able to understand eachother.

—if you cant tell the difrence between you’re and your from context you dont need to be teachin english.

—but its important to know what the difrence is.

—why?

—because its language.

—standard rotten aint a language, hate ta break it to ya, not a natral one. you are familiar with the term ‘natural language’?

—i think so.

—i dont know why i’m havin this convee with an english teacher, its like askin a millionair to be a socialist. language evolvs dude. thats the nature of language. if the cappers’d been in charge in shakespears day we’d still be sayin thee and thou.

—just agree with her, al⋞ andy ⋟ itll be easier in the long run.

I did not agree, so D decided to start me a reading list. she scribbled a buncha shit on there, most of it under the heading hiz-mats [ historical materialists ] tho i noted a few buddhist texts mixd in, and sartre, and a david foster wallace article about roger federer. she handed me one  a the books right then, reachd inside her purse and pulld it out from beneath the sleeping fermina, a little black paperback with the title in red—
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folded inside the book was a single piece of paper which D brought my atention to directly—

—item number one, M’s preface to ‘a contribution to the critique of political economy’  ⋞ D ⋟ the best introduction to M– is M–.

she was lookin at me.

—you want me to read it now?

—its only a page.

—D, chill ⋞ andy ⋟ he just got here.

—thats no excuse for coddling. this’s the en em aitch, get with the program.

—whats the N-M-H? ⋞ that was me ofcourse ⋟

nobody said anything.

—what?

—its just a nickname for athens.

—as in, neutral milk hotel?

andy and D exchanged a look.

—pretymuch ⋞ D ⋟

—basicly ⋞ andy ⋟

—is this another one a those things your not allowd to tell me?

—not another one ⋞ D ⋟

—whado you mean?

i apeald to evrybody—andy, johnson, dave and kathleen. jondavies. the other al and doctor shithammer.

—we already went over this ⋞ D ⋟

—you keep sayin you cant tell me. thats not goin over it.

silence from the peanut gallery.

—yall act like theres some big secret, but you knowhat i think? i dont think there is a secret. i think this is just somethin yall do to fuck with people from outatown.

—think in one hand, shit in the other, see which one fills up first ⋞ D ⋟

—i will think.

—i know ya will.

then, kathleens voice: i never knew a whisper could be piercing, but it can—

—taylor! HIDE!











chapter 20:

doin battle

Evrybody hit the deck.

exept me.

—i dont see im ⋞ i said ⋟

—dont look downhere ⋞ D hisst from under the table ⋟ he has to think your alone.

i still didnt see him. course there were alota people around.

—whatre yall gona do to im?

—knockim out. whado you think we’re gona do, kill im?

thats when i saw taylor. he was makin his way tword the table, pretendin not to see me.

as he walkt by, he ‘happend’ to notice me. i could almost see the stage directions.

—Oh hey i didnt see you there, mind if i sit down a sec?

—um, sure.

—c’mon, i’m not that bad am i?

—no its not that.

i didnt wana betray my new friends. but neither did i wana hand over taylor like i was judas.

taylor could tell somethin was up, tho i think he interpreted it as me tryin to get rid of him.

—well i hope ya dont mind if i atleast sit here a second.

taylor flopt down into a chair and put his backpack on the table. there was a bulge in it that lookd suspishusly like a camra.

—actualy, you gota minute? i may go ahead and shoot some test footage.

—would i hafta be in the test footage?

—well you wouldnt have to—

they must of grabd him then, cause all of a sudden taylor lookd at his feet and tried to push his chair away from the table but was unable to do so.

the table lifted up—

pitchers and cups went flyin—

i thought somebody was stuck under there.

until i realized that D had aholdof the table. she was infact lifting it over her head.

—whad i do? ⋞ taylor askd ⋟

—time for words is past, taylor ⋞ D ⋟

D threw the table—

Taylor caught it.

now that they were out in the open, i saw that andy and doctor shithammer each gript one of taylors ankles.

—can you atleast gimme a reason?

—you know perfectly well the reason taylor, quit trynta distract me.

Taylor threw the table—

D just barely duckd it.

Taylor squatted down—

punchd shithammer’s nose.

shithammer let go of his ankle.

D advanced.

Taylor kickd andy’s face.

shithammer grabd at Taylors ankle.

Taylor kickd shithammer shithammer in the face.

D came at taylor with her wedge attack.

Taylor brushd it aside.

Taylor yankd his foot, but Andy held fast.

D took a shot at Taylor’s chin—

Taylor duckd.

she hit the top of his head. thwok—like punching concrete.

she tried to play it tuff but it clearly hurt.

Taylor kickd andy in the face.

Andy got tired of bein kickd, he took a swing at Taylors balls—

crack! [ he musta been wearin a cup ]

Taylor yankd his foot free.

D turnd around. pickd up a chair—

threw it—

Taylor dove outa the way—

went into a roll—

popt up nexto his backpack.

D moved in for another strike.

Taylor reachd into his pack. came out with somethin weird—one  a those triangle aerobie boomerangs.

Taylor threw it—

D dodged—

it saild past her—

back to taylor.

Taylor caught it. threw it again—

D pluckd it outa the air. tossd it aside like a broken toy.

Taylor grabd an empty pitcher. threw it—

D tried to block it but it got past her—like one of those wild goals in soccer.

crick! right on her forehead.

Deidra saw the look of alarm on my face. she gave her attention to me, jus for a second—

which she shouldnt of done, i now realize.

tho i did apreciate the gesture.

—dont be afraid a-l, we’re just doin battle—-

SMACK!— - -   -

a roundhouse kick to the face!

you could hear it hit, like somebody puntin a football.

D stood there, tottering, her face a blank. if she was feelin pain it didnt register, but she musta been.

i dont know how she was still standing.

Taylor couldnt believ it either.

he lookt around. he was clearly set on incorporating a prop into the knockout blow. but his bag of trix was nowhere to be found.

[ i think andy snagged it ]

Taylor leapt across the patio—

grabd something off the ground—

D’s purse!

D sudenly realized the threat to the sleeping chihuahua.

Taylor had no idea. he swung the purse…

—Noooo! [ evrybody gasped ]

Andy dove—

D threw up a hand—

pop! [ on her chin ]

—yirp! [ that was fermina ]

Taylor had the oh shit look. i think he just realized who was in that purse.

—you fuckd up.

[ cant remember who said it, we were all thinkin it ]

taylor backd away.

—i didnt know fermina was in there.

—she lives in there ⋞ andy said ⋟

—how was i sposta know that?—

—hirr. hir-hrrr...

it sounded like—wimpering!

Taylor lookd at the purse.

suddenly…

D flipt over—

spun around—

swept a leg under taylor, hookd her foot behind his heel.

Taylor fell back—a look of suprize on his face.

D’s trailing leg swung around and caughtim on the jaw—

his head snapt back, his face went slack—

he was out before he hit the ground.

—hrr. hirr, hrrrrr.

—a-l, can you hand me my pruss.

i was still stund from how quick the fight ended.

—chop-chop.

i handed her the purse.

—luckily for fermina, taylor swings a purse like a girl ⋞ D ⋟

—what about him?

i glanced at taylors still form.

—dont wory about taylor, he’s taken alot worse than that and lived to film again.

—hr, hirrrr.

D removd the chihuahua gingerly. she had little hobbit fingers that were perfect for this kind of work.

fermina trembled. her eyes rolld like a horse in a barnfire...

til she recognized deidra. that calmd her down.

—she’s fine. mightof even dunner some good.

D held fermina up to her face.

—i’m so prouda yooou. you distracted that mean ole taylor so i could kickim in the face, yes you did lil darlin. here, hold this.

she handed me fermina.

fermina’s mouth fell open during the transition, and it stayd open. her breath envelopd me in a cloud of foul. i was tryin to decide if it was bad form to close her mouth for her.

D started rootin around in her purse.

—the thing about doin battle that you always gota remember, a-l—its not who strikes most that wins, or even who strikes the hardest... its who strikes last.

D found what she was lookin for—a box of cold medicine. you know the dayquil/nyquil variety pack? it was one  a those, but generic.

she popt two blue pills into her palm and pried open the slumbering taylors mouth.

—you hafta be firm with taylor or he’ll walk all over you.

she forced a pill down his throat til his reflexes tookover.

—its just nyquil.

—oh, i know ⋞ i said, as if that explaind things ⋟

she fed taylor another pill.

—itll make it easier, trustme, we wont have to tie the knots nearly as tight.

This was the point in the night, i think, when i decided it was easier just to pretend evrything was normal.

—speakina knots ⋞ D ⋟ andy can you go get kathleen?

—you go get her,

andy said, then he went to get kathleen.

[ she was inside, gettin more drinks ]

D lookd at me.

—why’re you holdin fermina?

—you gave her to me.

—just while i got the nyquil, not forever. take some initiativ.

i put fermina back in D’s purse.

she lookd kinda uncomfterble. so i took the initiativ to make a nest for her out of some bar napkins. fermina burrowd into the napkins and slipt off to dreamland.

andy came back, sans kathleen. he pickd up taylor and threw im over his sholder, like one  a those giant bags of dogfood.

—wheres kathleen? ⋞ D askt andy ⋟

—she on her way.

—i need her now.

—then go get her now.

—i took a serius blow andy, dont even start with me.

—i got kickt in the face, D. twice.

—so? i been knocktout by taylor multiple times. ive lost teeth. thanks, by the way, for hangin onto his ankle.

[ she said that sarcasticly ]

—i had a clear shot at his balls.

—he wears a cup dude.

—i realize that, now.

—well, bygones be bygones, lets gettim shackeld.

andy carried taylor over to the table [ which dave and jondavies just finishd settin back up ] and laid him out like a fish they were fixin to clean.

—get his hands first ⋞ D said ⋟

i thought she was talkin to me for a second. but she was actualy adressing kathleen. she’d just walkd up behind me.

kathleen said—

—gimme some room.

we gave her some room.

she sat down in front of taylor, tookout a crochet hook, and went to work. first she made a little band of light-blue, it lookd like a scarf for a baby. then she wrapt it around taylors wrists and stitcht it closed.

soft handcufs, minus the key.

she set about reinforcing the little band until it wasnt so little anymore. kathleen was intense with that croshay hook, it was hard to take your eyes off it.

at some point in the process, taylor woke up in a panic—

—wheres my camra?!

—your camras fine dude, dont worry. hold is legs yall.

andy grabd one leg, johnson the other.

taylor seemd to consider—fight or lie down?

dreamy—drowsy—

lie down.

—whad you give me?

—dont freakout, its just nyquil.

—no, i like it. i feel kinda—woozy.

—isnt it nice not to hav to pace about franticly?

—yeah. i dont even wana film.

—somebody write that down ⋞ andy said ⋟

i wrote it down. i think jondavies may have as well.

—you know what i feel like doing?

—this aint fantasy island, taylor.

—lissening to electric ladyland. on headphones.

—does anybody have an ipod? ⋞ andy calld out ⋟

—with electric ladyland on it? ⋞ johnson said ⋟

—the whole album ⋞ taylor added ⋟

taylor nodded off.

—nows a good time to get is legs.

kathleen started crocheting shackles for taylors legs. her fingers were a blur. you could actualy watch the bonds grow bigger. change colors, too. she was working with a blue pallet.

The only problem with pretending evrything is normal, is that eventualy you start to believ it. here they were in the process of shackling taylor like it was bisness as usual with no reaction from the resta the bar aside from a few compliments on kathleens needlework, and me, rather than be like, peace out yall buncha freaks orwhatever, i thought, good, thisll keepem busy for a while, i can try claire again.

i grabd a phone off the table, i dont know whos it was. i didnt realy giv a fuck.

took it to a dark corner of the patio. flipt it open.

1:26 a.m. shit.

she might be up. better try one more time anyway.

8 1 7—

right?

was i seriusly forgetting the area code?

deep breaths.

817, 664, 5091. SEND.

—we’re sorry, the number you are trying to reach is nottin service.

[ have i been dialing the wrong area code all along? no, cause i got her voicemail. i even got her, once, sortof ]

the other way, justin case.

871, 664, 5091. SEND.

—we’re sorry—

back to the first one—

817 664 5091 SEND.

[ silence ]

[ silence ]

click.

a new low—it didnt even ring.

I gotback to find taylors legs bound, knee-to-ankle, in what lookd like a giant legwarmer.

taylor sudenly jerkd awake, his eyes wide with horror—

—wheres my camra?!

—your camras fine ⋞ D ⋟ remember?

—oh right.

taylor tried to move his legs. faild. tried to move his arms.

i think he was only now realizing that he’d been shackeld.

—you didnt hafta do that ⋞ taylor ⋟

—your not filmin im tonite ⋞ D ⋟

—but i wasnt— how was i spose to—- i just ran into him.

—and you happend to have your camra on you?

—i cant leav it in my car, its a two thousan dollar camra.

—maybe in nineteen eighty six it was ⋞ andy ⋟

—you can untie me. i promise i wont film im.

—sorry taylor. you only get one firsday, and he aint spendin it in your movie.

—can somebody atleast give me a sweater to lay my head on?

—why the eff would we have a sweater ⋞ D ⋟ its june?

—ive got an extra shirt ⋞ johnson ⋟

johnson untied a flannel shirt from around his waist.

—johnson you been livin in oregon too long ⋞ D ⋟ it aint gona be cold enough for that til october.

taylor lookd concernd.

—is that clean?

—is that clean? ⋞ johnson mockd ⋟ your our prisoner, take it or leav it.

taylor took it.

he laid back and lookd at the sky.

—do you by any chance know where andromeda is?

—yknow what my father would say? ⋞ D ⋟

—whats that? ⋞ taylor ⋟

—if it was up yer ass youd know it.

—did you drug me?

—dude weve been over this already, i musta kickd you harder than i thought, your not havin double vision, are you?

—i might be.

D tookout a flashlight and shined it in taylors eyes.

—your fine.

i mustof been lookin concernd again, cause D said—

—dont frett, a-l. this is how we show taylor we love im.

i laffd. but at the same time i suspected it was true.

Kathleen croshayd like a grandmother on meth. she already had taylors arms and legs secure, and now she was goin back and addin decorations—a smileyface for his wrists, and for his legs a flower. it was the firstime i’d ever lookd at an instrument of bondage and thought—how precious.

as soon as she fastened the button in the middle of the flower, kathleen put down her hook.

—done. unless you want me to felt it.

—nah, this’ll suffice ⋞ D ⋟

—hey, whada yall say we make like shepards and get the flock outa here? ⋞ andy ⋟

taylor lookd distraut.

—your just gona leav me here?

—no way dude, keep your friends close but your enemees closer.

