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Dedicated to Brittany, my loving and supporting wife. Thanks for lending a willing ear.


“Most likely originated around the time of Hanson’s “Mmmbop”; an ear worm refers to any song that is so catchy, and at the same time so extremely annoying, that it feels like a worm has crawled into your ear and eaten the intelligent parts of your brain so that you hum the song all day long, no matter how much you hate it.”

—psush_girl, Urbandictionary (November 2004)


1.

Soft as a Whisper

I should have known by the smell that there was a dead guy in apartment 24, but there was no way I could have guessed it was the same douche I feared was doing my wife. I guess starting my story here probably arouses undue suspicion upon me, but if you’ll settle down I think I can clarify that I am innocent of that crime. In fact, if there is a single victim in this sordid narrative it most certainly is me. 

I worked part time for Justice Pest Control, a small-time outfit run by a racist old redneck who went by the unlikely moniker of Baby. I was doing a job at the second to last unit of a low-income apartment complex known as Piney Acres. It was late August and probably a hundred degrees and so humid that the air swirled around me like fog; my cargo shorts and the heavy polo—with the insignia of a cockroach being smashed by a gavel—were plastered to me like a second skin. I was weak-kneed and nauseated. There isn’t enough Gatorade to keep you hydrated during the summer months within the East Texas Piney Woods. And besides, I was carrying a fifty-pound tank filled with chemicals that could burn the skin off your wanker if you forget to wash your hands with Palmolive before taking a leak.

I knocked on the front door and it swung open. I shouted, “Pest Control”, but there was no answer. It wasn’t uncommon at Piney Acres for the tenants to leave their doors unlocked, so I didn’t think much of it. I stuck my head into the living room and I could already smell the blood; it was a familiar metallic scent like a bowl full of pennies I had collected when I was a kid. I worked at a barbeque house when I was a teenager and I made that connection the first time they butchered a pig. I could see into the connecting kitchen and judging from the filth that was overflowing from the trashcan and the sink filled with soiled dishes I didn’t find the stench too suspicious. It wasn’t like I was Dexter showing up at a crime scene and expecting to find . . . well, I’ll get to that part soon enough.

The first item in the living room that caught my attention was this obnoxiously large burgundy briefcase. I’d seen it once before only a week prior and the memories it conjured weren’t pleasant. I was quietly scooping leaves out of the swimming pool behind the house and I don’t think my wife knew I was home, because a man scrambled out of the backdoor with the aforementioned briefcase clutched in his lecherous hands. It was a fair distance away, but I could see that the asshole was pretty worked up because his hair was tousled, and his cheeks were bright red and splotchy. I get a bright red Rorschach splotch like that on my upper chest after I . . . well, after I cum, so you can imagine what I was imagining. The guy had this ridiculous faux hawk and a thin beard that outlined his cheek line and he was dressed in green hospital scrubs, which I imagined he had slept in the night before as pajamas. He quickly moved towards the front of the house and then probably hopped on a fucking Harley or something. 

It was all very depressing, but it confirmed what I had already feared. I had been waiting for my wife to bring it up, but she didn’t—and God knows I wasn’t willing to question her about it.

Now you might be thinking there are probably plenty of other suitcases like the one I was glaring at and maybe this coincidence unfolding in front of me was actually a misunderstanding. I considered that possibility as well, so I went over to a desktop computer that was softly humming on the dining room table and I clicked the mouse. The desktop background was of a topless woman who had a foot-long hotdog shoved halfway down her throat.  

Classy, right?

I clicked on his web-browser, Internet Explorer, somehow a douchier choice than the woman deep throating the Oscar Meyer; clearly Chrome is the only viable . . . but I digress. His saved bookmarks were a list of the most heinous of porn websites: Youjizz, Slutload, Spankbank, etc. A Facebook link was shamefully hiding between Pervclips and Assmonster. I carefully clicked on Facebook and held my breath as I waited for the profile pic to appear.

It was him. He was straining as he curled a clearly-marked sixty-pound dumbbell in his right hand while he was taking the selfie with his left hand, his cheeks flushed and sporting that ridiculous pencil-thin beard that outlined his jaw and then crawled back up his face, forming a half circle under his nose. He was off-puttingly muscular with ropey veins and paper-thin skin. His eyes bulged like one of those goldfish that sullenly swim around in bowls and seem to be silently apologizing for their very existence. If I’m not painting a clear enough picture, then imagine if Joey Fatone from N’SYNC had an eating disorder and his mother had been Susan Sarandon. And then picture him from behind a douche colored lens. His name is Chaz Blackburn. His Facebook status update was: Ready to be raped.

That was the man whom I was fairly certain had been going into my house and . . . It was a bitter pill to swallow. And now, I was supposed to be spraying his apartment.

I was fully aware that he could be coming home at any moment. I had even considered what I might do to him. At the time, I was maybe fifty pounds overweight and had the muscular density of denture cream. My tremors had been getting much worse and in terms of cardio, I got winded going upstairs to the second-floor apartment units. I already told you, I was lightheaded from the heat and probably halfway to suffering a heat stroke. I was also a notorious pussy who tried to disguise it as enlightenment: “I’d kick your ass, but I’m a pacifist . . . like Jesus and Ghandi.” All of that is true, but in that moment, I imagined him coming home and me squirting him in those bug-eyes with the Deltamethrine that was mixed in my tank. Then I’d slap him around while he screamed. At the end, I’d take a handful of faux hawk, pull his ear up to my mouth, and whisper, “If you as much as look at my wife again, I’ll fucking kill you.” He’d fall into a fetal position on the floor, cry himself into a coma, and when he awakened he’d realize the error of his ways and either become a priest or turn gay.

Whichever.

The truth is if he had come home I’d have asked him if he’d seen any bugs, then spray the perimeter of his apartment and go home without voicing a single displeasure or even making eye contact. Neither of those scenarios presented themselves because he was already dead in the bedroom. Turns out, he’d been dead the whole time and at least an hour or two prior as well. I’m not sure how to place time of death.

I closed the browser and noticed a folder—labeled Spank—nestled next to the recycle bin. The tip of the foot-long hotdog seemed to be pointed right at it. It was a bit curious that a guy with so much pornography already at his disposal was keeping a separate spank file on hand. Maybe it was an emergency folder, in the event that the internet was down. I’m not saying that masturbation is wrong or anything, despite the fact that, when I was eight, my grandmother told me that an angel cried every time I touched myself in that way. The guilt haunted me long after she was dead and masturbation had become mainstream cool. What bothered me is the thought of this guy being so horny that he had a whacking-off backup plan, and yet I hadn’t been able to get an erection in over three months.

That was about the time that Dr. Sokunbi told me I had less than six months to live, but I’ll get to that later.  

I opened the folder and saw that it held dozens of other folders, all named after women. The first name was Annie Banks and the last was Wanda Miller. I quickly scanned the names of the women sandwiched in between and prayed I didn’t see my wife’s name, Dare Chronister. She would have been up top, considering the names were alphabetized by first names, but I scanned all the names just to be safe. She wasn’t on the list, much to my relief. I considered that maybe the folders contained videos of his favorite porn stars, but I kind of doubted it. My interest in pornography had never really progressed beyond Cinemax, or maybe a glimpse of Playboy. I grew up in the 70’s, so the idea of a shaved vagina was fairly revolting. Modern pornography was a turn off. I did, however, have preconceived notions about porn stars and one of my thoughts was that, like strippers, they probably went by pseudonyms. The list of names seemed too mundane to fulfill my expectations of who could be a porn star. No one on the list was named Bunny or Nikki or Candi or Angel . . . Come to think of it, my grandmother might have been on to something.

I clicked on the filed named Becky Rodriguez; which, for the record, was a random choice. I’m not into Hispanic women . . . not that I have anything against them, I’m just pointing out that I don’t have a fetish for them, or anything. Before you judge me for watching the files at all, remember that my decision was not predicated on sexual voyeurism. I had the libido of a Ken doll. I clicked on the link out of morbid curiosity and a self-defeating desire to see what man had cuckolded me. I was hoping beyond hope that the obvious steroid use had shrunk his pecker down to the size of a tic-tac.

Cue sleazy bass guitar solo.

It was obviously an amateur production recorded from Chaz’s cellphone. It started off pretty shaky as he set it up, a brief view of a textured white ceiling and then a shot of a potted bamboo tree. Eventually it was pointed at a woman who was lying down on what I thought might be a hospital bed. She was face down and her body was covered by a thin sheet. I didn’t know it at the time, but she was actually face down on a massage table with her face buried in that donut hole at the end. Pretty convenient for him, because I’m pretty sure—with what I know now—that Becky had no idea she was being filmed. Chaz walked over to her, pulled down the sheet a bit from the top, exposing her bra. I could see she was a fairly sizeable girl. More specifically, she had enough back fat to be distracting: four distinct rolls that were filled with cottage cheese. That surprised me because I figured Chaz probably only filmed conventionally attractive women. My wife, for one, was a knockout. Looking at Becky’s back I concluded that she was extremely overweight and in her later years. Chaz squirted some oil on her back and spent a few minutes kneading her like he could flatten her fat into a tortilla, or a pancake—I didn’t say tortilla just because she was Hispanic. And then he murmured something into her ear and he turned and smiled at the camera as he approached it.

That’s when things got weird.

He carefully zoomed in the camera until it was a close-up on her ear. I assume he continued to give her a massage, but there’s no way of knowing because the rest of the video was just that sad droopy ear framed by dark frizzy hair littered with gray and a bit of unsightly wax nestled in the canal. More than twenty minutes of that ear before the video abruptly ended.

Next, I chose Sarah Jones. It was much the same. She had a much more attractive back and long blonde hair, but a few minutes into the video and she was reduced to a single ear. She had a diamond stud nestled in the lower lobe.

I scanned three more folders and the pattern was clear. Chaz was clearly into ears. Extreme, single shot close-ups. The skin tones differed and there was some slight variance in hygiene, but for the most part it was uniformly dull. I’ve already admitted that I’m not an aficionado of porn, but this was shocking. I tried to mentally recall my wife’s ears and was lost; I doubt I could have picked them out of a lineup. All I knew about her ears is that they were extremely ticklish and she disliked being kissed anywhere near them. Maybe Chaz knew something about my wife that I had never figured out over our seventeen years together?

If I had left the apartment with that question ringing in my ears, then everything would have turned out very differently. I would most likely be dead by now, and that might actually have been better. Hard to say. Instead, I went deeper into the apartment and stuck my head into a small bathroom that held more hair products than the third aisle in Walgreens and sprayed a few jolts of poison behind a filthy toilet, and then I stepped into the bedroom.

The smell of copper pennies was much stronger in there. A ceiling fan above the bed gently whirred and a sliver of light shone in from behind blackout curtains and revealed a prone form on a king-sized bed that almost filled the entire bedroom. I whispered, “Hello?” But I didn’t really expect an answer. 

I flipped on the light switch.

Chaz was naked except for a pair of those obnoxiously tight shorts that professional bicyclists wear. Judging from the huge bulge stretching out his form fitting shorts he was packing way more than a Tic Tac; I like to think he stuffed them with a banana or a large cucumber, but I guess I’ll never know the truth. His bulbous eyes were open and unblinking. The sheets were wet with his blood. I stepped up to him and looked down and saw that his throat had been cut from ear to ear. It looked like someone had traced his thin beard with a box-cutter. He was as still as can be. My mind flashed to one of those frogs that gets dissected, opened up and displayed with pins. It was the first dead person I’d ever seen, so maybe my mind wasn’t ready to accept it as real. Maybe that’s why I leaned down and put my ear on his chest to listen for a heartbeat.

Nothing.

That was when I felt something tickle my other ear, as soft as a whisper. Gentle as a feather. I quickly sat up and shook my head as if dismissing a troubling thought and didn’t think about that tickle again until much later. I really didn’t have much time to consider it, because a moment later I heard someone step into the apartment. The steps were as impactful as thunder and promised violence.

The floors shook and the stucco walls quivered. I froze, instinctively anticipating a tyrannosaurus rex and remembering that they aren’t supposed to be able to see you if you remain perfectly still. I was standing above the murdered corpse of a man whom I had reason to strongly dislike, if not kill, so the more pragmatic part of my brain was racing toward two more likely possibilities: either the intruder was a cop who was going to catch me seemingly red-handed, or worse, it was the murderer come back to dispose of the evidence. As I debated which scenario was more horrific the booming footsteps grew louder and the room suddenly turned dark and unfocused as it violently began to spin. I fell dizzily to my knees and glanced up just as a mammoth figure in a dark coat stepped into the doorway. His face was as white and inexpressive as a mask. He gripped a red gas can in one hand and a blowtorch in the other.

I fainted. Passed out. Pussed out. Blacked out. How ever you want to put it. I’m not proud of it, but then again that could practically be the title of my memoirs. Chapter one would be titled: At Least I didn’t Shit my Pants.

I awoke and thankfully the room had grown still, but I was extremely disoriented, and it took a bit for the synapses to start firing again. My first thought was of the monstrous figure who had loomed in the doorway. Was he waiting for me in the living room? I remembered the gas can and the blowtorch. I struggled to my feet and contemplated running through the fiery inferno that could be erupting around me at any moment. That was when I realized that the corpse . . . Chaz, was gone. There was no indication that the body had ever been there in the first place. The bed was stripped down to the mattress and there wasn’t as much as a single bloody stain left behind. I gingerly stepped over to the doorway and peered down the short hallway, into the living room, and saw that it was empty.

That was the first time that I truly questioned my sanity. Maybe there was no dead body or monstrous figure. Maybe I had imagined all of it like in Donnie Darko or Harvey or some other pop cultural reference without an oversized bunny rabbit.

I must seem like a fairly unreliable narrator at this point and I don’t even blame you if you think I’m a bullshitter at best or a lunatic at worst. I’ve been called far worse. Hopefully I can convince you that I really hadn’t imagined any of it, despite the fact that in that moment I would have wagered that my brain was Swiss cheese and the holes represented the parts of the brain that regulate reality. It was frightening, but by then I was already so low that it seemed par for the course that my last few days would be spent lost in delusion.

I stepped into the living room and glanced at the computer monitor and saw that the young lady with the thick red lips was still choking on a foot-long hotdog. I didn’t have the heart to check out the files to see if they contained ear porn or if that was something my decaying brain had constructed along with the corpse and the murderer who looked like he could have stepped right out of a bad 80’s slasher film: he was as big as leather face and his white mask looked like the lovechild of the mask worn by Michael Myers in the Halloween movies and the distorted mask from Scream.

I was so terribly tired. Obviously, I wasn’t just physically beaten, but also mentally and spiritually. Dehydrated and deflated and disenchanted. I carried a horrible secret that I had only shared with my psychologist, Dr. Angela Chod. Just a few months prior I had gone in to see my primary physician, Dr. Kegle, in order to offer up my butthole for prodding and to have my blood drawn so that it could be confirmed that my cholesterol and blood pressure were still dangerously high.

I felt compelled to admit to Dr. Kegle that I had recently begun to develop additional symptoms that were indicative of a lifetime of poor decisions. For one, I had become so forgetful that I would frequently be driving to a job and suddenly realize that I had no idea where I was going. Or worse, I would drive home and not realize my mistake until my irate manager, called me and asked why I hadn’t showed up at the client’s home. Secondly, there were the intense headaches that made my previous bouts with migraines pale in comparison. I had also developed a horrible tremor that manifested in my hands and forced me to stuff them in my pockets or tightly clench my fingers, or risk looking like Michael J. Fox 2.0. Finally, I came to the inevitable conclusion that I was an alcoholic and quit drinking less than a year before, and I think I somehow justified the poor health as my body’s continued rejection of my day-at-a-time approach after two decades of almost daily over indulgence. Dr. Kegle told me that my withdrawal symptoms should have been long gone and he was concerned that I might be suffering from chronic meningitis.

Turns out my sobriety had nothing to do with my symptoms. Sober or perpetually drunk I was in some very deep shit. To determine how deep, Dr. Kegle sent me to a specialist in Tyler who took a CT scan and then quickly sent me to a more special specialist in Houston who took an MRI and then quickly sent me to the most special specialist in Dallas, an Indian man who put me through a painful spinal fluid test that confirmed the worst possible results. Dr. Bhaskar spoke with such a thick accent that his nurse had to translate much of the findings. I’ll give you the cliff notes version: I was diagnosed with CJD, or if you want to be fancy, Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease. The translated words that the nurse laid on me that made the biggest impact were: incurable, swift, and fatal. By swift they meant that I’d be lucky to live six more months and that a few of those months would be so painful that a morphine drip would provide about as much relief as an aspirin.

Turns out only one in a million people get CJD, so it was almost like I had won the lottery. Symptoms are lack of muscular coordination, personality changes, impaired memory, judgment, and thinking; and impaired vision. In addition, I had won insomnia, depression, and the potential for unusual and frequently painful sensations all over my body. I would likely soon go blind and quickly lose the ability to move or speak. Eventually I’d go into a coma and then die. Some people refer to it as mad cow disease for humans.

Cool.

I understand my condition, so you can see why I doubted the legitimacy of what had happened in that now empty bedroom. Nightmarish hallucinations weren’t specifically on the list of symptoms, but they weren’t excluded either.

I locked the door behind me, skipped the last couple apartments, and went to the main office to turn in my master key. The woman working the desk, Sloan Douggle, was a middle-aged woman who might have been attractive if she wasn’t perpetually pissed off. She kind of looked like Sandra Bullock if she was playing one of those Housewives of New York, or Atlanta, or wherever, only she had lost her wealth and was forced to work a minimum wage job to make ends meet.

I’m too much of a feminist to refer to a woman as a bitch, so I’ll just say that she exemplified every quality that society would ascribe to a bitch without any notable rationales or discernable positive results for such behavior. My wife once told me that Kristen Stewart from those Twilight movies suffered from RBF. I thought maybe it was a disease or something, but she clarified that it stood for Resting Bitch Face. I looked up the term and found that urban dictionary defined it as: a person, usually a girl, who naturally looks mean when her face is expressionless, without meaning to, despite the fact that she is actually really sweet. Sloan had RBF, but she wasn’t sweet. When I stepped into the office she regarded me like a turd that wouldn’t flush and said, “You look horrible.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I don’t feel very—”

She waved her hand dismissively and asked, “Did you spray all of the apartments?”

I nodded.

She repetitively tapped on her desk with inappropriately long fingernails that had been French manicured with black hearts. She seemed to be spelling out something in Morse code; probably: eat shit, eat shit, eat shit. She stared into me like she was questioning my sincerity, a look I had often seen in the faces of others. After more tapping and intense scrutiny, her forehead wrinkled and she asked, “Did you though?”

“I told you I did,” I said. “Every single one.”

She sighed. “Okay. I think I need to speak to Mr. King about your services.”

“Who?”

She regarded me with extreme RBF. “Your boss. Don’t you know the name of—”

“You mean, Baby,” I interrupted. “That’s what he goes by.”

She shook her head. “I refuse to refer to a grown man as . . . Baby. For God’s sake, he’s as old as my grandfather.”

I shrugged. “It’s what he goes by. I assume if he didn’t like it he would change it.”

“Regardless,” she said, “I need to speak to him. Just so that you know, because I’ve never been one who is catty enough to speak behind someone’s back. I’m going to tell him that we are no longer comfortable with you servicing the complex. On months that you spray we get far more complaints. At least one tenant suspected that you have been drinking . . . ”

“I’ve been sober for months.”

“So you say,” she replied.

Now that would have been a golden opportunity to tell Sloan to run backward through a field full of dicks. That’s the retort that I eventually settled on hours after the confrontation. At worst I could have decoded her Morse code and told her to eat shit. She deserved it, and even the staunchest feminist would have supported me. The problem was that I resisted confrontation at any cost, even if it meant the loss of my pride or self-respect.

I quietly turned and walked away from a woman who had just told me my hard-fought months of sobriety were bullshit and that I was a liar. She was going to tattle on me to my boss and try to have me fired. Maybe I would have fought her harder if I wasn’t certain that I only had a few months left to live anyway. What did my pride matter once I was buried and forgotten? At best I’d be an anecdote she would tell her catty friends over wine spritzers.


They got grubby little fingers

And dirty little minds.

They’re gonna get you, every time.

—Randy Newman


2.

Fuck Randy Newman

I cranked up my work truck—a Ford F150 that had initially been purchased when Saved by the Bell was popular—and drove home. As I moved down South Street I realized that a song had penetrated my subconscious and I was softly humming it. The words came easily to my mind, though if I’d been asked I would have told you I didn’t know any of them beyond the repetitive chorus. Somehow, I sang it all the way through and then it began again, like my mind was playing it on repeat: 

You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me. When the road looks rough head and you’re miles and miles from your nice warm bed, you just remember what your old pal said . . . Boy, you’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me. You got troubles and I got ‘em too. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you. We stick together, we can see it through. ‘Cause you’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me. Some other folks might be a little smarter than I am, bigger and stronger too. Maybe. But none of them will ever love you the way I do. It’s me and you, boy. And as the years go by our friendship will never die. You’re gonna see it’s our destiny. You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me.

I’d never realized exactly how homoerotic the theme song from Toy Story was. It was really very romantic. I struggled to remember if Buzz sang it to Woody, or Woody to Buzz, or if they sang it in unison.

 As I turned down the long driveway that led to the two-story mansion that my wife and daughter lived in, I realized I had already sang the short song maybe a dozen times. By “sing” I mean in my head, I was practically tone deaf and far too insecure to sing aloud, even if I was alone. I watched my beautiful home fade away in my rearview mirror and pulled up next to a much smaller house that was located behind the swimming pool. The white walls and Spanish-tiled roof matched that of the mansion, but it was a mockery of the real thing. Practically a doll house with its tiny bedroom, cramped living room and a kitchenette that I could barely squeeze into to microwave my morning waffles.

The main house had four massive living rooms, six bedrooms, two separate kitchens that would satisfy the requirements of a quick-fire competition on Top Chef and a dining room that was larger than my entire living space. I should have been pissed, but I was really just grateful that Dare, my wife, allowed me to live on the property. She also gave me a decent allowance in exchange for cleaning the swimming pool, though she insisted that I also maintain some other employment, otherwise it might look like I was sponging off her. It was an idea that her mother had fed her ever since Dare and I had begun dating: “He just wants to use you for your money.” 

It was a terrible lie. I had always truly loved her, despite the wedge created by the vast fortune she was due to inherit. She was worth many millions, though her mother was far too controlling to ever give her more than a taste of it and always with enough strings to make it feel more like a burden than a blessing.

We separated a few months after I became sober and a few months before Dr. Bhaskar broke the bad news about my terminal illness. It could be argued that she chose a less than sensitive time to break the news to me, considering that my days and hours and sometimes even my seconds were spent fighting an urge to take just one drink of something stronger than coffee. She told me that it had been coming for years; I thought I was demonstrating the willingness to improve myself through my fight for sobriety and should have bought myself more time. No more drunken diatribes or passing out in front of the toilet. No more apologizing for behaviors I couldn’t remember. What I couldn’t have predicted is that the drunken version of myself was far more tolerable than that of the sober one.

I had grown sullen.

I had lost my sexual urges.

I had become more anti-social than usual without my liquid courage to spurn me on. The truth is I was mourning the death of my dearest friend: alcohol. When I was drunk the incessant self-doubts and critical voices were silenced. Without it I felt alone and horribly depressed. My wife probably said it best when she sat me down on that fateful day. At first, she simply said, “I think we need some time apart. I need some time to figure things out.”

“Why?” I asked. “I sobered up. I’m trying.”

That’s when she dropped the bomb on me. “I know, but . . . But you just aren’t fun anymore . . . I don’t mean that.” 

But she did, and she wasn’t wrong. I was a horrible drunk, but sober I was even worse. It was a bitter pill to swallow. My only consolation was that, so far, she was only talking about separation. She hadn’t brought up the D-word. I could have told her that I was going to be dead in a few months and maybe that would have garnered enough sympathy to get me back into the house, but I wanted to win her back on my own merits. I wanted to make her fall in love with me all over again—and more than ever before. You might be thinking that winning back her love only to immediately let her know that she was going to be a widow was cruel, but who ever said that love was kind?

I glanced over at the swimming pool and saw that the water level had almost dropped below the skimmer line, so I made a mental note to add some water in the morning. Typically, the water was as blue as Paul Newman’s eyes, but it had recently taken on a hazy green hue. I needed to shock it pretty soon or the algae would take over. Several fronds from the surrounding palm trees were floating on the surface and I considered scooping them out with the net, but then the pain in my lower-back urged me to wait. Everything could wait: that was practically my life philosophy.

You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me.

I realized that annoying song was still rooted somewhere in my brain. It didn’t make any freaking sense. I hadn’t seen Toy Story in years and it hadn’t really made much of an impression on me in the first place. I wasn’t a Randy Newman fan either, figuring that his last decent song was Short People. On a lyrical level, I will admit that I had very few friends, so I wasn’t sure who the rhetorical friend was. My best friend had rejected me and was subjecting me to pool-boy status. The only social group I was even vaguely a part of was a group of stoners I had known since middle school who tolerated my presence during their weekly sessions of Dungeons and Dragons because I brought the liquor. I hadn’t even shown for a game since I sobered up and none of them had bothered to check up on me. I wondered if my level 12 Cleric was still tagging along with the group or if he had unceremoniously been fed to a dragon or a wandering pack of dire wolves.

Whatever.

I stepped into the pool house and flipped on the light, the dining room table was covered with bags from Taco Bell, McDonalds, Burger King, and take out from the Super China Buffet. You would think that a Pest Control technician might have better hygiene, but I was having a harder and harder time finding the energy to clean up after myself. I popped a dark roast cup into my Keurig, then stripped out of my sweaty clothes and left them piled on a stool in the kitchen. I stumbled down the hall and hopped into a cold shower. I made a half-ass attempt at lathering myself up, quickly rinsed, and was standing back in front of the Keurig as it finished spitting out my sweet caffeine. I poured it into a glass and then filled it with ice—the only way I could stomach coffee. A moment later and I was smoking an American Spirit cigarette while I guzzled my coffee. Caffeine and nicotine, the best friends of a recovering addict.

You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me.

I flipped on my computer and my dual monitors sprung to life. On the left one I searched for my favorite video game players on Twitch. My typical go-to, a middle-aged man who went by the name of Rip Van Winkle and primarily performed challenge runs on Dark Souls, had been MIA. The internet was abuzz that he was fighting an Adderall/speed addiction and was either in rehab or locked up in a cabin on some remote mountain top. I checked to see which of my remaining favorites were playing and quickly settled on a young guy who went by the alias: Wolf. He looked like a young John Denver with thick-lensed glasses that gave him a permanently exaggerated expression, but he had a deep, soothing voice. He was playing some game I’d never heard of called The Darkest Dungeon, which had stylized 2D art that made it look like a live action comic book. I typed in, “Hey, Wolf” and smiled as he mentioned my username: Ripley22. Dozens of viewers were typing on the screen below his play feed and he acknowledged them all, but it was still about as close as I came to a real human connection. I searched YouTube on the other monitor and found a let’s play of the Witcher 3 from a Youtuber named Dan Manning, but he went by the alias “Darkside Dan.” He was a notoriously bad video gamer and half of the fun was in watching his temper tantrums as he failed.

I let the dueling voices play softly through my speakers as I turned on the flat screen Insignia television mounted on the opposite wall and flipped to Netflix, settling on Parks and Recreation, Season 3, Episode 2. It was a fairly strong episode, where Leslie got the flu right before her fund-raising pitch for the Harvest Festival. Parks and Recreation reruns had an effect on my psyche that recalls the way my wife reverently spoke about dark chocolate just before she started her period. I sat down on a tan couch—so stained that Good Will would have refused it—and glanced back and forth between the dual monitors and the television. Wolf was laughing because his entire party had been wiped out, Darkside Dan was bitching because he was lost in the sewers, and Ron Swanson was trying to withdraw from an Andy bear hug. I listened to the chorus of voices as my eyes darted around the room. I inhaled the smoke from the gentle cigarette and felt a rare calm overtake me. It was a calm that previously only existed when that first, predictable yet fleeting, buzz hit me during time spent with beer and liquor. It was the sensation of the voices in my head growing more and more muffled and sometimes even silent, for a time.

Now before you think I’m outing myself as a schizophrenic, understand that the voices I’m referring to are the common voices that we all share. That nagging self-doubt that we all carry inside of us. The echoes of parental advice that sometimes seem almost audible within our inner ear. Those devils and angels that guide our series of moral choices through conversations in our mind that most people, thankfully, are barely even consciously aware of. In my case I was just more acutely aware of these voices than most people and the allure of silencing them through whatever means necessary was particularly enticing. No schizophrenia, just painful self-awareness. But don’t dismiss schizophrenia entirely, I’ll be getting back to that in just a bit.

I considered my dining options: a four-cheese pizza hot pocket with garlicy crust that I could nuke in less than two minutes or a box of Kraft macaroni and cheese that would not only take more time, but a bit more preparation as well. It was hardly Sophie’s Choice.

My mind drifted to a food item known as a taco burger. It was served at a local establishment known as Taco USA which had gone out of business almost two decades before; undoubtedly beaten out by franchises such as Taco Bell, Taco Bueno, Taco Cabana, Del Taco, and other such creatively labeled establishments. This epic taco burger was served on a warm bun with a pile of seasoned hamburger meat and an excessive amount of shredded sharp cheddar cheese and a sprinkling of tomatoes and crisp lettuce and a fine dollop of cold sour cream. Most people ate it with a fork because it was difficult to get your mouth around. I imagined this and felt my stomach rumble. I yearned for a time machine. Now it isn’t that rare for someone to reminisce about the trappings of their past, hell, if the past decade could be summed up in one word it would probably be nostalgia.

What made my sudden thought process a bit perplexing is that I hadn’t craved a hamburger, or any other red meat, in almost sixteen years. I had given up eating all warm-blooded animals and not regretted it a bit. This moral decision had been a result of my love of a pet pot-bellied pig named Humphrey and the realization that I had been consuming creatures that in many ways exemplified the qualities that I most admired—much more than the frailties which the humans around me constantly seemed to demonstrate. Humphrey was loyal, compassionate, and adored me. Each morning I awoke to his soft grunts at the foot of my bed as he rubbed his rough snout against my legs and urged me to tackle another day. How could I ever look at a ham sandwich in the same way again?

A piece of bacon had been inexorably associated with the soft face of my best friend, so it wasn’t hard to redirect my culinary lust towards vegetables and fruits and primarily processed carbohydrates. Occasionally, I also indulged in fish, with their underdeveloped nervous systems which didn’t register pain, or pea brained chickens who were basically the vegetables of the animal world.

That had been true for all those years, but suddenly what I wanted more than anything else in the world was to sink my jagged canine teeth into some moist, tender, hamburger meat and let the grease drip down my chin while I closed my eyes and orgasmically moaned, like I was lost in one of those creepy Calgon shampoo commercials. It was an almost overpowering urge that seemed so foreign, yet so true and undeniable.

You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me.

That fucking song had returned to my mind despite all of the stimuli around me. Had it ever even left?

Maybe not.

I felt an emptiness in my stomach and realized the throbbing in my head had increased and was striking me with the rhythmic intensity of a strobe light. I wondered if the Victanyl patch that was plastered across my right shoulder was running low on juice. The patch slowly released Fentanyl into my system and was supposed to be good for another three hours. Fentanyl is supposed to be about 100 times as potent as morphine and I was on the strongest patch, 100 micrograms released per hour, but over the last few weeks it did little to relieve a constant pain that made my worst hangovers from the past seem like a warm embrace.

There were a few minor side effects that commonly came from using the patch: Somnolence, headache, dizziness, nausea, vomiting, and constipation. Pink eye, loss of appetite, sedation, difficulty in sleeping, depression, generalized fear, confusional state, hallucinations, nervousness, involuntary shakiness, pins and needles, dizziness at heights, unpleasant sensations of irregular and/or forceful beating of the heart, high blood pressure, difficulties in breathing, diarrhea, dry mouth, reduced or absent saliva flow, stomach pain, indigestion, excessive sweating, skin reaction on the application site, itching, rash, skin reddening, muscle spasms, difficulty pissing, feeling unusually drowsy or tired, depressant effect on brain function, loss of physical strength, general discomfort or malaise, and a feeling of cold. Agitation, disorientation, euphoric mood, memory loss, decreased feeling of sensitivity, especially in the skin, fits that included clonic and grand mal seizures, speech disorders, a fall in blood pressure and heart rate, blueness of skin, impaired breathing or respiratory depression, bowel obstruction, eczema, and dermatitis: rash, skin reddening and itching was usually supposed to disappear within one day after the patch has been removed. Muscle twitching, male impotence, sexual dysfunction, skin reactions at the attachment site, influenza like illness, and especially ironic: drug withdrawal syndrome.

I pretty much experienced all of those side effects except for the euphoric mood . . . lucky me.

Some of the less common side effects were: Constriction of the pupil of the eye, irregular heartbeat, dilated blood vessels, respiratory arrest, too shallow or too slow breathing, which does not meet the needs of the body, hiccup, block of the digestion channel, generalized acute allergic reactions with a fall in the blood pressure and/or difficulty in breathing including anaphylaxis/anaphylactic reactions, delusional ideas, states of excitement, confusion, poor vision, painful bloating, reduced urine excretion, and urinary bladder pain.

You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me.

Wolf was having a debate with a viewer named DDmantits about whether a Hellion or a Man-at-arms was a superior tank, Darkside Dan was fist pumping because he had finally managed to kill a particularly nasty griffon, and Tom Haverford was lamenting how his girlfriend had broken up with him.

I slid a hot-pocket into the microwave, then I pulled out my cellphone and texted Dare: Hey, how are you doing?

I stared at the screen and waited for it to vibrate in my hand and her response to pop up. I could hear the chorus of voices around me, but I felt so lonely. Sometimes her responses were almost instantaneous, but lately she had left me hanging for longer and longer. It was almost as if she was weening me off her.

More likely it was that she was weening our daughter off me. Under the auspice of the time apart necessary to evaluate the future of our relationship Dare had started by moving me into the pool house, but letting me eat all of the meals with them in the main house. A week later she told me that her mother was going to be spending the evenings with them and that I could only eat dinner at the main house every other night. A week later she told me that I had offended her mother and could only eat dinner with them on Wednesday nights, when her mother would be eating dinner at a local Italian restaurant known as Auntie Pastas. My offense was never clarified, but I imagine it was simply my presence, which her mother had never truly tolerated. In the past her mother’s flagrant disapproval of my very existence was a dynamic that Dare admired, but suddenly the tides had shifted, and her mother’s approval was important.