—your takin me with you?

it nearly broke my heart to see how excited taylor got at the prospect of hangin out with us.

even if it was as our prisoner.











chapter 21:

cantaberry tailin

There were a ton of people millin around outside the engine room. seems someone was driving on the sidewalk. or atempting to drive. they couldnt get anywhere cause nobody would move outa the way.

it was a police car, dukes of hazzard-era, but they spray  painted over the logo—


  [image: the po-po]



this was the style of car that woulda had the lights on top, but the lights were gone and someone made fake ones outa cardboard.

a disheveld-lookin man leand out of the window with a megaphone—

—BWOOP-BWOOP. BWOOP-BWOOP.

[ he was sayin that, he didnt actualy have a bwooper ]

nobody moved, so he tookout his spotlight and shined it in peeples faces.

when that didnt work, he went back to the megaphone.

—YOU ARE ALL. UNDER. A REST.

—isnt it illegal to impersonate a cop?

—thats vince dude ⋞ D said ⋟ he is the cops.

we were only a block from the car. but it was not a quick block. they were constantly runnin into people they knew. sometimes literaly running into them. they have a word for it here, the way we made our slow inexorable progress—cantaberry tailin: verb. to proceed in the manner of the pilgrims of canterbury tales. as in, we cantaberry taild it to D’s car.

D was leadin the way, turnin around evry five seconds to tell us the proper way to do somethin—from what time to showup at an afterbarty [ four at the earliest ] to the ethics of farting [ your butt should be closer to your own face than to anyone elses face ]

Andy had taken a likin to walkin on his hands and was now atempting to make it the whole way to D’s car without the use of his legs, tho without anybody holdinim up he was always falling. he insisted we include him in convees, but when we adressd him he’d say—

—my eyes’re downhere.

Johnson was runninaround like a kid at sixflags. on a dare from andy he sang song against sex all the way thru, he even did a kickass mouth-trumbone solo.

Kathleen next, workin on a double slutcup, makin sure evryone knew she had already reachd sixpointfive on the slutscale [ dont get too excited, shes only a slut for dave ]

Bringin up the rear was me dave and jondavies, carryin taylor over our sholders like a canoe altho due to the nyquil he wasnt actin like a canoo, morelike a giant fish. he didnt seem to mind tho, he was fond of telling passing girls that he was king of townieville and tonight he would be holding auditions for queen.

Fermina even made an apearance. stuck her head outof D’s pruss and tried not to choke on her tung. did a pretygood job of it actialy.

Course nobody mentiond where we were goin. til jondavies finely brought it up—

—are yall goin to that de-ville concert?

—whadaya mean yall? ⋞ D ⋟

—no, i’m going too.

—and its not a ‘deville concert’ jon, its a poolshow. quit actin like your from outatown.

—ive only been here ten months.

—thats basicly forever.

i waited til D was distracted to ask jondavies what a poolshow was.

he shrugd.

—a show in a pool, i guess.

We made it to the car eventialy. which meant decision time for me.

i mean its onething to come downtown, when i could leave at any moment and walk back to the hotel.

entirely another to get a ride to god knows where, to put myself at the mercy of these athenspeople i doubted i’d get back before sunrise, then there was no way i’d make it back intime to pickup claire, even if it was just the battery—

who’m i kiddin? there already was no way. i made that decision a while ago, by puttin it off until it was too late. this is a common tactic for a certain type of human being of which i am an exampl, maybe you are too.

i wana say that it had a sobering efect, thinkin about claire. but that conjures a metafor which i’m not sure is in order because the claire issue [ as i’d begun to thinkofit ] was not like sobriety, more like reality, like wakin up from a dream, but athens wasnt like a dream so i’m gona drop the metafor and get back to me at the yugo, hesitating—

but i call bullshit on myself. i didnt realy hesitate, i just pausd long enough so that i could say i hesitated. how bout this—

i jumpd into that carful of crazy peeple. i couldnt wait to see what would happen next.

D was drivin ofcourse. andy rode shotgun. i was in the back with jondavies and johnson. and taylor was in the hatchback area, happily dozing. but where were dave an kathleen? ohright, they took llamas.

so outside the fortywatt there was this hippie hangin out with two llamas. it musta happend fairly regularly cause evrybody knew the llamas by name—liggle and ulp. we held an indepth convee with the fellow and his llamas, who couldnt talk but were adept at expressing delite and revulsion thru facial expressions.

but kathleen, as soon as she saw the llamas, she knew thats how they were gettin to the poolshow. this was not cool with llama man. not at first.

but kathleen, understand, is a persuasiv girl.

the yugo wasnt exactly thrilld at the prospect of all this extra weight. as soon as D shifted into second, it cutoff.

D patted the dashboard—

—c’mon yugi, make yer mama proud.

yuggie started up.

D shifted into second, gave it some gas.

the transmission engaged—

and we were outa the parkinlot.

the first thing that happend was we almost ran over this guy who was standin in the middle of the road with his hand infront of his face. D stopt the car so jondavies could hop out and move im outa the way like you would a turtle.

as soon as jon was back in the car, andy turnd around to adress him—

—whats your anser jon?

—my answer to what?

—to the question.

—what question?

—oh right—the question. do you promiss, to stop doin whatever peeple tell you to?

—but if do that, andy—

—i dont care what your god says jondavies, i’m your god now!

jondavies finaly agreed to atleast try not to do whatever people told him to. tho that wasnt enuf for andy, D had to forcibly change the subject, she elbowd andy in the breadbasket and said—

—jondavies i cant believ your breakin the sabbeth to ride in a car.

—i can ride in a car on the sabbath. i just cant drive.

—but you drank a beer. doesnt the baby jesus cry when you drink beer on the sabbeth?

—you said you were gona pour it on al if i didnt.

—i bet if i d threatend to pour it on you, youda let me ⋞ D ⋟

—probably. i need to wash my hair anyway. hoo-hyA-ha-h@!

the street we were on was calld plasski. it cut a dark path between rows of crumbling victorians with ancient pecan trees in serius need of pruning. creaky limbs hungout over the street, threatnin to snap at any moment and takeout a power line or a car, there were alota cars, evry third house was havin a party it lookd like.

eventialy i gotaround to askin if any of them had been here when neutralmilk happend. johnson spokeup—

—saw evry show in athens and atlanta. that includes house-parties as well as clubs. and the broadriver thing.

—and who told you about the broadriver thing? ⋞ andy ⋟

—says the guy who slept thru dougs haloween party.

—i’m gona askya a question johnson ⋞ andy ⋟ and i want you to anser it strait, without any caveats. and you have to be completely honest, and you cant—

—spititout andy.

—who do you like better... guided by voices? or neutral milk hotel?

johnson lookd like he’d been punchd in the gut.

—you mean total career? or...

—your stalling ⋞ andy ⋟

—oh is that how it is? ⋞ johnson ⋟ then who do you like more, neutralmilk or bobdylan?

andy drew in his breath.

—now whos stalling? ⋞ johnson ⋟

—for one second j-man. you stalld for like five.

—in that case ⋞ i interjected ⋟ i gotcha both beat.

johnson and andy lookd at eachother.

andy said—

—he cant help it.

—no excuses, sorry a-l ⋞ johnson leand into my personal space, a drop of sweat rolld off his nose and landed in my lap, plop ⋟ you cant be a superfan if you never saw em live. its o-k, we still love ya.

—i respectfuly disagree.

—yall hush ⋞ D ⋟ i want a-l to hear this part.

D turnd up the ticknot.

when the baby, is crying,

he needs some atension.

he needs his mother to hold him.

if the mother is thinking of other things

the baby will not be comforted.

the mother has to put aside other things

and just hold her baby.

—i didnt know you were into the self help, D.

[ taylors voice wafted in from the back ]

—aint nothin wrong with a littl self-actialization taylor, y’know what terry-e said.

—the point is pointlessness.

—thats not the only thing he said dude, didyou atleast read the conclusion?

—i skimd it.

—if you even read the paragraph that comes from, youd know this one—a-l pay atension, its on your list, terry eagleton the meaning of life and he’s not bein ironic—self realization but only thru a loss of self in the whole—

—D-marxy ⋞ andy ⋟

—thats what led him to conclude the point is pointlessness, or more acurately what we need is a form of life which is pointless and so is free to delight in itself, which is exacly why i been tryin to warn ya, a-l ⋞ she eyed me in the rearview ⋟ be on the lookout for anything that tries to hijack the point—capitalism, the god metaphor, standard rotten english, you must be vigilant!

—more ticknot, less propaganda ⋞ andy ⋟

—play greeting pain with mindfulness ⋞ johnson ⋟

—greetingpainwithmindfulness! ⋞ andy ⋟

—aright, aright. holdon.

D fastforwarded til she found it.

he was talkin about how he deals with depression. even ticknot has it, its not the enda the world. this is what he says when he feels it comin on, and i’m quotin verbatim cause i wrote it down, tho ive pretymuch got it memorized now—

hello. goodmorning my little depression.

i know you are there.

you are my friend.

i will take good care of you.

it works, too. try it.











chapter 22:

poolshow

We came to a sign sayin ‘DE VILLE’ and turnd in.

it wasnt a club, it was an apartment complex. a two story thing from the sixties, or whenever it was they were makin shit outa yellow bricks.

there was definatly a swiminpool. i couldnt see it yet, but i could already hear the telltale scream-splash combo.

at the car nexto us, there were some dreddy kids smokin a bowl, dressd in full hippie regalia, including fancy hats.

—forgot to warn ya a-l, its gona be way hip tonite ⋞ D ⋟ we’re practicly in hipeetown.

—whatre you talkin about? yall are hippies ⋞ i said ⋟

—we’re townies dude, we are not hipees. if i ever say right on and give you that creepy-vacant smile you hafta shoot me in the head, i dont care if you dont gota gun, you can borrow one from vince.

the pool’s in the middle of the complex, surrounded by apartments with balconies overlooking it. to get there you walk between two of the buildings and theres a fence but its not realy a fence cause its been knockd over and partly burnd.

it was prety segregated—hippies in the pool, and townies around the edge and on the balconies. the hippies were packd in tight. naked, mostofem. or almost naked. someofem still had on their hats.

—hipee soup ⋞ andy ⋟

—shit, their multiplyin ⋞ D ⋟

it seemd like a buncha random folks atfirst. but i started pickin peeple outa the crowd, ones i’d met at bluesky or downtown. i saw jesse whosevrywhere, he started to walkover, but he ran into somebody else and i didnt see him again til the next place we went. then i spied julien, on the other side of the pool waving us over.

Julien had a picnic blanket spread poolside, it was some prime real estate.

—so this is why you werent downtown ⋞ D ⋟

—you gota get here erly if you wana good spot ⋞ julien ⋟

—julien i love the shit outa you, i take back evrything i said before.

julien slicedup a watermelon he’d grown himself. it was an airloom, the yello kind, he’d thought ahead and chilld it. i hadnt enjoyd watermelon like that since i was a kid. we had a seed spitting contest but instead of distance the object was to land it in the dreds or hats of certain hippies.

taylor, still woozy from nyquil, was comin up with a new movie idea evry five minutes which, since his hands were tied, he enjoind us to take down for him. i wrote down the first one before handin over the reins to jondavies—
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a variety of peeple wanderd into our picnic and some of em endup hangin out with us, like the Polish guy, piotr, i dont wana forget him. he showd up with two shotglasses and a botle of some traditional polish elixir whose chief draw was that it was eighty percent alcohol. piotr had a deal goin where he would match anybody who did a shot, which was evrybody exepfor me and jondavies.

when it was down to us, piotr said—

—if you two guys dont split the resta this with me...

he slapt the botle in his palm. i guess that was the end of his sentence.

then jondavies came to my rescue. it was prety smooth and i never gotaround to thankin im, what he did was he grabd the bottle and turnd it up, probly did halfashot but he pretended he was chugging. jondavies is not exactly practiced at the art of deception so it didnt fool me, but it was enuf to fool piotr—

—heyheyhey—save some for me!

—oh theres plenty left ⋞ jondavies ⋟ more than you could drink.

—MORE THAN I COULD DRINK?!

jondavies said the magic words.

piotr snatcht the bottle—

draind it in two hard swallows—

wiped his mouth—

belchd.

—i’m drunk!

—join the club ⋞ andy ⋟

—no no no no, you dont understand. i’m drunk. not ‘american drunk.’ polish drunk. real drunk.

—whats the diff? ⋞ D ⋟

—youll see,

piotr said, and we would see—

but not til after the poolshow.

All of a sudden evrybody got quiet and the hippies started gettin outa the pool.

as soon as the pool was clear, a chick waded in, wearin a modest brown one piece swimsuit and holdin a little guitar, it lookd like a toy, or maybe a kids guitar.

i recognized her. from the manhatan.

i left that part out, but while i was lookin for jesse to givim back his phone, i went into a place calld the manhatan and got into a convee with this guy named pete, and he introduced me to the bartender. thats who she was, the girl in the swimsuit. her name was madi.

madi climbd into oneof those inflatable pool recliners, like benjamin braddock woulda had if he’d graduated in the eighties.

somebody gave her a push—

she floated out to the middle of the pool.

cleard her throat, and said in a little voice that was somehow also loud—

—this is my first... poolshow.

somebody shouted—

—vool pirgin!

and

—drown her!

madi said—

—well here goes.

she made that litle guitar sound huge. i almost wana callit folky, but there were obvius punk influences in the way she beat the strings. and when she started singing, it was exuberant. urgent even. not earnest, mind you, cause she wasnt afraid to laugh at herself and the ridiculus figure she cut floatin in the swiminpool with that little gittar. she seemd a little embarasd actualy, that evryone was payin atention. but they were payin atention. evrybody. even the hippies who were givin eachother backrubs.

and dudes if your wondrin as i probly would be, altho it seems beside the point to me now—yes she was pretty. but for some reason i wasnt atracted to her, maybe cause i was so taken by her art. i wouldnt be at all suprized to find that therein lies the key to my problems with women.

D leand into me—

—shits tite.

i allowd that it was.

D and andy held a wisperd convee, but only when there was a break between songs or an instrumental part. so this took place over sevral songs.

—she cant fight for shit, but shes shure got a pair of lungs.

. . .

—would you call this postneutch, D?

. . .

—i would. but only in the sense of ‘inspired by.’ next tank of gas she started makin music causa the record.

. . .

—no thanks. you can take your sucker bet to al.

—you in, a-l?

—for what?

she waited till the song was over.

—a frendly wager—next tank a gas says madi started makin music causa the record.

—suckerbet ⋞ andy ⋟

—which record?

—aeroplane. catchup.

—how would we know?

—we’ll ask her. whado you think, wikipedia?

i took the bet, i dont know why, maybe to shut her up.