I could look out my window and see their house less than a football field’s distance away from me. They were probably eating dinner, or maybe she was giving Shadow a bath and getting ready to read her a story before bed. Our daughter’s given name was Shaddox, a tribute to her mother’s maiden name, but we both called her Shadow.

My phone vibrated.  It was kind of a rough day. Shadow has some kind of stomach bug. 

I imagined Dare out there in the house—she would be sitting on the edge of our bed while she typed. She would most likely be wearing the flannel pajama pants with the snowflake design and the pink draw string. A tank top stretched tight against her ample bust. Her long red hair pulled back in a ponytail, the left side of her head shaved clean in a punk/hipster fashion. Her eyes would be green, because they always shifted to green when she was sick or tired and back to a light blue when she was well rested or particularly happy. I hadn’t seen her blue eyes in a long time, maybe back before she had become pregnant. 

I thought about typing: I want to see your blue eyes again. I wondered if she would think it was romantic or desperate. I wasn’t willing to risk it so I sent her: I hear that a bug has been going around.

A moment later my phone vibrated: Maybe we need to quit doing the Wednesday dinner. It’s kind of awkward and I’m afraid it’s confusing Shadow.

I felt a sudden weight on my chest and realized I had forgotten how to breathe properly. My throat felt like it had closed and some invisible spirit was pinching my nostrils. It was as if I had fallen into the swimming pool outside and sunk to the bottom. Maybe the pool man would find me . . . No, I realized, I’m the pool man.

Breathe. You’ve got a friend in breathe. You’ve got a friend in breathe.

I took a quick breath and felt my chest shudder, then realized my eyes had watered, probably in response to my oxygen deprivation. I took several more quick breaths and then a long one. It wasn’t the first time that had happened, and I couldn’t say I hadn’t been warned, it was one of the many possible side effects of my pain patch.

I stared at the words on my phone and carefully formulated a proper response and finally sent: Please.

A moment later my phone vibrated. Okay . . . But we really need to talk about things. We can’t go on like this.

I took a deep breath and sent: Okay.

You’ve got a friend in breathe.


I was thinking ‘bout her, thinkin’ bout me,

Thinkin’ bout us, what we gon’ be,

Open my eyes yeah, it was only just a dream.

So I traveled back down that road.

Will she come back? No one knows.

I realize, yeah, it was only just a dream.

—Nelly


3.

Childhood Innocence

I recognize that there isn’t a bigger turnoff than when a person leads off a conversation with: You have to hear about this dream I had last night! Even in a world filled with narcissists, such a proclamation is the mark of a true douche, but I hope you will make allowances in this particular instance. My therapist might have said that dreams are the mind’s way of processing subconscious thoughts. In that way, a dream is kind of like a person having a conversation with themselves, though often through abstract images and convoluted narratives. And sometimes they are so coded that the conversation might seem preposterous or even insane. 

So anyways, you have to hear about this dream I had last night!

My dream started off so predictably that Dr. Phil could have interpreted it, but don’t worry it’s going to take a few turns that would leave Freud shrugging his shoulders while puffing on a penis-shaped cigar. I was lost in a dark void and then faint light shone through what appeared to be vast tendrils above me, but I quickly realized they were just the branches of the pine trees which stretched all around me. I was out somewhere in the woods. My feeling of fear was based on the fact that I was just a little child and I had been . . . . Drum roll, please: abandoned.

Abandonment.

Like my parents had abandoned me: my mom died when I was three and Frank (the name of my male biological antecedent) was rarely in the picture on account of his persistent alcohol, gambling, sex, and drug addictions. Of course, more recently and certainly more relevantly was how my wife had followed suit and actualized my worst fears. In the dream I was looking for my mom, but maybe Freud would argue that I could have been looking for Dare, or maybe there wasn’t even a difference.

Whatever.

I was terrified and even though I felt utterly alone, I was also aware of some malignant force that was watching me from out in those cold shadows. I shivered and what I first mistook as a chill breeze was actually a whisper that emanated from the darkness and swirled around me like liquid smoke.

You’ve got a friend in me. You’ve got a friend in me.

Where had I heard that before? It was only a thought, not audible, but nonetheless a voice in the darkness answered.

“You heard me say it, dumbass.”

I was struck with the realization that I couldn’t have heard that particular song as a child, because I was a grownup when Toy Story came out. Was a grownup? I stared down at my small hands and fragile arms and my untied Converse and realized this couldn’t be happening. I was on the verge of the further realization that I was simply dreaming when a figure stepped out of the shadows and snapped my attention back into the moment.

It was a figure designed to promote happiness and ease, but as I stared at him I was struck with a primal fear usually reserved for coiled snakes and slithering creatures that hide in the deepest parts of a dark ocean. His skin was impossibly smooth and unblemished by pores. The faint light shone on his rosy cheeks. He stood no more than a foot tall, but his slumped shoulders and wide eyes indicated a supreme confidence. He wore a yellow checkered country style shirt with a ridiculous vest made from the skin of a dairy cow. His boots and hat and belt buckle screamed cowboy, and this motif was further emphasized by his holstered gun, the red bandana wrapped around his throat, and the golden spurs at his ankles. Everything about him was too clean and precise to be real and, of course, he wasn’t real. He was a puppet that very poorly simulated life.

I gawked at him and he stared back at me with wide eyes, unobstructed by lids. After a moment he looked down at his body and raised his feet and waved his arms and his wide smile shifted to an exaggerated frown. I watched his mouth and wondered if he had individual teeth; there was a flicker of a tongue somewhere within that cavernous opening. He pointed at his head and asked, “Jesus Christ, man, what am I supposed to be? A fucking puppet?” I flinched. It felt profane to hear a symbol of childhood innocence cursing. He shook his head sadly and asked, “What kind of sick shit are you into? Who am I?”

I shrugged and said, “You’re Woody.”

“Woody?” he asked. “Are you talking about a boner? Like a hardon? Am I like the personification of an erection?”

“No,” I assured him. “Your name is Woody.”

He shook his head and the cowboy hat dipped down over his eyes. “No it’s not. If you think so, that shits on you, my appearance is a manifestation of . . .  Never mind, my name is Bogart.”

“Okay,” I said. I stared at his small gun and wondered if it shot real bullets or if it used caps or maybe when he pulled the trigger it just shot out a flag that read: BANG!

Bogart waved his hand and said, “Are you staring at my pecker? Focus, kid. You may not realize it yet, but you are in some deep shit.”

Deep shit? My mind drifted and I realized I wasn’t a child at all. I was a middle-aged man who had been beaten down by the world. My perspective shifted and I realized that Bogart looked even shorter, though of course it was me that had grown. I stared down at the cowboy puppet. “Yeah, I’m in deep. I’m dying.”

“Dying?” The puppet laughed and I realized that the familiar voice was Tom Hanks. Bosom Buddies. Splash. Sleepless in Seattle. Forest Gump. Saving Private Ryan. Castaway. Joe versus the— “Dying is the least of your worries, kid.” The puppet made a thumbs up and drew it across the length of his throat. “Try being murdered on for size.”

“Murdered on for size?”

Bogart tapped the grip of his gun. “It’s a figure of speech, wise ass. I’m telling you that someone is going to try to ice you . . . give you one of those permanent smiles that spreads from ear to ear and opens you up like a Pez dispenser.”

The fear returned and I glanced into the woods, but I could only see cold darkness. “Who?”

Bogart shrugged and said, “Therein lies the rub. It could be anybody: your closest childhood friend or the homeless guy who you occasionally see jerking off behind the 7-Eleven.”

“How do you know about Walter?” I asked.

Bogart frowned. “The greater question is: how do you know that the pervert’s name is Walter?”

“He’s a disabled veteran,” I said defensively. “He went to my elementary school and I knew him a little bit . . . He was actually kind of a bully back then, but now he can barely get around and he has the functional IQ of a child. Word around town is that he suffered some massive head trauma after he stepped on a landmine and now his diminished intelligence and peculiar habits are a result of that.”

Bogart nodded, causing the cowboy hat to fall further and completely cover his wide eyes and pointed nose. All I could see was his two perfect lines of teeth and a darting tongue. “My question was actually rhetorical, but since you want to play the shame game, let’s quit bullshitting each other. You are going to learn pretty soon that out of everyone, I’m the only one you can’t bullshit. The truth is . . . down in places you don’t want to acknowledge, it makes you feel good to see Walter all fucked up like that.”

“No way,” I said.

“Yes way,” Bogart said. “Who’s to blame you? Back in second grade the bastard put your head in the toilet and an enormous turd touched your mouth. When he pulled your head out you realized that your best friend, Brad Burgess, was laughing along with him. You hid behind the back of the school and they had to call your Uncle Dan to pick you up. Dan wasn’t much nicer than Walter and his idea of protecting you was to beat all the sensitivity out of you. He figured the threat of a beating from him would convince you to stand up to the bullies in your life. Irony can be so ironic.”

“But it didn’t work,” I said.

“Of course not,” Bogart said. “What could that dildo have known about sensitivity? To a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” 

“How do you know that about me?” I asked. “I’ve never told anyone that.”

Bogart smiled. “I’m learning all kinds of things about you. More and more each second. You’ve been through some shit, kid, but try to let all that stuff go. What you need to fixate on is just one thing. You are in . . . ”

I awoke, but I could still hear his last word reverberating in my ear. Danger. Danger. Danger. I was in danger.


Here come the man, with the look in his eye.

Fed on nothing, but full of pride.

Look at them go, look at them kick.

Makes you wonder, how the other half live.

The devil inside, the devil inside.

Every single one of us, the devil inside.

Here come the world, with the look in its eye.

Future uncertain, but certainly slight.

Look at the faces, listen to the bells.

It’s hard to believe we need a place called Hell. Place called Hell.

—INXS


4.

Raging Erection

I sat up in bed and took a physical inventory. Lately, I had been waking up with an ache that started somewhere deep inside and pulsed its way out through every nerve and pain receptor. I would typically wake up with my eyes glued shut because I’d been crying in my sleep and my bones would feel as brittle as sand dollars, my muscles would be betraying me with spasms and my head would feel like it was being squeezed by some foreign and malignant force bent upon inflicting as much punishment as possible. 

But not that morning.

For the first time in as long as I could remember I awoke with my body feeling healthy. I glanced down at my soft flesh, round belly, and what my wife disdainfully referred to as “white man thighs.” My outer shell seemed to contradict an inexplicable feeling of inner strength. Danger? That incessant echo was just a vestige of a bad dream. If anything, I was coming to grips with an alien feeling that took me a few moments of careful contemplation to properly name: hope.

I suddenly felt hopeful.

The sounds of the birds outside were so clear and pure that I almost thought they were artificial sounds being piped in through speakers and generated by retired hippies for maximum relaxation or a deep meditation exercise. My next thought was that my body must have finally begun to really respond to the patch that slowly exuded heavy drugs into my system, but I glanced over at the ground and realized I had peeled it off sometime during the night.

This next detail is particularly personal, but maybe more relevant than all of my other claims put together. I had a full-on raging erection. It was pointed straight up at the ceiling as if giving a shout-out to God for bringing it back to life. It had been years since I had woken up that way and if you’ve never been a fan of nostalgia then at least give me that one allowance.

I stood and, as my bare feet touched the cold ground, I felt light and . . . dangerous? I again was left to question my own thoughts. Dangerous? That was certainly not an adjective I would have ever ascribed to myself. I walked into the living room and realized I was hungry. No, that was selling it short, I was ravenous.

I went over to the cupboard and surveyed the goods. Suddenly I was overcome with an urge to eat Kraft macaroni and cheese. It surpassed any craving I had ever felt towards alcohol. Call it a compulsion. Typically, I’d boil the elbow noodles until they were just a tad past al dente, then drain them, sprinkle on the orange powder and a nice handful of shredded sharp cheese, pour in a dab of butter and a cup of milk, and finally mix it together over low heat. This time I tore open the box and shoved a handful of the dry noodles into my mouth. On one level it tasted just like you’d expect, crunchy, gluey cardboard that stuck to my teeth and fought its way down my throat, but on the level that mattered in that moment, it was more satisfying than anything I had ever consumed. I quickly gulped down the box. You know how sometimes you hear foodies describe fine dining like it’s an almost orgasmic experience? Yeah.

I ate three boxes of Kraft Mac and Cheese with as much gusto as Guy Pearce in that cult-classic movie Ravenous when he was cannibalizing his fellow soldiers on a frozen wasteland. Before I could even take a breath, I was eating a box of blueberry-flavored frozen waffles with the frost from the freezer still stuck to them. It was all a blur, but I also threw down a box of Cheerios, Fruit Loops, and a ton of assorted Halloween candies that I had been storing in a bucket up on top of my refrigerator because I’d developed a bit of a sweet tooth after I quit drinking. To wax poetic, it was half a bag of miniature Snickers, six full-sized Hershey’s bars, a few dozen single packs of pumpkin-shaped Reese’s peanut butter cups, several bags of Skittles, two bags of Famous Amos’s chocolate chip cookies, and a large bag of candy corn that I had been meaning to throw away, but that suddenly tasted better than Chicken Parmesan from the Olive Garden.

It happened so quickly that only the chocolatey froth on my lower lip served as proof of the atrocity I’d committed upon the sugar filled edibles. Usually I’d be brewing a pot of coffee and smoking cigarettes, but all I could think about was a donut shop run by a Vietnamese family down the road. I quickly dressed and as my truck roared down the driveway I was wondering how many donuts I could buy with the forty bucks I had in my billfold. Those thoughts were interrupted with the realization that another song was repeating on a loop in my mind. Another ear worm.

Revving up your engine. Listen to her howling roar. Metal under tension. Begging you to touch and go. Highway to the danger zone. Ride into the danger zone.

Kenny Loggins? It was a disappointing development to be certain. I’d thought that Randy Newman was bad, but this was a new low. It wasn’t a song I had ever appreciated, even in the context of Top Gun, which I thought was okay, but certainly overrated. I was kind of a Goose guy and you know what happened to him. I tried to find a connecting point between that song and my previous earworm, but all I could think of was the homoerotic tendencies of the protagonists within each movie. Hard to dismiss that Tom Cruise was clearly way more into the Ice Man, Val Kilmer, than Kelly McGillis.

Ride into the danger zone.

Maybe my subconscious was reflecting on the animated spy, Archer, and his fascination with Top Gun and that song in particular. A few weeks ago, I’d binged every season of Archer while I watched Twitch Plays Dark Souls and listened to a podcast called The Message through a Bluetooth that was fitted in my left ear—maybe exposing myself to all of that stimuli forced my brain into processing it incrementally. Of course, a much simpler explanation was that within my previous night’s dream the wooden puppet named Bogart had warned me that I was in danger and I had inserted the warning into an irritating ear worm.

Whatever.

I pulled into the parking lot of a small white building located on South Street across from Laird’s Funeral Home and right next to the Gorilla Pawn Shop. The building had a cheap looking canvas sign tied to the top of the roof which read: Donut Palace. This is not to be confused with the restaurant at the end of North Street called Doughnut Palace. There was also a Dunkin’ Donuts, Shipley Do-nuts, Dick’s Donuts, and that is not accounting for the fact that Kroger’s, Wal-Mart, and both Brookshire Brothers also had bakeries that sold fresh donuts each morning. Probably a dozen places in town to get fresh donuts each morning and not a single health food store or Smoothie King. The healthiest alternative in Nacogdoches for eating out was to order the Southwest Grilled Chicken salad at McDonalds, which I’d read actually has about as many calories as a heart attack.

I stepped inside and was temporarily taken aback; as long as I’d eaten at the Donut Palace it had been run by a handful of pleasant Burmese people. The miniscule race of hard workers had originally been brought to Nacogdoches to endure servitude at the Pilgrim’s Pride chicken processing center, but some of them had found refuge in the forms of The Donut Palace, a sushi stand in Kroger’s, and several manicure/pedicure shops. I actually preferred Dunkin’ Donuts, but I felt a twinge of white guilt and stayed loyal to the immigrants. The golden Buddha statue still stoically sat on the counter, but everyone in the shop was Mexican, except for an old black guy who was clearing the tables. Where had the immigrants gone?

I walked up to the counter and an attractive young woman with dark hair and chestnut skin smiled at me, waiting for my order. I asked, “Where are the Burmese—” 

She waved away my question. “No hablo Ingles.” 

Her long red nails had been perfectly manicured, so I figured she knew where the Burmese people were. Maybe they had taken over the palace and the polite little Asians were tied up in the back. I considered interrogating her, but the smell of glazed apple fritters took precedent and I left the subject of the coup d’état for another time. I stared into the glass displays and said: “Two dozen donut holes, a dozen chocolate iced glazed, six of those apple fritters . . . ” I paused as she scrambled to fulfill my order; her nails were only getting in the way—a downside to her vanity. After a minute I continued, “Give me a dozen of those with the pink icing and . . . ten of those jalapeno and cheese, sausage kolaches. For here.” 

Her eyebrows raised as she asked, “Here?”

“Yeah.”

She stared at me solemnly, then took out two plastic trays and piled my order on them. I began eating while she rang it up at the register. The total was thirty-six bucks, so I ordered a drink with it and realized that Orange Crush suddenly sounded like nectar from the Gods. I sat down at a cheap table with my eyes fixed on the entrance and ate it all like a dog who was afraid that his chew toy might be ripped away from him at any moment. If someone had been ballsy enough to reach down towards me, I fear I might have bitten them.

I ate the donuts too fast to really appreciate any of the flavors, but my first bite of kolache was transcendent. I had a vague thought of Humphrey as I tore through the casing of the sausage, but as soon as the moist meat hit my taste buds I was lost in rapture. Why had I deprived myself of this for so long?

I felt satiated and vaguely guilty a few minutes later as I rose from the table. The girl behind the counter stared at me almost fearfully, and as I waved goodbye she shook her head, her eyes conveying that she witnessed some great, unspeakable violence.

Whatever.

As I cranked my truck, I felt the rush of adrenaline that had fueled my food massacre quickly ebbing. I yawned and wondered if I was headed toward a diabetic coma. As I drove back home I struggled to maintain consciousness and twice swerved onto the curb. I pulled past the mansion, down my narrow driveway, and almost drove into the swimming pool. I stumbled into the pool house and fell into a heap on the bed. Sleep took me.


Once upon a time I could take anything, anything.

Always stepped in time, regardless of the beat.

I moved my feet, I carried weight.

What I could not do, I faked.

I dug seeking treasure

Just to wake up in an early grave.

So I stopped right there and said:

Go on alone, ‘cause I won’t follow.

This isn’t giving up, no this is letting go.

Out with the old dreams I’ve borrowed.

The path I carve from here on out will be my own.

The path will be my own.

—Rise Against


5.

Constipation and the Psychic Mind

When I awoke it was dark outside and I realized I was seated in front of my computer monitor. The website was blackdeath.com and there was a picture of a bundle of garlic and the following article: 

Garlic—Toxic And A Brain Synchronization Destroyer

Reiki Empowerment Seminars

4-30-7

I have been telling people this for years, all you need is a ECG of the brain to see the truth .. it totally desynchronizes the brain and cause us to loose our psychic mind . . . yes our psychic mind, we are Human not slaves to the race of beings that control us . . . this doesn’t mean much to most . . .

Garlic is not only repulsive to any one that eats it for hours . . . but it makes us stupid slow and simple . . . this is hard for most people to grasp, do the ECG and do the experiment yourselves . . . read this article on this and you will be amazed it does clean the blood but it also destroys the total mind synchronization of the two hemispheres .. I was heart broken, when I heard of this because I love the smell of garlic and onions . . . but oh well . . . once you find out they are a neuro poison then it makes al the sense in the world when you eat it . . . what happens to you ! . . . you smell awful and are totally repulsed by others . most are generally being nice not to tell you . . . YOU STINK .. stay your distance !

it is also the best organic insect killer, too, is there a reason why no bug will eat garlic or any of the onion family . . . because it kills them.

The reason garlic is so toxic, the sulphone hydroxyl ion penetrates the blood brain barrier, just like DMSO, and is a specific poison for higher life forms and brain cells. We discovered this much to our horror, when I was the world’s largest manufacturer of ethical EEG biofeedback equipment. We’d have people come back from lunch that looked clinically dead on the encephalograph, which we used to calibrate their progress. “Well, what happened?” “ Well, I went to an Italian restaurant and there was some garlic in my salad dressing!”

So we had ‘em sign things that they won’t touch garlic before classes or we were wasting their time, and money and my time. I guess those of you who are pilots or have been in flight tests . . . I was in flight test engineering in Doc Hallan’s group in the 1950’s. The flight surgeon would come around every month and remind all of us: “Don’t you dare touch any garlic 72 hours before you fly one of our airplanes, because it’ll double or triple your reaction time. You’re three times slower than you would be if you’d [not] had a few drops of garlic.”

Well, we didn’t know why for 20 years later, until I owned the Alpha-Metrics Corporation. We were building biofeedback equipment and found out that garlic totally desynchronizes your brain waves. So I funded a study at Stanford and, sure enough, they found that it’s a poison. You can rub a clove of garlic on your foot - on the sole of your foot - and you can smell it shortly later on your wrists. So it penetrates the body. This is why DMSO smells a lot like garlic: that sulphone hydroxyl ion penetrates all the barriers including the corpus callosum in the brain. Any of you who are organic gardeners know that if you don’t want to use DDT, garlic will kill anything in the way of insects. Now, most people have heard most of their lives that garlic is good for you, and we put those people in the same class of ignorance as the mothers who at the turn of the century would buy morphine sulphate in the drugstore and give it to their babies to put ‘em to sleep. If you have any patients who have low-grade headaches or attention deficit [disorder], they can’t quite focus on the computer in the afternoon, just do an experiment - you owe it to yourselves. Take those people off garlic and see how much better they get, very,very shortly. And then let them eat a little garlic after about three weeks. They’ll say: “My God, I had no idea that this was the cause of our problems.” And this includes the de-skunked garlic’s, Kyolic, some of the other products. Very unpopular, but I’ve got to tell you the truth. (Source: From a lecture by Dr Robert [Bob] C. Beck, DSc., given at the Whole Life Expo, Seattle, WA, USA, in March 1996)

Bob Beck also found in his research on human brain function in the 1980’s that garlic has a detrimental effect on the brain and researching this further he learned that many yoga groups and philosophical teachings caution against the use of garlic and onions as they are known to interfere with meditation practices. Some aware individuals have actually described themselves as experiencing brain fog after having garlic.

Garlic is toxic to humans because its sulphone hydroxyl ions penetrate the blood-brain barrier and are poisonous to brain cells.(1) For precisely the same reason the garlic family of plants has been widely recognized as being harmful to dogs.(2)

As far back as the 1950s it was known that garlic reduced reaction time by two to three times when consumed by pilots taking flight tests. This is because the toxic effects of garlic desynchronize brain waves.

The Taoists realized thousands of years ago that plants of the alliaceous family were detrimental to humans.(3) They labeled this group of plants—onions, garlic, leeks, chives and spring onions—the ‘five spicy-scented plants.’ They noticed that onions are harmful to the lungs, garlic to the heart, leeks to the spleen, chives to the liver and spring onions to the kidneys. Hindus also avoid this group, which they have called the ‘five pungent plants.’(4) As well as producing offensive breath and body odour, these plants induce aggravation, agitation, anxiety and aggression. Thus they are harmful physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually.

Even when garlic is used as food in Chinese culture it is considered harmful to the stomach, liver and eyes, and a cause of dizziness and scattered energy when consumed in immoderate amounts.(5) Nor is garlic always seen as having entirely beneficial properties in Western cooking and medicine. It is widely accepted among health care professionals that, as well as killing harmful bacteria, garlic also destroys beneficial bacteria,(6) which are essential to the proper functioning of the digestive system. Furthermore, Ken Bergeron, in Professional Vegetarian Cooking, p. 16, writes: “garlic in the raw state can carry harmful (potentially fatal) botulism bacteria.” Perhaps it is with an awareness of this that the Roman poet Horace wrote of garlic that it is “more harmful than hemlock.”(7)

In the practice of Reiki, we have noticed that garlic and onions are some of the first toxic substances that are expelled from a person’s system—along with tobacco, alcohol and pharmaceutical medications. This makes it apparent that alliaceous plants have a negative effect on the human body and should be avoided for health reasons. Homeopathic medicine comes to the same conclusion when it recognizes that red onion produces a dry cough, watery eyes, sneezing, runny nose and other familiar cold-related symptoms when consumed.

—https://rense.com/general76/Dpi.htm

I quickly read the article twice and shook my head with disbelief. I remembered falling asleep, but nothing afterwards. At some point I had obviously gotten out of bed, gone to the computer, and found the article. I didn’t recognize Drew Williams or blackdeath.com. A quick scan of the website revealed several other articles which held controversial viewpoints such as: Hitler Was Wrongish, Detoxing with Drew, and You Dagon Right. The website was obviously a culmination of some of the most blatant bullshit ever posted on the internet, but obviously my subconscious mind was trying to tell me something or I wouldn’t have been sleep reading it.

Bingo, buster.

Bingo, buster? Why had I thought that? It wasn’t a turn of phrase I’d ever use and the inner voice . . . it wasn’t mine. It wasn’t even a voice I’d ever heard, though it was strangely familiar. It kind of sounded like Robin Williams doing an imitation of Edward G. Robinson, but a pitch higher. It was like three or four different accents were fighting for supremacy and ultimately drowned one another out.

Whatever.

If my subconscious was so invested in me learning about the perils of garlic that it drug me out of the deepest sleep that I’d had in decades, then I figured I’d better heed it. I browsed over the article once more and managed to summarize the thesis as the following: garlic is bad. It seemed like a bit of a moot point, because I had never been that particularly into garlic to begin with. I’d always heard that garlic was like a miracle food in the same category as green tea, apple cider vinegar, or chia seeds, but I’d never taken the plunge. The furthest I’d gone down into the healthy-alternatives abyss was gingko biloba and the occasional Emergen-C vitamin pack.

Now if I had to protect myself from Count Dracula or a werewolf or some other evil spirit identified within the annals of folklore, then I’d be screwed. I figured it was worth the risk because who knows what would happen if my brain was suddenly “desynchronized” and I lost my “psychic mind”. Not to mention the bad breath.

I yawned and stretched toward the ceiling, feeling muscles I’d thought had been atrophied and lost move beneath my skin. I somehow seemed lean and powerful, like a panther. I patted my belly and realized it was less plump than I expected, and my fingers drifted across the hard ridges of hidden abdominals beneath the layers of decadence. I flexed my right arm and the bicep rose to a height unseen since my teenage years. It didn’t make any kind of sense, but my body was changing at a rapid rate. The best explanation was that the Donut Palace was a front for drug-runners dealing anabolic steroids smuggled in from Mexico which they hid in a batch of apple fritters and unintentionally sold to me. As Sherlock Holmes had famously said: “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” So basically, the only explanation was that I had become an unwitting ‘roid head.

This next part is a bit on the gross side, so I apologize in advance. If you want to break now for a quick snack or something . . .

Over the past day or so I had become a slave to my bodily processes. And what my body suddenly demanded was that I go take a deuce. You’ve probably had the flu or something and been in a spot where there was very little time to squat on the pot—such was the case in this instance. I scrambled away from the computer and clenched my cheeks and crab-walked the short distance to my small bathroom. I sat on the cold porcelain lid, spread my cheeks, unclenched . . . and waited. Despite the feeling that I was a sneeze away from giving birth, I couldn’t so much as fart.

I stared ahead and vacantly noticed that my white linoleum floor was moldy and pissed stained and that stray pubic hairs were accumulating against the crown molding, forming a grotesque barrier. It might have shamed me into pouring out a bottle of Mr. Clean, but I was more concerned with the worst constipation of my life. Maybe I’d overdone it on the kolaches or maybe Orange Crush wasn’t a proper substitute for water. Maybe my body was just reacting to my detoxing from the pain patches. Whatever the cause, I was at a loss as to the solution. I had always heard that it is dangerous to push because it can cause hemorrhoids, but I threw caution to the wind and treated the situation like I was living on the plantation and Butterfly McQueen was squealing in my ear.

I took a deep breath and deeply exhaled while simultaneously pretending like I was pushing my breath thru my anus. It might appear to be a strange plan, but it seemed to be working. Slowly the shy turtle began to poke his head out of his shell, but damn if his head wasn’t too big for the opening. I didn’t even dare look down between my legs because I felt something tearing. A moment later there was an audible pop and I experienced both relief and agony. Whatever fell into the toilet was heavy enough that the splash hit my testicles, making them recede into my abdomen.

I was pretty certain that I had torn open my rectum and that first splash was just the dam breaking, there was much more to come. I should have just given it a courtesy flush, stared ahead at those pube-covered baseboards, and stoically paid the inevitable price for my gluttony. I shouldn’t have looked down into the toilet. But I did. It was a quick glance at a large mass of excrement. I shuddered and heard myself mutter: “No fucking way.” Then I quickly flushed it.

But I had already seen what had come out of me and there was no denying it. Several long tendrils were embedded in the feces, undulating in the still water of the toilet like seaweed caught in a wave. Slick tendrils with an elliptical disk at the tip of their snouts armed with several rows of hooked teeth. The closest I’d ever seen to them was in a cheesy Animal Planet movie called Blood Lake which was about killer lampreys.

Now the notion that I had somehow shit a strange nest of miniature lampreys was horrifying, but what really turned my blood cold was that I had only just begun my bowel movement. To be fair, I did warn you to go ahead and take a break if you were going to eat anytime soon.

I’ll spare you the grotesque details, but I sat on the toilet for at least a half hour and I must have had to flush more than a dozen times. I was smart enough not to chance any more looks, but I frequently felt them slithering out of me and I cowered as I anticipated their teeth tearing into me.

As I heard the final splash and felt a gentle emptiness in my stomach, I took a glance into the toilet. Seeing it, I fainted and fell off the porcelain throne, striking my head on the hard floor. I’m not going to bother telling you what I saw because it wasn’t real and I don’t have the words to describe it, anyhow. It was impossibly horrific and beyond its more grotesque qualities, it was far too large to come out of my hapless ass. Suffice to say, it scared me into unconsciousness. When I awoke I was crying and my body shook as I struggled to my feet. I steadied my nerves and cautiously glanced into the toilet. I anticipated sprinting out of the bathroom and declaring the end of days, but I realized what was sitting in the toilet was simply a moderate sized turd. Nothing more.

Bingo, buster.

That strange voice in my head sounded self-satisfied and mildly condescending. On one hand the pain that had been quickly debilitating my body had vanished overnight, but there was also a growing fear that my brain was developing holes quicker than a two by four infested with termites. I was being assaulted by horrific hallucinations that began with the discovery of the dead body of my wife’s lover and led to me giving butt birth to the Antichrist. And there was also a foreign voice in my head that was becoming more and more persistent. An ear worm that was no longer just attaching itself to my subconscious through snippets of song, but also through condescending asides.

Bingo, buster.


To all your friends you’re delirious,

So consumed in all your doom.

Trying hard to fill the emptiness.

The pieces gone, left the puzzle undone.

Is that the way it is?

You are beautiful no matter what they say

Words can’t bring you down . . . .oh no

You are beautiful in every single way

Yes, words can’t bring you down, oh, no

So don’t you bring me down today . . .

—Christina Aguilera


6.

Skin Deep, Like Patrick Swayze’s Brother

Earlier I mentioned my Psychoanalyst, Dr. Chod, so maybe this is a good time for a flashback to talk about her in greater detail. I’d only seen her once up to that point and it was a few months prior, not long after I had been diagnosed with the terminal brain disease and just a few days after Dare decided it was the right time for us to take a break. Chod’s office was located in Tyler, but Dr. Bhaskar was pretty insistent that she was the closest and most qualified Psychotherapist to deal with my particular “issue”. Dying. I wasn’t really sure what the point was in talking about it, but, whatever. 

Her office was located on the third floor of a glass building that looked like it had been used to film the 1960’s version of Mad Men only it hadn’t been renovated since then and the thread-thin carpets were the color of a smoker’s lung. The peacock feather-print wallpaper was significantly less stylish than Dan Draper and seemed more at home in the hotel from The Shining.

Her lobby was empty when I entered it on that fateful day. I had sat down on a leather couch and listened to a portable speaker that was playing jazz. I picked up an issue of People that was several years old and turned to an article about TLC’s “hidden gem” Jon and Kate Plus 8. The kids and the husband looked miserable and the blonde wife carried a permanent expression of disgust. It was like an alternate history in which Hitler put Koreans in the concentration camps and Kate was Göring.

I was wondering how Honey Boo Boo fit into this alternate history when Dr. Chod stepped into the lobby. I consider myself kind of a feminist, so it is with trepidation that I offer a physical description. Imagine a shorter Dr. Ruth Westheimer and then add about a hundred pounds of fat and you get an appropriate outline. Put her in a pantsuit that is so plain that Hillary Clinton would reject it and add a complete lack of understanding of how to apply makeup. Now imagine Donald Trump’s hair, only thinner and receding, and shamefully resting atop an old woman’s head. There was also a mole that sprouted under her thin bottom lip and made me immediately reconsider my attraction to Rachel McAdams. She smiled and extended a wrinkled hand. “Ripley?”

I smiled back at her and gently shook her hand, trying to make eye contact while feeling my gaze slowly shifting back towards the mole. It had four distinct hairs growing out of it. “You guessed it,” I said. “A pleasure to meet you, Dr. Chod.”

“You can call me Angela.” She turned and led me down a narrow hallway and into her office, which was filled with natural light from two surrounding glass walls, though my view outside was obscured by thin blinds. “Choose a seat.” She sat down in a leather swivel chair adorned with golden buttons.

There were three seating options: a comfy green chair with a soft white throw pillow covered with sprawling red octopus tentacles, an uncomfortable industrial chair with chrome arms and a stiff seat, and a long leather couch that invited a long nap. I figured that my choice probably indicated something deeply personal about me, so I went with my third choice to throw her off. The chair must have been designed by the Marque De Sade and I immediately regretted my decision and moved over to the couch and sunk into it, staring in Dr. Chod’s vicinity without looking at her more prominent feature.

Dr. Chod picked up a clipboard and scrawled something down, then stared at me attentively and said, “So tell me why you are here.”

“Well, Dr. Bhaskar practically mandated that I come speak to you.”