I could say it was a good show, or even a great one. but it wasnt just that. it also made me think about music in a slitely difrent way. it was like she’d figured out how to take all the energy of the night—the crazy debaucherous insanity, and the yearning beneath it—and spin it into gold.

when she was done, i swear you could still hear her voice echoin off the walls of de ville.

as soon as madi was outa the pool, the hipees got back in [ D was right, they were multiplyin ] and started smokin pot and doin tai chi and maybe even havin tantric sex, some of em, altho i tried not to look tooclose.

the hippie vibe mixd with the booz was makin the townies surly. not fightin surly, but definatly talkin-too-loud-throwin-p-b-r-bottles-in-the-pool surly. piotr had to be lockd in a room after he lit a couch on fire and threw it off a balcony, nearly crushing one of the hippies and doing irreparable damage to sevral of their hats [ tho he eventialy broke out, i heard. but thats a story for another day ]

johnson said—

—this’s about to get ugly.

—or beauty-full, dependin on how you look at it ⋞ D ⋟

—yall ready to bounse? ⋞ andy ⋟

we bounced.











chapter 23:

the tree that owns itself

We cantaberry taild it to the yugo, seven of us now. julien took jondavies spot in the backseat and jon squeezd himself quite cheerily into the thin slice of hatchback that taylor hadnt already claimd.

yugi started on the second try.

D said—

—prepare to leave townieville.

we almost made it outa the parkinlot.

thats when we ran into dave an kathleen, atop llamas.

when they saw us, kathleen exclaimd—

—thank god you can still drive a lama drunk!

there was a goodbit of fanfare associated with this meeting, we nearly persuaded them to come with us, but kathleen said theyd find us later. for now she needed a drank for me and a drank for ulp, and i’m sure she got both.

D turnd left on plasski. north, by my calculations, tho i wouldnt necesarily trustem.

—when was the lastime you left townieville, D? ⋞ julien askd ⋟

[ pause ]

—member when we all peed on the tree that owns itself?

—yeah ⋞ andy ⋟ like two years ago.

—i’m sure there’re times i’m forgetin ⋞ D ⋟

—you remember evrything D ⋞ johnson ⋟ its your defining caracteristic.

—jondavies prolly hadnt left townieville, ever ⋞ D ⋟

—ive left townieville.

jon pulld out a difrent notebook and flipt thru it. this one was a list of evry place he’d been since he moved to athens.

—lets see... i went to titepockets right after i got here.

—is that where we met? ⋞ andy ⋟

—i think so.

jondavies scand the page.

—yep. and ive been to the tree that owns itself.

—who took you? ⋞ D ⋟

—i walkd.

—thats like two miles ⋞ D ⋟

—oh, no wait—three times. i saw elaphent supermurder march twelth. that was at andre’s house, in punktown.

—a show wich you missd, D ⋞ johnson ⋟

—cause you couldnt bear to leave townieville ⋞ andy ⋟

—i was tired ⋞ D ⋟ some of us actialy hafta be at work in the morning.

johnson smiled.

—i think she’s scared.

andy put an arm around her sholders.

—dont worry D, we’ll protect you.

—i dontknow what yallre talkinbout, i dont even live in townieville.

—oddhill is so townieville ⋞ andy ⋟

—its in the middla nowhere ⋞ D ⋟

—how far are you from downtown, a mile? ⋞ julien ⋟

—its all townies now ⋞ andy ⋟ the lasta the muggls just moovd to oconee county. theres barely any hipees left.

—dude theres republicans.

—there are not republicans.

—what about that dude with the ross perot yardsign?

—he was bein ironic.

—scuse me if i hav no patience for irony. its just another excuse not to give a shit. start bein all ‘ironic’ about evrything and nexthing you know its back to the way it is ⋞ flip ⋟ over there. d-f-w was right, its our generations tragic flaw—

—your not distractin us with your marxy bullshit ⋞ andy ⋟ just admit that you havent left townieville since we took ya to the treethatownsitself.

—first we hafta agree on the definishun of—

—admit it.

—but we need a working def—

—admit it, D.

—IF you define townieville loosly ⋞ D ⋟ which i am not agreein to, mindyou.

—so this is a special ocasion ⋞ johnson ⋟

—its so special i could vom, whats yer point?

—we have to stop at the treethatownsitself ⋞ johnson ⋟

—that would be killer ⋞ julien ⋟

—come on, D! ⋞ all ⋟

—O-K!

We came to a stop sign.
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—you know whats on the other side of that road, D.

—whatever andy.

—well you shure are takin yer time.

—i hafta check for traffic.

—aint no traffic.

—you still gota check.

there was no traffic.

D took her foot off the brake...

yugi rold back—

she threw it into second—

gave it some gas—

the engine died.

D yankt the emergency brake.

—you did that on purpose ⋞ johnson ⋟

—you know yugi dont like no hills.

—hill my ass ⋞ andy ⋟

D turnd the ignition. yugi started up.

she revvd the engine.

—cmon little yooger ⋞ D ⋟ you can do it.

she patted the dashboard.

—its not that bad, its just punk town.

—D.

—aright, andy.

D took her foot off the brake,

we rold back,

she popt it into second—

stepd on the gas—

yugi shot forward—

out into the street—

and across.

and we were out of townieville.

whatever that meant.

We imediatly ran over some rubble. or thats what it felt like. actualy it was a cobblestone street. a steep one, at that.

yugi attackd the hill, vibrating like the tincan on wheels that it was. julien and andy started doin that thing you do on a bumpy road where you go—

—aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa—

and the vibrations make it go—

—aaOOaaaOOaaOOaOO

—can yall atleast wait til we get up this hill to freekout?

—whats that, D? louder?

—aaoooaaoooaaoo

—look—you woke up fermina.

the fuzzy crown of ferminas head emerged from D’s bag, followd by two goggly eyes, which for a blessed instant detected no iminent threat to her life.

then she achievd sentience, and began to quiver.

—andy.

—already on it.

from D’s purse, andy extracted first fermina, then ferminabarbitol.

he filld the syringe with red medicine and stuck it in her mouth. andy had a better tecnique than me, he fed it to her like a bottle. insteada fightin it, fermina suckd on the syringe like it was her mothers teat. you could actialy see the tension drain from her body. it made me thinka what all i carry, all that shit you learn to ignore, but that doesnt mean its not there. i could hear ticknot softly in the background—

breathing in, i am a flower

breathing out, i am a cloud.

i tried to be a flower, i tried to be cloud.

but like yoda would say—

there is no try.

At the top of the hill, we came upon a huge oak tree, right in the middle of the road. the road actualy went around it.

D pulld over and cut off the car.

turnd around to adress us—

—lissen up. titepockets starts early. twenny minutes. then i’m out, with or without you. that includes evrybody, even you a-l.

The tree was on an island, of sorts, surrounded by a stone wall, somewhere between a traffic circle and a miniature park. it was an ancient oak, the kind with drooping branches, some of em hung low enough you could sit on em if you wanted. or you could hangout on the wall and hassle passing cars, which is what evrybody did exept me and jondavies.

at the base of the tree was a bronz plaque, like youd find at a historical site—
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—athens is weird ⋞ i said ⋟

—it does take some gettin use to ⋞ jon ⋟ have you seen the books?

—D gave me one.

i puld ethics outa my cargo pants pocket. there was a subtitle i hadnt noticed before—


  [image: an essay on the understanding of evil]



—oh badiou ⋞ jon ⋟ yeah, he’s good. but i meant books that were written... over here.

—whad ya mean, jon? its notlike we’re in a difrent country.

—true.

—its just a town jon. its just athens.

—yep.

—jondavies, you are bein intentionaly obtuse.

—i supose i am.

—why?

—i cant tell you that.

—cant tell me what, jon?

—you know: what the bleep is goinon?

—but jon—what the bleep is goinon?

—ba-ha-H@!

—does evrybodyelse know besides me?

—well no. not evrybody.

—is it bad? ⋞ me ⋟

—not necesarily.

—is it about me?

—sortof, i guess. but not just you.

—jon you are fucking with my mind.

—if it messes with your mind, maybe you should stop askin questions.

i took his advice. i mean, if you cant get anything outa jondavies, who can you get it out of? and besides, all it did was pull me outa the present moment as tick not hanh would say, or the sandselighed as K would hav it. which i already had an issue with. remember or maybe i havent told you yet, i was raisd catholic, my brain was built for guilt. evry time i started to get caughtup in the flow of the weird athens night, my conscience would engage—how can you have fun? you should be more concernd with finding your way back to etcetera. my mother use ta say i cant makeya feel guilty, if you feel guilty it must be for a reason and i think she mighta been right—

i needed to talk to claire.

i wouldve calld her, on jondavies phone. but jondavies doesnt hav a phone. i wouldof askd somebody else, exep that the rest of our party was curently, if i wasnt mistaken, engaged in a sockpuppet fight with some dudes dressd in orange prison jumpsuits, altho i dont think they were prisoners. it was prety clear i’d get suckd into that if i went over there.

jondavies was busy writing in his notebook. which left me alone, with no phone in my hand, for the firstime in awhile.

i sat under the tree that owns itself, leand back against the trunk, lissend to the crickets and the treefrogs and tried to make my brain shutup, but it wouldnt do it, there were just toomany questions.

i finely started makin a list.


  [image: Is Claire okay? Is she mad? What's wrong with my car? How am i going to get home? What is going on?]



thats as far as i got before somethin splashd on the page. it lookd like a raindrop exept it wasnt rainin.

a second one hit. thats when i heard the sniffle.

i lookd up—

legs. girl legs.

bein cathlick i averted my eyes and felt shame, and then i took another peek.

and you know who it was? the girl from the coffeeshop. i neglected to mention her, didnt i? when i first got downtown, i was walkin past a coffeeshop thatd just closed, and there was this girl in there cleanin up. she set down a bus pan and with the back of her wrist she brushd a piece of hair out of her eyes, and thats all it took for me to fill her delicat little features with my ideals of womanhood, the hopes and dreams of a lifetime, dudes you knowhat i’m talkin about and ladies you probly do too.

this time, she saw me lookin.

—are you o-k? ⋞ i askt ⋟

[ she’d obviusly been crying ]

—depends on whatyou mean by o-k.

—whats the matter?

—well i fell in love, and i got in alota trubble.

—ah.

—wana hav a drink?

[ she had box of wine up there. tho i didnt see a glass ]

—i’d love to, but no.

—youd love to? or no?

—well both.

—cant be both.

—i would like to. but i dont drink anymore.

—reely?

[ she squinted ]

—yeah.

—FAA!

she almost fell. i woulda caut her tho.

—you knowhat the problem with this town is?

—what?

—evrybodys toocool to be in love.

—i’m not too cool.

—you boys are all the same, i love evrybody equal, we’re all comrades, fuckin proletariat, fuckthat i’m tired a boys, where’re the men?

—i’m in love.

—then where is she? or he?

—she’s in newyork rightnow, but shes flyin back to texas tomoro, thats where we live, i need to get there too but my car wont start, i dont know whats wrong with it but i probly cant afford to fixit, i heard nobody in athens takes credit cards, but i sorta got this job at blue sky—

—you work at bluesky? great! now you wont call me the coffeeshop girl, cause your the coffeeshop guy. it boggls my mind anybody would think that would work, you knowhat they say about athens boys?

—whats that?

—smart at the s-a-t, stupid at love.

—i hafta go.

—boy.

—i am a boy.

—you bout ready?

D said that.

then she noticed the chick in the tree.

—sup kayla?

—D! i love you, D.

—i love ewe too kayla. sure yer not too drunk to clime a tree?

—i’m never too drunk [ hic’up ] to clime a tree.

—fraid i’m ona hafta steal a-l from ya, we gotta get movin chopchop.

—where yall goin?

—titepockets.

—isnt nana grizl playin?

—yeah. but guess whos after em.

—who?

—brown. frown.

—but madi said—

—dudnt matter dude, we saw andrewprater earlier and i’m heer ta tell ya— shits gettin destroyd at titepockets tonite. litrally and metaforicly.

—can i come?

—the more the merrier.

We now had a problem of physics, in that you could only fit so many bodies in the yugo. jondavies said he’d walk, but D wouldnt hear of it. but there was another solution [ leave it to jondavies ] he offerd to ride on the back bumper.

i took jons spot in the hatchback, we opend the back window, jon stood on the bumper, i held his waist, taylor grabd his sholders, D promisd she wouldnt go too fast, and she didnt. and thats how we made it to titepockets.











chapter 24:

titepockets massacker

Titepockets is a nondescript brick shoebox of a building, sittin there bald in the middle of a dirt yard on a shady street corner. it use to be a pool hall, thats where the name came from. a neighborhood poolhall. back when neighborhoods use to have shit like that.

we got there as they were tappin the first keg.

it was a quarter to four.

D said—

—its gona be a massacker tonite dudes, mark my word.

so to get into titepockets you walk thru this one little room thats hot and crowded and smells like piss beer cigarets sweat and mold, and you push your way into this other, bigger room, it smells the same but its not as crowded or as hot. or it wasnt yet anyway.

at the far end of the room, a screamo band was playin to like a dozen fans. it wasnt realy my style but i kinda liked the singers voice. he had a lisp, which you almost never hear in a singer come to think of it. it took me in enuf to get into the jaunty beat.

—you dont haveta pretend to like it ⋞ D ⋟ lookatem, they dont giva shit.

she was right.

i stoppd fakedancin.

lookd around.

felt old.

alota the fans were teenagers. some of em maybe not even teenagers. i cant believ someones parents would lettem come to a place like this. altho i gues its no worse than a mall.

when the song was over, the band walkd off. evrybody but the singer. he sat down and started fingerpickin—meditativ, ernest, pretty.

then he started singing. and now that he didnt have to compeet with the amplification you could hear the suttleties in his voice. it was almost like you were witnessing somethin you shouldnt be. even D was transfixd.

after the first verse, the drummer came back up but he didnt start playin yet. then this chick walkdup and started singing backup. it framed the vocals so had to you pay attention to the lyrics, which i dont normaly do the firstime i hear a song but this time was an exeption, i even wrote down a line—

cynicism isnt wisdom, its a lazy way to say that youv been burnd.

seems if anything youd be less certain after evrything you ever learnd.

then a trumpet blared and the drummer went nuts, a guitar joind in, and a whole horn section totterd up there and threw itself into the melee, and nobody gave a damn about anything exept makin some noise. kinda reminded me of guess who? not in a derivativ way, justlike they pickdup on the joy and decided to run with it.

it ended abruptly. left me wishin it wasnt over, the way a great song will do. the band put down their instruments and started hanginout with peeple, acceptin hugs and beers. i wanted to huggem too.

A buncha peeple musta come in during that last song cause it was gettin prety packd. punks townies hippees and other varius ruffians and ne’er-do-wells, all cramd together in this hot smelly shoebox. i wasnt sweatin that much myself but i was already coverd in other peeples sweat, peeple kept bumpin into me or getting pushd into me, there was a lot of pushin goin on, and a few skirmishes, tho it was good-natured skirmishing, i mean they smiled while they skirmishd eachother.

i’d forgoten all about taylor til i heard a voice like a carnival barker—

—TAYLOR THE ONE-ARM BARTENDER! step right up mam, what can i getcha?

i forgot to mention there was a bar. it was just a card table with some licker botles and mixers and plastic cups and a sign sayin


  [image: no teenagers]



but taylor had installd himself behind it, and inspite of his shackles he was mixin drinks and hittin on girls with impunity.

somebody came up behind me, liftedup my shirt and jabbd me in the back with what felt like an ice dagger.

i snatchd away the ice dagger.

it was a can of p-b-r.

—you took it ⋞ andy said ⋟ now you gotta drink it. house rules.

—hah.

—house rules. if you dont crack it open in tenseconds, i will crack it open on you.

[ i dont think it was an empty threat ]

—nine. eight.

i took preemptive action—opend the can.

he’d said nothing about drinkin it.

—seven. six—

—but i opend it.

—gotta drinkit, four, three.

luckily, somebody got pushd into andy. it was trish from bluesky. as soon as she recognized him, she shouted—

—ANDY!

and started scratchin the shit out of his face.

all andy could do was cover his face, so she went to town on his arms.

D’s jaw dropt.

—that chick can freakfight like a mutha dude, i had no idea.

Andy got his hands around trish’s waist—i dont know how he did it, it was like grabbin a feral cat—and lifted her up.

he threw her across the room, she landed on an amp.

she leapt off the amp and ran strait for andy.

D waited til she was within range, then... tang! she kickd her—

but trish came flyin back—

D threw up her hands and trish began shredding. but insteada freakin out, D relaxd, started doing that wedge attack [ its calld wing chun ] all the while talkin to trish—

—but what would you do…

[ jab-claw, jab-claw ]

—…if i was wearin…

[ pop to the jaw, slash to the forearm ]

—…long sleeves?

—i’d claw thru em!

and as she said it, trish drew blood.

but D kept up her wedge attack,

she pushd trish back and back til she tript over some other peeple who were fightin—there were alota other peeple fightin—trish was imediatly absorbd into the other fight but then she recognizd one a the guys she was fightin, tyler—happy dwarf, my first customer at bluesky.

for a second they were fightin and talkin. then they were just talkin.

—where were you lasnight, trish?

—why do you care?

—cause i heard somethin.

—what? dont make me clawit outa ya.

—i heard, that you and marko drank some robitussin, and—

—MARKO?! i’d sooner sodomize the pope with a baby kangaroo.

D, clearly moved by trish’s linguistics, hurld herself at trish.

she gave up her centera gravity for the first time i’d seen.

then, as jackerouac wouldsay, their energies met head on.

i had to turnaway eventialy. but there was no turnin away, evrywhere i lookd peeple were engaged in shoving matches or jumpin on eachothers backs or puttin eachother in headlocks. it was seemin more and more likely that i would be drawn into the melee. didnt D say i wouldnt have to fight tonight? god i hope this isnt like fightclub.

But thats when brownfrown showd up.

wafted in. on a magic carpet of wiskey fumes. four scruffy dudes led by andrewprater, pushin peeple outa the way and passin around a handle of jim beam.

Andrew took the stage.

—hey robbie you forgot your flooglehorn!

he pickd up a batterd tuba and threw it at this blond guy.

—where the fucks the micrafone?!

a microphone came flyin at him.

he grabdd it, lookd at it like it was a bat and he was ozzy  ozborn, and started talkin into it.

—i heard… there were gona be teen-agers here tonite. are there any teen-agers here?

the three teenage girls who had not fled smiled weakly up at him.

—yall are in highschool right?

—uh-huh ⋞ said the bravest of the three ⋟

—you gotta read books in highschool, dontcha?

she nodded.

—you ever read that book, Lo-lita?

shouted protests from the crowd, i.e.—

—prater dont know howta read!

—who wants to talk shit to me?! ⋞ andrew ⋟

nobody did, aparently.

—never said i could read. i was just gona ask one of these ladies if they could help me out with the book. incase its on the s-a-t.

some peeple shouted at prater, but they did it hidden behind other peeple and andrew ignored them.

—how old, was lolita spose to be?

Andrew turnd up the jim beam, gluglug. you could see the level drop. he wiped his mouth and threw the botle at his gittar player.

it bounced off him, but he caught it before it hit the ground, took a swig, and threw it to the bass player.

—do any a you young ladies know?

the young ladies didnot know.

—anybody?

—thirt-teen,

somebody said. somebody else said,

—twelv!

andrew said one more thing that i wont bother to repeat, then i guess somebody had enuf, cause the band started playin over him. i mean the show started.

it was abrasiv. and drunken. and thats puttin it mildly [ tho i spose it did rock, if your into that ] the hi point was when the guitarist, andrews brother nathan, in the middle of a solo he leans over and starts vomiting. not a quickie either. he puked the entire solo, and never missd a note.

between songs, andrew taunted the girls mercilessly.

eventialy madi went up there and heckeld andrew and danced with the girls.

now madi ran the punkhouse, remember, and she was a prety kickass musician. those girls were psychd. it definatly helpd them ignore andrews taunting. tho it did nothing to discourage it.

they ended with an obseen cover of naomi—

—i’m watchin NAOMI get screwd,

i’m hopin she will screw me too—

thats as far as he got before somebody tackled him.

as soon as Andrew hit the ground peeple started piling on top of him. evrybody dropt their instruments exept nathan, who was lyin on his back still playin even tho peeple kept steppin on him. the drumkit was dismanteld, the kickdrum fell over, the drummer crawld in there to passout.

then a whole herd of peeple rushd forward—like one of those brawls in baseball—julien trish andy johnson jesse-whosevrywhere and abuncha other peeple i knew and didnt know all runnin into eachother and tryin to knock eachother down, i even saw jondavies give somebody a little christian shove.

in the middle of it all was D, the eye of the hurricane, whenever anybody came at her, she’d rotate her hips and sendem flyin off like somethin outa crouching tiger hidden dragon, exept the peeple whose asses she was kickin seemd to enjoy it.

At this point, the only ones who werent fighting were me and the teenage girls, and they were even startin to push eachother a little. i felt like the last kid at the middle school dance, that one song when even your nerdiest friend found somebody to dance with.

maybe i could do it. i mean, justlike punch one person on the sholder. or if it was somebody i knew, maybe even bightem lightly on the cheek.

then i did see someone—johnson. he was stumblin along with three peeple clinging to his back, like a harried kingkong, like godzilla. it kinda reminded me of the way my dad use to play with me. his face was totally exposed. i could imagine my teeth sinkin into his cheek. i could almost taste the facemeat.

i took off my glasses and ran right at him, i tript on somebodys foot went sprawling  hit my mouth on this girls knee  tasted sweat and skin then blood hers or mine i dont know, some random guy came flyin at me [ i think he was thrown, i dont think it was on purpose ] his sholder hit me square on the nose my eyes teerd up tho somehow i didnt get a bloody nose, the girl whose knee i hit tried to tackle me but i slipt out of it, i was slick with sweat, evrybody was [ and the smell, my god ] somebody grabd me from behind, i thought i recognized the monkey arms, my suspicion was confirmd when my mouth was pried open and i tasted, along with my blood, the sweet-sick caramel of cuttysark.

i spat it out.

like a whale spout—cheap scotch and blood, an efectiv combination, andy letgoa me, i elbowd him in the jaw without even thinkin about it unless my elbo itself was doin the thinkin, he lurchd back and collided with another guy, i ramd into him, he got samwichd between me and the other guy, we all went down, i saw a flash of pink like when i ran into the tree but this time i didnt fade to black,  i opend my eyes and what should i see, mere inches away from my teeth, but andys face—

i bit him.

got a mouthful of hairy sweaty cheek and you knowhat?

it tasted like chickin.

Andy winced in pain, then laffd, then there was nothin i could do, he lifted me over his head and started lookin for somewhere to throw me, and this time it wasnt gona be somewhere soft—

or actialy it was, cause he threw me into D.

she absorbd me, let me plopdown nextoer and rest while she continued to fling peeple in all directions, at one point she lookt over at me and said—

—if i’da known this was gona turn into a dance party, i woulda brought my dancin shoes.

somebody tried to pull me back into the melee, but D sentem sprawling with a jab kick while she simultaneusly clotheslined a huge dude in a dress.

—how are you doin this? ⋞ i askt ⋟

—low centera gravity. its my power move.

Andrewprater emerged from the bottom of the pile like the creature from the blacklagoon, armd with a squirt gun which i’m pretysure had wiskey in it, actialy i’m realsure cause i got hit with it, tho mostly he was squirtin the teenage girls. they atempted to flee but there was a big ass melee between them and the exit so andrew cornerd them and please do imagine the bigbadwolf but drunk and slitely more evil.

Andrew gatherd up the girls like the judge did the kid at the end of blood meridian, said,

—drink sluts, drink! this’s a brown-fuckin-FROWN show!

—was a brownfrown show ⋞ D said ⋟ now its just a titepockets party. dude dudnt even know when his shows over, its sad. you wana get wile the gettins good?

—your not worried about them?

we lookd at the girls. andrewprater was holdin their heads back by the hair and squirting wiskey in their mouths like he was pourin a row of shooters.

D shrugd.

—good for em. makem growup big an strong.

—i dont know bout that...

—well watcha gona do about it? cause i’m heer ta tell ya, all the concern in the world aint gona do those girls a bita good right now.

true.

i dove at Andrews legs, grabd him around the ankles, knockd him off balance, almost brought him down, he had to let go of the girls to keep from fallin over, i tried to bite his calf but i missd [ my teeth made a clacking sound ] he kickd me in the throat, not as hard as he could but definatly hard enuf to put me outa commision.

the girls took off.

peeple got outa the way to make room for em, but when Andrew tried to run afterem he got swarmd like the red sea.

i lost track of him for a second. then he popd up at the far end of the room, pants down around his ankles with the squirt-gun wedged up his ass.

Andrew fought his way thru the crowd. he caught up to the girls just before they reachd the exit—

then— out of nowhere comes Johnson.

he didnt try to hit Andrew oranything, he just roard in his face—

—RRAAAAH!

it knockd Andrew back—

which gave the girls some runnin room, and friends leme tell you— they ran.

Andrew was momentarily disapointed.

but he quikly turnd his atention to Johnson.

johnson tried to run, but Andrew caught him by the ankles. he lifted him up and started swingin him around like a scythe, clearing a path to the stage.

Nathan, meanwhile, regaind control of his guitar guitar and put it next to his amp. he mounted the amp, pulld down his pants and started pissin on the guitar. he may have been mildly electrocuting himself, the guitar was definatly smoking or the amp was or somethin.

D ran at him, sweating, all kinds of ecstasies goin thru her head.

she knockd over the amp—

nathan fell to the ground.

D jumpd on top of nathan and proceeded to beat the everlivin shit out of him, it was punishing just to watch [ tho the smile never left his face ]

—you sexy bitch! ⋞ nathan shouted ⋟

—you beautiful manbaby! ⋞ D rejoind ⋟

—i’m gona slice off your cheeks and fry em up like country ham.

—if yermama was here i’d pulldown her pants, spreader legs open, and shove ya back in there.

it got prety detaild and much more obscene, trust me when i tell you i’m sparin you the worst of it.

Andrewprater made it back to the stage. he flung johnson off into the crowd [ taking out a number of peeple ] and found the micrafone. he didnt even pretend to sing this time, he just screamd random obsenities—

—FUCK SHIT ASS BITCH CUNT COCK WHORE,

SATAN SATAN SATAN, KILL KILL KILL! 

FIFTY-YARD CUNT PUNCH.

SKULL-FUCKIN SOCK PUPPET. 

TEA-BAGGIN,

FUDGE-PACKIN,

CHRIST-FELCHIN,

RE- P U B L I C A N !

even D raisd an eyebrow at that one.

—you were right a-l, i’m glad we stuck around for this.

then somebody shouted—

—GANG WAY!

and there was a rush of bodies, i think evrybody from outside ran in at once, and maybe some extra peeple too, it overcame me like lava, i ended up on the bottom of a pile, it was hard to breathe, i felt the panic comin on, but i took a deep breath, relaxed—

and bit somebodys leg.

dude got the fuck off me. then i punchd somebody and elbowd somebody else and pretysoon i wasnt at the bottoma the pile anymore.

i didnt run for cover, as had been my original plan. it was pretycool to be at the edge, you could just grab anybody that came by and flingem onto the pile and chances are they would become partofit, especialy if you threw somebody else on top of em which i proceeded to do whenever i was aforded the oportunity. eventialy there was no more room to throw peeple on the pile cause the whole room was a pile, so i punchd a cupple folks in the sholder they punchd back, i even popd kayla on her litle button nose, she jamd her pinkie in my nostril it was an efectiv attack, i heard jondavies’ brayd laughter and saw his teeth go flashin by, lunged for him got within an inch of bighting his ear but endedup hittin my teeth on the backa nathan  praters head, it knockd one ofem out tho i didnt notice it at the time or i didnt care, but i definatly have one less tooth than i use to.

ive been told it makes me look hardcore.

then allofasudden i was hearing, if i wasnt mistaken, communist daughter, backwards.

i dont know where it was comin from, but thats what it was, and damn if it wasnt evry bit as haunting backwards as forwards. i was almost overcome. ok i was a little. i felt like i was gona floataway, til someone puld me back to earth, it was andy, he said—

—lets make like a hipee and roll this joint.

this time i agreed—there was nowhere to go but down.

Fresh air was nice.

we had about five seconds to enjoy it, when—

kuh-FFOOOM—- - - -   -     -       -

like someone shotoff a canon. all the lights wentout. not just in titepockets, but the whole block.

peeple started pourin out like roaches.

D lookd at us and said—

—calld that one didnt i? total fuckin massacker.
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chapter 25:

workin


There was a little scene out infronta titepockets—some people standin around a double parkd golfcart and that fuckt up police car.

—shit. kryshas here ⋞ D ⋟

—and vince ⋞ andy ⋟ what the fuck?

i’d haffa mind to say, what person in their right mind wouldnt call the cops? even if the cops were vince.

vince sat on the hood of his car drinking from a bottle of cuervo gold. when andy walkt by, he pointed an acusatory finger—

—your under a rest.

—for what? ⋞ andy ⋟

—for not givin me a hita that doobie.