Dr. Chod nodded. “And since you have already signed a release form I do know some minor details, but I would like to hear from you with a clean slate what is going on.”

“Well, I found out a few months ago that I’ve got . . . that I’m going to . . . ” I cleared my throat and continued, “Well, that if I’m lucky I’ll live a few more months and most of that in agony.” I noticed a statue situated on her bookshelf that looked like the Hindu god Ganesh with his trademark elephant trunk and four arms, but from a distance it also looked like a Buddha with an octopus stuck to his face and tentacles sprouting out where arms should be. I refocused on Dr. Chod and said, “So, that’s happening.”

“And how does that feel?”

“Obviously it sucks. And to add to that, my wife basically left me a month ago.”

“Did she ask for a divorce?”

“Nothing like that. She just wants some time to figure things out.”

Dr. Chod nodded. “But you don’t have a lot of time.”

“Tell me about it. I’m sequestered to the pool house and only allowed to see her and my daughter once a week for an uncomfortable dinner.”

Dr. Chod raised an eyebrow. “That is the only time you get to see your daughter?”

“Basically.”

“How is that for you? Have you been an involved parent up to this point?”

“How would you define an involved parent?”

“I wouldn’t,” Dr. Chod said. “How do you define it? I use the word ambiguously because I want to know what you think of your relationship with her.”

“It’s fine.”

“Okay. What were your parents like?”

I spent the next half hour detailing my sordid family history and blah, blah, blah. Nobody that isn’t getting paid should be forced to listen to that shit. To her credit she nodded and sighed in all the right places and managed to stay awake. The highlights are that she seemed to think my uncle had been mentally and physically abusive and I had to defend that I hadn’t also been sexually abused. Ultimately, she determined that there wasn’t enough time left in my life to even begin to peel back the layers of how fucked up I am from my childhood traumas. She wanted to bring it back to the present and fixate on how fucked up I am from the more recent events. She asked me, “How do you feel about the realization that you are terminally ill?”  

“It sucks.”

“And do you feel like your wife has abandoned you during this difficult time?”

I shook my head. “She doesn’t even know.”

Dr. Chod stiffened. “Can you explain to me your decision to keep that from her?”

“I figure that if I tell her I’m dying then she will take me back out of pity.”

“Does that matter?”

“Yeah, of course it does.”

“Why does that matter to you, considering that there is a known end to your life? Would you prefer that your last days be spent dealing with reality and long-term issues you won’t be around to face, or would you prefer an easy time, emotionally and relationally, even though it might not be based on genuine emotions?”

“I want reality.” I realized after I’d said it, that my voice had grown louder and my words seemed to echo.

“Okay.” 

I wondered if Dr. Chod was disappointed in my answer, so I tried to explain my rationale. “I know I’m dying and that it could be any day, so I figure the only thing I can leave behind is for someone to love me and . . . I want it to be real.”

“And you want that love to come from your wife?”

“Yeah.”

Dr. Chod nodded. “And you obviously have doubts, considering recent events.”

“Yeah.”

“Have you always doubted her feelings?”

I shrugged. “Kind of. I mean, you have to understand, she’s out of my league. I’ve always known it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, for one thing, she’s a knock out. I mean as close to a perfect ten as someone could get. She’s like that hot redhead from Mad Men only more proportional and less irritating and me . . . ”

“Yes? What about you?”

“You don’t have to bullshit me. I know I’m no Ryan Gosling. I’m more . . . Have you ever seen Patrick Swayze’s brother?”

“Not that I recall.”

“Well, if you saw them side by side you’d swear they were nearly identical twins, but there’s something just a little bit off about him. Patrick Swayze was like this hunky leading man, but his brother only got secondary roles playing thugs or degenerates. There’s something different about him that can barely even be registered by the eye . . . Maybe it runs skin deep.”

“And you think there is something a little off about you?” 

“I’m just talking looks. Don’t read into it or anything.”

Dr. Chod nodded. “I’m not, you said skin deep—”

“Yeah, I did say that. Who really knows why someone is attracted to someone else. Maybe it’s just timing, or maybe it’s because I’ve always wanted the comfort of having attentive parents and she’s been held under the control of her parents like a butterfly pinned and framed . . . Opposites attract and all that. Who knows? What I do know is that whatever that thing was that drew her to me has slowly faded and . . . I want it back. I need it back.” 

Dr. Chod stared into me and said, “We are here to sort out your end of life and what that looks like for you. What are your objectives?”

“That’s it. That’s my only thing.”

“Your only objective before you die is to rekindle your relationship with your wife?”

“Yeah. I want her to say she loves me, and mean it, and then I’ll die.”

Dr. Chod slowly nodded. “Without her knowing that you are terminally ill?”

“Yeah.”

Dr. Chod scribbled on her pad, then said, “Well, knowing that we cannot control the behaviors of other people, nor can we necessarily predict with all that much accuracy how they are going to behave, is there a way for you to take your end of life goals and make them about you and what you can achieve, rather than make them dependent upon someone else?”

“No. Can’t you tell me how to win her back? Don’t you know the tricks? You must know how to manipulate people.”

Dr. Chod shook her head. “Without having her in this room I know very little about her. Furthermore, that mindset toward relationships is not healthy.”

I sat up and asked, “Aren’t all relationships just about one person tricking the other into—”

“No,” she interrupted. “This process is really about helping you come to terms with—”

I stood. “I think you mean well, and your heart is in the right place, but . . . ”

Dr. Chod smiled and said, “Are you firing me?”

I walked over to her door and turned back. “I wouldn’t look at it like that. Will you let Dr. Bhaskar know that I gave it a good shot?”

Dr. Chod stood and said, “I’ll certainly speak to him. And I want you to know that I’m here if you want to speak again. Perhaps the circumstances will change.”

I would have sworn that there was no chance I’d ever see Dr. Chod again after that day, but the circumstances had certainly changed. Even if she wasn’t good at giving relationship advice, maybe she had some pointers for dealing with a persistent ear worm and visions of the apocalypse hidden within yesterday’s kolaches. So, I scuttled out of my bathroom, away from the demonic toilet, and jumped onto my computer. I fiddled through a poorly constructed website hosted by Psychology Today and made an appointment with Dr. Chod for the following Wednesday.


Well, I guess I was wrong. 

I just don’t belong. 

But then, I’ve been there before. 

Everything’s all right. 

I’ll just say goodnight,

And I’ll show myself to the door. 

‘Cause I’ve got friends in low places, 

Where the whiskey drowns, 

And the beer chases my blues away. 

And I’ll be okay.

—Garth Brooks 


7.

Old Knobbers

The appointment with Dr. Chod was half a week away and I was losing it pretty quickly. I needed some sort of distraction to calm my deteriorating mind. I already told you how bleak my list of friends was, but I texted one of those holdovers from my childhood years to put out some feelers. His name is James Dulroney, but everyone has been calling him Fieldy for as long as I can remember. I don’t claim to have a best friend, but if I had one, then Fieldy would be the stock answer. We bonded over a mutual love of comic books that eventually led to a mutual love of cheap beer which led to me not speaking to him since I sobered up. I haven’t read a comic book in over a decade and the Avengers movies have kind of gone to shit. I texted him in bro code: “What up?”

To his credit, his response was much quicker than my wife’s. “You blooming wanker . . . Where have you been?” He included an emoji of a smiling turd.

“Sorry, bro. Life has been crazy.”

He quickly texted back: “Is everything okay, mate?” 

I should probably explain that Fieldy has always been a bit eccentric. One of his quirks is that even though he was born and raised in East Texas and hasn’t traveled any further than Mexico during Spring Break, he speaks with a very forced and unconvincing British accent that is supposed to be cockney, but more closely resembles southern Ebonics. What further complicates his horrendous effort is that his use of British slang is based upon a select few BBC shows he has watched over the years, mainly EastEnders.

I texted him: “I’m fine. Any chance we could hang later? Maybe catch a movie or something?”

This time his response wasn’t as quick. I wondered if he was trying to formulate a convincing excuse to let me down easily. At least five minutes passed and he finally texted: “Meeting up with the old knobbers at 6:00. Gaming night. You down for a pint?”

“Where?”

“Savage’s house.”

“K.”

“Brilliant. Cheers.”

Of the members of my social circle, Savage was the one I least got along with. I think he tolerated me solely because of the others and I didn’t relish the idea of going to his house. He had become a bigshot local realtor and his modus operandi was to rub his success in all our faces, but he resented that I had married into more wealth than he could ever hope to attain. On the flip side, he usually had some incredibly good weed and that thought was comforting, since I would be the only one there abstaining from alcohol. Ever since the news of my death sentence, I had romanticized the idea of drinking myself into oblivion, but I knew that if Dare ever found me like that again it would be the last straw.

Bingo, buster.

That infernal voice rearing its ugly head again.

I turned on every device in my house and listened to Spoon’s Gimme Fiction, watched Reservoir Dogs on Netflix, occasionally glanced over to a Twitch stream as Angry Ernie played Fallout 4, and I casually played Plants vs. Zombies on my phone. My mind was divided by a cacophony of visual and auditory stimuli, but occasionally a single voice cut through the noise and seemingly muted it.

Bingo, buster.

That was my mental dance and what exacerbated it was a growing hunger that terrified me. I was famished, yet the only the foods that sounded satisfying were either pure sugar or the red meat that I had forsaken for decades, and which almost literally bit me on the ass earlier. I decided to reject my urges, fasting and trying to distract my rebellious mind.

It was almost 6:00 when I left and drove out to an exclusive area of town known as Waterforde. I passed a tacky ornate gate and moved past tennis courts and a manmade pond that was equipped with a massive fountain that seemed to be stopped up as the water barely tinkled out of the top. I pulled into Savage’s driveway and noted that even though his house was opulent, it was barely half the size of mine . . . at least the house that had been mine until I’d been reduced to pool boy.

I rang the doorbell. A minute later Savage opened the door and offered me a halfhearted smile and softly said, “Hey, Rip. Come on in. Keep it down a bit if you don’t mind, Denise is putting down the twins.” 

Savage was conventionally handsome, but his chiseled jawline and politician-styled haircut lent him an air of insincerity. When we were twelve I watched him shit himself during P.E. when he let a fart get away from him, so his poser act wasn’t resonating with me. Maybe that was the very thing he held against me; I could see through all of his bullshit . . . I knew who he really was.

Whatever.

We tiptoed through the living room and I glanced at an obnoxious mounted deer head with twisted antlers and an expression of deep resignation that he was fated to spend his existence staring out at assholes. We stepped into a country style kitchen, then through a door that led down some tight stairs and into a huge sunken den equipped with a half bar, a projection screen with half a dozen theatre chairs, and a round table that was large enough to seat King Arthur and most of his knights.

Fieldy hopped out of his chair, ran over to me, and pulled me into an uncomfortably tight embrace. He released me with a pat on the back and said, “Smashing to see you, Rip.” He squeezed my arm and added, “Jesus Christ, mate, are you on ‘roids?”

At first, I thought he was busting balls, but from his expression I could tell he was being serious. I had to admit, I did feel a lot like Barry Bonds during his homerun chase. Fieldy used to be ripped and was even an All State track athlete, but over the years he had grown soft and looked more coach than athlete. He had recently given in to the hipster craze, shaved the sides of his head and grown a massive beard with the tops of his moustache slightly twirled upwards. He was also wearing a neck scarf and one of the flannel shirts he’d pulled out of the back of his closet that had previously been retired after Cobain died.

“Hey, Ripley.” Nicky Demorra waved at me from his seat at the table. Nicky was the missing link between Don Knots and Steve Buscemi though he was slightly less attractive than either of them. I had known Nicky longer than anyone else there, meeting him in second grade at Nettie Marshall and bonding over our mutual unpopularity as the token white boys in a predominately African American school. We learned to absorb beatings together. He taught me how to draw superhero muscles and I taught him how to draw a naked woman—really it was just a few well-placed circles and of course that magical triangle.

Our relationship took a turn for the worst a few years prior when I got particularly wasted on Jose Cuervo during one of our joint family camping trips at Krause Springs and called his wife, Erica, the C-word loud enough for everyone to hear. I apologized the next morning and Erica and Nicky both said I was forgiven, but I knew that I really wasn’t, and I never would be. Once you go C-word there’s no coming back from it.

For the record, his wife is that and much worse, exemplifying the rare ability to be completely self-centered and critical of everyone else at the same time. What precipitated my dreaded declaration was Erica’s loud proclamation that: “If I had it do to over I would have never had children.” Her eight-year-old son was sitting in her lap. Somehow, she managed to say the most vicious thing I had ever heard and still got to be the victim.

The other member of our crew, Bennie Franks, glanced up at me from behind a Dungeon Master’s screen and slowly nodded, like speaking aloud would have taken way too much energy. He was a professor of literature at the local junior college and I imagine he was petered out after lecturing all day to a generation that couldn’t give a flying shit about reading or anything else that happened before Kanye married Kim. He wore his long, prematurely graying, hair in a ponytail and his sharp cheek bones and prominent nose further gave him the appearance of a poor man’s John Lennon. The similarities ended there as I had frequently heard him butcher Beatles songs during Karaoke night at the local bar.

“You didn’t bring any beer . . . ” Savage began and then he quickly added, “I’ve got some Sam Adams if you want to share.”

I shook my head. “I’m on the wagon tonight.”

Savage nodded. “Fair enough. I have to admit, you look like you’ve lost like thirty pounds since the last time I saw you. Are you doing the Atkins Diet or something? P90X?”

“Neither,” I said. “Just clean living.” I sat down at the table and stared longingly at what everyone was drinking. Savage was drinking a Samuel Adams Summer Ale and had a pretentiously expensive bottle of Old Rip Van Winkle Kentucky Bourbon placed in front of him. Fieldy had a yellow can of his trademark Boddingtons Ale, chosen in all likelihood because it is brewed in Manchester and fits in with his alter ego. Nicky held the beer that I would have most liked to have indulged in, a glass bottle of Red Stripe that had shards of glistening ice still clinging to the surface. I watched him take a long drink and shivered. Even though Bennie was by far the most educated out of all of us, his tastes had never progressed beyond that first brand of shitty beers we had shared back in high school: Natty Lite. He was drinking a tallboy and there were already three other empty cans scattered around him. By the end of the night he would have drank enough of them to build a fortress, but if he was drunk, you’d never be able to tell.

Bennie was rolling dice behind the dungeon master’s screen, so I asked him, “Are you working on a campaign? We going to fight more of those dark elves?”

Bennie frowned. “Sorry, Ripley, we completed the assault against the Drow two weeks ago. I was just working on a way to add your character into our current campaign. It’s based on Spelljammer and set in Wildspace. I was thinking you could be a Dracon . . . ”

“Dracon?”

He waved at me dismissively. “They are kind of like centaurs. I could possibly let you be a tinker gnome . . . ”

“Let’s play a board game tonight,” Nicky offered. “By the time we got Ripley caught up we’d all be wasted and Savage would just start trying to fuck the beholders again.”

“Fuck you,” Savage said. “You fuck one beholder and then it defines you. I’m down with some Settlers of Catan.”

Fieldy groaned and said, “Sod off. You and your loaded dice.”

“Don’t hate the player, hate the game,” Savage said.

“I hate the game,” Fieldy said.

“How about we play Arkham Horror?” Nicky asked.

“You’ve really developed an unhealthy fixation on Lovecraft,” Bennie said. “You are going to have to accept at some point that he truly was a shitty writer.”

“Never,” Nicky said. “Without him where would modern horror be? He created the whole cosmic horror genre. He created . . . ”

“Tentacle porn?” Fieldy asked.

“Blame the Japanese for that one,” Nicky said.

“Lovecraft would have been quick to blame them for it,” Bennie said. “He was one racist asshole.”

“He suffered from xenophobia,” Nicky said defensively. “Poor bastard was practically a shut in. He spent hundreds of pages describing and naming what he claimed was indescribable and unnamable. Let’s just play a game and see which one of us can keep their sanity.”

Bingo, buster.

Savage shook his head. “Arkham is like a four-hour game and that’s assuming everyone understands the rules. Ripley, are you familiar with it?”

I shook my head. “Not really. Lovecraft wrote about that octopus tentacle-faced guy, right?”

Nicky laughed. “His name is Cthulhu. Damn, Ripley, you are probably the most knowledgeable pop culture guy I’ve ever met and you don’t know Lovecraft?”

I shrugged. “I guess it’s a void in my geek knowledge base.”

“That settles it then,” Savage said. “I got to boot you guys out of here by eleven at the latest, Arkham is out.”

“Jesus,” Bennie said. “You gotta change your Depend under garments before midnight?”

Savage laughed. “More like the twins’ diapers. I love the little guys, but they wake us up at six no matter how late we keep them up. Ripley knows what I’m talking about.”

“Yeah,” I agreed but really didn’t. Dare had always gotten up with our daughter because I could sleep through a tornado.

“Savage never was one to stay up late,” Nicky said. “I remember when I spent weekends at your house and how you’d always get up like clockwork to watch Saved by the Bell.”

“That’s lame,” Bennie said. “That show was pure shit. Preteen masturbation fantasy put into sitcom-sized chunks.”

“That’s not so far from the truth,” Savage said. “I personally ascribe to the theory that the whole show is just Zach’s escapist fantasy. Basically, he’s dreaming the entire thing.”

“Like that season of Dallas that my dad still bitches about?” Bennie asked.

“No way,” I said. “Zach gets into shenanigans sometimes and—doesn’t his archrival date his dream girl?”

“Yeah,” Savage said, “he’s constantly getting into trouble, but he always comes out better for it. And Kelly might occasionally flirt with Slater, but she always ends up with Zach in the end.”

“That Kelly is one fine bird,” Fieldy said. “I’d bonk her. Has she ever flashed those baps?”

“If by baps you mean tits,” Savage began, “then yeah she has. In the “Skinemax” classic Sweet Dreams she even has a bit of a lesbian scene with Jaime Pressly.”

“Your spank bank knowledge never fails to impress me,” Bennie said.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Savage said. “But back to my point. Zach wasn’t always so cool. Originally, Saved by the Bell was called Good Morning Miss Bliss and Zach was more like Screech—the girls didn’t like him, his classmates made fun of him, and none of his “shenanigans” came together. It was only after the show became Saved by the Bell that he was transformed into—”

I raised my hand: “But how does that corroborate your dream theory?”

“For one thing,” Savage began, “it explains his sudden transformation. Secondly there’s the theme song. It’s a dead giveaway.” Savage belted out the song with what was a disappointingly good voice: “When I wake up in the morning and the alarm gives out a warning and I don’t think I’ll ever make it on time. By the time I grab my books and I give myself a look, I’m at the corner just in time to see the bus fly by. It’s alright, because I’m saved by the bell. If the teacher pops a test, I know I’m in a mess and my dog ate all my homework last night. Riding low in my chair, she won’t know that I’m there and if I can hand it in tomorrow it will be alright.”

“So how does that prove your point?” I asked. “He’s awake in the song.”

“My point exactly,” Savage said. “The scenario he is describing is reflective of the loser Zach, but in this series he’s a winner. The song is subtly pointing out that the real Zach is still a loser, but that this new series is his dream fantasy.” 

“I’m not fully ready to buy it,” Bennie said. “But you’ve made a compelling argument.”

Nicky smiled. “If we’re going to talk about theme songs casting a series in a new light then let’s look no further than The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. Will was actually dead during the entire six-season run.”

“Lay it on me,” Savage said. I glanced at him and realized he’d pulled out a shiny blue glass pipe and a Ziploc baggy filled with what was undoubtedly prime kush.

“It’s simple,” Nicky said. “He is talking about how his ‘life got flipped, turned upside down’. What he means is that those couple of guys making trouble in his neighborhood actually did a drive-by on his ass.”

“That’s racist,” Bennie said.

“Bullshit,” Nicky said. “Will Smith was a rapper . . . kind of. A drive-by was a vital component of any rap. Anyway, consider his journey to Bel-Air: he’s drinking orange juice out of a champagne glass, the license plate says “Fresh”, and when he arrives he ends up sitting on a throne in his kingdom. Will is actually in Heaven the entire time.”

“Not bad,” Bennie said, “but I think I can one up both of you.”

“What you got for us?” Savage asked.

Bennie smiled and said, “The reason the inhabitants of Gilligan’s Island can’t escape is because they are in Hell.”

“I’ve watched every episode at least twice,” I said. “I’ve got to hear you justify that.” 

Savage finished packing the pipe, lit a match, and inhaled. I was eager to ask him to pass it over when the smell hit me. I was instantly nauseated, and the thought of inhaling filled me with a deep dread. I had never been so turned off by anything in my life. I had to fight the urge to run out of the room.

“Are you okay?” Bennie asked. I nodded and then he laid his theory on me. “So consider this . . . each character is represented by one of the seven deadly sins. Mr. Howell is obviously greed and his lazy wife is sloth. Ginger is lust, and innocent farm girl, Mary Ann, has a clear case of envy. The pompous Professor is obviously prideful, because he can’t admit that he is too dumb to get them off the island.”

“You resemble that remark,” Savage said.

Bennie waved away his jab and continued, “Now you have to assign two of the sins to Skipper: gluttony, because of his eating issues, and wrath because he’s always yelling at poor Gilligan.”

“Not bad,” I admitted.

Bennie nodded and said, “I’ve tried to lay this one down on my class, but they don’t know what the hell Gilligan’s Island is. Now here’s the real kicker . . . Gilligan isn’t as innocent as you might think. In fact, he’s Satan.”

“How so?” Nicky asked. “He seems like the only good one on the whole island.”

“The great deceiver,” Bennie said. “He’s constantly sabotaging their attempts to escape the island and obviously he’s dressed for the part. Red shirt . . . ”

It went on like that for like two hours with the guys laying out more and more outlandish pop culture theories while they got obnoxiously drunk. I sat there quietly nodding and occasionally interjecting, but I was uncomfortable and felt like an outsider. Eventually, when the conversation devolved to talk about what famous actresses everyone would sleep with, my interest waned. My inner voice was quiet and for the first time I realized that I kind of missed it.

At some point I realized that Savage was staring at me with narrow glazed eyes. I’d seen that expression many times before and knew that it meant he had gotten drunk enough to act upon his mean streak. “I think I’d better get going . . . Thanks for a good time, guys.”

Savage reached out and put a rough hand on my arm. “Don’t go yet, Rip.” His words were slurred and contained menace.

I pulled my arm away. “Sorry, it was fun, but Dare wants me to get home. You know women.”

Savage nodded. “Yeah, I know women. But Rip . . . I want to put this delicately, but I heard that . . . I heard you guys were separated.”

“That’s out of line,” Fieldy said. “Ripley, never you mind him.”

“Where did you hear that?” I asked. I quickly added, “It’s bullshit.”

Savage shrugged and said, “I’m not at liberty to reveal my source, but I believe them. They say you are living out back in the pool house.”

“He’s had too much to drink,” Bennie said.

“I’d say,” Fieldy said. “Jesus, mate, I thought weed was supposed to chill you out.”

“Not when you chase it with whiskey,” Bennie said.

“Fuck you guys,” Savage said. “Aren’t we all boys? When did everyone develop a mangina?”

My head was spinning. How had he found out? Somehow hearing someone else speak the truth made it feel real for the first time. I quickly stood and my legs were wobbly. At first, I was afraid that I might pass out, then I suddenly became very calm. I felt my mind drift up toward the ceiling and I had the strange sensation that I was watching myself. I heard myself say, “Never mind good old Savage. He’s an enigma wrapped inside of an idiot.”

“What?” Savage asked.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I continued. “Dumb guys can be kind of endearing. It’s the dumb guys who think they are smart who are dangerous.”

“Oh, snap,” Bennie said.

“Yeah,” I said. “But it’s not his fault. His head is just too small to hold a lot of thoughts and when he has a new thought an old one falls out. In this case he forgot that he’s fucking with the wrong guy.”

Savage stared up at me like I’d slapped him across the face.

Fieldy laughed and said, “Mess with the bull . . . ”

I grinned and said, “He has all of the virtues I dislike and none of the vices I admire.”

Bennie smiled appreciatively and said, “That’s Winston Churchill.”

I nodded “I’ve had a perfectly wonderful evening . . . but this wasn’t it.”

Nicky snapped his fingers. “Groucho Marx.”

I heard myself say, “He has no enemies, but is intensely disliked by his friends.”

“Oscar Wilde,” Bennie said. “Damn, Ripley, you are on fire.”

“What’s your problem, man?” Savage was turning red. “We don’t see you for weeks and you suddenly grow a pair of balls?”

“Yeah, it has been a while,” I said. “I felt miserable without you; it was almost like having you there.” 

Even Nicky laughed as Savage sat there in sullen silence. It was like I was also a silent observer to myself; I hadn’t even heard most of the lines before and wouldn’t have known their origin if the boys weren’t there to point them out. If nothing else, I knew when to make a dramatic exit; I turned and made a swift departure with the laughter of my friends still echoing in the den.


Heifer whines could be human cries. 

Closer comes the screaming knife. 

This beautiful creature must die. 

This beautiful creature must die. 

A death for no reason, 

And death for no reason is MURDER.

And the flesh you so fancifully fry, 

Is not succulent, tasty or kind.

It’s death for no reason 

And death for no reason is MURDER.

—The Smiths


8.

Bogart and Bloody Hands 

I was on a high as I left Savage’s house, but I also realized I was starving. I had pretty much boycotted the Super Wal-Mart, but desperate times called for desperate measures. I followed my gut and ended up standing in the meat section. My unholy visions had made me regret ending my no red meat fast, but as I stood there looking down at the cold flesh all bets were suddenly off. I loaded up my cart with boneless chuck eye steak, beef brisket, fat Angus patties, bacon wrapped tenderloin filets . . . you name it. The bloodier the package the more it appealed to my intense hunger. I left the store with enough meat to make two Frankenstein cows. 

I wasn’t sure how to cook it, but when I opened the first package I realized it was a non-issue. I tore into the first steak, chewed it with savage abandon, and licked up the bloody puddle on my counter before I moved on to the brisket. It was a brutal display and if anyone had been watching they would have probably thought I was some kind of insane cannibal. My kitchen was soon littered with empty packages and my face and shirt were red as I climbed into bed and passed out.

I startled as I awoke the next day, vaguely aware that I had been dreaming of falling from a great height with the harsh ground rushing up to meet me. I took a deep breath and realized that physically I had never felt better in my entire life. Now, you have hung in there during a fairly self-indulgent personal narrative thus far, but rest assured the payoff is almost here.

I stood up from the bed. As I stared down at my bloody hands and recalled the feeding carnage that had capped off my previous night, I heard someone say “Well, kid, I have finally arrived.” 

I knew, even as I quickly searched my bedroom, that the voice had come from within. More intimate than buds shoved into my ear canals. More clear and precise than Dolby. I sat back down and muttered, “Fucking shit.”

Now that’s no proper greeting, kid. I’d prefer if you called me Bogart.

Bogart. I’d recently heard that name before, but where?

You don’t have the best memory, kid, do you? It was just a few days ago in . . .

The dream. The one with the Toy Story character. Woody.

There you go, kid. Let’s get past that mess though. If you have to personify me, please choose something less ridiculous than a toy cowboy. I’ll take: Bruce Lee, Muhammed Ali, Jim Brown, Sean Connery, Clint Eastwood, Charles Bronson . . . Hell, I’d take Elvis over a penis puppet.

Bogart? Like Humphrey Bogart? (Just to clarify, my responses to the inner voice were not audible. It was an inner monologue that my internal intruder could hear as if they were spoken aloud).

The thing inside my head chuckled and the high-pitched sound reverberated, making me a bit queasy. Just like Humphrey Bogart, kid. Good for you for knowing him. My last host was a fucking Millennial, so his reference list was disappointingly short. He preferred to pretend that I was someone known as the Situation.

Did you know Humphrey Bogart? I asked him.

Intimately. Easily my favorite host . . . . Other than you of course. If you don’t mind, visualize me as the Bogart from the Big Sleep. Suit and tie with a fedora and an expression like I could bitch slap someone at any moment.

So, I realized, I’m officially insane. My brain is Swiss cheese and my only consolation is that my schizophrenic voice is friendly. A kind voice to entertain me as I prepare to die; rather than Jesus or the devil I get Humphrey Bogart.

That’s fucking dark, kid. I figured I gave you enough of a shot of dopamine to counter your naturally morose tendencies.

Bogart was right. Despite my dark thoughts I really did feel optimistic. Borderline euphoric. I asked him: what could you possibly be other than a delusion?

I’m as real as you are, kid, though I can completely understand why you might doubt your sanity or my authenticity. There’s no good way to prepare you for the reality of your situation. I tried to soften it by speaking to you in your dreams and during your most suggestable waking moments. Songs in particular . . .

Those stupid songs? Randy Newman? You are responsible for those intolerable ear worms.

Intolerable ear worm? He chuckled again. That might be the most accurate description of me that I’ve ever heard.

My mind was racing as I tried to process what Bogart could possibly be. If he wasn’t a schizophrenic delusion, then what could I be dealing with? As I flashed on the various intrusions I had recently been forced to deal with, my mind settled on my toilet and the horrifying . . . .

Sick shit, right kid?

My God . . . is that what you are? Are you atelekinetic alien giant lamprey eel that is living inside my rectum?

Bogart chuckled. No way, kid.

Thank God. I was afraid that you were an internal parasite.

Well . . . Here’s the deal. What I’ve learned over the years is that it can sometimes be difficult for a host to accept the reality of their new situation. I’ve developed a system that works pretty well. My first step is, as I’m still growing and acclimating, to speak through the subconscious. Dreams. Thoughts.

Ear Worms.

Exactly, kid. You get the gist of it. My second step is to prepare my host for my more literal presence. It’s kind of like telling a sexual partner that you gave them AIDS, but then once they’ve freaked out you tell them you were just kidding and really all they have is herpes.

That’s fucked up.

Maybe so. Forgive the analogy, my last host was kind of an asshole and some of his thought tendencies are still lingering. My point is that the giant lamprey monsters was my way of telling you that you have AIDS . . . but you don’t.

Are you saying you are herpes?

Like I said, an unfortunate analogy, but . . . yeah. I’m herpes.

What does that literally mean?

Okay, enough dancing around. Do you remember when you found that dead guy?

It’s not something I’d likely forget.

Yeah. Well, do you remember when you leaned down to check him for a heartbeat? As optimistic a move as I’ve ever seen, by the way.

Yeah, I remember.

Well, that dead guy was my host. His brain was still filled with some electrical impulses, but they were fading fast. I had to transfer quickly or I was going to die. I was praying for a paramedic or a cop or . . . the options were limited, he wasn’t a very popular guy. My point is that you came around at just the right time. You saved me, kid.

That tickle in my ear . . .

You got it. That was me.

I was struck with a horrible realization. I asked Bogart: Did you crawl inside my ear? Did you crawl out of his ear and into mine?

Bingo. That’s just what I did.

I stuck a pinkie into my ear and dug around. I couldn’t feel anything moving inside. I vigorously shook my head. Nothing. ““Where are you?”

I’m in deep, kid. Way deeper than you realize. Did you know there are no pain receptors in the brain?

You crawled into my brain?

That’s a crude way to put it, kid. I crawled into your ear, but I integrated myself into your brain. Snuggled in.

I don’t understand. What are you? What do you look like?

That’s not important, kid.

I want to know. I need to.

I’m indescribable. I really am. There aren’t proper words for what I am.

Try.

Stubborn, aren’t you? If I were to put it in terms you’d understand then I’d say . . . Well, imagine a spider mixed with a roach.

You look like a spider-roach? And you are inside my brain?

That’s like a blunt and unfair way to put it.

I’m quoting you.

Yeah, that’s basically what I am and that’s exactly where I am.

I was overcome with horror and repulsion. I had been and was being violated on a level that defies description. I was being brain raped. None of my thoughts, memories, or desires were private. I was being consumed from the inside. I was being raped and eaten.

Bogart answered my thoughts: That’s not exactly true, kid. Some of your thoughts are buried very deep and even if I could process them all, I wouldn’t want to. You’ve led a very mundane life, kid. It’s pretty much a snore fest in here. As for me eating you . . . You are putting a negative spin on it. I’m not a parasite, I’m a symbiote.

How are you helping me?

Don’t you know? It might have been good fortune for me that you happened across me when you did, but for you it was more like divine intervention. Brace yourself kid, but you were . . .

Dying.

Worse than that, kid. Everything that lives is dying, but in your case . . . I’d say you had less than a week left before your body would have shut down if I hadn’t crawled inside you and gotten to work.

Is that true?

Absolutely. You saved me, but I immediately returned the favor. I’ve been inside corpses with healthier brains than you had. It took every trick in my book to put you together.

Yeah, but for how long? A week? Two weeks? A month if I’m lucky?

You got it wrong, kid. A newborn doesn’t even have your new life expectancy.

My mind was reeling. “So, I’m cured. You cured me?”

That’s what I’m trying to tell you. And more than that. I made you better than you ever were before. As long as you have me . . .

Wait. You mean you have to stay inside me? From now on?

If you want to put it that way, kid.

My mind flashed on that ridiculous article about garlic and I suddenly realized why it had been pulled up on my computer while I was asleep. I was also pretty sure I knew how to get rid of Bogart.

You don’t want to even think about that, kid. Your brain is good now, but if you evict me it all goes away. I left that information on your computer as a warning until I was strong enough to speak to you directly. We are in this together now.

We? I’m sorry, but I don’t even know what you are. A delusion? A demon? An alien?

Those are all just labels. Why is it that people always want to categorize everything?

My mind shifted away from the conversation within my head and I realized I had been pacing around my bedroom the entire time. That alien voice in my head was little more than a whisper, but my internal voice had been shouting back at it. I took a deep breath and more calmly responded to Bogart, “I just need some time to process this. Is there any chance you could go away? If not physically then at least mentally . . . Do you have to be in my thoughts all of the time?”

Not at all, kid. You got boundaries and I respect that. Some folks can take me being up front 24/7 and others are far more private. With one of my hosts we had like a safe word. She’d say, pineapple, and that would let me know that my presence was welcome. When she wasn’t interested in speaking then I kept to myself. Slept it off.

You’ve mentioned your other hosts several times. Why have you gone through so many people if you are so helpful to them? I thought I suddenly had this long-life expectancy.

Theoretically.

Theoretically?

Yeah, kid. I can cure cancer, but a bullet to the head . . .

What bullets?