—i refuse to smoke up anyone who says doobie.

vince stared andy down.

—doobie.

andy pastim the joint.

puff, puff, puff. . . give.

vince said,

—who wants to do five shots with me?

—why five?

—cinco de mayo.

—cincodemayo was like a month ago dude.

—then saint patties day who cares, its all phony anyway.

peeple lined up to do shots—andy kayla johnson julien jondavies [ altho i think he just liked standing in line ] dave, kathleen, liggle and ulp [ theyd rold up just in time for the massacker ] evrytime somebody did a shot, vince would handem his gun and makem pretend to shoot in the air and say somethin mexican.

i followd D over to the golfcart, where madi was talkin to a wild-eyed redhead, had to be krysha. she lookd kinda crazy but the good kinda crazy i think, the kind that gets shit done.

we join their conversation already in progress.

—tecnicly it still is ⋞ krysha ⋟

—but i thought— ⋞ madi ⋟

—nope ⋞ krysha ⋟ we decided not to.

—shit.

—they were doin us a favor. they coulda calld the cops.

krysha lookt over at vince.

vince said—

—LUCKA THE IRISH,

did a shota tequila, and pretended to fire his gun.

—i mean the real cops ⋞ krysha ⋟

—want us to shutter down? ⋞ D askd ⋟

—dontcha think the splosion’ll do it? ⋞ krysha ⋟

madi shook her head, supressing a smile.

—i wish it was that easy.

D. madi. krysha. i began to suspect that a small number of athenians pictup the slack for the great majority of their fellows.

madi was right tho, the splosion hadnt shut anything down. somebody dragd the bar outside and peeple were hanginout in the yard. a truck rolld up with a piano in the back, there was a dude backthere bangin on the keys and singin, and he had him some pipes—

—and i’m runnin out of PATIENCE!

to be fuckin with YOU now!

he didnt seem to care that the cops might be on the way, or that nobody within a two block radius could carry on a conversation without raising their voice.

—oh cool ⋞ D ⋟ mica’s heer.

—maybe if we ask evrybody to be considerat a the neighbors.

krysha worried her brow. she didnt wana be the heavy.

—you better blieve me when i say THIS now!

—and if we could get mica to sing a little quieter.

—its mica, he dont got a volume knob ⋞ D ⋟ we’ll make im stop after this one. quit while your ahead, this’s the en em— ee of the state.

—what?

—nuthin, i’m just bein absurd.

—you think theyll dispers, if we shut mica down? ⋞ krysha ⋟

—if we makem dispers ⋞ madi ⋟

—who all do we hav? ⋞ krysha ⋟

—see that line a peeple doin shots with vince? ⋞ D ⋟

krysha checkd out the line of peeple doin shots with vince.

—is that—taylor? ⋞ krysha ⋟ why is taylor in handcufs?

—not handcufs, he can get outa handcufs. shackels.

—oh.

—its a-l’s firsday ⋞ D ⋟

—i see.

D grabd me by the arm and yankt me into the convee.

—krysha this’s a-l, a-l krysha. al, if it wudnt for krysha this town woulda burnd to the ground a long time ago. litraly and metaforicly.

—welcome to athens, a-l.

krysha gave me a smile, she has a welcoming smile. and a southern way of clasping your hands. you can tell she takes her welcomin seriusly, and it pays off. she could welcome you to hell and youd be happy to be there.

—thanks ⋞ i said ⋟

—so ⋞ krysha askt ⋟ can you fight?

i did the deer-in-headlites.

—not s’much yet ⋞ D ⋟ but he sure can bight the shit outa somebodys face, checkout andys cheek if ya dont bleev me, how drunk is vince?

vince was tryin to pour tequila in ulps mouth.

ulp didnt want any tequila.

too bad, ulp.

krysha calld over—

—vince are you too drunk ta fight?

—i’m never toodrunktafight, bitch!

—he’s not toodrunktafight.

—you sure?

—if he dudnt call me cunt, he’s not toodrunktafight.

—we’re gona need evrybody we can get ⋞ madi ⋟ Andrew praters on the warpath.

—yall didnt endup gettin that tazer, didja? ⋞ D ⋟

krysha shook her head.

—we had the money, but the insurance was reedick-yullus—

ker- B O O O M ! !  !   !

you could feel it in your chest. like the earth was a kickdrum and somebody just kict it.

evrybody ran around tryin to figure out where it came from.

someone shouted—

—De-Ville!

and peeple started runnin tword the explosion, or gettin in their cars to drive there, like the exodus from a gatsby party cept the cars were way shittier, there was even a car stuck in the ditch, i helpd get it out, there were six of us it was easy.

The only people left were the mellow ones, and they were just quiet shadows of chatter and cigaret smoke.

—problem solvd ⋞ D ⋟

madi shouted in the direction of some circus kids hangin out by the door—

—nothins on fire, is it!?

—i dont think so! ⋞ shouted a guy in a porkpie hat ⋟

—did anybody check!?

[ silence ]

—can somebody please check!?

—we’ll check dude, me and a-l ⋞ D ⋟ he’s sober, he’s good for shit like that.

—your sober?

madi said that, but it got the attention of krysha too.

—for three-an-a-haf years.

—that could come in handy ⋞ madi ⋟ yeah, would yall mind checkin? the breaker box is on the backporch.

—hey while your in there couldja do the glass? ⋞ krysha ⋟

krysha handed us each a black garbage bag, a flashlite, and a pair of work gloves.

We went thru evry squareincha the place—it was bigger than it lookd, there were secret rooms—makin sure nothin was onfire [ it wasnt ] pickinup broken glass [ there was alot, but not necessarily from the explosion ], checkin to see if anybody was hurt, which they were, but not too bad, we gottem outside and into the hands of their friends or atleast people that knew their names. the worst was brownfrowns drummer. he was pastout when the splosion happend, when he woke up it was dark and he thought he’d gone blind, we foundim in the bathroom splashin water on his face—

—i cant see. i cant SEE!

yeah we got a p-b-r in im and he was fine.

i pretywell enjoyd the massacker. but this, i hafta say, was my favrite part. trish was right—its better on the other side a the counter. workin, i mean. cause thats what we were doin. as in, on the clock. dont know if you realizd that, i sure didnt, but if theres one thing i learnd at burning man, its that life is best when work and play start to blend into one another—

globecap sure stampd that one out, didnt it?

well atleast we got jersey shore.

We found the source of the explosion. the wall was charrd black around this one outlet—the outlet into wich was plugd a powerstrip that supplied the power to all of brownfrowns equipment. it was sittin in a puddl a water. or...

—i wouldnt touchit a-l. i can tell from here its piss.

sniff test proved her correct.

—i’d like to see the tipa that dudes dick, heh-heh ⋞ D ⋟ a-l, wouldja mind turninoff the breaker? we gota get this shit unplugd.

[ ive never been here before, i’m use to dealin with electricity thats been updated since worldwar-two, etcetera ]

—chopchop.

i chopchopt. it wasnt hard. i had a flashlite. evrything was labeld.

when i got back, D was already unpluggin shit. i guess she assumed i wouldnot fail...

As you can see, there are paralells between my life here in athens and the one back in texas, and i was beginning to realize—tho i wouldnt admit it yet, even to myself—that i belongd over here, not over there. i dont mean that as a judgment of either place or as an excuse for the responsibilities i obviusly had, which i obviusly was not gona ignore just cause i liked athens just cause i belongd here, there are more important things than belonging—

orso i thought.

By the time we finishd cleanin up, most evrybody had cleard out, even some of our crew. it was sad i didnt get to say goodbye. julien. jondavies. dave an kathleen. they were already like friends.

D had a drink at some point in titepockets, which raisd her total for the evening to two. one too many to drive, she maintaind, despite sevral opinions to the contrary.

—whos gona drive yugi? ⋞ andy askd ⋟

—nobody ⋞ D ⋟ we can take booty-d’s van.

—booty-d? ⋞ i said ⋟ as in booty dharma?

—yeppers.

—the guy who use to do athens quotes?

—howd you hearbout athensquotes?

—on the internet.

—seriusly, how?

—D ⋞ andy ⋟

—what?

—he use to do it over there.

—he did?

—over where? ⋞ me ⋟ i thought he was from athens.

face gettin cold scalp tinglin—

—he is dude, relax. your visage is pallid.

what is goin on?

andy caught me before i realized i was falling.

—breathe in your a flower, al. breathe out your a cloud.

i tried.

but i didnt have control over my breath

over anything.

heart racing head spinnin

blood swishin around a hundred miles an hour

my body understood what my brain couldnot—

fade to black  


ext. titepockets. nite.

i’m lyin on my back, lookinup at the sky. sevral peeple stand over me, including a realyshort giantess.

GIANTESS

you awake?

ME

did i passout?

GIANTESS

jusfor a second y’did. its nuthin to worry bout, happens all the time.

ME

what happens all the time?

GIANTESS

peeple passout. when they first get here.

ME

that doesnt make s€η§ξ...

blood drainin from my head, had to lay back down.

—taker easy dude, taker easy. open yurself up to the world around you.

—but D—

[ i was havin some crazy ideas ]

—evrythings fine, al ⋞ andy ⋟

not thinking, not thinking

—we’re here for ya ⋞ D ⋟ we love ya.

not thinking about not thinking—

—you love me?

—is that so hard to bleev?

—but we just met.

—so? you just met max and you already love him.

—whadoes that hafta do with it?

—its human conexion ⋞ D ⋟ it has to do with evrything.

—we all we need, we all we got ⋞ andy ⋟

—M– wudnt worried about money, a-l, he was worried bout geist* ⋞ D ⋟ write that down in your little notebook. 

i wrote it down. in my notebook. i could show it to you if you want.

Nexstep wouldof been for me to try standin up, and if that was ok, maybe walk.

to booty dharma’s van, i spose.

course it didnt go that way.

cause see Andrewprater was still around, but the teenage girls were not. he was on the lookout for his next target.

he found it.

i tried not to look deer-in-headlites.

faild.

—andy pickimup! ⋞ D ⋟

andy threw me over his sholder.

—sorry al, no time to explain ⋞ andy ⋟

—get evrybody loaded up and ready to go ⋞ D ⋟

Andrewprater took a hungry step towrd me.

D stept between us.

andy sprinted towrd the van with me on his back.

when we got there all he said was—

—Andrewprater!

and i’d never seen athens peeple move so fast, they loaded into the van in ten seconds flat.

andy threw me in afterem, somewhere soft—pillows, there were only pillows in the backa the van, no seats just pillows.

johnson said—

—most people get worse at fightin when their drunk. but Andrewprater jusgets better the drunker he is.

andy said—

—when i say STEP ON IT, step on it.

the driver [ booty dharma, i assume ] got ready to step on it.

andy squatted in the open door, ready to yank D aboard, it was some milenium falcon shit. the restof us watchd thru the back window and this is what we saw—

D had settled into a defensiv crouch.

Andrew was runnin at her, nostrils flaring.

fullspeed.

right at her.

D lowerd her centeragravity. raisd her hands.

somethin had to give.

it was terifying to think what it might be.

prater was closin in on D—

his mouth was open—

it lookd like he was gona eat her.

then—

—GLEHHHH!

projectile vomit, right in her face.

—he hitter with his powermove ⋞ johnson ⋟

andrew gave her a head fake—

changed directions—

headed for the van!

D threw out a leg—

prater tripped—

he went flyin—

flyin—

f l y i n —

hit his head on the rusty bumper of a pickup truck, and i’m pretysure it made a dent.

Andrew didnt appear to be gettin back up. but we werent taking any chances.

D started runnin for the van.

her legs were so short it was like she was runnin in slow motion.

andys arm hungout the door, ready to grab her.

Andrew satup.

—he’s gettin up, booty-d ⋞ andy ⋟ better start rollin.

the van rold forward. . .

D, runnin as fast as her litle legs would taker—

—DONT DRIVE AWAY!

Andrew prater was on the move.

—you can move faster than that, D! ⋞ andy ⋟

D, runnin in slowmotion, barely gainin on the van.

—fuck allyall.

prater closin in.

—c’mon, he’s right behind ya!

he was.

—when i get [ pant ] on that van...

legs pumping. she was almost there.

—you better watch your solar plexus!

prater graspd—

D reachd—

andy s t r e t c h t —

grabd D’s hand—

flung her into the van—

yelld

—STEP ON IT!

which booty dharma proceeded to do.

We lost him. we got away. i mean we were in a van.












chapter 26:

booty dharma’s van

So bootydharma use to be a big drinker, but now he doesnt drink anymore, and in order to make up for all the years he got away with drivin drunk, he gives drunkpeeple rides. if you see bootydharmas van, wherever, whenever, you can hop in. and if your drunk enough, he’ll give you a ride.

we were drunk enough.

it was one a those giant vans from the eighties forlike if you needed to transport an entire troop of cubscouts, tho as i mentiond, he’d taken out all the seats and thrown a buncha pillows back there, and stuft animals and other soft things, it was like hangin out in a cloud.

a smoov beat came out of the speakers.

then a piano

and a womans voice,

—no anecdote was ever wrote

that could cure her woried mind.

it was madi. her lyrics were choptup and sprinkeld around, playin off the beat. underneath was a piano loop which i think was sampled from the begining of the song. it was tite yall. even you dj’s woulda thought it was tite.

—whend you do this?!

madi said that. hadnt realized she was in the van but she was, ridin shotgun.

bootydharma replied,

—thismornin.

did i mention that he lookd like me? a few more gray hairs and bigger glasses and a slitely larger face, but still, alot like me. a handsome devil, inotherwords.

So i had some questions for him.

incase your wondring, my current leading theory re: what-the-fuck-is-goin-on? was that bootydharma was behind it. he’d trickd me into comin to athens and then aranged things to freak me out for the purpose of—

thats where my theory reachd its limits. if this was scooby-doo it would be so he could scare me outa the house that stood between him and his secret plans. but i had no house, i guess it was time to findout if he had secret plans.

i was gettin ready to introduce myself, when someone [ D no doubt ] shuvd me into madi.

—scuse me ⋞ i said ⋟

madi smiled.

—sodawater with lime?

—good memry.

—ever try it with bitters?

—thats my favrite drink—

—ask her ⋞ d-nazi ⋟

—whada ya wana know? ⋞ madi ⋟

—its just, we were wondrin ⋞ me ⋟ why—i mean how you got into music. like, what made you start orwhatever. if you remember…

—oh i remember. neutralmilkhotel. in the airplane over the sea.

she said it so matter o factly it almost got by me.

—reely?

she nodded.

—firstime i heard that record i thought you can do this, with your life. music, i mean.

—well i’m glad you did, i think you made the rite choice

[ fanstruck stuttering praise etcetera ]

—not the firstime but whos countin, so which side were you on?