Do you have to be so damned literal? I’m just giving you an example. Bullet. Axe. Electrocution . . .

Throat slit from ear to ear.

First thing you have to recognize is that by your understanding of time, I am very old. Ancient even. I’ve been around long enough to go through several hosts.

My understanding? Is yours different?

Yeah. Based on the life expectancy of my kind I’d be like a tween.

Tween?

It’s like the age between a child and a teenager. Like the age where they are into boy bands and Twilight and practice French kissing with their teddy bears.

You liked Twilight?

Quit being dense. I’m saying I’m a tween relative to your life span. We need to work on our communication.

I still don’t understand why my life expectancy is good now, but only theoretically. I don’t have to worry about anyone trying to kill me. I might not have many friends, but the flip side is that I don’t have any enemies either. Excluding my mother-in law.

You ever heard that saying: your enemies are my enemies?

You mean: the enemy of my enemy is my friend.

No, in this case what I’m saying is that my enemies are your enemies now.

You have enemies?

I do. Too many to count, but one particularly bad one.

The muscle-head with his throat cut?

That was the bad result of my enemy being his enemy.

Pineapple.

Kid, we need to talk . . .

Pineapple!


Now what a surprise, to discover the lies.

You’ll be telling again in no time.

You just don’t realize they’ll come back and be fucking up your life.

In trouble again, I just don’t understand.

This whole pattern that keeps repeating.

You know you’ll do it again and admit you can step into the light.

You know why.

(You don’t remember why).

Don’t you pretend that you don’t know why.

(You fucking parasite).

Because you’re living through association that has been getting you high.

You’ve got nowhere to hide and all bullshit aside.

You’ve committed a terrible crime.

You’ve stepped over the line and you’d better be running for your life.

—Disturbed


9.

One Donkey

That night I put on a navy blue dress shirt and pulled on a pair of corduroy pants that used to fit me as tight as a dolphin’s butthole, but suddenly I was swimming in them. For the record I’m only speculating about the dolphin’s anus, assuming that it must be water tight. In no way am I qualified to personally speak on this assumption . . . 

I’d never rape a dolphin.

I fully tightened my belt and it was still very loose around my suddenly svelte waist. I ran my hands down my sides and realized my love handles were gone and my hips sloped down like Matthew McConaughey in that gay movie where he’s a stripper. Magic Matthew it might have been called. I sprayed on a little cologne that was supposed to make women lose their shit like it was nasal Spanish fly: Axe Anarchy Temptation Bliss. It smelled like a mixture of sweat from John Goodman’s jock strap and a Sweet N Sour chicken fart.

Sexy.

I was trying to look desirable because I was set to have dinner with my wife and child in half an hour and it felt like a modern retelling of the Last Supper.

Does that make you Jesus or Judas?

I was startled by Bogart’s sudden intrusion and almost sprayed that foul cologne in my eye. Once I’d regained my composure I told Bogart to pineapple off.

Come on, Ripley, it gets boring in here and besides, you need a wakeup call. You’ve got a one-track mind. You’ve got to get your shit together and quick. You’ve got way bigger fish to fry than worrying about your wife. You could do better anyway, she ain’t all that.

“I don’t want to do better,” I mumbled.

That’s exactly your fucking problem, kid. You only see one donkey.

“What are you talking about, Bogart?”

It’s one of those stories that you learn a life lesson from.

“Like a fable?”

Less gay than that, but yeah, basically. There’s like this wise old man sitting on a hill and one of his students is sitting with him and they look down on this open valley filled with donkeys. A villager comes up to them and asks the old man if there are any donkeys around. The old man points down in the valley and says they are down there. So the villager goes down and ropes a donkey and goes away happily. Another villager comes up to them and it’s the same deal. He goes down into the herd and gets one donkey. A third villager comes up and asks about the donkeys and the old man stares at him for a bit and then he smiles and nods and points down to the valley. This third guy goes down there and rounds up like a dozen donkeys and returns to his village triumphantly. The student asks the old man why the first two people didn’t just round up all of the donkeys like the last guy and the old man told him: ‘They could only see one donkey.’

“I don’t get it.”

Exactly. You are a one donkey kind of guy.

“What did they care about donkeys anyway?” I asked. “I could see if it was like cattle or something but—”

They used them for working the crops . . . Forget it. The donkey isn’t the important part. I’m trying to tell you to broaden your point of view. You got tunnel vision. You’re the fucking donkey.

I shook my head and said, “So not only have you referred to the love of my life as a donkey, but I’m also a donkey?”

That about sums it up.

“Nice confidence booster.”

Bogart sighed. I’m not trying to beat you up, kid. I just wanted to put things in their proper perspective. I know that love is blind, so if winning back your wife is such a big deal then let’s just knock that out.

“Are you serious?” I asked. “You aren’t just busting balls?”

Ball busting? You got the wrong guy, kid. I’m all about looking out for you.

“Okay, so how do I win her back?”

Alright, try this one on for size. I’ll take over some good-looking well-hung stud that she can’t resist, and I’ll have him bang her in like every position in the Kama sutra and—

“Wait a second, why would I want my wife to have sex with someone else?”

Wait for the payoff, kid. After he’s banged her for like an hour or so I’ll have him do something really atrocious to her so that she comes running back to you. What are her turn offs?

“I don’t know, she only liked to have sex on our anniversary or when Grey’s Anatomy is on reruns.”

Jesus man, I meant like farting in her face or a golden shower or maybe something vulgar. Grey’s Anatomy? You sure you really want her back?

“Yeah, but I don’t want her to be degraded.”

I feel you. Okay how about a totally different plan. I’ll be wearing scrubs and she can call me McSleazy. I’ll be banging her doggy style and when I give you the signal you bust in and threaten to kick my ass. She will be so turned on by the tremendous sex I’m giving her that she’ll look up and fall in love with you right as she orgasms. A little sleight of hand, so to speak.

“No way. How is that so different than your other plan?”

Okay so I’m banging her during Grey’s Anatomy and—

“I don’t get why you are having sex with my wife in every one of these scenarios.”

I’m just bouncing ideas off you. I don’t have to be banging her, she could be giving me a hummer. I’ll have her wearing a little kinky French maid outfit with like a garter belt and crotchless panties. Maybe I’ll have her speak with a French accent. Anyway, while we are doing our thing you will be hiding inside the closet watching the whole deal and at the proper moment . . .

“Fuck off,” I mumbled. “You aren’t interested in helping me. And only douchebags call sex, ‘banging’ or refer to oral as a ‘hummer’”.

If you say so, kid. I could see right up front that you were too sensitive for me to be of assistance. Let’s face it, some people just don’t want any help, they just like to bitch.

I tried to push away the thought of my wife having sex with another man and a sudden realization struck me. “Bogart, you fucked my wife, didn’t you?” My mind flashed on the red-faced muscle man with the suitcase as he quickly slipped out of my wife’s back door . . . That was an unfortunate turn of phrase.

What are you talking about? I’ve never put the salami in your wife.

“I saw you—your last host—leave the house a few weeks ago.”

That? You thought he banged your wife?

“Yeah, what else was he doing?”

She hired him for a legit massage. Now get this straight, kid, I sometimes take on the bugaboos of my host and vice versa, but for the most part I find human copulation to be revolting. It’s like watching a monkey trying to stab a raw oyster to death with a polish sausage.

“Disgustingly accurate.”

The only part of the human body that doesn’t give me the heebee jeebees is their . . .

“Ears,” I finished.

Right. Unfortunately, my last host was into all kinds of other things that I’d managed to suppress until he saw your wife’s substantial curves under that towel. He tried to play hide the pinkie on your wife, but she flopped over and slapped him twice before he could even react. She was threatening to call the cops when you saw him bolting outside.

“So she didn’t cheat on me?”

I don’t know about that, but certainly not with me.

It was a lot to consider. Only a few days prior I was in almost constant agonizing pain and now suddenly I felt rejuvenated, energized. Hell, I was practically post-coitally blissful. It was like listening to Johnny Cash stoically singing Hurt, only to be interrupted by impossibly chipper Katrina and the Waves as they belted out Walking on Sunshine.

And that was just my body.

Except for the Ear Worm, my mind was sharper than it had been in years. Decades. A sponge-like child brain that had not yet begun to bear the damage of stress and alcohol abuse or a rare disease.

But if I accepted the sudden transformation and considered it as more than just a last gasp before the promised impending death then I also had to accept the Ear Worm. Didn’t I?

Bingo Buster.

Pineapple.

It wouldn’t be the first time that someone in the last stages of cancer or some other debilitating illness suddenly bucked the odds and recovered quicker than a divine shove from Benny Hinn. It could be that Bogart was just a psychotic delusion caused by the stressful realization of imminent death and that a visit with Dr. Chod could send him packing.

Or it might have been caused by a parasitic spider-roach that crawled into my ear and merged with my brain. The thought of a parasitic spider-roach reminded me of a disgusting video I’d seen a few months ago after it had gone viral via the typical click bait channels. I think I saw a link when I was investigating which 80’s sitcom child stars had died of drug overdoses. The video was titled: WTF IS THIS!?! I immediately knew it was serious because of the all caps and double exclamation marks. In it, a man sprayed a spider with a can of Raid and no sooner had it died than an impossibly large worm quickly slithered out of its corpse.

I felt a phantom itching in my left ear as I recalled this. My mind flashed on slithering worms and squirming lamprey eels and unspeakable horrors. I pulled out my iPhone and against my better judgement I watched the video again.

It was nauseating. A slender, squirming, frothy mass that uncoiled from the abdomen of its dead host. The caption below read: “alien worm!!” It wasn’t an alien though—a Harvard University entomologist clarified matters in an accompanying article. The alien worm was actually an unusually large parasitic nematode that is more commonly known as a roundworm. He went on to explain that every human is infested with thousands of tiny nematodes.

You’ve got them in you right now. Everyone does.

Mainly they are fairly benign and most of us aren’t even aware of their presence except in the rare cases where they grow large enough to cause diseases such as trichinosis.

However, sometimes they aren’t so benign and cause their hosts to do strange behaviors that are far more sinisterly calculated than you might believe. The entomologist pointed out that there are nematodes that initially prey on ants. They will take control of the ant and make it climb a tree and wave its butt in the air until the motion catches the eye of a bird and the ant is eaten. The nematode then escapes from the ant’s abdomen and infects the new higher-level host—the bird.

And mammals aren’t immune to its mind control abilities either. The entomologist proclaimed that his favorite nematode is known as Toxoplasma gondii, a protozoan that infects cats. Apparently that creature is the reason that pregnant women shouldn’t be around cats.

Initially, that particular nematode first infests rats and constructs a way to get into its favorite host—the aforementioned cats. Rats are highly evolved and among the smartest creatures on the planet. Anyone who has grown up watching The Secret of Nimh can attest to their intelligence; however, this parasite has no trouble manipulating them. More specifically, the parasite forces the rats to act against their own interests. First, the primal and pragmatic fear that rats have towards cats is completely removed. As if that is not enough, the rats are then imbued with the irresistible desire to drink cat urine. They crave it like little furry junkies. In the end, they are caught and eaten, and the parasite is united with its host of choice.

The situation I found myself in is that I had an advanced kind of self-serving nematode nestled in my brain and I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe it was just opportunistically waiting for a chance to upgrade toward a superior host. I was just a rat being slowly indoctrinated toward wanting to drink cat urine.

I waited for an internal voice to say, Bingo Buster, but it didn’t.


We had to break up,

But I can’t get you to feel the break.

Call this what you will,

Just don’t call it a mistake.

Call it addiction.

Say that we were not in love.

I don’t really care now,

When you’re all I’m thinking of.

Yeah you’re all I’m thinking of.

So put your hands where you want to.

Start screaming across the city.

I’m making it pretty,

But I know I mean nothing.

I’m just drugs to you.

Still I’m jonesing like a fiend.

So line me up that dopamine.

—Third Eye Blind


10.

Truth or Dare

I stepped outside as I wrapped my mind around the new reality: my wife was no longer an adulteress. Maybe I wasn’t losing it as badly as I thought. Maybe Bogart wasn’t even . . . 

Wrong, kid. I’m real.

I felt an uncomfortable itch just inside my ear canal and wondered if he was wriggling around to verify his existence. Maybe it was a threat. Maybe both.

I glanced at the swimming pool, it had turned green and a frothy, sludgy buildup had formed at the surface like curdled milk. It was still at least 90 degrees and so humid that it was like walking through curtains of heat, but I felt so young and alive and obnoxiously vibrant that it didn’t bother me a bit.

I walked past the infamous back door and grinned and then strolled up the driveway to a wraparound front porch adorned with several ornate columns that evoked Roman pretension. I stood in front of a wrought iron door that probably cost more than I make in a year.

Despite my newfound surge of optimism, I was nervous. I’d convinced myself that the dinner was a make or break moment. I needed to somehow convince Dare that I was stable and trustworthy, yet unpredictable and fun. Sadly, I didn’t embody any of those qualities and instead was buried somewhere within the spectrum of boring and morose.

Jesus Christ, kid, I’m currently producing enough Dopamine in your body to make a manic depressive think they’ve just become a contestant on The Price Is Right and you are still managing to bum me out.

“Producing dopamine? How are you doing that?”

Your brain is capable of producing any natural chemical at any time. Small child trapped under a car? Now you’ve got a super surge of adrenaline and suddenly Hulk-like strength to lift it. You’d have to snort a gram of cocaine and smoke two packs of unfiltered cigarettes to get what I’m giving you naturally. Or, to be more precise, what I’m helping you give yourself.

I had to admit, I did feel pretty damn good. Not exactly a young Robert Downey Jr. giving blowjobs for his next fix good. No, that’s not an Iron Man reference, it’s a scene from Less Than Zero. Anyway, I was smelling what Bogart was cooking and it was damn good.

I reached out and banged a large brass door knocker that was shaped like a honeybee. Half a second later the mausoleum door cracked open and a high-pitched voice shrieked, “Daddy!”

I scooped Shadow up into my arms. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pressed her nose against mine vigorously rubbing it back and forth. She had recently adopted Eskimo kisses as a way of giving me affection because she claimed that my face scratched her, even if I had just shaved. She smelled like baby powder and, as I closed my eyes, could almost imagine she was a newborn. She was still as light as a feather. I gently sat her down on the marble floor and asked: “Where’s your mom, sweetheart?”

Shadow pressed her soft lips against my ear and whispered, “Last night I had the weirdest dream. Gollum was riding on the back of a tiger, which was awesome, except . . . ”

“Yeah?”

“I had to kill him.” I pulled her back and studied her face. Her expression was deadly serious—scrunched forehead above large, soft, chestnut eyes. It was the only facial feature she’d gotten from me as she had her mother’s pale skin, red hair, and constellation of freckles. She’d also developed my vivid imagination. She stared back at me and in an instant her stern expression melted and she burst into intense laughter. The ability to instantly shift moods was another product of her mother’s genetics.

“How have you been doing, sweetie?”

Shadow shrugged and said, “Okay. Are you still grounded?”

I smiled uncomfortably and said, “I’m not grounded, honey. Your mom and I are just . . . Yeah, I’m still grounded.”

Pathetic. That time the voice in my head was familiar, but it didn’t belong to Bogart.

Shadow leaned in again and whispered, “It’s kind of boring now. Mommy doesn’t like to play video games and she doesn’t think Overwatch is appropriate for me.”

“Why does she think it’s inappropriate?”

Shadow giggled. “Reaper screams ‘death’ over and over when he does his special, and Roadhog shoots people in the face. Junkrat bombs and blows people up—”

“I told you to play Mercy and heal people.” I kissed Shadow on the forehead and sat her back on the ground.

“Dad,” Shadow squealed with exasperation. “Healing isn’t fun. I like to kill.”

And just as my six-year-old daughter was proudly shouting this, my wife stepped into the foyer. Her emerald eyes flashed with judgment as she shook her head and said, “What are you teaching her now?”

“I didn’t . . . ” I began, but Dare raised a dismissive hand and cut me off.

That’s the woman you are so desperate to win back? Bogart asked.

It was a good point but Dare had reason to treat me with contempt. Too many reasons to count and thankfully most of them were lost in a drunken haze. At least my recollection of them. Dare remembered them all and could list and categorize them. She was wearing a gray pair of slacks that were tight against her butt. She had always had problems finding clothes that didn’t accentuate her ample curves. The Young the Giant t-shirt wasn’t fairing any better and even though she was wearing a bra to hold back her DD’s, I had seen her naked so many times that I could read her nipples like braille. I knew what she smelled like after a morning run or right after a shower—her shampoo was lavender. I considered the feel of her narrow hips and how they hourglassed up and below—both destinations inviting and . . . 

“Ripley.” Dare had turned bright red. She gestured at my waist and put her hands over Shadow’s eyes.

My cheeks flushed as I realized I had gone into an erotic daydream and let myself get worked up. More specifically, my slacks had formed a tent that could house the entire Alabama-Coushatta Indian reservation. I’m a grower, not a shower, but I had fully grown and I was showing everything. I turned to adjust my erection and tried to picture dead puppies, but my mind found Rip Taylor. That did the trick. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’ve been cooped up too long.”

“I’ll say.” The way Dare said it and something in her thoughtful expression gave me the impression she wasn’t entirely displeased with my predicament.

Hell no, kid. I gave you some extra testosterone, enough to make Viagra look like Salt Peter. Sometimes you have to let a broad know that your gun still has a bullet left in the chamber.

Like Barney Fife, I thought.

Barney Fife? Fucking Don Knotts? You have a strange way about you.

Maybe, but Don Knotts was supposed to have a notoriously large penis and I wasn’t doing so bad myself. I followed Dare into the living room and realized I was walking with a bit of a swagger.

As we stepped into the lavish room I stared longingly at my 75-inch 4k television and the PS4 console. My cheeks reddened as I realized our wedding photo had been removed from the fireplace mantle. We were married on the beach in Montego Bay, Jamaica. I looked happy and tan. Dare was so hot that they would have turned her down from appearing on Say Yes to the Dress because the other brides would have been too insecure to stand next to her.

As if in response to my sudden sullen introspection, Shadow reached up and took my hand. We followed Dare into the dining room and I asked, “Is Maria here?”

Dare shook her head and said, “No, I gave her the night off.”

“Mommy cooked,” Shadow said. “And I helped.”

“That’s great,” I said. It was rare that Dare cooked. She only had two dishes that she was comfortable preparing: chicken parmesan or cheese enchiladas with Mexican rice.

“I just put the finishing touches on my famous chickie parm,” Dare said. “Your favorite.”

“That’s great,” I said, though my favorite was the dish served at Caraba’s Italian restaurant. Dare’s tended to be a bit dry. Regardless, it was the thought that counted. I wondered if Jesus was served his favorite dish at the Last Supper.

Have some confidence, kid. You are more sullen than a teenage girl on her period. Maybe your wife is trying to win you back.

“Sit next to me, daddy.”

I sat next to Shadow on one side of the dining table and wondered if Dare would settle down on my other side. The table was big enough to seat over a dozen people. Dare went into the kitchen and came back holding a serving tray covered with wooden bowls filled with salads, silverware, napkins, and a pitcher of iced tea. She sat the tray down on the stand and arranged the table, but her setup was on the opposite side of the table. I took a deep breath and gulped down some tea. It tasted like pure shit and was flavored like some kind of exotic flower like green asslong or Jasminey turd. I smiled as the foul concoction went down my throat.

Dare stared at me, from across the table, with an expression that mirrored the cold calculation of a mortician considering how best to reconstruct the face of a crash victim for an open coffin viewing. I tried to lock eyes with her and was lost in a green intensity that reminded me of the stagnant swimming pool out back. I quickly glanced down at Shadow and asked, “How has Tanglewood been going?”

Shadow shrugged. “David Morley keeps pushing me and told me I’m a fart knocker.”

I smiled. “He probably has a crush on you, boys are like—”

“Ripley.” Dare’s tone elicited a sort of Pavlovian response in me and I froze. My attention snapped to her like a jock’s wet towel in a vengeful high school bathroom. She was still staring at me with those piercing emerald eyes and her pale skin was flush with an inner heat. I expected her to nag me for some mistake I hadn’t realized I’d made, but instead she asked, “What have you been doing with yourself?”

“Not much,” I stammered. “I’ve been doing my pest jobs and hanging out in the pool house . . . well, you know. Mainly keeping to myself.”

Dare slowly nodded and asked, “Have you been spending a lot of time lifting weights?”

I grinned and puffed out my chest as I said, “Maybe a little bit. A few light dumbbells here and there. Thanks for noticing.”

“How could I not notice? You barely look like the same person.”

“Thanks.”

“How much weight have you lost?”

“A little . . . ”

Her forehead wrinkled as she asked, “A little?”

”Yeah. I’ve missed your good cooking. Just pizza pockets and . . . ”

Dare shook her head and asked, “You’ve lost that much weight on pizza pockets? In a week? I could swear you had a full beer belly just last Wednesday but now . . . ”

“I don’t drink anymore,” I said defensively. “You know that.”

“Yes, I know that,” Dare said. “But it’s just not natural to lose that much weight that quickly. Stand up.” I stood and self-consciously felt the intensity of her scrutiny. “Look how baggy your pants are.”

“I haven’t worn dress pants in a while.”

“Unbutton your shirt.”

“What?”

Shadow giggled.

“Your shirt,” Dare demanded. “Unbutton it.”

She wants it, Bogart said. Show her the goods.

I slowly unbuttoned my shirt from the top down and when my pectorals came into view she gasped. I glanced down to make sure I hadn’t grown breasts and realized my chest was bigger and more ripped than when I was a teenager. Back then I took handfuls of amino acids, threw down protein shakes, and furiously pumped iron in an effort to resemble the ‘80s concept of male beauty. I wanted the unnatural physique of a Hulk Hogan or Arnold Schwarzenegger or even Stallone from Rocky III. I never achieved it back then, but I suddenly wasn’t so far off.

And Dare noticed. Her unrestrained admiration was the most glorious thing I had received from her in a very long time. I kept unbuttoning and when I got down to the last button the shirt fluttered open and revealed what had previously been a bloated reminder of the price of excess. Dare stared and pointed at my midsection with her mouth agape. I glanced down at an eight pack that would shame Ryan Reynolds and put Brad Pitt’s shirtless scene from Thelma and Louise to shame.

“How?” Dare mumbled. “Are you taking performance enhancing drugs? Roids? I heard that Hugh Jackman buffed up like that overnight, but I never believed . . . ”

I shook my head and laughed. “Do I look like a professional baseball player? A-Rod or something?”

Damn straight she wants your A-Rod. Bogart cackled.

“Ripley . . . ” Dare began, “are you . . . are you sick or something? It must be some kind of testosterone imbalance or something.”

I quickly buttoned my shirt. “Of course not, sweetie . . . . I mean, of course not, Dare. I’ve just got too much time on my hands. It’s like how prison inmates always bulk up during captivity.”

“You feel like a prisoner?” Dare asked. “In the pool house?”

“No, of course not,” I quickly corrected. “That was a poor choice of analogy. I’m great. Better than ever, but I’m still the same guy.”

Shadow put a hand on my leg and said, “That’s my daddy.”

Dare’s face brightened. “Of course, sugar. He’s always going to be your daddy.”

I smiled and nodded, but it was more than a little disconcerting that my wife felt it necessary to affirm my paternal status to our daughter.

The doorbell rang and Dare excused herself, hurrying to the front door. She seemed perplexed by the sudden intrusion. As she left, I stared at her perfect heart-shaped ass and I fell deeper in love. They might say love is blind, but they also say that men are visual, so I felt justified in my superficiality.

When Dare returned she seemed even more frazzled and, judging from the intruder, there was no wonder why. It was her mother. My mother-in-law. A despicable human who had all the charm of that cackling Muppet that dug the lint out of Jabba the Hut’s bellybutton. A cold, barren, rancid abomination who suffered from Munchausen’s by proxy, sociopathy, and bi-polar disorder with a side order of well-seasoned bigotry. She wore black lipstick and a garish pants suit that a rodeo clown would think was too tacky. The pants were striped and the top had black sequins that formed a Rorschach blot over her upper body. It was interpretive enough that you could say the design was a cancerous growth or a diarrhea stain, depending on your point of view.

She stared at me and her fat, wrinkled face contorted like an elephant’s prolapsed anus and I saw something that will haunt me until the day I die.

My mother-in-law smiled.

The mighty eye of Sauron would have wept.

So hideous was the sight that Shadow audibly wretched . . . keep in mind that this hideous creature was her grandmother.

I have spent some time describing her, but it should be noted that I am not being hyperbolic, instead using restraint so as not to be impolite. With that in mind, let me add that she had an accompanying stench that was overpoweringly unique and served to make my cologne stand out as heavenly. The closest analogy I can provide is that I once had to treat a residence who thought they had dead rats in their attic. It was mid-August and I found a dead Opossum and her litter of young that had mistaken rat poison for dinner and quickly perished. It then became the birthing nest of countless writhing maggots. That stench had permeated my very pores and refused to be washed away for several days, yet it still paled in comparison to the smell of my mother-in-law.

Dare stared at me apologetically and said, “I wasn’t expecting Mom to come tonight.”

I tried to hide my disgust and told my mother-in-law, “It’s good to see you, Gladys. A nice surprise.”

“Dinner plans fall through?” Dare asked.

Gladys sniffed dramatically and pointed towards the kitchen. “Why should I eat out when there’s a fine Italian feast right here prepared by my beautiful daughter. Plus, it’s been too long since I’ve seen my son-in-law. How’s the pool house, Ripley?”

I felt a heat in my cheeks like a phantom slap and mumbled, “Its fine.”

Gladys nodded. “When Frank and I had the house built we figured we’d let the gardener live in it, or maybe an out of work relative. Are you working?”

“Yeah. I’m still doing pest control.”

Gladys laughed. “Oh, that? I guess that’s a job. Not an occupation, but—”

“Mom.” Dare gestured at Shadow.

Shadow was staring up at her grandmother with an expression that could turn Medusa to stone.

“What?” Gladys asked.

“You’re being mean to my daddy again.”

Gladys shrugged and said, “Darling, the truth can sometimes seem mean, but—”

“Mom,” Dare said. “Can I get you a salad?”

“Certainly.” Gladys sat down right next to me in the spot I’d hoped Dare would choose. The stench was unbearable, and it took everything I had to fight my gag reflex.

You need to get the fuck out of here. Your life is in danger.

She stinks, I said to Bogart, but she’s mainly harmless.

Wrong. That smell . . . It’s a protective mechanism. Part of our symbiotic relationship. It’s how we recognize our kind.

She’s got something like you in her?

Worse. If I’m a tween then she’s being controlled by a much older person. Let me put it this way: the worse the smell the stronger the symbiote. If she was carrying a symbiote my age it might smell like some mild BO or maybe a low grade fart. No beans or eggs.

What does it mean then?

She has to be carrying an Elder.

Gladys stared at me and asked, “You look thoughtful, Ripley. What is going on in your head?”

“Nothing.”

Gladys smiled and asked, “Why do I doubt that?”

Dare returned with a tray covered with salads and another iced tea that she placed in front of her mother. Gladys sniffed suspiciously and asked, “Dare, what kind of dressing is on this?”

“It’s actually your favorite,” Dare said defensively. “Newman’s own Parmesan and Roasted Garlic.”

Gladys shook her head. “Not anymore, dear.”

Dare shrugged. “Okay. Thousand Island?”

“No.”

Dare stared at her mother with a perplexed expression. “Ranch?”

Her mother nodded and said, “That sounds fine, dear.”

I tried to remember if Ranch had garlic in it and then quickly interjected, “Can I get Ranch as well?”

Dare frowned but said, “Sure.” She snatched up my salad and her mother’s and dropped them roughly on the tray—a sad cherry tomato fell out of my bowl, rolled down the tray, and dropped to the floor. “Shadow, do you mind helping me whip up a couple of new salads . . . with Ranch.”

“Sure, Mom.”

Get out of here, kid. We don’t need to be alone with an Elder.

I didn’t doubt that Bogart was serious and I sensed that he had reason to be concerned, but I also knew that there was no way I was going to sneak off with my tail between my legs. Besides, what were the chances that my mother-in-law was also unfortunate enough to have been invaded by a symbiote?

As soon as Shadow and Dare stepped out of the dining room Gladys stared at me and said, “You should have stuck with the garlic dressing, Ripley.”

I returned her gaze and noted that her pupils were so wide that her eyes looked dark and unfathomable. I was reminded of the Nietzsche quote about staring into the abyss. I imagined dark, wet, slithery things moving just under the surface of her leathery wrinkled skin and controlling her like the world’s ugliest marionette. Despite these dark thoughts, I forced a smile and said, “I don’t want to get bad breath.”

Gladys shook her head and said, “I don’t blame you, Ripley. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time. You are just a pitiful victim in all of this.”

Run, kid. Run.

“I’m not sure what you are talking about,” I said.

“Quit playing dumb,” Gladys said. “You are better than that. Besides, you aren’t very good at it. It’s about as hard for a smart person to play dumb as it is for a dumb person to play smart.” Gladys pointed at my head and added, “I can hear him as clear as I can hear you—maybe even clearer, because he’s yelling like a little bitch. He’s begging you to run, but you are wise not to listen to him. He’s only looking out for himself, but I’m looking out for you. I don’t want to have to kill you. If I truly wanted to do so, I’d have done it back in that apartment.”

She’s lying, kid. She had no idea I’d jumped ship or she’d have burned both of us alive.

“Thanks, for that much,” I said. “What do you want from me, Gladys?” I hesitated and added, “Is my mother-in-law somewhere in there?”

“She’s sleeping. Peacefully.”

“Probably dreaming about drowning kittens,” I mumbled.

“More like drowning you,” the thing inside my mother-in-law said. “She’s a royal cunt.”

“I think we found something we could agree on,” I said. “Who are you?”

“My name is unimportant. What should matter to you is that I’m giving you a choice.”

It has to be Carrion-Six-Toes. The Elders are very territorial and this is his turf.

“Carrion-Six-Toes?” I mumbled.

My mother-in-law frowned. “You dare to speak my name? That fool dared to . . . ” Her face contorted and her leathery skin tightened as if ready to split open to reveal another terrible face beneath. I watched with terrified fascination. After a few intense seconds her face settled into an expression of plastic calm and she asked, “Is it Foster?”

“Who?” I asked.

“The one inside you. Is it Bromas? No, I consumed him decades ago . . . Is it Elica?”

I shrugged.

“Bogart?” I flinched and Carrion-Six-Toes smiled. “Bogart . . . a filthy, puny little scoundrel. An immature miscreant. A traitor to the Sleeper.”

“The Sleeper?”

Carrion-Six-Toes waved away my question. “Are you going to make the right decision?”

Run. Fucking run, kid.

If you’re wondering why I didn’t haul ass I’ll admit it wasn’t just my desire to win back my wife. Carrion-Six-Toes was exerting some kind of calming hypnosis on me with her gaze and the cadence of her voice.

Carrion-Six-Toes reached into her slacks and pulled out two horse-sized pills. I didn’t even have to guess that they were filled with garlic powder. “Eat these. Within minutes, Bogart will have no choice but to crawl out or he will quickly wither and die. If he crawls out I will eat . . . I will deal with him.”

“And then?” I asked.

“And then you go on living your own life,” Carrion-Six-Toes said. “Just like before.”

I shook my head. “But I was dying. I need him.”

Damn straight kid.

Carrion-Six-Toes chuckled and I nearly fainted. “If your life is that important to you then I’ll replace him.”

“Replace?”

“That’s right.” She pointed at my head. “I’ll crawl in there and you can experience the Unity.”

“No.” I didn’t understand exactly what she meant by the Unity, but what I imagined was a lack of free will, identity, and self-awareness.

All of that and worse, kid.

“Are you denying me?”

I nodded.

Carrion-Six-Toes shook her head. “Maybe you weren’t playing dumb after all. I gave you the illusion of a choice, but eventually I’ll just take what I want. I’ll consume Bogart and I’ll add you to the Throng, but now I’m also going to ruin everything you hold dear as well. Your wife. Your daughter. I’m going to—”

“Mom?” Dare and Shadow had stepped into the room and Dare was staring at her mother with a concerned expression. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not.” Carrion-Six-Toes covered her face with spidery fingers and loudly wept. After several dramatic heaves she mumbled. “Ripley called me . . . He called me . . . ”

“What, Mom?”

Carrion-Six-Toes glanced up at me with wet eyes. “Ripley called me an old cunt.”

Dare gasped.

“I didn’t,” I shouted. “I promise. You know I would never do that. It’s not a word I use and certainly not directed at your mother.”

“Mom . . . ” Dare began, but Carrion-Six-Toes buried her face within her hands and continued to dramatically weep. Dare turned to me, her expression almost apologetic as she said, “Ripley, I think you need to go.”

Shadow burst into tears as I leaned down to kiss her on the forehead. I turned and was yet again exiled from my home.

We’re fucked, Bogart mumbled. Fucked.

I was solemnly walking down the driveway, back toward my prison cell nestled beyond the stagnant swimming pool—a death row inmate contemplating the mortality held within the confines of an awaiting electric chair—when I heard Dare shout, “Ripley, wait.”

My heart fluttered as she rushed down the driveway toward me like Meg Ryan in Sleepless in Seattle. I would scoop her up and kiss her and mumble, “I’m never leaving you again.”

She would nod and say, “I’m so sorry. I was useless without you. I never knew what I had until it was gone. You complete me.”

I would kiss her deeply and carry her into the pool house. That’s when the scenario would shift from PG to PG13 as I slowly kissed her neck and lower as I stripped her down to bra and panties, but no more than side boob would be seen. That’s when I’d carry her into the bedroom and strip her down into a solid R rating. Maybe we’d start at a hard R as I moved her into a gentle doggy style, while careful not to show penetration. Obviously, it wouldn’t be long until our scenario morphed into full XXX goodness. If she was impressed with my new physique, wait until she got a load of my newfound cardio. It would be a long night.

Dare stepped in front of me, just far enough that I couldn’t reach out and scoop her into my arms. The shadows gently hid her face. “Ripley . . . ”

“Yes?” I was going to be patient as she expressed her profound regret at taking me for granted.

“You didn’t call my mom the C word, did you?”

Not exactly the lead in I was expecting and certainly not a clear affirmation of her newly regained devotion. “Of course not, Dare. I have nothing but respect for your mother. She’s . . . ”

Dare chuckled and said, “Don’t lay it on too thick, Ripley. We both know she’s a total pill, but I also know that even when you drank . . . even on your worst day you avoided that kind of insult. Listen, I’ve been meaning to tell you about her and, well, we haven’t exactly been on the best of speaking terms lately.”

“We can fix that,” I interjected.

“I hope so,” she said doubtfully. “What I wanted to tell you is that Mom has Alzheimer’s.”

“I’m sorry,” I lied.

Dare sighed. “Actually it’s worse than that. She’s had it for a while and no one was brave enough to question her when she forgot something or called them by the wrong name. You know how she can be.”

I nodded silently.

“Tonight was actually as lucid as I’ve seen her lately. She’s taken to calling me Brenda, her mother’s name. And she usually thinks Shadow is me. According to the doctors she is very far gone. I’ve been told to expect her to pass . . . ” Dare sobbed and continued, “She could pass away very soon.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks. It’s pretty awful. I know it seemed like she strolled in tonight all willy-nilly, but she has a driver now and a fulltime staff that cares for her at her home.” I imagined a stoic Morgan Freeman trying to resist smothering her after a day filled with N bombs. “I’ve had to assume full control of her estate.”

You just won the lottery, Bogart said. Finally, your wife has control of the windfall. Too bad our life expectancy can suddenly be measured in hours. It’s like that Alanis Morrissett lyric about irony: your mother-in-law will soon die, but so will you and I.

Pineapple!

“That must be awful,” I said. “A lot of responsibility for you to bare by yourself.”

She nodded. “It is. I know her intrusion and her outburst was just another symptom of her affliction. And the timing could not have been worse.”

“I agree.”

“Ripley . . . ” her voice was soft. Sultry?

“Yes?” It was the moment I had been waiting for ever since she kicked me out.

That’s when she finally leaned in close and mumbled, “I want a divorce.”

I was leaning in to kiss her when her words struck me like a Chuck Norris snap kick. My knees wobbled. I almost dropped to the ground and rolled down the hill until I splashed into the swimming pool and sank to the bottom.

Fuck her, Bogart screamed. You can do better.

“Why?” I’m ashamed to admit that my voice cracked and I couldn’t hide the pain or desperation I felt.

“Ripley . . . ”

“Is it someone else?”

Dare shook her head and said, “No, Ripley. It’s you. It’s just you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I don’t love you.” She mercifully turned her head and walked away so that only Bogart could witness my tears.


Another head hangs lowly.

Child is slowly taken.

And the violence, caused such silence.

Who are we mistaken?

But you see, it’s not me.

It’s not my family.

In your head, in your head, they are fighting.

In your head, in your head they are crying.

In your head, in your head.

Zombie, zombie, zombie-ie-ie.

What’s in your head, in your head?

Zombie, zombie, zombie-ie-ie, oh.

—The Cranberries


11.

Power Play

I’d like to offer a dramatic interlude so that you can process the emotion I must have been experiencing with the confirmed loss of my marriage and the realization that I was on the hit list of some sort of ancient evil deity. I realize my narrative has been fairly introspective so far, but your patience is about to be rewarded as all Hell breaks loose. Balls to the wall intense. Less Kramer vs. Kramer and more Point Break. 

I was walking toward the pool house with Bogart alternately giving me affirmation that losing Dare wasn’t the end of my life and bemoaning that my life was going to be over anyway because Carrion-Six-Toes was going to come for me soon. I could hear his incessant ramblings like elevator muzak, but I wasn’t really listening to him. Instead, my inner voice was repeating a familiar mantra that presented itself during particularly stressful moments.

Drink. Drink. You worthless, no good motherfucker. Drink. Worthless. Drink. Unloved. Drink. Nobody loves you. Drink. Drink. Worthless. Nobody loves you. Drink.

There was a filthy bottle of Kentucky Hunter rotgut whiskey hidden deep in the cabinet behind several cans of lima beans, creamed corn, and sweet potatoes. I probably should have just thrown it away. By “it” I mean the whiskey, not the sweet potatoes, but I thought keeping it represented self-control.

I wanted to gulp down that bottle more than anything in the world. I needed to. Anything to quiet my inner pain body. When I realized I’d left the front door open it gave me just another reason to curse myself. I also realized that I couldn’t get the stench of my mother-in-law out of my nostrils.

I stepped into the living room.

A video was playing on my computer. The last thing I’d been watching was a live Twitch stream of competitive teams playing Overwatch, but what was playing then was a filthy porno featuring two overly endowed men assaulting a wide-eyed girl with mascara dripping from her eyes.

Get out of here, kid. Run.

The toilet flushed and a figure stepped out of the bathroom. It moved like a bad stop-motion figure made of clay. A slightly less coordinated zombie from Romero’s original Night of the Living Dead.

It was Chaz.

Clearly, he was still very, very dead, but somehow he’d had the decency to put on pants. I was disappointed as I realized that he was wearing my favorite pair of blue jeans. The rest of his body was fully exposed. He had been a revolting man in life, but that was nothing compared to the hideous mess he had become. His head was perpetually flopped back as if staring up at an unforgiving God. Of course, the more concrete reason was that his throat had been cut open so wide that the loose rotting flesh was barely holding his head in place.

Wherever his body had been stored didn’t have proper air conditioning because his skin was loose and leaked a foul brackish, inky fluid. He looked like a water balloon that was on the verge of bursting. Most of his inner organs and whole sections of his skeleton were visible beneath the paper-thin skin.

There was a legion of maggots and several green flies that ravenously hovered around the corpse like a protective force field. The smell I’d mistaken as the residual stench from Carrion-Six-Toes was actually the corpse—a sufficiently overpowering stench is practically indistinguishable from another.

“What the fuck is that?” I mumbled aloud. “Why are you here?”

It’s a power play, Bogart explained. Carrion-Six-Toes is showing us who is in charge. Controlling a dead body is super high level bullshit. Way past what I could even attempt to do on my best day. No worries though, he shouldn’t be much of a threat in that condition.

As if cognizant of Bogart’s voice within my head, the shambling corpse reached down to pick up a lamp and waved it in front of him like it was a lightsaber. It was a horrifying display, but also very hard to take seriously. A rotting Pez-dispenser covered with douchey tattoos and filled with overripe organs and bile that smelled like menudo rather than the typical sweet candy. A nightmarish piñata of filth and decay. I watched it wave the lamp in a wildly uncoordinated display of mock menace and my mind went to the Evil Dead. I wondered how Ash would handle the situation.

Probably with a shotgun to the head, but if they were going for a gross out scene then maybe he’d take his chainsaw arm to open up the corpse, let him unravel like thick strands of sausage and shower Ash in putrid black blood.

Fuck him up, kid. The Elder is testing your mettle.

I took a step forward and the corpse raised the lamp above its head and brought it down to strike me, but the cord caught and it jerked out of his grasp, then fell to the ground. The bulb burst and the room went dark, except for faint moonlight that trickled in through the blinds.

The darkness drained away my bravado and I felt the familiar sensation of deep, primal fear. The lumbering thing in front of me tried to scream, but the sound was a pitiful gurgling. It took a step toward me.

Bogart commanded my brain to produce adrenaline and it responded at the speed of thought—which is really just an electrical impulse, so basically at the speed of light. It might as well have been a gamma ray as I was suddenly filled with strength, and rage, and uncontrolled aggression.

I threw a right hook that caught the corpse in the left ear and sent him tumbling to the ground. I stood over the flailing body and curb stomped him more times than I care to remember. The bones cracked like papier-mâché beneath my dress shoes and the corpse was quickly reduced to blood pudding or spotted dick or some other disgusting shit that British people call dessert.

The vicious onslaught happened so quickly that I barely blinked, but I still just noticed a thin shadowy creature with long twisting limbs as it skittered out of an eye socket just before the skull caved in. Only through the power of memory am I aware of seeing it, as if it had some kind of psychic defense against being seen in the moment.

I stared down at the corpse with the broken jack-o-lantern head and felt strong, aggressive, and primally alive. Fuck with me motherfucker and you get fucking fucked up.

You showed her, kid. If she wants a piece of you then she better come correct.

I nodded and swatted a bloated fly away from my cheek. Their buzzing seemed to intensify around me until I realized that the sound wasn’t them at all. It was several police sirens screaming from somewhere far away but growing closer by the second.

Kid . . . I think we’ve been framed.

I stared down at the brutalized corpse and imagined a chalk outline in its place. A detective stoically shaking his head and remarking: “The dumb bastard killed him here in his own god damn house. Probably ordered a massage so he could pay back the victim for hitting on his ex-wife earlier. Motive and means. Open and shut case. I hope they give the fucker the electric chair.”

You got to get rid of the body, kid. And quick. Popo is coming.

Fueled by the recent surge of adrenaline I acted without another moment’s hesitation. I ran into the bedroom and pulled an old cream-colored sheet out of the closet. I wrapped the corpse in the sheet and bound him with duct tape as tight as a white trash mummy. It took a bit longer to stuff all the loose bone shards and innards into a matching pillow case.

All the while the sirens grew louder.

I used a dustpan to scoop up the smaller bit of filth and once the pillow case was mostly filled, I tied it off and duct taped it onto the mummy, like a foul conjoined twin.

I dragged the corpse outside.

The sirens had grown deafening.

Get rid of the body, kid! Hurry!

I didn’t have time to bury him in the backyard next to our former pet—a poodle named Stanton. I didn’t have time to cut the body into pieces and mail them to ISIS or the Westboro Baptist Church. I didn’t have time to slowly dissolve it in sulfuric acid and I didn’t own a herd of starving pigs. There was a burn ban in town and besides, how could I explain a bonfire that smelled like human barbeque to Dare?

The roaring sirens were almost upon me and I could see blinking lights on the horizon like multi-colored heat lightning. I shook my head sadly and rolled the body into the swimming pool. At first, I was afraid it might float, but it slowly sunk down into the thick, brackish water and a moment later only a few random bubbles marked its passing.

Several police cruisers rushed past the main house, followed by at least three fire trucks. I watched as the lights and the warning sirens quickly faded away.

She’s fucking with us, kid. She probably set a fire somewhere close by.

Why would she do that?

She wants to show you that she’s in charge. That she can take you whenever she wants. She could have somebody after us that we couldn’t deal with on our best day—not if I filled your veins to popping with adrenaline. She could have had that corpse filled with enough explosives to blow up your entire block. She could have had that corpse climb into bed with you while you were fast asleep and call the cops so that they discovered you like that. There’s a million ways she could have fucked you and she’s been around long enough to know them all—Hell, she probably invented some of those ways.

Then why?

She wanted to send you a warning. Carrion-Six-Toes is an Elder, but she’s not as enlightened as she might want to believe. Just like the rest of us she has a weakness and hers is that she likes to play the game. She gets off on it.

Well, if it’s a game then I’m winning.

Are you, kid? You just killed a guy you had reason to dislike and you disposed of his body in your own swimming pool. There’s enough evidence dripping on your guest house floor to give you a death sentence and even your hero, Barney Fife, is savvy enough to solve the case.

I didn’t kill him. He was long dead.

Tell that to the jury. The infamous: he was already dead defense. Your honor, is it murder if the victim is a zombie?

Bogart was right. I had fucked myself in less than an hour after Carrion-Six-Toes declared war on me. I was extremely outclassed.

You got no choice now, kid. You have to run. Her first shot was a bluff, but the next one is probably a musclebound fiend with a blowtorch. That’s how she plays, quickly escalating until there are no boundaries at all. Your wife . . . Your daughter . . .

I knew he was right, but I also knew that there was nowhere for me to go. I’ve already outlined how pitiful my group of friends is and how my family unit was shattered. I was as alone as a person could get with a sentient symbiote living in their head.

I rushed to my closet and pulled out a large army-green duffle bag and filled it with t-shirts, shorts, blue jeans, half a dozen pairs of flip flops, two hoodies, and several pairs of boxer briefs. I then ran into the living room and snatched up my laptop, iPad 2, iPhone 6, 3DS, and the power strip that held their chargers.

Get a fucking weapon, kid! Are you preparing to go to Gen Con?

No.

This isn’t a vacation, you are going to be running for your life. You are about to be hunted like a fox.

People hunt foxes?

Pretend like I said white-tailed deer or raccoons. Fucking East-Texas. I’m talking about guns. I know you can’t be living in the redneck capital of the world without guns sprouting around you like mushrooms after a summer rain.

I nodded and ran back into my bedroom and pulled my gun out of the top of my closet. Even though my wife had given it to me as a birthday present four years prior, she was afraid of it and made me immediately take it out of the main house. Her heart had been in the right place—she bought it soon after we had spotted a water moccasin in the swimming pool and I was forced to kill it with a hoe, almost getting bitten while she shrieked behind me. Her choice of gun might have been overkill when it came to a snake disposal though. It was a Benelli M4 tactical shotgun with a pistol gripped stick. It was a favorite choice of the US Marines.

I hadn’t fired it once since I’d unwrapped it.

I shoved the shotgun and a few boxes of shells in the duffel bag and grabbed a walking cane that had a sharply-tipped fencing sword hiddenwithin that popped out with a push of a button that was nestled in a metal hilt capped with a stylized skull. I’d tested the wicked blade on a watermelon and it slid all the way through without any resistance.

I paused just long enough to take a piece of paper out of my printer and quickly scratch out a note to Dare. I left it on the glass table in the living room and placed a drink coaster on it so it wouldn’t flutter away.

It read: I’ll always love both of you. 

And then I drove away from my home—with nowhere to go and Hell on my heels.


A spirit climbs my spine to the brain,

Following the rail-road tracks down again.

I needed space with soul, maybe we can die there.

Maybe we can . . .

Stop.

I’m already dead.

Stop.

I’m already dead.

My-my-my mother—she said:

“Heaven’s on one shoulder,’

But, baby, hell is on the other.”

—Deadboy and the Elephantmen


12.

A Distant Rumble

I drove aimlessly through town, constantly checking my rearview mirror for flashing police lights. More than once I imagined a leering corpse was nestled in my truck bed, but it was just a handheld pest control sprayer and a rusty toolbox. The wind whistled through my door and my back tire beat out a tune on the concrete, but what I heard was the soft echo of a skull being crushed beneath my feet. 

Quit torturing yourself, kid. You didn’t do anything wrong. Dead is dead.

Maybe, I told him. But if death can be measured in degrees then that poor bastard is extra dead.

That poor bastard tried to put a pinkie up your wife’s bunghole.

My wife? That led my thought process down an even darker path. At some point during my meanderings I stopped at a Whataburger and ordered four double cheeseburgers. As the soft flesh relented beneath my teeth I felt a mixture of pleasure and revulsion.

Time to say goodbye to your old life, kid. Carrion-Six-Toe is going to go after you until we are both dead.

I can’t just leave my daughter.

Can’t you though? Let’s face it, you haven’t really been much of a father anyway. Your ex will find someone else, maybe an older guy who can give them . . .

Pineapple!

Don’t be like that. I’m just—

Fucking Pineapple, motherfucker. I screamed. Outside it was quiet, but inside my skull my voice reached a decibel that would have shattered wine glasses.

Silence.

I drove around town and, for once, the silence was golden. How could I just leave everything behind like it had never existed? Abandon my daughter the way that I had been . . . I couldn’t leave her. I wouldn’t.

It was dark as I pulled into the parking lot of Villa Claire, a small apartment complex populated by retirees and a single Gen-Xer—Fieldy. I stepped out of my truck, caught a whiff of myself and took stock of the gore covering my shirt, slacks, and particularly my pitiful dress shoes. I racked my brain for an explanation that Fieldy might believe: a broken sewer pipe, a bad case of SARS, an exploding armadillo . . .

I saw the soft blue glow of the swimming pool and silently hopped the fence and stepped over to the edge. The swimming pool was so clean that I could see motes softly dancing across the flawlessly clean bottom. I stepped into the warm water and the dark filth flowed off me like the Venom symbiote from the Amazing Spiderman seeking a host, only in reverse.

A shard of bone settled to the bottom and promised to frighten some oblivious geriatrics the next day.

I climbed out of the pool and even though I was soaking wet I somehow felt lighter. The complex was quiet. Only the distant rumble of cars and a faraway plaintiff train whistle betrayed the illusion that civilization was dead and I was inhabiting a post-apocalyptic dystopian world like the fungal zombie-controlled nightmare in The Last of Us.

I stepped onto the porch of Unit 8 and rang the doorbell. A full minute passed before I heard a chain being unlatched and then the door swung open. Fieldy was wearing a pair of tightie whities, a surprising gut hanging over the edge of his waistband. His hair was unkempt and his eyes were red. He stared at me perplexedly and finally asked, “Is it raining?” His breath reeked of alcohol and his words were slightly slurred. 

“No.”

Fieldy slowly shook his head and asked, “Did she leave you, mate?”

I slowly nodded.

“Damn.” He reached out to hug me, but when I tensed up, he pulled back and gently patted my shoulder. “Come on in . . . take off your shoes and socks first.”

I did as he said and stepped into the living room.

Suddenly my temporary residence at the pool house didn’t seem so pathetic; his tiny living room looked like it belonged to a collection of frat boys and derelicts. I sat down on a leather couch that seemed to be held together by duct tape and the glass coffee table in front of it was covered with empty beer cans and empty McDonald’s bags. A glance into the adjoining kitchen revealed a trashcan that was overflowing and had spilled over to a checkerboard patterned floor that was desperately in need of a thorough cleaning. A huge lump of flesh that I had mistaken for an oversized throw pillow grunted at me and lazily licked at the air; it was Dante, Fieldy’s English bulldog.

Fieldy caught my eyes and said, “I really do need to straighten up a bit, but I haven’t had much in the way of human company lately.”

“Are you and Linda on the splits?” I asked.

“Jesus, mate. We broke up almost three years ago.”

“So this is what single life looks like?”

Fieldy laughed. “It isn’t so bad really. You know I wanked off right where you are sitting not an hour ago?”

I shifted uneasily. “Cool . . . ”

“Damn straight. No one to tell me I can or can’t wank off.”

I nodded and added, “But also no one around to wank you off either.”

“Ripley,” Fieldy began, “Are you a glass half empty kind of guy?”

“I wish,” I said. “My glass has been completely empty for a while now. Dry as a bone.”

“It’s going to be okay, mate,” Fieldy said. “Are you sure it’s a permanent situation or is she just figuring things out?”

“It seems permanent,” I said. “And I wish that was the worst part.”

“What’s worse than that, mate?” Fieldy shook several cans and found a Boddington’s that made a gentle slosh and brought it up to his lips.

Don’t tell him about me, kid. Sure as hell don’t tell him about the body that you stomped . . .

Pineapple!

“I’m dying.” Fieldy’s expression didn’t change a bit. I could have told him I had the measles or an overdue library book. “I mean it. I’m being completely literal. I’m dying.”

“Aren’t we all, mate?” He slurped the last of his beer and crushed the can. If the gesture was meant to somehow punctuate his profound claim then it failed miserably.

That was the moment I realized Fieldy was completely shitfaced and maybe also on something stronger than alcohol. Regardless, I had to tell someone else about what was happening to me—a verbal catharsis to go with the physical baptism I’d already experienced in the swimming pool. “I mean I’m dying. Quickly dying. The doctor told me I’ve got like a few more weeks if I’m lucky.” Dante eased over into my space and put his massive head into my lap. His eyes were red and wet.

“What the fuck?” Fieldy’s British accent vanished and the reality of my statement broke his blank expression. “Why, man? Bloody hell, you are younger than me.”

“‘I’ve got a degenerative brain disease. It’s causing all kinds of chaos. Imagine a series of dominoes quickly falling—that’s the cells in my brain.”

“Ripley . . . ” Fieldy swallowed his emotions in the manner that all East Texas boys are taught and continued, “Is that why you’ve lost so much weight?”

“Probably,” I said as I considered how far my catharsis could go; Fieldy was a good audience. Even though Bogart was remaining silent I could feel his unspoken angst. I realized I should weigh my words, but letting them flow freely felt so good. “Recently I’ve started hearing voices too . . . Well, one voice.”

Fieldy’s eyes widened. “A voice?”

“Nothing creepy or anything,” I said defensively. “It’s not telling me to kill people or talking about Satan.”

“What kind of voice then?”

“It’s a fairly benign one,” I said. “Most of the time Bogart means well, I think.”

“Bogart?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s his name. He’s a—”

Don’t do it, kid. You can’t put this genie back in the bottle.

“What is he?” Fieldy asked.

I shrugged.

Fieldy sat down on the couch and stared at the ceiling for what seemed to be a long time and then muttered, “I think I know why you jumped in the swimming pool.”

“Why?”

Fieldy stuck his hand between the couch cushions, floundered around and pulled out a zip lock baggy filled with round yellow pills. He dug a few out of the bag and swallowed them dry. Then he carefully resealed the bag and stashed it back away within the confines of the couch. His eyes widened as he turned to me and said, “You needed to be cleansed.”

I nodded and said, “That’s what I was thinking, like baptized.”

Fieldy frowned and said, “I gave up on all of that Christian horseshit long ago, mate. You know my parents practically raised me in a cult.”

“Pentecostal?”

“Worse even,” Fieldy said. “Never mind that. Sometimes different roads can lead to the same place. In my reckoning you probably felt corrupted . . . stagnant.”

I nodded.

“There is a Shinto belief that everything needs to flow. I figured you were trying to restore some kind of balance. If water doesn’t flow, then it stagnates. Becomes impure. It accumulates filth and things start growing in it, like bugs. I don’t mean in like a moral way, but spiritually. There is a real belief among some people that humanity is in a state of stagnation right now. You can look at how we are treating each other and the environment and even the animals around us. We live in a world where nothing flows anymore. We have basically all settled to the bottom of a stagnant pit of water. The human dregs . . . The dregs of humanity.”

I continued to nod, but Fieldy was getting a little too esoteric for me. Probably the booze and oxy and God knows what else, all pushing his thoughts into frenzied motion.

“I mean think about it, mate. What have you or I done? The way we live. We might as well still be teenagers. A whole generation of leeches clinging to the teats of our parents. And the generation below us? Infinitely worse. If we are guilty of complacently settling into stagnation, then they are guilty of never getting into motion at all. Their very existence is a façade. A series of selfies and self-gratifying Facebook posts about—

“It’s an earworm,” I interrupted.

“What?” Fieldy scrunched up his face at being pulled from his deep reflections. “What is an earworm, Ripley?”

Don’t do it.

“Bogart is,” I said. “He’s an earworm.”

Fieldy shook his head and asked, “The voice in your head? You mean you can’t get it out of there? Like a mantra or a bad pop song?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “But it’s not just a voice. It’s a creature. He crawled in there and nestled into my brain.”

Fieldy smiled. “Touché. I accuse you of being stagnant and you put it back in my face; bugs growing in still water . . . ” 

I shook my head.

“You’re being literal?”

I nodded.

“Mate . . . Is your condition . . . does it . . . are there side effects?”

“Tons,” I admitted. “Both from my condition and from the meds.”

“Are delusions part of the side effects?”

“They are, but this isn’t that. Bogart is real.”

“Rip . . . You know how crazy that sounds, mate.”

“But it isn’t just the voice.”

Shut your trap, kid. If this goofball calls the cops and you get arrested . . . You won’t last the night in a jail cell.

I knew that Bogart was right, but it was all too much for me to keep to myself. I told Fieldy to sit back and I told him most of the truth, starting with how I found Chaz’s murdered body and fainted when I was confronted by the white-faced giant with the blowtorch. I told him about the strange dreams and cravings and hallucinations, how I eventually heard Bogart and realized I’d been infested. I told him what happened with my mother-in law that night and what my soon to be ex-wife said to me afterwards. What I held back was the part about the animated corpse that I mutilated and wrapped in a sheet and sunk to the bottom of my stagnant swimming pool. That was the part that could get me arrested.

I expected Fieldy to throw me right out of there, but instead he popped a few more of those yellow pills and asked, “Chaz Blackburn?”

“Yeah.”

He pulled out a laptop and furiously typed. After a moment he asked, “Is this the guy?”

I glanced over at the screen and saw the familiar Facebook page. “Yeah, that’s him.”

Fieldy nodded. “You were right, he looks like a real douche. He hasn’t posted in a few weeks, but he posted regularly before that. Pretty big Trump supporter. Jesus, his favorite bands are Limp Bizkit, Nickelback, and something called Daughtry?”

“I think that was the bald guy who was on American Idol,” I offered.

“Awful. He’s got like a dozen friends and they all look like they are auditioning for a movie about how meth was invented. If anyone knows he’s dead, they haven’t updated his Facebook account yet. His last update was: Ready to be raped? Jesus, mate.”

“Trust me,” I said. “He’s dead.”

Fieldy nodded and said, “Let me check the missing person’s report.” He went back to typing and said, “KTRE has a list of everyone that’s been missing in East Texas over the past month. There’s a twenty-year-old blonde woman who was last seen on foot after she got into an argument with her boyfriend. I’m guessing I know who the primary suspect is. There’s a sixteen-year-old girl who was missing in Baton Rouge, but the FBI suspects she was abducted, gang raped, shot, and fed to gators. Several other women and over a dozen young girls. A few young boys as well. The only grown man that has officially gone missing is a bald guy in his sixties who was five-feet three-inches and weighed over three hundred pounds.”

“It could be that no one even knows Chaz is missing. Like you said, he wasn’t that popular.”

“Maybe so,” Fieldy said. “I’ll admit I was hoping to find a recent Facebook post so I could prove that you are . . . Well, you know.”

“That I’m nuts,” I said. “And I might be. That would actually be a lot easier to accept than the alternative. Symbiotic aliens and ancient evil and some kind of group consciousness out to destroy mankind.”

Fieldy sprung to his feet and snapped his fingers. “That’s it, mate. There was something familiar about your story and that just brought it back to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve heard it all before,” Fieldy said. “The symbiotes and the Elders . . . all of it.”

I felt a rush of hope. “Where? Who?”

“There was a podcast that I listened to a few years back,” he said. “It was called the Eldritch Tentacle; a low budget one-man operation with low production values, but more laughs than the best episode of Rick and Morty. It was the horror geek’s equivalent of discovering Grumpy Cat. It was all the rage on Redditt and went viral. This guy with a wonderfully deep voice and a somber tone went on and on about how the world was doomed if we didn’t wake up to the malignant forces around us. I specifically remember him talking about symbiotes, like Invasion of the Body Snatchers type stuff. The best part is the guy was a professor at Angelina Jr. college—Bennie was friends with him for a while. I think they used to get together and have long intellectual discussions, probably about Lovecraft and Tentacle Porn. His name was River—or was it Brooks? Something waterish. And you are telling me you’ve never heard of him?”

“Never,” I said.

“You are usually up on the geek cultural touchstones. With him being a local I figured you’d be all about him,” Fieldy said. “His listeners thought the podcast was this elaborate spoof like that War of the Worlds Orson Welles radio broadcast, but the chap first went to Twitter and then dedicated several podcasts to stress that everything he was saying was true. He was beyond adamant. That’s when the fan boys turned on him personally and trolled him so viciously that he had no choice but to shut the show down. I’m shocked you’ve never heard of this.”

I shrugged. “Nope.”

Fieldy laughed. “Towards the end there were several memes featuring the chap being raped by octopuses. Or is it octopi? The trolls found pictures of him and worked up some grisly photo shops. There’s no wonder he quit.”

“And you’re saying that his podcast was reminiscent of what I told you?”

Fieldy shrugged. “I don’t know, mate, I think so. I’m high as shit and this is all so nuts. No reflection on what you are going through, but Bennie seemed to think that he was schizophrenic. They had a falling out or something.”

“I need to talk to him,” I said.

“Sure, we can call Bennie in the morning, but like I said I don’t think he’s talked to the guy in a long time.”

I shook my head. “Not Bennie, he’s a total fucking gossip. I like him, but he would tell everyone what’s going on with me. You are the only one I can trust, Fieldy.”

Fieldy smiled. “I feel you. You’re right, too, Bennie is practically a woman. When Linda dumped me that asshole posted his condolences on Facebook for God’s sake. He’d probably go straight to Dare and fuck things up for you— Damn, mate, have you thought about getting visitation? The house?”

“Have you got any beer left?”

He shook his head. “You don’t want to do that, mate. I’m sorry, motor mouth. You don’t need to worry about all that shit. For God’s sake, you just found out. You just need some time to process. Get your head on straight. Are you sure you are . . . dying? And you don’t want to tell Dare?”

“I’m sure, for now.”

“You need help, mate.”

“I saw a therapist.”

“And how did that go?”

“It was . . . whatever. I’d rather talk to this guy. Do you think he still teaches at Angelina?”

“Let’s see.” Fieldy jumped back on his computer. “I’ll see if I can find his name under the Faculty list.” He scanned several names, “I found it. Creek Johnson. He teaches government, got his Master’s degree from Sam Houston. According to this he is still employed at Angelina.”

“I need to go see him,” I said. “If he’s going through the same thing I am . . . I know it must seem nuts, but I need to talk to someone else, if only to prove to myself that I’m delusional.”

“I don’t know, mate,” Fieldy said. “If this guy is as neurotic as he seems and with you going through your own thing, then he might just confirm your own . . . Wouldn’t it make more sense to go see your therapist? Maybe get some different meds?”

I shook my head. “You see, that’s your problem right there, Fieldy. You talk about us being stagnant, but when I try to shake things up you just want to play it safe.”

He sighed. “I see your point, mate. How about a compromise. We go see this therapist of yours and then go talk to Creek?”

“I’m supposed to go see Dr. Chod tomorrow. I’ll go see her, but afterwards I want to talk to Creek. You’re saying you will go with me?”

Fieldy laughed. “Yeah. Maybe I wasn’t as good a friend as I needed to be when you sobered up. I’ve never really known how to support someone, just ask Linda. I’m sorry for that, but I’m here for you now. Can you forgive me?”

I nodded.

Fieldy pointed at my head. “Is he . . . Is he saying anything?”

“Who?” I asked.

“That voice in your head.”

That was the moment I realized that Bogart had been ominously silent. “Bogart isn’t saying anything,” I admitted. “Probably sulking.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing.”

We stayed awake most of the night bullshitting about ridiculous subjects ranging from John Hughes movies to ‘90s professional wrestling. As a soft sunrise filtered through the blinds, Fieldy passed out in his tan recliner in the midst of trying to explain the social importance of the New World Order. I curled up on the couch and clutched a throw pillow like it was a life preserver. Dante hogged half the couch and his snores reverberated like snotty thunder. Every time I closed my eyes, I was overcome by the sensation of sinking into dark, still water while unknown things slithered all around me.

You fucked us, kid.

Bogart’s intrusive voice jarred me and I sat up.

How do you know you can trust this asshole? He’s a fucking druggie. As soon as he sobers up he’s going to either call the cops or your wife. Either way you are fucked. You need to be hauling ass.

He’s my friend, and besides, I don’t have anywhere to run.

There’s always somewhere to run. I’ve been running for decades. Carrion-Six-Toe will get bored of fucking with you before long. Just wait it out in Cancun or Montego Bay.

How long is “before long” to you?

Not long. Maybe a decade or two.

Fuck you, Bogart. Shadow would be in her twenties. I’m not going to be a deadbeat dad like my . . . I’m not going to do that. I’d rather die than be like that.

Well, at least you know the two outcomes. You’re a sinking ship. Sinking fast.

I get it, and you are a rat.

Don’t be like that. I’m just trying to look out for us.

That’s bullshit and we both know it. You look out for yourself and no one else. Why would I expect different? Chaz was your last ship, right?

That’s not fair.

Isn’t it though? There probably isn’t a word for loyalty in your language.

There’s a word for stupid . . .

How could I trust that you’d look out for me when you even betrayed your own kind? Aren’t you basically being hunted down because you are a traitorous little . . . ?

Pineapple.

I closed my eyes and fell into a wonderfully dreamless sleep.


That boy needs therapy, psychosomatic.

That boy needs therapy, purely psychosomatic.

That boy needs therapy.

Lie down on the couch, what does that mean?

You’re a nut! You’re crazy in the coconut!

What does that mean? That boy needs therapy.

I’m gonna kill you, that boy needs therapy.

Can you think of anything else that talks, other than a person?

Uh ohh, uh oh, a bird! Yeah!

Sometimes a parrot talks.

Ha ha ha ha ha !!!!

Yes, some birds are funny when they talk.

Can you think of anything else?

—The Avalanches


13.

Chod

The next morning, I awoke with Dante furiously licking my face. I gently pushed him aside and sat up. Fieldy was still seated in the recliner. He was unnervingly still. I watched him and tried to discern the subtle rise of his chest, but there was no sign of life. After a few tense moments he gasped and sucked in air, like a deep sea diver who had stayed below too long and just managed to rise to the surface before drowning. After several seconds of him sucking in air like a renegade goldfish he settled back into a corpse-like state. Through it all, he stayed asleep. 

As if his drug and alcohol addiction weren’t enough, the asshole’s also got sleep apnea.You really know how to pick them, kid.

I walked over and placed my hand on Fieldy’s knee. He jumped like I’d just thrown him off a cliff. His eyes flew open and he stared at me like he was seeing a stranger. It took him some time before he recognized me, nodding and mumbling, “Jesus, Ripley, I forgot. I was sound-ass asleep.”

“Sorry, I was a bit worried about you. Do you know you stop breathing when you are asleep?”

“Not all of the time. Just when I’ve really tied one on.” He sat up and groaned as he stared at the empty beer cans. “Fuck me.” Fieldy dug into the couch cushions, pulled out the zip lock baggie, and then dry swallowed several yellow pills. He slowly melted back into the recliner.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

He smiled broadly and then leapt out of the chair, shouting, “Fucking-A, you bloody wanker.”

“Are you still good with going with me to see my therapist and Creek?”

Fieldy blinked several times, like he was winding the gears in his brain. “Of course. That’s today, right?”

I checked my phone and saw that it was already past noon. “Yeah, my appointment is in a little over two hours.”

“Hell, that’s no problem, mate. Let me take a shower and we can hit Denny’s for a late breakfast and . . . ”

“My therapist is in Tyler. It’s at least an hour and a half to her office.”

Fieldy nodded. “Fair play. Give me a sec.” He stumbled over to his bathroom and, without bothering to close the door, gargled Listerine while taking an epic piss. He spit the Listerine into the toilet and flushed. Then he sprayed on an excessive amount of Old Spice and said, “I’m knockered, but it’s hunky-dory. Let’s go. I’ll drive.”