—which what?

—side a the bet, i see D is behind this.

D was backthere cacklin to herself while she wiped prater vomit off her glasses with johnsons flannel shirt.

—the wrongside.

—if you want my advice, dont take any a D’s bets. no matter how much of a sure thing it might seem.

kayla peekd her head into the fronta the van. it was like a seprate room up here.

—So yall met a-l?

—not ofishally ⋞ booty-d ⋟

introductions were made, we shook hands, it was awsom.

—we use to be lovers ⋞ kayla ⋟

—yes we did ⋞ booty-d ⋟

—but we’re not’n y more ⋞ kayla ⋟

dont imagine sadness tho. kayla reported it like a kid tellin her mom what she did at school that day, and it was a pretygood day.

then bootydharma took out a cigaret-lookin thing, but it was too big for a cigaret, but i dont think it was a one-hitter. he put it to his lips and inhaled, and then what hapend is two conversations began simultaneusly and went on paralell, ocasionly intersecting like a trail and a river but moreso, because they got mixed up together.

Anyway, their real into simulconvee here. ive been wantin to give it a shot, so here goes [ if your readin this on a phone, try turning it sideways ]—
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my face fell, i am sure.

—you did not! ⋞ m to bd ⋟ you shuldnt fuckwith newbies like that.

—aright, i didnt make it up ⋞ b-d ⋟ but i had you. you shoulda seen yourself, al. you had suckerface.

—you have a prety awsom suckerface ⋞ madi to me, then to booty-d ⋟ whadju tellim about?

—firstime jeff playd in town—

—with elfpower and he was nockin peeple over and broke aarons drums. dont handout all your goldstars now al, booty-d’ll give you plennymore chances to be imprest.

—but i am imprest.

—i’m sure you woulda been there if youd livd in athens then, but remember—most people didnot. its easy to forget that sometimes. your here now, thats what matters.

madi’s little speech made me feel kinda woozy, like taylor and his nyquil.

—but i’m not— here.

—sure ya are ⋞ madi ⋟ even if you dont plan to be here forever, your here now.

—well thats true.

soon as i admitted that, i felt light, like i’d shifted up a few inches.

it was scary, but i breathd in like a flower out like a cloud.

this is not a metaphor not a metafor 

you can be a flower you can be a cloud.

y o u  a l r e a d y  a r e —












chapter 27:

flowting

Booty dharma slamd on the brakes—

we went flyin all over the van.

—what was that? ⋞ madi ⋟

—frank ⋞ booty-d ⋟

booty-d rold down his window.

—hey frank.

it was the same pedestrian we’d almost hit earlier. dude made a habit of walkin down the middla the road with his hand infronta his face.

he held it up there with his fingers spreadout just enough for him to peek thru, like he was gettin ready to fence and he forgot his mask. he kept his hand propt up by cradling his elbo against his stomach with his other hand. he could keep it up there allnight. infact he does, and not only that—you can tell how drunk he is by how close his hand is to his face.

course i didnt know that yet. all i knew was there was this drunkguy swayin in the road with his hand infronta his face.

—hi booty-d!

frank said. he had a realy nice drunksmile, what you could see thru his fingers. if they designed a muppet whose main thing was bein drunk, theyd model it after frank.

—do you need a ride frank?

frank lost his balance and regaind it. laughd. held his hand infronta his face.

—its pretty close ⋞ madi to booty-d ⋟

—how close? ⋞ booty-d ⋟ i have terible nitevision.

—pretty close.

—FRANK DO YOU NEED A RIDE!?

—he’s beyond questions b-d, lookatim ⋞ D ⋟ you can barely see is eyes.

frank was. i mean he existed. in the middle of the road in a state of frankness, with his hand infronta his face.

—frank.

—wassup?

—get in the van.

frank got in the van.

—franks a drunk bodisatva ⋞ D ⋟

—prepare to be enlightend ⋞ madi ⋟

—and possibly be made drunker by his presence ⋞ andy ⋟

frank stood in the center of the van [ it was that big, you could standup in it ] smiling at evrybody like he was so happy to see us—even me—it was all he could do not to eat us up.

i was already feelin kinda enlightend. and drunk.

and i stand by what i said about drunk muppet.

—have a seat, frank ⋞ D ⋟

frank had a seat. nexto me.

—frank a-l ⋞ D ⋟ a-l frank.

frank took is hand away from is face to shake my hand only for a second, but in that second i gazed upon his visage and beheld the radiant joy—i had to avert my eyes yall, it was too much. i was glad when he put his hand back infronta his face.

—its your firsday ⋞ frank said, or maybe it was a question ⋟

—uh-huh.

—you musbe ffffffreakd out - - - -  -

—i am.

he waited a beat before answering...

—good.

then he retreated into a smiling state of halfconsciousness with his hand infronta his face.

—i sure was freakdout when i got here ⋞ booty-d ⋟ in a good way tho. mostly.

—i got a whole album out of it ⋞ madi ⋟

—outa movin here? ⋞ me ⋟

madi nodded.

—i coulda done three. its like you get to be a kid again, only now you can process it like an artist. craffin, workin, doin battle. your first massacker, your first all in.

—whats all in? ⋞ i said ⋟

—you hadnt gone all in yet? thatll change real soon i bet.

—but what is it?

—youll see in due time ⋞ D interupted ⋟ hey andy, you know what the world needs now?

—yeah, i do. but i’m not sure johnson does.

—johnson dyou knowhat the world needs now?

no anser.

—JOHNSON.

johnson was asleep.

—kickim andy.

—you kickim D.

—your closer.

andy kict johnson.

johnson wokeup—

—who shot who in the what now?

—i was just askin andy if he knew what the world needs now.

—you were?

—he said to ask you.

—well deidra, jusso happens that i do know what the world needs now.

—whadoes it need?

—it needs. . .

johnson lookdaround to make sure evrybody was excited.

we were.

—Elaphent SUPER-MURDER.

Andy and johnson pulld guitars from beneath the pillows and started bangin on em so hard they didnt even need a drummer.

johnson sang—

—the DEVIL made the LEGS

but GOD sticht the CLOooOooOES!

and so forth, it was prety intense. i dont think i’d ever heard someone sing that loud that upclose before. when it was over andy went straight into the next song, strumin pretty and somber, not afraid to try, like the music is here, god i wish you could hear it.

johnson started fingerpickin in and outa andys chords.

andy croond—

—i’m not an asshole. i’m just misunderstood.

they tell me god is good—oh, and who am i t’argue?

afterwards, D said—

—is that a new one andy?

—it is.

—whend yall geta chance to practice it?

—we didnt ⋞ andy ⋟

—that was the firstime i heard it ⋞ johnson ⋟

—sweet ⋞ D ⋟

—sadly, i’ll probly never play it that good again ⋞ johnson ⋟

they finisht off with a murder ballad andy wrote, i cant recall any of the lyrics but it wasnt all hokey and ersatz. it involvd a plauzibl situation—a borrowd car, a wreck, a girl freakin out on acid.

When the last chord had faded, D said—

—heavy.

—thanks D.

—that was good yall ⋞ me ⋟ encore!

—i’ll encore your core ⋞ andy ⋟ this is the en— this’s athens, G-A, quit while your ahead.

—were you gona say the N-M-H? ⋞ me ⋟

—i was.

—why did you stop?

—to avoid the inevitable, i spose.

—what inevitable?

—your startn ta sound like a worrier ⋞ D ⋟ i had you pegd as a fuckup.

—i’m both, i guess.

—nice. we can use more a that around here.

—i’m not here. quit sayin that.

—you are here a-l. let go a whats backthere, you cant get to it now.

—i can get to it.

—not rightnow you cant, its not real. now is the only thing thats real, evrything else is imaginary.

—no. its real.

—no it isnt. add these to your list, i cant bleev i leftem off—sartre, the imaginary. lacan, the four fundamental concepts. gotem all at the hizzy, evrythings alphabetical no categories, makes it easier, trustme...

[ she was lookin at me ]

—write it down dude, i know your not gona remember it.

—fuck all that ⋞ andy said ⋟ just think of ticknot. member the part about the mama holdin her baby?

i did.

—you know what kinda energy it takes to be present like that?  ⋞ andy ⋟ you cant do it if you spred yourself thin.

—let go ⋞ D ⋟ your still hangin on to it. i can tell by the way you hunch yer sholders.

—i cant help it. i love them.

—i know ya do ⋞ D ⋟ if you were with them i’d tell ya to letgo of us. but your not with them now, your with us.

—but i will be. with them.

—you may be, al ⋞ andy ⋟ but you arent now.

—whatre you doin now? ⋞ D ⋟

—ridin in bootydarmas van. with yall.

i started to drift...

evrybody was smilin. even frank wokeup and smiled.

breathe in flower  breathe out cloud

—look—he’s flowting ⋞ madi ⋟

—i wonder whats goin on in his litle mind? ⋞ D ⋟

crazy shit, actially.

some of it too crazy even to mention

breathe in flower breathe out cloud—

—uh-oh, he’s goin too fast ⋞ andy ⋟

—dude relax, evrythings gona be o-k ⋞ D ⋟ evrything is o-k.

—relax, al ⋞ andy ⋟ deep breaths.

i tried to relax. but who cares? freakinout, relaxin—

none  a thats even real.

shit was fallin off me,

like i was the grandcanyon and this was erosion.

i had the sudden thought—

things are never gona be the same for you, again.

scary. but also exciting, if you let it be.

breathe in breathe out

D kneaded my sholders.

she found the spot where i carry it most, topa my chest.

—sit back.

i sat back. ended up with my head in her lap.

—re-laaacks.

[ f l o w e r  ]

she ran her fingers thru my hair.

—let gowwww

[  c l o u d  ]

[ i’d never been more relaxd. this was the womb yall, i’d figured out how to get back in! ]

as i drifted off, D cooed to me, somewhere between a prayer and a lullaby, in a beautiful soft voice she must save for ocasions such as this—

—if you wana be happy

be happy with what you have now—

be happy with n o t h i n g












chapter 28:

quality

I woke up exausted. but the good kindof exausted. like i’d been thru it and come out on the other side. it kinda reminded me a the way i wokeup from the bluesky dream. not the content of the dream, but the feeling that came out of it. tho now i’m not sure it was fulfilment after all. it was morelike— gratitude.

but before i had the chance to think on that too much, we came to a stop. we reachd our destination.

i mean we parkd.

in the fortywatt lot. dontknow why that suprized me.

andy johnson kayla and frank headed for west washintong. evrybody else [ including taylor, by this time theyd lettim out of his shackels ] went arounback, where a light still shone thru the records. a little thing like five in the mornin wasnt gona stand intheway of lowyoyo bein open.

—Oh my god its b,boody lishus! didja finely figureout jazz’s the root a hiphop?

—i figured that out the firstime i heard tribe. atleast the firs-time i heardem hi.

—i have the things you orderd.

—i orderd things?

—a wileago y’did.

—you mean the penguin cafay?

—was there anythin else?

—that was like—two years ago.

—uh-huh.

—how many did you find?

—a,allofem...

[ said as if there was no other possible answer ]

—cept the comp and the live thing, they werent issued on elpee. i threw in a simon jeffe solo, n,nocharge. most of its crap but the two good ones make it worth a lissen.

while todd hunted booty-d’s records, i decided to check if they had any mahalia jackson. mahalia’s probly my favrite female vocalist. you cant match her voice for joy carryin capacity. pain, too, cause she cant be with jesus yet, but she wants it sooo bad.

i imagine shes got it now.

i didnt see a gospel section, and she wasnt in post-gospel. but i hunted around til i found a divider labeld
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there was mahalia. bigtime. like a dozen records, including live at newport which is sposetobe great, but i’d never heard it cause i’d never been able to find a copy.

—thats a badass record.

[ bootydharma said that ]

—so i hear.

—i’ll get it for you.

—ohno dont do that.

—whynot? i’monna be givin todd money anyway, i can probly getim to throwitin. plus ive been wantin to scratch with city calld heaven for like a year. its nice to meet another mahalia fan, hav you ever playd around with turntables?

—no. i love music, i just never—

—lernd to play an instrument, a-l you are the perfect candidate, you should come try out my tecnics, we’ll lissen to mahalia like youv never lissend to er before.

—i’m only intown till tomoro probly. its realy upto my car.

—shit, lets do it tonite!

—not tonite booty-d, remember? ⋞ D ⋟ yall do it another night.

booty-d gave me his number and said to textim if i endedup stayin intown an extra day. we talkd about music, i wrote down some bands he couldnt believ i hadnt heard yet, there were alotofem, there were whole genres i’d never heardof, maybe cause they only existed in athens—

—DEE!

that was madi’s unmistakable soprano.

D, it seems, had todd in a headlock.

—D, lettim go ⋞ madi ⋟

—i will lettim go, as soon as he ansers the question.

—w,whatwas the question again? ⋞ todd ⋟

—you know perfecly well the question.

todd’s face was gettin red.

—r,refresh my memry.

—love or hate, your choice. just take a freakin position.

D squeezd.

todd spoke thru clenchd teeth—

—i am... indifrent... to the m,music of... neutralmilkhotel.

she lettim go.

—i piss on lowyoyo,

she said, and she left.

we left.

todd calld after us—

—thanks come again!

At this hour, things had slowd down on west washintong. there were still peeple out, but you could actualy go along the sidewalks without pushing them outa the way.

we found andy and johnson outside of xray [ as for where frank and kayla had gone, no mention ]

—what happend to rainbo conexion? ⋞ D askt ⋟

[ the loop was conspicuously absent ]

—it came to an end.

andy didnt elaborate, but the little recordplayer was nowhere to be seen and the table it hadbeen on was upside down.

there was a question i wanted to ask, but i didnt ask it.

but then johnson askd it—

—where’re we goin?

—i dunno ⋞ D ⋟ quality?

—you have a key?

D smiled.

—wherd you get it?

—todd? ⋞ andy guesd ⋟

D said nothing. she was quite pleasd with herself.

So this place—quality orwhatever—a space. a cavernous, empty, space. no stage, no bar, no items for sale, not even storage. just a couch, a lamp, a mannekin, and a piano.

—what is this place? ⋞ i askt ⋟

—quality ⋞ D ⋟

—but i mean, what is it?

—whado you want it to be? ⋞ andy ⋟

—why dont you just ask it, a-l ⋞ D ⋟ who makes money on this piece of property?

—well who does?

—nobody ⋞ D ⋟

—then who takes care of it?

—we do ⋞ D ⋟

—athens, she means ⋞ madi ⋟

—so the city maintains a wasted—or an empty—space, in the middla downtown.