I retrieved my bag, put it in the backseat, and climbed into Fieldy’s Mini Cooper. It was a restored 1971 Morris 1000 that was blue with a white racing stripe on the hood and a convertible top. It was Fieldy’s pride and joy and, unlike his apartment, it was immaculately clean. I wasn’t in the mood to talk and I’m guessing he felt the same. He pushed a cassette tape into his deck and The Clash howled while we cruised. I figured I’d struck a nerve with Bogart because he was silent as a ghost.

When London Calling began I fixated on the lyrics with a new understanding: “London calling to the imitation zone. Forget it, brother, you can go it alone. London calling to the zombies of death. Quit holding out, and draw another breath. London calling, and I don’t wanna shout. But while we were talking, I saw you nodding out. London calling, see we ain’t got no high. Except for the one with the yellowy eyes.”

In Henderson, Fieldy pulled into a Chevron station and asked, “Can you get me a Red Bull or a Monster while I fill her up?”

“Sure.”

Henderson is not what I’d consider to be a diverse town, but I appreciatively noted an elderly Pakistani woman wearing a flowy blue dress. A golden hoodie covered her hair and wrapped around her chin, framing her wrinkled face. She was speaking to a beautiful, dark young woman with thick red lips and a heavy Haitian accent. I eavesdropped on their conversation while I loaded up on packages of Jack Link’s Beef Jerky and debated on which poison to choose for Fieldy: Monster Pipeline Punch Energy Juice or Red Bull Purple Edition.

Apparently, the Haitian woman was pregnant because she was explaining why she was purchasing Flamin’ Hot Funyuns and Hostess Cinnamon Rolls. “My mother always told me that if a pregnant woman doesn’t satisfy her cravings immediately then their newborn will get a birthmark for every unquenched craving. It just so happens that my child loves Funyuns.”

“And the cinnamon rolls?”

As the Haitian woman smiled, I noted how perfectly white her teeth were. “Those are for me.”

“I’ve never heard of that wives’ tale,” the Pakistani woman said.

“We have other beliefs, too. If you have a strong hatred toward your child’s father during pregnancy, then the child will look just like him. Luckily I love my husband even though he’s ugly.” The women laughed and the sound was angelic. She pointed at the wall behind the counter. “Can I get some Tums as well?”

“Are you having acid reflux, dear?”

“I am. We also believe that acid in the stomach means the baby is growing hair.”

The Pakistani woman smiled and said, “Now that one I have heard before.”

I stepped up to the counter next to the Haitian woman. She glanced at me and smiled, but her expression immediately turned to concern, her smooth brow suddenly wrinkled with confusion. Almost reflexively she reached out towards my face and then quickly retracted, like a snake had appeared. 

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She faked a smile. “No, that’s my fault, I’m very empathetic. There’s something wrong with you isn’t there?”

I nodded.

“It’s your health, right?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s . . . your ear. Are you growing deaf?”

I shook my head. “Really it’s the opposite.”

She nodded. “We have a belief about that too. Ringing in your ears means that someone is talking about you.”

“That sounds right,” I admitted.

She reached out and gently touched my forehead, then my sternum, and then the left and right side of my chest. While she did this, she whispered, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

Fieldy was waiting when I climbed back into the car and handed him the Red Bull. “Jesus, Ripley, purple Red Bull?”

“That’s all they had.”

He pointed at my lapful of jerky. “Are you planning on going camping later?”

“This is just breakfast,” I said. “Do you want some?”

“No thanks.”

We arrived at Dr. Chod’s building with ten minutes to spare. The elevator was out of order, so we had to climb three flights of stairs. It was a breeze for me, but Fieldy was noticeably winded. The reception area was empty, except for an elderly woman who was perched on the leather couch absently flipping through Good Housekeeping. I sat down next to her and Fieldy sat down across the room in a tan sled base chair. He pointed up at the speaker and mumbled, “Jesus, is that Kenny G?”

I wondered if the elderly woman was here for the same reason as me, and if so what exactly it was she was dying from. There were a number of possibilities, considering her advanced age, but I settled on Alzheimer’s. These are the sort of thoughts that are best kept to oneself, however I decided I needed to find out. Reflectively I think I wanted to speak to someone who could understand how I felt. I wanted to connect with the woman even though she was a stranger, and perhaps precisely because she was. With very little tact I touched her knee and asked, “Alzheimer’s?”

She frowned and asked, “What?”

“I’ve got CJD . . . ” I began. “Basically, my brain is atrophying. I shouldn’t pry.”

“Oh, dear.” The elderly woman put down her magazine and stared at my face. Her eyes were wet and filled with love. “No Alzheimer’s, in fact I’m sharp as a whip and I’m not . . . I’m not dying. I’m here with my granddaughter. She has leukemia. I’m so sorry. It’s really unfair, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. We stared at each other, but neither of us could think of anything else to say. When her granddaughter stepped out from the hallway the elderly woman sighed with relief. Her granddaughter was younger than I expected, maybe seven or eight. Even beneath her billowy pink dress I could see that she was alarmingly thin. She was wearing a blonde wig that was too big for her head. She smiled at her grandmother and I realized she still had most of her baby teeth. She probably wouldn’t live long enough for them to fall out.

I could smell her. It was awful.

Run.

The frantic internal voice startled me. The little girl’s attention turned to me and the pleasant smile she had directed at her grandmother morphed into a scowl that seemed incongruous with the innocence of her face. Alien.

Please, run.

The elderly woman lifted the child like she was light as an umbrella and they quickly left, but I could still feel her gaze on me like a sunburn.

Chod was standing in the hallway. She cleared her throat as I turned to her, and tried not to shudder. Before you start thinking my view of older women is distorted by some sort of misogyny or prejudice or Freudian residue, remember that I said the Pakistani woman was attractive. Chod, however, was hideous.

I glanced back at Fieldy as I followed Chod toward her office and he gave me an awkward thumbs up. As the office door closed I realized the stench that had emanated from the little girl was little more than a fart on the wind. The confines of her office reeked like a sewer filled with abortions.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Chod said.

I sat down in the uncomfortable chair closest to the door. I was already itching to get out of there. Chod plopped down in her leather swivel chair and stared into me. She waited for me to speak, but I didn’t have anything to say to her. I wondered how long I would have to sit in the office for Fieldy to be satisfied that I had given it a good effort. The nauseating stench was quickly pushing me toward dry heaves. Chod was as repugnant and inexpressive as a sex doll in a frat house.

Suddenly the smell was gone and I was aware of the potpourri that sat in a black bowl on the end table next to my chair. My next sensation was a spontaneous migraine, made more intense because I hadn’t felt it since, well, since Bogart took residence inside me.

Chod finally spoke, “So, Ripley, what has changed?”

“What do you mean?”

“You indicated at the end of our last session that you weren’t interested in therapy. What has changed?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing.”

“Is that true?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “My friend thought I should come back.”

“The man in my lobby?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you typically follow the advice of your friends?”

“Not really.”

Chod nodded and continued to stare at me. The whites of her eyes were veiny and yellow. Her complexion had grown worse since my last visit, in fact, her face was covered with more acne than a teenage fry cook. She cleared her throat and asked, “Did you tell him?”

My head was pounding and the overhead lights were raping my pupils. I mumbled, “Yeah, I told him.”

“How much?”

“Everything. I told him everything. That’s why I came back. Because I told him . . . ”

Chod shook her head. “That is unfortunate. I’m going to have to add him to the list.”

“What list?” I asked. “What are you?” But I already knew. I had known when I smelled the little girl in the lobby and realized what was inside her. I knew it was inside Chod as well.

“It’s not too late, you know,” Chod said. “So far no one has had to pay for your insolence.” Chod reached out to me and handed me two horse sized tablets. “Swallow them. Then you can go home, spend your last few days in the pool room and die, and I will spare your friend and your family. At this point I don’t even want you. It would be almost impossible to get the taint of that traitor out you.”

“What did you do to him?” I asked. “I don’t feel him anymore.”

“He’s still in there,” Chod said, gesturing at my head. “I just got tired of hearing his whiny voice, so I locked him down. Purely a temporary measure. You are the one who needs to evict him. Take your medication.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Did you take over Dr. Chod because of me? Is this just an elaborate scheme to get to me?”

Chod hissed. “You arrogant little twat. I have been in this body for years. She is my crown jewel. You are practically nothing to me. Our second meeting in the apartment was pure coincidence. I mistakenly let you live because I didn’t realize you had become a host, so I was waiting for you to come back to me when you were closer to death. Everyone eventually comes back to me and then—”

“Why would an old woman be so valuable to you?”

“It’s not your concern.” She chuckled and added, “ . . . why not. You paid for the session. Even an Elder like myself can only control certain human hosts. Children. The elderly. Retards. Drug addicts. And of course, people who are . . . ”

“Dying,” I finished. “So you set yourself up to have victims hand delivered to you while you posed as a grief counselor.”

“Victim is the wrong word. I am a savior, not a victimizer. I give my hosts a greater purpose as our collective voice grows louder, until He finally has no choice but to awaken. Better to be part of the cure than just another filthy sentient disease. Once he awakens there will be nothing except the oblivion that comes with the true death.”

“Who is He?” I asked.

“You cannot even fathom Him.” Chod frowned and coldly commanded, “Take your medicine.”

I lifted the pills. My head was pounding so badly that the room seemed to be subtly spinning. It was just like taking Excedrin Migraine.

Don’t do it buddy, a faint voice pleaded.

“Silence,” Chod shouted.

I lifted the horse tablets up to my mouth and then remembered Shadow. She was maybe a few weeks old and I was staring at her beautiful round face while her tiny hand gripped my finger. I was so hung over that I could barely breathe, but she was perfect, and in that moment, so was I.

I threw the pills against the wall.

Chod sprung to her feet and threw back her head as if to scream up at an uncompromising God, but the sound was the wet retching of a drunk choking to death on their own vomit. The façade of Chod quickly parted and Carrion-Six-Toes appeared. A veiny, ropey, pulsing appendage slithered out of Chod’s gaping mouth and stretched towards the ceiling. My mind flashed to the first time I’d seen a bull’s erection and how surreally large and fascinatingly perverse it had been.

Chod’s skin was quickly becoming slack and appeared like it might soon fall away, like a stewed tomato, to reveal the full monstrosity beneath.

The filthy appendage flailed blindly while it continued to pour out of the Chod skin bag. I noted several rows of fine millipede-like legs and several wood-like pustules that held gnashing teeth. There was a wet popping sound like an enormous boil being lanced. The foreskin at the end of the appendage parted, revealing a massive moist eye that stared into me and somehow understood me on a more intimate level than anyone had previously dared, but it quickly determined I was unfit to live.

I had been rejected my entire life by my parents, friends, and wife, but I’d managed to cling to the irrational belief that it was because they didn’t understand me. They were simply rejecting the protective shell I’d created out of fear and insecurity, but if they knew the real me hidden beneath the surface they’d accept me.

They’d love me.

But I was wrong.

That hope was just another convenient lie I’d told myself—an insubstantial life preserver drifting in an endless sea of self-doubt and hatred.

As I leaned in toward the writhing appendage, a chunk of meat that looked like afterbirth hanging out of a baboon’s ass opened and a long, dark, spidery leg emerged—it was barbed like the tail of a stingray. The glistening, obsidian tip moved toward my eye and I recognized and accepted that this is how I was going to die— lobotomized and absorbed by an alien force I couldn’t even understand. A release to true oblivion.

I know the real you, and I love you, kid.

Bogart’s faint voice shook me out of my daze. I realized I’d been deeply entranced. I jerked away from the spiny protrusion that was only a moment away from penetrating me beneath my left eye. My stiff chair flipped and I landed on my back, staring up at a popcorn textured white ceiling.

I screamed.

I was still screaming when the office door flung open and Fieldy scrambled inside. “What the fuck, mate?” he shouted.

I quickly crawled toward him, expecting the dark proboscis to enter the back of my skull at any moment to liquefy and then suck out my brain like a spider feedingon a helpless prey.

Fieldy pulled me to my feet and I dared a glance back at Carrion-Six-Toes.

Chod was calmly seated in the swiveled chair—the abomination had reentered her and there was no trace of it left behind except for a faint sheen on her lips and a smudge of red lipstick beneath her chin. Just a calm, compliant skin suit.

“What’s wrong?” Fieldy asked. “Jesus, you are shaking, man. Are you having a seizure?”

I shook my head and tried to control my breathing and gather my thoughts.

“Your friend is deeply troubled,” Carrion-Six-Toes said.

“I can see that,” Fieldy said.

I pushed past Fieldy into the hallway and muttered, “We need to get out of here.”

Fieldy reached back and squeezed my shoulder. “What happened?”

“That thing is . . . in her,” I stammered. “It came out . . . ” I ran out of breath and gasped.

“Your friend is regressing quickly,” Carrion-Six-Toe said. “Even I had no idea how delusional he’s become. It is not uncommon for schizophrenia to manifest during the last stages of CJD, but I’ve never seen a mental shift to such an alarming fashion. You can plainly see he’s horrified of me. Clearly I triggered him.”

Fieldy nodded. “What was the trigger?”

“I simply asked him to take his medication,” Carrion-Six-Toes said. “As you can see he was not receptive and certainly not compliant.”

“It was garlic,” I muttered. “She wants to kill me.”

“Ripley . . . ” Fieldy began.

“There is no point in trying to reason with him,” Carrion-Six-Toes said. “I’m afraid he’s fully in the grip of paranoia and his condition is only going to get worse and at an accelerated rate since he refuses to take his medication.”

Fieldy nodded.

“Did he tell you that he also thinks his mother-in-law is possessed?”

“Yeah,” Fieldy said. “He told me.”

It was clear that Fieldy didn’t believe me. I tried to say something that might convince him, but instead of speaking I began sobbing. Fieldy pulled me in close and squeezed me.

“If you care about your friend you need to take him home and watch him.”

Fieldy took a long breath. “Doesn’t he need to be . . . hospitalized?”

“I don’t think so,” Carrion-Six-Toes said. “What do you think, Ripley? Are you a danger to yourself or anyone else?”

I shook my head and buried my face in my hands, trying to stop my tears and push back my anguish.

“Good,” Carrion-Six-Toes said. “Despite the severity of his delusions I don’t think he’s any real threat. If you think the circumstances change and you think he might pose a risk to himself or others, then call me. He only has a short time left to live, it would be a shame if his last few days were spent strapped down to a hospital bed.”

“Okay,” Fieldy said. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“I’ll be checking back in with him very soon, but I don’t think he’s a threat. Are you, Ripley?”

I shook my head.

“No,” Carrion-Six-Toes said. “No threat at all.”

Fieldy helped me out of the office. When we reached the stairs, the thunderstorm in my head began to clear. With each step down, the intense fear and the pounding migraine faded a bit more. I realize now that Bogart was slowly regaining control and had already started synthesizing the right combination of chemicals to chill me out.

By the time we stepped outside my breathing had normalized. Throwing back my shoulders, I pulled away from Fieldy, “Thanks.” My mind drifted to the shotgun nestled in the duffle bag in the backseat. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, Ripley.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out several yellow pills and dry swallowed them. “Let’s go home, mate. You can stay with me for as long as . . . As long as you want.”

“No. I did what you wanted, now we need to go see Creek.”

“Mate, I’m with you, but you have to let these thoughts go. You heard your doctor.”

“That wasn’t my doctor,” I said. “I don’t have the strength to argue with you. I’m going to go see him, with or without you.”

“And if he says this is all bullshit?”

“Then I’ll let it go,” I lied.

“Fair enough.”

We drove in silence, and that includes Bogart, but his last words rang in my ears.


Daydream in the desert, with no pressure.

That’s the way, cause,

I’m up the creek.

Although I’ve lost a little ground,

I’m up the creek.

I think that time is on my side.

I’m up the creek.

Don’t you go pull the plug on me.

I’m up the creek.

—Cheap Trick


14.

Everything’s A Hoax

When we rolled into Lufkin, Fieldy drove through Taco Casa and loaded up on bean burritos, but I just sullenly chewed on my beef jerky. Fieldy called the History department and we were fortunate that Dr. Creek Johnson had office hours for the rest of the afternoon. 

The barren Angelina Jr. College campus was about as impressive as an abandoned coal mine. A ridiculous statue of a roadrunner was poised at the entrance to greet visitors. Summer enrollment must have been low, because the parking lot was practically empty. There were more squirrels on the grounds than students. Creek’s office was at the end of a sterile hallway. His door was closed and his office hours were covered by a picture of President Trump wearing a Nazi uniform.

“Well, you can’t fault his political views,” Fieldy said. “Apparently they let tenured professors get away with murder.” He lightly knocked on the door and I heard rustling inside, then a moment later the door cracked open. The first thing I noticed about Creek was his ridiculous necklace composed of garlic—several cloves had been peeled and were glistening like massive grub worms. The stench was intolerable and my migraine immediately returned.

“Can I help you?” Creek asked.

Fieldy stared at the necklace and mumbled, “Shit.”

Creek smiled. “I’m used to that reaction.” Necklace aside, Creek looked like a retired porn star with a silver Burt Reynolds sized moustache, thick winged hair and a round belly that would put Ron Jeremy to shame. His dark eyes were skittish, and his gray slacks and blue blazer looked like they’d never been properly ironed. Creek lifted the necklace. “It’s just a teaching prop. I wear it to remind my students how superstition plays a pivotal role in humanity’s perception of history. Ancient man hung cloves of garlic on their doors to ward off disease. They perceived evils, and in a dream sense, the use of garlic represented a cautious attitude involving a corrupt or contemptible situation in our waking life. It also—”

“Save it,” I said. “We know the truth.”

“I see.” He stuck his head out and scanned the empty hallway. “Come in and close the door behind you.”

Creek sat down at a desk that was covered with ungraded student essays. Fieldy and I sat in chairs that were sufficiently uncomfortable to provoke a short stay. “Is this about my old podcast?” Creek asked. “I’m sorry, but I’m not doing any more interviews. I’ve already been roasted plenty.”

“I’m not here to roast you,” I said. “I believe you.”

Creek laughed and when I didn’t join in he asked, “Are you fucking serious?”

“I am,” I said. “I believe you were telling the truth.”

“I don’t,” Fieldy said. “I’m just here as a courtesy for my mate.”

“Mate?” Creek asked. “Is that supposed to be a British accent? What are you boys up to?”

“He’s my friend,” Fieldy corrected. “He’s currently in a unique mental state.”

“Unique?” Creek asked. “More like nuts. Listen, my podcast was just a goof. I played it straight, but I never thought there’d be someone dumb enough to take it seriously.”

“I’ve never even listened to your podcast,” I began, “but I know what it was about. I’ve got Bogart, a symbiote living inside me.” 

“Symbiote?” Creek asked “Fuck off. I’m not taking your bait, go back to Redditt and tell the other trolls I’m retired. In fact, tell them this—it was all just an elaborate hoax. A product of my loneliness and boredom and an overactive imagination. I regret it. I had a cancer scare and . . . it was a goof that got out of hand.”

“It wasn’t,” I insisted.

Creek turned to Fieldy. “You and your mate need to go. If I had a dollar for every fanboy that messaged me . . . And now you have the balls to come to my work?”

“Fair enough.” Fieldy stood.

“I’m not going,” I said.

Can’t you smell it? Bogart asked.

Yeah.

Tell him to lose the garlic. He’s got a renegade like me inside him, but he’s holding him down.

“Take off your necklace,” I demanded. “I know you have a symbiote in you.”

“Get the fuck out of my office,” Creek growled.

“Come on, Ripley,” Fieldy pleaded. “We gave it a shot.”

“I need your help,” I pleaded. “Carrion-Six-Toes is coming for me. If you don’t help—” 

My cellphone rang. I glanced down to see that the caller was Wife. Without a thought I answered it. Fieldy was trying to pull me up to my feet, but my body had become stone. “Hello?”

“Do you have her?” Dare screamed.

“Who?” I asked.

“Our daughter. Did you pick her up from school?’

“No.” A wave of fear washed over me. “Could your . . . could your mom have taken her?”

“I don’t know,” Dare shouted. “She won’t answer her phone. You know she misplaces it. Please, Ripley, come over, I need—”

“I’m on my way,” I said. “I’m in Lufkin, but I’m coming. I’ll find her.”

“Hurry.” The phone went dead.

My hand was wildly trembling as I tried to put away the cellphone.

“What’s happening?” Fieldy asked.

“Shadow wasn’t at school when Dare went to pick her up. The fucking teachers didn’t even see who took her. She was just gone.”

“Somebody kidnapped your daughter?” Creek asked.

I glared at him and said, “You know who took her.”

“Fuck it all,” Creek said. He scribbled an address on a yellow legal pad and tore it. “I’ll help you. I’m tired of being scared. I’m tired of hiding. Fucking Carrion-Six-Toes. What is an Elder doing taking a child?”

“Wait,” Fieldy said. “You actually believe this shit? What about all of that rhetoric about superstition and your podcast being a hoax?”

Creek shrugged. “I lied.”

***

I knocked on my front door and Dare flung it open. “Do you have her? Please, I won’t even call the cops if you give her to me right now.”

“Dare . . . ” I began.

“He’s been with me all day long,” Fieldy said.

“You really think I’d hurt our daughter?”

“Not hurt,” Dare said, “but . . . I read your cryptic note. What was I supposed to think? I thought maybe you’d decided to take her with you.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” I said. “Did you get ahold of your mother?”

“Not yet. I drove past her house and she’s not there. Ripley, I’m sorry. I was just hoping . . . ”

“Gladys has probably got her,” I said. “They are getting a Sno-cone or something.”

“Let me try her again,” Dare said. She called her mom and a moment later shouted, “Mom, did you pick up Shadow? Are you sure? But . . . no, he didn’t. No, his friend has been with him all day. He . . . ” Dare dropped the cellphone.

The screen cracked.

“She was at her hairdresser,” Dare mumbled. “Who has my . . . has my . . . ?” She fell to her knees, then collapsed face down on the marble floor. I turned her over on her side. Her eyes briefly rolled back and I was staring into pure white. She frantically gasped.

“Should I call 911?” Fieldy asked.

“She’s just having a panic attack,” I said. “Breathe, Dare. Quick short breaths, like when you were in labor. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.”

Her pale face was beet red, but she slowly managed to take in shallow gulps of air until her breathing began to normalize. Her lovely body was limp in my arms. “Ripley,” she whispered. “Please go find her.”

“I will,” I promised.

“We’ll go to the cops,” Fieldy said. “Maybe she’s just threatening to run away. She might even be hiding somewhere close. Divorce can be hard on a kid and sometimes they don’t know any other way to express themselves.”

“I haven’t told her yet,” Dare muttered. She slowly sat up and added, “But I’m sure she knows. You must be right.” Her mood was visibly improving and with a bit of help she got back on her feet. “That’s a great plan, Fieldy. You two go to the police and I’ll search around here. Maybe she’s in the house hiding. If not, then maybe she’s down at the pool house looking for her . . . Looking for you, Ripley.”

“Maybe,” I said, wondering how putrid the pool must look by now.

Dare actually managed a faint smile and added, “If I don’t find her here then I’ll retrace her steps all the way back to her school. It’s no more than two miles away and the neighborhood’s pretty safe.”

“That’s right,” I said reassuringly. “And she could be trying to get home right now, those neighborhoods can be pretty tricky to navigate.”

“Oh my God,” Dare said. “Do you think my baby is lost?”

“I’ll find her.” I pulled her in for an embrace. “I’ll find our baby.” Her heart was rapidly beating next to mine and I whispered into her ear, “I promise.” 

Back in the Mini Cooper, Fieldy cranked the engine. “The cops will find her. She’s probably just hiding at Pecan Park or maybe the soccer fields. I used to run away all the time when I was her age. She’s a smart kid. She’s probably just trying to send you a message.”

“She’s not the one sending the message,” I said. “And we aren’t going to the police.”

“Come on, Ripley. Enough of this horseshit. I promised Dare we’d go to the cops. This is too serious for . . . . It’s time to pull your shit together, mate.”

“The cops can’t help us,” I said. “You know who has her.”

“No, I don’t know,” Fieldy said.

“Well, I do. Listen Fieldy, you’ve been a good friend to me and I appreciate it, but it’s time to commit. Either you believe me or you don’t.”

He doesn’t.

“I believe that you believe,” Fieldy said. “But I don’t believe in parasitic aliens bent on destroying the Earth. I’m sorry.”

“Fine,” I said. “If you want to go to the cops then do it, but first I need for you to drop me off at my vehicle.”

“Fine. My apartment is on the way. I have to get off this train, but Ripley, be careful mate.”

I told you he was a loser. Never trust a druggie, they are always waiting to sell you out. We need to run, kid. Anything else is suicide.

Shut it, Bogart.

As we pulled into the Villa Claire parking lot, Fieldy gasped. My truck had been badly vandalized. My hood was open, the windshield was shattered, and my tires had been slashed. None of that really mattered. What stood out was the pink Hello Kitty backpack that sat in the front seat.

“Does that belong to Shadow?”

“Yeah.”

“Was it in your truck when you came here last night?”

“Nope.”

I searched the backpack. It was empty except for a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles thermos and a small handwritten note that had been punctuated with black lip prints. It read: Come and get her. And don’t forget to bring your friend.

“Mother fucker,” Fieldy growled. “I take it back, Ripley. I believe you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I am. There’s no way Shadow or your mother-in-law could have beat up your truck like that. It looks like someone used a sledgehammer on the body and a straight razor on the tires. And whoever did it has your daughter.”

“It was Carrion-Six-Toes.”

“I believe you.” 

“Good. Let’s go to Creek’s house. Hopefully he knows what we need to do next.”

“Agreed.” Fieldy slapped his steering wheel. “No more complacency. No more hesitation. No more stagnation. Just blinding momentum.”


Come the day we see the sun,

Hit the arch, a history song.

A ship cross the estuary,

Sundays lost in melancholy.

If you don’t know it now then you will do.

If you don’t know it now they you will do.

A storm of strings, far away.

The hangers on saved the day.

—The Good, the Bad and the Queen


15.

History is Mainly Bullshit

Creek lived at the end of a spider vein network of dirt roads hidden in a maze constructed of towering pine trees. Fieldy tried to decipher Google Maps and seemed stoic and quietly resolute as the new reality of the situation settled on him. But whatever Carrion-Six-Toes had done to Bogart was gradually wearing off and he was returning to his talkative ways. 

What are you doing, kid? We are lucky to be alive. If your druggie buddy hadn’t been there you’d already be a corpse and I’d have been—

It has my daughter.

I know, but we can’t stop an Elder. Maybe if we run away Carrion-Six-Toes will set her free. Maybe.

My daughter.

I’m not going to be able to change your mind, am I?

No.

Then we’re fucked. This is how it all ends. Not even as loud as whimper.

Pineapple.

We stopped at the end of a long driveway in front of a rustic cabin that looked like it could have been made of giant Lincoln logs. Creek had been sitting in a swing on a wraparound porch, smoking a cigar, but when we arrived he ran up to us. “Were you guys followed?” There was fear in his eyes.

“I don’t think so,” Fieldy said. “We had to backtrack a bit as I found the right unmarked dirt road, so I think we’d have seen them.”

“Good. Come on inside.”

“We need to go,” I pleaded.

“Not until we are properly prepared,” Creek said. “If we go into this halfcocked then we will be eaten alive. Besides, time isn’t really an issue.”

“Of course it is,” I said. “That thing has my daughter.”

“Yeah,” Creek agreed while he fiddled with a clove of garlic that hung just beneath his chin. “Either the Elder is using your daughter as bait and won’t harm her or . . . Either way we need to prepare first.”

“Definitely bait,” Fieldy said. “It left a ransom note for us in her backpack. It is in the body of her grandmother and that old hag lives in a house that makes the Winchester mansion look like a double-wide trailer.”

“All the more reason to prepare,” Creek said. “Come on.” He led us into an open living space that had a fireplace and high ceilings. It could have been a stand in for any number of hunting cabins that littered the East Texas backwoods, except for its unique décor. Unfamiliar wooden and metallic symbols adorned the walls in spots typically reserved for mounted deer heads and big mouthed bass. Some of the symbols were painted on canvas, but others spiraled out of the walls like pieces in a modern art exhibit.

He’s a crackpot, kid. A total bullshit artist.

The space was fairly tidy except for hoarder-like stacks of newspapers and magazines that rose to the ceiling and completely covered the back walls. “I’ve been meaning to burn some of those,” Creek said defensively. “I read as much as I can to look for signs that the Elders are gaining momentum and local newspapers are always best. Of course most of the newspapers are online now and they don’t tend to run as many local stories.”

“What kind of signs?” Fieldy asked.

“The Elders growing stronger either in sheer numbers or their ability to affect the group consciousness,” Creek explained. “Their calling is to wake up the Sleeper and the only way to do that is to either create enough physical chaos and destruction, or to produce a loud enough psychic scream.”

Is that bullshit? I asked Bogart.

Not entirely, Bogart admitted.

“That sounds pretty dramatic,” Fieldy said.

“I’m not being hyperbolic at all,” Creek said. “I’m talking about the end of days. If I’m reading the signs correctly then they are actively preparing for a race war.”

“Oh Jesus,” Fieldy said. “I’ve heard that one before. I thought one of those symbols looked like a swastika.”

“God no,” Creek said. “One of my ex-wives was black. Besides, the swastika has been around long before Hitler, he just appropriated it. What I’m talking about is the race war. The human race against—”

“The symbiotes,” I finished.

“Kind of,” Creek said. “More accurately, the Elders.”

“Are you talking about some kind of alien creatures?” Fieldy asked.

“It depends on what you want to define as alien. The things have been on Earth for longer than humans. I imagine they were inhabiting dinosaurs before the Ice Age. They’ve been here for millions of years. Humans have been on Earth for some 200,000 years.”

“So, we are the newbs?” I asked.

“Big time,” Creek agreed.

I imagined a symbiote controlling a T-Rex and asked Bogart: Is Creek telling the truth?

Yeah, but everyone knows that. He’s a shit talker.

Creek continued, “The Elders can’t stand humans, but they hate the younger symbiotes even more. They consider them to be traitors, which by their definition is true. The Elder’s common goal is to wake the True One and release oblivion, but the younger symbiotes don’t want that. They ascribe to the ‘I think therefore I am’ philosophy. Selfishly they equate self-awareness with existence—a trait they no doubt learned from their human hosts.”

No comment.

“Wait a second,” Fieldy said. “I was imagining these things to be like a microbe in an iceberg waiting for a host. Like John Carpenter’s The Thing. Maybe they got here on a spaceship or when a meteorite hit the Earth.”

“Maybe,” Creek said. “But if so, they came here a long time ago. More logically they have been here the whole time.”

“But you say there are younger ones?” Fieldy asked.

“There are.”

“If so, then how are they born? Can the Elders mate? Do they reproduce inside a host? Do they split like a leech or some shit?”

Bogart?

You don’t want to know, kid.

“I don’t know,” Creek said. “Bayonet wouldn’t tell me. He told me if I ever heard and understood the truth it would drive me insane. I believed him.”

“Who is Bayonet?” Fieldy asked.

“That’s the name of the symbiote inside me.”

Fieldy shook his head. “Bullocks. So, you have one too?”

“I do. I was in hospice care with less than a month left when suddenly the cancer disappeared. Miraculously. Of course, I quickly learned it was because of Bayonet.”

I know Bay-Bay. He’s younger than me and as soft hearted as any symbiote I’ve ever known. Mostly he just rides around in animals, but he’s been known to hop into humans who are on their last rope. He deserves better than how this asshole is treating him. He’s basically being held hostage.

“Is that what the garlic necklace is really about?” I asked Creek. “Are you trying to kill your symbiote?”

“No way,” Creek said. “I’d die without him. What I have done is tame him a bit— put him to sleep. Having his voice in my head was starting to drive me insane. It got to the point where I could barely tell our voices apart. I couldn’t even trust my own thoughts.”

“We use a safe word,” I said.

“Safe word?” Creek asked.

Don’t confide in this guy, kid. Anyone who could treat their symbiote like that is a fiend. You can’t trust him.

“Is it possible for an Elder to control more than one body?” I asked. “I mean at the same time.”

Creek nodded. “Not only is it possible, but it is one of the characteristics that distinguishes them from the younger symbiotes like the one inside you. Bayonet told me there was once an Elder in the Middle East who simultaneously controlled thousands of hosts. The Elders aren’t as powerful now and have to be far more selective, preying on the weakest within the population. The most powerful of the Elders now control maybe a dozen hosts, but most can’t handle more than three or four.”

“And the younger ones?” Fieldy asked.

“One at a time,” Creek said. “And as far as I know they never have more than passive control. As far as I know.”

“I still don’t get what you are talking about when you mention a race war,” Fieldy said. “I mean nobody even knows the Elders exist.”

“Not true,” Creek said. “People have been aware of them since the time of the cavemen. Go back and look at history again through this new lens. The Inquisition, the Salem Witch Trials, Jesus, Buddha. Look at the folktales and superstitions even closer and you’ll find that it is much closer to the truth than the garbage printed in history textbooks.”

“And you’re a history professor?” Fieldy asked.

“Yeah, I’ve got a PhD in pure bullshit. But I’m not the only one who’s learned the truth, just the only one dumb enough to make a podcast about it.”

“And you have committed yourself to fighting them?” I asked.

Creek shook his head. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

“Not the most comforting proclamation to hear from an ally before a fight,” Fieldy said.

“There are exceptions to my complacent stance,” Creek said. “Taking a child is way over the line.”

My cellphone rang. It was Dare sounding frantic again. “There was no sign of Shadow. Have you found her?”

“Not yet.”

“What did the police say?” Her voice sounded raspy. I could tell she was about to have another panic attack.

“I know it’s an impossible request,” I said in a calm voice, “but try to relax as much as possible. I’m taking care of everything and I will find her soon.” 

She began gasping.

“Take an Ambien. I’ll have her by the time you wake.”

“Maybe I should . . . go to . . . Mom’s.”

“That’s not a good idea,” I said. “You don’t need to be driving in your condition. Go upstairs and take some Ambien. I’ll get our daughter. I promise. I love—”

“Okay, Ripley.” She hung up.

“Was that your wife?” Creek asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t really like the idea of leaving her alone.”

“Don’t worry about her,” Creek said. “If the Elders had wanted to hurt her it would have already happened. The best thing you can do is try to end this thing.”

“Again, not comforting,” Fieldy said.

“There’s not a lot to be comforted about,” Creek said. “Come with me, the equipment is in the bunker.”

Fieldy laughed. “Of course there’s a bunker.”