—not empty. quality ⋞ andy ⋟ if a store or someshit opend up here, we wouldnt have quality.

—not to mention where would todd keep his overflow? ⋞ johnson ⋟

—and where would paul and ort live? ⋞ booty-d ⋟


along the back wall, theyd sectiond off four things that lookd like a cross between a room and a cubicle [ they call em roomicles ] the walls only went eightfeet up, musta been as big a section of drywall as they could get their hands on.

each of the roomicles had a door, numberd 1 thru 4. just then door 2 opend, and out walkd paul, rubbing his electric hair.

—didnt know you were home paul ⋞ D ⋟ sorry.

paul squinted.

—i didnt know either, i went to get more gummy salamanders and i musta dozed off orsomethin, what time is it?

—late-thirty ⋞ D ⋟

—just before sunrise ⋞ madi ⋟

—saturday?

—friday ⋞ madi ⋟

—oh good.

then door 1 opend and ort walkd out, wearin a unionsuit and eatin from a styrafoam bowl.

—mm’mm, brunswick stew, ladled out this mornin by lula mae hutchison herself at philomath groshry, she wont reveal the secret ingredient but she will tell ya she learnd it from her grandaddy ike eldridge who got the recipe from colonel avery pomeroy while they servd together in the 44th georgia volunteer infantry. before ike built the groshry they use to serv it outa the back of philomath presbyterian church, they didnt even put up a sign when the stew was on, you could smell it from the old post office clear down to maxwell and sons funeral parlor on walker road, where they liked to say if its dead, we’ll bury it—

—its like nighta the livin dead in here ⋞ D ⋟ i feel like we should run.

on cue, someone started playin the opening theme from nighta the living dead on the piano.

it was taylor. his eyes were closed. he was so relaxd the music seemd to flow outof him.

he transitiond to a lovely melody, it sounded familiar but i couldnt place it. so i askd.

—donknow the name of it ⋞ taylor, still playin ⋟ the one they closed with at titepockets. the first band, the one that could actialy play their instruments.

he kept playin til he came to a part where he askd,

—is this right?

he playd the tune. it was close, but slitely off.

—that spillainish trumpet, you remember?

—wait, are you justnow figuring this out?

—tryin to.

—after hearin it one time? while tending bar? on nyquil?

—yeah.

he tried it again.

—you have an amazing memory.

—not realy. i just pay atention.

This, i think, is when i first began to suspect that the problem with my memry all along, maybe it wasnt realy my memry. maybe i just wasnt payin atention. or not the right kind of atention. what if the reason my memory couldnt access past events was that my mind never made a permanent record of em in the firstplace?

i been workin on that. i think i’m gettin better. if i can remember all the shit i’m tellin you i must be, altho they say you never forget your firsday, well i hope thats true.

when the song was over, bootydharma requested layla.

taylor crackt his nuckles and the restofus [ including paul and ort ] sat down and lissend.

i dont care what yall say about eric clapton, the piano part of that song is intense, especialy the way taylor playd it. nobody said a word til he was finishd.

the silence persisted for nearly a minute, infact.

til D finely said—

—so yall wana look at some records?

Todd’s warehouse was bigger than it lookd, maybe twice the size of a large selfstorage unit, minus a ceiling.

there were records, of course. crates and crates of records. along all four walls, two and sometimes three deep, stact well past the topa the walls i’d say twelv feet high atleast.

and one rickety wooden ladder.

i’m certain there were records in here which could not be retrievd without atleast tenhours of laborpower and a willingness to risk ones life.

even tho it was goodsized room, because of all the records it was quite intimate for the seven of us. i know its hard to keeptrack so here they are—me andy D johnson madi booty-d taylor.

am i leavin anybody out?

jesse! i almost forgot. when we first went into todd’s warehouse, D cut on the light and who should we find, bundled up in a sleepinbag in amongst the records, but jesse? i think he’d been asleep when we came in, but he gotup to hangout with us.

we sat in a circle on the floor, eight of us, indian style, it was comradic as shit. nearly ceremonial, minus the ceremony acourse. unless the ceremony was to openly marvel at the quantity of records.

well, and to smoke pot.

i watched the pipe make its way around the circle.

when it came to me—

i took it.

one puff, and nearly four years of sobriety went up in smoke. literaly and metaphoricly.

i began to observ what i guess youd call an auditory hallucination. i could hear the records whispring. very softly, mind you. but when you addedem all up it was definatly audible. for a minnit there i wonderd if we werent all hearin it.

eventialy andy spokeup—

—if church was like this, i’d go to it.

—this is church ⋞ D ⋟ we’re makin it church.

i had to ask—

—d’you know howmany ⋞ it was hard to say the word in here ⋟ r,records, todd has?

—in here? ⋞ D ⋟ or total?

—total i guess.

—i have a pretygood idea.

—three hundred thousand ⋞ johnson ⋟

—pshh!

—more than that?

D was quiet.

—justell us ⋞ andy ⋟

—i’m onna hafta plead bartleby on this one yall, i’d prefer not to.

—why you gota be like that, D? ⋞ johnson ⋟

—i dont wannit gettin back to todd.

—atleast tell me ⋞ johnson ⋟ i dont live in athens, i can actialy keep a secret.

—cant risk it, sorry dudes. if it got back to todd he’d lose it. he can barely keepitogether as it is.

i chimed in—

—he knows, i think. i heard im say he had a hundred thousand.

—todd had ahundredthousan records by the time he was in highschool dude. he’s fiftytwo now, do the math. and its not a steady slope orwhatever, its a parabola.

—ive been to his house ⋞ jesse ⋟ theres only like two hundred thousand records there. unless he’s got secretrooms.

—how does he live with that many records? ⋞ me ⋟

—he doesnt live there ⋞ andy ⋟ he just keeps his records there.

—he has a house just for records? ⋞ me ⋟

—two houses ⋞ D said that ⋟

you could hear pin drop.

—theres another house? ⋞ andy finely askd ⋟

D nodded.

—and its huge. and its full of records.

[ a moment of silence ]

—my god ⋞ johnson ⋟

—i would pay to see that ⋞ booty-d ⋟

—you dont wana see it, trustme. todd hasnt been there in two years, he just sends his minions with crates and ladders, you cant get to the second story sep thru the windows, their painted shut, we had to bust em out.

—we must be talkin over a—

—dont say it ⋞ D ⋟ its best not to hav it out there.

—he’s just one step away from complete madness ⋞ johnson ⋟ one small step.

D shot back—

—oh but arent we all?

Afterwards, we gotback in the van and booty-d drove around takin peeple to their houses—

taylor.

jesse.

madi.

when he finaly pointed the van towrd odd hill, it felt like somethin was coming to an end. i guess it was—the night.

but something else was just beginning.












chapter 29:

all in

SCRRR —   - –  -  -

[ van door slidin open ]

we were parkd infronta 195. i musta dozed off.

bootydharma stood outside the van.

behind him, the sky burnd ornge.

—sunrise, yall.

sunrise,

we watchd it thru the open door of the van. a buncha clouds in the way but the sun winkd at us from betweenem, kinda reminded me of frank.

max figured out we were home and got tired of waitin for us to come inside. i dont know how he got out, but he was runnin towrd the van, you could hear his coller jinglin.

andy said—

—prepare to be mauld with love.

i prepared [ as much as one can prepare ]

jingle-jingle—

pant-pant—

flasha fur—

tung flappin—

then, imagine one a those comics where the beast is frozen mid-jump—teeth bared, comin right for you—

for me, i mean. thats who he mauld first.

it was awsom. dog-breath-sloppy-tung-littl-hairs-on-your-lips-youd-hafta-pickemoff-later awsom.

then me and max had a convee, i’ll translate from the dog but i hafta warn you it doesnt translate too good.

—i’m sory we leftya, boy.

—welcome home!

—i wish we’d brought you with us, youda had fun, you woulda liked todds records, i betchyou woulda lickd em.

—this rules!

—i’ll get you a treat soonas we get inside, o-k boy?

—i love you!

you will note that all my statements were about the past or the future, while all max’s were about the present.

i’m workin on that.

max is helpin me.

one by one, max visited evrybody, givin each one of em the same level of atention he’d given me, it woulda made ticknot proud, infact i wonder if ticknot doesnt have a little dog in im.

when max was finishd, D cleard her throat.

—all in, yall. its hi-time.

—fuckyahh all in! ⋞ andy ⋟

they all tumbled outa the van and assembled under the oak tree, formd a little huddle like in football—D, andy, johnson, booty-d, max stuck his head in there too. they left a place open for me, and what can i say? i took it.

between D and andy.

imediatly went flyin back—

thats how i figured out you were spose to push.

i dug in and started pushin like a scrum in rugby, but the scrum was movin the opposit direction of D and her low center a gravity, we realigned, the pile equalized, evrybody still pushin but we canceld eachother out. they lowerd their heads, we did, sqeezd em in together like wedges in a trivial pursuit pie. that sent us staggerin back away from D—she has some strong legs, i heard she can squat four hundred tho ive never seen it done—re-equalized, i became aware of a smell, a fecundity, my skull prest into D’s and andy’s, theirs into mine, i got a headache tho i hear you eventialy stop gettinem, hair skin nerves blood vessels pusht outa the way almost like your minds are touchin, my temples throbd  my legs were tremblin my eyes i dont know if they were open or closed it was like lookin into a strobe lite—

i musta stopt pushin cause the pile lurchd back, i staggerd then recoverd, nobody said anything but i knew i had to keep pushin or this thing wouldnt work. we restabalized, inhaled fecundity, nerves shuvd outa the way  temples throbd  skuls threatend to fuse and the flashing like before but this time i wasnt afraid, if anything i pushd harder, evrybody did  til the flashing wentaway and the throbbing, and all that was left was stillness. emptiness. plenitude. geist.

—all in

it seemd to come from inside my head our heads our head—andy D johnson booty-d, i think i even heard max say it.

—all in

—all in

—all in

—all in

—all in

guess they were waitin on me.

you know how the judge said to the kid at the end of blood meridian it was required of no man to give more than he possesd nor was any mans share compared to anothers, only each was calld on to empty his heart into the common and one didnot, can you tell me who that one was?

it was me.

but it didnt hafta be.

—all in.

some say you dont have a choice. i say you do. even if theres only one choice you still hafta make it.

Afterwards we stood around in a daze, like somebody on mortal kombat waitin for you to finish im.

excepfor johnson. he was off by himself, sittin on the ground with his head in his hands.

andy said

—evrything allright, j-man?

johnson lookd up.

—thats my first all in since i moovd.

—people in portland dont all in?

—i gues they do, i dont know, me and wendy dont, whats the point when theres just the two a you, you mightaswell fuck.

—talk about alienation ⋞ D ⋟ who needs the capitalist mode of production when you got the nuke famly? altho i gues they do go hand in hand—

—D-nazi.

—quite the opposit, actialy andy.

—theres this couple wendy knows from work. we’re gettin to be good friends.

—gettin to be? youv been there like a year.

—two, almost.

—a-l’s been here less’n twenny four hours and hes all in.

—portland aint like athens, D. nowhere is.

—whyd you moov again? ⋞ D ⋟

—aww, dont be sad ⋞ andy ⋟ D, chill.

—no, D’s right ⋞ johnson ⋟ it was my choice. our choice. its good to remember that sometimes.

—its aright j-man.

andy wrapt him in an ape arm, D nesseld him to her bosom, and it was allright, atleast for the moment.

which i guess is all weve got.

—you could moovback yknow ⋞ D ⋟ you and wendy.

—and do what for jobs?

—beljean’d take ya back in a heartbeat.

—yeah ⋞ johnson ⋟ makin tendollers an hour.

—you always had enuf to eat and a few bucks in yer pocket.

—its difrent now.

—whats difernt? yall aint havin a kid, are ya?

[ silence ]

i rememberd then, somethin which i’d noticed earlier but temporarily forgot—where were all the kids in athens? didnt these people breed? did they keepem loct in the basement, was this gona be like the ones who walk away from omelas?

johnson broke into a smile.

—maybe now yall’ll come visit me.

—holy shit! ⋞ andy ⋟

—CONGRADULATIONS! ⋞ D ⋟

mad scramble to hug johnson, max lict his face til he fell over, evrybody piled on top.

—dont tell wendy i told ya. we’re not oficialy tellin peeple yet.

—whens it due? ⋞ andy ⋟

—not for a wile.

—dont play ignrant ⋞ D ⋟ you know the date.

—december fifteenth ⋞ johnson spoke from the bottom of the pile, while atempting to evade max’s tung ⋟ its just an estimate, it couldbe longer we’re gona do it natral, wendy found this great midwife— max, CHILL!

max elected not to chill.

—i hereby proclamate ⋞ andy ⋟ that evrybody do a shot, outa the first thing that somebody produces.

andy went for his pocket, but it was booty-d who was qwikest on the draw, he uncapt a flask and stuck it under D’s nose.

D snift it. made a face.

—oldcrow are you seerius?

—dooo-it ⋞ andy ⋟

—arrite

she did, evrybody did. i even put a litle on my tung, like comunion wine i mean the blood of christ.

johnson was gettin prety verklempt.

—next fathersday, i’ll get a card. do yall know how awsom that is?

i had a guess.

i askd to borrow a phone.

two fones came flyin at me, i caut one and had to swat the other one away or i woulda lost another tooth.

—threeinarow, D. your slipin.

—mine left my hand first. you were jus closer.

the way they make a game of evrything—maybe terry-e was right, the point is pointlessness.

8 1 7

then how did we let it get away?

6 6 4

did something take it? or is it our nature to let it go?

5 0 9 1

to trade it, for security. anything to keep the wolf from the door—

or was it 1-9?. . . no, its 9-1, i can still see where she wrote it the night we met, on the back of a goldenrod flyer. she used oldstyle figures, dont think that shit was lost on me yall, i use ta be a typesetter
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ring.

shes not gona anser.

rang.

do you even want her to anser? i think so, parta me does, should i feel guilty for not bein sure?

rung.

who cares, its not like i can control what happens just by thinkin about it... but what if i can?

rang.

dont think, just let it happen as its meant to happen.

ring.

how many times should you let it ring?

ring.

afraid for her to anser, afraid to hangup too soon, always afraid thats why i needed constant reasurance poor claire.

ring.

thats definatly enough rings, now you dont hafta feel guilty for hangin up. exept maybe for hopin she wouldnt anser. but you kinda hoped she would too. you always hedge your bets dont you?

ring.

but you can change at any time. you do change. your a new person, evry second—

END.

—no anser? ⋞ andy ⋟

—no anser.

then D said the most suprizing thing i’d heard in a wile.

—oh dude i almost forgot—you gota be at work soon.

[ power move—act confused ]

—work?

—marko’s gotcha on graveyard, which around here means 7 to 2. this time its not optional, if you dont show up its somebody elses job, so do you want it or not?

—i dont know.

—decision time, chop chop.

—whatime is it now?

—six forty three.

fifty three, oh-three, minus three—

—i cant be ready in— i mean i cant work now.

—caint never could, evrybody works their firsday ⋞ D ⋟ and tho it might sound like im bein hyperbolic, i assure you i am not.

—even peeple, who arent stayin?

—is that whatcha are al? ⋞ andy ⋟

—i hafta getback to fortworth.

[ sounded absurd, i admit ]

—tell ya what ⋞ D ⋟ we’re walkin to bluesky. you can come with us, ornot. but i should warn ya its a six-minnit walk. which gives you exacly... ⋞ lookin at her fone ⋟ ten minnits, to make up your mind.

i didnt need ten minnits. i went to bluesky. and what happend there—

remember how i said my life started to change when i found that punchcard?

well bluesky is where it finishd.












chapter 30:

graveyard

We walkd there together, me andy D johnson and booty-d. max came too, justo make sure it was safe.

we got waylaid by this guy named pete, we stopt for a round of shots etcetera etcetera, but eventialy we made it to the top of odd hill.

it kinda suprized me, all of a sudden the trees clear out and there you are in a bright summer morning with the overlook below you and bluesky behind you in all its blueskyness. you could hear the chatter and the piano. you could smell the coffee from here.

You can do this al, its just a shift.

its not like its the rest of your life.

just walk in there like your john wayne and this is a saloon—

and i would have too, excepfor this one thing standin between me and the door:

Marko

hands on hips, lookin quite the riptidian obstacl.

—im not late am i?

—thirteen minnits an countin.

[ he dared me to ask for a watch ]

—i asume you got a chance to read The List.

—yeah ⋞ a lie, obviusly ⋟

—then you are already aware that an employee whos more’n fifteen minnits late dudnt get paid the first hour. not a thing the union can do about it, i got it in writin.

—so let me by and i wont be late.

the curl of his lip said it all—

just try and get past me.

i tried—

but he caught me—

like i was a line drive and he was ozzie smith.

held me there, wriggling—

then dropt me.

i went down hard. hit my nose my balls and evrything in between.

i wasnt cryin but tears were in my eyes.

—oops ya fell ⋞ marko snickerd ⋟

then i got an idea. i started moanin and groanin.

—do you have a towel?

—whada you need a towl for?

—my nose is bleedin, its gettin on the floor.

that got his atention.

—your nose aint bleedin.

but just to make sure, he bent down to check.

i waited til he was in range, then...

chomp! on the tip of his nose

marko recoild—

i bolted—

got about two steps before marko grabd my ankle.

i hit the ground, caut myself this time, so atleast i didnt hit my nose but it knockt the wind outa me, before i could move, markos knee was behind my head and he prest down hard, no way i could get outof it, but i wasnt gona give him the satisfaction of beggin or i was gona try not to but he prest harder and harder til i thought my head was gona split open, then—

i was free.

—look at the time, quarter after already.

marko stood aside and gestured, after you.

So i went inside—

and evrything got quiet. instantly. even the piano stopt playin. total silence. which was weird, cause there were alota peeple in here. mostofem peeple i knew. julien madi kayla, dave an kathleen, krysha and vince, jesse whosevrywhere, nathan prater, trish tyler and all the bluesky folks, taylor [ sans camra ] and my whole crew—andy D johnson booty-d max  [ i gues they snuck in the back while marko was distractin me ] saxy larry, jondavies and his arketypal laugh, doctor shithammer and the other al with blunts, frank with his hand completely coverin his face, c-fouls was there tho i didnt know it yet, even Andrewprater, in a temporarily peaceful capacity, i think his head hurt too much to atempt any more evil deeds tonite.

evrybody i’d met, pretymuch. exept peeple who had posts they couldnot abandon. or who were on the lam.

—whatre yall all doin here?

[ what i wanted to say was, are yall all here for me? ]

—we wanted to make sure ya had custammers ⋞ julien ⋟

then the album started playin, the opening to king of carrot flowers—yknow, doom doom doom, doodudda doom doom—where was it comin from? it seemd to just be outa the air—

—hello? ⋞ booty-d ⋟

oh. his ringtone.

[ . . . ]

—sure, hold on.

booty-d handed me his phone.

—its your mom.

unexpected.

—Mama?

—its really loud there al, are you at a party?

—not realy. well maybe.

—your gona hafta speak up i can barely hear ya.

—howd you get this number?

—i’m your mama.

—that doesnt anser my question.

—wana see somethin cool? watch this—

a cellphone rang, it sounded like a bullfrog.

trish said,

—hello.

it was my mother. i could hear her talkin to trish—

—can i speak to the hansomest boy in the room?

—theres a lota hansom boys in this room ⋞ trish ⋟

—but the hansomest one. thats the one i wana talk to.

—here ya go hansom.

trish flipt me her phone.

—idnt that prety cool?

[ i could hear my mother in both fones at once ]

—how are you doin this?

—i toldja, i’m your mama.

—mama—anser me.

[ kaff kaff ]

—sorry, i got this throat thing from daddy, i cant get rid of it, member i toldja boutit? i think i should take a antibiotic but you know daddy, he said just take a tylenol and drink lotsa water. speakin a daddy, you know what he’s doin right now?

—mama.

—what?

—whats goin on?

—whado you thinks goin on?

—i hav no idea.

—you dont even have a guess?

—look inside dude ⋞ D ⋟

—who was that? ⋞ mama ⋟

—deidra.

—deidra? she sounds nice.

—she is nice.

—remember when you foundout about sanna claus? it was nicole addison that toldja, on the way home from school. you remember nicole, dontcha? yall use to say she had cooties.

—i’d forgoten about her.

—well she was the one. and as soon as we dropt her off you said mama, are you and daddy sanna-claus? i said well whadaya think, al? and do you remember what you said?

—no.

—you lookd at me with this serius face and you said you didnt think reindeer could fly, but maybe if they were filld with helium and they had engines they could carry santa. that was your story, and you stuck to it. til the next year you caught us.

—i cant help it if i need proof.

—you remember what you askd me at grams funeral? it was that same year, you askd alota questions that year. we were in the backa uncle mannys car on the way to the cemetery, and you spoke up in your biggest bigboy voice, you said mama—what happens when you die?

—i did?

—uh-huh.

—whatd you say?

—i said i dunno, ask me when i’m dead.

—whyd you just tell me that?

—i cant say it, al. you hafta say it.

—you sound like them.

—like who?

—peeple over here.

—thats where i heard it. paw-paw told me.

—paw paw?

—i toldja i can talk to people— over there. i dont think you believd me tho...

[ pause ]

—...i guess you do now.

f e e l i n l i g h t — -  -

—mama?

—what is it, al?

light  light  maybe i’m made of light  maybe we all are

—am i?—

—you can say it. i’m your mama, i’ll loveya no matter what.

i knew it, parta me knew it allalong, you probly figured it out some time ago, lord knows the clues were there. but the power of denial is prety strong, especialy in this paticular case.

i framed it as a question, which they tell me is actually quite common—

—am i . . . . dead?

she was bawlin

i was bawlin

there was some serius releasin goin on.

D’s hands were on me, andys were too,

somethin flowerd between us.

andy said

—dead.

D put her fingertips together and cackled.

—all a yall? ⋞ i askd ⋟

andy slung an arm over my sholder.

—hapy firsday, m’brutha.

then evrybody said it at once—

—HAPPY FIRSDAY!

i was prety choked up, it took me a minnit to get it together enuf to ask mama the thing foremost on my mind, the first thing evrybody asks, i hear—

—howd it happen?

—oh, al. it doesnt matter.

—when?

—its not important. if it was, youd remember it.

—is it bad?

—its not bad or good. its like bein born, thats what pawpaw says. it dudnt matter how you got there, all that matters is your there.

—whatabout claire?

—she’s a strong strong person. one a the strongest people i ever met. she started a new painting, its her way of dealin with it i think  ⋞ she was doin her best not to cry but her voice was gettin wobbly ⋟ she let me and daddy look at it, and al—you wouldnt believe how good it is, it made me feel all these feelins i didnt know i had. it made daddy cry. i wish i could describe it better. youd love it al, i know you would.

—i wish i could see it.

—i wish you could too.

[ her sniflin. me doin the same ]

max said—

—a-rrrOOF!

—you can talk to yer mama anytime tho, al, sounds like somebody needs ya more than i do. but whenever you feel lonely or sad, just think a me and i’ll call, ok? anytime, day or nite. ten times a day if you want.

—ok.

—i just need to ask one thing—somethin evry mamas gotta know.

—what?

—are ya happy?

—now?

—uh-huh. its ok to be happy, it dudnt mean your not sad too.

i considerd.

—i guess— i think— i mean, yes.

—then i’m happy too.

Afterwards i went outside. to be by myself, mostly. to cry. and think about shit.

i thought about alota shit. claire and gabe, my parents and all the other peeple i left over there. life, death, neutral milk hotel. and how the misfit was right, its no real pleasure in life.

only now it didnt depress me.

K said real pleasure isnt what you take pleasure in, its in your mind, and thats not real. its no real pleasure in death either but thats ok, we got somethin better—

eachother.

then i started to laff. tho i was still sorta cryin.

andy stuck his head out and when he saw what i was up to, he turnd around and yelld into bluesky—

—CRAF PILE!

and peeple started pourin outside. like if theres sucha thing as a herd of bears, thats what got after me.

my chair was instantly flattend, i hid underneeth the table, peeple piled on the table  the ductape came off the legs and the whole thing collapsd, if johnson hadnt piled ontopa me it woulda smashd me good, instead it clockd johnson on the backa the head  peeple kept pilin on til it got pretty smothersome  but johnson and D nelt over me  formd a shelter with their bodies  i almost wana say manger cause thats what it felt like, it was prety awsom, even if i was dead– -

—FUCKIN HIPEES!

Marko. had to be. altho i couldnot visualy verify. as i said i was at the botom of a pile.

—is A-L under there?

—whado i look like, his peridontalist?

[ that was trish if im not mistaken ]

—well make sure he gets this message: clockin by seventhirty, or dont bother clockin in at all.

nobody moved.

—attention all hipees - - A-L will be clokt in by 7:30 or he’s fired. this servs as the first notice, somebody write it down, now here comes the second—

—whats that on your nose, marko? ⋞ trish ⋟ looks like teethmarks.

—crazy bitch. thinks she can go marmot on me evrytime i maker—

—i dont recall seein ya with any bitches ⋞ trish ⋟ not lately, anyway.

[ peeple started unpilin ]

—im not like you hipees, i keep my shit private.

—yeah between you and the interweb. i’ll go on record right now and say i know what a fuckbight looks like, and that aint no fuckbight.

—you think you know what a fuckbight looks like.

—dam marko, if your wit gets any sharper i’mona hafta start carryin bandaids.

[ crafpile almost broken up by now ]

—and speakina notices, if that furnitchers not reasembled by the time i leave, im billin the union. i can do it now, i got it in writin, ask krysha. long as i provide the nesassary equipment, here ya go—

he tossd a pair of scisors at trish, and threw a roll of ductape at the pile. it bounced off and hit D’s purse. fermina stuck her head out to check if anybody was tryin to kill her.

they werent.

i mean she’d already been killd.

Evrybody was up now exept me.

—chopchop dude ⋞ D ⋟ you dont wana make marko hafta ask twice.

—second time he dont usualy get around to askin ⋞ trish ⋟

—roof-roof, al! GET UP!

max lickd me on the mouth.

—k, max, im gettin up, im getn up.

while max workd on me, evrybody else organized themselvs into groups to get that furnitcher reassembeld, shoutin backanforth about who had the scissors, who had the tape, and who was bogartin the doobie. workin, i mean. in the delitefuly dysfunctional way they do around here.

if they could do it, i could do it.

i stood up.

i felt difrent. i was difrent. lighter, somehow.

they say it never goes away, the lightness. we call it flowting, tho thats a bit misleading. its not like floating, its more like bein carried. only nobodys doin the carryin—

exept in the way that we always are. its prety awsom yall. prety fukin awsom. maybe one day youll come here and see what i mean but for now youll just hafta trust me.












epilog:

tell the rest

I would tell the rest, but there isnt anymore to tell. i mean i jusgot here.

now, i know i mightof been a bit too honest about some peeple, maybe even exagerated a litle for efect, and as i think i warnd you, conversations are reconstructed anyway. but before anybody takes ofence, i wana put it out there that i love evryone  a those fuckers i told you about. evry last one of em. even the assholes. i wana sqeezem til their eyes popout their heads, eat their faces like that monkey travis.

and its not like you could do anything about it anyway, now that im—

dead. its still hard to say, so i’ll say it again for practice: dead. i am dead. we are dead. we all are. my friends, my peeps, evrybody i know excepfor my mother.

but i dont feel dead.

the enem aitch yall, neutch milk heavn. i never knew you could love a town the way you do a person. thats one of a million things ive learnd since i got here, am learnin will learn, so many things that im temted to say i never understood it at all before—you know, life love etcetera—but thatd be a bit hyperbolic.

i’ll tell you this: i talk to my mother evry day now. sometimes twice a day. i actualy crave talkin to the bitch [ sory mama, if your lissnen ] any place that does that to a son must hav some redeemin qualities.

and yes,

i miss claire, i miss the fuck outof her, altho i lose her face a litlebit evryday. and gabe, babygabe, the son i will never know—here i go craffin again—he will, i expect, growup to be a wonderful soul without the asistance of my deadass, buzzard-atractin carcass that i am to him now or soon willbe, just a patch of grass with a stone by it.

i say it like ive been there and seen it. i havent. im usin my imagination. it is possibl to go back. we call it haunting. its frownd upon over here as much as it is over there, maybe moreso. and not very efectiv either, unless your goal is to torture yourself and your loved ones for years to come.

so, no—i havent been back, i dont plan to, altho i would giv my left testicle to see claire one more time, maybe throw in halfa the right one if you plop gabe into the picture. im not bein metaforical yall, im bout ready to havem choptoff anyway, but i wish—

see, that was one a those places where you pretend to stop yourself but realy you wana say it, so here it is—

i wish you could tell claire what i told you. the whole ridiculus thing, begining to end.

but like i said, upon further reflection that would be a horrible idea. and you probly dont know her anyway.

but if you do, dont letter know you talkd to me.

or, if you hafta say somethin, can you please just say two things for me? one, i love you, i will never stop loving you, and two, its ok to go on without me.

just say that and nothin else ok? even if she begs. i dont want her freakin out oranything. plus she’d never believ you anyway. trust me— i know claire.
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