He led us through the kitchen and into a small room that could be used as a spare bedroom, but Creek had filled it with boxes he still hadn’t unpacked since he’d moved here. I spotted one marked kitchen and wondered if he’d even bothered to unpack his dishes.

Underneath a tattered green rug covered with prints of coconuts and pineapples was a hatch that opened and led down to a small space that was more cellar than bunker. When he flipped on a switch, the room filled with the sickly fluorescence of a Wal-Mart. Creek had attempted to reinforce the walls with cinderblocks, but he was less than a master craftsman.

“Not exactly a fallout shelter,” Fieldy said. “More of a panic room, really.”

“Close enough,” Creek said. “There’s enough rations to get me through a few months and I figure by then I’ll have an idea about who won. I doubt it will be the humans. It’s still a work in progress, and besides, the war won’t be decided by nukes.”

“So, what kind of equipment are we getting here?” Fieldy asked. “Pork and beans or creamed style corn?”

“For a guy that sounds like he’s doing a bad Ozzy Osborne impersonation you sure have a lot of lip.” 

“A total lack of self-awareness is my secret super power.”

Creek walked past a supermarket display-sized stack of Ozarka water bottles and picked up a backpack that was filled with a metal tank connected to a thin hose, leading to a grip that looked like it had come from a gas station pump, and ending with a copper rod that extended about six inches.

“Holy shit,” Fieldy said. “I always wanted to be a ghostbuster.”

“That’s not a proton pack,” Creek said.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s a homemade flamethrower,” Creek said. “Simple really. You take an air compressor, a diesel nozzle, a feed tank, some hose, and some fittings and it’s Vietnam time. I’ve got two of them. They run on a gasoline-diesel mix.”

“You’re shitting me,” Fieldy said. “Are we fighting alien monsters or trying to keep away mosquitos?”

“I’ve tested them plenty of times,” Creek said defensively. “It’s a significant arc of fire that will cover well over ten feet.”

I thought about the man with the white face and the blowtorch.

“Why not a gun?” Fieldy asked.

“They aren’t that effective,” Creek said. “You’d have to be lucky to hit a symbiote in a vital spot while they are in a host, and outside of the host they are hard to see—it’s like they have a way of staying in the periphery of your vision. I’m also not sure what their weak spots are or for that matter anything about their anatomy. What I do know is that fire can kill them.”

“And garlic,” Fieldy added. “So basically, they are fucking vampires.”

“No,” Creek corrected. “Vampires are them.”

“And zombies,” I muttered.

“Sure,” Creek said. “Some Elders can raise the dead.”

“And werewolves?” Fieldy asked.

“They can control wolves,” Creek said. “Like I tried to explain—superstitions and folk tales are as much a part of history as the rest of it.”

“What else do we need?” I asked.

Creek lifted a vial. “We have to force her to drink this.”

“Holy water, I’m guessing?” Fieldy asked.

“Garlic juice. The only way your mother-in-law makes it out of this alive is if we force out the symbiote—otherwise she gets cremated along with it.”

“Either way,” I mumbled.

Fieldy slapped me on the back and laughed. Creek joined in and I smiled.

You weren’t kidding, kid.


I’m all dressed up with nowhere to go.

Walkin’ with a dead man over my shoulder.

Waiting for an invitation to arrive.

Goin’ to a party where no one’s still alive.

I was struck by lightning,

Walkin’ down the street.

I was hit by something last night in my sleep.

It’s a dead man’s party.

Who could ask for more?

Everybody’s comin’, leave your body at the door.

Leave your body and soul at the door.

(Don’t run away it’s only me).

—Oingo Boingo


16.

A Snoop Dogg Track and Certain Doom

Creek sighed. “How did I end up trapped in a backseat the size of a goddamned coffin with a fucking dog that can’t decide if he wants to fart or slobber so he just does both . . . constantly?”

“Was that a question?” Fieldy asked.

“Not really,” Creek said. “I mean, what the hell, man? Are you like an Austin Powers nerd? Who rides around in a fucking 1970’s Mini Cooper?”

“There are two things in this excruciatingly disappointing existence that give me joy,” Fieldy said. “And you are taking shots at both of them.”

“I didn’t mention drug abuse,” Creek said.

“Touché,” Fieldy said. “You really are an asshole.”

“That’s my secret superpower. But seriously, did we really have to pick up your mutt? He doesn’t look like he’s going to be worth much in a fight.”

“He’s not,” Fieldy agreed. “I once saw him roll over to a Chihuahua puppy, but I couldn’t leave him alone any longer—Dante holds a grudge longer than my ex-girlfriend and will start shitting all over the apartment.”

“Your girlfriend takes shits all over your apartment?” Creek asked.

“I said ex-girlfriend.”

It felt vaguely reassuring that my companions could crack jokes while we were driving toward almost certain doom. Gladys lived on a ridiculous estate on over 300 private acres of prime fenced-in real estate that was less than five miles from the courthouse and within half a mile of the oldest graveyard in Texas. It was also isolated enough that nobody could hear her scream—which of course worked both ways.

We pulled up next to an ornate iron gate that was still a good distance away from her house and Creek said, “I always wanted to see this place. I hoped it would be under better circumstances.”

“It’s something,” Fieldy said. “Imagine if Wuthering Heights raped an Episcopal Church.”

“I’m guessing you aren’t a real estate agent,” Creek said.

As we climbed out of the vehicle, Creek asked, “Is there any security around the gate?”

“Nope,” I said. “As far as I know it’s the same setup since this place was built back in the late 1800’s. She does have an alarm system around the house.”

“I’m not worried about that,” Creek said. “An Elder isn’t going to want to bring in the cops. Regardless, it knows you are coming and probably doesn’t consider you a threat, no offense.”

“When did you start caring about offending?” Fieldy asked.

“I didn’t.”

Fieldy rolled down the window and told Dante, “Stay boy.” Dante whimpered, rolling over on his side and closing his bloodshot eyes.

Fieldy popped the trunk. Creek slung a flamethrower across his back. “Who else wants to pack heat?”

“Go ahead, Fieldy,” I said.

“Fair enough,” he replied. “So, I just open the gas valve and pull the trigger?”

“Yeah,” Creek said. “And make sure you aren’t aimed at me.”

When the guys weren’t looking I threw the contents of my bag into the trunk, except for my shotgun, which I kept hidden inside the duffle bag. My secret.

Smart, kid. Better you should put that in your mouth and blow us both away before you let Carrion-Six-Toes take us. One of her prior hosts was the Marque De Sade.

Pineapple.

I slung the bag over my shoulder and walked up to a massive iron gate that was composed of ornate filigree that looked like countless strands of ivy. Fieldy and I, each, opened a side of the massive gate. It groaned but complied. A brick pathway the length of two football fields led to the house. Each brick had been laid by the calloused hands of slaves almost two-hundred years ago. There were enough bricks to build a shopping center that would include an Old Navy, Ross, Office Depot, and a movie tavern.

My duffle-bag hung at the perfect height for my hand to rest inside it and gently wrap around the butt of my shotgun. There were three ponds nestled within the dense foliage of the property and a creek that cut across vast acreage like an appendix scar.

There was typically a gentle cacophony of crickets and frogs and nocturnal birds, but on this night, all was silent. Even the typically swaying tops of the towering pine trees were deadly still.

Everything was either dead or holding its breath. My aunt would have called it playing opossum.

The brick pathway slowly sloped. In the darkness the house, still far away, seemed to float on the horizon like a broken promise. A single light shone from the highest window of the fourth story tower, but unlike the lighthouse it vaguely echoed, the light did not promise safety.

“This place is a fucking nightmare, all of a sudden,” Fieldy said. “Is this really the same house where you had Shadow’s birthday party?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Doubt we could pay a clown enough to come out here right now.”

“Don’t mention fucking clowns, mate,” Fieldy said. “I’m already creeped out enough.”

After what seemed to be hours, but was probably like five minutes, we came to the front of the house and paused in front of a driveway that circled a ridiculous stone fountain made up of fat cherubs with button sized penises. Or is it peni? They had little dicks, which were so obviously marginalized that it drew attention to them, like that Asian guy from the Hangover movies.

Creek and Fieldy were already out of breath, but Bogart was sending the good shit into my veins—the adrenaline du jour. I could have bitch-slapped the vintage Terminator. “What now?” Fieldy asked. “By our setup, I guess we aren’t taking the stealthy approach.”

“No point,” Creek said. “Ripley and I both have symbiotes in us. That’s like GPS to an Elder.”

“So it already knows we are here?” Fieldy asked.

“Yeah,” Creek said. “Ripley more than me—” he gestured at his necklace and continued, “—but it knows.”

Something large suddenly rushed out of the darkness behind us. My finger found the trigger and I spun, almost withdrawing the gun, but then I froze.

“Dante,” Fieldy scolded. “I told you to stay.”

The English bulldog stared up at Fieldy unapologetically. A massive bundle of useless muscle and a deficit of any capacity for intelligent thought process.

“I nearly set your fucking dog on fire,” Creek said. “Would have served him right.”

“Which is why I’m against the concealed flamethrower legislation,” Fieldy said. “Flamethrowers don’t kill people—”

“Cut the shit,” Creek said. “Are you always so fucking goofy?”

“Only when I’m high,” Fieldy said defensively.

“So always.” Creek shook his head and turned to face the mansion.

It’s actually a fairly famous structure among architecture buffs and I’d learned all about it from my mother-in-law during countless bragging sessions, but I’ll just give you the highlights. It was built in the early 1800’s by a guy named Richard Upjohn, who is more renowned for his Gothic Revival churches, but he also designed a few domiciles. This mansion is an example of the asymmetrical Italian villa style. The asymmetry is on account of the three-story mansion being connected to the previously mentioned four story tower with its single illuminated cyclopean eye staring down at us. A less ostentatious Sauron’s eye.

The whole house was built of the same types of bricks that made up the driveway, including the interior walls. If we had to siege the place, we were in deep trouble because I’d left my catapult back in the pool house. It was so well made that it even still had the original standing seam terne roof.

“What now?” Fieldy asked. The living room light flooded on and I could see a short, squat figure moving behind billowy curtains. “Oh.”

The porch light came on and we slowly walked over to a massive front door. I’d like you to imagine it similar to the famous slow-motion shot from Reservoir Dogs as we confidently moved toward our destiny with the smooth rhythm of a Snoop Dogg track playing around us. The truth is, there were two bumbling middle-aged men carrying homemade flamethrowers while trying not to trip on the porch steps, followed by a narcoleptic dog who was distracted by the moths dancing in the porch light, and me with my chemically induced bravado masking a lifetime of insecurity and a deep commitment to failing.

Whichever.

The porch featured multiple arched wooden bays separated and supported by miniature Corinthian columns on pedestals that were beyond audacious and more appropriate for a palace in Venice.

We were all standing together on the porch when the door opened and Gladys stood in the doorway, looking like a lump in a ridiculous olive green nightgown—I think it’s called a muumuu. Her hair was in curlers and she had on a matching green night cap. The old lying wench had told Dare she’d been at the hair dresser earlier that day. Her expression of choice was complete bewilderment. She was playing the part even though we all knew what was hiding inside her. “Ripley?” she asked. “What are you doing here? Did you find Shadow?”

“Not yet,” I said. “Can we come inside?”

“Why?” she asked.

“We were hoping for a nightcap,” Fieldy said.

“I don’t understand,” Gladys said. “What are your friends carrying, Ripley? I’m scared.”

“Don’t be,” Creek said. “You aren’t in danger.”

“Okay,” Gladys said. “Come on in.”

We all moved into the house. The entrance hall was centered on a massive oak staircase that led up to the adjoining tower, but also formed a T-shape with a cross hall toward the back of the house. There were multiple ornamental oak arches that led to the staircase, or to the left toward a vast library of antique, unread, decorative texts, or the right towards a sitting room filled with enough antiques to furnish a season of Downton Abbey. In addition to the chandeliers the ceiling also featured ornate plasterwork and an immense copper medallion that probably weighed a thousand pounds.

My mind drifted to the single light in the tower, but that thought was lost when Fieldy leaned in and asked, “Are you sure she’s . . . ?”

I nodded to Fieldy, then asked Bogart.

Yeah, kid, Carrion-Six-Toe is still in her.

“Are you sure I’m what?” Gladys’ eyes were suddenly wet with tears. “You are worrying me, Ripley, what’s happening? Dare told me you weren’t well.”

“Drop the charade,” I shouted. “Where is Shadow?”

“How should I know?” Gladys asked. “Call Dare, she won’t pick up for me. Don’t you know I’m worried to death? My granddaughter is—”

“Enough,” I screamed. “Tell us where she is, or we will—”

Creek put an arm out in front of me. “Calm down, buddy.” He leaned in toward me and whispered, “I think you are wrong about her. She’s not . . . ”

“She is,” I insisted. “Bogart told me.”

“I’m calling the police,” Gladys said. “You all need to leave.”

“Let’s go,” Creek said.

“Are you kidding?” I shouted. “I’m not leaving here without my daughter.”

Gladys moved toward a landline phone that sat on an ornate end table. “That won’t be necessary, Ma’am,” Creek said. “There has been a misunderstanding.”

Gladys paused. “Okay. I understand that everyone is upset, but you need to take Ripley away from here.”

Fieldy leaned in close and whispered, “Let’s go, Ripley. She’s obviously not . . . ”

“She is,” I insisted, pulling the gun out of my bag. “I’ll show you.”

“Fuck,” Fieldy shouted.

Creek stepped in front of me.

Gladys stumbled back until she bumped into a massive overstuffed upholstered chair.

Shoot her in the face, kid.

“That’s not the way,” Creek shouted. His calm resolve had melted and his eyes were terrified. “There’s a better way. Let me prove to you how wrong you are.”

I slowly lowered my gun, but my finger remained on the trigger.

Creek fumbled in his pocket and pulled out the vial.

“What is that?” Gladys asked.

“Just drink it,” Creek said. “Then we will leave.”

Gladys locked eyes with Creek. She threw back her narrow shoulders and nodded.

Creek took a cork stopper out of the vial and gently handed it to her.

I glanced at Fieldy, who was wild eyed. He had raised the nozzle of the flamethrower and was aiming it directly at my mother-in-law.

Gladys brought the vial up to her face and sniffed. She wrinkled her nose and made an audible retch.

I carefully watched as she brought the vial up to her lips. I anticipated what would happen when she drank the foul contents—the spindly monstrosity that would pour out of her mouth or ears, the warmth as Fieldy bathed her in fire, while my putrid mother-in-law and the monster inside of her burned. I’d sprint up the stairs to grab Shadow, safely nestled in the lit room above. I would carry her out of the adjoining side door that led to a cozy landing covered with ferns and potted fruit trees and quickly descend the iron steps down to the ground while the house burned to the ground.

I’d take her back to Dare. Triumphant. Heroic. So easy to paint the picture that I’d checked on Gladys’ house, saw it was on fire and rescued our daughter like I was one of those sexy, calendar firefighters.

Gladys had Alzheimer’s, so it was no leap in logic to believe she’d gone off the deep end and kidnapped Shadow, then left a candle burning next to a drape or . . .

Gladys brought the vial up to her lips and quickly gulped it down.

She gagged, but kept it all down.

Once second.

Two seconds.

“Well?” Gladys asked. “Are you satisfied?”

Fieldy lowered his flamethrower.

“Perfectly,” Creek said. “I’m sorry for the trouble, Ma’am. We’ll be on our way.”

Creek is fucking you, kid. That wasn’t garlic water.

“Fine,” I said. “Sorry, Gladys.”

“I’d say you are,” Gladys said. “I don’t know what Dare ever saw in you.”

I made a half turn toward the front door then I quickly spun and extended my arm until the muzzle of the shotgun was pressed up against my mother-in-law’s fat lips.

Someone shouted “No” as I pulled the trigger.

Her head exploded like a fleshy watermelon and painted the wall red and black. The stump of her neck sprayed like a B-grade horror movie. For a split second I wondered if I’d made a mistake, but then thin tendrils poured out of her like she’d been stuffed with countless ebony sea urchins.

I took a long step back, bumping into Fieldy. He was frantically squeezing the trigger of his flamethrower, but nothing was happening.

Creek dropped his backpack and sprinted out the front door.

I continued to fire my gun into the spindly mass until the chambers were empty. Four point-blank rounds down the neck hole. The tendrils continued to wave like they were underwater. Then in an instant, they were still.

I dropped the gun and glanced back at Fieldy. That was when I saw the massive figure striding down the stairs.

His face was covered with a white mask.

He had a long, curved blade called a kukri in his right hand.

Run, kid. Run.

Before I could react, the monster was upon us.

Fieldy was my best friend, but the last memory I’ll ever have of him is of the kukri striking him on the top of his head and slicing so deep that it split his nose in half. First an expression of utter terror and then no expression at all. No semblance of humanity. No fake accent. No wise cracks to mask his deep depression. Underneath a pale façade we are all just meat.

A double shot of adrenaline urged me forward and I scrambled past the white-faced man as he attempted to pull his kukri out of what remained of Fieldy. Instead of bolting through the front door I ran up the staircase.

Maybe I panicked, or maybe I was still thinking about Shadow tucked away at the top of the tower.

Whichever.

It’s easy to play Monday morning quarterback and list my mistakes. The first one was in trusting Creek even when my gut and Bogart had advised otherwise. My second mistake was in firing all the rounds when two would have probably done the trick on Gladys. My fatal mistake was running up the stairs with a lumbering hulk retracing my steps like I was trapped in a Friday the 13th movie—everyone in the theatre knew I should have chosen the front door.

Of course, that was only my most recent mistake; it takes a plethora of miscues to end up in such a predicament. It started in the apartment with my ignorant decision to check the pulse of a Pez dispenser. And Bogart, bless his metaphorical heart, had begged me to run away long before this moment.

Worst of all was that, as I rushed to the top floor, I panicked and chose the wrong fucking room to dash into. Not the tower room with a balcony that I could have used to escape.

Nope.

I threw myself into a bedroom that had no exit. A dead end. The white-faced man was far enough away that he didn’t know which way I’d gone, but too close for me to risk going back out.

Bogart summed it up in his typically eloquent fashion: We’re fucked.

With no time for deliberation I did what came naturally to me—I hid. More specifically I scrambled under the bed like a child hiding from the boogeyman. The duvet hung low enough to hide my presence but allowed me to peek out and watch the doorway. It was an act of utter cowardice, but as I lay there and breathed in the musty floor I felt a tinge of optimism. Maybe the white-faced man would check the other room and assume I’d escaped out through the balcony.

Maybe he’d go out after me and I could escape for real . . .

It was a thought.

I remained perfectly still and listened to the thunderous steps as he came up the stairs.

That was when Dante casually strolled into the bedroom. The big mutt was panting, but otherwise he seemed unfazed by the horror he had just witnessed. His owner had just been split in half and there Dante was with his stumpy tail wagging like life was just a walk in the park. I delved deep into discarded superstitions and prayed the dog would go away. I was still praying when Dante walked right up to me and stuck his fat head under the duvet.

I’m sorry, kid.

While Dante licked my face with his probing tongue and foul, hot breathe, Bogart left me.

I felt a tickle and saw a flash in my periphery as Bogart traded hosts.

I was alone.

Dante turned and sprinted out of the room.

A few seconds later the floor shook and the light in the doorway faded. All I could make out was an old pair of unlaced work boots. The monster then stepped right up to the bed and knelt down. A gloved hand came under the bed and jerked me out of hiding by my hair.

I didn’t even try to resist as the white-faced man wrapped his massive hands around my throat and lifted me off my feet until we were face to face.

Out of morbid curiosity I reached out and flipped up his mask. His face was covered with cancerous growths and pulsating tumors, some crusty with scabrous tissue, others livid with swollen, veiny protrusions that leaked a thick yellow pus like discharge. There were layers of growths, like the rings of a tree, that concealed any semblance of humanity except for his wet lidless eyes. I stared into them in an effort to avoid the horror of his face and saw dozens of nematode-like creatures swirling within the sclera.

His thumbs tightened around my windpipe and I blacked out.


I could watch you for a lifetime, you’re my favorite movie.

A thousand endings, you mean everything to me.

I never know what’s coming, forever fascinated.

Hope you don’t stop running, to me ‘cause I’ll always be waiting.

You are my cinema, I could watch you forever.

Action, thriller, I could watch you forever,

You are my cinema, a Hollywood treasure.

Love you just the way you are.

—Skrillex


17.

The Part Where the Bad Guy Gloats

My childhood was mostly an epic bummer, but one of my few consistent sources of contentment and wonderment was going to Old Pine Movies, located in downtown Nacogdoches. Most people referred to it simply as the dollar movie because that was not only the price of entry, but that included a double feature and a large popcorn. A drink cost an additional dollar and the free popcorn was extremely salty. A hotdog was also a dollar and so were any of the assorted candies. 

I saw several key movies there: The Breakfast Club, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, Aliens, Top Gun, Gremlins. To say my experience in that theater was formative would be an understatement. I can still feel the anticipation and surge of excitement as the maroon curtains slowly parted and revealed previews of future obsessions.

I also went on my first date in that theater. I sloppily attempted my first kiss up in the back of the balcony while the mote-filled light of the projector fired off above my head.

In the early 90’s the owner died of a heart attack and his German wife moved away. Shortly thereafter, a Carmike movie theatre moved into town. Nine screens. Dolby sound. Out with the old, in with the new. The old theater just sat there abandoned for decades. Perhaps most tragically, the final movie shown on that screen was Hook, so for years it remained on the marquee, until some asshole stole the K and an O. By the time of the Y2K scare, the roof began to collapse and people quit bothering to paint over the graffiti on the brick walls.

Now you are probably thinking this anecdote is yet another metaphor meant to reinforce my personal degradation. A nostalgic callback like people in an old folk’s home weeping over home movies.

I wish.

I opened my eyes and realized I was knee-deep in putrid, stagnant water. I was seated in a cushioned chair that had rotted down to the springs and my arms were tied behind me with nylon rope that wrapped around the back of the chair. My ankles were tied together as well. I was gagged with a cloth that tasted like motor oil.

The theatre was in even worse shape than I’d have imagined. I always hope that things out of my sight remain equivalent to my memories of them, but they never are.

The maroon curtains were open, but the screen had ripped in several places and was covered with a thick layer of black mold. The white-faced man was seated in the center of the front row, several rows in front of me—stoically staring at the screen like he was reliving the Goonies.

“This is your fault,” a voice to my left said. I turned and watched as Chod waded over to me and sat down in the deteriorated seat right beside me. “You did this to yourself. You don’t know how to make things easy on yourself, do you?”

I shook my head, unable to speak even if I’d wanted to. The truth is, the only thing keeping me from falling on my face and drowning in that brackish water was the ropes that bound me. My entire body was ravaged by pain that was so intense I could barely even feel it anymore—like water that is so hot that it eventually just feels cold. I was dying. Correction, I’d been dying since this story began, but now I was quickly dying. My life force was seeping into the festering filth around me.

“I would have assimilated you,” Chod said. “You could have been part of the solution. Then you refused me in my office. That’s when it started to feel personal. Even after all that I would have killed you quickly. The real miscreant is Bogart.” She reached out and shook my head. “Do you hear me?”

I nodded.

“Good. Your real mistake was in killing one of my supplicants. I’d invested substantial energy into that body. That was when you went way over the line. I say this, not as your therapist, but as a silent observer: you are a self-destructive mother fucker. No sense of self-preservation at all. I’ve watched countless species of creatures like you go extinct.”

I nodded.

“It wasn’t a question,” Chod snapped. “It’s personal now, so you are going to pay a personal price. Maleki is going to stay here with you until your brain fully atrophies or you starve to death, whichever comes first.”

I nodded.

“While you are dying I’ll be assimilating your daughter. She’s put up a good fight, but I’ve already planted the seed—it won’t be long now.”

I pulled against my restraints, but they were far too tight.

Chod laughed. “Now I’ve got your attention. Once your daughter is assimilated she’s going back home to mommy. A tearful reunion, I’m sure. Once mommy falls asleep that night Shadow is going to take a kitchen knife and slice open her throat. Slow enough that she has time to wake and realize how she’s dying and who’s doing it.”

I shook my head.

“That’s my idea of personal,” Chod said. “And I don’t even really dislike you—in some ways I almost pity you. I wanted Bogart, and true to form, the coward betrayed you and escaped me yet again. Even that is a small inconvenience in the big picture. He will wake soon. He must, the noise is deafening. Radio. Television. Facebook. Twitter. Everyone is screaming. Everyone has a voice but nobody is saying anything of real worth. The end is inevitable, but I have a plan that will speed up the inevitability. I have figured out a way for an Elder to quickly assimilate a town. And what better place to start than the oldest town in Texas? Once I’ve proven my plan’s worth, it will be the gold standard for my peers.”

I nodded.

Chod shook her head. “You are too lost in your own pain to hear me. Once our numbers have properly swelled we will take it up a notch and initiate a third World War so that the inane din from the chattel can be accompanied by the screams of their death and destruction. It will be so easy to do, we’ve had Kim Jong-un since his early childhood and Trump is almost fully assimilated. But enough of that, you won’t be around to see it.”

Chod stood and walked toward the exit, but before she left she turned back to me and said, “You did this. You.”


I’m holdin’ on your rope

Got me ten feet off the ground.

I’m hearing what you say

But I just can’t make a sound.

You tell me that you need me,

Then you go and cut me down

But wait.

You tell me that you’re sorry,

Didn’t think I’d turn around

And say:

That it’s too late to apologize.

It’s too late.

I said it’s too late to apologize.

It’s too late.

—One Republic


18.

Trust is a Four-Letter Word

It’s hard for me to relate how much time passed in the abandoned theater because I went in and out of consciousness as the waves of pain crashed and receded. I was often lost in strange thoughts and fever dreams, and distorted memories fought for my attention. The one constant, like a red cork floating on a turbulent sea, was the white-faced man who Chod had referred to as Maleki. He remained seated with his back to me and his gaze fixed on the screen. 

Even now I don’t know what Maleki truly was. He seemed to have some sort of consciousness, but he might have just been a meat puppet.

I was lost in a drunken memory from my college years, when I met a blonde sorority type girl at a bar and after some smooth talking and several shots of Goldschlager we ended up at her dorm room. As I fumbled at her bra straps I suddenly vomited on her bed and she slapped me and called me a “loser.” That’s how thin the line is between Heaven and Hell.

What snapped me out of my dark recollection was an oddly shaped creature steadily moving toward me. Its large head hovered just above the top of the water. It appeared to be doggy paddling.

Dante.

I waited for Maleki to react, but he didn’t seem to notice the gentle sloshing. Dante crawled up into my lap and licked my face, then hopped over the back of my seat. I could feel the tug of him chewing at the ropes that bound my hands behind me.

I wondered if I was hallucinating.

Dante chewed at my ropes for what seemed like a long time. He gave up and crawled back into my lap and stared into my eyes. The poor guy looked like he’d been crying, but all English bulldogs look that way. Dante leaned in and put his flat muzzle against my head. It felt good to have something warm pressed up against me.

Even beneath a mountain of pain I felt the gentle tickle in my ear.

I blacked out.

Wake up, kid.

Bogart?

Yeah, kid. I’m back. I’m sorry I had to jet earlier. I hope you understand.

Of course, I do. You did the right thing.

When I opened my eyes, Maleki was no longer seated in front of the screen.

You better go, Bogart. He’s coming.

Not again. This time I’m willing to go down with the ship.

Dante scrambled out of my lap and gently swam away.

Why, Bogart? I’m not worth it.

You’re wrong. I know you better than you know yourself. You constantly put yourself down, but you’re the best person I’ve ever bonded with . . . and there have been hundreds. I love you, kid.

You do?

Not in a gay way, but yeah. I do.

Before I could relish that one sweet moment, I saw Maleki coming toward me. He was holding the kukri in one hand and a blowtorch in the other.

It was at least a bit comforting to know that I wasn’t going to die alone.

That was when the exit door flew open and a man dressed in what appeared to be a beekeeper suit came stumbling in. He was holding a familiar homemade flamethrower.

Maleki turned and strode toward the new arrival, kukri raised high.

A small flame danced at the tip of the nozzle and when Maleki was less than ten feet away the beekeeper squeezed down on the trigger and a shockingly large swathe of flame leapt out, engulfing Maleki.

I was several rows away, but the wave of heat from the flames washed upon me and forced my eyes shut.

I heard an inhuman scream like an enormous insect from one of those 50’s era horror films. The scream was interrupted by an explosion. I forced open my eyes.

Maleki’s blowtorch had exploded and his entire body was awash with flames. He danced and swung wildly in the air for several moments, then mercifully crumpled to his knees while the flames consumed him. He fell face first into the water and was still.

I could smell barbeque pork and the thought sickened me, but not so much that my stomach didn’t rumble.

I waited for a monstrous creature to pour out of his prone body, but it never did.

The beekeeper continued to burn the crumpled body long after it was obviously dead and when he finally stopped he walked wide of the burnt husk as he came to me.

He pulled off a helmet that looked like he was preparing to go fencing. It was Creek. “Are you okay?”

I nodded.

He took the gag out of my mouth and untied me. I was still in agonizing pain, but Bogart was working overtime on me and I was already strong enough to stand. “You came back for me,” I mumbled. “I thought you had betrayed me.”

Creek shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately, you are right on both counts. I’m sorry, I didn’t want to do it, but . . . Did you ever wonder why Carrion-Six-Toes let me live?”

“Why?”

“Because I was in a unique position to help her. You aren’t the first person with a symbiote that has come to me.”

That mother fucker.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“The price for living is I had to turn anybody I discovered that had a symbiote in them over to Carrion-Six-Toes. I did it . . . several times. That’s the reason for the fake garlic water and why your buddy’s flamethrower didn’t work. I’m sorry.”

“So why did you come back for me?” I asked.

“It all went to shit back there,” Creek said. “I didn’t know you had that gun . . . you were pretty smooth. I made a mistake and it got a host killed. I know Carrion-Six-Toes won’t forgive that. Forgiveness isn’t in an Elder’s vocabulary.”

“I still don’t get why you came back for me?”

“I need your help,” Creek said.

“Doing what?”

“We have to kill Carrion-Six-Toes. Can you walk?”

“I think so.” I followed Creek out of the theater and as we moved past Maleki I glanced down at the burnt husk. It was still smoking even though it was almost fully submerged in the brackish water.

We moved through the exit door and the light temporarily blinded me. The alleyway behind the theater was deserted now, but long ago it had served as a parking lot for the patrons. A beat-up F-150 truck from the 80’s had been parked next to the door. “Is that yours?” I asked Creek.

“Yeah,” Creek replied. “I risked my life going home and getting it, but Carrion-Six-Toes hadn’t made it there yet. I was also able to grab some necessary supplies.” He stripped out of his stiff jumpsuit and stuffed it into the bed of the truck along with the flamethrower, several unmarked metal boxes, and three five-gallon red gasoline cans.

Dante strolled up to me and I opened the passenger door and helped lift him into the front seat. He promptly curled into a ball and began snoring.

Bogart, what should I do? Can we trust this guy?

Trust him? No way, kid. Bay-bay is trustworthy, but even he can’t predict what Creek is liable to do moment to moment. Unfortunately, our options are very limited if we are going to fight Carrion-Six-Toes. Right now, we have no choice other than to run, which I realize you aren’t going to do. We are going to save your daughter, but the only way to do that is to kill that pesky Elder.

I climbed into the front seat and sat down next to Dante. A moment later, Creek climbed into the driver’s seat. I stared at Creek. “Your garlic necklace is gone.”

“That’s right. I had no choice, it was the only way to find you. Bayonet directed me right to your symbiote and so far he’s remained mostly silent. Maybe he’s learned his lesson. I knew you’d help me. You are the only person I know who is more fucked than I am.”

“What do you mean by more fucked?”

“Ripley, the cops found your mother-in-law’s body last night. You left the gun there next to her decapitated head. Chod probably cleaned up any evidence of the symbiote before they came so it looked . . . really bad.”

“Jesus,” I said. “Dare bought me that gun.” I fumbled around in my pockets and realized I didn’t have my cellphone any longer. Dare must have been worried sick.

“And the cops think you have your daughter,” Creek said.

“Yeah. I could see that.”

“And apparently they found a body at your house as well.”

“The pool house,” I corrected. “I left a corpse in the swimming pool. That one wasn’t my fault.”

“Well either way I think it’s best if you aren’t spotted. You are the talk of the town right now.”

“I know I’m fucked,” I said. “Even if we kill Carrion-Six-Toes my best-case scenario is life in prison. I just want to save my daughter first.”

“Then our goals are aligned, just as I’d hoped.”

“I guess so,” I said. “Do we know how to kill Carrion-Six-Toes? Do we even know how to find her?”

“I’ve taken people out to Carrion-Six-Toes before,” Creek said. “I’m not proud of it, but it’s true. The Elder is less than ten miles outside of town. I can get us there. It will be the last thing Carrion-Six-Toes expects out of a coward like me. As far as killing it? Hell, I don’t know. Maybe? Probably not. That thing in the movie theatre wasn’t a pimple on Carrion-Six-Toes’ ass.”

“You sound confident,” I said.

“When you only have one choice it’s both your best and worst one.”

“Do we have to kill all of the hosts?” I asked. “Or is there a primary one?”

The Elder itself can only inhabit one body, the others are tendrils. If the Elder dies they also die.

“I don’t know,” Creek said. “We’ve taken two of them out already. It might be that Carrion-Six-Toes is down to the last one. Assuming your daughter . . . I’m sure there’s only one host left. Reach into the glove compartment, I’ve got a present for you in there.”

I opened the glove compartment and pulled out a silver 1911 handgun with a black grip. “Is this actually loaded?” 

“It is,” Creek said. “Now duck your head down so we can get out of town.”

Bogart, thanks. You didn’t have to stick with me, but you have.

Until the bitter end, kid.


I don’t mind telling this whole wide world

Someone’s doin’ me wrong.

I don’t be able to catch on yet,

But they gonna get catched for long.

Now whoever this someone may be,

Take a little tip from me:

Stay away from my chicken house, boys,

If you figure your life’s worthwhile.

—Gene Autry


19.

Beneath a Calm Façade

We arrived outside of Chod’s property just as the sun was crouching behind the pine trees and everything was awash in a bloody haze. Like everything else in my life, it was located at the end of a dirt road in the middle of nowhere. We hadn’t seen another house or even a run-down trailer in more than four miles and the red dirt of the narrow road brought up a crimson cloud behind us that seemed to promise we were moving beyond the pale. 

Creek pulled his truck off the bumpy road and parked it behind a dense thicket of trees so that it would not be easily spotted. Creek turned to me and said, “The house is about a quarter mile up the road, but we need to be sneaky about this.”

I frowned. “You mean we aren’t going to go up to the front door like last time?”

“That doesn’t seem like a good idea,” Creek said. “In a perfect world we catch it sleeping . . . if they sleep. I’m going to completely fill my tank, so we can burn down half of East Texas if need be. I still don’t know if that will be enough.”

Bogart?

Elders don’t sleep, they consider this reality to be the dream that needs to end. As far as killing Carrion-Six Toes . . . it’s possible, but I’ve only ever heard of one Elder dying and that was in Hiroshima.

This time Dante seemed content to stay behind when we climbed out of the truck.

Creek filled his tank with gasoline and then put on the silver flame retardant suit and a helmet that made him look a bit like a 1960’s alien from Lost in Space. “Just a warning,” Creek said, “when I’m wearing this suit I have tunnel vision. You keep an eye around us and don’t step in front of me when shit goes down.”

“Got you.” I had the 1911 in a death grip, but I felt horribly underprepared for what we were attempting to do.

“One more thing,” Creek said. He reached into a tool box and pulled out the garlic necklace, then handed it to me. “You’ll need this.”

“I’m not doing anything to hurt, Bogart.”

“It’s not for you,” Creek said. “That’s for your daughter, if—”

“I get it,” I interrupted. I picked a few cloves from the necklace and put them in my pocket.

As Creek led us through some dense foliage, I carefully avoided thick pockets of greenbrier vines and poison ivy, but his suit got hung up on it several times. I extracted the mutinous vines, but was unable to keep the suit from ripping in a few spots. Each time, Creek sighed like an astronaut in danger of sudden suffocation. The sun had set by the time we came out of the East Texas jungle, but the sky was cloudless and filled with countless stars that illuminated our surroundings.

A two-story country style farmhouse sat up on a hill; the windows were dark and everything seemed still. If there was a car, it was hidden within an attached garage. An overwhelming stench wafted in on a gentle breeze. I leaned in towards Creek. “I can smell Chod.”

Creek shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He pointed out past the farmhouse and asked, “Do you recognize those buildings?”

I nodded. There were three identical chicken houses lined up just behind the farmhouse. “I don’t get it. Why would Chod be raising chickens? That seems like a lot of work just to be throwing us off the scent.”

“I agree,” Creek said.

Bogart?

I don’t know, kid. It’s just as strange to me. Maybe there aren’t chickens in there.

Shadow? Is that where Chod keeps . . . ?

Might be, kid.

“I think we should go there first,” I said. “Bogart thinks that might be where my daughter is being kept. Maybe we can get Shadow out of here before we deal with Chod.”

“Okay,” Creek said. “To be honest, I’m not all that eager to confront her. Maybe I can work up some courage. Let’s go wide around the house and come at the chicken houses from the back.”

“Good plan,” I said. We wrapped wide around the dark house and used the cover of darkness and the occasional pine tree to somewhat conceal our presence, but Creek was about as camouflaged as an albino at a Black Lives Matter march. The stars shone down on his silver suit as if to constantly mark our presence.

The closer we came to the chicken houses the more the stench grew, making me fight off waves of nausea. It was not the first time I had been exposed to the horrors of East Texas chicken houses. At least twice a year I drew the short straw and was forced to spray for flies at the local Pilgrim’s Pride. Baby always had us use a heavy concentration of Demon Max, but it was like pissing on a roaring fire. For every thousand flies we managed to kill there were millions of maggots waiting to mature and take their place.

The flies were probably the least horrific consequence of America’s fascination with chicken flesh, or as the industry likes to refer to them: broilers. The inside of a chicken house was the food industry’s equivalent of Auschwitz, which is a shame, because birds aren’t as worthless as most people assume. Believe it or not, birds are a subgroup of the reptile family and essentially the last living dinosaurs. I learned that one watching Jurassic Park. Chickens might not be the cream of the crop, but some birds are among the most intelligent creatures on earth.

You’d never know it from walking into a chicken house, which is basically a massive windowless shed that holds tens of thousands of the birds at a time. Chickens function well in small groups, where they can find their spot in the pecking order, but it’s impossible for them to establish a social structure in such large numbers. Because of this the frustrated birds spend most of their time relentlessly pecking one another until most of them are badly injured or dead. If you think I’m drawing a parallel between a chicken house and modern society, you are not wrong.

Such intensive confinement also breeds filth and disease. I remember the last time I sprayed one, the dust, feathers, feces, and ammonia choked out the oxygen and the large fans turned it all into airborne sandpaper that rubbed my uncovered skin raw. Because of this almost all chickens suffer from chronic respiratory illnesses and bacterial infections. Perhaps most unsettling is that most of the chickens also have internal parasites such as roundworms and tapeworms.

You probably have already heard about the problems with the hormones they pump into the chickens so that there is a quick turn-around between birth and the kitchen table. Most of the chickens quickly become crippled because their fragile legs can’t support the weight of their bodies. It’s very common for the chickens to die from ascites, a disease thought to be caused by the inability of birds’ hearts and lungs to keep up with their rapid skeletal growth.

It’s even worse for the breeder chickens. When the breeders are only a few days old, hot blades are used to cut off a portion of their sensitive beaks so they won’t peck each other. Sometimes they also cut off their toes, spurs, and combs. The birds are not given any painkillers to ease the agony of this mutilation and many of the debeaked chickens starve to death because it is too painful to eat. The broilers life span is a hormonally accelerated six-weeks, but the breeders must endure their torture for over a year. To stunt their growth so that they can continue to breed for the year, they are kept in a constant state of near starvation.

These were my thoughts as we made our way to the nearest chicken house, but my first thought as we slid open the back door was that it was far too quiet to be occupied. I was wrong. It was dark inside the massive structure, but enough light shone in to show that the ground was covered with countless feathered mounds. “Are they dead?” Creek whispered.

I studied their prone bodies. They were almost perfectly still, but I could occasionally see the gentle rising of their chests. That subtle movement was the only thing that distinguished them from statues.

“They’re alive,” I said. My voice was louder than I’d intended and my words seemed to echo in the stillness of the stifling hot building. The feces were so high that the chickens were practically swimming in them, but if they cared they didn’t bother to express a complaint. However, my words did stir them to action. As one, the thousands of chickens all raised their heads and stared directly at me. The last few days had been horrifying, but this somehow chilled me most of all.

Your daughter isn’t in here, kid.

How do you know, Bogart?

I can smell her. She’s . . . Carrion-Six-Toes has infected her. She’s close, but not in here.

“Let’s go,” I said to Creek. “Shadow isn’t in here.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Creek pointed at the throng of silently staring birds. “What the fuck is going on with those chickens?”

“I don’t know, but Bogart says she isn’t in here.”

“Yeah, Bayonet says she’s already been—”

“I know.”

We carefully backed out of the chicken house and slid the door shut.

“Those chickens shouldn’t have been alive, should they?” Creek asked.

I shook my head.

“I mean did you see how much shit was in there? Mounds of it.”

“What’s even stranger is I didn’t see any food in there,” I added. “The feeder bins were all empty and there was no water. And to top it off the fans weren’t even on; they should have all died from heat stroke.”

“Chickens die from heat stroke?”

“Yeah, they don’t have sweat glands.”

That’s when I realized that I could hear the familiar sound of the massive fans whining nearby. Not in that chicken house, but in one of the others. “You hear that?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Creek replied. “So why are the fans running in one of the chicken houses but not in all of them?”

“Maybe because they have something else in . . . ”

It’s her, kid. It’s her.

I sprinted toward the sound of the fans. It was coming from the chicken house next to the one we had just left. I swung open the doors and shouted, “Shadow!”

“Daddy.” Her voice was the softest whisper. She was tied to one of the empty feeding bins. I shuffled through a horde of stoic chickens and fell to my knees in front of her. She was filthy, but she was alive.

“Jesus,” Creek muttered from the entryway. He carefully shuffled toward us.

Thousands of chickens continued to hypnotically stare at my daughter as if they were guarding her. I ignored them. “Are you okay, baby?”

Shadow shook her head.

I began to untie her, but Bogart quickly interjected, Wait.It’s in her. It’s in there pretty deep.

Creek put his hand on my shoulder and softly asked, “What do you want to do?”

My mind was reeling. I should have expected this, but somehow, I thought that it was just a bluff. Surely if anything in this foul world was sacred, it was my daughter. There must be some taboos in this universe. Right? But there aren’t. There just aren’t. I pulled a clove of garlic out of my pocket and peeled it until the glistening worm like center was fully exposed.

“Shadow,” I whispered. “I need for you to eat this.”

She looked up at me with soft, wet eyes and nodded.

“Creek, keep your hands in front of her left ear,” I ordered. “I’ll cover her right one.”

Creek nodded.

I slowly put the garlic into my daughter’s mouth and waited. She recoiled, but kept her mouth shut. I watched as she fought an urge to spit it out, but instead took a quick bite and then several others. Her body was shaking uncontrollably as she swallowed it.

My hands cupped her left ear and a moment later I felt something tentatively push against my palms. I pressed harder against her ear and the thing inside her pushed against me with greater force. When I felt it bite into my palms I squeezed my hands together and gripped something that felt vaguely like a thin crab claw. I pulled it out of her ear easily, though it was at least a foot long.

Somehow it was pale and jet black all at once. It shook in my grasp so fervently that I could barely see it, though I could make out its flat, triangular shaped head and I could feel its teeth trying to burrow into my palm. I squeezed it with all my might and felt a satisfying crunch as it’s exoskeleton caved in and began to squirt out it’s innards like a banana. It released its frantic grip on my palm and went limp, but I was not satisfied. I threw it to the ground and stomped it until all that remained were bits of shell and a mass of squished innards that resembled a nature video I’d seen when a sea cucumber had ejected its intestines as a self-defense strategy.

It’s dead, kid.

I quickly untied Shadow and held her close. She was still, but I could feel her heart rapidly beating. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was shallow, but steady. I whispered into her ear, “It’s going to be okay, baby. I’ve got you.”

Creek leaned down and put a hand on my shoulder, “Let her sleep, she’s been through Hell.”

I stood and cradled her in my arms, and for a moment she was a baby again. I imagined I was carrying her back to bed after one of her night terrors. I was so caught in the memory that I lost track of my feet and I felt the crunch of a chicken beneath me. I glanced down and watched as a large spidery shape slid out of its anus, unfolded, then scurried into the safety of the flock. The chickens continued to impassively stare up at me.

“What the fuck?” Creek asked. “It’s in the chickens?”

“It’s like they are incubators,” I muttered.

“But there are fucking thousands of them, maybe a hundred thousand between the three chicken houses!”

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “We have to get Shadow back to safety.”

Creek stomped a chicken beneath his feet and watched as another shadowy creature quickly scurried out of it. “Jesus wept,” he muttered. “We can’t let them live.”

The asshole’s right for once.

Creek aimed the nozzle of his flamethrower down at the chickens.

“Wait,” I shouted. “Let’s at least get Shadow back to the truck and I’ll come back with you. I promise.”

“Okay,” Creek said. “I guess if Carrion-Six-Toes was here we’d already know it.”

We quickly moved back to the truck, no longer working under any pretense of stealth. If Chod was around, then she was biding her time because there was no sign of her and Bogart remained silent.

I gently placed Shadow in the front seat and Dante nuzzled up to her. Taken in a different context the two of them sleeping there might have been sweet, the sort of image that would have blown up Facebook. Beautiful child and adorable dog. The horror, of course, is what lay beneath that calm façade.

We silently walked back towards the chicken houses, disregarding the dark farmhouse. As we came back up to the first chicken house Creek turned to me and said, “I’m sorry, man.”

“It’s okay,” I said.

“It’s not though. I sacrificed so many other people because I was scared. I figured, what does it matter if a few people are . . . ? But now . . . ” Creek sobbed. “There are thousands of embryos in there. What is Carrion-Six-Toes planning? Do they mutate to the point that they can infect people who touch the chickens raw, like salmonella? Do they . . . ?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, “because you are fixing to roast all of them.”

“Damn straight,” Creek said. “This whole building is metal, so it’s going to get very hot in here, but the fire should be fairly contained. You guard the door in case . . . You know.”

I nodded.

“I’m going to start toward the front and burn my way back to you. If things go south, don’t worry about me. Get back to the truck and get the fuck out of here.”

He’s right, Bogart said. Carrion-Six-Toes isn’t going to let you two just burn down such a supreme effort. It must have taken decades to produce so many. You be ready to haul ass, kid.

I can’t do that, Bogart.

He did it to you.

That doesn’t matter.

Creek stomped his way toward the front of the chicken house and I watched as dark, slithery things quickly emerged from their crushed hosts and scurried to the perceived safety of the unharmed flock around them. Once Creek had stomped a trail that stretched the length of a football field, he glanced back at me then turned and aimed his flamethrower at the mass of chickens in front of him, bathing them in fire.

Slowly he moved his unforgiving swathe of flame from left to right.”

The hapless chickens simply stared at the incoming flame as it consumed them and the skittery dark things emerged to instant death—curling upon themselves like an ouroboros. Strangely the symbiotes refused to leave their hosts until they were already washed in flame and it was far too late for escape. With the methodical precision of an artist Creek slowly walked backward, retracing his path, while the flame ate everything it touched.

The heat quickly became unbearable and I had to step outside.

A few minutes later Creek emerged and quickly slid the door shut. He pulled off his helmet and mumbled, “Jesus Christ.” His hair was matted to his head and he was drenched in sweat. His eyes were wild.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I think you got all of them, nothing to it.”

“Yeah, there was,” Creek said. “There was plenty to it. Couldn’t you hear them screaming? It was like they were women. I heard my Mom scream that way once when my dad . . . ” Creek wiped the sweat out of his eyes and added, “It was like they were screaming with my mother’s voice.”

“They didn’t make a sound,” I said.

“It was so loud I couldn’t hear myself think,” Creek said. “It was more than that too. About halfway through I got confused and thought I was in a nursery, that they were all newborn children and I was . . . Jesus.”

“It must be some sort of psychic self-defense mechanism,” I said. “But it didn’t work on you. You were strong enough to keep on going anyway.”

Creek shook his head. “No, I was just too fucking scared to stop.”

“Can you do it two more times?” 

“Yeah. I have to.”

You think he’s going to be okay? I asked Bogart.

Silence.

Bogart?

I recalled the last time Bogart had been silenced and quickly glanced back at the farmhouse. The porch light was on.

“Creek,” I said. “There’s someone in the farmhouse.”

“I see that, and Bayonet isn’t talking to me anymore. You know what that means, right?”

“Yeah. Chod must be around.”

“Fuck it,” Creek said. “Let’s go up to the house. I’d rather meet that thing head on rather than wait for it to take me from behind while I’m burning its children.”

“They weren’t children.”

“Yeah, of course not.”

We slowly approached the house, and all was silent within and without. As we drew nearer I realized the front door was wide open. I turned to Creek. “I think we’re being invited inside.”

“Yeah,” Creek agreed. “There’s no sneaking up on that thing anyway, with what we each have inside us. Stay behind me and remember what I said. When the going gets tough . . . ” He put the helmet back over his head and moved ahead of me.

I held the gun at my side, finger clinched on the trigger.

We stepped onto the front porch and I glanced over Creek’s shoulder, trying to see if anyone was inside, but the front porch light was the only illumination and the living room was filled with shadows that concealed any evil intentions.

Creek stepped inside and I quietly moved in behind him. He fumbled around on the wall for a light switch, but he must have been practically blind with that cumbersome helmet on. Just before he found the switch and the living room was awash in light, I spotted the still form of Chod sitting in the easy chair next to the fireplace. I extended the 1911 and almost fired, but quickly stopped and realized it was just an ugly woman’s pantsuit, arranged to resemble a human form.

The light came on and I realized I was correct on both counts. Dr. Chod’s desiccated skin was fully clothed, but all innards and moisture had been sucked right out of her. It was a pantsuit on top of a skin suit. A floppy, shriveled, pitiful thing that only faintly echoed what it had been. Like a fresh snakeskin, it conjured fear because it was a reminder of what had been inside it only a short time before.

Creek pulled off his helmet and dry heaved several times, then turned away from the body. Apparently, my mental gag reflex had been too desensitized to acknowledge this repulsion, because all I felt was pity for Dr. Chod and what she’d undoubtedly had to endure. Once he’d composed himself Creek said, “She doesn’t have eyeballs or even a fucking tongue anymore. Carrion-Six-Toes tossed her aside like a pair of smelly sweatpants.”

“But why?” I asked. “Is it possible that Dr. Chod was the last body that thing had? Do you think it could have given up?”

“Probably,” Creek said. “I don’t think they like to run around without a host, it leaves them too vulnerable. Maybe it has some sort of escape plan, like an underground tunnel or some shit like that. Maybe it figured facing us just wasn’t worth the risk. It used its psychic powers to temporarily shut down our symbiotes long enough to get out of here. Probably to go away and regroup and start over somewhere fresh.”

“Works for me,” I said. “Bogart told me that they don’t think of time in the same way that we do. Could be that its idea of regrouping is to build up another chicken farm in Indonesia and by the time it’s a threat again we will be dead and buried.”

“Suits me,” Creek said. “I wasn’t really that eager to deal with Carrion-Six-Toes in the first place. I’ll take a truce. No harm no foul, but . . . ”

“Yeah?”

Creek took a deep breath. “But I’m not going to leave those other chicken houses. What if those things in them are still maturing and in a month or two there are thousands of Carrion-Six-Toes running around?”

“I can’t imagine,” I said.

“I can. Two more chicken houses worth of ticking time bombs. I have to burn all of those monsters and then it’s square. I’ll never get another good night’s sleep again after this and I’ll spend the rest of my life waiting for Carrion-Six-Toes, but at least I won’t hate myself anymore.”

“Amen,” I said. “Let’s deal with the third one first, I’m not quite ready to go back inside the one where that fucker was keeping my daughter.”

We slowly walked back towards the chicken houses and suddenly an Ear Worm invaded my consciousness: Bow wow wow yippy yo yippy yay, Doggy Dogg is in the mother fuckin house.

I hadn’t heard that song in years, but it reminded me of my college years and of drunken binges. I tried to dismiss dark thoughts, but as we stepped in front of the third chicken house it continued: Bow wow wow yippy yo yippy yay

Death Row’s in the mother fuckin house.

When Creek slid open the door to the chicken house, I experienced déjà vu as I watched him methodically stomp his way toward the front. Strangely the chickens never even glanced at him, instead focusing their blank-eyed stares at me.

Creek turned to me. “Okay, it’s about to get very hot in here.” He pulled the helmet back over his head and aimed his nozzle at the flock.

Something brushed against my leg and quickly ran past me. It was Dante. The stupid dog hurtled right through the chickens and finally stopped right in front Creek not a moment before he shot off a burst of flame. Creek gently kicked at the hapless English bulldog, but Dante just stood there adorably staring up at him, oblivious that he’d almost been burned to a crisp.

Bow wow wow yippy yo yippy yay, Death Row’s in the mother fuckin house.

Again, the Ear Worm invaded my thoughts, but this time I realized it wasn’t Snoop Dogg rapping the lyrics. The voice was much more familiar.

Bogart?

Creek pulled off his helmet and screamed at Dante, “Get your ass out of here, you dumb mutt.”

Death Row’s in the mother fuckin house.

“Shoot him,” I screamed. “It’s—”

Carrion-Six-Toes poured out of Dante’s mouth with the speed of a King Cobra—dark tendrils rising out of the dog’s gaping maw and wrapping around Creek’s legs, slithering up toward his exposed face.

I can recall it all now with the clarity of memory, but in the moment, it was a slideshow set to hyper speed.

In this slide I see Creek screaming as a tendril shaped like an obsidian Indian arrowhead rushes towards his fearful eye. The barbed tip pierces his pupil and the tendril moves into him quickly as it leaves its prior host.

The dark curling mass unraveled out of Dante and I watched as the last of it fell out of the dog’s mouth and plopped down amidst the chickens like a foul pile of afterbirth. I recalled Shadow’s pet hermit crab and how, when we found it dead last year, I had gently pulled it out of its shell and saw that the part it always kept concealed was a pale, fragile, fleshy lump.

Even as the tendrils poured in through his eyes, ears, and mouth, Creek pulled the trigger, shooting out purifying flames from the nozzle. Dante avoided the initial burst and ran with a speed I didn’t know the sluggish dog possessed as he moved past me toward the exit.

The flame swathe aimlessly poured out toward the front of the chicken house but far too high to even burn a single prone chicken, then Creek’s body began to shake violently and he fell to his knees as his life ebbed. The tip of the nozzle dropped toward the ground and the crowd of chickens erupted in flames.

The burst of flame ricocheted up from the ground and bathed Carrion-Six-Toes and Creek. The dark, shimmering flesh of the Elder burned even as it poured into the safety of its new host. Creek’s face was melting, but his flame-retardant suit seemed to be deflecting the burst and protecting most of his body.

Surely Creek was already dead, but his finger was locked in place around the trigger and the flames were hungry. The two of them formed a grotesque Yin/Yang—the impossible blackness of the monster still rapidly pouring into its host and the static pallor of a protective suit that had failed.

All of it awash in terrible fire.

As I tried to process this horror I could not get a repetitive refrain out of my mind: Duuun duuun. Duuun duuun. Duuun duuun.

Of course, it was the most recognizable bit of movie soundtrack of all time—the theme from Jaws. The brilliantly simple John Williams score that was primarily just a tuba alternating notes.

Duuun duuun. Duuun duuun. Duuun duuun.

Carrion-Six-Toes had almost completely crawled into Creek, and I watched as the last bit of it, that strange, placenta-like pile of filth, flowed past his lips and disappeared somewhere within.

Duuun duuun. Duuun duuun. Duuun duuun.

Bogart? Why are you putting that in my head at a time like this? I get it, Carrion-Six-Toes is the great white shark and I’m Brody waiting to be eaten. Of course, Roy Schneider’s Martin Brody wasn’t eaten. Hell, he even appeared in the vastly inferior sequel. He was able to live because he shot the air tank lodged in the shark’s mouth and blew the shark to . . .

I fired my 1911 at the gas tank strapped on Creek’s back and instead struck him in the shoulder.

As Creek turned towards me with smoke rising off his head, I recalled the Nazi doctor from Indiana Jones as the Arc of the Covenant was opened and his face melted.

I fired again and struck him in the chest.

Creek slowly raised the nozzle towards me and I realized I was a blink away from being burned alive. I fired wildly in the monster’s direction as the rising heat brought tears to my eyes. There was a brilliant flash as a wild bullet struck the gasoline tank.

The explosion lifted me off my feet and sent me hurtling into one of the large metal fans. There was a loud pop and I felt something inside me break, but I had no time to assess the damage because I was on fire. I rolled around in the chicken feces until I was certain I’d put out the flames.

I realized I no longer had my gun.

It was a divine struggle to stand and in doing so I realized my left arm was either dislocated or broken. Like a scene from Platoon, the chicken house was filled with mutilated bodies and piles of burning manure. Thousands of feathers still gently floated toward the ground. In the place where Creek had stood was a small fiery crater. I quickly scanned my surroundings and saw a human leg and a few feet away what might have been part of a torso, but for the most part Creek was gone. I searched for bits of the obsidian shell that seemed to cover Carrion-Six-Toes, but there was no darkness to be found.

Bogart?

Silence.

If Carrion-Six-Toes was still alive it must have crawled into one of the few chickens that weren’t burning, because I quickly scanned the chicken house and there was no sign of it. I slowly backed toward the exit with my eyes fixed on the chickens, their eyes still sullenly staring into mine. I waited for Carrion-Six-Toes to emerge from one of them and wrap around me and pour into my body, but without the gun and with only one functional arm I had no real chance of defending myself.

I got this feeling, inside my bones. It goes electric, wavy, when I turn it on. All through my city, all through my home. We’re flying up, no ceiling, when we’re in our zone.

Bogart? What are you trying to tell me?

I was almost at the exit when I heard the chittering; it was coming from directly above me. I hadn’t even thought to search the ceiling. I glanced up and saw a massive, dark, spindly thing hanging from the rafters. My first association was that it was an enormous granddaddy long legs, but then I saw that what I had mistaken as its abdomen was actually an enormous mouth filled with several rows of barbed teeth.

I got that sunshine in my pocket.I got that sunshine in my pocket.

It dropped down and nimbly landed next to me. Several of the appendages that I’d assumed were smaller sets of legs were eye stalks that were reminiscent of those of snails or slugs. The black bulbous eyes stared at me and I suddenly felt weak and powerless. Why bother fighting something that was clearly indestructible? Better to just let it consume me and put an end to a lifetime of misery.

I got that sunshine in my pocket.I got that sunshine in my pocket.I got that sunshine in my pocket.

The horrifying creature was the most intimidating thing I’d ever seen and seemingly immortal, but I could also see that it was leaking a foul brackish fluid from several gaping wounds. Smoke poured out from beneath its chitinous exoskeleton, like a lobster that had been boiled and cracked, and was ready to be dipped in butter. It raised up on its hind legs and I stared into an enormous disc-shaped mouth filled with several rows of gnashing teeth. I compliantly knelt my head as if I was standing in front of a god that I was prepared to pray to, and if need be die for as well. My final act on this miserable planet would be a noble sacrifice to an entity that was obviously far superior to me.

I got that sunshine in my pocket.I got that sunshine in my pocket.

My hand slowly moved to my pocket as if independent of my thoughts or will.

The creature moved toward me and I could smell a foulness like spoiled menudo. The rows of teeth parted and the mouth formed a circle wide enough to engulf my entire head.

I got that sunshine in my pocket.I got that sunshine in my pocket.

My hand came out of my pocket griping several cloves of garlic. Just as the creature lurched forward to decapitate me I stepped aside and my independent hand tossed the garlic inside its maw with the casualness of a Michael Jordan free throw.

The rows of teeth reflexively closed and grinded.

I wish I could tell you that there was some major cinematic moment as Carrion-Six-Toes exploded into tiny pieces, but that would be a lie. Just as Bogart had predicted, it all ended not with a bang, but with a whimper. Carrion-Six Toes fell over on its side and then it quickly shriveled into itself until all that was left was that foul, bulbous organ that most closely resembled a placenta.

With no deliberation I stomped on the fleshy mass and watched as bile poured out of it and seeped into the manure-covered earth.

We did it, kid.

Is it gone?

It’s gone.

Are you sure? I mean certain?

Nothing is certain, but I don’t know what more you can do.

Bogart was right, I had nothing left to give. Maybe I should have stayed and spent the time necessary to destroy the creatures in the other chicken house, but I didn’t. Instead, I slowly walked outside and stared up at the merciless stars. The smoke had begun to obscure the sky, but the stars were unaffected.

I trudged toward the truck and halfway there Dante ran up to me. The poor thing looked terrified and seeing him still reminded me of Fieldy far more than Carrion-Six-Toes. I knelt down and when he licked my cracked face, that was the moment I remembered the explosion and the heat that had sent me flying. I wondered how hurt I really was.

I’ve almost got your arm repaired, kid, but your face. I was able to keep you from going into shock and I’m healing the internal damage at light speed, but most of this is third degree. The nerves have been too badly damaged to be fully repaired. Your skin is never going to heal.

That’s alright. I never was a looker anyway.


She looks like the real thing.

She tastes like the real thing.

My fake plastic love.

But I can’t help the feeling,

I could blow through the ceiling,

If I just turn and run.

And it wears me out.

It wears me out.

It wears me out.

It wears me out.

—Radiohead


20.

Monster

Shadow was sleeping. I put a gentle hand on her shoulder and she quickly sat up. When her eyes locked on my face I assumed she’d scream, but instead she said, “Daddy you are burnt. Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine,” I lied. “I’ll be okay.”

“You look like a bad guy,” Shadow said. “Like that Nightmare on Elm Street guy you showed me on Halloween. Freddy.”

“I know.”

“And you stink, daddy.”

“I know.”

Somehow Shadow smiled. “Daddy, is this your dog?”

“No,” I said. “It’s yours.”

Shadow smiled and my heart nearly broke.

She spent the next few minutes nuzzling next to Dante, while I slowly drove us away from the horror. About twenty minutes later we pulled up behind Larry’s Service Station, a single pump gas station.

I turned to Shadow. “I’m going to call your mom and she’s going to come and get you. I have to go away for a while.”

Shadow nodded and then buried her face in her hands, sobbing.

I pulled out Creek’s cellphone, grateful that someone as paranoid as he was didn’t bother to lock his home-screen. I was able to recall the correct number on the third try and Dare answered on the first ring. “Hello?”

“It’s me,” I said.

“Where are you?” she screamed. “Do you have Shadow? Is she . . . ?”

“She’s fine,” I said. “I saved her.”

“Bring her back,” Dare shouted. “You killed my . . . you’re a monster.”

“No, I’m not,” I said. “Come and get Shadow at Larry’s gas station outside of town. Don’t bother to call the cops, I’ll be gone.”

“Okay,” Dare said.

“One more thing,” I said. “You’re wrong about me. I always thought that I wasn’t good enough for you, but I was wrong. You were lucky to have me.”

“Ripley . . . ”

I hung up. That was the last time I ever spoke to my wife.

Shadow stared up at me with glazed eyes. “Daddy?”

“Mommy’s coming, baby. You will be okay.”

Shadow nodded and reached up, pulled my face down to hers, and whispered, “Are you coming home?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t. I don’t expect you to understand this and I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I have to go away, Shadow . . . for a long time.”

“How long daddy?”

“Forever. I’m sorry.”

“To Heaven?” Shadow asked.

I nodded and then I held her while she cried. Her tears were warm on my cracked cheek.

When she had calmed down I said, “I have to go now. Go inside the gas station and wait for your mother. They are going to tell you lies about me, but you remember the truth.”

“That you love me?”

“That’s right, baby. The truth is I love you.”

***

Kid, why are you driving back to Nacogdoches? You know the cops are looking for you and now they are going to think you also killed your therapist and burned down her chicken farm.

I know, but who the Hell is going to recognize me now?

Valid point.

Besides, I just want to die where I was born. It feels like a resolution, of sorts. I need to at least end my chaotic life with some semblance of control.

So you know you are dying? That I can’t help you out much longer?

Yeah. I can feel it. You aren’t really part of me anymore, more like a passenger.

I wish I could say you were wrong . . .


Is this the way it’s really going down?

Is this how we say goodbye?

Should have known better when you came around.

That you were gonna make me cry.

It’s breaking my heart to watch you run around

‘Cause I know that you’re living a lie.

That’s okay, baby, ‘cause in time you will find:

What goes around, goes around, goes around

Comes all the way back around.

—Justin Timberlake


EPILOGUE:

Ouroboros

I need to talk about something else, kid.

Go ahead. Since when have you ever asked permission?

Just this time. I need to tell you some things that are going to rock your world a bit—a classic good news and bad news kind of deal.

Okay.

Back when I had to leave you at your mother-in-law’s house and climbed into the mutt . . .

Yeah?

Well, it’s an intricate process bonding with a host—it’s very intimate. It’s not like I’m a flea hopping from one thing to the other. Correction, with most animals it kind of is, but not with humans. You know how bonded we were, kid.

Yeah, I do.

And as you realized, now it’s different. I really am just a passenger and I can’t stay with you much longer.

So, like you confirmed, I’m going to die.

Yeah. That’s the bad news part of the deal. I can’t hold back your disease anymore. I’m sorry, kid. Your brain is filled with holes. It won’t be long now.

You said there was a good news bit to this equation, but I’m having a hard time imagining what that might be.

I know, it’s coming. I’ve been right where you are at right now. I know exactly how you feel.

Realization was settling on me like an obese hooker, but I still asked him, “How could you possibly know how I feel?”

Remember when you asked how the younger symbiotes are created?

Yeah.

Well, the Elders can’t reproduce. I guess one of them had to have done so initially, but it’s a chicken and the egg kind of deal.

So how are symbiotes made, Bogart? How were you made?

I was once human. It was so long ago that I can barely remember it, but it’s true. A dream within a dream. My name was Ken Arok and I was a pretty big deal in the 1200’s, but my stepson tried to kill me. I was bleeding out when Tavi crawled into my ear and . . . you know the rest of the story.

I don’t understand, Bogart.

I know you don’t, kid. But you will. You see, when I left you, I left a piece of me behind. It’s how I was made. It’s how you are being made.

Bogart . . .

Your body is dying, but your new body is almost ready to be born. It’s kind of beautiful if you really think about it. The moment you die you are reborn.

Born?

It’s just a new body, kid. You maintain your consciousness, your memories, everything.

But I’m a . . . I’m going to be a symbiote?

It’s just a body. You’ll get used to it. Crawl into an animal first. I started with a cat, but dogs are okay too. Hell, if you want to be cool then try on a bear for size. Of course, the end game is a human. You just have to find someone that fits the bill.

It was a lot to process, but I didn’t have much time. That night I went out behind the 7-11 and spent some time with my former bully-turned-derelict, Walter. I took a bottle of Kentucky Hunter with me and patiently waited for him to drink it all and pass out. That was when I said goodbye to Bogart for the last time.

Three days later the holes in my brain grew too large and I died.

I’d been spending my last few hours with a Boston-terrier/pug mix that I’d found wandering down South Street. The poor thing had been starved half to death and was covered in fleas, but I gave him a bath and as much canned Alpo as he could eat. He was so grateful that he never left my side. I named him Bogart.

A few minutes later I was reborn. When I crawled into Bogart’s ear he didn’t even whimper.

It was surprisingly easy to acclimate to my new host; if you want to learn how to truly live in the moment then just share consciousness with a dog. Our first family was kind to us, but way too physically healthy. My morality wouldn’t allow me to climb into a child—they had five.

The mother was walking us at Pecan Park when I saw you. I could smell your sickness like a fine perfume—Obsession. It was a brain tumor you didn’t even realize you had. I think you would have died in your sleep without even knowing it was coming.

When you leaned down to pet the cute dog, he licked your face and I scurried right into your ear and then . . .

I understand this must be a lot to process, but lately I’ve been smelling something familiar. I think an Elder might be coming for us. It might even already be inside someone you know. I’m afraid that paybacks might be coming. We are in a lot of danger.

Pineapple.

When you need a break all you have to say is . . .
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